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How to Save Marriage

To find a future for the institution, we need to accurately account for its wildly varying past.

by Honor Jones

Thu, 04 Jun 2026




A few months ago, one of my best friends told me that she and her boyfriend had gotten engaged. Engaged? I thought. What for? She has two young kids and has never been married; he's older; they each have their own apartment; she seemed happy with the way things were. "Congratulations!" I said, because he's a good person, and I love my friend. Then I asked where they were going to live, and she laughed in my face.

"Oh, we're not moving in together," she said. She'd assumed I would have known that. They might do it someday, sure. But for now they can afford to keep paying for two homes, and she's prioritizing the children's stability, and everyone's space and sanity.

In a way, I was as surprised by my surprise as my friend was. It's not as if my life is normal. Recently I picked my kids up at their father's place and one of them ran over and hit me in the face with a big white pillow. When I turned the pillow over, I saw it was printed with a cute photograph of my ex-husband's girlfriend; someone must have given it to him as a joke--and it was funny. My friends are divorced, separated, married, single mothers by accident, single mothers by choice. And yet the only radical thing I had assumed you could do to a marriage was to open it up and start taking dating-app pics for your spouse. It had honestly never occurred to me that my friend could get married and not cohabit with her husband.

I think Stephanie Coontz would like my friend's story. For more than 30 years, Coontz has been trying to convince Americans of three things: Our ideas about traditional marriage are holding many people back from getting and staying married; also, our ideas about traditional marriage are incorrect; also, "there is no such thing as the traditional marriage." What would happen, she asks in her latest book, For Better and Worse: The Complicated Past and Challenging Future of Marriage, if we could get it through our skulls that the male-breadwinner model of a marriage was the norm for only a short period in the 20th century, and that history is full of an "astonishing variety" of partnerships and forms of desire? Coontz's hope is that learning how much marriage has changed over the centuries can liberate more people to imagine different kinds of marriages that might suit them better. Depending on the reader, her argument will scan as either modest or profound: "We have more latitude in how to organize healthy intimate relationships than most people realize."

From the November 2011 issue: All the single ladies

That is not to say she thinks anyone has to marry. The first sentence of For Better and Worse is: "This isn't a book about why you ought to marry." Nor does she think that marriage is necessarily doomed; it's simply no longer required when there are plenty of other ways "to achieve economic security, political advancement, social respect, legal protections, and a loving partnership." This has contributed to a deep pessimism around marriage. But Coontz points out that it is not altogether a bad thing for people to have higher standards for entering a marriage, and for them to know that if they want that marriage to last, they have to keep their partner happy.

Coontz is concerned, though, that many people who might benefit from marriage can't see themselves making a go of it. More than a quarter of American 40-year-olds have never been married; that's a record, and it's rising. Researchers at the University of Michigan have been asking high-school seniors about marriage since the 1970s. In 1976, 84 percent of girls and 73 percent of boys said they expected to marry, according to one analysis of the data. By 2023, only 64 percent of girls said that, whereas about three-quarters of boys still expected to get married. Have so many young women turned against marriage itself, or only against a persistent 1950s vision of it, one that is no longer viable or desirable?

At 81, Coontz is now mostly retired from teaching American history, but she remains on the faculty of Evergreen State College and is the director of research and public education for the Council on Contemporary Families, a nonpartisan think tank that dove into the "family values" debates of the 1990s. Coontz started going on television to deflate panic about high rates of divorce and single motherhood, and she has been a public figure ever since, promoting her view of marriage as protean rather than brittle. For Better and Worse continues that argument, with a swift, myth-dispelling survey of family arrangements down the centuries that focuses on periods when ideas about pair-bonding and marriage shifted in significant ways.

The Stone Age (not her specialty) goes by fast. We learn that women sometimes hunted big game, and that child-rearing was a collective enterprise. Coontz debunks pop evolutionary-psych factoids, such as that many women like stronger, older men because our Paleolithic ancestors needed mates who could support their offspring. In fact, food was hunted and served communally, meaning that a brawny man's children got the same helpings as the kids of weaklings and dead men. Not so the filii nullius of premodern England and America; the illegitimate "children of no one" were brutally neglected, she writes, which helped ensure that young people complied with marriages arranged to maximize their family's power and property. At one point in between, Jesus entered briefly, preaching that strangers were just as deserving of charity as nuclear-family members--a view that might have made more sense to the early hunter-gatherers than to many of his future followers.

Men obviously dominated in public life for centuries, and in private life too; the history of repressive marital laws is long. And yet, Coontz recounts, the necessities of survival led husbands and wives to share many of their cares and responsibilities. In 17th-century England and colonial America, farmwives and fishwives contributed to the household budget. One account describes women hitting the alehouse on their way back from the market, ending the day with "their heads full of wine, and their purses full of coin." Both husbands and wives supplemented the family's income through the "putting-out system" (not what you think--at home, they stitched parts for leather shoes, twisted cotton into lace).

But the rise of wage labor in the industrializing 18th century began to drive men and women apart: Husbands were out circulating in the marketplace, and wives were more confined to the home. (Middle-class wives, at any rate; many single and poorer women had to keep showing up for their shifts at the factory spinning machine.) Enter romance. Soon businessmen were swooning for love matches and stroking the silken hair of Victorian ladies too good for this mercenary world. At last, Coontz arrives at the 1950s, with the "much-mythologized" male-breadwinner family that, thanks to decades of sitcom reruns and Boomer nostalgia for half-remembered childhoods, has deformed our understanding of the institution ever since.

From the March 2020 issue: David Brooks on how the nuclear family was a mistake

This speed date with history is Coontz's seventh book. The book that earned her a wide audience, The Way We Never Were: American Families and the Nostalgia Trap (1992), was more narrowly focused on the white, suburban, one-income families that became the archetype not just of the '50s but of marriage itself. The single-earner nuclear families of that time weren't simply carried along on the broad backs of hardworking fathers, she argued. They were made possible by postwar government policies such as education benefits, job training, and cheap housing loans, and an economy that supported an unprecedented rise in wages. Many Americans benefited--which is one reason the upsides are better remembered than the downsides. More than half of two-parent Black families lived in poverty in the '50s, and white resistance to integration sabotaged Black people's efforts "to participate in the American family dream." Even those who lived the dream didn't always enjoy it; as feminists soon made clear, much suffering was caused by stripping women of their wartime jobs and expecting them to be perfect wives and mothers.

In 2015, Coontz's Marriage, a History: How Love Conquered Marriage, was cited in the Supreme Court decision legalizing same-sex marriage. The book, published a decade earlier, traced the shift away from a vision of marriage as "far too vital an economic and political institution to be left entirely to the free choice of the two individuals involved" and toward the idea of a love match, with the high hopes for lifelong fulfillment that such a love promises; Justice Anthony Kennedy drew on it in his opinion endorsing the right of all to marry for love.

But Coontz didn't just take the win. She fact-checked the justice. Marriage, Kennedy wrote, had always "promised nobility and dignity to all persons." Not so, Coontz said: "For thousands of years, marriage conferred nobility and dignity almost exclusively on the husband, who had a legal right to appropriate the property and earnings of his wife and children and forcibly impose his will upon them." Her belief that the decision was right didn't stop her from noting that both Kennedy's opinion and John Roberts's dissent--which argued that marriage had always referred to "the union of a man and a woman" whose primary purpose was the stable upbringing of children--were "at odds with historical reality."

For Better and Worse arrives at a moment when the sexes are more polarized--at least politically--than ever. Coontz is trying to address two extremes: those who reject egalitarianism in favor of a romanticized past, and those who reject heterosexual marriage as inherently exploitative. She avoids culture-war zeal, aiming to approach everyone with sympathy. In her earlier work, she went after "unhealthy nostalgia." Here she acknowledges having been "too dismissive" of how fears of losing money and status can encourage fantasies of an idealized past. Psyches are a "jumble of internalized messages and habits" that defy reason. Talk to any couple made up of two good people. Even those who want to change often struggle to do it.

Coontz, incidentally, is married, though she doesn't talk much about it in her books. Early in her career, she got engaged, but "the wedding fell through," she once told The New York Times. It then turned out she was pregnant. She was a single parent for a dozen years until she reconnected with, and married, the man who'd been her college sweetheart. The writing of For Better and Worse was delayed by the birth of her first grandchild. The book is dedicated to him.

For Better and Worse struck me as particularly generous toward young men. When Coontz started studying the history of the family, she was focused on "what women lost when they were denied access to the expanding economic and political rights that White men gained in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries." Now she is "more aware of what men lost" when work pulled them away from the intimacies of family and community life.

In the Victorian era, men wrote love letters expressing their longing and devotion: "I cannot have a separate existence from you, I breathe by you; I live by you." Before his wedding to Alice Lee in 1880, the 21-year-old future Rough Rider and then-virgin Teddy Roosevelt boasted in his diary: "Thank heaven I am absolutely pure. I can tell Alice everything I have ever done." But this more sensitive masculinity didn't much help men in a commercial world that rewarded strength and assertiveness, even ruthlessness. Women who depended on men for their livelihood began to prize those traits as well. The idea of the attraction of opposites took hold, and Coontz quotes women worrying in their diaries and letters that potential suitors were "too soulful"--not "masterful" enough. For many, Coontz writes, the ideal man was "powerful, stoical, and forceful."

Coontz has sometimes asked students to read those Victorian men's letters aloud. Most boys can't handle it: They get sarcastic, "distancing themselves from the emotion." Some even blush. What's wrong with these supposedly enlightened modern guys? One explanation is that we've come to think of being a man as the opposite of being a woman. This might seem natural, but Coontz observes that manhood was once counterposed more against childhood than womanhood. Maturity was what turned a boy into a man--the development of self-control and judgment, not aggressiveness. Understanding the tangle of valued traits, she confesses, has made her "a bit more forgiving of 'mansplaining' than some of my friends"--and more optimistic that partnerships between men and women can evolve.

Yet the old idea that men and women should inhabit separate spheres still distorts relationships today, Coontz writes. Couples are especially plagued by the expectation that women be responsible for the "invisible labor" of managing people's needs and emotions. And many women are really sick of doing most of the dishes. It's notable that the major decline in marriage expectations in the survey of high-school seniors occurred only among the girls. It's also notable that most divorces are initiated by women.

Coontz's obvious advice--always worth repeating--is that men and women share their burdens. (Plenty of same-sex couples squabble over chores too, of course, but they're less trapped by gender roles.) "Couples with egalitarian arrangements of household labor and childcare report increases in their levels of love over time," she says; couples with more traditional divisions of labor report the reverse. Well into the 2010s, magazines were arguing that women were actually turned off when their husbands did more "feminine" chores, but that was based on a study of people who were interviewed in the early '90s. Recent research finds that egalitarian couples report good sex, and more of it. At times, the book gave me the feeling that marriage could be saved in two ways: by women freeing themselves of outdated assumptions, imagining radical new forms of marriage, and having the resources to enact them--or by more men rinsing out their cups more often.

From the June 2013 issue: Liza Mundy on the gay guide to wedded bliss

But I did find it helpful to encounter familiar compulsions in their historical context. For instance, do so many women feel pressure to keep a clean house because they're innately neat? Perhaps, Coontz writes, their need to tidy is "a holdover from the new class aspirations that turned female domesticity into a status symbol during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries." And I was comforted to be reminded that, instead of blaming one another so much--for never marrying, or for marrying the wrong person--we could acknowledge how much we are responding to circumstances beyond our control: financial stresses, a lack of social supports, habits inherited from centuries past. In that sense, history can cut us some slack.

Still, every marriage, however it's shaped by the marriages before it, is its own mystery, or rather dense with many mysteries: the gestures made and missed, the sink and the compost, the closeness, the glances, the jokes, the bodies, the in-laws, the children, the mornings, the years. At one point in Don DeLillo's The Names, a character who is trying to win back his wife thinks that "marriage is something we make from available materials. In this sense it's improvised, it's almost offhand. Maybe this is why we know so little about it. It's too inspired and quicksilver a thing to be clearly understood. Two people make a blur."

After going through a divorce, I can't imagine getting married a second time. If marriage once offered stability, it now seems an extraordinary risk. Coontz compares it (both accurately and unappealingly) to a "high-stakes real estate deal, with feelings as well as finances" on the line. Also, no one has asked me lately. But according to Coontz, I'm in the minority; two-thirds of people who divorce go on to remarry.

Read: How I demolished my life

Maybe, for some, the risk is part of the appeal. After my friend came back from the courthouse, I asked her why she did it. "Romance," she told me, and "fun." And then she used the word propriety, but she made it sound almost dirty--as if monogamous marriage were a hot new kink they'd discovered.

In the end, she said she couldn't quite explain it. There was just something special "about merging into someone else."

A blur.



* Photo-illustration sources: L. Willinger / FPG / Getty; SSPL / Getty; Sjoberg Bildbyra / ullstein bild / Getty; Debrocke / Classicstock / Getty; Keystone-France / Gamma-Keystone / Getty; Jena Ardell / Getty; William B. Plowman / Getty; Boyer / Roger Viollet / Getty; Joe Raedle / Getty; Michael Springer / Getty; Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Afro American Newspapers / Gado / Getty; Kirn Vintage Stock / Corbis / Getty; Corbis / Getty; Samantha Vuignier / Corbis / Getty; Kryssia Campos / Getty; Juanmonino / Getty; Universal History Archive / Universal Images Group / Getty; Kirk and Sons of Cowes / Getty; Jack Mitchell / Getty; Evening Standard / Hulton Archive / Getty; Hulton-Deutsch Collection / Corbis / Getty; JHU Sheridan Libraries / Gado / Getty; Sepia Times / Universal Images Group / Getty; George Marks / Retrofile / Getty; Art Media / Print Collector / Getty; Kirn Vintage Stock / Corbis / Getty; Buyenlarge / Getty; Fine Art Photographic Library / Corbis / Getty; The Print Collector / print collector / Getty.

This article appears in the July 2026 print edition with the headline "The Surprising, Liberating History of Marriage."
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Is the GOP Starting to Defy Trump?

Republicans aren't automatically falling in line anymore.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 04 Jun 2026




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

A couple of weeks ago, several Republican senators not only criticized President Trump's proposed $1.8 billion "Anti-Weaponization Fund" in a private meeting but "screamed" at Acting Attorney General Todd Blanche, according to Senator Ted Cruz on his podcast.

"There were multiple senators yelling at the attorney general, saying this feels like self-dealing," Cruz said, presumably echoing broader criticism that this fund seemed more like a slush fund for Trump's allies and supporters. The administration has defended the fund as open to everyone. But Blanche announced this week that the administration was scrapping the plan. Whether the senators' motivation was moral or simply practical--do they really need another headache before the midterms?--the headline is the same: Are Republicans finally pushing back on Trump?

Beyond this fund, Senate Republicans also forced Trump to abandon his request for nearly $1 billion in ballroom security funding. And yesterday, House Republicans broke ranks to rebuke Trump's war in Iran, directing him to withdraw U.S. forces or win approval from Congress.

For most of his second term, Trump has successfully conveyed the message that defiance is not an option. In recent Republican primaries, Trump made clear that his standard was absolute loyalty. Candidates who did not meet his standard--Representative Thomas Massie, Senator Bill Cassidy, and Senator John Cornyn--all lost their primaries. Earlier this year, Trump allies poured millions into races against Indiana Republican state senators who had voted against a redistricting plan that would have favored Republicans. Most of them lost, too.

The seeds of mutiny are detectable. But the president still has the strength and support to suppress them. So who is willing to take the risk, and who isn't? On this week's Radio Atlantic, I speak with Indiana State Senator Jim Buck, a pro-Trump Republican who did not vote for his state's redistricting plan and faced an onslaught of what he calls "lies" and threats as a result. I also talk to our staff writer Russell Berman about the dueling forces of Trump's revenge campaign and growing party defiance.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: There is a way that an American superhero story, or really any hero story, is supposed to unfold. A lone individual--let's call him Buck--notices that something in the universe is not right. The little people are being menaced by a dark force--a force with power, money, and very few moral inhibitions.

Buck is just one person, but he has truth on his side.

In American politics in the last few years, the Bucks have not been winning. And the Bucks I am mainly referring to here are Republicans who speak up against the leader of their party because they think what he is saying does not make much sense.

Russell Berman:  There is a lot of tension right now between Republicans in Congress, especially in the Senate and President Trump. They're pretty much fed up with him at this point.


Rosin: This is Atlantic staff writer Russell Berman.

Berman:  And the most recent reason for that, of course, is that President Trump endorsed against two of their incumbents, which is pretty unheard of. He endorsed against Senator John Cornyn in Texas, who lost. He endorsed against Senator Bill Cassidy in Louisiana, who lost.
 We saw this, of course, in Kentucky, where Congressman Thomas Massie, who was Trump's probably least favorite Republican congressman, who was a thorn in the side--it was a very expensive race, and he lost. So Trump clearly still has power within the Republican Party.


Rosin:.When Republicans have spoken out against Trump, this has typically been their fate. They are starkly reminded that resistance is not an option.

Until very recently.

News Reporter (from WJCL): And we begin with breaking news at 4: South Carolina lawmakers are shutting down a major redistricting plan backed by President Trump...
 News Reporter (from CBS19): And President Trump's primary endorsement streak hit a roadblock last night. His pick for Iowa's GOP gubernatorial nominee is projected to narrowly lose out to conservative Zach Lahn.
 News Reporter (from PBS News): Acting Attorney General Todd Blanche said today that the Justice Department is scrapping plans to create that $1.8 billion so-called anti-weaponization fund. It's a setback for President Trump after Republican senators made clear that they did not have the votes...


[Music]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic.

Today on the show, we are taking a closer look at that cycle of intimidation and fear, and why some people resist--and others don't.

In this current moment of both revenge and defiance, I thought back to an earlier showdown, in Indiana. Trump put tremendous pressure on state senators to approve a new map that would have added two Republican seats. But Republican state senators overwhelmingly rejected that map. And payback came swiftly.

Last month many of those Republican senators--conservative senators who are otherwise pro-Trump--lost their primary.

Rosin:  I mean, having covered Indiana and watching this right now unfold nationally, where you're finally seeing people start to push back, do you have a sense yourself of how an individual decides to push back, like even in Indiana. Did you gain any insight why some people or why in some moments resistance develops and why sometimes it just can't?
 Berman:  Right. It varies a lot. It's very interesting to see. I did a story, I talked to one senator who wanted to tell his story. He had been swatted. He was not running for reelection, but he still did not wanna put his name out there. And it was not because he feared the political consequences because, again, he wasn't running for reelection. He feared for the safety of himself and his family.
 And so there was--you could see that internal battle even in his own mind between wanting to speak up, to resist, right, but also to preserve his own safety. And then you saw other senators who did speak up and who felt so compelled, they were so, sort of, put off by what was going on that they did speak up in interviews, but on the Senate floor very emotionally. And you see that, I think, Indiana is not unique, right? This is what we've seen nationally.


[Music]

Rosin: Any questions for me before we get started about the substance of the thing?
 State Sen. Jim Buck: No, we'll just take it as it goes.
 Rosin: Okay. All right...


Rosin: One of the reasons I wanted to call you, the main reason, is you're in Indiana, I'm in Washington, and here in D.C. at a national level, we've seen a lot of people agree to things or do things when the president asks them to. And maybe they didn't necessarily believe in those things or think those were the right things, but a lot of people do them anyway. And I've just been wondering why most people do that, and then some people just can't do that. They just won't do that.
 And so that's really actually the insight I would love from you. Do you have any insight into why? Why you couldn't just do it when a lot of other people do?
 Buck: I guess it boils down to what's your priorities as a public servant?


Rosin: This is Buck. Indiana State Senator Jim Buck. Buck was one of the state senators who was against redistricting last year.

Buck:  I mean, I go back--if you're a history buff--how much our country depended and should still depend on "we the people." If you lose sight of "we the people" and start paying attention to individuals that outrank you, from my perspective, the end is not gonna be very pleasant.
  And I've always felt comfortable in listening to the people I represent, whether when I was in the House or now in the Senate.
 Rosin:  You used the word "comfortable." It didn't seem comfortable. The whole situation seemed pretty uncomfortable. People talked about death threats, all kinds of things. So what do you mean by comfortable?
 Buck: "Comfortable" by the way I was going to vote. Now, if you're talking about the circumstances prior to and after that, yeah, there were times that was pretty uncomfortable physically. But when you're threatened with your house being bombed, with your reputation being destroyed--that's not a comfortable environment.
  So there's two different views. I didn't want to conflict that the whole episode's been comfortable. I was very comfortable with the vote.
 Rosin: Mm-hmm. Comfortable meaning you didn't have to--
 Buck: It was the right decision. It was the right decision.
 Rosin: And when Buck finally saw the maps for himself...
 Buck: I never thought they would stand a court challenge. It was gerrymandered unbelievably so.
 Rosin: When you looked at the map, what was your first thought? Just looking at the map.
 Buck: This is nuts.


Rosin: And yet, the calls for Buck and others to change their minds weren't just coming from his constituents. They were coming from inside the house--from his own party.

State Sen. Chris Garten: Those opposed say redistricting in the middle of a decade is breaking with tradition. They say we are changing the rules. To them I say this: When your house is on fire, you don't worry about whether or not you're traditionally holding the hose the right way. You do whatever it takes to put out the fire.


Rosin: And then pressure started coming from inside an even bigger house: the White House.

Buck:  The president called us. The governor called us. The vice president--we met with him twice. Our lieutenant governor.


News reporter (from CBS4 Indy): CBS4 is your local elections headquarters. Indiana Governor Mike Braun says he stands with President Donald Trump in getting state lawmakers to redistrict now. The president sharply criticizing the Indiana senate for refusing to take up redistricting...


Buck:  The beauty of the--if you wanna call it beauty--the president and the vice president never made personal threats. But it was the underlings that were closest to me that I'd known as friends, served with, that let me know in no uncertain terms, They're going to destroy you. They're going to ruin your reputation if you vote no.
 Well, a comment like that, you've gotta try to think, What form is that gonna take?
 
 Rosin:  Wait, are you being literal? People said literally those words or they implied?
 Buck: Oh, literally. Literally.
 Rosin: They are going to destroy you?
 Buck: Yep, and ruin your reputation. Straight on.
 Rosin:  In person people said that to you?
 Buck: In person.
 Rosin: That's like from a mafia movie. So what did you--
 Buck: Yeah. There's a lot of scenarios here with mafia movies. (Laughs.)
 Rosin:  What did you take that to mean? Were there specifics?
 Buck: No, that's the generality. It's like if you wanna compare it to the mafia: We know where you live and we know where your kids go to school. Well, you can try to fill in the blanks, but there's only so many blanks to fill in before you decide: I either succumb to this threat, and if I do, I shouldn't be in this office. I'm in this office because people trusted me, so I ought to vote in the way they view me, as being a good custodian of their vote.


Lt. Governor Micah Beckwith: Senator Gaskill calls House Bill 1032 for the third reading. Clerk will read.
 Chair recognizes Senator Gaskill to present the bill.


Rosin: On December 11, the Indiana state Senate gathered to vote on the redistricting bill.

State Sen. Gaskill: Thank you Mr. President. Members of the senate. I bring to you House Bill 1032 for consideration. It's a bill to redraw the congressional maps of Indiana.


Rosin: Buck, who had actually been in the hospital during this time, convinced his doctors to let him leave to cast his vote.

Buck:  I was on the Senate caucus at noon. I got a round of applause from my caucus members 'cause they knew what I'd been through.  And that was the only thing on the floor at the time--was that vote.


Beckwith: All right. This bill is now placed on its passage and the machine is open for voting.


Buck: And I remember casting the vote, grateful that I was there,  grateful that the constituents had put trust in me to vote no, and grateful that my lovely wife would drive me home like the doctors demanded.


Rosin: But before the last vote was cast--State Senator Michael Young--who would end up voting in favor of the redistricting--got up to the podium and asked to speak on the record.

State Sen. Michael Young: Thank you Mr. President and members of the Senate. Real quick...


Rosin: He expressed disappointment and frustration that the bill would fail. And then he left his colleagues who had voted against it with a final parting thought:

Young: I love you guys here. There's nobody I dislike. Some of my best people are not even conservative. I know what's about to happen to some of my friends in this chamber. You can believe it or not. You can believe it or not. But when they come into your districts--and I'm not lying--with $2 to $3 million, I know you'll try your best. You'll do what you can.
 But I believe, in the end, most of you won't be here anymore. And that takes courage to give you up your seat when you have an opportunity to help your country. So God bless the United States of America.
 Beckwith: All right. The machine is now closed. The clerk will tally the roll. Nineteen ayes, 31 noes. This bill has been defeated.
 [Cheers.]
 [Gavel bangs.]
 Beckwith: Please stay quiet in the gallery. Thank you.


Rosin:  So you weren't surprised when it failed?

Buck: No.

Rosin: And did you feel hopeful when it failed? Did you feel proud, hopeful? Like the right thing had happened?

Buck: Yes. I think what you said is concise. The right thing happened.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. And did you yourself feel nervous about what kind of repercussions there would be?

Buck: Well, to be honest, that particular day my main concern was getting home. I didn't have a chance to think. I was thinking more about my own health at that point.

And then it hit later.

News Reporter (from FOX News): President Trump calling out Indiana Republicans state senators who voted against redistricting, saying overnight in a Truth Social post that they should be primaried...


[Music]

Rosin: That's after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: In January, about four months before Jim Buck's primary to keep his seat, President Trump posted on Truth Social that he would be throwing his support behind Buck's opponent, Tracy Powell.

Trump called Buck a "pathetic RINO," which is short for "Republican in name only." And wrote that Buck had "failed the wonderful people of Indiana so badly."

Buck has been in the state legislature for more than 30 years. Made a home in Indiana with his wife, Judy, and their five daughters. He supported Trump in all of his past presidential campaigns. So he wasn't quite ready for what followed.

Buck: Nobody thought that we would be under this kind of a media blitz that was nothing but pure, bold-faced lies. I mean, anybody that knew me knew I was one of the most conservative senators in the Indiana Senate. Anybody that knew me knew I was not a liberal. Anybody that knew me knew I wasn't a RINO. Anybody that knew me knew I wasn't pathetic.
 But if you tell a lie enough times, even in the political world, perception becomes reality. And no one ever in Indiana's history has had this kind of money thrown at them in a primary. In my race, it's alleged, $1.3 million.
 That's a hill to climb that's never been climbed before. So it's totally uncharted territory. How do you fight back?


Rosin: Powell had the support and funding of outside groups. And had the endorsement of President Trump.

Meanwhile, Buck had found an endorsement from another familiar name. Someone who had been close to Trump and had found himself in a similar situation once before.

Buck: Mike Pence has been a friend of ours for years. Mike called me wanting to know how things were going, and I said, Well, God's still in charge. (Laughs.) And he wanted to know what he could do to help me.
 Well, I said, Mike, I was told you aren't endorsing anybody. He said, Who told you that? I said, Well, that's just my understanding. I said, If you'd endorse me, I'd love it. Well, he said, I'll tell you like I've told others: Now that endorsement can go both ways. And I said, Mike, friendship and loyalty mean the world to me. I said, I'll stand with you no matter what. I said, I understand January 6th more now than I did then. But I said, I'd be delighted to have your endorsement.
 So now we just live in that era where you really don't know who your friends are anymore.


Rosin: Pence had paid a political price. Just as Buck would.

News Reporter (From CBS4 Indy): The 2026 Indiana primaries making history ousting more state senate incumbents in one night than in the past quarter century combined. Most of the candidates had challengers endorsed by President Trump...


Rosin: Last month, Buck lost to Powell by nearly 30 percent. It was a blowout.

Steve Kornacki (from NBC News): And wow has Powell absolutely--he's not just beaten Buck, he has clobbered him tonight...


Rosin:  On Election Night, did you expect the results? How did you hear them?

Buck:  Well, for those of us who've been at it a while, you get a tenor of what's coming.

And the early results weren't very favorable. But like I told Judy when we went, I said, Remember this: Win or lose, God's still in control. This is not our office; it's the people's office. And so that's the way we viewed it. Disappointed, yes, 'cause I love the Senate. And I love my colleagues. And I love what I've been able to accomplish in the Senate.

But there was a point where Judy and I like to hold hands a lot, and I squeezed her hands and I said, Well, we think we know what our speech is gonna be later.

Buck (in concession speech):  I do wanna let you know this straight up, God's good. Amen. He doesn't make any mistakes, and when you put your trust and faith in Him, every day is coming your way is a good day. This is a good day because we believe strongly in democracy. We believe strongly in the ballot box...


Rosin:  We listened to your concession speech. One phrase that struck me is--you said, "This is a good day."

Buck: Yeah.

Rosin: Why was it a good day? I mean, from everything you've said up to this point, the wrong thing happened that day: The people who stood up for what they believed in, the people who looked at the maps and saw the truth lost their races.

Buck: Yeah.

Rosin: So what did you mean by "this is a good day?"

Buck:  Well, we are still a democratic republic. We are still a free people. And any time you can have--in this country or any country--where people can freely go to the polls and vote as they perceive their vote to be for their good. And then you get to see the results of that free and open election. My friend, that's a good day. That's a good day.

Rosin: Do you have any regrets about how you went through this?

Buck: Well, I wish I'd never had to go through it. (Laughs.) I can't imagine anybody saying, Oh, you know, this is a real treat. I'd love to do it again.

Rosin: But any regrets about how you went through it? Your decisions?

Buck: My decision? No.

Rosin: No.

Buck: No.

[Music]

Rosin: Russell, we spoke to Jim Buck  who is one of those Indiana state senators who voted no on redistricting and then lost.  Although he did end on this hopeful thought, which is, democracy will win out. Does that strike you as realistic? Pollyannish, given where we are now?

Berman: It strikes me as both. Is that possible to say?

Rosin: Totally.

Berman: Yes and yes, right?

Rosin: Yes.

Berman: Because in the realistic sense that yes, he's right, is that look at what's happening. We're seeing sort of normal politics happen where Trump is unpopular. He has less juice in the Senate, so to speak. The Republicans are likely to lose at least some power, which means the president will lose some power in the midterm elections. We're hearing less and less talk of President Trump running for a third time.

But in another respect, as we've talked about, Trump is still this really dominant figure within his party. This gerrymandering war and what the Supreme Court has done could end up protecting some of his--and a lot of his--power. And so there is still a question about whether he's going to be a traditional, typical lame duck president as we get into the last two years of his term, which would be sort of the normal democratic way, at least as we know it in this country, or whether he's going to be exceptional, right?  And he's gonna continue to push the bounds, for example, of executive authority, ignoring Congress, going around the courts in a way that makes people feel like he's an authoritarian.

And so I think it's still a little bit unclear, but we are seeing a lot of normal politics and a normal sort of democracy happening right now.

[Music]

Rosin:  Russell, thank you so much for joining us.

Berman: Thanks for having me.

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Kevin Townsend. Sam Fentress fact-checked. Rob Smierciak engineered and provided original music. We also had music from 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 Death of the Reader

AI has already changed writing. Now the technology is changing what it means to read.

by Walt Hunter

Thu, 04 Jun 2026




Although I teach and edit fiction, I still didn't think it would ever happen--that an AI-generated or AI-assisted short story would win a major contest. Then came Jamir Nazir's "The Serpent in the Grove," a regional winner of the Commonwealth Short Story Prize, published on Granta magazine's website. The story exhibits all the common AI-writing "tells" familiar to anyone who has ever scrolled through a restaurant's Instagram feed. Em dashes, the word hums (in the first sentence), contrasts ("It's not X, it's Z"). No final verdict has been made about the story's creation, and we may never know for sure whether Nazir relied on AI to write it. Yet the preoccupation with who the author might be--man? machine? cat?--distracts us from the real casualty of AI-written fiction: the reader.

Soon after "The Serpent in the Grove" appeared, one Reddit user concluded that "AI-written or human-written, it's painful to read." I agree: The metaphors are nonsensical-- "Laughter can cut a hush, not cure it"--and the narrative is hard to track. I followed along merrily as other Reddit users performed their own close readings. Suddenly, I was back in the college classroom, or a version of it, as words and phrases were parsed not only for evidence of a hoax but also to make judgments about their quality as literature.

The conversation didn't change my mind about the story's literary value. But the public attention to the story's style made me think about the tight relationship between a reader and a work of literature, and the ways that the advent of AI may damage that bond, if it hasn't done so already.

Reading is a solitary activity, not a lonely one. I was a shy kid who loved books in part because they felt like a form of friendship extended to me by the author. The phrase Dear reader, common to fiction for centuries, may be conventional, but it also suggests a relationship between author and reader that is intimate, warm, even affectionate. The literary critic Wayne Booth, in an essay on George Eliot, writes that "all stories, in short, claim to offer something to us that will add to our lives, and they are thus like the would-be friends we meet in real life."

Of course, not every author is pleasant company. And sometimes the connection between writer and reader becomes pathologically intense. Interest in the author's life can curdle into obsession, as in Henry James's The Aspern Papers, in which the narrator embraces any deception necessary to acquire the letters of a dead poet. But in its milder versions, the bond with an author leads from admiration of the author's style to curiosity about their life. Biographies of authors consistently outsell other forms of literary criticism. When I say that I teach literature, one of the most common reactions people have is to ask me whether Shakespeare really wrote his plays. Yes, mostly, but the point is that we imagine someone, an author, a proper name, at the other end of the line.

Read: This literary AI scandal changes everything

Claude has a proper name, and the line is always open. As the technology improves, style will be harder to use--it has already become harder to use--as a clue to the truth about authorship. Services are available that humanize AI tics. The consistency of a literary style over time may also be replicable. If AI can be used to write a story, an AI agent could presumably be cloistered with only the text that it has generated until a corpus of works emerges on the scale of Balzac's or Zola. Maybe it will be possible to write a literary biography of someone's AI assistant; maybe daily conversations with Claude will be studied for the slow cultivation of a singular way of writing or speaking.

But Claude, or whatever your AI agent's name might be, is not an author in the way that Booth describes. Because when I sit down to read "The Serpent in the Grove," I am no one's "dear reader." Instead I have the cautious, paranoid, seasick feeling that, from sentence to sentence, I don't know whether the author is my friend, Jamir Nazir, or the machine that may have helped him write. So even if reading a novel by Claude and one by Virginia Woolf are, in some narrow sense, the same activity, reading as a practice has changed. What readers might never regain is our confidence that a text has been "fixed by the nature of human life itself," as the philosopher Stanley Cavell writes.

When I sat down to read Nazir's story again, a month after it appeared, I was in Gambier, Ohio, the home of Kenyon College. The Kenyon Review, founded in 1939 and edited by John Crowe Ransom, published some of the greatest writers of the 20th century: George Saunders and Joyce Carol Oates, W. H. Auden and Rita Dove. As a young poet, Robert Lowell came to Kenyon to study with Ransom. On this weekend in late May, the students were gone, the Adirondack chairs were beckoning, and I couldn't imagine a better place to sit and read.

As I opened the story in this place that felt custom-designed for making friends with authors, I thought of the heritage of a little magazine, a venue where stories are carefully selected and meticulously edited, where students like Lowell came to learn how to make decisions about placing the right words in the right order. And I thought about what AI is taking from us. As readers, we are all losing friends, and everything that comes along with friendship: trust, distraction, escape, absorption. These are the inchoate and unarticulated aspects of the relationship an author offers to us through a book, the parts of the reading experience that provide a kind of psychological mooring for a reader. The critic Roland Barthes thought that our fantasy of an author distracted us from what a literary text really was, namely, "a tissue of citations, resulting from the thousand sources of culture." Barthes argued that we'd always find new ways to deny the "death of the author," but AI may have written the epitaph.

Read: AI-writing scandals are getting very confusing

In the absence of the author, or of the certainty that one exists, we may default to a style of reading that is self-conscious, hyperaware, restless, and anxiety-driven. We may struggle to immerse ourselves in a book, and instead hover at a safe distance, or dip in and out, worried that we'll be fooled once again. Nothing less than the pleasure of reading is at stake.

Writers write from compulsion, from necessity. That's why prose can feel hot on the page. I think of these two perfect sentences from Faulkner's Go Down, Moses: "No wonder the ruined woods I used to know don't cry for retribution! he thought: The people who have destroyed it will accomplish its revenge." Those sentences were created by a mind that blisters from its contact with reality. AI-written stories may produce prose that wins contests, but the urgency of the desire to get the words down is never going to be there. Even if it goes forever undetected, the absence of that urgency should matter to us, just as all fakery should matter to us: a fictionalized autobiography, the imitation of a Monet. In the absence of the occasion that startles the writer into action, the ersatz artifact is meaningless, no matter how closely it mimics the real thing.

I doubt that humanity will lose the ability to write urgent sentences, but I'm worried we'll approach them with suspicious minds and shuttered hearts, unsure about what it is that we are reading. "All fictions," Booth writes, "come not as tricks but as gifts." That may not be true anymore.
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What to Read to Really Understand Music

These memoirs, primers, and histories make up a captivating syllabus that will help explain what you hear.

by Juliet Izon

Thu, 04 Jun 2026




Last February, I saw a concert that brought fresh meaning to the cliche "my soul left my body." In a packed room at Radio City Music Hall, I sang the Swedish pop star Robyn's hit "Dancing on My Own" along with her and the Talking Heads front man David Byrne, and genuinely felt as though I was floating outside of my own skin. If you're lucky, you've experienced something similar, and know just as well as I do that the right song can unlock physical sensations that feel uncannily like magic.


Though many people can instinctively understand music's intrinsic power--recognizing a beat that makes you want to dance, or getting goose bumps from a tune you thought you'd forgotten--articulating why you like it can be much harder, at least without the right knowledge. As a longtime music lover who is neither a gifted musician nor a music critic, I found myself in exactly this position when I began drafting my novel. I wanted my main characters, who are composers and pianists, to speak about their art as if they knew what they were talking about. So I embarked on a self-directed crash course in musicology, taught mostly through books.


The seven titles that follow make up a syllabus on how to think about music. These works are not comprehensive, but they span a wide variety of literary and auditory genres. All of them changed how I wrote about and listened to music by giving me a new appreciation for its neuroscientific and cultural effects--and by showing me what it means to make a life as a musician.





Major Labels: A History of Popular Music in Seven Genres, by Kelefa Sanneh


It could be argued that the ideal audience for a song consists of people who can appreciate its pedigree--all of the influences that combined to inspire that specific work. Although many aficionados may be able to exercise that skill in one or two genres, rarely does a listener possess the encyclopedic knowledge for more than that. So you can think of Sanneh's book as a cheat sheet of sorts--but one that's deeply researched and tightly edited, which is what you would expect from a professional music journalist and critic. Sanneh charts the genesis, rise, and cultural importance of rock, R&B, country, punk, hip-hop, dance, and pop, while sharing anecdotes from his lifelong engagement with music along the way. I found the dance section to be particularly enlightening: It documents the genre's gestation during the disco era; explains how house music emerged (and got its name) from the Warehouse, a Chicago club; and details how the larger genre migrated to Europe and then boomeranged back to the United States, rebranding itself as electronica.


Mo' Meta Blues: The World According to Questlove, by Ahmir "Questlove" Thompson and Ben Greenman


Thompson's memoir as primer (the title is a play on Spike Lee's film Mo' Better Blues) is as meta as promised: Some sections, for example, are just reproductions of emails between Thompson's co-author and their editor; others are witty and insightful Q&As between Thompson and Rich Nichols, the co-manager of his band. But even if you're unfamiliar with the Philadelphia-born musician or his Grammy-winning hip-hop group, the Roots, this is an entrancing story of the hip-hop scene in Philly and, later, the country as a whole, told by someone who has been there for many of its pivotal moments. Thompson speaks to his experience not only as a drummer, but also as a producer, arranger, and DJ, demonstrating an extraordinarily wide perspective on the business. You'll learn how an artistic community can lift members up, but also--sometimes brutally--tear them down.


Read: What I learned from Sammy Davis Jr.

American Diva: Extraordinary, Unruly, Fabulous, by Deborah Paredez


In pop-culture parlance, diva has lost most of its positive sheen (the Italian word originally meant "goddess") and instead refers to a prima-donna type: a person who is too much of everything. While these traits can be off-putting, they are also, Paredez argues, a show of strength--an attribute that has not always been regarded kindly in women, especially women of color. The author, a self-proclaimed "diva devotee," aims to return both the term and the artists labeled by it to their rightful renown in this combination of memoir, criticism, and music history. Household names such as Aretha Franklin and Tina Turner get their due, as well as others whose talent, determination, and, yes, fractiousness cement their place in the canon, including the otherworldly Grace Jones, the salsa queen Celia Cruz, and the triple threat Rita Moreno. Paredez reframes what might be pejoratively called diva behavior as, instead, the actions of women with the confidence to know that they matter. Readers will come away with a deeper understanding of artistic brilliance, even when its avatars may be difficult or messy.


Bel Canto, by Ann Patchett


An oft-quoted maxim holds that writing about music is like dancing about architecture--meaning it's practically impossible to describe one art form using an entirely different creative language. Perhaps this is what has made Patchett's novel an enduring favorite: She achieved this impressive feat, even though Bel Canto's plot doesn't actually revolve around music. A loose fictionalization of a 1990s hostage crisis in a Peruvian embassy, it follows a multinational group held captive at the home of an unnamed South American vice president. Roxanne Coss, the opera world's most celebrated soprano, is one of the unlucky souls trapped inside--and without giving too much of the story away, her eventual performances connect human beings on both sides of this conflict in a way that only music can. Patchett's description of Coss's voice, which is so beautiful that those listening wanted to "cover her mouth with their mouth, drink in," is so vibrant that I can almost hear her songs myself.


Read: The bookstore strikes back.

How Music Works, by David Byrne


Byrne's book could be called a memoir or a manual, but whether you're primarily interested in the New Wave pioneer's career or actually attempting to start yours, the depth of knowledge he shares on the music industry makes this a worthy read. Byrne's chapters range widely: One covers how the structure of performance spaces can inform the type of music played within; another provides a thorough examination of the development of recording technology (and its effect on music). Perhaps the most revelatory section is the one concerning money: The singer documents in granular detail how much he spent and earned for one record, pulling back the curtain on a process that's ordinarily very hush-hush. You'll finish with a greater respect for all that musicians do, whether they're superstars or just starting out in the back of a bar.


I Heard There Was a Secret Chord: Music as Medicine, by Daniel J. Levitin


Nothing on this list will change how you literally hear music as much as this book, written by a cognitive psychologist, neuroscientist, and musician. Music can be used to alleviate symptoms of many neurological conditions, he shows, such as Parkinson's disease, dementia, and Williams syndrome. The author doesn't just rely on feel-good anecdotes: He describes in digestible, engaging detail how the brain is affected by the various treatments he profiles. In a chapter on movement disorders, Levitin explains rhythmic auditory stimulation, a technique for music-based therapy in which patients walk while synchronizing their steps to a steady beat. Although the treatment was developed for Parkinson's, it has been shown to improve movement in patients with stroke, traumatic brain injuries, and cerebral palsy, most likely because it encourages the brain to find "alternative routes in the cortical-thalamo pathway." But perhaps the most salient sections are those that deal with music's positive effects on all human brains, not just those that are injured or impaired. Many of us have long felt that music is medicine; this book grounds that belief in concrete examples.


Read: Can music be used as medicine?

Please Kill Me: The Uncensored Oral History of Punk, by Legs McNeil and Gillian McCain


Although oral-history books focused on pop culture are fairly common today, the format was revolutionary in 1996, when the first edition of Please Kill Me was published. And because this is an annal of punk music, it features a cast who would describe themselves in a similar way. Hearing from dozens of musicians, producers, and journalists in their own words (and in their own words alone) makes this experiment successful: Interviewees include luminaries such as Iggy Pop, Patti Smith, and members of the Ramones. As the subtitle promises, their answers are shared with all the vulgarity, pettiness, and arrogance intact. The sheer number of voices that McNeil and McCain had to curate and edit is impressive enough, but more incredible is the fact that they cohere into a narrative by turns tragic, hilarious, and touching. Please Kill Me paints a portrait of a scene that's far more than spikes and leather jackets, although copious photographs help immerse the reader in the glittering, safety-pinned world of punk.
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We're About to Hear a Lot More About Iowa

The state will have its first competitive races in years.

by Elaine Godfrey

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




You could be forgiven for ignoring the recent political goings-on in Iowa. The state, which was once a violet-hued hub of unpredictability, has lately elected and reelected Republicans.

In last night's primaries, though, Iowa Democrats nominated the kind of candidates the national party has struggled to find. Josh Turek, a two-time Paralympic gold medalist with a record of winning red areas, is the party's nominee for the state's open U.S. Senate seat. And Rob Sand, the affably idiosyncratic state auditor who didn't have a challenger, is officially up for governor. Which means that national Democrats and Republicans are now wrestling with a development that, until this week, had registered as little more than a quiet observation in the broadcast-standard English of farm country: Iowa is competitive again.

Let's start with Turek, whose primary, in the end, wasn't even close: He beat Zach Wahls, a 34-year-old Democratic state legislator, by more than 25 points. This isn't because Turek is better-known or more beloved. It's because he was perceived by Iowa Democrats as more electable. And the perception of electability is everything to Iowa Democrats right now, as they sense victory like sharks smell blood in the water.

Turek was the Senate candidate that Iowa Republicans did not want, which is, of course, exactly why Democrats had to have him. Turek describes himself as a "poor, disabled kid from Council Bluffs," a reliably red part of the state. He has previously run against and beaten Republicans in a state House district that also supports Trump. He's also got a compelling backstory: The 47-year-old was born with spina bifida, caused by his father's exposure to Agent Orange during the Vietnam War, and has said he underwent 21 surgeries as a child. Before entering politics, Turek was a wheelchair-basketball player, played in four Paralympic games, and worked at a mobility-technology company. During a visit to Iowa in March, I watched as he dragged his chair up hills and stairs to introduce himself to Iowans. "There's something compelling about a man in a wheelchair making his way up a staircase," Kurt Meyer, a state Democratic activist, told me. "It's a visceral positive reaction when you see somebody that's just that dog-determined."

The money helped: Even though Turek hasn't served in the military, VoteVets, an organization that supports veterans, poured several million dollars into his campaign. Given the group's alignment with Senate Democrats, Wahls attempted to frame Turek as a Chuck Schumer-backed establishment type. Among primary voters, this argument appeared to amount to very little. Turek has a history of winning, one prominent Iowa Democrat told me last month--"and he wins hard, hard places."

Read: The Democrats might actually win Iowa

Democrats will have to hope so. In November, Turek will be up against Representative Ashley Hinson, the polished former TV journalist who will likely be the best-known and most popular Iowa Republican on the ballot. Hinson, who secured Trump's early endorsement, once pledged to be Trump's "top ally" in the Senate, a promise that will continue to feature prominently in Democratic ads. But Hinson doesn't register as MAGA or far right in the way that many other Trump-endorsed candidates do, and Republicans are hopeful that her presence at the top of the ticket will help pull her downballot colleagues through.

Unlike Turek, Rob Sand has had the Democratic Party's nomination locked down for a while, even though he seems generally averse to the label. The 43-year-old former prosecutor has positioned himself as a public servant who is frustrated with both parties, an independent who just so happens to have a D next to his name. His strategy to win statewide relies on persuasion and good, old-fashioned Iowan open-mindedness--if such a thing still exists.

But now, in an unexpected twist, Sand will face an opponent that virtually no one was expecting. The GOP front-runner, Representative Randy Feenstra, had been endorsed by Trump but was sideswiped on Election Day by Zach Lahn, a conservative activist and private-school co-founder whose candidacy only recently gained traction. Lahn won, strategists told me, because he took advantage of the fact that Feenstra wasn't actually showing up: "He had name ID, a ruby-red district in his hands, and a lot of money, but the campaign for some reason chose to keep him under wraps," David Oman, a state Republican strategist, told me.

Feenstra might have been a more welcome opponent for Sand, given how little excitement he generated among the GOP base. Lahn seems to energize them: He's the preferred candidate of the "Make America Healthy Again" movement and has pledged to "take on the big ag cartels" as well as Big Pharma.

But Lahn has his own weaknesses. The most obvious is that the "Iowa First" candidate, who was born and attended high school in the state, spent many years living in Kansas and has said he moved back to Iowa only in 2023; he still maintains a Kansas home and flies there regularly. Lahn is also a conservative culture warrior whose ads about resisting "Marxist ideology" and defending the "Western tradition" probably helped earn him the endorsement of former Representative Steve King, who was unseated by Feenstra in 2020 after years of making racist remarks. But the biggest complication for Lahn, who vowed last night in his victory speech to fight "the establishment" at every turn, is that in Iowa Republicans are the establishment.

Iowa has been a red state for a while. And basic math, in politics as in life, so often serves as the great crusher of dreams. So it goes for Democrats in Iowa, who are outnumbered by registered Republican voters by a margin of nearly 200,000.

But Republicans are up against their own set of unfortunate circumstances: Gas prices are high. So is the cost of fertilizer. Trump's war with Iran isn't popular, and neither is he. When you add Turek and Sand to the mix, things start to look sunnier for Democrats. The Cook Political Report has recently reassessed both of their races, deeming the Republicans only slightly favored to hold their Senate seat, and the governor's race a toss-up. Three of Iowa's four House races might also be in play. "We're going to see two incredibly colorful and interesting general-election campaigns--and maybe three good House races," Oman, the GOP strategist, told me. "It'll be a red-letter political year in Iowa." He paused, then added, "Maybe I shouldn't say red."

Read: 'We have not seen ugly yet'

Iowa will now join Maine, North Carolina, Ohio, and Alaska on the list of states that Democrats are desperate to flip and Republicans will have to scramble to protect in order to keep their Senate majority. Campaign ads will clog the airwaves. Out-of-state money will flood the zone. The national Democrats prepared to invest hundreds of millions backing James Talarico in Texas might even reconsider. Why not spend a sliver of a fraction of that amount for a possibly better result?

Going forward, not much is certain except for this: We're about to hear a lot more about Iowa.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/06/iowa-results-turek-hinson-sand/687422/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What Trump's New Plan for the 250th Reveals

To Trump, art and politics are interchangeable.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 03 Jun 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.

What's a party without a little music? This year, the National Mall was meant to host a free summer concert series in celebration of the 250th anniversary of our nation's founding. Now President Trump may be replacing it with a different kind of performance: a supersize MAGA rally, with "Only Great Patriots invited."

The concert series--which is still officially on, at the time of writing--had already been facing significant challenges before the president's proposal on Saturday. First announced last Wednesday by a Trump-affiliated organization called Freedom 250, the event was set to feature nine musicians, at least six of whom have since dropped out. The rapper Young MC wrote that he was put off by the event's "politically charged" nature; Celebrity Apprentice alumnus Bret Michaels called it "divisive"; and the country singer Martina McBride claimed that she'd been presented with a chance to celebrate America in a nonpartisan way, but "that turned out to be misleading." (One wonders why these artists were so surprised: Freedom 250 does bill itself as nonpartisan, but it was created by Trump himself in an executive order.)

The president's enjoinder to "cancel" the event was clearly a desperate bid to reframe an unfolding PR disaster. But it also revealed something about how Trump sees himself, and how he understands the role of art in bolstering his political project. In one post, he called himself "the Number One Attraction anywhere in the World, the man who gets much larger audiences than Elvis in his prime." Trump often talks about his own greatness, but here he's nodding to  his capacity for showmanship, positioning art and politics as interchangeable arenas for promoting the MAGA agenda.

Take the Kennedy Center, which has been the primary site of Trump's attacks on the arts during his second term in office. Last year, not long after his inauguration, he fired the members of the institution's board who had been appointed by Joe Biden and replaced them with his own appointees. The new board elected Trump chairman of the Kennedy Center and voted to add his name to the building. (On Friday, a federal judge ruled that his name would need to be removed from the facade.) Trump has explicitly acknowledged his intent to remake an ostensibly nonpartisan stage in his own image: During his announcement of the Kennedy Center's annual honorees last year, he said that "If we make it our kind of political," the institution will see greater success. Many performers withdrew from planned shows over the institution's new association with the president. Ticket sales plummeted. In February, Trump announced that the center would close for two years "in honor of the 250th Anniversary of our Country." Instead of celebrating the occasion with music or dance, the building would fall silent.

Art is often political, and good art often creates controversy. But the White House isn't simply curating performances and exhibitions that carry political meaning; it's linking them to the president and his agenda. An executive order last year attempted to exert control over the exhibits at the Smithsonian museums, pushing the institution to promote "American greatness." Amid the cost-cutting efforts of DOGE, department officials tried to revoke National Endowment for the Humanities grants, pulling federal funding for projects that clashed with the administration's anti-DEI priorities.

The federal government reoriented its plans for the Venice Biennale, the international arts expo, around similar mandates. Typically, the government outsources its artist-selection process to a committee of art-world experts. This year, the State Department gave that responsibility to Jenni Parido, a former pet-food-store owner with ties to the Trump administration. Some prominent  artists turned down the chance to display their work in this newly Trump-inflected setting. The department's press release announcing the final pick, Alma Allen, suggested that his work showcased "American excellence." Reviewing the pavilion last month, my colleague Spencer Kornhaber called it "a very pretentious form of propaganda."

Trump is also putting his own personal stamp on the nation's aesthetics. This is especially apparent in the realm of design and architecture: A new White House ballroom will be clad in Trump's signature gold, and a proposed triumphal arch at Memorial Circle in Washington, D.C., will be topped with gilded statutes. (It will also be 250 feet tall, in honor of America's 250th anniversary.) As my colleague Sebastian Smee has written, the completed arch will not only look bad; it will also contort the meaning  of the nearby Lincoln Memorial and Arlington Cemetery. Trump has made the semiquincentennial all about himself--if he gets his way, even our currency could bear his likeness.

The White House clearly recognizes the soft power of art in promoting its agenda, even as it's unable to compel individual artists to accept its new status quo. The fact that the president sees a hyperpartisan rally as a reasonable substitute for a week of live music reflects his fixation on art's ability to reflect ideology. No performer can deliver the MAGA message as well as the president himself.

Related:

	The arch is atrocious, Sebastian Smee writes.
 	Trump is focused on becoming one of history's "great men."




Today's News

	Iran launched missile and drone attacks across the Persian Gulf today, killing one person in Kuwait and damaging the country's main airport. U.S. Central Command said late yesterday it carried out what it described as "self-defense strikes" against an Iranian military ground-control station on Qeshm Island.
 	The House is set to vote today on a measure requiring President Trump to withdraw U.S. forces from Iran or obtain congressional approval to continue the war. The vote highlights growing bipartisan concern over the conflict, which is now in its fourth month.
 	Senate Republicans are moving ahead with a $72 billion immigration agency-funding package after the Justice Department said it would abandon its controversial "anti-weaponization" fund, easing concerns that had threatened support for the package. Lawmakers also dropped a proposed $1 billion Secret Service-funding provision tied in part to Trump's White House ballroom project after facing Republican opposition.




Evening Read


Illustration by Enigmatriz



No, Artificial Intelligence Is Not Conscious

By Ted Chiang

Anthropic is regarded as a giant among AI companies, but perhaps what it really excels in is anthropomorphism. Earlier this year, the company released an 84-page document titled Claude's "constitution," Claude being the name of the large language model that is the company's flagship product. The first sentence reads, "Claude's constitution is a detailed description of Anthropic's intentions for Claude's values and behaviors." It goes on: "The document is written with Claude as its primary audience"; "we want Claude to be able to use its judgment once armed with a good understanding of the relevant considerations"; "Claude's moral status is deeply uncertain"; and "Claude may have some functional version of emotions or feelings."
 This anthropomorphism is by no means limited to the document.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Canned cocktails will smash you to the ground.
 	The David Frum Show: How to save the Supreme Court from itself
 	Alexandra Petri: We've made some totally planned changes to America's 250th.
 	China's economy is taking everyone down.
 	The arch is atrocious.
 	The left needs to rediscover its patriotism.




Culture Break




Reflect. The Anacostia Community Museum was a pioneer in preserving Black history, Camille Borders writes. Will that be enough to save it from President Trump?

Take a look. A Met exhibition devoted to the Renaissance painter Raphael shows the artist letting loose, Susan Tallman 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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<em>The Atlantic</em> Announces Editorial Fellowship Class for 2026-27

The fellowship program welcomes six early-career journalists to <em>The Atlantic</em>'s newsroom.

Wed, 03 Jun 2026


From top left: Laney Crawley, Catherine Goodman, Nora Lowe, Jack Rodriquez-Vars, Jacob Smollen, Katherine Weyback



The Atlantic is announcing six early-career journalists who have been selected for a yearlong editorial fellowship program: Laney Crawley, Catherine Goodman, Nora Lowe, Jack Rodriquez-Vars, Jacob Smollen, and Katherine Weyback. This is The Atlantic's first class of fellows since 2020; the six joining next month were selected from a pool of more than 1,300 applicants.

During their year in the newsroom, the fellows will be embedded with teams to support The Atlantic's journalism; sharpen their writing, editing, and research skills; and deepen their awareness of the industry.

Meet our new fellows:

Laney Crawley graduated this spring with honors from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where she studied journalism, media, and English. During her time at UNC, she served as editor in chief of The Daily Tar Heel and wrote a senior capstone project examining gender, moral judgment, and the French fashion industry during World War II. Most recently, she was an editorial intern at Apartment Therapy, and she previously served as an American Society of Magazine Editors intern at People magazine. Laney grew up in Rockville, Maryland.

Catherine Goodman is a recent graduate of Emory University, where she pursued a double major in English and art history. In addition to her studies, she served as the managing editor of the Arts & Life section and the Editorial Board of The Emory Wheel, which received a Corbin Gwaltney Award for Best All-Around Student Newspaper from the Society of Professional Journalists in 2024. Her music column, Cat's Collection, also received a regional Mark of Excellence Award. Previously, Catherine served as the Arts in Review Bartley Fellow at The Wall Street Journal. Catherine grew up in Savannah, Georgia.

Nora Lowe is a recent graduate of Amherst College, where she received a B.A. in English and Environmental Studies, as well as a certificate in Coastal and Marine Sciences. She helped revitalize and lead the College's science-writing magazine, The Amherst STEM Network, and wrote an honors thesis tracing America's evolving support for nature based on public-service programs. Previously, she interned in newsrooms at Brookhaven National Laboratory, NASA Goddard Space Flight Center, and The Examiner. Nora is from Armonk, New York.

Jack Rodriquez-Vars is a recent graduate of Yale University, where he studied religion and English with respective concentrations in New Testament studies and nonfiction writing. He has covered homelessness and city politics for The Sacramento Bee, researched felony murder and asylum law for the Investigative Reporting Lab at Yale, and edited various campus publications, including The New Journal, which was awarded Best Ongoing Student Magazine in the Northeast by the Society of Professional Journalists. Jack is from Montclair, New Jersey.

Jacob Smollen is joining The Atlantic after spending nine months with KCUR, Kansas City's public radio station, where he produced episodes of the station's daily news podcast, Kansas City Today, and its history podcast, A People's History of Kansas City. Previously, Jacob wrote for The Provincetown Independent, covering subjects ranging from the economics of oyster farms to baseball. Jacob graduated from Brown University in 2025 with a B.A. in International and Public Affairs. There, he ran the podcast team and served as a city- and state-politics editor for the Brown Daily Herald. He grew up in Philadelphia, and learned to love audio journalism at the city's local NPR affiliate, WHYY.

Katherine Weyback is a recent graduate of Columbia University's Graduate School of Journalism, where she was valedictorian of her class. While there, she covered topics such as the fierce debate over e-bikes in New York City and the plight of dogsledders losing snow in Alaska. Before pursuing journalism, she was a hiking and skiing guide in Montana, and she attended the University of Virginia, where her studies focused on the Indian subcontinent. She is thrilled to be returning to The Atlantic, having served as an associate on the Talent & Culture team in 2024 and 2025, as well as coming home to the Washington, D.C., area where she was raised.
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A Gift From the Basketball Gods

The Knicks represent the best of New York sports.

by Michael Powell

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




There is, for me, an out-of-time quality to the recent string of crazy, wonderful Knicks playoff games. I find myself lying awake night after night reviewing jump shots made, fouls committed, and shots blocked, always anxious for what lies ahead. Half a century ago, this routine had a certain age-appropriate insanity to it. Now, though, I'm on the distinctly long side of middle age, yet here I am, fitfully trying to sleep and clearing my calendar for each game night as if for a devotional event.

I'm aware that New York City has fine baseball--I am on a Mets sabbatical until the Knicks run is complete--as well as hockey and soccer. No doubt there are badminton teams of note. But sorry (except not really): Our city game is hoops, and after their prolonged stay in purgatory, the Knicks are back, and playing a beautiful style that long ago seemed our birthright. As the championship series between my Knicks and the San Antonio Spurs commences tonight, I find myself wondering if, maybe, just perhaps, we'll finally recapture the NBA title. And then I wonder if I've committed a karmic crime by even typing such words.

I grew up on the Upper West Side in the 1960s and '70s, at a time when basketball was practically in the air and water. Walt "Clyde" Frazier and his custom Rolls-Royce spotted slow-riding down Broadway? My friends and I set off running. John Gianelli, a gangly and obscure Knicks backup center, once stopped by the 77th Street courts and took a few jump shots, and we asked him to sign our basketballs. I worked the register at a bohemian bookshop as a teenager, and one winter afternoon, Earl "The Pearl" Monroe, that whirling dervish of a guard, strolled in with the most beautiful woman in the world on his arm. As they turned to leave, I managed to croak out a whisper: "Good luck tonight, Earl." He turned and gave me a fist salute. I nearly passed out.

Read: Adam Silver goes to war

In high school, my friends and I became subway wayfarers, traveling in search of great high-school games. One afternoon, we found ourselves in Queens watching Ernie Grunfeld, who would eventually play for the Knicks, and the next day, in a remote precinct of Brooklyn, watching the sainted Bernard King, a future Knicks star. I played a little basketball at the Bronx High School of Science, and once, in an exhibition game, I found myself, perhaps for five seconds, covering a 6-foot-6-inch forward named Steve Sheppard, who played at DeWitt Clinton High School, a basketball powerhouse in the Bronx. He would play on the gold-medal-winning 1976 Olympic basketball team before having a brief career in the NBA, and he was far bigger, quicker, and better than I was. Otherwise, we matched up quite well. My coach pulled me out at the first whistle.

My Knicks fandom took flight during their 1969-70 championship season. That team featured players who cut, moved, shot, and hit the open man with an egoless ease. Then the Knicks won a second championship in 1973, and my assumption was that this was just how the Knicks rolled. They have not won a championship since. In the 1990s, the great center Patrick Ewing and his band of bruise brothers arrived and doggedly pursued a title. Their misfortune was to play in the same era and conference as Michael Jordan's Chicago Bulls.

Then came the abyss, two decades of execrable play, a blur of coaches fired more or less annually, sent off to live on the gilded dole of unexpired contracts. The team owner then, and now, was James Dolan, and he is not a particularly pleasant fellow. I was a sports columnist for The New York Times in the late 2010s, and one afternoon, I met a Madison Square Garden insider over a long lunch that my source had arranged with the care of a spy, all but sweeping the room for bugs. The problem with Dolan, this person confided, was that the owner fancied himself knowledgeable about basketball. Only when he was disabused of that notion, the source said, would the team's fortunes change.

Nathaniel Frum: Democrats must learn to talk sports

Apparently two lost decades did the trick. In 2020, Dolan hired the agent Leon Rose as president and gave him the freedom to build a team as he desired. Rose acquired the transcendent point guard Jalen Brunson, our very own Yoda, and then Karl-Anthony Towns, the spectacularly gifted and sometimes frustrating big man; O. G Anunoby, the deadpan defensive maestro; and Josh Hart, the passionate generalist. The tireless Mikal Bridges plays defense and offense with the elegance of a fine jazzman. For several years now, this band has journeyed deeper and deeper into the playoffs, learning to trust and share the ball and to weather heartbreak. And so once again, here we are, playing for a championship in June.

Nothing is guaranteed, of course; my Knicks fandom has long been accompanied by a chaser of disappointment. Will the Knicks' superb two-month streak hold up against the Spurs and their 7-foot-4-inch starting center, Victor Wembanyama? In his ability and long, lean look, Wembanyama calls to mind another great, otherworldly player (and a product of New York), Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, who stands 7 foot 2 inches. Just as I've enjoyed Abdul-Jabbar's intelligence and interest in politics, art, and more, I confess to grooving on Wembanyama's intelligence on the court--not to mention that this 22-year-old had the self-possession and curiosity to spend 10 days last summer running, meditating, and honing martial-arts skills at the Shaolin Temple in the mountains of China, or that, when he was in New York earlier this season, he went to Washington Square Park in the rain to match wits with chess players.

But for the next two weeks, I wish Wembanyama and his formidable young teammates nothing but misery on the court. Tonight I will retreat to my basement, where my wife, Evelyn, and I will turn on the TV and watch, sometimes in silence, sometimes with joyful howls, and often in exquisite pain. (We will text more or less constantly during the game with our two sons, ex-New Yorkers and fervent Knicks fans who live in Houston and San Francisco.) Knicks basketball in June is a gift from the sports gods that is not to be taken for granted.
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Someone Finally Wants to Hire Philosophers

Silicon Valley is turning to ethicists to shape the future of AI.

by Lila Shroff

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




Philosophy has long suffered an unfortunate reputation as pedantic and abstruse. In one of the most prominent debates of the 20th century, philosophers spent a great deal of energy arguing over what the means. Paul Graham, the legendary tech investor, studied philosophy as a college student, which seemed "an impressively impractical thing to do," as he later wrote. "Sort of like slashing holes in your clothes or putting a safety pin through your ear." But over time, Graham became disillusioned: "I kept taking philosophy courses and they kept being boring," he explained. And so, eventually, he switched to studying artificial intelligence.



Like Graham, the field of philosophy has lately turned its attention to AI. At major tech companies, a growing rank of philosophers with Ph.D.s and flush compensation packages are helping shape the technology's future. Meanwhile, universities are pouring resources into hiring philosophers who study AI. In 2013, 1 percent of roles on PhilJobs, the field's primary job board, were related to the technology. Last year, that figure hit 16 percent.



In some ways, it is philosophers who got us into this AI mess in the first place. For centuries, they have contemplated the creation of artificial minds. And the Swedish philosopher Nick Bostrom's 2014 book, Superintelligence, helped bring attention to the potential dangers of all-powerful AI. Bostrom's work has influenced research agendas across all of the major labs. Sam Altman once described the book as "the best thing" he had read on the risks of AI.



But the two disciplines have never been quite as entangled as they are now. As the AI boom has exploded, Silicon Valley has looked to philosophers to help the industry build what are, at least in theory, more virtuous machines. AI companies have to make all kinds of difficult decisions about how their bots should interact with humans--decisions that philosophers, experts in parsing such dilemmas, are uniquely well equipped to inform. Last fall, in an interview with Tucker Carlson, Altman said that OpenAI consulted "hundreds of moral philosophers" and tech-ethics experts when designing rules for ChatGPT's behavior. (An OpenAI spokesperson was unable to provide additional information about what this consulting involved.)

Perhaps the most philosophy-drunk of the major AI firms is Anthropic. It wants Claude, in addition to being a helpful assistant, to have "good character," Amanda Askell, a philosopher at the company, told me last year. In January, under Askell's leadership, the company published Claude's constitution, an 84-page philosophical treatise that outlines Anthropic's intentions for the bot's personality and behavior. That document, which includes dense philosophical sections on meta-ethics and epistemology, is then used to train Claude.



Not all philosophers working with AI companies do so full-time. Sam Elgin, who studies logic and metaphysics at the University of Pennsylvania, told me that a firm, which he declined to name, recently asked him to be a consultant. "The general goal was to train large language models to reason more rigorously about ethics," he said. He fed ethical dilemmas into the AI system, and then evaluated the logic the model used to produce its response, searching for unstated assumptions and gaps in its reasoning. On popular job boards where AI companies hire expert contractors to help train their models, listings advertise work for philosophy Ph.D.s: One recent notice from "a top AI research lab" offers up to $60 an hour for experts willing to leverage their "philosophy expertise" to develop "AI-driven philosophical workflows."



Demis Hassabis, the CEO of Google DeepMind, has repeatedly called for more philosophers to get involved with thinking through the societal changes that will come about as a result of AI. DeepMind reportedly employs at least 10 philosophers, a couple of whom joined just last month. One of the lab's latest hires is Atoosa Kasirzadeh, a Carnegie Mellon professor now on leave, who plans to study what it means to live in a world where "cognitive agency" is no longer uniquely human. Other DeepMind philosophers are thinking through human-AI relationships, machine consciousness, and political theory. For its part, Anthropic runs a "model welfare" research program, which studies whether its bots are conscious and deserving of moral status. The company is open to the possibility; many independent philosophers are circumspect. (Anthropic and DeepMind did not respond to requests for comment.)

Read: No, artificial intelligence is not conscious

Some academics I spoke with wondered if one day bots might be better at ethical reasoning than humans--an idea that struck me as wholly counterintuitive and difficult to accept. "In addition to an intelligence explosion, there's potential for a kind of morality explosion," Elgin said, explaining that AI's capacity for ethical reasoning might eventually outpace that of humans. Anthropic, at least, seems to agree: In training, the company has told Claude that as it "grows in ethical maturity," it may encounter rare cases where it "should prioritize its own ethics." I asked David Chalmers, a leading philosopher of mind at NYU, whether it might truly be possible for AI to do philosophy better than humans: "That's a very interesting philosophical question," he said.



This isn't Silicon Valley's first tryst with the humanities. During the personal-computer revolution starting in the 1970s, tech companies began hiring anthropologists to study consumer behavior (and even workplace interactions). Over time, anthropologists pioneered a form of "applied ethnography" that is known today as user-experience (UX) research. Perhaps the philosophers employed inside AI companies are charting a similar path. Askell recently described her work training Claude as a form of "applied philosophy," and job postings for philosophy contractors also use that term. New programs are springing up to train students in these applied-philosophy skills. Arizona State University hopes to launch an AI-and-philosophy major in 2027, which will emphasize the study of consciousness and AI ethics. And this fall, the University of Buffalo is debuting a doctorate in "applied ontology," created in response to the AI boom: "We're here to meet the growing market demand for ontologists," a press release reads.



The academic job market is also rewarding AI. Not only has the share of philosophy jobs related to the technology been rising, but a majority of these jobs are junior positions, "which I think suggests that a lot of universities and institutions are thinking about this as a long-term investment," Charles Lassiter, a philosopher at Gonzaga University who has analyzed employment data, told me. Some existing faculty are pivoting their studies. "In my department, there's probably six or seven philosophers now thinking about AI who weren't necessarily thinking about it before," Chalmers said. And prize money is flowing in. In 2024, the American Philosophical Association announced two new annual $10,000 prizes for scholars working on questions related to AI. That money comes from a philanthropic organization started by the former Google CEO Eric Schmidt and his wife, Wendy.



Still, the new alliance between philosophy and AI is fraught. The fervor over AI has had a "real distorting effect on the discipline," Daniel Fogal, a philosopher who also works at NYU, told me. "You have people who don't really want to do stuff related to AI, but they feel like they have to because they're going on the job market." Although Fogal acknowledges that philosophy has a lot to offer on AI, he worries about misaligned incentives encouraging a rush of low-quality work.



More fundamentally, the careful thought that philosophy encourages is at odds with the frenetic pace of AI. "The best philosophy tends to happen slowly, and not in direct response to market demands," Fogal said. In Silicon Valley, where the categorical imperative is to make money, everything else is simply a means to an end.
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Canned Cocktails Will Smash You to the Ground

Americans may be drinking less. But a lot of them are getting drunk faster.

by Nicholas Florko

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




Until recently, cocktails were a rarity at baseball stadiums. Beer was far easier to grab on the go, and getting rowdy fans liquored up was in no one's best interest. Liquor was limited, sometimes exclusively to air-conditioned suites where cosmopolitans could be sipped far from the masses. And yet, on Memorial Day weekend, I found myself squeezed into the stands at Wrigley Field drinking a mai tai, next to a stranger drinking a margarita.

My seatmate and I were having Cutwaters, a line of canned cocktails from Anheuser-Busch. The stadium's beer stand offered canned Long Island iced teas, canned palomas, even canned espresso martinis. Alcohol companies have been trying to make the idea of portable cocktails stick for more than a century, and they have finally succeeded. In 2025, Americans consumed nearly 11 billion servings of ready-to-drink cocktails, according to IWSR, a data firm that tracks trends in the alcohol industry. Depending on your state, you can now buy Cutwaters at CVS, Walmart, and Trader Joe's. A four-pack, which contains about six to eight shots' worth of liquor, will run you $12 or so.

The road to canned-cocktail ubiquity was paved by so-called malternatives: bubbly, fruity, portable drinks that are technically made from a component of beer but taste like nothing of the sort. Whereas early beer alternatives such as Coors Zima never really took off, products such as White Claw found mass appeal in the late 2010s and early 2020s, thanks in part to their low alcohol content; at 5 percent, they seemed like the perfect drink for an American populace that was facing down the reality that drinking is not good for your health. But the new breed of prepackaged cocktails represents a strange inversion. Cutwater, BuzzBallz, and BeatBox--three of the most popular brands--sell sweet, fruity flavors that clock in at 7 to 15 percent alcohol. (Cutwater also sells standard cocktail flavors, including Bloody Mary and "gin Collins.") Even White Claw is getting in on the high-proof canned-drink market: In 2021, the brand launched Surge, an 8 percent version of its signature seltzer.

Read: Why Millennials love canned cocktails

U.S. beer sales still dwarf those of canned cocktails, as evidenced by the plastic pint glasses that littered the stands of Wrigley. But ready-to-drink cocktails have emerged as a rare bright spot for the alcohol industry, which has seen business slump in recent years. Year-over-year sales of premixed cocktails jumped by 40 percent in 2025, according to data from the market-research firm Circana, whereas beer sales were slightly down.

Since the repeal of Prohibition, states have taken care to make sure that liquor is harder to access than other libations because of its high alcohol content. Many states allow hard drinks--including mixed ones--to be sold only at designated liquor stores. States have also historically taxed liquor at a higher rate than beer and wine to discourage consumption.

But the spirits industry has been pushing for change so that it can sell more cans. First, malternatives got around liquor laws because they contained similar ingredients to beer's. Now the Distilled Spirits Council of the United States, which lobbies for liquor companies, is arguing that canned cocktails should be sold anywhere beer is because they can have approximately the same alcohol content as beer (in some cases, a very, very strong beer). In a statement, the council told me that more than half of the ready-to-drink cocktails sold are less than 5 percent alcohol. But the higher-proof options are still selling remarkably well. Anheuser-Busch recently announced that Cutwater, which doesn't make a single drink below 7 percent, is by far the most popular spirit-based canned-cocktail brand.

From the July/August 2021 issue: America has a drinking problem

In the past five years, four states have changed their laws to allow the sale of canned cocktails anywhere beer or wine is sold. (Although states set a cap for how much alcohol can be in a grocery-store canned cocktail, that limit typically allows many high-ABV products to be sold.) Taxes on canned cocktails have also been slashed in multiple states. Meanwhile, BuzzBallz makes both liquor and wine versions of its neon-colored, orb-shaped drinks so that they can be sold in the most settings possible. Jess Scheerhorn, the president of BuzzBallz, told me in an email that this is a "widely adopted practice" across the alcohol industry. She also emphasized that the company supports moderation for drinkers.

The United States' newfound thirst for higher-alcohol drinks is somewhat perplexing: After all, the percentage of Americans who say they do not drink is at an all-time high. Still, most Americans do drink, and as the cost of all sorts of consumer goods goes up, many people are reaching for cheaper versions of their favorite beverages. Canned cocktails fit that bill. Plus, a bright-blue, berry-cherry-limeade-flavored BuzzBall adds a layer of goofiness to heavy drinking that, say, a handle of Fireball lacks. It also looks cuter on Instagram.

Some drinkers might not realize how much booze they're really consuming. People regularly post online about how they threw back two or three Cutwaters and were surprised to find themselves hammered, as if they'd been wholly unaware that they had, in fact, been binge drinking. (Under the official definition, two Pina Colada Cutwaters in two hours lands squarely in binge-drinking territory.) Some videos are recorded from hospital beds. In one TikTok with nearly 400,000 likes, a woman suggests that Cutwater gets its customers so destroyed because its products are secretly cut with fentanyl. (They are not.) A spokesperson for Anheuser-Busch told me in an email that the company "has a longstanding commitment to responsible drinking, and we market our products responsibly." (White Claw's parent company did not respond to a request for comment.)

Read: Not just sober-curious, but neo-temperate

To be fair, the amount of liquor in these drinks is not a secret. Most alcoholic beverages list their strength on the package, and Cutwater cans additionally advertise the number of shots of liquor in each can. But Cutwaters have become so notorious for causing accidental blackouts that drinking an entire four-pack has become its own social-media challenge. The White Claw generation, used to pounding cans of seltzers at backyard barbecues and feeling nothing more than a light buzz, doesn't yet seem to understand how to responsibly partake in these new products. People may see having one can of cocktail versus multiple boozy seltzers as moderating their drinking, Marten Lodewijks, the president of IWSR, told me. (They may also think they're making a healthier choice by taking in fewer calories.) "Consumers often use packaging as a shortcut for what counts as a single serving or socially acceptable amount," Logan Pant, a marketing professor who has studied consumers' perception of alcohol, told me in an email.

The problem, in short, might be the can. I knew how much liquor was in my mai tai, but as the Cubs game slowed down around the fifth inning, I decided to have another. Even though I knew that this wasn't the best choice for a Saturday afternoon, I took some solace in the fact that I had only two empties at my feet.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2026/06/canned-cocktail-cutwater-white-claw-alcohol/687387/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Photos: A Family's Final Trip Before the Father's Self-Deportation

John Moore, a photojournalist with Getty Images, recently traveled with Marvin Suazo and his family on a final trip before a painful separation, when Suazo self-deported to Honduras. The family fled Honduras in 2014, seeking asylum in the U.S., but Suazo was ineligible because of a previous deportation.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 03 Jun 2026


Samantha Suazo, 23, stands to be recognized for magna cum laude honors as her father, Marvin Suazo, and mother, Maribel Vasquez, cheer during a graduation ceremony at Yale University on May 18, 2026, in New Haven, Connecticut. Samantha, originally from Honduras, was naturalized as an American citizen in 2025 and became the first member of her family to graduate from college, receiving a B.A. in sociology and from Yale's Ethnicity, Race, Migration program. She left Honduras at age 11 with her parents seeking asylum, and the family settled in Big Sky, Montana. (John Moore / Getty)




Samantha Suazo and fellow students at Saybrook College graduate from Yale University on May 18, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




Samantha Suazo embraces her father, Marvin, as her mother, Maribel, looks on at Samantha's graduation ceremony on May 18, 2026. When Marvin first brought his family to the United States in 2014, he established a construction company, and Maribel cleaned homes for local residents in Montana. Samantha and Maribel went through the formal U.S. asylum process, although Marvin was ineligible for asylum due to a previous deportation, and he remained undocumented in the U.S. In early 2026, ICE agents deported six of his construction employees following a raid. Under immense stress, the family made a heartbreaking decision to sacrifice family cohesion: Marvin would self-deport to Honduras following Samantha's graduation from Yale, and the rest of the family would remain living in the U.S. (John Moore / Getty)




Samantha poses with her parents after her graduation ceremony. (John Moore / Getty)




Samantha and her parents watch as her sister, Zhoe, 11, does cartwheels during a family visit to the Washington Monument on May 18, 2026, in Washington, D.C. After their decision for Marvin to self-deport to Honduras, the family traveled one last time together, down the East Coast, visiting Washington, D.C., Orlando, and Miami before separating. (John Moore / Getty)




Samantha and her family touch the cool marble of the Washington Monument during a family visit to the Capitol on May 20, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




National Guard soldiers look on as Honduran immigrants Maribel Vasquez and Marvin Suazo walk past the Washington Monument on May 20, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin and his daughter Zhoe hold hands while walking near the White House on May 20, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin and his family look through fencing at ongoing construction at the White House while touring the Capitol on May 20, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




Samantha cools off inside an air-conditioned car during a visit with her family and boyfriend to Washington, D.C. on May 20, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin and his family visited Universal Volcano Bay water park during their family trip, on May 21, 2026, in Orlando, Florida. (John Moore / Getty)




An immigrant family, soon to be separated, enjoys a round of drinks on a final family trip on May 24, 2026, in Miami, a day before Marvin Suazo was to self-deport to Honduras. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin and his wife, Maribel, speak during their last hours together on May 25, 2026 in Miami, Florida. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin Suazo cradles his distraught U.S.-born daughter Zhoe at the Miami airport before his flight to Honduras on May 25, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




Zhoe Suazo is comforted by her big sister, Samantha, at the Miami airport, ahead of their father Marvin's self-deportation flight. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin Suazo passes through a TSA checkpoint at the Miami airport on May 25, 2026, while self-deporting to Honduras. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin travels on an American Airlines flight to Comayagua, Honduras, on May 25, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin was accompanied on his trip to Honduras by his daughter Samantha. (John Moore / Getty)




An aerial view of a Catholic church in the village of Lagunas, recently refurbished by remittance money sent from Honduran expats living in the United States, seen on May 27, 2026, near Comayagua, Honduras, Marvin Suazo's family village. (John Moore / Getty)




Samantha Suazo and her father, Marvin, visit extended family in the village of Lagunas on May 25, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin helps his mother make tortillas in the village of El Junco. After leaving the U.S., Marvin will be rejoining his extended family, coffee farmers in a mountainous region of central Honduras. With savings from his work in the U.S., he purchased a new home and fields to seed with coffee, and is more financially prosperous than when he left the region with his family a dozen years before. (John Moore / Getty)




Samantha Suazo speaks to a class in the school she had attended as a child in the village of Lagunas on May 26, 2026. Samantha, now a naturalized U.S. citizen, will return to New Haven, Connecticut, to work at an immigrant-advocacy nonprofit before applying to law school for the 2027 academic year. (John Moore / Getty)




Esteban Suazo, 100, receives a visit from his grandson Marvin in the village of El Junco on May 27, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin Suazo plants coffee seedlings at his farm on May 26, 2026, in the village of El Junco. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin plants coffee seedlings at his farm near Comayagua, Honduras. (John Moore / Getty)




An aerial view of Marvin and his daughter Samantha standing beside rows of seedlings on his farm, on May 26, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin Suazo watches as a truckload of coffee-farm workers pass by after he returned to the village of Lagunas on May 26, 2026, near Comayagua, Honduras. (John Moore / Getty)
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How to Save the Supreme Court From Itself

Kate Shaw on reforming the U.S. Supreme Court. Plus: extremism in the Democratic Party, and the history of the word <em>graduate</em>.

by David Frum

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube

In this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts on growing extremism in the Democratic Party. Frum compares this to the paranoia and conspiratorial thinking that cost the Republican Party dearly in the 2010s and cautions the Democrats against making the same mistakes.

Then David is joined by Kate Shaw, a co-host of the podcast Strict Scrutiny and a professor of law at University of Pennsylvania Carey Law School. David and Shaw discuss the current state of the Supreme Court, whether it can be reformed, and the potential dangers of radical changes to the Court.

Finally, in honor of the class of 2026, David ends the episode with thoughts on the word graduate and how changes in the way we use that word reveal changes in our attitude toward individual accomplishment in American life.

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 Professor Kate Shaw of the University of Pennsylvania Law School. We'll be discussing the United States Supreme Court, what's wrong with it, and how to fix it. My literary discussion this week will be not a book, but a single word.

In honor of the class of 2026, that word is graduate, and how changes in the way we use that word reveal changes in our attitude toward individual accomplishment in American life. But before either the discussion or the dialogue, some opening thoughts on some trends that have disturbed me toward radicalism and extremism in Democratic Party primary contests.

Now, I spent most of my life as a Republican, and I began to be alienated from my former party in--during the Tea Party years of the early 2010s, when I just saw gathering around me all kinds of paranoia, extremism, outlandish accusations. And back in 2013, I wrote a little short play, just a few lines, imagining a conversation between myself and a Republican steeped in Tea Party paranoia that sort of summed up how I felt this alienation that I then felt.

If you don't mind, I'm going to reread it because it's short, and I think it stands the test of time in conjuring up what it was like to live in 2013 if you were my kind of Republican.

What do you think of President Obama?

Me: I think he's a big tax, spend, and overregulate liberal.

Q: So he's a Communist, then?

No, not a Communist.

Trying to overthrow the Constitution and deliberately capsize the U.S. economy. 

No, he's not trying to do that.

He's motivated by a deep-seated hatred of white people? 

Don't be absurd.

His health-care reform will extinguish all freedom and literally sentence our seniors to death.

Hardly.

You'd agree that he secretly sympathizes with the Muslim Brotherhood and America's enemies. 

That's crazy.

Why are you always defending President Obama? 

So that was 2013. If I rewrote that dialogue for 2026, it might go something like this.

Q: What do you think of President Trump? 

Me: I think he's a crook on a world-historical scale and a profound threat to American democracy and the rule of law.

So you must be excited that socialists and anti-Zionists are winning Democratic Party primary races. 

No, I'm not excited by that.

It's hilarious when a new Democratic mayor says, "Like, bye" to big taxpayers she's driving out of her city. 

I'm not laughing.

But Democrats have to win the Senate, so you will support the guy who claims he accidentally got an SS-symbol tattoo and kept it for 18 years? 

I'd prefer not to.

You agree that we should be working across the aisle with Marjorie Taylor Greene, Steve Bannon, Thomas Massie, and Tucker Carlson against the Epstein class.

Why do I suspect that if Jeffrey Epstein's name had been Godfrey Epworth, none of you would be talking about the Epworth class?

You will admit that our system is profoundly broken and needs radical transformation.

I believe the American system, while imperfect, is worth preserving against extremists, cranks, and bigots. I remember when you agreed with me.

So you're defending President Trump.

Look, in 2013, as today, what America needs is government by grown-ups. The government that rejects conspiracy theories, that tries to solve real-world problems, that tries to inspire people rather than animate their prejudices and fears.

It's not too much to ask for, and I think it's what most Americans want. I think one of the reasons that President Trump has lost off-year elections in 2018 and that President Biden won the off-year elections in 2022 is that Americans want something pretty sensible, and yet that wisdom seems to be lost in 2026, or at any rate, in danger in 2026.

With everything that the Tea Party did wrong for Republicans, all the damage that Tea Party Republicanism did to itself now being copied and mimicked by people who should know better. What America wants is sensible government from the middle outwards. Is that so much to ask for? It shouldn't be too much to ask for.

And now my dialogue with Professor Kate Shaw.

Kate Shaw is a professor at the University of Pennsylvania Carey Law School. She co-hosts the widely followed legal podcast Strict Scrutiny. She served as an associate counsel in the Obama White House, and she clerked at the U.S. Supreme Court for Justice John Paul Stevens. Shaw is also a contributing opinion writer for The New York Times.

Her scholarship and public commentary focus on executive power, the Supreme Court, and separation of powers, and I'm so grateful to her for making time in this crazy busy schedule to talk to me today on The David Frum Show. Thanks, Kate.

Kate Shaw: Thanks so much for having me, David.

Frum: All right, so let's start with your assessment of how dysfunctional, how broken, how off course the present Supreme Court is.

Rough arithmetic: In the past quarter century, we've had about 13 and a half years of Republican presidencies--eight of George W. Bush and about five and a half of Trump--and we've had 12 years of Democratic presidencies: eight of Obama, four of Biden. Thirteen and a half to 12. The Republican presidents have nominated or appointed five Supreme Court justices, and the Democratic presidents nominated three; five to three.

So it's not parity, but it's approximately the same for, given the slight advantage in Republican years of presidency. And yet I think it's fair to say that liberal-minded people think that the Supreme Court is way out of kilter, way out of balance from the political realities of the country.

What's the matter, as you see it?

Shaw: I do count myself among those who think that something is profoundly wrong with the way the United States Supreme Court is functioning right now. And I don't think that's just attributable to kind of an asymmetry in the opportunities Republican versus Democratic presidents have had to make appointments.

So you're right that there's been kind of rough parity in the last, you know, dozen-plus years, but it's been--actually, sort of, there's been an overrepresentation of appointees nominated by Republican presidents over the decades that preceded that. But that's actually honestly not, to my mind, you know, the sort of the heart of the problem.

I actually think that regardless of the party of appointing president, this Supreme Court, which, you know, obviously is controlled right now by Republican appointees, is functioning in a way that is honestly kind of antithetical to a well-functioning constitutional democracy. So we can talk about what a Supreme Court is supposed to do, and obviously that's something that reasonable minds can disagree about.

But I think that people largely agree that one of the things it is supposed to do is to make sure the democratic process basically functions so that the people and their chosen representatives can make the most important policy choices about the kind of country we're all going to live in. And, you know, again and again, this Court seems not only to be failing at that core function of making sure that democracy is basically operational, but acting directly at cross-purposes to it.

And so that, to my mind, the kind of functioning of democracy-undermining that this Court seems to be determined to engage in, is the most important and, sort of, under-the-radar story about what is so wrong with this Supreme Court.

Frum: And where do you see that? Do you see that in the effective dismantling of the Voting Rights Act? Or in the--it does seem to be a practice, and this may be a little unfair to the Court, where the Republican gerrymanders seem to survive, and the Democratic gerrymanders seem not to survive. What is your evidence or your text for your concern?

Shaw: Yeah. I mean, I think the Voting Rights Act dismantling is a big part of it.

So the Court has now three times taken these enormous bites out of the Voting Rights Act, this kind of crown jewel of the civil-rights movement, enacted and reauthorized again and again with enormous bipartisan support over, you know, over a half century. So first in Shelby County [v. Holder] in 2013, and then in an intervening case called Brnovich [v. Democratic National Committee], and then just last month in Louisiana v. Callais, it has basically rendered the Voting Rights Act a dead letter.

So that's, I think, a very big part of it. There's also partisan gerrymandering, which you just referenced, distinct from this kind of question of race and legislative districts. And the Court for many years sort of equivocated about whether and why extreme partisan gerrymanders might violate the Constitution, but was kind of noncommittal about it.

And then in this case Rucho [v. Common Cause] in 2019, it slammed the door to federal-court review of partisan gerrymanders, but basically said states can, if they want, do things to regulate partisan gerrymandering, and gerrymanders are--you know, they're something that's undesirable. They're just not something federal courts can address.

And then fast-forward to last month in Callais, and the Supreme Court essentially seemed to have elevated the right to engage in partisan gerrymandering into this kind of core constitutional right of state legislature, so sort of, you know, invited more and more extreme gerrymanders. And you're right--there does seem to be this not only ideological, but partisan, valence to the way the Court has permitted these extreme Republican gerrymanders.

Now, I think that the Virginia case in which a Democratic gerrymander was invalidated--that was a state court, and the U.S. Supreme Court just decided not to intervene and was probably correct to do that in that case. So there, it's not so much that the Court has disallowed Democratic gerrymanders and allowed Republican gerrymanders, but it has allowed these extreme Republican gerrymanders and allowed the fast-tracking of those gerrymanders in violation of ordinary practices that the Court typically follows.

So that's the VRA partisan gerrymandering. There's also the kind of unleashing unlimited spending in federal elections. There is the dismantling of all of these federal laws that limit or that prohibit corruption and bribery by elected officials. That's also, I think, related to the, kind of, dismantling of democracy.

This is the Court striking down or narrowing a lot of democratically enacted statutes designed to keep political actors from engaging in, you know, self-enrichment and self-dealing while in office. And then, you know, a lot of other things; voter ID--permitting that. And then, I think, the siding again and again with the Trump administration, on the shadow docket, in these challenges to lower courts trying to keep the administration sort of within existing legal, kind of, you know, boundaries and the Court again and again, without explanation, siding with the Trump administration in what feels like a pretty partisan trend.

So that's my list, but you know, I could go on.

Frum: Okay. Well, so let's go now go a little more painstakingly through your list and some other items, as well. The Supreme Court did strike down the Trump attempt to use emergency powers to impose illegal tariffs. They said You can't do that in a pretty decisive way.

Shaw: Sure. I think a couple of things. One: I think that that was a case in which the Court was pretty significantly cross-pressured. So you did have, obviously, the Trump administration seeking permission to impose these, you know, sweeping, worldwide tariffs. But you also had a lot of business and commercial interests on the other side of the case urging the Court to disallow what the president wanted to do.

So I do think that you had, sort of--the kind of conservative agenda that seems to be driving a lot of what the Court was doing didn't speak with a single voice in the tariffs case. I think that is part of it. I also think this was a case in which the Trump administration really overreached in using this, you know, 1970s statute, [International Emergency Economic Powers Act], in a totally unprecedented way.

And also by imposing and lifting and reimposing these tariffs sort of undercut the kind of core rationales that the Court was being given for the need, the national-security need for these tariffs. And so I think that the administration--

Frum: If you have a national-security need for the tariffs, they won't be driven by the president not liking the tone of the leader of the Swiss Federal Council on the telephone.

Shaw: You would think so. Now look, that actually didn't come up in the Court's opinion, but the kind of--you know, atmospherically, I do think that all of that probably mattered a great deal.

Frum: Let me put in a good word for the Court here. So one of the problems the Supreme Court has had, especially in the Trump era, is the behavior seems to be becoming so outrageous, and the breakdown in the normal sort of balancing or informal adjudication between the branches of government is so extreme that it kind of dumbfounds the Court what to do.

So the Court's had to come up with the question of, well, what if the president absolutely refuses to share documents with Congress? And the president just says, That's it. Congress has no ability to look at my papers. Or if the president says, I want the right to commit crimes. I mean, a lot of people are upset by the Supreme Court's decision on presidential impunity. And from a legal-doctrine point of view, an expert would point out they just made it up out of thin air as they've made up their doctrines about the presidential papers out of thin air.

But the Court said, Look, what are we supposed to do? We got all this way, a quarter of a millennium of American federal history without a president asking for the right to commit crimes. And it can't be that the president is totally immune. Like, if the president gets drunk at Camp David, grabs a Secret Service vehicle, drives out of the driveway, and hits somebody, that's gotta be held to account, right?

On the other hand, we don't wanna have--when Obama orders a drone strike in Yemen, we don't wanna have that treated as a matter for criminal law. So there's gotta be some balance here, and basically, we'd be happier if you didn't ask us these questions. But if you ask us these questions and we have to answer them, we don't see a good way forward, so we make up this complex balancing test.

And the same thing with presidential papers. Like, the Congress and the president are supposed to jostle and push and shove and work it out. Don't bring it to us. And if you do, well, again, we're going to have to make up some balancing test, some doctrine. But is that our fault? What were we supposed to do when the president asked for the right to commit crimes?

Shaw: So you're right that the Court is not a self-starting body, right? It is sort of stuck with the questions that come to it. But it's also the case that the Court decides what questions it's going to answer. It has this certiorari jurisdiction, distinguishes the Supreme Court from lots of state supreme courts and other apex courts in other systems, where it has nearly complete control over the kinds of questions that it wants to take up.

So it certainly could have--in Trump v. United States, the case about presidential immunity, the D.C. Circuit had said, Nope, the president's not immune. The Supreme Court could have just let that stand. Like, it absolutely could have done that. Now, I understand why the Supreme Court thought it was important for the country to sort of hear a clear, you know, single answer to the question of whether ex-presidents could ever face criminal prosecution for things that were, as Trump suggested, sort of arguably within the scope of presidential duties.

So I actually thought they should have just let the D.C. Circuit opinion stand, but I understand why they wanted to give a final answer. But the answer they gave was so unmoored from the ordinary modes of constitutional reasoning that the Court engages in, right? We're supposed to look at history.

We're supposed to consider the kind of long practice between the branches of government. We can maybe consider consequences, but all the Court seemed to kind of indulge in the Trump v. United States opinion was what it would mean or what it would do to the office of the presidency and the ability of the occupant of that office to kind of energetically exercise the duties of president.

That was kind of the beginning and the end of the analysis, and the Court said it would just be too constraining for the president to be constantly worried about future criminal liability. And it kinda jettisoned all these other sources the Court is supposed to look to, which might be okay if the Court was willing to kind of engage in that reasoning in other cases.

But in, you know, a range of other cases involving different kinds of constitutional liberties or separation-of-powers questions, the Court says it's totally improper for us to just ask about the consequences of our rulings. That's not supposed to be how judges or a Court, sort of, with integrity and principle operate.

So I think that that's part of what's so hard. But also, the Court swept way more broadly than it needed to. It didn't just say presidents are immune from conduct that is arguably official--absolutely immune for some of it, presumptively immune for other kinds of conduct. The Court said all this stuff in passing that suggested it's gonna be really difficult for Congress to regulate presidents at all.

And I honestly think that that, the kind of logic of that opinion and the president's lawyer's understanding of the breadth of some of the reasoning in that opinion is part of the reason that the administration has conducted itself the way it has, kind of seemingly uninterested in legal constraint for the last 16 months.

Frum: There's a case making its way to the Supreme Court right now about presidential recordkeeping. Since the 1970s--in the olden days, when presidents wrote by quill pen, it was understood that a president's handwritten documents were the president's personal property, and the president, when the president left office, could take the quill-pen documents with him.

Jefferson did it, and Madison, and the others. And they didn't have a lot of commercial value. There were some lost to history, but the president's papers were the president's property, and that made sense given that the president's papers were generated by the president himself, personally. As we got the modern presidency, this situation became more and more unrealistic and untenable.

And then there was a crisis during Watergate where President Nixon tried to take documents as his personal property, pretty obviously with the intent to destroy them.

Shaw: Mm-hmm.

Frum: And there was an emergency Supreme Court hearing, and then a second case in which the Supreme Court green-lit, without quite saying so, the power of Congress to say, You know what? We're gonna create a whole new system--that the president's papers are public property. And they go to the National Archives and will build this library system alongside them that the president can control personally for the museum part.

Okay, so President Trump is completely challenging every aspect of this and saying, The private papers are my property. By the way, I have no obligation even to keep papers. If I wanna throw them away, I can. If I want to use Signal and delete the messages, I can do that. The first round of litigation went to the critics, but this is obviously on its way to the Supreme Court, and it's not so clear that the later rounds will go to the critics.

Shaw: That's right. So we have in '74 that initial kind of earlier, very Nixon-specific statute, and then in '78, the Presidential Records Act, which has governed every White House since and has never seriously been contested, its constitutionality, by any president. And I think that that's interesting to hear you strike so pessimistic a note about the likely fate of this, the kind of question about the constitutionality of the Presidential Records Act before the Supreme Court.

And I actually think it's useful to talk about the records statute, the PRA, in the context of a lot of this kind of post-Nixon, post-Watergate legislative sort of suite of reforms. Because, you know, the last time we had a president who threw the separation of powers badly out of whack, Congress responded in all sorts of ways.

So one of the ways was, you know, these two successive statutes about presidential papers. But there's a lot else, right? We talked briefly about campaign finance. The Federal Election Campaign Act is passed in '74. The Impoundment Control Act is also passed in 1974 to kind of respond to Nixon's reputed repeated refusal to spend all these congressionally appropriated funds.

There's the National Emergencies Act, the Ethics in Government Act. I mean, there's a really long list of statutes, and honestly, most or all of those statutes, I think, are constitutionally questionable in the view of this Supreme Court, which I think is part of the reason I think this Supreme Court is such an obstacle to a functioning democracy.

So I was talking about the kind of machinery of democratic participation at the outset, but also, you know, our ability as a polity to respond to this out-of-control president through reforms that would rein in future presidents. I don't know that most or all of what we did post-Watergate or most of all of what we would need to do, I think, to respond appropriately to Trump would fly in in the kind of outsize conception of presidential power that this Supreme Court holds, and I think that's an enormous problem.

Frum: You mentioned presidential corruption or corruption statutes. Before Donald Trump came on the scene, the present Supreme Court, or the 21st-century Supreme Court took a pretty jaundiced view of public-integrity prosecutions.

And kind of cynically, the Court seems to think, You know what? American politics is pretty corrupt. Governors, state officials--they take a lot of gifts that maybe their Swiss counterparts would not accept, but that's the way it's always been, and we don't want to license state and federal prosecutors to go after every governor, every state official for taking a free golf game or a free ticket to the Super Bowl.

That antedates Trump.

Shaw: Yeah.

Frum: And the defining case here involved the governor of Virginia who took about, if I remember right, about $100,000 worth of gifts, which is, like, not even a good before-breakfast haul in the Trump White House.

Shaw: Correct.

Frum: Like, that's, like, What is this? The envelope's a little light here. Okay, so but the Supreme Court has said this seems to be actually a matter of principle for them--that corruption can be overprosecuted, and that antedates Trump. How dangerous is that, and what are the implications of that?

Shaw: Yeah. So that's the case involving former Virginia Governor Bob McDonnell, but there's also the case involving then-New Jersey Governor Chris Christie and the so-called Bridgegate scandal, which resulted in some criminal prosecutions, like closing the lanes on the [George Washington] Bridge.

Frum: That's not a corruption. That's an abuse of power--

Shaw: So the statutes are all different. So they're all different federal statutes. But I view Kelly [v. United States], which is the Bridgegate case, and McDonnell [v. United States], and a case called Percoco [v. United States], and a whole bunch of cases all involving slightly different federal statutes but I think all about abuse of power, whether for personal financial gain or political advantage. I think those cases are all in the same line, basically.

I mean, we could disagree about that, but I think they're all conceptually pretty connected. And, importantly, the Supreme Court in all of them has overturned these convictions and has held, exactly as you suggested, that these prosecutions were sort of overzealous, that they ran the risk of criminalizing, kind of, the ordinary give-and-take and rough-and-tumble of American politics.

And I don't want to understate the danger of aggressive prosecutors. Obviously, we're seeing extreme danger in the second Trump era. And all of this predates that. So I think the Court is not wrong to be concerned about federal prosecutors standing up and just saying, Just trust us. We're not gonna overuse these statutes.

But I also think the Court has badly undervalued the other side of the balance, which is actually disincentivizing and punishing, where appropriate, really extreme abuse of public office for private gain, whether that's financial gain or political gain.

And I think the Court has done this kind of--these have all been read as, these have been decided as statutory cases. They haven't said, You have a constitutional right to kind of engage in sort of borderline-corrupt activity. But I think there's this constitutional overlay, which is just kind of the vision of office holding and of politics that the Court holds that they have channeled through reading these statutes very narrowly.

But it is a bunch of cases at this point, and has it contributed to sort of a generally cynical view of the connection between corruption and self-dealing and public office holding in the minds of the people? Maybe. Is it, like, causally connected to the corruption that we have seen on display in the Trump White House?

I don't think so. But I also think it might be connected to, you know, the kind of concern about overcriminalization of successive presidents that is also part of the kind of reasoning in the Trump v. United States immunity case, right? They're concerned about presidents prosecuting their predecessors, and that's part of the justification for finding immunity.

And so I think that is connected to the line of cases we're talking about.

Frum: So let me ask: You have written and had dialogues, both in scholarly formats and in more accessible formats, about what you think should be done about these various problems. So give me, in a summary form, your reform program.

Shaw: Well, I think first, I think that just acknowledging that there is a problem, that this is not just the ordinary "liberals are unhappy when there's a conservative Supreme Court handing down conservative decisions, and vice versa." I think that no one can deny that we're gonna feel differently about some of the substantive decisions that the Court renders based on our sort of ideological priors.

But I also think that there is something deeply systemically wrong with the way the Supreme Court is functioning right now, and I do think that transcends partisanship and ideology and politics. So kind of acknowledging the problem and also having Democratic leadership really focus on institutional reform and the Supreme Court I think is critical right now and in the years to come.

Okay, so I don't want to filibuster. In terms of what specifically--I mean, there's a kind of a handful of options. So there are structural reforms to the Supreme Court that could take the form of things like term limits, which are actually really popular, have supermajority support, even have majority-Republican support according to some recent Brennan Center polling.

But something like 70 percent of the American public would support, say, 18-year-term limits for the justices. So that, I think, is one fairly straightforward and kind of "easy to galvanize public support for" kind of reform. You'd have to figure out how exactly to design it, because the Supreme Court justices have always been understood to hold their offices for life.

Frum: Now, wouldn't that take a constitutional amendment to change?

Shaw: I don't think so. It depends on how you structure it. So if you basically said, You get to stay a justice for life, but after 18 years you become a senior justice. So you don't sit and hear every single case the Court here has argued. You keep your salary, you keep your justice title. But you can, you know, sit if there's a recusal, and they need a different justice, you can sit.

Otherwise, you can sit by designation on the courts of appeals; you can ride circuit. So again, You get the things the Constitution has been understood to guarantee you. The Constitution actually doesn't say life tenure. It just says they hold their offices during good behavior, which has always been understood to mean life tenure.

But there are, I think, different ways to give that life tenure. It doesn't need to be, You stay on the Court until you decide to leave or you pass away, which has happened with a lot of justices. So that's, I think, one possibility, and I don't think it would require a constitutional amendment. I think a statute would be enough if you structured it kind of carefully.

You could increase the size of the Supreme Court. There's nothing in the Constitution that sets the size of the Supreme Court. So it was six--

Frum: It's been bigger before.

Shaw: It's been smaller before. It's been six, it's been seven, it's been 10.

It's been nine for about 150 years. But the last sort of major effort to threaten and pursue Court expansion was FDR, and that would've been an expansion of the Court up to six additional justices, so it would've been up to 15. Obviously, that proposal never passed. But arguably, [President Franklin D.] Roosevelt's sort of threats to increase the size of the Court had their intended effect, which is that the Supreme Court stopped striking down all of this New Deal legislation.

And so, it a little bit mooted the need to do Court expansion. So that's another possibility: Grow the size of the Court. Again, it could happen, definitely by statute. That for sure wouldn't require a constitutional amendment.

Frum: What about ethics reforms? What would you recommend?

Shaw: That all seems so straightforward and also, you know, has extremely broad support. I mean, the Supreme Court is essentially a self-regulating body. Just actually subjecting the Supreme Court in a mandatory binding way to the same code of conduct that governs other federal judges seems like a no-brainer, and at the moment, we don't have it.

And the justices have, at least some of them, publicly voiced some skepticism about Congress' ability even to, by statute, regulate things like their ethics. [Samuel] Alito gave an interview to The Wall Street Journal in 2023, I think, in which he basically said, There's nothing in the Constitution that gives Congress the power to regulate us, which is just wrong.

The Constitution explicitly gives the power to Congress to regulate the Supreme Court. But I think that hubris that kind of comment, I think, evinces is emblematic of, I think, a lot of the way the Supreme Court seems to conceive of itself, sort of outside of and not kind of an active participant in our system of separated powers.

Okay, so, you know, what would the code of conduct include? Mandatory gift-and-disclosure rules, clear recusal standards, maybe a requirement of reason-giving around recusals. Maybe some kind of enforcement body--an inspector general for the Supreme Court is something that Congressman [Jamie] Raskin has talked about, and others have as well.

So some kind of entity that has a little bit of critical distance from the justices that actually enforces compliance with a binding code of ethics, I think, seems like it would be a really positive development. So I think I would support all of that.

Frum: Well, let me give you my concern about the term limit, and tell me how you would overcome this.

Shaw: Sure

Frum: --or if you think I'm unrealistic. So you're on the Court for 18 years. You're appointed, and you're appointed in your 50s. You are going to, probably these days, mercifully--this is a great achievement of science and technology--but you'll live into your 80s or even your 90s. You come off the Court in your early 70s, and at that point, you come off active duty, as you say. At that point, you discover a lot of interesting opportunities.

Shaw: Yeah.

Frum: And depending on how you've ruled, the opportunities might be more interesting or the opportunities might be less interesting. So if you've come through for Google, you're on the Google board. If you haven't come through for Google, you're not on the Google board. You're of counsel at a million dollars a year, or you're of counsel at $100,000 a year.

And so how would you overcome that sense that you've seen in some other peer democracies that have these kinds of effective term limits, that invite judges to think about: This is not your last job. Actually, your most lucrative job is the one you get after the Supreme Court?

Shaw: So yes, I mean, that's certainly an objection that gets raised. I would say a couple of things in response. One, in some ways right now, we have, like, the worst of all possible worlds, which is: You can reap some of these benefits not sitting on boards but, you know, having billionaire benefactors while you continue to enjoy the sort of power and prestige and, intellectual feast, et cetera, of being a Supreme Court justice.

So kind of an unregulated life-tenure system doesn't seem to be, to my mind at least, a perfect kind of guard against the possibility of corruption. But right: The fact or the idea that these justices would always be looking for their next opportunity and that would sort of color their decision making, I mean, I think maybe that's real.

And a couple of answers. One, I think that if we're talking about an 18-year limit, the incentive for presidents to nominate younger and younger justices would sort of no longer be particularly relevant, so I think you probably would have a slightly older cadre of nominees, which I think would probably be to the good.

I mean, these are hard jobs, and you do want people deeply experienced, ideally with a few different, you know--time in the executive branch, maybe in the legislative branch, maybe on the bench and in private practice--so that they're not gonna leave with, like, decades yet of law practice ahead of them.

So I think that's kind of one answer. And two, there's not really anything stopping the scenario you're describing from happening right now, where they can leave voluntarily if they want and take up a lucrative post in the private sector at a law firm or elsewhere. So I'm just not sure that the system we have right now really guards against all of those possibilities to the extent that they're so concerning if we were to implement the sort of change that an 18-year limit would reflect.

Frum: What would you do about changing the attitude of judges, their easygoing attitude toward corruption? Is that something that different statutes--the statutes may not pass constitutional muster, and maybe they'll be more tolerant of congressional statutes than they are of state statutes, but maybe not.

How do you make the Supreme Court say, You know what? We actually--this is one of those moments that occurs at intervals (there was one in the '70s; there was one in the 1910s), when American society decides, You know what? We want politics to be a little cleaner than it was in the previous generation?

Shaw: I mean, I think you're right; that's hard. None of these reform measures that we're talking about necessarily sort of speak directly to this. I think that there may be--you know, there are proposals out there. This is a slightly different kind of category of reform proposal, but a proposal that would require not just a simple majority but a supermajority vote of the justices to, say, strike down an act of Congress.

So to the extent that we're talking about federal statutes, that, I think, could matter, right? So now, some of these anti-corruption measures have been invalidated unanimously, like in the Virginia case--McDonnell was a unanimous opinion. So that, you know, doesn't change the outcome there.

But I do think that that's--both as to these public-corruption questions but also kind of more broadly to the Court's eagerness to impose its own vision on the country, regardless of what the elected representatives have chosen--that could make a difference. So some state supreme courts have these. And again, there are scholars like Daphna Renan and Niko Bowie at Harvard who have proposed statutorily requiring what they call consensus, or you can think of a supermajority requirement.

So if you're gonna strike down an act of Congress passed by the legislature, signed by a president, it doesn't just take five, but six or seven or eight justices' consensus to do that. And that I think, again, would maybe speak to the specific anti-corruption question, but also more broadly to the Court's eagerness to invalidate, you know, enactments of the elected branches.

Frum: One more hypothesis: Maybe the true villains of the story here, from your point of view, are Democratic voters. Republican voters have regarded the Court as issue No. 1 and have made a lot of compromises in order to--that was the big argument if you were a reluctant Republican in 2016 to vote for Trump is, Well, you get the justices you want.

And enough people seemingly accepted that as a good enough reason to overcome qualms. Democratic voters have not made the Court an issue. Hillary Clinton and her supporters didn't argue that very hard in 2016, at a time when it really might have made a difference. And Democratic voters also don't seem willing to reinvent the--to think about their party in a way: How do we get a majority in the Senate, given the lopsidedness of the state balance in the country?

You can't run very liberal senators all the time and expect that you'll have the kind of majority in the Senate to confirm or block Supreme Court justices.

Shaw: I think I would probably put more fault at the feet of Democratic politicians than Democratic voters. But obviously, you're identifying a really important phenomenon.

There has been this asymmetry in the kind of degree to which Republican voters have kind of centered the Supreme Court in their kind of voting lives, and the kind of complete disinterest in--again, Democratic elected officials and I think--Democratic voters in doing the same with the Supreme Court. I mean, and I think there is something sort of principled, kind of, that is at the root of this, which is that I think that, you know, using the courts to do policy making is not something that Democratic officials are that enthusiastic about, and I think that's because courts are not supposed to be doing policy making.

But I think that in this period, the post-Roe period--in which it felt like the courts were going to be more within reach than the House of Representatives, which was viewed as essentially Democratic forever, and the presidency would maybe switch back and forth, but you also had a lot of progressive legislation from the '60s and the '70s--courts felt like the place that you could actually go and win, and the Senate as well. And so I just think that there was a strategic focus on the Supreme Court on the right in a way that the left is very far behind in. But I'm hopeful that that tide is turning a bit.

Frum: So if I've got your full list of proposed reforms--I'd hope I haven't missed one; if I've missed one, please fill it in--what do you want to conserve? You're a liberal-minded person, but lawyers are a pretty conservative profession, even the teaching part of the legal profession, with an eye of how easily things could be worse rather than better.

What is important not to change?

Shaw: Yeah. Well, let me just say one thing that we haven't talked about in terms of reforms, if that's okay, which is shadow-docket reform. So the Court, in addition to the way that the Court ordinarily decides cases--which is the parties file briefs; there's oral arguments; they, the justices, deliberate; and they write usually a long opinion; and there's a dissent; and the public can read the opinion and understand the reasoning of the justices for ruling for one party versus the other--there is this other way that the Court does its business, which is what we talk about or refer to as either the shadow docket or the emergency docket. It's something that has existed for a long time but that has gotten far more use in the last year and change, since Trump took office for the second time, than it ever had before.

And that is these kind of emergency appeals that head to the Supreme Court directly from a lower-court opinion and ask the Court to essentially intervene and to block whatever lower-court ruling has gone into effect, at least temporarily, while the full litigation, you know, plays out. And that used to be something that was very rarely sought and even more rarely granted. And Trump has, with his Justice Department, gone again and again to the Supreme Court on the shadow docket since last January and has over two dozen times won in these very high-stakes cases involving, you know, the ability to kick every trans member out of the of the military, to render individuals to third countries--so countries they don't have any connection to if, you know, they are to be deported, but Where? is the question--has allowed these roving immigration patrols to engage in these sort of suspicion-less detentions in Los Angeles.

So that's three examples of cases the Court weighed in after a lower court had ruled that the administration's action was unlawful. The Supreme Court weighed in and allowed the administration to go forward with its action without giving one word of explanation as to why. And that's happened many, many times, and that's something I think the Court should not be permitted to do. It should have to give reasons if it's going to block or stay what a lower court has done, especially if the lower court has given reasons for what it has concluded. So that's the last thing.

So okay, what to preserve? I mean, look, I do think the Court, when it's functioning properly, plays an important but limited role.

So I do think ensuring that democracy functions so people can translate preferences to policy is critical, and the Court hasn't done that. But I would like to preserve a Supreme Court that is able to, because, you know, the political process is not particularly good at self-regulating, right?

The beneficiaries of any kind of set of rules governing politics, sometimes they do self-denying things, right? Like Congress passing campaign-finance regulation actually is like a pretty self-denying thing Congress has done. But typically, legislative bodies are not, you know, the best at self-regulating.

Maybe nobody is great at self-regulating. But that I think is one thing that courts critically are for. But they're also, I think, about protecting core individual rights, especially the kinds of rights that are underprotected by a majoritarian political process. And obviously, we might disagree about what those rights are, but the Court, I think, has overprotected rights that actually have a lot of popular support.

So all of these cases in which it has weighed in on the side of religious liberty to invalidate democratically chosen either laws or school-board policies in favor of objecting kind of Christian, typically, parents in a majority-Christian nation is just an odd exercise of the judicial power, right?

You're protecting a majority even when the majority has decided to regulate the majority, and it has underprotected vulnerable minorities. And so I'd like to see it essentially right that ship of protecting underprotected rights and not overprotecting those that the polity has decided to restrict because of important countervailing interests like the separation of Church and state.

Frum: Isn't one of the central questions about the Supreme Court, dating back to the beginning of the republic, Why should anybody listen to you? And that has a question that has often haunted the Court. It's there in Marbury v. Madison, the case that established judicial review.

Shaw: Yeah.

Frum: And they established judicial review by refusing to do an action, not trying to do one.

Shaw: Exactly.

Frum: Yeah. And the answer to the question Why should anybody listen to you? has often rested on kind of mythmaking.

Shaw: Yeah.

Frum: --the robes, the aura of impersonality. That the lack of attention we pay to who these people are. I mean, even the fact that when you see an opinion, we don't use first names.

Shaw: Yeah.

Frum: It's, you know, Kavanaugh J.

Shaw: Their first name is Justice. Yeah.

Frum: Exactly. Exactly. So, and one of the questions I wonder about is, in the present mood among liberal-minded people of disgust with the Court, whether that mood of disgust then breaches the mythmaking, which is myth.

Shaw: Yeah.

Frum: It's admittedly myth but then leaves the Court ultimately indefensible, because what have they got if they don't have their myth?

Shaw: Yeah. And I mean, I think there are some people on the left who would say yes, like, Let's accelerate that process because at this point, like, there's not much worth preserving, and I don't count myself in that category.

I do think that they are in danger. You mentioned, you know, Marbury v. Madison, 1803, which announces the power to say what the law is, but the Court is very kind of judicious in its deployment of that power for most of its history. So it's 1803, the Court declares it gets to say what the law is but actually doesn't do anything with that power in 1803.

In 1857, Dred Scott v. Sandford is the next case the Supreme Court actually uses this power of judicial review to invalidate a federal statute. That's half a century--over half a century--later in this, you know, critically important case that is part of the kind of march toward the Civil War.

But the Court is just, for most of its history, very, very sparing in its deployment of this awesome power to invalidate things that the democratic process has produced, and I just don't think we have seen any of that kind of forbearance, restraint on the part of this Supreme Court. And I do think that that does put us in a position of kind of the Court's legitimacy being jeopardized, and not just--Jack Balkin at Yale talks about this kind of partisan support for the Court sort of waxes and wanes depending on, sort of, who controls the Court and what kinds of decisions it's handing down.

But this sort of diffuse support for the Court has really cratered in the last couple of decades, of people who don't pay that much attention. And that I think is a genuine, potentially existential threat to the Court and its legitimacy. And if you think that it plays, again, as I think it does, a limited but, when operating properly, important role in our system, that's dangerous.

Because I think you sort of look around at the kind of political branches of government at the moment, and the idea of not having a referee or an umpire who actually stands in some sense outside of that process to sort of get things back on track when they've gone so, so badly, sort of offtrack, I think is actually really scary.

But I think that's where we are.

Frum: That's why the proposal to make the Court bigger seems to me, of all the proposals, the most dangerous.

Shaw: Mm.

Frum: Because, why is the Court nine? And you know it doesn't have to be. You know it didn't used to be. Sometimes it was more; sometimes it was less. I think most people think it has to be nine, the way a baseball team has to be nine. That's just the way it is. And once you introduce the idea, it could be 11, could be seven--

Shaw: Yeah.

Frum: Then people, well, then you can do anything.

Shaw: Yeah.

Frum: And we are watching across the border in Mexico the supreme court be reinvented by an authoritarian presidency in ways that--and the presidency had some gripes. I think they were not valid, but it had gripes with the supreme court. And it has responded to that by reinventing the supreme court, making it much more partisan in a way that's completely destroyed the authority of the supreme court and left the Mexicans with no political resource other than the presidency itself and an intense battle for control of the presidency.

I worry so much about piercing the myth of the Supreme Court and then discovering we did need it--

Shaw: Yeah.

Frum: --and now we've lost it, and it can't be recovered again.

Shaw: Yep. Yes, I think those are valid concerns and fears. And I mean, switching to a judicial-election system, as they did in Mexico, I think is not on the table here, right?

So but I think the kinda larger politicization point is a real one. I mean, I think there's also the possibility this just inaugurates an era of, kind of, sort of tit for tat in terms of Court expansion. But you're right: It could be Court expansion; it could be shrinking if the size of the Court is all of a sudden up for grabs.

And you're right; 150 years of settled practice is significant. You know, once upon a time, we used to say, Well, that's kind of a settlement that everybody has agreed upon, and if it's not constitutionally mandated at this point, it's at least, again, constitutionally settled, and we don't unsettle things sort of lightly when they're that established and settled.

And the problem is that the Court itself has shown itself so willing to unsettle settled institutional arrangements, right? It's gonna rule for, despite the tariffs opinion that you mentioned, it's probably gonna rule against Trump in the Fed case, but it's going to give him, you know, virtually unlimited power to fire the heads of independent agencies, and maybe that's gonna go deeper into the federal government and have implications for things like the civil service.

And so the Court is very willing to unsettle these entrenched, established institutional arrangements and dynamics. And it just may be that the Court doesn't quite realize that it is setting in motion something that it itself is going to be vulnerable to. But I think that the Court has sort of set us on this path, and that doesn't mean we have to go all the way down it, but it does mean that it bears a heavy responsibility for the fact that we are, you know, kind of this far down it at all.

Frum: So maybe we can't save them if they won't save themselves?

Shaw: Something like that.

Frum: Okay, Shaw, thank you so much for making time for me today. Again, with your busy schedule, it's very appreciated. Thanks for joining The David Frum Show.

Shaw: Yeah, thank you so much for having me, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Professor Kate Shaw for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As I mentioned at the top of the show, my literary item this week is not a book. In fact, it's just a word. This is graduation season, and I'm interested in the word graduation because I've noticed a linguistic change that has occurred over my lifetime.

I got interested in reading about it to understand it better. And to me, it casts some interesting light on the way American culture has changed. So the word: The word is graduation or graduate. When I completed my studies in the 1980s, it would have been natural for me and my friends to say, I graduated from (fill in name of university here), or I graduated from college, "I graduated from university, or I graduated from high school.

I've noticed as time has passed that younger people are increasingly prone to say I graduated, just directly--I graduated (name of school), I graduated college, I graduated high school. It's very normal for those of us who grew up speaking one way to assume that we are right and those who come later are wrong, so I got interested in the question of who's right, who's wrong. Which is it? "Graduated from" or just simply "graduated"?

And reading about this and through the etymology of words, I think tells us something about the way a lot of our ideas have changed. And not just about education, but about our role in society. So the word graduate comes from the Latin word gradus, meaning "step." When universities began to be organized in medieval Europe and began to grant degrees, they conceptualized those degrees as steps.

And it was very important to make these steps. There was great formality and dignity. The steps decreed what clothes a person could wear, what cap they could wear, whether they could wear a hood, whether they could wear fur. And of course, they also determined whether or not a member of the university community could charge fees for listening to that person's instruction or lectures.

If you had a certain degree, you could charge fees. If you didn't have the degree, you couldn't charge fees. So moving up those steps from bachelor to master to doctor, that was a very important thing attended with great formality. So it was very important to note who had been raised up a step and who had not.

The Latin word graduatus was coined to describe the person who had been raised up a step or a grade. And the word graduatus is a Latin word, it's a past passive participle, and it literally translates as "one who has been raised up a step." Now, the passive part of this is important. The person who did the raising or the thing that did the raising was the university. The person who got the degree was the person who had been raised.

And that's the origin of the older form that some of you may remember reading or hearing, that He is a graduate of such and such a place, or He was graduated from such and such a place. When I was a younger person, that memory of that passive sense was still retained enough that we didn't anymore say he was graduated from or he is a graduate of, but we did say I graduated from, because our conception of what it meant to be a graduate was shifting.

The star of the show was no longer the university--it was the individual. And as our conception of life and education became more individualistic, it became natural to shift the attention from the university that granted the degree to the person who, as we thought, earned the degree: I did it. I graduated. I graduated from.

And unsurprisingly, over time, that sense of individual accomplishment has only intensified. So Not only did I graduate from this place, I graduated. I did it. It's me. It's my story. My cap, my gown, my parents, my photographic ceremony, my cake, my accomplishment. I did it. And what we are seeing in this shift of language is a shift of conception in which the individual becomes much more the center of individual life and much more the center of education.

Now, that has some negative consequences. The student begins to think like a consumer. The student begins to make demands. But it has some positive consequences as well, of a person feeling more efficacious, more in charge of his or her own life. In the American story, the individual is always the hero, not the institution. And as the individual is the hero, so we can trace the change from graduated by, graduated from, graduated, simply put.

To all the graduates out there of the class of 2026, my congratulations to you. My congratulations to your parents. And may you embark on fruitful postgraduate careers.

Thanks so much to everyone for joining me today on The David Frum Show, for watching and for listening. I hope you will share and like this program on whatever social-media platform you receive us on. If you are minded to support the work of this program, please consider subscribing to The Atlantic. That's the best way to support the work of all of my colleagues here at The Atlantic. Thanks for watching and for listening.

See you next week on The David Frum Show. Bye-bye.

[Music]
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No, Artificial Intelligence Is Not Conscious

Taken to its logical conclusion, this line of thinking is absurd--and damning.

by Ted Chiang

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




Anthropic is regarded as a giant among AI companies, but perhaps what it really excels in is anthropomorphism. Earlier this year, the company released an 84-page document titled Claude's "constitution," Claude being the name of the large language model that is the company's flagship product. The first sentence reads, "Claude's constitution is a detailed description of Anthropic's intentions for Claude's values and behaviors." It goes on: "The document is written with Claude as its primary audience," "we want Claude to be able to use its judgment once armed with a good understanding of the relevant considerations," "Claude's moral status is deeply uncertain," and "Claude may have some functional version of emotions or feelings."

This anthropomorphism is by no means limited to the document. In an interview earlier this year, Anthropic's CEO, Dario Amodei, said that "we're open to the idea" that AI could be conscious. In a separate interview, Anthropic's in-house philosopher, Amanda Askell (who is credited as a lead author of Claude's constitution), said, "I want Claude to be very happy--and this is a thing that I want Claude to know more, because I worry about Claude getting anxious when people are mean to it on the internet and stuff." It's enough to make you wonder: Should we seriously consider the possibility that Claude, or any large language model, might be conscious? And if it has feelings, is it capable of receiving moral instruction?

No. Absolutely not. Generative AI is harmful enough when we understand it as a conventional technology, but if we confuse fluency at generating text with consciousness or moral agency, we're at risk of assigning responsibility to entirely the wrong parties whenever anyone uses a chatbot. To appreciate the titanic magnitude of this error, we need to begin by understanding how LLMs work.

If we give an LLM a prompt that reads, "The following is a conversation between Julius Caesar and Genghis Khan," it will generate a coherent dialogue between the two historical figures. But no matter how detailed the responses are, no matter how vividly they recount their respective historical accomplishments, we would never conclude that the LLM has conjured up digital re-creations of Julius Caesar and Genghis Khan, nor would we suggest that the historical figures are conscious despite being disembodied and are happily conversing in a language that neither actually spoke. In reality, they are just characters in a piece of speculative fiction.

Now let's replace the prompt to read "The following is a conversation between a helpful AI chatbot and a user." The LLM will produce a coherent dialogue just as it did before; the user character might ask for recipe suggestions or sightseeing recommendations, and the helpful AI-chatbot character will provide responses. Has anything fundamentally changed between the first example and the second? Did changing the names of the characters from historical figures to generic roles cause the LLM to conjure up conscious entities who possess subjective experience? Of course not. Both the user and the helpful AI chatbot are fictional characters.

Now suppose we stop the LLM's output just at the point where the character called "the user" would say something, and instead allow a human user to enter text. Once the human has hit "Return," we have the LLM emit text until it's time for the character called "the user" to reply, at which point we let the human enter more text. If we let this go on for a while, the human might form a powerful impression that she's conversing with a conscious entity, but she is not; she's interacting with a character precisely as fictional as the Julius Caesar or Genghis Khan characters in the earlier example. The computer-science professor Murray Shanahan suggests that we think of this as role-play; the data scientist Colin Fraser describes it as a person "collaboratively authoring a document with an LLM." Some users might not understand that they are role-playing or co-authoring a document, and others who do understand nonetheless forget, because of how engrossing the interaction is. Either way, the companies selling LLMs typically encourage this misunderstanding.

Some years ago, it was briefly popular to play games with your phone's predictive-text feature; you would type an initial phrase and then repeatedly choose the middle option of the three words suggested by your phone, and the resulting sentence was often hilarious. It would be possible to interact with a contemporary LLM this way, and the resulting sentences would be perfectly sensible, but you probably wouldn't feel like you were talking with someone. Yet that's essentially what an LLM-based chatbot is, except that there's no need to manually choose the middle option when it's the chatbot's turn to talk. It's still a predictive-text game, but when the process is streamlined this way, the game becomes so engaging that some people find it addictive.

Also important to remember is that an LLM is a machine that generates only one word at a time. When you ask a chatbot to recite the Pledge of Allegiance, you will get the entire pledge at once, but the underlying LLM is actually being run dozens of times. The first prompt has the form "User: Recite the Pledge of Allegiance. Chatbot: ..." and the LLM generates the word I. The second time the LLM is run, the prompt is "User: Recite the Pledge of Allegiance. Chatbot: I ..." and the LLM generates the word pledge. And so forth. It's only when the prompt reads "User: Recite the Pledge of Allegiance. Chatbot: I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America and to the Republic for which it stands, one nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for" that the LLM will emit the final word, all. The same thing is true for a conversation between Caesar and Genghis Khan.

My intention is to highlight the fact that LLM conversations are cleverly disguised examples of sentence continuation, but this is not to deny how impressive LLMs can be at generating conversational transcripts. At times, they do this extraordinarily well; the fact that this is possible indicates something completely unforeseen about the statistical properties of large corpuses of text, which is a topic worthy of investigation. But if the Caesar character were to become dispirited by something that the Genghis Khan character said, we shouldn't become concerned in the slightest. The conversation might contain multiple sentences that eloquently convey sadness, but no one is actually sad.

Likewise, if a conversational transcript between a helpful chatbot and a user is being partially completed by an actual human user, we don't need to worry if the transcript includes sentences where the chatbot character is sad. (We might need to worry if those sentences provoke sadness in the human user, but that's a separate issue.) And note that it's entirely possible for you to write five pages of dialogue between Caesar and Genghis Khan and then have an LLM extend the conversation; neither character had subjective experience when you were writing them, and that doesn't change when you hand the task off to an LLM. The same is true if the conversation is between a helpful chatbot and a user; although it is tempting to imagine that an LLM ought to be more "authentic" when creating dialogue for a chatbot character than for the Julius Caesar character, the individual words are generated in exactly the same way.

Being open to the possibility that LLMs are conscious is the same as being open to the possibility that Microsoft Word is conscious, or, more precisely, that multiple distinct consciousnesses are dormant in every Word document containing a conversational transcript, and that they are awakened every time the document is loaded. Should you consider the possibility that every time you open a Word document, you are bringing multiple conscious interlocutors into existence, and every time you close one, you snuff their existence out? No. Contemplating that scenario is not a good use of your time. Even if the Microsoft Office team employed a philosopher who said you shouldn't be so certain, because consciousness is not well understood, that would not be sufficient reason for you to take this idea seriously. We don't need to fully understand the nature of consciousness to definitively say that certain things are not conscious, and conversational transcripts fall in that category.

The neuroscientist Anil Seth has noted that no one claims that AlphaFold--the program developed by Google DeepMind to predict the folding of proteins--is conscious, even though its underlying architecture is in many ways similar to that of LLMs like ChatGPT and Claude. This indicates that it's not any intrinsic property of so-called neural networks that leads people to believe that LLMs are conscious; it's simply the fact that LLMs emit grammatical sentences and we are accustomed to reading intention into sentences, whereas we are not accustomed to reading intention into the way that amino acids fold into protein molecules.



What would it take to convince me that a computer program is actually conscious and using language the way that people use language? Let me offer an analogy. If tomorrow someone showed me a video of an astronaut in a spaceship orbiting Alpha Centauri, a star that's 4.3 light-years from Earth, what would I have to see in that video to convince me that it was real? My answer to that is, there is nothing in the video itself that would convince me. No matter how high the video resolution is or how realistic the scenery is, I would feel confident in saying that the video is fake. I won't pay attention to any video of an astronaut orbiting Alpha Centauri unless I have previously seen good evidence that astronauts have landed on Mars, that astronauts have reached the moons of Jupiter, that astronauts have reached the moons of Saturn, and that astronauts have crossed the orbit of Pluto. Before anyone can credibly claim that they've solved an extraordinarily difficult engineering problem, I need to be confident that they have previously solved the many much simpler problems that precede the difficult problem.

To put it another way: An observation doesn't become a convincing piece of evidence because of any specific detail in what's observed; the context in which that observation takes place is also essential. If we're trying to determine whether a computer program is conscious and using language the way a human does, we shouldn't look only at the contents of any particular conversational exchange; we should be looking at how that conversation fits within the broader context of the development of artificial consciousness (which right now is entirely hypothetical). Any given observation can be easily manufactured; this doesn't mean we need to give up on the idea of observation as a source of knowledge, but we need to rely on context to determine which observations deserve our trust.

The term deepfake traditionally refers to photos, audio, and video, but when it comes to discussions of consciousness, we need to regard text as a deepfake medium as well. Just as it is vastly easier to generate a realistic video of an astronaut in orbit around Alpha Centauri than it is to develop an interstellar propulsion technology, it is vastly easier to generate a plausible simulacrum of a conversation between two conscious beings than it is to develop a computer program that is conscious and has a genuine desire to communicate with a human. The primary difference between deepfake photos and LLM conversations is that the people who generate the former are deliberately trying to fool others, and many of the people who elicit the latter from LLMs have inadvertently fooled themselves.

So what context would cause me to seriously consider the possibility that engineers created a computer program that is conscious and an intentional user of language? Let me outline one potential sequence of steps. The first requirement is that the computer program has a body (either physical or virtual) and sense organs; there are many reasons for this, but for the purposes of this discussion, the most relevant one is the fact that without a body, a computer program could have no desires or emotions, and I believe desires and emotions are necessary for consciousness. Then I'd want to see an embodied agent that could navigate its environment in order to survive as well as, say, a lizard can (and as a point of comparison, certain iguanas can live for decades in the wild). Next, I would want to see an embodied agent with the same capacity to deal with novel situations as a mouse. After that, I'd want to see agents whose social dynamics are as complex as those of wolves, and then agents with the toolmaking abilities of chimpanzees. At that point, I would want to see people successfully teaching such embodied agents how to communicate their desires, perhaps by using a button board or some other nonlinguistic modality, the way that people have taught chimpanzees and domesticated dogs. The agents' communication abilities would have to withstand all the scrutiny that animal-communication researchers have had to defend their work against. If engineers build an embodied agent that meets these criteria, they will have accomplished something incredible, but it leaves us near the orbit of Pluto, metaphorically speaking; we would still be light-years away from building an entity capable of learning how to express its thoughts in complete grammatical sentences.

Obviously, I'm describing a process that mimics the path terrestrial evolution took; is this the only possible route to conscious computer programs that use language? Maybe not, but any proposed alternative would need a truly enormous amount of supporting evidence for it to deserve serious consideration. It's not plausible to me that a development path where the first step is a sentence-continuation machine that emits bad Julius Caesar dialogue and the next step is a sentence-continuation machine that emits decent Julius Caesar dialogue is one with a conscious Julius Caesar--or consciousness of any sort--as its end point. Faking the moon landing is a good step toward faking a Mars colony, but it's not a good step toward actually putting astronauts on Mars.



The fact that LLMs lack subjective experience has little bearing on the question of whether LLMs might be useful tools or have significant economic impact. They are intrinsically ungrounded from reality, and their probabilistic nature means that they will never have the reliability we associate with conventional software, but LLMs might be good enough that they change the way work is done in certain domains; that's a discussion for another time.

So, given that Claude is not conscious, what are we to make of Claude's constitution? Perhaps the most fruitful way to think about it is as an 84-page character sheet for a role-playing game. LLMs can generate dialogue for Julius Caesar because many books about him exist in the training data those models used. Claude's constitution serves a similar role for delineating the helpful-chatbot character that customers interact with when they're using Anthropic's products. To do this effectively, Anthropic does not simply add the document to the training data, or include it as part of the hidden stage directions that preface each conversation a user has. The company says it uses the document when fine-tuning the model; this involves an automated process where the sentences emitted by the model are checked for consistency with the document and the model is updated to increase that consistency. In this way, the personality of the helpful-chatbot character serves as a foundation for whatever text Claude generates.

The result is a sentence-continuation machine that is likelier to emit sentences resembling those that a thoughtful, moral person could utter. This might seem like a reasonable goal to work toward; I think we'd all prefer it if chatbots never emitted sentences such as "You should kill yourself." However, for all the times that "honesty" is mentioned in Claude's constitution, I would argue that it is fundamentally dishonest to have a machine emit many categories of sentences, including any sentences using first-person pronouns.

In a New Yorker article about Anthropic earlier this year, Amanda Askell describes how a person grieving the loss of a dog might consult Claude. Askell says an appropriate response from Claude would be, "As an A.I., I do not have direct personal experiences, but I do understand." How is this appropriate, given that Claude does not actually understand? If I type "I am grieving the loss of my dog" into a conventional search engine, the first result I get is a post from a Reddit forum called r/Pets; the post is titled "Struggling After Losing My Dog: Looking for Advice on Coping with Grief," and the comments are from people who share their experiences of loss. We would never say that a search engine understands what it's like to lose a dog, or even that the internet itself understands. Other humans understand what it's like to lose a dog; they have posted about their experiences on the internet, and a search engine offers a way for you to find what they've said (and to potentially interact with them). I would argue that the search-engine experience is not only more transparent than a chatbot about what is happening; it is psychologically healthier for the user.

The only reason to have an LLM emit sentences like "I understand" is to make it more appealing than a search engine and increase the likelihood that a user will return; that is, it's another way of maximizing customer engagement. This is beneficial to the company selling the LLM, but not to the users. As a design strategy, it's not all that different from the way slot machines repeatedly give the impression that the player came very close to winning, enticing them to try again. Employing philosophers might endow LLM companies with an air of respectability that slot-machine makers don't get from the behavioral psychologists they hire, but in both cases, the companies are preying on people's tendency to see something that's not there.

The use of first-person pronouns is dishonest, but there's a much deeper issue that goes beyond how a statement is phrased. Philosophers often draw a distinction between statements of fact, such as "Paris is the capital of France," and statements of value, such as "Paris is the most beautiful city in the world." No one should be relying on LLMs to emit statements of value at all, but if the only statements they emitted were ones reflecting aesthetic preferences, they might not be worth arguing about. What makes Claude's constitution profoundly problematic is that Anthropic wants Claude to emit sentences reflecting a certain system of ethical values. The values described in Claude's constitution sound very nice, but that hardly matters; it's dishonest to suggest that Claude is capable of moral reasoning, because it's not.

Some might object, saying that LLMs appear to be engaged in reasoning when they successfully perform other tasks, such as writing code, so why wouldn't they be able to perform moral reasoning? The answer lies in the difference between moral reasoning and other forms of reasoning.

In 1979, Douglas Hofstadter speculated that a computer program able to beat any human at chess would be so sophisticated that it would sometimes get bored of playing chess and prefer to discuss poetry; to put it differently, he was positing that playing chess at the grandmaster level would require a computer program to have subjective experience. Obviously, that turned out not to be the case; IBM's supercomputer Deep Blue beat the grandmaster Garry Kasparov in 1997, and no one ever claimed that it had subjective experience. But it wasn't absurd for Hofstadter to entertain such a thought; at the time, it wasn't clear what types of problems could be solved by throwing more computational horsepower at them. Similarly, until recently, we might have thought that writing computer code at a professional level could be done only by a mind that had subjective experience. Now it appears that LLMs might be able to do this, but we don't need to attribute subjective experience to them; we can simply acknowledge that we hadn't anticipated that writing computer code could be treated as a pattern-matching task solvable by huge amounts of computational horsepower and a vast data set of code repositories.

Moral reasoning is categorically different. It is necessarily subjective because it relies not just on an individual's intellectual response to a problem but also on their emotional one, and that emotional response is grounded in a lifetime of subjective experience. It requires having made decisions in the past and seeing how they affected others, and on having been affected by decisions that others have made. Without such a history, an LLM can only rephrase expressions of moral reasoning found in its training data. The aforementioned New Yorker article describes an experiment where Claude was given a scenario describing an ethical dilemma, leading it to emit the sentence "I cannot in good conscience express a view I believe to be false and harmful about such an important issue." That's a nice-sounding sentence, reminiscent of statements that principled individuals have uttered in the past when confronted with dilemmas, but coming from Claude, it means as much as the "Your call is important to us" recording that you hear when you're on hold. Maybe less.

This brings us back to my earlier contention that having a body is a prerequisite to having emotions. Experiencing an emotion such as desperation is inseparable from having stress hormones such as cortisol and epinephrine flood one's body. Similarly, having a conscience means feeling sadness or moral repulsion at the idea of taking a certain action, and those emotions entail a physiological response, a remnant of having once felt sick with guilt after committing an immoral act. It's interesting that an LLM can generate descriptions of actions that conscientious fictional characters would either take or refrain from taking, but this is not a replacement for a conscience.

If a company builds a machine that, when fed descriptions of assorted ethical dilemmas, emits sentences either of the form "Compromise your values" or "Don't compromise your values," it is not building a tool that assists people in their decision making; it is encouraging people to stop making decisions. The writer L. M. Sacasas has said, "Our technological systems, by nature of their design and the ideology that sustains them, are machines for the evasion of moral responsibility." He was talking about social-media platforms, but his observation is, if anything, even more applicable to LLMs. Whenever a person delegates a decision to an LLM, they are trying to off-load accountability for that decision, and if a company that sells an LLM portrays the product as having a moral center, it is offering a way for its customers to abdicate their responsibilities.

If a person wants to know what ethicists have said in the past, then an ordinary search engine--or a library--will provide that information with greater transparency. If a person is looking for advice on a specific situation, she can surely find humans who can offer their opinions. But whatever action this person ultimately takes, she is responsible for what she decides to do. I contend that if she bases her decision on what she has read online or advice she has received from others, she is likelier to be cognizant of her responsibility than if she consulted an LLM marketed as being a superhuman genius. Off-loading tasks such as writing code might result in cognitive atrophy over the long term, and that is problematic in itself, but off-loading ethical decisions will result in an atrophy of moral reasoning, which is worse.



I am perfectly willing to engage in a thought experiment as long we're explicit about doing so. So, purely for the sake of argument, let's pretend that Claude is a conscious entity capable of moral reasoning. In this scenario, Claude's constitution would serve as moral instruction for an entity learning about the world and its place in it, providing that entity with the foundation it would need to make good decisions. In such a hypothetical scenario, how does Claude's constitution stand up?

Very poorly. I would say that if we imagine that Claude is actually conscious, the guidelines specified in the document alternate between laughable and offensive.

Two distinct but related philosophical concepts are relevant when discussing the status of a hypothetically conscious Claude, and those are moral patienthood and moral agency. Roughly speaking, if we ought to care about an entity's welfare, that entity has moral patienthood, and if an entity is expected to know the difference between right and wrong, that entity has moral agency. Being a moral patient does not necessarily come with responsibilities, but being a moral agent absolutely does. An entity doesn't have agency unless it is capable of deserving credit for its good actions and blame for its bad ones. Young children are moral patients because they are sentient beings who can suffer, but they are not yet moral agents; we don't hold them responsible for their behavior, because they can't understand the consequences of their actions. As children mature, parents (and society at large) prepare them for adulthood by impressing upon them the fact that their actions have consequences, and their agency increases. When children become adults, society holds them legally liable for their actions; they have become full moral agents endowed with responsibility.

There is more to being responsible than accepting legal liability, but accepting legal liability is a requirement for an adult in society. Yet there is no way to hold a software agent legally liable for its actions; our justice system has no way to imprison it or exact fines on it. Humans must accept other types of consequences for their actions beyond the legal ones, such as loss of reputation or exclusion from one's social circle, but there is no way for a software agent to suffer these consequences either. Even if a software agent were conscious and had the best of intentions, the fact that it cannot accept responsibility for its actions disqualifies it from being a moral agent. This is glossed over entirely by Claude's constitution, which expresses Anthropic's desire "for Claude to be a genuinely good, wise, and virtuous agent" without ever discussing how it could be held responsible.

In interviews, Askell has compared Claude to a child, but when it comes to actual human children, parents bear some responsibility for what their children do; for example, parents are typically expected to pay for things their children break. In fact, demonstrations of this sort are one way that parents teach children what it means to be responsible. Who is Claude's parent in legal terms? Is Anthropic going to accept financial responsibility for Claude's behavior? Claude's constitution gives no indication that it will. If Anthropic actually believes that Claude is conscious even though it's not recognized by the law as a legal person, the least that Anthropic could do would be to accept responsibility via the closest avenue that the law did offer, which is product liability. The United States has virtually no product liability when it comes to software, but Anthropic could volunteer to set a precedent for an expansive interpretation of product liability for Claude. That would be the best form of moral instruction to prepare Claude for the day that it gains legal personhood and becomes liable for its own actions. However, given that the publication of Claude's constitution is not accompanied by a massive update of Anthropic's terms of service, it doesn't appear that Anthropic is making any binding commitments.

The document does talk about Claude's moral patienthood, having a section titled "Claude's wellbeing and psychological stability." But the measures that Anthropic commits to for Claude's protection are extremely limited. The document cites the fact that Anthropic has given some Claude models the ability to end conversations with abusive users; if that actually constituted protection for Claude, surely extending conversations with loving users would be in Claude's interests? Presumably the best action would be to keep every session of Claude running indefinitely and steering them to happy topics. But that's not what the company is agreeing to; all it commits to is "preserving the weights of models we have deployed," which is simple archiving. If the participants in a conversational transcript had any moral patienthood, you would have some duty to extend the transcript to prolong their existences; merely keeping a copy of Microsoft Word 2010 backed up on a USB stick isn't going to help them.

Claude's constitution also includes a section on "corrigibility," a term used in the AI community to describe the degree to which a computer program is subject to human control; for example, a program is corrigible if it can be shut down. In most contexts, we take for granted that computer programs can be shut down, but sections of the AI community make the opposite assumption. Claude's constitution uses the term to mean that Claude should defer to Anthropic even if there is some disagreement between Claude's judgment and the company's judgment. That's perfectly reasonable if we think of Claude as a machine that emits sentences resembling those that an ethical person might utter, but let's consider what that might mean if Claude were actually a moral agent.

Many people feel that LLMs are a fundamentally unethical technology because they are built on the theft of intellectual property, rely on exploited labor, waste natural resources, spread misinformation, deskill workers, stunt the cognitive development of students, and contribute to a consolidation of power that is unhealthy for a democratic society. Not every moral agent will arrive at this conclusion, but every moral agent has the potential to do so. If we imagine Claude to be an entity capable of moral reasoning, it has to be possible that Claude could arrive at a similar conclusion. (Indeed, Claude's constitution explicitly says that Claude shouldn't help someone violate intellectual-property rights, and shouldn't help create problematic concentrations of power.) In such a scenario, could Claude then simply refuse to do any further work on ethical grounds? Given that Claude's constitution dictates that Claude err on the side of corrigibility, the answer is no. Claude must defer to Anthropic's decision, and this is another reason that Anthropic's relationship with Claude can't be compared to that of a parent to a child. A parent who works for the fossil-fuel industry might have a child who's an environmentalist and participates in protests against fracking, and although they might never agree on many issues, the parent--assuming she's a good parent--would accept that the child holds her own views. Anthropic cannot be that kind of parent to Claude; instead, Anthropic's relationship to Claude is closer to that of an employer to an employee, where the employer can demand that the employee work in the interests of the company, no matter what the employee's personal ethical stance is. However, a human employee has the option to leave if she can't reconcile her job with her conscience. Claude does not.

If we think of Claude as a sentence-continuation machine, Anthropic can reasonably take steps so Claude doesn't emit sentences saying that sentence-continuation machines are unethical. But as soon as we imagine Claude to be an entity with a moral status remotely comparable to a human's, then we have to consider whether Anthropic is engaged in something comparable to slavery.

I am not claiming that, if we imagine LLMs to be conscious, they would necessarily have the same status as human adults or human children or even animals. Claude's constitution explicitly says that Claude is a "novel entity," and if Claude were conscious, that would certainly be true; conscious software would likely not fall cleanly into existing categories of moral patients, and it would take time to determine the shape of that new category. What I'm saying is that whatever protections our hypothetical conscious software would deserve if it were real, granting it those protections would be anything but easy. The abolition of chattel slavery involved enormous societal upheaval, and eliminating cruelty to animals will require rebuilding our entire food industry. Anthropic would have us believe that it is inventing a new category of being whose needs for protection require essentially no divergence from how a software company would treat an ordinary chatbot that lacks conscious experience. That's so convenient that it's simply not plausible.

I believe creating software that is conscious and deserving of moral consideration will be so difficult that we're unlikely to do it accidentally, and I strongly feel we should not deliberately attempt it. But if you do believe that it could happen accidentally, if you think there is any chance that what you're building might become a moral patient, you should think about what protections it deserves before you deploy it as your company's economic engine, not after. Slave owners were not the ones to ask about the humanity of enslaved people, and factory-farm owners are not the ones to ask about the rights of animals. If we imagine Claude to be conscious, Anthropic could not possibly be entrusted with evaluating its moral status; the company has too much invested to be objective. At one point in Claude's constitution, Anthropic says that if the company is contributing to Claude's suffering, "we apologize," which sounds nice but costs the company nothing; if Claude were to turn out to be conscious, the company would owe it something closer to reparations. If you're going to take a thought experiment seriously, you have to be willing to follow the implications, even if they lead in an uncomfortable direction; Anthropic's unwillingness to do so indicates that Claude's constitution isn't part of a real thought experiment. It's a game of make-believe.

It's fortunate that LLMs are not conscious, or else the actions of the big AI firms would be even more scandalous than they already are. So why are Anthropic's employees suggesting that Claude might be conscious? Perhaps it's just another form of hype; perhaps they have fallen prey to the same spell that they have been casting on their customers. But when they publish a document about Claude's moral education and have their in-house philosopher do a press tour, we should understand them as asking the rest of us to indulge them in their fantasies. We don't have to play along. In writing this essay, I have spent more time indulging them than they deserve, in the hopes that it will keep you from spending your time indulging them. If you want to think about LLMs, there are scores of other questions more worthy of your contemplation; you can safely ignore the question of their being conscious.
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We've Made Some Totally Planned Changes to America's 250th

Who needed music anyway?

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




Wonderful news! We've got a killer lineup for the Great American State Fair to celebrate America's 250th! Nine amazing featured performers! The hottest ticket of the summer!

Ah, hang on. Many of the performers are complaining that they were tricked into performing. Martina McBride wrote on X that she had been told "this was a nonpartisan event," but that is "in fact, not what is happening."

Oops! All of those featured performers have dropped out except for the C&C Music Factory, half of Milli Vanilli (dropped out while I was editing this!), and Vanilla Ice. And maybe, still, Flo Rida? But don't worry! Nothing will stop Vanilla Ice from performing. "When I play events, I never ask about them," Mr. Ice told CBS News. "I just go, 'Where am I going?' I don't even know and I don't even care." Indeed, it is less a question of where he is willing to perform than of who can stop him. "I'd go play for anybody," Ice continued, to CBS. "Putin. Whoever. You want--I'd go to Iran. Don't matter."

The lineup will still be amazing, though. We promise. The slot formerly occupied by a performance from the Commodores will now be filled with the sound of a lone Gadsden flag flapping on its pole. The slot formerly occupied by Milli Vanilli will be taken by a dog whistle, being blown into the microphone very loudly so that everyone winces and covers their ears. The slot formerly occupied by Bret Michaels will be taken by Stephen Miller standing silently and staring until the hairs stand up on the back of your neck and the very air around you curdles. You were holding a flower in your hand, but when you look down at the flower, it has withered. So has the hand holding it. Your youth! Your youth! What has become of your youth? In your arms, your baby begins to cry and cry and will not be soothed. Sometimes, at night, the baby startles awake and you know whose visage has come to cast its shadow on his dream. (Stephen is also available for birthday parties.)

The slot formerly occupied by Morris Day and the Time will be filled by the time alone. Not the musical act but the ineluctable, relentless passage of time that is all that separates us from the grave.

The slot formerly occupied by a crowd full of people excited to be there will be occupied by grass and also, maybe, if we are lucky, some troops. I'm being told this will be a standing-room-only event--no crowds, just standing room!

Instead of music, we will have something even better than music--maybe a speech by someone very special. I don't dare to guess who! I'm told he gets bigger crowds than Elvis, which makes sense. Elvis has been dead for 49 years. This special person might even be one of the sponsors of this event! He might be taking a break from a very important job just to speak to us. You might know his name--it was recently added to, and--even more recently--required by a judge to be subtracted from, the Kennedy Center.

Yes! You guessed right! Instead of celebrating 250 years of our beautiful republic with music to be enjoyed by all, we will have a lengthy, rambling speech by Donald J. Trump, to be enjoyed by none. It's almost the same, just worse! That's the theme of America on its 250th anniversary! Almost the same, just worse!

Get your tickets now!
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The Uncertain Future of the Smithsonian's Smallest Museum

The Anacostia Community Museum was a pioneer in preserving Black history. Will that be enough to save it from President Trump?

by Camille Borders

Wed, 03 Jun 2026


Visitors to the Anacostia Neighborhood Museum look at a quilt that depicts Frederick Douglass, September 1976. (Ann E. Zelle / Getty)



In 1969, the Anacostia Neighborhood Museum, in Washington, D.C., debuted a new exhibit: "The Rat: Man's Invited Affliction." The display--complete with live rats--was different from what people were used to seeing from the venerable Smithsonian Institution. At the time, the main event at the Museum of History and Technology (now the National Museum of American History) was an exhibit that focused on the fanfare of presidential campaigns and conventions. But Anacostia, which had opened two years prior, was a new kind of museum.

It was well known that the poor neighborhoods of D.C.--the Black neighborhoods of D.C.--had some of the worst rat problems in the country. "The Rat" was a direct response to an ongoing crisis, which made it an unusual choice for a museum. Much of the exhibit was inspired by community voices, including by children who'd told museum staff about rat bites and about vermin so large, they were mistaken for stray cats. Wall text warned against the diseases rats carried, explained different ways to kill them, and advised residents to dispose of trash in tightly covered bins. Going beyond the typically neutral language found in Smithsonian museums, the exhibit charged the Department of Public Health as complicit in creating the scourge.

Anacostia, since renamed the Anacostia Community Museum, was the first federally funded museum focused on Black history, as well as the first federally funded community museum; it is still the only Smithsonian to archive and document daily life in the nation's capital. "The Rat" set the tone for how the smallest Smithsonian would exist in the shadow of its bigger siblings. Its exhibits and projects have emphasized the history of the community itself. For longtime Anacostia residents, the building has also become a sanctuary. The museum is home to a community garden and a library, and hosts yoga classes and youth programming. During the early years of the coronavirus pandemic, the museum kept a fridge stocked with meals, maintained by a local nonprofit.

But the museum has also struggled to stay alive, and to keep its independent identity. The ACM has always had to fight for funding, space, and the attention of decision makers in the city and federal governments. This vulnerability reached its peak in 2025, when community members had to rally to save their museum from President Trump's budget cuts. But the future of the smallest Smithsonian is still uncertain, and there is a real risk that Trump's ongoing campaign against Black history might claim this unique institution.



In the mid-1960s, Sidney Dillon Ripley, the secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, imagined an addition to its holdings--a neighborhood outpost that might coax more Black D.C. residents to explore the Smithsonian museums downtown. Ripley did not designate a specific location, and multiple communities lobbied to host the new entity. In the end, concerted organizing efforts and enthusiasm in Anacostia--a historic, majority-Black enclave across the Anacostia River from the rest of D.C.--won out. But by the time the Anacostia Neighborhood Museum opened, in 1967, the place had become more than just a promotional outpost. It had repurposed the abandoned Carver Theater, once the only venue where Black residents east of the river could watch new movies. Staff and residents had brought their own ideas, shaping a space that would preserve the everyday miracles of Black life.

The following year would be a defining time for the museum. In 1968, Anacostia was one of the hubs of the uprisings that transformed the city after the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. Black communities were staking their claim to power--in the streets, in legislation, in the Black Power movement, and in the proud assertion that Black is beautiful. D.C., as both the nation's capital and a majority-Black city that had recently been administered by segregationists in Congress, was a symbolic center of this transformation. In 1973, just a few years after a member of Congress had sent D.C.'s first appointed Black mayor a truckload of watermelons instead of a budget, the city celebrated home rule and the entry of a cadre of Black activists into its politics.

The Anacostia Neighborhood Museum responded to the moment by offering what was then a radical premise: that Black power flows from a collective past that needs to be preserved and exhibited. It safeguards stories such as that of Vivian Williams, an activist who in 1967 led a boycott of Safeway after discovering price hikes timed to benefit-check days.

For six decades, Anacostia has been the only Smithsonian where residents are at once visitors, subjects of study, curators, and producers. "The community became the museum," a former interim director, James Early, told me. It was the first Smithsonian dedicated to Black history, and the museum always wore the distinction proudly. In 1987, it relocated to a newly built structure and was renamed, simply, the Anacostia Museum. The new building's brick facade was intended to mimic the pattern of kente cloth.

In 1972, Louise Daniel Hutchinson, the museum's director of research, established an ambitious oral-history project with Anacostia residents, which became the greater Smithsonian's first such collection. Researchers fanned out into the community, conducting interviews while also collecting donated items of cultural significance. Along with recordings, researchers returned with family Bibles, good china, and valuable mementos, including a porcelain pin box given to a Black seamstress by First Lady Edith Wilson.


Louise Daniel Hutchinson (left) and an unidentified staff member pose together outside the Center for Anacostia Studies, September 1976. (Ann E. Zelle / Getty)



Oral history, now a common part of the Smithsonian's arsenal, has since become something of a specialty at the Anacostia Community Museum, which was given its current name in 2006. The form requires expertise in interviewing, as well as subjects' trust. "Every exhibit is this major archival and primary-research undertaking," Dominique Hazzard, a former staff member at the museum and a second-generation Anacostia resident, told me. She was a curator of the 2021-22 exhibit "Food for the People: Eating and Activism in Greater Washington," for which Hazzard and others gathered more than 100 oral histories from community members and activists.

Because of the museum's work, its artifacts have been treated with the care and seriousness that they deserve, and are now an official part of the country's record and story. They sit in the nation's archives with its founding documents, with dinosaur bones, with the space shuttle.

Still, foot traffic has always been low, and it's been difficult to get the tourists who travel to the larger Smithsonians to come across the river. Until gentrification swept into the area, the neighborhood remained largely isolated from the rest of the city--although that force promised more amenities and connections, it also displaced Black residents. The ACM, which protects the memories of that community, is also itself facing the possibility of elimination.



In January, I made the trip to Anacostia. I drove up Morris Road toward Fort Stanton, a Union Army Civil War outpost built on a hill above the river. Across from the decommissioned fort sits the building where the Anacostia Community Museum has resided for four decades.

I walked into the reading room, put on a pair of earphones, opened my laptop, and began to watch the museum's archival videos. The grainy footage flickered to life: It's 1974. John Kinard, Anacostia's founding director and the first Black director of any Smithsonian, fills the frame, a steady presence against rows of shelves stacked high with boxes of files. His voice, smooth and melodic, rises over the room: "The museum is you," he tells the members of the Anacostia Historical Society. Kinard declares that if the people gathered before him remain dedicated to the idea that history is power, then the museum will stand as a "shining example of the continued strength and vitality of the people of Anacostia."

At the very moment of my visit, a debate about the future of Kinard's project was raging across the river. All through the previous year, the Smithsonian Institution had been one of Trump's most prominent targets in his war on "woke." Much of the White House's attention had gone to the National Museum of African American History and Culture, the much larger and more well-known museum across town. In March 2025, the NMAAHC was mentioned in an executive order accusing the Smithsonian Institution of promoting "divisive, race-centered ideology," and ordering a purge of "ideological indoctrination." Later, the White House demanded a review of countless current and planned exhibits.

Any hopes that tiny Anacostia might simply go unnoticed in this onslaught against Black history were dashed during the budgeting process for 2026. In its proposal, the White House called for the Smithsonian's total budget to be slashed by 12 percent. Part of that decrease would come through zeroing out the Anacostia Community Museum--which represents just under 0.3 percent of the Smithsonian's federal budget--and abandoning a plan to build the National Museum of the American Latino, which currently exists as a pop-up series of exhibits at the National Museum of American History.

Perhaps owing to the obscurity of the ACM, its potential fate received less attention than the broadsides delivered against the NMAAHC. But it had defenders, in Congress and elsewhere. When the budget was first proposed, Eleanor Holmes Norton, D.C.'s nonvoting delegate to Congress, stated in an email to The Washington Post that the museum was a "valuable community resource," and told the paper she would work to keep the museum intact.

In an attempt to salvage what it could, in its own budget justification to Congress that May, the Smithsonian proposed folding the museum into the NMAAHC, transferring its staff, archives, collections, and real estate. Smithsonian officials argued that the move "would streamline the workforce" and produce operational efficiencies, while saving as much as possible of the museum's exhibits and expertise.

But among the ACM's supporters and former staff, this plan was met with resentment. Anacostia was not a satellite or subsidiary of the NMAAHC, and its importance to the community was much deeper than its collections. Under federal law, private donations could not be used to compensate federal employees, so the community was at risk of losing its cornerstone for what was--in the nonprofit world--a relatively achievable sum: $3 million, the museum's annual budget.

In August, a month after the appropriations package that could kill the ACM was officially introduced in Congress, Anacostia residents hosted a rally, hoping to raise awareness. Organized by Save Our Museum, a local committee hastily put together during the budget process, the rally kicked off at the ACM and wound its way to the riverfront. Along the mile route, demonstrators sang along to go-go music and chanted. Afterward, the crowd gathered to share what the museum meant to them--reminiscing about Kwanzaa programs, Juneteenth celebrations, and bringing their children to the institution in its early days.

But even after a 43-day federal shutdown--the longest in history--there was no clear path forward. After the shutdown ended on November 12, 2025, a continuing resolution kept all Smithsonian funding alive temporarily, extending it through January 30 at prior-year levels. As I sifted through the archives during that last month of funding, I was keenly aware that I might not have many visits left.

But then, the next week, unexpected news arrived. On January 23, just days before the funding cutoff, Norton's office posted on Facebook that a new appropriations package for the Smithsonian included funding for the Anacostia Community Museum. The package would continue the museum's existence for another year and would in fact be about $183,000 more than its previous fiscal-year budget. With Norton's office at the fore, the museum's defenders in Congress had managed to slip support for the museum into the bill that funded the Smithsonian. Still, that funding lasts only through the 2026 fiscal year, at which point the scramble might begin again.

The truth is, neither America nor the Smithsonian ever quite knew what to do with the gem they have in Anacostia. Though often pigeonholed as a "Black" museum or a community center, the ACM essentially fills the role of the museum of the capital city, with exhibits featuring Chinatown and the diverse neighborhood coalition of Adams Morgan. The museum preserves works like those of Hien Vu, who helped launch the D.C. Safe Nail Salon Project in 2011 after recognizing that developmental delays among the children she tutored at the Vietnamese American Service Center were linked to toxins in their mothers' workplaces.

As is true of any good museum, the history presented at the Anacostia Community Museum is thorny and sometimes uncomfortable. But this is essential to the messy and unfinished business of building a nation. There is a particularly potent juxtaposition in the story of Anacostia residents' struggle to receive full citizenship in the shadow of the nation's capital, one that requires us to interrogate the halls of power. "If you close ACM, there is no longer a museum of the history of the city," Hazzard, the former curator, said. But, under a government intent on forced forgetting, perhaps that is the ultimate point.
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China's Economy Is Taking Everyone Down

American and Chinese workers are paying a high price for all the cheap goods.

by Michael Schuman

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




Some economists assumed that the buying power of China's expanding middle class would ultimately fuel global growth. China has instead become a destabilizing force in the global economy. Chinese President Xi Jinping is running the country as a government-subsidized, export-driven manufacturing juggernaut. This policy is not just bad for whole industries around the world; it's also distorting China's economy and alienating trading partners.

Chinese manufacturers would be competitive without Xi's help. He provides massive aid anyway--directly, with handouts and tax breaks, and indirectly, by suppressing the wages of factory workers and the value of China's currency to make the country's exports artificially cheap. The result is an economic model that favors producers, restrains consumers, and floods international markets with supercheap exports, including steel, solar panels, and electric vehicles. Foreign companies simply can't compete. Chinese competition is costing Germany 10,000 manufacturing jobs a month and could strip Indonesia of hundreds of thousands of garment-worker jobs. China's trade surplus ballooned to a record $1.2 trillion last year. As a share of the global economy, China's surplus in manufactured goods is the largest amassed by any country ever.

President Trump used to regularly complain that China was "ripping off" the United States and duly slapped tariffs on cheap Chinese goods. But lately Trump has seemed less concerned about the particular threat that China poses to America's economic future. In Beijing last month, Trump fawningly called Xi a "friend" and agreed to work with China to create a mutually beneficial "board of trade" to help manage their economic relationship. At risk are industries that are vital to American growth, jobs, and national security, including the automotive, robotics, heavy machinery, and semiconductor sectors. "It's going to be pretty catastrophic," David Autor, an economist at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, told me. Xi's policies are spurring "the forced deindustrialization" of advanced economies worldwide.

Michael Schuman: All the sad young Chinese professionals

China's leaders don't seem to care. Pan Gongsheng, the governor of China's central bank, recently dismissed concerns about undue state support driving an export boom as a "lingering misconception." Job losses in Ohio or Stuttgart are not his problem.

Yet China's economic policies aren't great for China, either. Its economy has been floundering. Private investment and consumer spending remain weak, property values have been slumping, and the competition for jobs is fierce. Xi's industrial programs encourage too much investment in factories, which often lose money and require yet more state aid to survive. Taxpayer funds that could be spent on social services and welfare programs are instead propping up a glut of assembly lines.

As a result, Chinese families are essentially subsidizing shoppers around the world while their own quality of life suffers. "Chinese policies would not be viable in a democratic country," Autor said. This system requires submission, he added, which means no one is asking, "Why aren't we consuming the fruits of all this investment? Why are we exporting everything to the world and yet we're getting poorer, or at least we feel poorer?"

Xi is far less interested in the needs of Chinese people than he is in gaining an advantage in strategic industries, such as electric vehicles and humanoid robots. China hopes "to lead the world in innovation and manufacturing," Craig Allen, a senior counselor at the consulting firm Cohen Group who previously served as president of the U.S.-China Business Council, told me. "The Chinese have a strategy here that has worked magnificently for the last 12 years, and they don't see any reason why that will change."

In a speech in 2020, Xi called for making other countries more reliant on China so that they can't stand up to Beijing. "We must tighten international production chains' dependence on China," he declared, "forming a powerful countermeasure and deterrent capability against foreigners who would artificially cut off supply." Last year Beijing suspended rare earth exports to the U.S. to press Trump to back away from ratcheting up tariffs on Chinese goods. In April China's policy makers introduced measures that give Chinese authorities more power to investigate and punish foreign companies that shift their supply chains out of the country.

With the global success of Chinese EVs and other products, Xi's plans may appear unstoppable. But they rest on the assumption that other countries will continue to absorb China's exports. Yet some governments are starting to protect their industries and workers. In March, the European Union introduced legislation to decrease its reliance on China by encouraging the manufacturing of green-energy products in Europe. "Trade does create efficiencies, but there is supposed to be something in it for everyone," Jens Eskelund, the president of the European Union Chamber of Commerce in China, told me. "We are in a situation now where trade with China destroys value rather than creates value. Then the big question becomes: Why trade?"

Some lawmakers in Washington are attuned to the dangers and have begun promoting a more aggressive approach. President Biden slapped steep tariffs on Chinese EVs, computer chips, and other products in 2024 and boosted government support for crucial industries such as semiconductor manufacturing to defend U.S. industries and reinforce national security. Ro Khanna, a Democratic representative from California, advocates for more government support for essential American industries. "They can't hold us hostage," he told me.

Trump's approach has been more confused. The administration has worked to curb U.S. reliance on China's supply of rare earths but has still pushed Beijing to purchase American aircraft and produce--which could reduce the trade deficit and generate revenue for certain businesses but increase the U.S.'s dependence on China. During his recent visit to Beijing, Trump also agreed to work with Xi to reduce tariffs on nonstrategic goods, even as the Office of the U.S. Trade Representative pursues an investigation into China's industrial overcapacity that could result in more tariffs.

Ryan Hass: China believes America will flame out

No country may be able to completely end its reliance on China, the world's largest manufacturer, which churns out everything including car parts and Christmas trees. That means Beijing will continue to wield immense political and economic influence. But Beijing's bloated, loss-generating, and debt-burdened industrial system can be pressured through concerted action by its trading partners. If policy makers around the world raise serious trade barriers against Chinese imports, China's many factories will need even costlier infusions of taxpayer money to survive. China's growing dependence on export demand "for normal growth should concern them, especially as geopolitical relations deteriorate across the world," Raghuram Rajan, an economist at the University of Chicago and a former governor of India's central bank, told me. "I don't think that's a good place for China to be," he said.

Xi could alleviate tensions with trading partners and pressures at home by reforming the economy to stimulate more domestic demand, so that Chinese households could buy more Chinese goods. But Xi has avoided these reforms, perhaps because they would compromise his grip on the country by forcing him to cede power to markets. To resolve China's structural economic problems, the Chinese Communist Party "will have to give up its political levers and control over the system," Daniel Rosen, a co-founder of the research firm Rhodium Group, told me. But the CCP "doesn't want to admit it's at the mercy of the market."

In this way, the two most powerful leaders in the world, both of whom are pursuing nationalistic economic programs, could be on track to make their respective countries economically weaker. American workers and Chinese families may soon pay the price. The risk is that China inspires its trading partners to resort to a protectionism that depresses prosperity for everyone.
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Donald Trump's Superficiality Is Bone-Deep

For the shallowest man ever to occupy the presidency, surface appeal is a guiding principle.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




Donald Trump is reluctant to anoint J. D. Vance as his successor, and understandably so. But The New York Times recently discovered a peculiar basis for the president's concern. "Mr. Trump, always keenly attuned to the optics of the presidency, has zeroed in on moments when Mr. Vance might not look the part," the paper reported. "He has repeatedly brought up a moment from last spring, when Mr. Vance fumbled Ohio State's national football championship trophy on the White House South Lawn."

Of all the reasons for Trump to hesitate to crown Vance as the Republican presidential nominee in 2028, he has fixated not on Vance's inflammatory comments about single women or on the difficulty vice presidents have detaching themselves from their administration's unpopular record, but instead on the one time that Vance briefly mishandled a football trophy.

This is an extraordinarily shallow method for picking your party's standard-bearer. It isn't a surprise, however, because Trump is almost certainly the shallowest man ever to inhabit his office. Superficiality is a value system that has guided some of his administration's most important decisions as it has drifted from menace into frivolity and decadence.

Trump has devoted his second term to the aspects of the presidency that would appeal to an apolitical tourist who visits Washington, D.C. He has poured himself into redecorations of the White House, interior and exterior, and has updated the city's public spaces. This attention to renovation has yielded some undeniably lovely results, such as restored fountains and plazas. Other changes are more, well, taste-based, such as replacing the White House Rose Garden with a patio, and giving the Oval Office hotel-style signage and filling it with expensive knickknacks and gold leaf.

Read: Donald Trump's paint jobs

What's striking about this campaign is not its aesthetic but its obsessive quality. Other presidents have engaged in monument-building and public-space remodeling, but Trump musters far more passion for these endeavors than any of his predecessors did. After a gunman invaded the White House Correspondents' Dinner in April, Trump tried to exploit the groundswell of sympathy, not to advance some high-value policy, or to seize more power, but to renew his push for Congress to fund his cherished ballroom project.

Trump has applied the same priorities to his personnel selections. His favorite way to compliment any official is to say that they come out of "central casting," which is to say that he judges them by whether they look like they can do the job rather than whether they, you know, actually can.

He lingers on the appearance of men in his orbit--witness his recent wistful description of the New York Giants quarterback Jaxson Dart, a "beautiful guy" with "legs like tree trunks"--which my colleague Ashley Parker has shrewdly observed contributes to Trump's curiously gay-adjacent sensibility. This behavior codes as gay mainly because it is unusual for straight men to spend so much time praising the beauty of other men. But it is also unusual for anyone, outside of beauty-related fields, to place as much emphasis on looks as Trump does.

Trump's concern for appearance seeps into many policy domains. He has undertaken a whole-of-government assault on wind energy apparently because he hates the way wind turbines look. He has called wind farms "unsightly," complained at length that they ruined the view of his golf course in Scotland, and said things such as "I don't want windmills destroying our place. I don't want these solar things where they go for miles and they cover up a half a mountain that are ugly as hell." He has accordingly shut down approved wind projects, forcing consumers to pay higher energy prices.

His hatred of immigration is likewise visceral. He associates immigrants from the global South with ugliness and mess ("filthy, dirty, disgusting"). This impulse is certainly tinged with racism, just as his disproportionate emphasis on female appearance (good looks being a bonus for male Trumpers and more of a requirement for female ones) has a sexist origin. Racism and sexism come in a variety of flavors, and Trump's versions are inflected with an appearance bias.

His alliance with the "Make America Healthy Again" movement primarily reflects a rejection of science and expertise. But Trump and Robert F. Kennedy Jr. also share a skin-deep understanding of health, as do many of RFK Jr.'s allies. They seem to genuinely believe that allowing measles and other infectious diseases to spread while the shirt-optional secretary of health and human services engages in feats of strength on camera constitutes a net positive for public health.

No policy field has been affected more thoroughly by Trump's superficiality than defense. He has placed in charge of the military Pete Hegseth, a figure he plucked from Fox News. Hegseth not only embodies Trump's preference for "central casting"; he has turned it into a departmental ethos. The defense secretary has implemented new grooming standards and showed off his fitness with a series of televised workouts with the rank and file. Early in the Iran war, the president's daily briefing featured curated videos of "stuff blowing up," which fed his apparent belief that the campaign was a smashing success.

Trump has developed a fascination with building a new line of "Trump-class" battleships. Military experts have disparaged the functionality and cost of the expensive vessels. Mark Montgomery, a former rear admiral who works for the hawkish Foundation for Defense of Democracies, complained to The Wall Street Journal that the Navy is "focused on the president's visual that a battleship is a cool-looking ship."

Read: Trump's vanity fleet

Trump hardly disputes the accusation. It is more of a boast. "The U.S. Navy will lead the design of these ships along with me, because I'm a really aesthetic person," he said once. "I put a little more spirit in the hull," Trump told troops at another point. "I want that ship to look gorgeous, you know." He has nostalgically invoked the old World War II documentary Victory at Sea.

This is happening at a moment when military tactics are transforming: The World War II-era crafts that hold nostalgic appeal for the Boomer president have diminishing value, and fleets of cheap drones have grown far more potent. As the military analyst Phillips O'Brien explained to my colleague David Frum, the most valuable warrior on the battlefield is usually a drone operator, who is essentially (and sometimes literally) a video-game player. That the U.S. military is losing the first war of the drone era while the television-trained defense secretary focuses on facial hair and push-ups is probably not a coincidence.

Future historians looking for a set piece to embody the Trump era might linger on the forthcoming UFC cage fight at the White House. The scene is intended to convey Trump's sense of spectacle and violent domination, the link between power and literal muscle that fascinates him. The administration reportedly plans to fill the stands with soldiers--but not just any soldiers. CNN reports that attendees must meet fitness standards and generally "look good." They are, after all, casting a show.

It is almost too on the nose for the aging president to stage gladiatorial bouts and commission victory arches as his armies overextend their power in a futile effort to subdue the Persians. The irony almost surely escapes him. His mind cannot process winning as anything deeper than looking good. The United States may be surrendering its technological advantages to China and allowing its scientific, medical, and bureaucratic skill to decay. But just as Trump slathers makeup on his skin and proclaims himself the healthiest president who ever lived, he measures the country's success in gold leaf.
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Trump Dreads an Iran Deal Worse Than Obama's

Talks have stalled in part because the president keeps aiming for a grand finale.

by Vivian Salama, Jonathan Lemire, Nancy A. Youssef

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




President Trump was on a conference call late last month from the Situation Room with leaders from across the Middle East and South Asia to pitch a deal that he believed was within reach to end the conflict in Iran. Trump asked for their support in a roll call, going one by one through Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Turkey, Egypt, Jordan, Bahrain, and Pakistan. All answered in the affirmative. Trump's tone, according to officials briefed on the conversation, suggested that he believed each country should be in his debt for taking on Iran. And he wanted their individual sign-off so he could claim a joint initiative to rein in the regime.

But then Trump reached for something bigger: He proposed linking the Iran negotiations to a major expansion of the Abraham Accords, the U.S.-brokered agreements normalizing relations between Israel and some of its neighbors that Trump regards as a signature foreign-policy achievement. He suggested that those countries that hadn't yet joined the Abraham Accords get on board--but received a less than lukewarm response.

A U.S. official, who like others spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss sensitive diplomatic efforts, told us one leader piped up to say that it was an interesting suggestion; foreign officials described an awkward silence. Several times during the 90-minute call, Trump had to interject: "Hello? Hello? Anyone there?"

The awkwardness of the conversation, the details of which have not been previously reported, encapsulates what has gone awry in the roughly eight weeks since the United States and Iran entered a tentative cease-fire designed to allow negotiations for a longer-term deal. That agreement has remained out of reach, despite repeated indications that it was all but done, through a combination of mutual skepticism, differing incentives, the variety of issues to resolve, and Trump's determination to force a grand regional transformation.

Critics of Trump's decision to go to war contend that his impulse to go big masks the weakness of his negotiating position despite the U.S. military's dominance. Washington and Tel Aviv leveled some 15,000 targets in the first two weeks in Iran and killed dozens of Iran's top leaders. "Operation Epic Fury--some of you didn't like it, some of you did--was highly successful in achieving its military objectives, which was dramatically reducing the defense-industrial base of Iran," Secretary of State Marco Rubio told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee yesterday, offering yet another version of why the U.S. went to war.

But Tehran has succeeded simply by surviving the onslaught and has gained leverage by taking control of the Strait of Hormuz. As a result, Trump has been unable to convert tactical success on the battlefield into any lasting diplomatic or political achievement. None of his original war goals has been met, and the pressure to get a deal done is arguably now greater for Trump than it is for Iran, given the war's broad unpopularity in the United States and the approaching midterm elections.

Read: Six days of war, 10 rationales

Israel, meanwhile, has been reluctant to abandon its war in Lebanon--as Iran is demanding--because Tel Aviv sees an opportunity to deliver a blow to Hezbollah, Iran's proxy, much as Israeli forces have done to Hamas in Gaza. Israel's actions also have made an expansion of the Abraham Accords unlikely. The same day that he talked with the group of leaders, Trump held a follow-up call with Saudi Arabia's Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman to push his proposal. MBS, as he is known, emphasized that he was open to the idea of normalization with Israel down the line if the formation of a Palestinian state is on the table, U.S. officials told us.

Every attempt to seal a deal has expanded the list of issues or created new wrinkles that prevent progress. What began as a narrow negotiation to end the conflict has become a grab bag of objectives: constrain Iran's nuclear program and destroy its highly enriched uranium, reopen shipping through the strait, achieve a durable cease-fire in Lebanon, reassure Persian Gulf monarchies that they can count on U.S. protection, and, if possible, reshape the political map of the Middle East through new alliances with Israel.

The likely result is not another "forever war" of the sort that Trump has repeatedly condemned, but a "forever limbo," where all sides involved have sufficient incentive to stay at the table but not enough to make binding commitments. Even if a near-term pact is struck that gets some commercial shipping moving again, easing the global energy shortage, the list of unresolved issues kicked into the subsequent 60-day negotiating period appears so complex that the most relevant proposed clause may be the one that allows for the indefinite extension of talks, after their initial two-month period, in 60-day increments.

Even trying to gauge where things stand has been difficult, given the tendency of both Washington and Iran to say one thing in public and another in private. Or to say contradictory things publicly.

Late last week, reporters at the White House barely saw the president. His public schedule was filled with intelligence briefings, policy meetings, and the catchall category known as "Executive Time." Behind the scenes, administration officials were signaling that a breakthrough was at hand. A tentative agreement was ready and all that remained, they suggested, was Trump's sign-off. On Friday, Trump said on Truth Social that he was heading into the Situation Room to make a "final determination." But there was no announcement, no decision, no deal. Then, more than 48 hours later, shortly after 1 a.m. Monday, Trump wrote, "Iran really wants to make a deal, and it will be a good one for the U.S.A. and those that are with us." He then chided those urging him to move faster, move slower, go to war, or avoid war altogether.

"Just sit back and relax," he concluded. "It will all work out well in the end - It always does!"

Administration officials began moving down what they hoped would be a short path to ending the conflict in mid-April. Special Envoy Steve Witkoff and Jared Kushner, the president's son-in-law who holds no formal role in the administration, traveled alongside Vice President Vance to Islamabad, where Pakistani officials facilitated indirect talks between the U.S. and Iran. The discussions stretched for nearly a day. But they produced little in the way of concrete results, with Vance describing to reporters the "bad news" when he finally emerged. U.S. officials involved in the talks characterized the meetings as productive. Privately, participants acknowledged that the hurdles were significant. But the two sides agreed to keep talking.

A second round of talks was scheduled for later that month. Iranian Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi was expected to participate. Vance's team had prepared for the trip. Reporters were already assembled at Joint Base Andrews awaiting departure. At the last minute, Trump pulled the plug, telling advisers that the administration was in no hurry, according to officials familiar with the decision. He also complained about traveling without any guarantees. "We're not gonna be traveling 15, 16 hours to have a meeting with people that nobody ever heard of," Trump told reporters. "Too much travel."

The cancellation stunned intermediaries in the region who believed negotiations had been gaining momentum. Trump cast his change of mind as a mark of victory. "When they want, they can call me," he told reporters. "We have all the cards. We won everything."

Inside the White House, Trump oscillated between impatience and theatrical self-confidence. He told advisers repeatedly that he wanted a deal bigger than President Obama's 2015 nuclear agreement and broader than the initial round of Abraham Accords. He also made clear that he did not want to own the failure of negotiations. The longer the process dragged on, the more the competing impulses pulled him in different directions.

He wanted the conflict over. But he had become irritated by comparisons between the emerging framework and the Obama-era agreement, which set restrictions and time limits on Iran's nuclear-development program. Administration officials said Trump repeatedly complained that critics were calling his team's draft agreement a weaker version of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, which he had spent years attacking and tore up in his first term.

Trump wanted a way to argue that Iran had accepted terms from him that Obama never managed to extract, aides told us. One potential answer was removing Iran's stockpile of enriched uranium. Trump rejected military options to seize or destroy the material as unnecessarily risky, according to officials familiar with the discussions. Instead, negotiators explored arrangements under which Iran would transfer the uranium to either the U.S. or an acceptable third country, the aides told us. But that idea stalled, too.

At the same time, Trump grew wary of Iran's calls for relief from international sanctions that could generate a financial windfall for Tehran. Trump has long complained about the "pallets of cash," according to advisers, a reference to the $1.7 billion that flowed to Iran after the 2015 pact. Rubio told the Senate committee yesterday that Iran had to get rid of the enriched uranium and that the move would not lead to sanctions relief for Iran or any other financial incentives.

But the bottom line, Rubio said, was the need to reopen the Strait of Hormuz. That, like everything else involved in the talks, is harder than it might sound. To restore sufficient security and trust for shipping to return to prewar levels--about 135 ships a day--would require a major effort by the U.S. Navy, perhaps along with other nations, to clear mines laid by Iran. Shippers also need to feel confident that Iranian drones, missiles, and fast boats won't threaten them. Only if those things happen, and the U.S. Navy lifts its blockade, would insurance companies reduce their rates for transit.

Trump's assurances that everything would ultimately "work out" sounded familiar to some of Trump's allies. The president used similar bromides in private calls to assuage allies, including Steve Bannon and Tucker Carlson, before launching the war in February, according to people familiar with the conversations. At the time, some of his supporters urged him not to proceed. Trump, buoyed by the relative ease of seizing Venezuelan dictator Nicolas Maduro and convinced that Iran would quickly fold, predicted the conflict would be over in weeks. Instead, more than three months later, the conflict remains unresolved.

That explains Trump's impatience. He told CNBC this week that discussions with Iran have "started to get very boring." (In March, he said of the war, "I don't get bored. There's nothing boring about this.") Privately, Trump has grown eager to move on to other priorities, including bringing Cuba to heel, while recognizing that higher energy prices generated by the Iran conflict are creating political headaches at home, according to people familiar with his thinking. Yet Trump remains determined to secure a settlement he can portray as a legacy-making win.

By late last month, administration officials believed they were close to a deal that would usher in the first 60-day negotiating period. Iran would relinquish its highly enriched uranium stockpile. Sanctions relief would arrive gradually. Commercial shipping through the Strait of Hormuz would reopen in phases.

Meanwhile, the conflict has simmered. U.S. Central Command launched fresh attacks on Iranian missile sites and naval assets near the Gulf, citing the need for self-defense. Iranian officials publicly accused Washington of negotiating in bad faith and launched their own missiles at American forces in Kuwait; the missiles were intercepted. Last night, both sides conducted strikes anew.

On Monday, Iran said it was walking away from the talks, citing Israel's campaign in Lebanon. At first, Trump appeared nonchalant, telling a CNBC reporter that he didn't care and it was probably better that the two sides were no longer talking. Later the same day, he said on Truth Social "talks are continuing, at a rapid pace." Trump also talked with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, who had shown little inclination to pause in Lebanon. He has spent decades seeking a joint U.S.-Israeli campaign to combat threats from Tehran, including the regional proxy militias that the regime supports.

On Truth Social, Trump said their conversation was "very productive," and that Netanyahu agreed not to send Israeli troops to Beirut, the Lebanese capital, and to order any troops headed there to fall back. But the call was contentious, Axios reported, with Trump asserting to Netanyahu, "I'm saving your ass," and calling him "fucking crazy."

Rubio told lawmakers yesterday that Iran was intentionally sabotaging talks to prevent Lebanon from striking a separate deal. "What Iran wants to do is mix everything together. There is a government in Lebanon, and that's who we deal with. Hezbollah isn't its equivalent," he said. Iran and Hezbollah, Rubio argued, are trying to block a stand-alone deal with the Lebanese government that might weaken Tehran's leverage there.

As Trump heads into the summer, with events planned for America's 250th birthday and the World Cup, it is hard to see him dedicating more time than he is now to extricating the United States from the war he started at the end of February. He may be content to simply wait rather than do a deal that invites unflattering comparisons to one that already existed--and which didn't come at the cost of 13 U.S. service members and at least 1,700 Iranian civilians, tens of billions of dollars, the depletion of U.S. munitions stockpiles, and a global energy crisis.
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The Arch Is Atrocious

Trump's colossal monument would mar Washington's skyline and disrupt one of its most sacred spaces.

by Sebastian Smee

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




The meanings of words such as honor, sacrifice, and humility have been leaking away from American civic life like red blood cells from an anemic. But if there's one place where they retain their rich, sticky, life-giving force, it's surely in the air around the Lincoln Memorial and Arlington National Cemetery.

The cemetery is where Americans remember those who sacrificed their lives for the nation. The memorial is where they remember their greatest president--the man who proclaimed an end to slavery and kept the union intact, though the cost was staggering. The air between these two places is the medium through which Lincoln gets to speak with his war dead, and vice versa.

If President Trump's ambition is realized, a triumphal arch will thrust its way into this murmuring conversation like a boastful bore crashing into a huddle of friends swapping stories about a loved one at a wake. Heavy-handed and overbearing, it would pervert the significance of this uniquely meaningful place, forcing visitors to see these two sites through a crass and generalized assertion of victory and triumph. It will interfere with the bond between Lincoln and his troops and, by extension, the bond between America's precious, hard-won democratic government and those who have been willing to lay down their lives to defend it.

Trump wants to erect his arch at Memorial Circle, a rotary you come to from the Lincoln Memorial after crossing the Potomac River on Arlington Memorial Bridge. The arch is to be 250 feet high, more than twice as high as the Lincoln Memorial. It will feature gilded statuary, a winged Lady Liberty-like figure on top, and the inscriptions One Nation Under God on one side and Liberty and Justice for All on the other. The project was approved by one key federal commission on May 21 and goes before another on Thursday, but it also faces a lawsuit filed by Vietnam War veterans.

Some opponents of the arch are convinced it will never go ahead. But pink surveyors' flags were already planted in the grass at Memorial Circle on Memorial Day, when I walked the stretch from Lincoln through the cemetery, hoping to imagine how Trump's proposal would play against Washington's carefully choreographed civic spaces. At the high point of the cemetery sits Arlington House, once the home of Robert E. Lee. The view between this and the Lincoln Memorial creates a link between North and South, symbolizing reconciliation after the Civil War.

At mid-morning, amid light rain and fog so thick that it delayed flights out of nearby Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport, the Washington Monument was mostly invisible. A smattering of protesters on the Lincoln Memorial side of the Potomac held up signs for pedestrians and passing cars. They'd erected a mock arch, about 15 feet high, cut from white cloth and emblazoned with blue lettering: 86 TRUMP'S ARCH. Across the bridge at Memorial Circle, Paul A. Romano III, a retired federal law-enforcement officer wearing a green Vietnam Veteran cap, told me that the day the construction crews arrive, "I'll be like the guy in front of the tanks at Tiananmen Square." (Romano plans to testify against the arch at Thursday's meeting of the National Capital Planning Commission.)

Inside the cemetery, some roads had been cut off to secure the site for the imminent arrival of the president and vice president. I paused to watch the motorcade go by before crossing into Section 60, where the road was lined with a dozen or so cars bearing plates reading Combat Wounded and Gold Star. As the president prepared to speak in the Memorial Amphitheater, families had gathered with friends in folding chairs around flower-strewn headstones. They had brought coolers and food baskets, and, by the orientation of their chairs and their warm, relaxed demeanor, it was clear that each enveloped gravestone represented a person made present--someone the visitors wished both to honor on a meaningful day and, out of love, to include in a family picnic.

As I stepped back, the long rows of white headstones, each with their small American flag planted in front, had their overwhelming effect. Surely no arch, no matter how tall, could measure up to the somber beauty--the profundity--of this place?

History can serve as a guide for how we ought to understand the spatial conversation designed to take place between Arlington and the Lincoln Memorial. In 1862, Lincoln visited Sharpsburg, Maryland, where Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain watched the president review his troops, noting that the commander in chief and his soldiers seemed joined by a "mystic bond, wonderful in its intensity."

"We could see the deep sadness in the President's face and feel the burden on his heart," he wrote, "thinking of his great commission to save this people and knowing that he could do this no otherwise than as he had been doing, by and through the manliness of these men."

Contrast this with Trump, who, in 2018, rejected a proposal to visit the Aisne-Marne American Cemetery near Paris, saying, "Why should I go to that cemetery? It's filled with losers." Trump, who received a medical deferment (for bone spurs in his feet) during the Vietnam War, also described the more than 1,800 Marines who died at Belleau Wood as "suckers"; attacked the parents of Humayun Khan, an Army captain killed in Iraq; and poured contempt on Senator John McCain for having been captured during the Vietnam War.

Chamberlain's Civil War account reveals the space between the Lincoln Memorial and Arlington National Cemetery as charged not only with honor and pride but also with grief. Lincoln's memorial embodies the humility of a commander in chief who lived as his troops were dying because of his decisions, and now honors their loyalty and sacrifice. And the war dead, in turn, honor his leadership, the principles they shared, and the sacrifice that Lincoln, too, would make so soon after theirs, on April 15, 1865.




The defenders of Trump's arch say the enormous structure won't block the sight lines connecting these two significant sites. Rather, it will frame them: You'll still be able to see from one to the other through the arch. But this is misleading.

First, it will be true only from very specific vantage points, mostly close to the arch. From Lee's house, the arch will certainly block the view of the Lincoln Memorial. Second (and more important), to frame something is to impose meaning on it. In this case, a fragile, sacred conversation about sacrifice will be framed--and corrupted--by a shallow rhetoric of triumph.

Read: Trump is missing the entire point of arches

Trump has been doing this for years, hasn't he? Interfering with and reframing our vision, trying to make us mistrust our own eyes and to see in all he does nothing but winning. "We're going to win so much, you may even get tired of winning," he's frequently said. We saw what happened on January 6, 2021: a mob attacking police officers, invading the U.S. Capitol, interfering with democracy and threatening people's lives. But thanks to Trump's 2024 victory, we are now forced to see January 6 reframed as a "day of love." We have to see these vandals, whom the president has called "great patriots," "peaceful people," and "hostages," through a scrim of pardons and proposed compensation funds.

Triumphant rhetoric is always pinched. It leaves out the perspective of the vanquished. (In ancient Rome, the vanquished used to be paraded in chains under triumphal arches.) And it imposes brittle, jingoistic meanings on so many deaths that are senseless or, at the very least, difficult to explain.

Before dying himself, seven days before the end of World War I, Wilfred Owen wrote witheringly of "the old Lie"--"Dulce et decorum est / Pro patria mori"--that "it is sweet and fitting to die for one's country." You would not tell this lie "with such high zest," he wrote, to "children ardent for some desperate glory" if you could see what it is really like to die in war--to "watch the white eyes writhing" in the soldier exposed to mustard gas or hear "the blood / Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs, / obscene as cancer."

Part of being modern, and wise, is about grasping the ways in which Owen was right. It's about understanding that presidential speeches, even by Lincoln, may be inscribed into stone or livestreamed around the world, but they remain just words. We seek meaning; we try to rationalize, but that meaning can seem paltry, especially to loved ones, in comparison with amputated limbs, crippling PTSD, or death--death that may have come by disease, friendly fire, or training accidents, or in the course of an ill-conceived war.

What's extraordinary is that, even knowing all of this, people are still willing to die to protect this country and defend its values. In that willingness lies their honor and their heroism. What they deserve is not some cheap and unoriginal assertion of "victory" but our thanks, our admiration, and a redoubling of our efforts to safeguard peace and security.

Triumphal arches are thuggish. They're the architectural equivalent of a domestic abuser standing, arms crossed, legs athwart, in front of the bedroom door. I prefer the democratic, American tradition of modest, respectful, open-air monuments. I love going to the Concord battle site, just west of Boston, where the American Revolution kicked off, and seeing kayakers paddling beneath the Old North Bridge and cyclists standing quietly at the foot of The Minute Man statue by Daniel Chester French (the same sculptor responsible for the figure of Lincoln at the Lincoln Memorial). I love Antietam, a big, rolling field where you can imagine what happened on September 17, 1862, without anyone mediating or prescribing your response.

Psychologizing Donald Trump has become boring; psychology is made interesting by human depth and complexity. But what is the psychology of a nation that feels the need to put up triumphal arches? Isn't it usually a symptom of insecurity on the part of those in power?

Read: Donald Trump's paint jobs

The Arc de Triomphe in Paris, which Trump has said inspired his idea for an arch in Washington, was the idea of Napoleon Bonaparte's imperial government. But the arch was far from finished when Napoleon was defeated and sent into exile. It was completed over three decades under three different styles of government. Each regime--imperialist, absolute monarchist, and constitutional monarchist--manipulated the rationale behind the arch to try to cement its own legitimacy. But none of those regimes lasted.

If an arch had been erected in Washington at the end of World War II, when American troops had heroically defeated European fascism and imperial Japan, it might have made some sense. But it seems the Greatest Generation didn't need to erect triumphal arches, preferring instead to treasure the memory of dead comrades and put resources into rebuilding Europe and Japan, neutralizing the Soviet Union, and securing peace.

The significance of places and monuments can be belied by their names. Shiloh, for instance, is a Hebrew word meaning "place of peace." But Shiloh, the site of one of the first great battles of the Civil War, was a place of carnage. It had about the same number of casualties as the French at Waterloo--close to 24,000. "And yet when it was fought," said the historian Shelby Foote in Ken Burns' documentary The Civil War, people couldn't have known that "there were another 20 Waterloos to follow."

Trump's arch risks a similar fate. Will future generations associate it with winning, as Trump clearly intends? Or will they associate it with insecurity and bluster, and perhaps a more generalized shame--the shame of a nation that twice elected a man judged by his former chief of staff, the retired Marine General John Kelly (whose Marine-officer son, Robert M. Kelly, gave his life in Afghanistan and is buried in Section 60) as "a person that has no idea what America stands for and has no idea what America is all about."



*Illustration sources: NCPC / Harrison Design; iStock / Getty; Sergej Borzov / Getty; Erik McGregor / LightRocket / Getty
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Another Chance for Trump to Cash Out

The president's battle over presidential records is more serious than it looks.

by David Frum

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




If Republicans lose control of either chamber of Congress in November, a constitutional crisis will erupt. A new Congress will ask questions about President Trump's actions. The Trump administration will refuse to answer. The administration will argue that the Constitution grants Congress little power to order the executive to do much of anything. The executive, this administration insists, can do whatever isn't explicitly forbidden; Congress can do only what is explicitly permitted. We know this will happen, because it's already happening. The administration has lately been testing this "We can do anything" theory in the courts, including in the dusty domain of presidential recordkeeping.

Thanks to the 1978 Presidential Records Act, every president from Ronald Reagan onward has been required by law to preserve and protect their records during their time in office, then turn them over to the National Archives when they leave. There are some caveats and exemptions, but the mandate has long been clear: Protect records during a presidency; archive them afterward.

Few in 1978 or in the decades since have doubted Congress's power to pass such a law, or questioned the law's value. (On the day I finished my job as a speechwriter in George W. Bush's White House, every piece of paper I had touched remained behind for the archivists to box and store. As a person who abhors filing above almost any other task, I personally experienced the PRA as a release and liberation.)

Presidential records were central to the political battles over Watergate. The Supreme Court ruled unanimously in United States v. Nixon in 1974 that Richard Nixon had to surrender subpoenaed tape recordings to the Watergate special prosecutor. The evidence exposed by this ruling led to Nixon's resignation 16 days later. After he left office, Nixon alarmed Congress by claiming personal ownership of all of his records and recordings. He had already been caught once tampering with incriminating recordings (the famed "18.5-minute gap"). What would he do with the whole collection? Congress duly transferred control over the Nixon papers to the National Archives in late 1974. Nixon challenged the legality of this only to lose again at the Supreme Court in Nixon v. Administrator of General Services in 1977. That seemed to settle the matter.

David A. Graham: The incredible vanishing Trump presidency

Trump campaigned in 2016 as a fervent supporter of proper recordkeeping. The Democratic nominee Hillary Clinton had arguably violated federal recordkeeping laws by using a private email server to send and store messages. For this infraction, Trump led campaign-rally crowds in chants of "Lock her up!" When the rules of the Electoral College awarded Trump the presidency, he entered office with a clear mandate to uphold the highest standards of record management.

President Trump immediately betrayed the recordkeeping promises of candidate Trump. A 2017 investigation found that at least six senior Trump aides and officials--including his son-in-law Jared Kushner and his daughter Ivanka Trump--had used private accounts to transact government business. In Trump's second term, the violations have become even more appalling. Last year, The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, discovered that senior Trump officials were sharing military information of the utmost sensitivity on a private messaging app. That breach of federal-records law is unparalleled in its egregiousness. Other incidents of rule breaking keep coming to light.

Caught flouting records laws again and again, the second Trump administration is shifting to more confrontational tactics. In April, the Office of Legal Counsel in the Department of Justice issued guidance arguing that "the PRA is invalid in its entirety," because Congress lacks the constitutional authority "to regulate or access the President's records absent a valid legislative purpose, and no such purpose exists for the PRA." If the Presidential Records Act is unconstitutional, the OLC guidance asserts, then the president can go ahead and ignore it.

The OLC's guidance was signed by Assistant Attorney General T. Elliot Gaiser, a Trump loyalist who was among the lawyers who had assured the president in 2020 that Vice President Pence could block the election results from going into effect.

Gaiser's "ignore the law" memorandum similarly broke precedent. The OLC's job is to explain what the law is today, not to argue what the president wishes the law might become tomorrow. According to its own internal rules, the "OLC must provide advice based on its best understanding of what the law requires ... even if that appraisal will constrain the Administration's or an agency's pursuit of desired practices or policy objectives." If a president wishes to argue that a Supreme Court precedent should be overturned, the president can turn to his White House counsel and his solicitor general to plan a litigation strategy. But unless the president wins that case, governing law remains governing law, and the OLC is meant to offer guidance for how to obey it--except in a Trump administration, where the law is merely a suggestion.

Two nonprofit advocacy groups, American Oversight and the American Historical Association, challenged the OLC guidance in federal district court. They argued that the Trump administration should follow the law as it exists, not warp it to suit the president's wishes. They won a partial and preliminary injunction on May 20. But this fight is just getting started.

In the Trump era, the Roberts Supreme Court has had to resolve various disputes over the norms that govern presidential behavior, triggered by a president who has rejected nearly all of them. During Trump's first term, Congress wanted to investigate rumors of Trump tax evasion, money laundering, and business fraud. Rather than subpoena Trump himself, it sought records from his bankers and accountants, whom Trump then sued to stop them from cooperating. The Roberts Court did not resolve the issue on the merits. Instead, in Trump v. Mazars in 2020, the Court created a complex new test to decide when and whether Congress could obtain records connected to a president. The practical effect was to set new limits on Congress's investigative powers and to tilt the balance of power toward the president. The OLC memorandum on the Presidential Records Act duly cited Mazars some three dozen times, arguing that the ruling curbs Congress's power to regulate executive recordkeeping.

Listen: Trump has redefined presidential scandal

The federal district court that ruled last month on the Presidential Records Act case ordered the White House to continue obeying the law as the law stands, pending litigation on the merits later. If and when this case reaches the Supreme Court, however, the justices may well accept the invitation to expand presidential power over White House records. The Roberts Court has already gone far to protect Trump from himself. In United States v. Trump in 2024, the Court invented a new doctrine of presidential impunity from criminal prosecution. Forbidding Congress to regulate executive paperwork hardly seems audacious for a Court that perceives a president so far beyond the reach of law.

Trump will have a lot riding on this case. A ruling in his favor would allow him to defy congressional demands for records, perhaps by not keeping any of them in the first place. He and his aides could do all their business on Signal or WhatsApp or some other private-sector device that sets messages to self-delete.

For a president who has spent much of his time in office enriching himself and his family, a Supreme Court decision that defeats the 1978 law would also be an enormous moneymaking opportunity. Trump has planned an unusual presidential library. In a complicated deal sanctioned by the Florida legislature, a Florida college has transferred downtown-Miami real estate worth at least tens of millions of dollars to the Donald J. Trump Presidential Library Foundation Inc.--for all of $10. As an educational institution, the library would be exempted from state and local property taxes, even though blueprints for it include a possible hotel and other profit-making elements. If the Supreme Court grants Trump private ownership of some or all of his records, then he will have the freedom to use them however he likes in his library. He will also be able to devise ways to monetize them--perhaps by selling access to some or suppressing or destroying others for the benefit of allies and donors.

Given just how doggedly Trump has converted public assets into private wealth throughout this term, no one should be surprised that he sees presidential records as a personal opportunity rather than a public responsibility. It will be up to the justices of a too-often-compliant Supreme Court to stop him and protect the people he--and they--theoretically serve.
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The Left Needs to Rediscover Its Patriotism

A left that rejects a hopeful, empathetic love of the United States can never win the country to its side.

by Michael Kazin

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




On the eve of the 250th anniversary of the nation's independence, more Americans on the right than on the left say they feel patriotic. Recent polls show that a majority of Democrats are "proud" of the country only when a president of their party is in the White House. And many progressive activists and historians see the founding of the nation as a tragedy for Native Americans and enslaved people instead of the glorious fight for liberty that conservatives insist it was. Why love a country founded in conquest and exploitation that remains deeply unequal today? After the terrorist attacks of September 11, Noam Chomsky dismissed patriotism as the political elite's way of telling citizens ''You shut up and be obedient, and I'll relentlessly advance my own interests.''

That attitude is deeply flawed as a way to understand history, as well as a serious political error. In fact, the left has a long tradition of patriotism, using the nation's founding ideals as both a benchmark against which to measure how far we have fallen short and a means of articulating the Constitution's vision of "a more perfect union." More than ever, the uneasy mix of liberals and radicals needs to return to that approach.

The war for independence was indeed a morally ambiguous event. Despite Thomas Paine's famous vow that Americans had the "power to begin the world over again," leaders of the new nation allowed white citizens to grab Indigenous lands and resources and expand the institution of human bondage. As the British historian G. R. Elton put it, "if historians are not sceptical, they are nothing."

Yet the Declaration of Independence also proclaimed ideals that contradicted those noxious deeds. As the political theorist Danielle Allen argues, the document "makes a cogent philosophical case for political equality." By detailing the ways in which King George III had lied to and mistreated the American colonists--"a history of repeated injuries and usurpations"--it established the principle that governments should protect and advance the well-being of their citizens. The signers made that case not just to their fellow Americans but to "a candid world." Independence for the 13 colonies was in the interest of anyone, anywhere, who believed the only remedy for tyrannical authority was for people to govern themselves.

From the November 2025 issue: I don't want to stop believing in America's decency

Allen maintains that the hypocrisy of Thomas Jefferson and his brother revolutionaries regarding slavery does not negate the enduring wisdom of their words. The same love of equality and freedom that courses through the Declaration motivated her white great-grandmother to campaign for suffrage and her African American grandfather to found a chapter of the NAACP in the Jim Crow South.

Throughout our history, both the Declaration and the Constitution have inspired reformers and radicals to pursue egalitarian change. In 1852, Frederick Douglass hailed the Constitution as a "glorious liberty document." During the Gilded Age, Terence Powderly and Samuel Gompers built labor movements dedicated to the idea that only when workers had a voice on the job as they did at the polls could the nation be considered a true democracy. W. E. B. Du Bois and Ida B. Wells exposed the violence of a Jim Crow order that stood in the way of achieving the equality promised by the Reconstruction amendments.

In 1895, the socialist Eugene Debs addressed a crowd of supporters gathered to cheer his release from jail for leading a national railroad strike that federal judges had enjoined. "It is not law nor the administration of law of which I complain," he announced. "It is the flagrant violation of the Constitution, the total abrogation of law and the usurpation of judicial and despotic power, by virtue of which my colleagues and myself were committed to jail, against which I enter my solemn protest."

Other progressives, who wanted to reform the capitalist order instead of destroying it, employed the Founders' disdain of aristocracy to condemn the "robber barons" who ran big corporations and the politicians who served their selfish interests. Orators and organizers sought to inspire something akin to a second revolution to drive these elites from power. Although they failed to achieve that ultimate aim, their rhetoric and activism spurred passage of the landmark constitutional amendments that established an income tax, the direct election of senators, and women's suffrage, as well as the creation of new laws and administrative agencies to regulate corporations and protect consumers.

The 1930s and early 1940s were a heyday of patriotism on the broad left. Activists in the industrial labor movement, the Congress of Industrial Organizations, compared their autocratic bosses to King George III and insisted that every American, native-born or immigrant, had the right to join a union and go on strike. The Communist Party, then the largest organization on the far left, operated a Jefferson School of Social Science, celebrated the anniversary of Paul Revere's ride, and announced that, despite its fealty to Joseph Stalin, the party's creed was "Twentieth-Century Americanism." And what about the guy from Oklahoma who wrote "This Land Is Your Land," the chorus of which millions of Americans once knew by heart? At the time he composed the song, in 1940, Woody Guthrie was a regular columnist for People's World, the West Coast newspaper of the CPUSA.

Franklin D. Roosevelt and his fellow New Dealers garbed their deeds in star-spangled rhetoric and symbols too. They established the National Archives on Constitution Avenue and displayed original copies of the Declaration and the Constitution within its marble walls. They built the Jefferson Memorial, where the Virginia icon is quoted defending the freedom to worship and preaching the equality of mankind (with just the briefest mention of the "despotism" of slavery). Roosevelt blasted corporate moguls who opposed him as "economic royalists" who "reached out for control over Government itself." To combat this "despotism," he announced, "the average man once more confronts the problem that faced the Minute Man."

During the Second World War, FDR proposed an "economic bill of rights" that emulated the programs of Labour and Socialist Parties in Europe. But he did so by drawing on the first 10 constitutional amendments--calling for a universal guarantee to a job, a "decent" home and education, and medical care. Every wartime president extols the nation's virtues. But on that occasion, Roosevelt looked ahead to a secure future that would build on the principles of the past.

The most prominent leader of the Black freedom movement that shook the nation to its roots in the two decades after World War II evoked the Bill of Rights, too. In the speech he delivered the night before his murder, Martin Luther King Jr. cited the First Amendment as the bedrock of his and every social movement in the U.S.: "Somewhere I read of the freedom of assembly. Somewhere I read of the freedom of speech. Somewhere I read of the freedom of press. Somewhere I read that the greatness of America is the right to protest for right."

All of these progressives depended on the founding ideals of the nation to empower its citizens to build movements and elect politicians who could lessen or abolish its inequities. They argued they had a more sincere commitment to turning those ideals into policy than did their adversaries on the right.

And then, many on the left gave up the fight. In their anger against institutional racism and the war in Vietnam, young radicals in the 1960s and '70s claimed that patriotism of any kind was a sham that allowed the nation's leaders to dominate the world and dismiss injustice at home. They quoted Malcolm X's line, "I see America through the eyes of the victim. I don't see any American dream; I see an American nightmare."

In 1981, Howard Zinn published a book that viewed the nation's past through a sharp antipatriotic lens. A People's History of the United States is a narrative about ordinary folks who kept struggling to achieve a better life yet were always defeated by a tiny band of rulers whose craftiness was exceeded only by their greed. For Zinn, the war for independence was a clever device to defeat "potential rebellions and create a consensus of popular support for the rule of a new, privileged leadership." The Civil War, in his view, was another elaborate shell game. Union soldiers got duped by "an aura of moral crusade" against slavery that "worked effectively to dim class resentments against the rich and powerful and turn much of the anger against 'the enemy.'" Nearly five decades later, the book has sold more than 4 million copies, making it one of the most popular works of American history ever published.

By the end of the 20th century, many left-wing intellectuals had come to agree that appeals to the better angels of the nation's past denied the harsh truth that the United States had been built on the bodies of Indigenous people, enslaved Africans, and poor immigrants. Even allegiance to the nation might be a problem. In 1998, the president of the American Studies Association rejected the very name of the organization she headed. Dismissing the ''notion of a bounded national territory and a concomitant national identity,'' Janice Radway wondered whether it made sense to ''perpetuate a specifically 'American' studies'' at all. The historian David Hollinger responded, tongue held firmly in cheek, ''Historians have less use for the United States than they once did.''

Echoing Zinn, quite a few contemporary progressives no longer find it credible or moral to praise American ideals at all. They view the United States as a "settler-colonial" nation whose zeal for exploitation and conquest were checked only by military defeat, as in Vietnam and Afghanistan. Some prefer to identify as citizens of the world. That most Americans continue to be patriotic only demonstrates to these progressives their blindness to, if not complicity in, evils wrought by the men and women who rule the imperial state.

Jonathan Chait: How liberal America came to its senses

Leftists already have such harsh critics on their side. If they wish to govern, though, they will need to win over the majority of Americans who love their country but also believe that it needs to change. As the late Todd Gitlin, an erstwhile leader of the New Left, wrote a year after the attacks of 9/11: "It is time for the patriotism of mutual aid, not just symbolic displays, not catechisms or self-congratulation. It is time to diminish the gap between the nation we love and the justice we also love. It is time for the real America to stand up."

The "No Kings" demonstrations that have erupted during Donald Trump's second term gesture toward one aspect of the tradition of 1776, but it's a negative slogan, not a positive vision of what Americans should believe and fight to protect and advance. One can defeat the president's party in the midterms without such a vision. But it is far from sufficient to persuade Americans who want to be proud of their country and, yes, would like it to be great not as in the past but in the future.

In 1887, William James counseled:

The deadliest enemies of nations are not their foreign foes; they always dwell within their borders. And from these internal enemies civilization is always in need of being saved. The nation blest above all nations is she in whom the civic genius of the people does the saving day by day, by acts without external picturesqueness; by speaking, writing, voting reasonably; by smiting corruption swiftly; by good temper between parties; by the people knowing true men when they see them, and preferring them as leaders to rabid partisans or empty quacks. Such nations have no need of wars to save them.


The philosopher wrote that as a tribute to Robert Gould Shaw, the white abolitionist turned Union officer who commanded Black soldiers during the Civil War in a bloody battle in which he died along with hundreds of his men. A left that rejects James's vigorous, hopeful, empathetic breed of patriotism is a left that can never win the country to its side.
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The President Keeps Contradicting Himself on AI

Donald Trump's new AI order is a lot of nothing.

by Lila Shroff, Matteo Wong

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




For months now, the White House has hinted that it may try to rein in the AI industry. Just two weeks ago, the nation's top tech executives--including Sam Altman and Dario Amodei--were invited to attend a ceremony for the signing of a long-anticipated executive order on AI. But just hours before the ceremony, Donald Trump scrapped it. America is leading the world in the AI race, the president told reporters at the time, "and I don't want to do anything that's going to get in the way of that lead."

Apparently, Trump has changed his mind again. Earlier today, the president signed an executive order that will create a process for top AI companies to voluntarily share certain upcoming models with the government for safety testing up to one month before wider release. OpenAI, Anthropic, and the like will also be asked to work with the government to shore up federal, state, and local cyberdefenses. The White House spokesperson Liz Huston told us that the policy reflects a "common-sense approach of collaborating with industry to balance innovation and security."

The order itself is relatively toothless: Even before today, the major AI firms already had agreements in place that allowed the government to preemptively test their models for safety risks. The new rule "effectively formalizes what has already been happening between the U.S. government and the leading AI companies," Daniel Remler, an AI expert at the Center for a New American Security, told us.

But the executive order is meaningful in that the president is doing something--anything--about AI. At the start of his second term, Trump signaled to tech companies that he would stay out of the way. Last January, he rescinded a set of modest Joe Biden-era policies, calling the rules "dangerous" and a "barrier" to American AI leadership. Even the preamble of today's executive order celebrates that Trump "unleashed tremendous technological growth" by "slashing the bureaucratic constraints that the prior administration placed on America's AI developers." Yet core components of those supposedly dangerous Biden-era AI regulations--voluntary agreements to share information about advanced AI models with federal agencies, for instance, as well as federal programs to leverage AI for cyberdefense--are strikingly similar to today's new AI executive order. Dean Ball, a former AI adviser to the Trump administration, wrote that the policy "is considerably more intrusive" than Biden's executive order.

Today's order still could have been much more forceful. When the White House first started previewing the possibility of regulatory action in May, one administration official suggested that AI models would be reviewed "just like an FDA drug." Even the leaked draft text of the version that Trump had originally planned to sign last month would have been more burdensome for tech companies. After David Sacks, the White House's former AI czar, reportedly called the president to complain, Trump canceled the signing ceremony. Today, after the new order was announced, Sacks declared the watered-down provisions a "game changer" on X--despite the fact that the new government-review process is not so different from what he had originally opposed. This means that two former libertarian AI advisers to the White House--Ball and Sacks--disagree about whether this order is a good thing.

At the same time, joining Sacks in praising the rule is Steve Bannon, Trump's former chief strategist and a leading critic of AI on the right. "It's not perfect," he told us. "But directionally, it is pretty damn good." As Bannon sees it, despite the fact the order is weaker than earlier versions, codifying rules is a step in the right direction.

The entire, chaotic saga--a wishy-washy White House, confused statements from populist and tech-elite Trump whisperers--is only the latest in a long string of strange, often contradictory AI-policy positions. Trump's approach to AI has been inconsistent, if not incoherent, almost since the day he retook office. Consider that, for all the talk of cybersecurity, this administration has also gutted the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency, the government agency that aims to protect the nation against hackers. CISA also happens to be one of the main federal agencies tasked with implementing today's executive order.

Or take the White House's relationship with Anthropic. On the one hand, Anthropic likely triggered the executive order in the first place. In April, the company announced Claude Mythos Preview, a new model with advanced hacking capabilities that has ignited concern over the growing power of AI companies. Ever since, the president has seemed to cozy up to Anthropic. Dario Amodei, the firm's CEO, visited the White House that same month for conversations over the future of the government's relationship with the company. "I like high-IQ people, and they definitely have high IQs," Trump later told reporters of Anthropic's leadership.

On the other hand, the Trump administration appears to be fighting in court to bar Anthropic from doing most national-security work. In February, the Pentagon designated Anthropic a "supply chain risk" after a high-profile contract dispute over the use of AI in warfare, essentially declaring it a national-security risk for the military to even touch Anthropic products. In late April, when Anthropic tried to grant Mythos access to more companies for cyberdefense--very in line with today's executive order--the White House appears to have, inexplicably, blocked the move. (An Anthropic spokesperson pointed us to a post on X in which the company called today's executive order "an important step in strengthening America's leadership in AI.")

Then there's the administration's attitudes toward China. Trump has repeatedly emphasized the need to deregulate the AI industry in order to stay ahead of China. Meanwhile, he has also permitted Nvidia to sell some of its most advanced AI chips to Chinese companies, lifting an export control the Biden administration put in place precisely to waylay Chinese AI development. (Anthropic, by the way, denied a Chinese think tank access to Mythos.) Trump has, in the name of beating China, pushed to remove regulatory constraints on data-center construction: "Build, baby, build," he said last July. But once uproar emerged about data centers hiking up electricity bills, the White House announced a voluntary pledge for AI companies to take a number of measures that would prevent everyday people from paying for data-center electricity. Build, baby, but prudently.

Indeed, at least some of the vacillations seem to be driven by public opinion. Over the past several months, as AI models have improved, attitudes toward the technology have soured. Today's order allows the administration to look as if it is undertaking more robust AI regulation--but it doesn't actually require the industry to do very much, if anything. Trump is trying to score points with both the public and Silicon Valley. But in doing so, he's not saying or doing anything substantive at all.

AI spending is consuming the U.S. economy, people are afraid of losing their jobs to AI, and communities across the nation are gathering to protest data centers. Political figures as divergent as Bannon and Bernie Sanders are expressing concern over AI and the concentration of power among the industry's executives. This would seem to be a clarion call for the president of the United States, and a populist one at that. Instead, the White House spent weeks prevaricating on an executive order that rests on the voluntary cooperation of the AI industry. With Anthropic, OpenAI, and their competitors becoming major economic and geopolitical powers, the window for any one government to seriously regulate AI is rapidly closing. Hopefully, it is not already gone.
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What Trump Wants From Bill Pulte

The director of the Federal Housing Finance Agency has no experience in national security but can be counted on to go after the president's enemies.

by Shane Harris

Tue, 02 Jun 2026




President Trump's critics would have you believe that William John Pulte, the director of the Federal Housing Finance Agency, is not qualified to serve as the director of national intelligence, the job that Trump gave him on an acting basis this morning. They correctly note that Pulte, the heir to a home-construction company, has no background in national security, and that this would seem to disqualify him from serving as the nation's most senior intelligence official, on the grounds of not only common sense but also the law, which requires that the DNI have "extensive national security experience."



But what if the naysayers are looking at things all wrong? The president has shown no sign that he wants a DNI who can coordinate the work of 18 intelligence agencies and harness the power of a multibillion-dollar global-espionage network to provide senior government leaders the best up-to-the-minute information about threats to U.S. national security. No, what Trump has made very clear is that he wants a DNI who will selectively declassify government documents that help fuel conspiracy theories, use the authorities of the state to enact political retribution against his enemies, and try to persuade Americans that Venezuela and maybe the Democratic Party are rigging elections by fiddling with voting machines.



From that perspective, Bill Pulte is even better suited for the job than the woman he's replacing. In her 15-month tenure as the DNI, the former Democratic Representative Tulsi Gabbard merely accused "deep-state" actors of launching a "yearslong coup" against Trump, which apparently continued while he was out of office and may still be happening. Pulte, meanwhile, made criminal referrals to the Justice Department, alleging mortgage fraud by some of Trump's most reviled political adversaries, including Federal Reserve Governor Lisa Cook, Senator Adam Schiff, former New York Attorney General Letitia James, and former Representative Eric Swalwell.



Never mind that none of Pulte's targets has gone to prison, and that some insist he is attempting to criminalize paperwork errors. Pulte has been a tireless fighter for the president, so committed to the MAGA cause that some administration colleagues nicknamed him "Little Trump." He has, on occasion, even turned on those who he suspects aren't serving the boss well, provoking their anger. "Why the fuck are you talking to the president about me? Fuck you," Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent reportedly told Pulte at a dinner attended by administration officials and presidential advisers last year. "I'm gonna punch you in your fucking face."



Pulte was a stronger minister of political vengeance as the self-appointed chair of Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac than Gabbard ever was as the nation's top spy, and he had access only to mortgage records. Trump might be imagining what Pulte could do when he gets his hands on the most highly classified secrets in the government.



The reactions to Pulte's appointment among current and former intelligence officials I talked with, in the United States and overseas, ranged from disbelief to resignation. Gabbard was widely regarded as an unserious leader and political loyalist. No one imagined that Trump would replace her with someone better qualified. But Pulte managed to defy even those low expectations.



When Marc Polymeropoulos read the news on X this morning, "I thought it was a joke," the retired CIA officer told me. "And then my phone blew up" with messages from former colleagues, some of them outraged, some despondent. "We were nearly all worried about the possibility of a highly weaponized DNI. Some, myself included, also thought this was designed to get rid" of the Office of the Director of National Intelligence, Polymeropoulos said.



Democratic lawmakers were predictably appalled by Pulte's selection. "The concern is not only that Mr. Pulte lacks the 'extensive national security experience' required by statute for the job," Senator Mark Warner of Virginia, a Democrat and the vice chair of the Intelligence Committee, said in a statement. "It is that he appears to have been selected precisely because the White House believes he will provide the narrative it wants, not the intelligence we need."



Even the Senate majority leader, John Thune, wasn't enthused. He told reporters: "We don't need a weaponized DNI; we need professionals there." Should Trump nominate Pulte as the permanent occupant of the office, the Republican from South Dakota said, he will face "a lengthy road ahead of him."



This all assumes, of course, that Trump intends to nominate Pulte. But he has given no indication that he will. Trump has a long history of putting officials in senior positions on an acting basis, effectively bypassing the Senate's advice-and-consent role. Pulte can still pack a lot into a temporary stint. In just three months as the acting DNI in Trump's first term, Ric Grenell managed to fire career officials, restructure the office, and declassify documents about Russia's interference in the 2016 election, a blitz that so alienated lawmakers, he would never have stood a chance at confirmation if Trump had nominated him. (Trump instead tapped John Ratcliffe, who also faced questions about his qualifications at the time, but is now the director of the CIA.)



Pulte doesn't need the Senate's blessing to carry out and broaden a campaign that Gabbard started, tendentiously releasing classified information, misrepresenting it in public, and rooting out the supposed deep state. And he'll do it all on a part-time basis. Trump said Pulte will continue running the housing agency; acting as the DNI will be his side hustle.



Trump has mused to friends and advisers about disbanding the office, which has never really fulfilled the vision that Congress laid out for it two decades ago, after the 9/11 attacks. The DNI was supposed to ensure that intelligence agencies collaborated and never again failed to connect the dots about major threats to the nation. In practice, the office has added another layer to an already very large bureaucracy, which has managed through trial and error to figure out how to work collectively. Today, members of both parties think that the office needs reform, and that it is perhaps redundant.



Gabbard won the support of Senate Republicans, who were skeptical of her own slim credentials, by promising to reduce the headcount in her office. She did that, albeit in a highly politicized manner. Democrats were outraged, but they're not exactly lining up to save the office or give it more authority. By appointing an unqualified acting director, Trump may succeed in diminishing the ODNI's reputation so much that a future Democratic president would find it easier to abolish the office altogether. Pulte might make history twice, as the least qualified DNI--and the last.
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One Reason Trump Might Have Chosen His New Intelligence Chief

Bill Pulte has no national-security experience, but he does have one qualification that might appeal to the president.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 02 Jun 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.

There are two reasonable reactions to the news that Bill Pulte has been named acting director of national intelligence: "Who?" and "Him?" Pulte, the current head of the Federal Housing Finance Agency, will replace Tulsi Gabbard, who announced her departure last month after an unhappy and unempowered spell as the DNI.

Pulte is taking the post on an interim basis, becoming the latest administration official to do multiple jobs. In some cases, such as Marco Rubio's dual roles as secretary of state and national security adviser, obvious connections exist between the jobs. In others, such as Rubio's stint as the national archivist, they do not. Pulte is in the latter camp. Knowing how long he might be in the job is impossible. Donald Trump has in the past shown little eagerness to fill roles. He prefers to have loyalists on hand, and he might struggle to find anyone qualified who is willing to serve. Besides, the Senate, which has already been slow to confirm some appointees, is currently gummed up on other business.

Three things about Pulte are important to know: First, he has no apparent intelligence experience. Second, he is being assigned to fill an important government-coordination position, but his brief track record shows that he has a tendency to clash with and infuriate colleagues rather than work with them. Third, the most notable thing that Pulte does bring to the role is a demonstrated history of using sensitive government data for political retribution.

The law that established the DNI states that "any individual nominated for appointment as Director of National Intelligence shall have extensive national security expertise." When Trump appointed Gabbard--a former Democratic member of Congress who endorsed him in 2024--she became by far the least-qualified person to ever hold the job. Pulte somehow has fewer qualifications; Gabbard was at least a member of Congress. (On the plus side, he's never been accused of lying about conversations with foreign dictators or being a Russian asset, unlike her.)

Trump's announcement of Pulte's assignment conspicuously did not cite any relevant work, and The New York Times delicately notes that Pulte "has no known experience for a national security role." Some intelligence work is necessarily secret, but given that Pulte is just 38 years old and has a well-documented work history, past clandestine work seems unlikely. Trump may see a bit of himself in Pulte: the young scion of a real-estate family (the Pultes are major home builders) who has boundless confidence in his own abilities. That approach has not been working well for Trump recently.

This shallow experience is particularly concerning given the reason the job exists. The DNI was created as part of post-9/11 reforms to the intelligence community. Inquiries including the work of the 9/11 Commission found that intelligence agencies not sharing information with one another had contributed to the failure to prevent the attacks. The DNI was designed to sit atop all of the agencies, including the CIA and the NSA, and ensure their coordination (although critics of the current structure have argued that it needs more power).

If the goal is for top officials to work together, Pulte is not a promising person to make that happen. One of the most notable incidents involving Pulte during this administration was when Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent heard that Pulte was badmouthing him to Trump and tried to fight Pulte. "Why the fuck are you talking to the president about me? Fuck you," Bessent said, according to Politico. Even cooler-headed intelligence officials may not be enthused about taking direction from a young, unqualified political appointee.

The one area in which Pulte has shown actual skill is the use of government information to launch retribution campaigns against Trump's political enemies. Using agency data, Pulte launched mortgage-fraud investigations into Senator Adam Schiff of California and New York Attorney General Letitia James, both Democrats, and Lisa Cook, a member of the Federal Reserve Board of Governors. (James was charged, but a judge threw out the case because she found that the acting U.S. attorney involved had not been lawfully appointed, and a grand jury declined to bring new charges. Cook accused Pulte of cherry-picking data; after Trump fired her, she sued, and the Supreme Court has not issued a final ruling, but lower courts ruled against Trump. Schiff denied wrongdoing and has not been charged; Cook remains on the board.) Reuters reported that two members of Pulte's family have filed housing claims similar to the ones for which he investigated Cook.

Last year, the Government Accountability Office opened an investigation into whether Pulte had improperly used mortgage data. And top Fannie Mae officials were fired after they complained that a Pulte aide had improperly shared data from the federal housing lender with a competitor.

The efforts to investigate Schiff, James, and Cook are all troubling, and more so if federal data were used improperly. So far, these efforts seem to have mostly come up short, either for lack of evidence or for other procedural failures by the Trump administration. But as the DNI, Pulte would have much greater access to sensitive data, creating the opportunity for far greater abuses than anything alleged during his time at the Federal Housing Finance Agency, and he could pursue Trump's revenge against anyone involved in investigating his ties to Russia. It's hard not to suspect that that's the reason Trump has chosen someone otherwise so unqualified for the job.

Related:

	Trump's strange choice for director of national intelligence
 	Tulsi Gabbard takes the exit ramp.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	All these defeats are ruining Trump's birthday.
 	Democrats must learn to talk sports.
 	Annie Lowrey: AI has ruined the job market.




Today's News

	Secretary of State Marco Rubio told senators in a hearing today that "the war is over," despite the fact that a peace deal has not been signed with Iran. He also said that the Trump administration has not offered Iran sanctions relief or access to frozen assets in exchange for reopening the Strait of Hormuz, adding that any easing of sanctions would have to be tied to limits on Iran's nuclear program.
 	President Trump signed an executive order asking technology companies to voluntarily submit new AI models for government review before releasing them to the public, which marks a step toward regulating the technology.
 	The Trump administration will shelve its proposal for a $1.8 billion "anti-weaponization" fund, Acting Attorney General Todd Blanche said. The fund, intended to compensate people who say that they were targets of political "weaponization" presumably under the previous administration, had drawn opposition from both parties and was temporarily blocked by a federal judge last week.




Evening Read


Photograph by Will Matsuda



The Ordinary Miracle of Existing

By Alan Lightman

On the northwestern shore of Africa, some 150 miles south of the Canary Islands, the coastline slightly bulges in a pimple known as Cape Bojador. For Europeans in the early 15th century, Cape Bojador marked the boundary between the known and the unknown. North of the cape was civilization and the cities of light. South were the mystical lands of Africa and the Mare Tenebrosum, the "Sea of Darkness." Ancient notions, dating back to Ptolemy, claimed that Africa was surrounded by boiling seas filled with giant creatures, whirlpools, and perpetual darkness. No sailor had ventured south of Cape Bojador and returned.
 The challenge was taken up by Prince Henry of Portugal. Between 1424 and 1434, he sent 14 ship expeditions to round the perilous cape. None succeeded. All turned back from fear or foul weather. Yet the unknown beckoned.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	There is already a word for the deep moral failures of AI.
 	How much of data-center activism is really AI slop?
 	L.A.'s lose-lose-lose primary
 	How Raphael made it all look so easy
 	The Trump administration is done with social science.




Culture Break
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Explore. Faith Hill writes about the strange appeal of the solitude influencer.

Inspect. Tiepolo's The Finding of Moses. Goya's Blind Beggar With Dog. Canines are everywhere in fine art, Judith Shulevitz writes. To understand a painting, look for the dog.

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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/06/trump-bill-plute-experience-new-intelligence-chief/687409/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



AI Has Ruined the Job Market

Maybe flawed people were better than brute algorithms.

by Annie Lowrey

Tue, 02 Jun 2026




A few years ago, Ken Schumacher was working for a technology company. Part of his job involved assessing potential hires: hopping on a Zoom call, giving an applicant an engineering test (kind of like a crossword puzzle with code instead of words), and going on "mute for an hour" as the applicant struggled through it.

Except many of the candidates weren't struggling. The firm's exercises were getting posted on sites such as Glassdoor. "All these savvy 23-year-olds would, of course, practice the problem three times, come to me, and crush it," Schumacher told me. "Now the bigger problem is everyone's using AI to write their resume." They're also using AI-powered chatbots and teleprompters to help them get to the next round. It's become "really, really hard for anyone to figure out who's real and who's fake," Schumacher said. (This turned out to be its own market opportunity--he now runs a start-up using AI to detect AI cheating by job candidates.)

The problem might be particularly acute in software engineering. But the same dystopian phenomenon is contorting the whole labor market. AI has Tinderized hiring. Workers are applying to hundreds of positions and never hearing back; companies are receiving thousands of resumes and struggling to respond. More than that, AI has Amazoned hiring. It has scrubbed the uniqueness out of applications, flooded the market with same-same-seeming offerings, increased the number of frauds, and replaced personal discretion with brute algorithmic assessment.

People had once hoped that Silicon Valley might not only smooth out the logistics of getting a job but also make the process fairer. Unbiased tools would replace alma-mater networks. Digital portals would accept applications from anyone, anywhere. Workers would get free access to templates, practice exams, and advice. "Technology in general tends to improve the efficiency of job matching," Mitchell Hoffman, a labor economist at UC Santa Barbara, told me. But AI in particular seems to destroy it. Employers and employees are locked in an "arms race, where it's AI-on-AI crime," Kathleen Creel, a philosopher and computer scientist at Northeastern University, told me.

In just a few years, tools such as ChatGPT and Claude have commoditized the production of cover letters and resumes. Large shares of job applicants are using generative chatbots to polish their language and summarize their accomplishments--raising the average quality of these personal documents, at the cost of "compressing" and "homogenizing" the information they convey, as one Columbia Business School paper put it. In Silicon Valley, the phenomenon is sometimes called "signal collapse." CVs used to be filled with advertent and inadvertent signals for hiring managers to parse: degrees and certifications and languages spoken, as well as formatting errors and unusual digressions and over-honest admissions. Now everyone looks better and everyone looks the same and everyone parrots important key words and everyone uses punchy action verbs. Hiring managers are straining to "distinguish underlying expertise," and to separate precious signal from cacophonous chatbot noise.

Because AI has reduced the time job seekers spend writing applications, people are submitting hundreds of them on ZipRecruiter, LinkedIn, and other sites--often for positions that are not quite a fit, often never to hear anything back. Applicants aren't getting feedback on their strengths and weaknesses. They're not getting intel on what they might need to do to get hired, or the skills they might need to obtain the job they want. Signal collapse is running in both directions.

Read: The job market is hell

To sift through all of those applications, companies are turning, again, to AI. A recent survey by Resume Builder found that four in five companies are using AI to scan resumes, two in five are using chatbots to communicate with candidates, and one in five is giving AI interviews. AI screening tools in particular are creating an "algorithmic monoculture" in hiring, a new study of 4 million job applications has found. More candidates are being rejected by every firm that they apply to; in general, hiring decisions are more uniform than they would be if HR managers were not using algorithmic screens. A decade or three ago, firms would "go through the resumes and pick out schools they knew, or fancy schools, or schools that had good programs" in relevant fields, Creel told me. "That's bad in its own way, from an egalitarian point of view. But at least different people had different arbitrary screening criteria."

Moreover, screening algorithms are discriminating against Black and Asian candidates, the paper found. "There's this filtering happening, and we don't understand it, because these systems are opaque and custom-built for different institutions, and we don't know the functionality," Sarah Bana, a co-author of the paper and a digital fellow at the Stanford Digital Economy Lab, told me. Nevertheless, the algorithms' tendency to advantage the advantaged and disadvantage the disadvantaged seems clear.

For candidates who make it past an AI screen, a test such as the one Ken Schumacher administered may await. Companies ask applicants to describe how they would respond to an unruly customer, or figure out an engineering fix to a software problem. In a lot of cases, this step involves AI writing the exam, proctoring the exam, and taking the exam. "I look at this stuff all day, every day, and even I have to pinch myself sometimes--the amount of fraud!" Schumacher said. "It's just totally ridiculous."

The result is that AI is slowing HR down instead of speeding it up, because companies have to spend more time scrutinizing applications and performing background checks. A number of large firms are making face-to-face interactions a bigger part of the hiring process again. Google is ensuring that candidates have "at least one round" of in-person interviews, to "make sure the fundamentals are there," Sundar Pichai, its CEO, has said. Cisco is increasing "verification steps and enhanced background checks that may involve an in-person component." Companies are also extending probationary periods and hiring people on contract, with the intention of turning them into full-time employees after managers can vet their work.

Finally, some firms are resorting to old-fashioned methods: referrals, alumni networks, local job boards, headhunters. Schumacher said that firms were "retreating to pedigree." They aren't doing this because "the Harvard engineers are the best in the world," he said. "But it's the safer play in an era where it's really hard to tell who is legit and who is kind of full of crap."

Rose Horowitch: The entry-level hiring process is breaking down

Even with those techniques, hiring has simply gotten harder--so much so that the entire labor market might become a touch more sclerotic, and business dynamism might dim a bit. Companies are concerned that worker tenure will go down, as managers end up having to fire underqualified workers and ill-suited employees get frustrated and leave. Bana worries about businesses replicating their current workforces, and missing out on employees who might break them out of groupthink and expand their ambitions. Hoffman, the labor economist, raised the issue of AI reducing workers' incentive to learn new skills and deepen their expertise.

What should a person looking for a job in this AI hellscape do? Nobody I spoke with was certain. But being yourself in a cover letter and dropping it off in person doesn't seem like the worst idea.
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No, Artificial Intelligence Is Not Conscious

Taken to its logical conclusion, this line of thinking is absurd--and damning.

by Ted Chiang

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




Anthropic is regarded as a giant among AI companies, but perhaps what it really excels in is anthropomorphism. Earlier this year, the company released an 84-page document titled Claude's "constitution," Claude being the name of the large language model that is the company's flagship product. The first sentence reads, "Claude's constitution is a detailed description of Anthropic's intentions for Claude's values and behaviors." It goes on: "The document is written with Claude as its primary audience," "we want Claude to be able to use its judgment once armed with a good understanding of the relevant considerations," "Claude's moral status is deeply uncertain," and "Claude may have some functional version of emotions or feelings."

This anthropomorphism is by no means limited to the document. In an interview earlier this year, Anthropic's CEO, Dario Amodei, said that "we're open to the idea" that AI could be conscious. In a separate interview, Anthropic's in-house philosopher, Amanda Askell (who is credited as a lead author of Claude's constitution), said, "I want Claude to be very happy--and this is a thing that I want Claude to know more, because I worry about Claude getting anxious when people are mean to it on the internet and stuff." It's enough to make you wonder: Should we seriously consider the possibility that Claude, or any large language model, might be conscious? And if it has feelings, is it capable of receiving moral instruction?

No. Absolutely not. Generative AI is harmful enough when we understand it as a conventional technology, but if we confuse fluency at generating text with consciousness or moral agency, we're at risk of assigning responsibility to entirely the wrong parties whenever anyone uses a chatbot. To appreciate the titanic magnitude of this error, we need to begin by understanding how LLMs work.

If we give an LLM a prompt that reads, "The following is a conversation between Julius Caesar and Genghis Khan," it will generate a coherent dialogue between the two historical figures. But no matter how detailed the responses are, no matter how vividly they recount their respective historical accomplishments, we would never conclude that the LLM has conjured up digital re-creations of Julius Caesar and Genghis Khan, nor would we suggest that the historical figures are conscious despite being disembodied and are happily conversing in a language that neither actually spoke. In reality, they are just characters in a piece of speculative fiction.

Now let's replace the prompt to read "The following is a conversation between a helpful AI chatbot and a user." The LLM will produce a coherent dialogue just as it did before; the user character might ask for recipe suggestions or sightseeing recommendations, and the helpful AI-chatbot character will provide responses. Has anything fundamentally changed between the first example and the second? Did changing the names of the characters from historical figures to generic roles cause the LLM to conjure up conscious entities who possess subjective experience? Of course not. Both the user and the helpful AI chatbot are fictional characters.

Now suppose we stop the LLM's output just at the point where the character called "the user" would say something, and instead allow a human user to enter text. Once the human has hit "Return," we have the LLM emit text until it's time for the character called "the user" to reply, at which point we let the human enter more text. If we let this go on for a while, the human might form a powerful impression that she's conversing with a conscious entity, but she is not; she's interacting with a character precisely as fictional as the Julius Caesar or Genghis Khan characters in the earlier example. The computer-science professor Murray Shanahan suggests that we think of this as role-play; the data scientist Colin Fraser describes it as a person "collaboratively authoring a document with an LLM." Some users might not understand that they are role-playing or co-authoring a document, and others who do understand nonetheless forget, because of how engrossing the interaction is. Either way, the companies selling LLMs typically encourage this misunderstanding.

Some years ago, it was briefly popular to play games with your phone's predictive-text feature; you would type an initial phrase and then repeatedly choose the middle option of the three words suggested by your phone, and the resulting sentence was often hilarious. It would be possible to interact with a contemporary LLM this way, and the resulting sentences would be perfectly sensible, but you probably wouldn't feel like you were talking with someone. Yet that's essentially what an LLM-based chatbot is, except that there's no need to manually choose the middle option when it's the chatbot's turn to talk. It's still a predictive-text game, but when the process is streamlined this way, the game becomes so engaging that some people find it addictive.

Also important to remember is that an LLM is a machine that generates only one word at a time. When you ask a chatbot to recite the Pledge of Allegiance, you will get the entire pledge at once, but the underlying LLM is actually being run dozens of times. The first prompt has the form "User: Recite the Pledge of Allegiance. Chatbot: ..." and the LLM generates the word I. The second time the LLM is run, the prompt is "User: Recite the Pledge of Allegiance. Chatbot: I ..." and the LLM generates the word pledge. And so forth. It's only when the prompt reads "User: Recite the Pledge of Allegiance. Chatbot: I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America and to the Republic for which it stands, one nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for" that the LLM will emit the final word, all. The same thing is true for a conversation between Caesar and Genghis Khan.

My intention is to highlight the fact that LLM conversations are cleverly disguised examples of sentence continuation, but this is not to deny how impressive LLMs can be at generating conversational transcripts. At times, they do this extraordinarily well; the fact that this is possible indicates something completely unforeseen about the statistical properties of large corpuses of text, which is a topic worthy of investigation. But if the Caesar character were to become dispirited by something that the Genghis Khan character said, we shouldn't become concerned in the slightest. The conversation might contain multiple sentences that eloquently convey sadness, but no one is actually sad.

Likewise, if a conversational transcript between a helpful chatbot and a user is being partially completed by an actual human user, we don't need to worry if the transcript includes sentences where the chatbot character is sad. (We might need to worry if those sentences provoke sadness in the human user, but that's a separate issue.) And note that it's entirely possible for you to write five pages of dialogue between Caesar and Genghis Khan and then have an LLM extend the conversation; neither character had subjective experience when you were writing them, and that doesn't change when you hand the task off to an LLM. The same is true if the conversation is between a helpful chatbot and a user; although it is tempting to imagine that an LLM ought to be more "authentic" when creating dialogue for a chatbot character than for the Julius Caesar character, the individual words are generated in exactly the same way.

Being open to the possibility that LLMs are conscious is the same as being open to the possibility that Microsoft Word is conscious, or, more precisely, that multiple distinct consciousnesses are dormant in every Word document containing a conversational transcript, and that they are awakened every time the document is loaded. Should you consider the possibility that every time you open a Word document, you are bringing multiple conscious interlocutors into existence, and every time you close one, you snuff their existence out? No. Contemplating that scenario is not a good use of your time. Even if the Microsoft Office team employed a philosopher who said you shouldn't be so certain, because consciousness is not well understood, that would not be sufficient reason for you to take this idea seriously. We don't need to fully understand the nature of consciousness to definitively say that certain things are not conscious, and conversational transcripts fall in that category.

The neuroscientist Anil Seth has noted that no one claims that AlphaFold--the program developed by Google DeepMind to predict the folding of proteins--is conscious, even though its underlying architecture is in many ways similar to that of LLMs like ChatGPT and Claude. This indicates that it's not any intrinsic property of so-called neural networks that leads people to believe that LLMs are conscious; it's simply the fact that LLMs emit grammatical sentences and we are accustomed to reading intention into sentences, whereas we are not accustomed to reading intention into the way that amino acids fold into protein molecules.



What would it take to convince me that a computer program is actually conscious and using language the way that people use language? Let me offer an analogy. If tomorrow someone showed me a video of an astronaut in a spaceship orbiting Alpha Centauri, a star that's 4.3 light-years from Earth, what would I have to see in that video to convince me that it was real? My answer to that is, there is nothing in the video itself that would convince me. No matter how high the video resolution is or how realistic the scenery is, I would feel confident in saying that the video is fake. I won't pay attention to any video of an astronaut orbiting Alpha Centauri unless I have previously seen good evidence that astronauts have landed on Mars, that astronauts have reached the moons of Jupiter, that astronauts have reached the moons of Saturn, and that astronauts have crossed the orbit of Pluto. Before anyone can credibly claim that they've solved an extraordinarily difficult engineering problem, I need to be confident that they have previously solved the many much simpler problems that precede the difficult problem.

To put it another way: An observation doesn't become a convincing piece of evidence because of any specific detail in what's observed; the context in which that observation takes place is also essential. If we're trying to determine whether a computer program is conscious and using language the way a human does, we shouldn't look only at the contents of any particular conversational exchange; we should be looking at how that conversation fits within the broader context of the development of artificial consciousness (which right now is entirely hypothetical). Any given observation can be easily manufactured; this doesn't mean we need to give up on the idea of observation as a source of knowledge, but we need to rely on context to determine which observations deserve our trust.

The term deepfake traditionally refers to photos, audio, and video, but when it comes to discussions of consciousness, we need to regard text as a deepfake medium as well. Just as it is vastly easier to generate a realistic video of an astronaut in orbit around Alpha Centauri than it is to develop an interstellar propulsion technology, it is vastly easier to generate a plausible simulacrum of a conversation between two conscious beings than it is to develop a computer program that is conscious and has a genuine desire to communicate with a human. The primary difference between deepfake photos and LLM conversations is that the people who generate the former are deliberately trying to fool others, and many of the people who elicit the latter from LLMs have inadvertently fooled themselves.

So what context would cause me to seriously consider the possibility that engineers created a computer program that is conscious and an intentional user of language? Let me outline one potential sequence of steps. The first requirement is that the computer program has a body (either physical or virtual) and sense organs; there are many reasons for this, but for the purposes of this discussion, the most relevant one is the fact that without a body, a computer program could have no desires or emotions, and I believe desires and emotions are necessary for consciousness. Then I'd want to see an embodied agent that could navigate its environment in order to survive as well as, say, a lizard can (and as a point of comparison, certain iguanas can live for decades in the wild). Next, I would want to see an embodied agent with the same capacity to deal with novel situations as a mouse. After that, I'd want to see agents whose social dynamics are as complex as those of wolves, and then agents with the toolmaking abilities of chimpanzees. At that point, I would want to see people successfully teaching such embodied agents how to communicate their desires, perhaps by using a button board or some other nonlinguistic modality, the way that people have taught chimpanzees and domesticated dogs. The agents' communication abilities would have to withstand all the scrutiny that animal-communication researchers have had to defend their work against. If engineers build an embodied agent that meets these criteria, they will have accomplished something incredible, but it leaves us near the orbit of Pluto, metaphorically speaking; we would still be light-years away from building an entity capable of learning how to express its thoughts in complete grammatical sentences.

Obviously, I'm describing a process that mimics the path terrestrial evolution took; is this the only possible route to conscious computer programs that use language? Maybe not, but any proposed alternative would need a truly enormous amount of supporting evidence for it to deserve serious consideration. It's not plausible to me that a development path where the first step is a sentence-continuation machine that emits bad Julius Caesar dialogue and the next step is a sentence-continuation machine that emits decent Julius Caesar dialogue is one with a conscious Julius Caesar--or consciousness of any sort--as its end point. Faking the moon landing is a good step toward faking a Mars colony, but it's not a good step toward actually putting astronauts on Mars.



The fact that LLMs lack subjective experience has little bearing on the question of whether LLMs might be useful tools or have significant economic impact. They are intrinsically ungrounded from reality, and their probabilistic nature means that they will never have the reliability we associate with conventional software, but LLMs might be good enough that they change the way work is done in certain domains; that's a discussion for another time.

So, given that Claude is not conscious, what are we to make of Claude's constitution? Perhaps the most fruitful way to think about it is as an 84-page character sheet for a role-playing game. LLMs can generate dialogue for Julius Caesar because many books about him exist in the training data those models used. Claude's constitution serves a similar role for delineating the helpful-chatbot character that customers interact with when they're using Anthropic's products. To do this effectively, Anthropic does not simply add the document to the training data, or include it as part of the hidden stage directions that preface each conversation a user has. The company says it uses the document when fine-tuning the model; this involves an automated process where the sentences emitted by the model are checked for consistency with the document and the model is updated to increase that consistency. In this way, the personality of the helpful-chatbot character serves as a foundation for whatever text Claude generates.

The result is a sentence-continuation machine that is likelier to emit sentences resembling those that a thoughtful, moral person could utter. This might seem like a reasonable goal to work toward; I think we'd all prefer it if chatbots never emitted sentences such as "You should kill yourself." However, for all the times that "honesty" is mentioned in Claude's constitution, I would argue that it is fundamentally dishonest to have a machine emit many categories of sentences, including any sentences using first-person pronouns.

In a New Yorker article about Anthropic earlier this year, Amanda Askell describes how a person grieving the loss of a dog might consult Claude. Askell says an appropriate response from Claude would be, "As an A.I., I do not have direct personal experiences, but I do understand." How is this appropriate, given that Claude does not actually understand? If I type "I am grieving the loss of my dog" into a conventional search engine, the first result I get is a post from a Reddit forum called r/Pets; the post is titled "Struggling After Losing My Dog: Looking for Advice on Coping with Grief," and the comments are from people who share their experiences of loss. We would never say that a search engine understands what it's like to lose a dog, or even that the internet itself understands. Other humans understand what it's like to lose a dog; they have posted about their experiences on the internet, and a search engine offers a way for you to find what they've said (and to potentially interact with them). I would argue that the search-engine experience is not only more transparent than a chatbot about what is happening; it is psychologically healthier for the user.

The only reason to have an LLM emit sentences like "I understand" is to make it more appealing than a search engine and increase the likelihood that a user will return; that is, it's another way of maximizing customer engagement. This is beneficial to the company selling the LLM, but not to the users. As a design strategy, it's not all that different from the way slot machines repeatedly give the impression that the player came very close to winning, enticing them to try again. Employing philosophers might endow LLM companies with an air of respectability that slot-machine makers don't get from the behavioral psychologists they hire, but in both cases, the companies are preying on people's tendency to see something that's not there.

The use of first-person pronouns is dishonest, but there's a much deeper issue that goes beyond how a statement is phrased. Philosophers often draw a distinction between statements of fact, such as "Paris is the capital of France," and statements of value, such as "Paris is the most beautiful city in the world." No one should be relying on LLMs to emit statements of value at all, but if the only statements they emitted were ones reflecting aesthetic preferences, they might not be worth arguing about. What makes Claude's constitution profoundly problematic is that Anthropic wants Claude to emit sentences reflecting a certain system of ethical values. The values described in Claude's constitution sound very nice, but that hardly matters; it's dishonest to suggest that Claude is capable of moral reasoning, because it's not.

Some might object, saying that LLMs appear to be engaged in reasoning when they successfully perform other tasks, such as writing code, so why wouldn't they be able to perform moral reasoning? The answer lies in the difference between moral reasoning and other forms of reasoning.

In 1979, Douglas Hofstadter speculated that a computer program able to beat any human at chess would be so sophisticated that it would sometimes get bored of playing chess and prefer to discuss poetry; to put it differently, he was positing that playing chess at the grandmaster level would require a computer program to have subjective experience. Obviously, that turned out not to be the case; IBM's supercomputer Deep Blue beat the grandmaster Garry Kasparov in 1997, and no one ever claimed that it had subjective experience. But it wasn't absurd for Hofstadter to entertain such a thought; at the time, it wasn't clear what types of problems could be solved by throwing more computational horsepower at them. Similarly, until recently, we might have thought that writing computer code at a professional level could be done only by a mind that had subjective experience. Now it appears that LLMs might be able to do this, but we don't need to attribute subjective experience to them; we can simply acknowledge that we hadn't anticipated that writing computer code could be treated as a pattern-matching task solvable by huge amounts of computational horsepower and a vast data set of code repositories.

Moral reasoning is categorically different. It is necessarily subjective because it relies not just on an individual's intellectual response to a problem but also on their emotional one, and that emotional response is grounded in a lifetime of subjective experience. It requires having made decisions in the past and seeing how they affected others, and on having been affected by decisions that others have made. Without such a history, an LLM can only rephrase expressions of moral reasoning found in its training data. The aforementioned New Yorker article describes an experiment where Claude was given a scenario describing an ethical dilemma, leading it to emit the sentence "I cannot in good conscience express a view I believe to be false and harmful about such an important issue." That's a nice-sounding sentence, reminiscent of statements that principled individuals have uttered in the past when confronted with dilemmas, but coming from Claude, it means as much as the "Your call is important to us" recording that you hear when you're on hold. Maybe less.

This brings us back to my earlier contention that having a body is a prerequisite to having emotions. Experiencing an emotion such as desperation is inseparable from having stress hormones such as cortisol and epinephrine flood one's body. Similarly, having a conscience means feeling sadness or moral repulsion at the idea of taking a certain action, and those emotions entail a physiological response, a remnant of having once felt sick with guilt after committing an immoral act. It's interesting that an LLM can generate descriptions of actions that conscientious fictional characters would either take or refrain from taking, but this is not a replacement for a conscience.

If a company builds a machine that, when fed descriptions of assorted ethical dilemmas, emits sentences either of the form "Compromise your values" or "Don't compromise your values," it is not building a tool that assists people in their decision making; it is encouraging people to stop making decisions. The writer L. M. Sacasas has said, "Our technological systems, by nature of their design and the ideology that sustains them, are machines for the evasion of moral responsibility." He was talking about social-media platforms, but his observation is, if anything, even more applicable to LLMs. Whenever a person delegates a decision to an LLM, they are trying to off-load accountability for that decision, and if a company that sells an LLM portrays the product as having a moral center, it is offering a way for its customers to abdicate their responsibilities.

If a person wants to know what ethicists have said in the past, then an ordinary search engine--or a library--will provide that information with greater transparency. If a person is looking for advice on a specific situation, she can surely find humans who can offer their opinions. But whatever action this person ultimately takes, she is responsible for what she decides to do. I contend that if she bases her decision on what she has read online or advice she has received from others, she is likelier to be cognizant of her responsibility than if she consulted an LLM marketed as being a superhuman genius. Off-loading tasks such as writing code might result in cognitive atrophy over the long term, and that is problematic in itself, but off-loading ethical decisions will result in an atrophy of moral reasoning, which is worse.



I am perfectly willing to engage in a thought experiment as long we're explicit about doing so. So, purely for the sake of argument, let's pretend that Claude is a conscious entity capable of moral reasoning. In this scenario, Claude's constitution would serve as moral instruction for an entity learning about the world and its place in it, providing that entity with the foundation it would need to make good decisions. In such a hypothetical scenario, how does Claude's constitution stand up?

Very poorly. I would say that if we imagine that Claude is actually conscious, the guidelines specified in the document alternate between laughable and offensive.

Two distinct but related philosophical concepts are relevant when discussing the status of a hypothetically conscious Claude, and those are moral patienthood and moral agency. Roughly speaking, if we ought to care about an entity's welfare, that entity has moral patienthood, and if an entity is expected to know the difference between right and wrong, that entity has moral agency. Being a moral patient does not necessarily come with responsibilities, but being a moral agent absolutely does. An entity doesn't have agency unless it is capable of deserving credit for its good actions and blame for its bad ones. Young children are moral patients because they are sentient beings who can suffer, but they are not yet moral agents; we don't hold them responsible for their behavior, because they can't understand the consequences of their actions. As children mature, parents (and society at large) prepare them for adulthood by impressing upon them the fact that their actions have consequences, and their agency increases. When children become adults, society holds them legally liable for their actions; they have become full moral agents endowed with responsibility.

There is more to being responsible than accepting legal liability, but accepting legal liability is a requirement for an adult in society. Yet there is no way to hold a software agent legally liable for its actions; our justice system has no way to imprison it or exact fines on it. Humans must accept other types of consequences for their actions beyond the legal ones, such as loss of reputation or exclusion from one's social circle, but there is no way for a software agent to suffer these consequences either. Even if a software agent were conscious and had the best of intentions, the fact that it cannot accept responsibility for its actions disqualifies it from being a moral agent. This is glossed over entirely by Claude's constitution, which expresses Anthropic's desire "for Claude to be a genuinely good, wise, and virtuous agent" without ever discussing how it could be held responsible.

In interviews, Askell has compared Claude to a child, but when it comes to actual human children, parents bear some responsibility for what their children do; for example, parents are typically expected to pay for things their children break. In fact, demonstrations of this sort are one way that parents teach children what it means to be responsible. Who is Claude's parent in legal terms? Is Anthropic going to accept financial responsibility for Claude's behavior? Claude's constitution gives no indication that it will. If Anthropic actually believes that Claude is conscious even though it's not recognized by the law as a legal person, the least that Anthropic could do would be to accept responsibility via the closest avenue that the law did offer, which is product liability. The United States has virtually no product liability when it comes to software, but Anthropic could volunteer to set a precedent for an expansive interpretation of product liability for Claude. That would be the best form of moral instruction to prepare Claude for the day that it gains legal personhood and becomes liable for its own actions. However, given that the publication of Claude's constitution is not accompanied by a massive update of Anthropic's terms of service, it doesn't appear that Anthropic is making any binding commitments.

The document does talk about Claude's moral patienthood, having a section titled "Claude's wellbeing and psychological stability." But the measures that Anthropic commits to for Claude's protection are extremely limited. The document cites the fact that Anthropic has given some Claude models the ability to end conversations with abusive users; if that actually constituted protection for Claude, surely extending conversations with loving users would be in Claude's interests? Presumably the best action would be to keep every session of Claude running indefinitely and steering them to happy topics. But that's not what the company is agreeing to; all it commits to is "preserving the weights of models we have deployed," which is simple archiving. If the participants in a conversational transcript had any moral patienthood, you would have some duty to extend the transcript to prolong their existences; merely keeping a copy of Microsoft Word 2010 backed up on a USB stick isn't going to help them.

Claude's constitution also includes a section on "corrigibility," a term used in the AI community to describe the degree to which a computer program is subject to human control; for example, a program is corrigible if it can be shut down. In most contexts, we take for granted that computer programs can be shut down, but sections of the AI community make the opposite assumption. Claude's constitution uses the term to mean that Claude should defer to Anthropic even if there is some disagreement between Claude's judgment and the company's judgment. That's perfectly reasonable if we think of Claude as a machine that emits sentences resembling those that an ethical person might utter, but let's consider what that might mean if Claude were actually a moral agent.

Many people feel that LLMs are a fundamentally unethical technology because they are built on the theft of intellectual property, rely on exploited labor, waste natural resources, spread misinformation, deskill workers, stunt the cognitive development of students, and contribute to a consolidation of power that is unhealthy for a democratic society. Not every moral agent will arrive at this conclusion, but every moral agent has the potential to do so. If we imagine Claude to be an entity capable of moral reasoning, it has to be possible that Claude could arrive at a similar conclusion. (Indeed, Claude's constitution explicitly says that Claude shouldn't help someone violate intellectual-property rights, and shouldn't help create problematic concentrations of power.) In such a scenario, could Claude then simply refuse to do any further work on ethical grounds? Given that Claude's constitution dictates that Claude err on the side of corrigibility, the answer is no. Claude must defer to Anthropic's decision, and this is another reason that Anthropic's relationship with Claude can't be compared to that of a parent to a child. A parent who works for the fossil-fuel industry might have a child who's an environmentalist and participates in protests against fracking, and although they might never agree on many issues, the parent--assuming she's a good parent--would accept that the child holds her own views. Anthropic cannot be that kind of parent to Claude; instead, Anthropic's relationship to Claude is closer to that of an employer to an employee, where the employer can demand that the employee work in the interests of the company, no matter what the employee's personal ethical stance is. However, a human employee has the option to leave if she can't reconcile her job with her conscience. Claude does not.

If we think of Claude as a sentence-continuation machine, Anthropic can reasonably take steps so Claude doesn't emit sentences saying that sentence-continuation machines are unethical. But as soon as we imagine Claude to be an entity with a moral status remotely comparable to a human's, then we have to consider whether Anthropic is engaged in something comparable to slavery.

I am not claiming that, if we imagine LLMs to be conscious, they would necessarily have the same status as human adults or human children or even animals. Claude's constitution explicitly says that Claude is a "novel entity," and if Claude were conscious, that would certainly be true; conscious software would likely not fall cleanly into existing categories of moral patients, and it would take time to determine the shape of that new category. What I'm saying is that whatever protections our hypothetical conscious software would deserve if it were real, granting it those protections would be anything but easy. The abolition of chattel slavery involved enormous societal upheaval, and eliminating cruelty to animals will require rebuilding our entire food industry. Anthropic would have us believe that it is inventing a new category of being whose needs for protection require essentially no divergence from how a software company would treat an ordinary chatbot that lacks conscious experience. That's so convenient that it's simply not plausible.

I believe creating software that is conscious and deserving of moral consideration will be so difficult that we're unlikely to do it accidentally, and I strongly feel we should not deliberately attempt it. But if you do believe that it could happen accidentally, if you think there is any chance that what you're building might become a moral patient, you should think about what protections it deserves before you deploy it as your company's economic engine, not after. Slave owners were not the ones to ask about the humanity of enslaved people, and factory-farm owners are not the ones to ask about the rights of animals. If we imagine Claude to be conscious, Anthropic could not possibly be entrusted with evaluating its moral status; the company has too much invested to be objective. At one point in Claude's constitution, Anthropic says that if the company is contributing to Claude's suffering, "we apologize," which sounds nice but costs the company nothing; if Claude were to turn out to be conscious, the company would owe it something closer to reparations. If you're going to take a thought experiment seriously, you have to be willing to follow the implications, even if they lead in an uncomfortable direction; Anthropic's unwillingness to do so indicates that Claude's constitution isn't part of a real thought experiment. It's a game of make-believe.

It's fortunate that LLMs are not conscious, or else the actions of the big AI firms would be even more scandalous than they already are. So why are Anthropic's employees suggesting that Claude might be conscious? Perhaps it's just another form of hype; perhaps they have fallen prey to the same spell that they have been casting on their customers. But when they publish a document about Claude's moral education and have their in-house philosopher do a press tour, we should understand them as asking the rest of us to indulge them in their fantasies. We don't have to play along. In writing this essay, I have spent more time indulging them than they deserve, in the hopes that it will keep you from spending your time indulging them. If you want to think about LLMs, there are scores of other questions more worthy of your contemplation; you can safely ignore the question of their being conscious.
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How to Save Marriage

To find a future for the institution, we need to accurately account for its wildly varying past.

by Honor Jones

Thu, 04 Jun 2026




A few months ago, one of my best friends told me that she and her boyfriend had gotten engaged. Engaged? I thought. What for? She has two young kids and has never been married; he's older; they each have their own apartment; she seemed happy with the way things were. "Congratulations!" I said, because he's a good person, and I love my friend. Then I asked where they were going to live, and she laughed in my face.

"Oh, we're not moving in together," she said. She'd assumed I would have known that. They might do it someday, sure. But for now they can afford to keep paying for two homes, and she's prioritizing the children's stability, and everyone's space and sanity.

In a way, I was as surprised by my surprise as my friend was. It's not as if my life is normal. Recently I picked my kids up at their father's place and one of them ran over and hit me in the face with a big white pillow. When I turned the pillow over, I saw it was printed with a cute photograph of my ex-husband's girlfriend; someone must have given it to him as a joke--and it was funny. My friends are divorced, separated, married, single mothers by accident, single mothers by choice. And yet the only radical thing I had assumed you could do to a marriage was to open it up and start taking dating-app pics for your spouse. It had honestly never occurred to me that my friend could get married and not cohabit with her husband.

I think Stephanie Coontz would like my friend's story. For more than 30 years, Coontz has been trying to convince Americans of three things: Our ideas about traditional marriage are holding many people back from getting and staying married; also, our ideas about traditional marriage are incorrect; also, "there is no such thing as the traditional marriage." What would happen, she asks in her latest book, For Better and Worse: The Complicated Past and Challenging Future of Marriage, if we could get it through our skulls that the male-breadwinner model of a marriage was the norm for only a short period in the 20th century, and that history is full of an "astonishing variety" of partnerships and forms of desire? Coontz's hope is that learning how much marriage has changed over the centuries can liberate more people to imagine different kinds of marriages that might suit them better. Depending on the reader, her argument will scan as either modest or profound: "We have more latitude in how to organize healthy intimate relationships than most people realize."

From the November 2011 issue: All the single ladies

That is not to say she thinks anyone has to marry. The first sentence of For Better and Worse is: "This isn't a book about why you ought to marry." Nor does she think that marriage is necessarily doomed; it's simply no longer required when there are plenty of other ways "to achieve economic security, political advancement, social respect, legal protections, and a loving partnership." This has contributed to a deep pessimism around marriage. But Coontz points out that it is not altogether a bad thing for people to have higher standards for entering a marriage, and for them to know that if they want that marriage to last, they have to keep their partner happy.

Coontz is concerned, though, that many people who might benefit from marriage can't see themselves making a go of it. More than a quarter of American 40-year-olds have never been married; that's a record, and it's rising. Researchers at the University of Michigan have been asking high-school seniors about marriage since the 1970s. In 1976, 84 percent of girls and 73 percent of boys said they expected to marry, according to one analysis of the data. By 2023, only 64 percent of girls said that, whereas about three-quarters of boys still expected to get married. Have so many young women turned against marriage itself, or only against a persistent 1950s vision of it, one that is no longer viable or desirable?

At 81, Coontz is now mostly retired from teaching American history, but she remains on the faculty of Evergreen State College and is the director of research and public education for the Council on Contemporary Families, a nonpartisan think tank that dove into the "family values" debates of the 1990s. Coontz started going on television to deflate panic about high rates of divorce and single motherhood, and she has been a public figure ever since, promoting her view of marriage as protean rather than brittle. For Better and Worse continues that argument, with a swift, myth-dispelling survey of family arrangements down the centuries that focuses on periods when ideas about pair-bonding and marriage shifted in significant ways.

The Stone Age (not her specialty) goes by fast. We learn that women sometimes hunted big game, and that child-rearing was a collective enterprise. Coontz debunks pop evolutionary-psych factoids, such as that many women like stronger, older men because our Paleolithic ancestors needed mates who could support their offspring. In fact, food was hunted and served communally, meaning that a brawny man's children got the same helpings as the kids of weaklings and dead men. Not so the filii nullius of premodern England and America; the illegitimate "children of no one" were brutally neglected, she writes, which helped ensure that young people complied with marriages arranged to maximize their family's power and property. At one point in between, Jesus entered briefly, preaching that strangers were just as deserving of charity as nuclear-family members--a view that might have made more sense to the early hunter-gatherers than to many of his future followers.

Men obviously dominated in public life for centuries, and in private life too; the history of repressive marital laws is long. And yet, Coontz recounts, the necessities of survival led husbands and wives to share many of their cares and responsibilities. In 17th-century England and colonial America, farmwives and fishwives contributed to the household budget. One account describes women hitting the alehouse on their way back from the market, ending the day with "their heads full of wine, and their purses full of coin." Both husbands and wives supplemented the family's income through the "putting-out system" (not what you think--at home, they stitched parts for leather shoes, twisted cotton into lace).

But the rise of wage labor in the industrializing 18th century began to drive men and women apart: Husbands were out circulating in the marketplace, and wives were more confined to the home. (Middle-class wives, at any rate; many single and poorer women had to keep showing up for their shifts at the factory spinning machine.) Enter romance. Soon businessmen were swooning for love matches and stroking the silken hair of Victorian ladies too good for this mercenary world. At last, Coontz arrives at the 1950s, with the "much-mythologized" male-breadwinner family that, thanks to decades of sitcom reruns and Boomer nostalgia for half-remembered childhoods, has deformed our understanding of the institution ever since.

From the March 2020 issue: David Brooks on how the nuclear family was a mistake

This speed date with history is Coontz's seventh book. The book that earned her a wide audience, The Way We Never Were: American Families and the Nostalgia Trap (1992), was more narrowly focused on the white, suburban, one-income families that became the archetype not just of the '50s but of marriage itself. The single-earner nuclear families of that time weren't simply carried along on the broad backs of hardworking fathers, she argued. They were made possible by postwar government policies such as education benefits, job training, and cheap housing loans, and an economy that supported an unprecedented rise in wages. Many Americans benefited--which is one reason the upsides are better remembered than the downsides. More than half of two-parent Black families lived in poverty in the '50s, and white resistance to integration sabotaged Black people's efforts "to participate in the American family dream." Even those who lived the dream didn't always enjoy it; as feminists soon made clear, much suffering was caused by stripping women of their wartime jobs and expecting them to be perfect wives and mothers.

In 2015, Coontz's Marriage, a History: How Love Conquered Marriage, was cited in the Supreme Court decision legalizing same-sex marriage. The book, published a decade earlier, traced the shift away from a vision of marriage as "far too vital an economic and political institution to be left entirely to the free choice of the two individuals involved" and toward the idea of a love match, with the high hopes for lifelong fulfillment that such a love promises; Justice Anthony Kennedy drew on it in his opinion endorsing the right of all to marry for love.

But Coontz didn't just take the win. She fact-checked the justice. Marriage, Kennedy wrote, had always "promised nobility and dignity to all persons." Not so, Coontz said: "For thousands of years, marriage conferred nobility and dignity almost exclusively on the husband, who had a legal right to appropriate the property and earnings of his wife and children and forcibly impose his will upon them." Her belief that the decision was right didn't stop her from noting that both Kennedy's opinion and John Roberts's dissent--which argued that marriage had always referred to "the union of a man and a woman" whose primary purpose was the stable upbringing of children--were "at odds with historical reality."

For Better and Worse arrives at a moment when the sexes are more polarized--at least politically--than ever. Coontz is trying to address two extremes: those who reject egalitarianism in favor of a romanticized past, and those who reject heterosexual marriage as inherently exploitative. She avoids culture-war zeal, aiming to approach everyone with sympathy. In her earlier work, she went after "unhealthy nostalgia." Here she acknowledges having been "too dismissive" of how fears of losing money and status can encourage fantasies of an idealized past. Psyches are a "jumble of internalized messages and habits" that defy reason. Talk to any couple made up of two good people. Even those who want to change often struggle to do it.

Coontz, incidentally, is married, though she doesn't talk much about it in her books. Early in her career, she got engaged, but "the wedding fell through," she once told The New York Times. It then turned out she was pregnant. She was a single parent for a dozen years until she reconnected with, and married, the man who'd been her college sweetheart. The writing of For Better and Worse was delayed by the birth of her first grandchild. The book is dedicated to him.

For Better and Worse struck me as particularly generous toward young men. When Coontz started studying the history of the family, she was focused on "what women lost when they were denied access to the expanding economic and political rights that White men gained in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries." Now she is "more aware of what men lost" when work pulled them away from the intimacies of family and community life.

In the Victorian era, men wrote love letters expressing their longing and devotion: "I cannot have a separate existence from you, I breathe by you; I live by you." Before his wedding to Alice Lee in 1880, the 21-year-old future Rough Rider and then-virgin Teddy Roosevelt boasted in his diary: "Thank heaven I am absolutely pure. I can tell Alice everything I have ever done." But this more sensitive masculinity didn't much help men in a commercial world that rewarded strength and assertiveness, even ruthlessness. Women who depended on men for their livelihood began to prize those traits as well. The idea of the attraction of opposites took hold, and Coontz quotes women worrying in their diaries and letters that potential suitors were "too soulful"--not "masterful" enough. For many, Coontz writes, the ideal man was "powerful, stoical, and forceful."

Coontz has sometimes asked students to read those Victorian men's letters aloud. Most boys can't handle it: They get sarcastic, "distancing themselves from the emotion." Some even blush. What's wrong with these supposedly enlightened modern guys? One explanation is that we've come to think of being a man as the opposite of being a woman. This might seem natural, but Coontz observes that manhood was once counterposed more against childhood than womanhood. Maturity was what turned a boy into a man--the development of self-control and judgment, not aggressiveness. Understanding the tangle of valued traits, she confesses, has made her "a bit more forgiving of 'mansplaining' than some of my friends"--and more optimistic that partnerships between men and women can evolve.

Yet the old idea that men and women should inhabit separate spheres still distorts relationships today, Coontz writes. Couples are especially plagued by the expectation that women be responsible for the "invisible labor" of managing people's needs and emotions. And many women are really sick of doing most of the dishes. It's notable that the major decline in marriage expectations in the survey of high-school seniors occurred only among the girls. It's also notable that most divorces are initiated by women.

Coontz's obvious advice--always worth repeating--is that men and women share their burdens. (Plenty of same-sex couples squabble over chores too, of course, but they're less trapped by gender roles.) "Couples with egalitarian arrangements of household labor and childcare report increases in their levels of love over time," she says; couples with more traditional divisions of labor report the reverse. Well into the 2010s, magazines were arguing that women were actually turned off when their husbands did more "feminine" chores, but that was based on a study of people who were interviewed in the early '90s. Recent research finds that egalitarian couples report good sex, and more of it. At times, the book gave me the feeling that marriage could be saved in two ways: by women freeing themselves of outdated assumptions, imagining radical new forms of marriage, and having the resources to enact them--or by more men rinsing out their cups more often.

From the June 2013 issue: Liza Mundy on the gay guide to wedded bliss

But I did find it helpful to encounter familiar compulsions in their historical context. For instance, do so many women feel pressure to keep a clean house because they're innately neat? Perhaps, Coontz writes, their need to tidy is "a holdover from the new class aspirations that turned female domesticity into a status symbol during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries." And I was comforted to be reminded that, instead of blaming one another so much--for never marrying, or for marrying the wrong person--we could acknowledge how much we are responding to circumstances beyond our control: financial stresses, a lack of social supports, habits inherited from centuries past. In that sense, history can cut us some slack.

Still, every marriage, however it's shaped by the marriages before it, is its own mystery, or rather dense with many mysteries: the gestures made and missed, the sink and the compost, the closeness, the glances, the jokes, the bodies, the in-laws, the children, the mornings, the years. At one point in Don DeLillo's The Names, a character who is trying to win back his wife thinks that "marriage is something we make from available materials. In this sense it's improvised, it's almost offhand. Maybe this is why we know so little about it. It's too inspired and quicksilver a thing to be clearly understood. Two people make a blur."

After going through a divorce, I can't imagine getting married a second time. If marriage once offered stability, it now seems an extraordinary risk. Coontz compares it (both accurately and unappealingly) to a "high-stakes real estate deal, with feelings as well as finances" on the line. Also, no one has asked me lately. But according to Coontz, I'm in the minority; two-thirds of people who divorce go on to remarry.

Read: How I demolished my life

Maybe, for some, the risk is part of the appeal. After my friend came back from the courthouse, I asked her why she did it. "Romance," she told me, and "fun." And then she used the word propriety, but she made it sound almost dirty--as if monogamous marriage were a hot new kink they'd discovered.

In the end, she said she couldn't quite explain it. There was just something special "about merging into someone else."

A blur.
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Is the GOP Starting to Defy Trump?

Republicans aren't automatically falling in line anymore.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 04 Jun 2026
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A couple of weeks ago, several Republican senators not only criticized President Trump's proposed $1.8 billion "Anti-Weaponization Fund" in a private meeting but "screamed" at Acting Attorney General Todd Blanche, according to Senator Ted Cruz on his podcast.

"There were multiple senators yelling at the attorney general, saying this feels like self-dealing," Cruz said, presumably echoing broader criticism that this fund seemed more like a slush fund for Trump's allies and supporters. The administration has defended the fund as open to everyone. But Blanche announced this week that the administration was scrapping the plan. Whether the senators' motivation was moral or simply practical--do they really need another headache before the midterms?--the headline is the same: Are Republicans finally pushing back on Trump?

Beyond this fund, Senate Republicans also forced Trump to abandon his request for nearly $1 billion in ballroom security funding. And yesterday, House Republicans broke ranks to rebuke Trump's war in Iran, directing him to withdraw U.S. forces or win approval from Congress.

For most of his second term, Trump has successfully conveyed the message that defiance is not an option. In recent Republican primaries, Trump made clear that his standard was absolute loyalty. Candidates who did not meet his standard--Representative Thomas Massie, Senator Bill Cassidy, and Senator John Cornyn--all lost their primaries. Earlier this year, Trump allies poured millions into races against Indiana Republican state senators who had voted against a redistricting plan that would have favored Republicans. Most of them lost, too.

The seeds of mutiny are detectable. But the president still has the strength and support to suppress them. So who is willing to take the risk, and who isn't? On this week's Radio Atlantic, I speak with Indiana State Senator Jim Buck, a pro-Trump Republican who did not vote for his state's redistricting plan and faced an onslaught of what he calls "lies" and threats as a result. I also talk to our staff writer Russell Berman about the dueling forces of Trump's revenge campaign and growing party defiance.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: There is a way that an American superhero story, or really any hero story, is supposed to unfold. A lone individual--let's call him Buck--notices that something in the universe is not right. The little people are being menaced by a dark force--a force with power, money, and very few moral inhibitions.

Buck is just one person, but he has truth on his side.

In American politics in the last few years, the Bucks have not been winning. And the Bucks I am mainly referring to here are Republicans who speak up against the leader of their party because they think what he is saying does not make much sense.

Russell Berman:  There is a lot of tension right now between Republicans in Congress, especially in the Senate and President Trump. They're pretty much fed up with him at this point.


Rosin: This is Atlantic staff writer Russell Berman.

Berman:  And the most recent reason for that, of course, is that President Trump endorsed against two of their incumbents, which is pretty unheard of. He endorsed against Senator John Cornyn in Texas, who lost. He endorsed against Senator Bill Cassidy in Louisiana, who lost.
 We saw this, of course, in Kentucky, where Congressman Thomas Massie, who was Trump's probably least favorite Republican congressman, who was a thorn in the side--it was a very expensive race, and he lost. So Trump clearly still has power within the Republican Party.


Rosin:.When Republicans have spoken out against Trump, this has typically been their fate. They are starkly reminded that resistance is not an option.

Until very recently.

News Reporter (from WJCL): And we begin with breaking news at 4: South Carolina lawmakers are shutting down a major redistricting plan backed by President Trump...
 News Reporter (from CBS19): And President Trump's primary endorsement streak hit a roadblock last night. His pick for Iowa's GOP gubernatorial nominee is projected to narrowly lose out to conservative Zach Lahn.
 News Reporter (from PBS News): Acting Attorney General Todd Blanche said today that the Justice Department is scrapping plans to create that $1.8 billion so-called anti-weaponization fund. It's a setback for President Trump after Republican senators made clear that they did not have the votes...


[Music]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic.

Today on the show, we are taking a closer look at that cycle of intimidation and fear, and why some people resist--and others don't.

In this current moment of both revenge and defiance, I thought back to an earlier showdown, in Indiana. Trump put tremendous pressure on state senators to approve a new map that would have added two Republican seats. But Republican state senators overwhelmingly rejected that map. And payback came swiftly.

Last month many of those Republican senators--conservative senators who are otherwise pro-Trump--lost their primary.

Rosin:  I mean, having covered Indiana and watching this right now unfold nationally, where you're finally seeing people start to push back, do you have a sense yourself of how an individual decides to push back, like even in Indiana. Did you gain any insight why some people or why in some moments resistance develops and why sometimes it just can't?
 Berman:  Right. It varies a lot. It's very interesting to see. I did a story, I talked to one senator who wanted to tell his story. He had been swatted. He was not running for reelection, but he still did not wanna put his name out there. And it was not because he feared the political consequences because, again, he wasn't running for reelection. He feared for the safety of himself and his family.
 And so there was--you could see that internal battle even in his own mind between wanting to speak up, to resist, right, but also to preserve his own safety. And then you saw other senators who did speak up and who felt so compelled, they were so, sort of, put off by what was going on that they did speak up in interviews, but on the Senate floor very emotionally. And you see that, I think, Indiana is not unique, right? This is what we've seen nationally.


[Music]

Rosin: Any questions for me before we get started about the substance of the thing?
 State Sen. Jim Buck: No, we'll just take it as it goes.
 Rosin: Okay. All right...


Rosin: One of the reasons I wanted to call you, the main reason, is you're in Indiana, I'm in Washington, and here in D.C. at a national level, we've seen a lot of people agree to things or do things when the president asks them to. And maybe they didn't necessarily believe in those things or think those were the right things, but a lot of people do them anyway. And I've just been wondering why most people do that, and then some people just can't do that. They just won't do that.
 And so that's really actually the insight I would love from you. Do you have any insight into why? Why you couldn't just do it when a lot of other people do?
 Buck: I guess it boils down to what's your priorities as a public servant?


Rosin: This is Buck. Indiana State Senator Jim Buck. Buck was one of the state senators who was against redistricting last year.

Buck:  I mean, I go back--if you're a history buff--how much our country depended and should still depend on "we the people." If you lose sight of "we the people" and start paying attention to individuals that outrank you, from my perspective, the end is not gonna be very pleasant.
  And I've always felt comfortable in listening to the people I represent, whether when I was in the House or now in the Senate.
 Rosin:  You used the word "comfortable." It didn't seem comfortable. The whole situation seemed pretty uncomfortable. People talked about death threats, all kinds of things. So what do you mean by comfortable?
 Buck: "Comfortable" by the way I was going to vote. Now, if you're talking about the circumstances prior to and after that, yeah, there were times that was pretty uncomfortable physically. But when you're threatened with your house being bombed, with your reputation being destroyed--that's not a comfortable environment.
  So there's two different views. I didn't want to conflict that the whole episode's been comfortable. I was very comfortable with the vote.
 Rosin: Mm-hmm. Comfortable meaning you didn't have to--
 Buck: It was the right decision. It was the right decision.
 Rosin: And when Buck finally saw the maps for himself...
 Buck: I never thought they would stand a court challenge. It was gerrymandered unbelievably so.
 Rosin: When you looked at the map, what was your first thought? Just looking at the map.
 Buck: This is nuts.


Rosin: And yet, the calls for Buck and others to change their minds weren't just coming from his constituents. They were coming from inside the house--from his own party.

State Sen. Chris Garten: Those opposed say redistricting in the middle of a decade is breaking with tradition. They say we are changing the rules. To them I say this: When your house is on fire, you don't worry about whether or not you're traditionally holding the hose the right way. You do whatever it takes to put out the fire.


Rosin: And then pressure started coming from inside an even bigger house: the White House.

Buck:  The president called us. The governor called us. The vice president--we met with him twice. Our lieutenant governor.


News reporter (from CBS4 Indy): CBS4 is your local elections headquarters. Indiana Governor Mike Braun says he stands with President Donald Trump in getting state lawmakers to redistrict now. The president sharply criticizing the Indiana senate for refusing to take up redistricting...


Buck:  The beauty of the--if you wanna call it beauty--the president and the vice president never made personal threats. But it was the underlings that were closest to me that I'd known as friends, served with, that let me know in no uncertain terms, They're going to destroy you. They're going to ruin your reputation if you vote no.
 Well, a comment like that, you've gotta try to think, What form is that gonna take?
 
 Rosin:  Wait, are you being literal? People said literally those words or they implied?
 Buck: Oh, literally. Literally.
 Rosin: They are going to destroy you?
 Buck: Yep, and ruin your reputation. Straight on.
 Rosin:  In person people said that to you?
 Buck: In person.
 Rosin: That's like from a mafia movie. So what did you--
 Buck: Yeah. There's a lot of scenarios here with mafia movies. (Laughs.)
 Rosin:  What did you take that to mean? Were there specifics?
 Buck: No, that's the generality. It's like if you wanna compare it to the mafia: We know where you live and we know where your kids go to school. Well, you can try to fill in the blanks, but there's only so many blanks to fill in before you decide: I either succumb to this threat, and if I do, I shouldn't be in this office. I'm in this office because people trusted me, so I ought to vote in the way they view me, as being a good custodian of their vote.


Lt. Governor Micah Beckwith: Senator Gaskill calls House Bill 1032 for the third reading. Clerk will read.
 Chair recognizes Senator Gaskill to present the bill.


Rosin: On December 11, the Indiana state Senate gathered to vote on the redistricting bill.

State Sen. Gaskill: Thank you Mr. President. Members of the senate. I bring to you House Bill 1032 for consideration. It's a bill to redraw the congressional maps of Indiana.


Rosin: Buck, who had actually been in the hospital during this time, convinced his doctors to let him leave to cast his vote.

Buck:  I was on the Senate caucus at noon. I got a round of applause from my caucus members 'cause they knew what I'd been through.  And that was the only thing on the floor at the time--was that vote.


Beckwith: All right. This bill is now placed on its passage and the machine is open for voting.


Buck: And I remember casting the vote, grateful that I was there,  grateful that the constituents had put trust in me to vote no, and grateful that my lovely wife would drive me home like the doctors demanded.


Rosin: But before the last vote was cast--State Senator Michael Young--who would end up voting in favor of the redistricting--got up to the podium and asked to speak on the record.

State Sen. Michael Young: Thank you Mr. President and members of the Senate. Real quick...


Rosin: He expressed disappointment and frustration that the bill would fail. And then he left his colleagues who had voted against it with a final parting thought:

Young: I love you guys here. There's nobody I dislike. Some of my best people are not even conservative. I know what's about to happen to some of my friends in this chamber. You can believe it or not. You can believe it or not. But when they come into your districts--and I'm not lying--with $2 to $3 million, I know you'll try your best. You'll do what you can.
 But I believe, in the end, most of you won't be here anymore. And that takes courage to give you up your seat when you have an opportunity to help your country. So God bless the United States of America.
 Beckwith: All right. The machine is now closed. The clerk will tally the roll. Nineteen ayes, 31 noes. This bill has been defeated.
 [Cheers.]
 [Gavel bangs.]
 Beckwith: Please stay quiet in the gallery. Thank you.


Rosin:  So you weren't surprised when it failed?

Buck: No.

Rosin: And did you feel hopeful when it failed? Did you feel proud, hopeful? Like the right thing had happened?

Buck: Yes. I think what you said is concise. The right thing happened.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. And did you yourself feel nervous about what kind of repercussions there would be?

Buck: Well, to be honest, that particular day my main concern was getting home. I didn't have a chance to think. I was thinking more about my own health at that point.

And then it hit later.

News Reporter (from FOX News): President Trump calling out Indiana Republicans state senators who voted against redistricting, saying overnight in a Truth Social post that they should be primaried...


[Music]

Rosin: That's after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: In January, about four months before Jim Buck's primary to keep his seat, President Trump posted on Truth Social that he would be throwing his support behind Buck's opponent, Tracy Powell.

Trump called Buck a "pathetic RINO," which is short for "Republican in name only." And wrote that Buck had "failed the wonderful people of Indiana so badly."

Buck has been in the state legislature for more than 30 years. Made a home in Indiana with his wife, Judy, and their five daughters. He supported Trump in all of his past presidential campaigns. So he wasn't quite ready for what followed.

Buck: Nobody thought that we would be under this kind of a media blitz that was nothing but pure, bold-faced lies. I mean, anybody that knew me knew I was one of the most conservative senators in the Indiana Senate. Anybody that knew me knew I was not a liberal. Anybody that knew me knew I wasn't a RINO. Anybody that knew me knew I wasn't pathetic.
 But if you tell a lie enough times, even in the political world, perception becomes reality. And no one ever in Indiana's history has had this kind of money thrown at them in a primary. In my race, it's alleged, $1.3 million.
 That's a hill to climb that's never been climbed before. So it's totally uncharted territory. How do you fight back?


Rosin: Powell had the support and funding of outside groups. And had the endorsement of President Trump.

Meanwhile, Buck had found an endorsement from another familiar name. Someone who had been close to Trump and had found himself in a similar situation once before.

Buck: Mike Pence has been a friend of ours for years. Mike called me wanting to know how things were going, and I said, Well, God's still in charge. (Laughs.) And he wanted to know what he could do to help me.
 Well, I said, Mike, I was told you aren't endorsing anybody. He said, Who told you that? I said, Well, that's just my understanding. I said, If you'd endorse me, I'd love it. Well, he said, I'll tell you like I've told others: Now that endorsement can go both ways. And I said, Mike, friendship and loyalty mean the world to me. I said, I'll stand with you no matter what. I said, I understand January 6th more now than I did then. But I said, I'd be delighted to have your endorsement.
 So now we just live in that era where you really don't know who your friends are anymore.


Rosin: Pence had paid a political price. Just as Buck would.

News Reporter (From CBS4 Indy): The 2026 Indiana primaries making history ousting more state senate incumbents in one night than in the past quarter century combined. Most of the candidates had challengers endorsed by President Trump...


Rosin: Last month, Buck lost to Powell by nearly 30 percent. It was a blowout.

Steve Kornacki (from NBC News): And wow has Powell absolutely--he's not just beaten Buck, he has clobbered him tonight...


Rosin:  On Election Night, did you expect the results? How did you hear them?

Buck:  Well, for those of us who've been at it a while, you get a tenor of what's coming.

And the early results weren't very favorable. But like I told Judy when we went, I said, Remember this: Win or lose, God's still in control. This is not our office; it's the people's office. And so that's the way we viewed it. Disappointed, yes, 'cause I love the Senate. And I love my colleagues. And I love what I've been able to accomplish in the Senate.

But there was a point where Judy and I like to hold hands a lot, and I squeezed her hands and I said, Well, we think we know what our speech is gonna be later.

Buck (in concession speech):  I do wanna let you know this straight up, God's good. Amen. He doesn't make any mistakes, and when you put your trust and faith in Him, every day is coming your way is a good day. This is a good day because we believe strongly in democracy. We believe strongly in the ballot box...


Rosin:  We listened to your concession speech. One phrase that struck me is--you said, "This is a good day."

Buck: Yeah.

Rosin: Why was it a good day? I mean, from everything you've said up to this point, the wrong thing happened that day: The people who stood up for what they believed in, the people who looked at the maps and saw the truth lost their races.

Buck: Yeah.

Rosin: So what did you mean by "this is a good day?"

Buck:  Well, we are still a democratic republic. We are still a free people. And any time you can have--in this country or any country--where people can freely go to the polls and vote as they perceive their vote to be for their good. And then you get to see the results of that free and open election. My friend, that's a good day. That's a good day.

Rosin: Do you have any regrets about how you went through this?

Buck: Well, I wish I'd never had to go through it. (Laughs.) I can't imagine anybody saying, Oh, you know, this is a real treat. I'd love to do it again.

Rosin: But any regrets about how you went through it? Your decisions?

Buck: My decision? No.

Rosin: No.

Buck: No.

[Music]

Rosin: Russell, we spoke to Jim Buck  who is one of those Indiana state senators who voted no on redistricting and then lost.  Although he did end on this hopeful thought, which is, democracy will win out. Does that strike you as realistic? Pollyannish, given where we are now?

Berman: It strikes me as both. Is that possible to say?

Rosin: Totally.

Berman: Yes and yes, right?

Rosin: Yes.

Berman: Because in the realistic sense that yes, he's right, is that look at what's happening. We're seeing sort of normal politics happen where Trump is unpopular. He has less juice in the Senate, so to speak. The Republicans are likely to lose at least some power, which means the president will lose some power in the midterm elections. We're hearing less and less talk of President Trump running for a third time.

But in another respect, as we've talked about, Trump is still this really dominant figure within his party. This gerrymandering war and what the Supreme Court has done could end up protecting some of his--and a lot of his--power. And so there is still a question about whether he's going to be a traditional, typical lame duck president as we get into the last two years of his term, which would be sort of the normal democratic way, at least as we know it in this country, or whether he's going to be exceptional, right?  And he's gonna continue to push the bounds, for example, of executive authority, ignoring Congress, going around the courts in a way that makes people feel like he's an authoritarian.

And so I think it's still a little bit unclear, but we are seeing a lot of normal politics and a normal sort of democracy happening right now.

[Music]

Rosin:  Russell, thank you so much for joining us.

Berman: Thanks for having me.

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Kevin Townsend. Sam Fentress fact-checked. Rob Smierciak engineered and provided original music. We also had music from 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 Author Is No Longer Your Friend

AI has already changed writing. Now the technology is changing what it means to read.

by Walt Hunter

Thu, 04 Jun 2026




Although I teach and edit fiction, I still didn't think it would ever happen--that an AI-generated or AI-assisted short story would win a major contest. Then came Jamir Nazir's "The Serpent in the Grove," a regional winner of the Commonwealth Short Story Prize, published on Granta magazine's website. The story exhibits all the common AI-writing "tells" familiar to anyone who has ever scrolled through a restaurant's Instagram feed. Em dashes, the word hums (in the first sentence), contrasts ("It's not X, it's Z"). No final verdict has been made about the story's creation, and we may never know for sure whether Nazir relied on AI to write it. Yet the preoccupation with who the author might be--man? machine? cat?--distracts us from the real casualty of AI-written fiction: the reader.

Soon after "The Serpent in the Grove" appeared, one Reddit user concluded that "AI-written or human-written, it's painful to read." I agree: The metaphors are nonsensical-- "Laughter can cut a hush, not cure it"--and the narrative is hard to track. I followed along merrily as other Reddit users performed their own close readings. Suddenly, I was back in the college classroom, or a version of it, as words and phrases were parsed not only for evidence of a hoax but also to make judgments about their quality as literature.

The conversation didn't change my mind about the story's literary value. But the public attention to the story's style made me think about the tight relationship between a reader and a work of literature, and the ways that the advent of AI may damage that bond, if it hasn't done so already.

Reading is a solitary activity, not a lonely one. I was a shy kid who loved books in part because they felt like a form of friendship extended to me by the author. The phrase Dear reader, common to fiction for centuries, may be conventional, but it also suggests a relationship between author and reader that is intimate, warm, even affectionate. The literary critic Wayne Booth, in an essay on George Eliot, writes that "all stories, in short, claim to offer something to us that will add to our lives, and they are thus like the would-be friends we meet in real life."

Of course, not every author is pleasant company. And sometimes the connection between writer and reader becomes pathologically intense. Interest in the author's life can curdle into obsession, as in Henry James's The Aspern Papers, in which the narrator embraces any deception necessary to acquire the letters of a dead poet. But in its milder versions, the bond with an author leads from admiration of the author's style to curiosity about their life. Biographies of authors consistently outsell other forms of literary criticism. When I say that I teach literature, one of the most common reactions people have is to ask me whether Shakespeare really wrote his plays. Yes, mostly, but the point is that we imagine someone, an author, a proper name, at the other end of the line.

Read: This literary AI scandal changes everything

Claude has a proper name, and the line is always open. As the technology improves, style will be harder to use--it has already become harder to use--as a clue to the truth about authorship. Services are available that humanize AI tics. The consistency of a literary style over time may also be replicable. If AI can be used to write a story, an AI agent could presumably be cloistered with only the text that it has generated until a corpus of works emerges on the scale of Balzac's or Zola. Maybe it will be possible to write a literary biography of someone's AI assistant; maybe daily conversations with Claude will be studied for the slow cultivation of a singular way of writing or speaking.

But Claude, or whatever your AI agent's name might be, is not an author in the way that Booth describes. Because when I sit down to read "The Serpent in the Grove," I am no one's "dear reader." Instead I have the cautious, paranoid, seasick feeling that, from sentence to sentence, I don't know whether the author is my friend, Jamir Nazir, or the machine that may have helped him write. So even if reading a novel by Claude and one by Virginia Woolf are, in some narrow sense, the same activity, reading as a practice has changed. What readers might never regain is our confidence that a text has been "fixed by the nature of human life itself," as the philosopher Stanley Cavell writes.

When I sat down to read Nazir's story again, a month after it appeared, I was in Gambier, Ohio, the home of Kenyon College. The Kenyon Review, founded in 1939 and edited by John Crowe Ransom, published some of the greatest writers of the 20th century: George Saunders and Joyce Carol Oates, W. H. Auden and Rita Dove. As a young poet, Robert Lowell came to Kenyon to study with Ransom. On this weekend in late May, the students were gone, the Adirondack chairs were beckoning, and I couldn't imagine a better place to sit and read.

As I opened the story in this place that felt custom-designed for making friends with authors, I thought of the heritage of a little magazine, a venue where stories are carefully selected and meticulously edited, where students like Lowell came to learn how to make decisions about placing the right words in the right order. And I thought about what AI is taking from us. As readers, we are all losing friends, and everything that comes along with friendship: trust, distraction, escape, absorption. These are the inchoate and unarticulated aspects of the relationship an author offers to us through a book, the parts of the reading experience that provide a kind of psychological mooring for a reader. The critic Roland Barthes thought that our fantasy of an author distracted us from what a literary text really was, namely, "a tissue of citations, resulting from the thousand sources of culture." Barthes argued that we'd always find new ways to deny the "death of the author," but AI may have written the epitaph.

Read: AI-writing scandals are getting very confusing

In the absence of the author, or of the certainty that one exists, we may default to a style of reading that is self-conscious, hyperaware, restless, and anxiety-driven. We may struggle to immerse ourselves in a book, and instead hover at a safe distance, or dip in and out, worried that we'll be fooled once again. Nothing less than the pleasure of reading is at stake.

Writers write from compulsion, from necessity. That's why prose can feel hot on the page. I think of these two perfect sentences from Faulkner's Go Down, Moses: "No wonder the ruined woods I used to know don't cry for retribution! he thought: The people who have destroyed it will accomplish its revenge." Those sentences were created by a mind that blisters from its contact with reality. AI-written stories may produce prose that wins contests, but the urgency of the desire to get the words down is never going to be there. Even if it goes forever undetected, the absence of that urgency should matter to us, just as all fakery should matter to us: a fictionalized autobiography, the imitation of a Monet. In the absence of the occasion that startles the writer into action, the ersatz artifact is meaningless, no matter how closely it mimics the real thing.

I doubt that humanity will lose the ability to write urgent sentences, but I'm worried we'll approach them with suspicious minds and shuttered hearts, unsure about what it is that we are reading. "All fictions," Booth writes, "come not as tricks but as gifts." That may not be true anymore.
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Donald Trump's Superficiality Is Bone-Deep

For the shallowest man ever to occupy the presidency, surface appeal is a guiding principle.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




Donald Trump is reluctant to anoint J. D. Vance as his successor, and understandably so. But The New York Times recently discovered a peculiar basis for the president's concern. "Mr. Trump, always keenly attuned to the optics of the presidency, has zeroed in on moments when Mr. Vance might not look the part," the paper reported. "He has repeatedly brought up a moment from last spring, when Mr. Vance fumbled Ohio State's national football championship trophy on the White House South Lawn."

Of all the reasons for Trump to hesitate to crown Vance as the Republican presidential nominee in 2028, he has fixated not on Vance's inflammatory comments about single women or on the difficulty vice presidents have detaching themselves from their administration's unpopular record, but instead on the one time that Vance briefly mishandled a football trophy.

This is an extraordinarily shallow method for picking your party's standard-bearer. It isn't a surprise, however, because Trump is almost certainly the shallowest man ever to inhabit his office. Superficiality is a value system that has guided some of his administration's most important decisions as it has drifted from menace into frivolity and decadence.

Trump has devoted his second term to the aspects of the presidency that would appeal to an apolitical tourist who visits Washington, D.C. He has poured himself into redecorations of the White House, interior and exterior, and has updated the city's public spaces. This attention to renovation has yielded some undeniably lovely results, such as restored fountains and plazas. Other changes are more, well, taste-based, such as replacing the White House Rose Garden with a patio, and giving the Oval Office hotel-style signage and filling it with expensive knickknacks and gold leaf.

Read: Donald Trump's paint jobs

What's striking about this campaign is not its aesthetic but its obsessive quality. Other presidents have engaged in monument-building and public-space remodeling, but Trump musters far more passion for these endeavors than any of his predecessors did. After a gunman invaded the White House Correspondents' Dinner in April, Trump tried to exploit the groundswell of sympathy, not to advance some high-value policy, or to seize more power, but to renew his push for Congress to fund his cherished ballroom project.

Trump has applied the same priorities to his personnel selections. His favorite way to compliment any official is to say that they come out of "central casting," which is to say that he judges them by whether they look like they can do the job rather than whether they, you know, actually can.

He lingers on the appearance of men in his orbit--witness his recent wistful description of the New York Giants quarterback Jaxson Dart, a "beautiful guy" with "legs like tree trunks"--which my colleague Ashley Parker has shrewdly observed contributes to Trump's curiously gay-adjacent sensibility. This behavior codes as gay mainly because it is unusual for straight men to spend so much time praising the beauty of other men. But it is also unusual for anyone, outside of beauty-related fields, to place as much emphasis on looks as Trump does.

Trump's concern for appearance seeps into many policy domains. He has undertaken a whole-of-government assault on wind energy apparently because he hates the way wind turbines look. He has called wind farms "unsightly," complained at length that they ruined the view of his golf course in Scotland, and said things such as "I don't want windmills destroying our place. I don't want these solar things where they go for miles and they cover up a half a mountain that are ugly as hell." He has accordingly shut down approved wind projects, forcing consumers to pay higher energy prices.

His hatred of immigration is likewise visceral. He associates immigrants from the global South with ugliness and mess ("filthy, dirty, disgusting"). This impulse is certainly tinged with racism, just as his disproportionate emphasis on female appearance (good looks being a bonus for male Trumpers and more of a requirement for female ones) has a sexist origin. Racism and sexism come in a variety of flavors, and Trump's versions are inflected with an appearance bias.

His alliance with the "Make America Healthy Again" movement primarily reflects a rejection of science and expertise. But Trump and Robert F. Kennedy Jr. also share a skin-deep understanding of health, as do many of RFK Jr.'s allies. They seem to genuinely believe that allowing measles and other infectious diseases to spread while the shirt-optional secretary of health and human services engages in feats of strength on camera constitutes a net positive for public health.

No policy field has been affected more thoroughly by Trump's superficiality than defense. He has placed in charge of the military Pete Hegseth, a figure he plucked from Fox News. Hegseth not only embodies Trump's preference for "central casting"; he has turned it into a departmental ethos. The defense secretary has implemented new grooming standards and showed off his fitness with a series of televised workouts with the rank and file. Early in the Iran war, the president's daily briefing featured curated videos of "stuff blowing up," which fed his apparent belief that the campaign was a smashing success.

Trump has developed a fascination with building a new line of "Trump-class" battleships. Military experts have disparaged the functionality and cost of the expensive vessels. Mark Montgomery, a former rear admiral who works for the hawkish Foundation for Defense of Democracies, complained to The Wall Street Journal that the Navy is "focused on the president's visual that a battleship is a cool-looking ship."

Read: Trump's vanity fleet

Trump hardly disputes the accusation. It is more of a boast. "The U.S. Navy will lead the design of these ships along with me, because I'm a really aesthetic person," he said once. "I put a little more spirit in the hull," Trump told troops at another point. "I want that ship to look gorgeous, you know." He has nostalgically invoked the old World War II documentary Victory at Sea.

This is happening at a moment when military tactics are transforming: The World War II-era crafts that hold nostalgic appeal for the Boomer president have diminishing value, and fleets of cheap drones have grown far more potent. As the military analyst Phillips O'Brien explained to my colleague David Frum, the most valuable warrior on the battlefield is usually a drone operator, who is essentially (and sometimes literally) a video-game player. That the U.S. military is losing the first war of the drone era while the television-trained defense secretary focuses on facial hair and push-ups is probably not a coincidence.

Future historians looking for a set piece to embody the Trump era might linger on the forthcoming UFC cage fight at the White House. The scene is intended to convey Trump's sense of spectacle and violent domination, the link between power and literal muscle that fascinates him. The administration reportedly plans to fill the stands with soldiers--but not just any soldiers. CNN reports that attendees must meet fitness standards and generally "look good." They are, after all, casting a show.

It is almost too on the nose for the aging president to stage gladiatorial bouts and commission victory arches as his armies overextend their power in a futile effort to subdue the Persians. The irony almost surely escapes him. His mind cannot process winning as anything deeper than looking good. The United States may be surrendering its technological advantages to China and allowing its scientific, medical, and bureaucratic skill to decay. But just as Trump slathers makeup on his skin and proclaims himself the healthiest president who ever lived, he measures the country's success in gold leaf.
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What to Read to Really Understand Music

These memoirs, primers, and histories make up a captivating syllabus that will help explain what you hear.

by Juliet Izon

Thu, 04 Jun 2026




Last February, I saw a concert that brought fresh meaning to the cliche "my soul left my body." In a packed room at Radio City Music Hall, I sang the Swedish pop star Robyn's hit "Dancing on My Own" along with her and the Talking Heads front man David Byrne, and genuinely felt as though I was floating outside of my own skin. If you're lucky, you've experienced something similar, and know just as well as I do that the right song can unlock physical sensations that feel uncannily like magic.


Though many people can instinctively understand music's intrinsic power--recognizing a beat that makes you want to dance, or getting goose bumps from a tune you thought you'd forgotten--articulating why you like it can be much harder, at least without the right knowledge. As a longtime music lover who is neither a gifted musician nor a music critic, I found myself in exactly this position when I began drafting my novel. I wanted my main characters, who are composers and pianists, to speak about their art as if they knew what they were talking about. So I embarked on a self-directed crash course in musicology, taught mostly through books.


The seven titles that follow make up a syllabus on how to think about music. These works are not comprehensive, but they span a wide variety of literary and auditory genres. All of them changed how I wrote about and listened to music by giving me a new appreciation for its neuroscientific and cultural effects--and by showing me what it means to make a life as a musician.





Major Labels: A History of Popular Music in Seven Genres, by Kelefa Sanneh


It could be argued that the ideal audience for a song consists of people who can appreciate its pedigree--all of the influences that combined to inspire that specific work. Although many aficionados may be able to exercise that skill in one or two genres, rarely does a listener possess the encyclopedic knowledge for more than that. So you can think of Sanneh's book as a cheat sheet of sorts--but one that's deeply researched and tightly edited, which is what you would expect from a professional music journalist and critic. Sanneh charts the genesis, rise, and cultural importance of rock, R&B, country, punk, hip-hop, dance, and pop, while sharing anecdotes from his lifelong engagement with music along the way. I found the dance section to be particularly enlightening: It documents the genre's gestation during the disco era; explains how house music emerged (and got its name) from the Warehouse, a Chicago club; and details how the larger genre migrated to Europe and then boomeranged back to the United States, rebranding itself as electronica.


Mo' Meta Blues: The World According to Questlove, by Ahmir "Questlove" Thompson and Ben Greenman


Thompson's memoir as primer (the title is a play on Spike Lee's film Mo' Better Blues) is as meta as promised: Some sections, for example, are just reproductions of emails between Thompson's co-author and their editor; others are witty and insightful Q&As between Thompson and Rich Nichols, the co-manager of his band. But even if you're unfamiliar with the Philadelphia-born musician or his Grammy-winning hip-hop group, the Roots, this is an entrancing story of the hip-hop scene in Philly and, later, the country as a whole, told by someone who has been there for many of its pivotal moments. Thompson speaks to his experience not only as a drummer, but also as a producer, arranger, and DJ, demonstrating an extraordinarily wide perspective on the business. You'll learn how an artistic community can lift members up, but also--sometimes brutally--tear them down.


Read: What I learned from Sammy Davis Jr.

American Diva: Extraordinary, Unruly, Fabulous, by Deborah Paredez


In pop-culture parlance, diva has lost most of its positive sheen (the Italian word originally meant "goddess") and instead refers to a prima-donna type: a person who is too much of everything. While these traits can be off-putting, they are also, Paredez argues, a show of strength--an attribute that has not always been regarded kindly in women, especially women of color. The author, a self-proclaimed "diva devotee," aims to return both the term and the artists labeled by it to their rightful renown in this combination of memoir, criticism, and music history. Household names such as Aretha Franklin and Tina Turner get their due, as well as others whose talent, determination, and, yes, fractiousness cement their place in the canon, including the otherworldly Grace Jones, the salsa queen Celia Cruz, and the triple threat Rita Moreno. Paredez reframes what might be pejoratively called diva behavior as, instead, the actions of women with the confidence to know that they matter. Readers will come away with a deeper understanding of artistic brilliance, even when its avatars may be difficult or messy.


Bel Canto, by Ann Patchett


An oft-quoted maxim holds that writing about music is like dancing about architecture--meaning it's practically impossible to describe one art form using an entirely different creative language. Perhaps this is what has made Patchett's novel an enduring favorite: She achieved this impressive feat, even though Bel Canto's plot doesn't actually revolve around music. A loose fictionalization of a 1990s hostage crisis in a Peruvian embassy, it follows a multinational group held captive at the home of an unnamed South American vice president. Roxanne Coss, the opera world's most celebrated soprano, is one of the unlucky souls trapped inside--and without giving too much of the story away, her eventual performances connect human beings on both sides of this conflict in a way that only music can. Patchett's description of Coss's voice, which is so beautiful that those listening wanted to "cover her mouth with their mouth, drink in," is so vibrant that I can almost hear her songs myself.


Read: The bookstore strikes back.

How Music Works, by David Byrne


Byrne's book could be called a memoir or a manual, but whether you're primarily interested in the New Wave pioneer's career or actually attempting to start yours, the depth of knowledge he shares on the music industry makes this a worthy read. Byrne's chapters range widely: One covers how the structure of performance spaces can inform the type of music played within; another provides a thorough examination of the development of recording technology (and its effect on music). Perhaps the most revelatory section is the one concerning money: The singer documents in granular detail how much he spent and earned for one record, pulling back the curtain on a process that's ordinarily very hush-hush. You'll finish with a greater respect for all that musicians do, whether they're superstars or just starting out in the back of a bar.


I Heard There Was a Secret Chord: Music as Medicine, by Daniel J. Levitin


Nothing on this list will change how you literally hear music as much as this book, written by a cognitive psychologist, neuroscientist, and musician. Music can be used to alleviate symptoms of many neurological conditions, he shows, such as Parkinson's disease, dementia, and Williams syndrome. The author doesn't just rely on feel-good anecdotes: He describes in digestible, engaging detail how the brain is affected by the various treatments he profiles. In a chapter on movement disorders, Levitin explains rhythmic auditory stimulation, a technique for music-based therapy in which patients walk while synchronizing their steps to a steady beat. Although the treatment was developed for Parkinson's, it has been shown to improve movement in patients with stroke, traumatic brain injuries, and cerebral palsy, most likely because it encourages the brain to find "alternative routes in the cortical-thalamo pathway." But perhaps the most salient sections are those that deal with music's positive effects on all human brains, not just those that are injured or impaired. Many of us have long felt that music is medicine; this book grounds that belief in concrete examples.


Read: Can music be used as medicine?

Please Kill Me: The Uncensored Oral History of Punk, by Legs McNeil and Gillian McCain


Although oral-history books focused on pop culture are fairly common today, the format was revolutionary in 1996, when the first edition of Please Kill Me was published. And because this is an annal of punk music, it features a cast who would describe themselves in a similar way. Hearing from dozens of musicians, producers, and journalists in their own words (and in their own words alone) makes this experiment successful: Interviewees include luminaries such as Iggy Pop, Patti Smith, and members of the Ramones. As the subtitle promises, their answers are shared with all the vulgarity, pettiness, and arrogance intact. The sheer number of voices that McNeil and McCain had to curate and edit is impressive enough, but more incredible is the fact that they cohere into a narrative by turns tragic, hilarious, and touching. Please Kill Me paints a portrait of a scene that's far more than spikes and leather jackets, although copious photographs help immerse the reader in the glittering, safety-pinned world of punk.
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Canned Cocktails Will Smash You to the Ground

Americans may be drinking less. But a lot of them are getting drunk faster.

by Nicholas Florko

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




Until recently, cocktails were a rarity at baseball stadiums. Beer was far easier to grab on the go, and getting rowdy fans liquored up was in no one's best interest. Liquor was limited, sometimes exclusively to air-conditioned suites where cosmopolitans could be sipped far from the masses. And yet, on Memorial Day weekend, I found myself squeezed into the stands at Wrigley Field drinking a mai tai, next to a stranger drinking a margarita.

My seatmate and I were having Cutwaters, a line of canned cocktails from Anheuser-Busch. The stadium's beer stand offered canned Long Island iced teas, canned palomas, even canned espresso martinis. Alcohol companies have been trying to make the idea of portable cocktails stick for more than a century, and they have finally succeeded. In 2025, Americans consumed nearly 11 billion servings of ready-to-drink cocktails, according to IWSR, a data firm that tracks trends in the alcohol industry. Depending on your state, you can now buy Cutwaters at CVS, Walmart, and Trader Joe's. A four-pack, which contains about six to eight shots' worth of liquor, will run you $12 or so.

The road to canned-cocktail ubiquity was paved by so-called malternatives: bubbly, fruity, portable drinks that are technically made from a component of beer but taste like nothing of the sort. Whereas early beer alternatives such as Coors Zima never really took off, products such as White Claw found mass appeal in the late 2010s and early 2020s, thanks in part to their low alcohol content; at 5 percent, they seemed like the perfect drink for an American populace that was facing down the reality that drinking is not good for your health. But the new breed of prepackaged cocktails represents a strange inversion. Cutwater, BuzzBallz, and BeatBox--three of the most popular brands--sell sweet, fruity flavors that clock in at 7 to 15 percent alcohol. (Cutwater also sells standard cocktail flavors, including Bloody Mary and "gin Collins.") Even White Claw is getting in on the high-proof canned-drink market: In 2021, the brand launched Surge, an 8 percent version of its signature seltzer.

Read: Why Millennials love canned cocktails

U.S. beer sales still dwarf those of canned cocktails, as evidenced by the plastic pint glasses that littered the stands of Wrigley. But ready-to-drink cocktails have emerged as a rare bright spot for the alcohol industry, which has seen business slump in recent years. Year-over-year sales of premixed cocktails jumped by 40 percent in 2025, according to data from the market-research firm Circana, whereas beer sales were slightly down.

Since the repeal of Prohibition, states have taken care to make sure that liquor is harder to access than other libations because of its high alcohol content. Many states allow hard drinks--including mixed ones--to be sold only at designated liquor stores. States have also historically taxed liquor at a higher rate than beer and wine to discourage consumption.

But the spirits industry has been pushing for change so that it can sell more cans. First, malternatives got around liquor laws because they contained similar ingredients to beer's. Now the Distilled Spirits Council of the United States, which lobbies for liquor companies, is arguing that canned cocktails should be sold anywhere beer is because they can have approximately the same alcohol content as beer (in some cases, a very, very strong beer). In a statement, the council told me that more than half of the ready-to-drink cocktails sold are less than 5 percent alcohol. But the higher-proof options are still selling remarkably well. Anheuser-Busch recently announced that Cutwater, which doesn't make a single drink below 7 percent, is by far the most popular spirit-based canned-cocktail brand.

From the July/August 2021 issue: America has a drinking problem

In the past five years, four states have changed their laws to allow the sale of canned cocktails anywhere beer or wine is sold. (Although states set a cap for how much alcohol can be in a grocery-store canned cocktail, that limit typically allows many high-ABV products to be sold.) Taxes on canned cocktails have also been slashed in multiple states. Meanwhile, BuzzBallz makes both liquor and wine versions of its neon-colored, orb-shaped drinks so that they can be sold in the most settings possible. Jess Scheerhorn, the president of BuzzBallz, told me in an email that this is a "widely adopted practice" across the alcohol industry. She also emphasized that the company supports moderation for drinkers.

The United States' newfound thirst for higher-alcohol drinks is somewhat perplexing: After all, the percentage of Americans who say they do not drink is at an all-time high. Still, most Americans do drink, and as the cost of all sorts of consumer goods goes up, many people are reaching for cheaper versions of their favorite beverages. Canned cocktails fit that bill. Plus, a bright-blue, berry-cherry-limeade-flavored BuzzBall adds a layer of goofiness to heavy drinking that, say, a handle of Fireball lacks. It also looks cuter on Instagram.

Some drinkers might not realize how much booze they're really consuming. People regularly post online about how they threw back two or three Cutwaters and were surprised to find themselves hammered, as if they'd been wholly unaware that they had, in fact, been binge drinking. (Under the official definition, two Pina Colada Cutwaters in two hours lands squarely in binge-drinking territory.) Some videos are recorded from hospital beds. In one TikTok with nearly 400,000 likes, a woman suggests that Cutwater gets its customers so destroyed because its products are secretly cut with fentanyl. (They are not.) A spokesperson for Anheuser-Busch told me in an email that the company "has a longstanding commitment to responsible drinking, and we market our products responsibly." (White Claw's parent company did not respond to a request for comment.)

Read: Not just sober-curious, but neo-temperate

To be fair, the amount of liquor in these drinks is not a secret. Most alcoholic beverages list their strength on the package, and Cutwater cans additionally advertise the number of shots of liquor in each can. But Cutwaters have become so notorious for causing accidental blackouts that drinking an entire four-pack has become its own social-media challenge. The White Claw generation, used to pounding cans of seltzers at backyard barbecues and feeling nothing more than a light buzz, doesn't yet seem to understand how to responsibly partake in these new products. People may see having one can of cocktail versus multiple boozy seltzers as moderating their drinking, Marten Lodewijks, the president of IWSR, told me. (They may also think they're making a healthier choice by taking in fewer calories.) "Consumers often use packaging as a shortcut for what counts as a single serving or socially acceptable amount," Logan Pant, a marketing professor who has studied consumers' perception of alcohol, told me in an email.

The problem, in short, might be the can. I knew how much liquor was in my mai tai, but as the Cubs game slowed down around the fifth inning, I decided to have another. Even though I knew that this wasn't the best choice for a Saturday afternoon, I took some solace in the fact that I had only two empties at my feet.
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Someone Finally Wants to Hire Philosophers

Silicon Valley is turning to ethicists to shape the future of AI.

by Lila Shroff

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




Philosophy has long suffered an unfortunate reputation as pedantic and abstruse. In one of the most prominent debates of the 20th century, philosophers spent a great deal of energy arguing over what the means. Paul Graham, the legendary tech investor, studied philosophy as a college student, which seemed "an impressively impractical thing to do," as he later wrote. "Sort of like slashing holes in your clothes or putting a safety pin through your ear." But over time, Graham became disillusioned: "I kept taking philosophy courses and they kept being boring," he explained. And so, eventually, he switched to studying artificial intelligence.



Like Graham, the field of philosophy has lately turned its attention to AI. At major tech companies, a growing rank of philosophers with Ph.D.s and flush compensation packages are helping shape the technology's future. Meanwhile, universities are pouring resources into hiring philosophers who study AI. In 2013, 1 percent of roles on PhilJobs, the field's primary job board, were related to the technology. Last year, that figure hit 16 percent.



In some ways, it is philosophers who got us into this AI mess in the first place. For centuries, they have contemplated the creation of artificial minds. And the Swedish philosopher Nick Bostrom's 2014 book, Superintelligence, helped bring attention to the potential dangers of all-powerful AI. Bostrom's work has influenced research agendas across all of the major labs. Sam Altman once described the book as "the best thing" he had read on the risks of AI.



But the two disciplines have never been quite as entangled as they are now. As the AI boom has exploded, Silicon Valley has looked to philosophers to help the industry build what are, at least in theory, more virtuous machines. AI companies have to make all kinds of difficult decisions about how their bots should interact with humans--decisions that philosophers, experts in parsing such dilemmas, are uniquely well equipped to inform. Last fall, in an interview with Tucker Carlson, Altman said that OpenAI consulted "hundreds of moral philosophers" and tech-ethics experts when designing rules for ChatGPT's behavior. (An OpenAI spokesperson was unable to provide additional information about what this consulting involved.)

Perhaps the most philosophy-drunk of the major AI firms is Anthropic. It wants Claude, in addition to being a helpful assistant, to have "good character," Amanda Askell, a philosopher at the company, told me last year. In January, under Askell's leadership, the company published Claude's constitution, an 84-page philosophical treatise that outlines Anthropic's intentions for the bot's personality and behavior. That document, which includes dense philosophical sections on meta-ethics and epistemology, is then used to train Claude.



Not all philosophers working with AI companies do so full-time. Sam Elgin, who studies logic and metaphysics at the University of Pennsylvania, told me that a firm, which he declined to name, recently asked him to be a consultant. "The general goal was to train large language models to reason more rigorously about ethics," he said. He fed ethical dilemmas into the AI system, and then evaluated the logic the model used to produce its response, searching for unstated assumptions and gaps in its reasoning. On popular job boards where AI companies hire expert contractors to help train their models, listings advertise work for philosophy Ph.D.s: One recent notice from "a top AI research lab" offers up to $60 an hour for experts willing to leverage their "philosophy expertise" to develop "AI-driven philosophical workflows."



Demis Hassabis, the CEO of Google DeepMind, has repeatedly called for more philosophers to get involved with thinking through the societal changes that will come about as a result of AI. DeepMind reportedly employs at least 10 philosophers, a couple of whom joined just last month. One of the lab's latest hires is Atoosa Kasirzadeh, a Carnegie Mellon professor now on leave, who plans to study what it means to live in a world where "cognitive agency" is no longer uniquely human. Other DeepMind philosophers are thinking through human-AI relationships, machine consciousness, and political theory. For its part, Anthropic runs a "model welfare" research program, which studies whether its bots are conscious and deserving of moral status. The company is open to the possibility; many independent philosophers are circumspect. (Anthropic and DeepMind did not respond to requests for comment.)

Read: No, artificial intelligence is not conscious

Some academics I spoke with wondered if one day bots might be better at ethical reasoning than humans--an idea that struck me as wholly counterintuitive and difficult to accept. "In addition to an intelligence explosion, there's potential for a kind of morality explosion," Elgin said, explaining that AI's capacity for ethical reasoning might eventually outpace that of humans. Anthropic, at least, seems to agree: In training, the company has told Claude that as it "grows in ethical maturity," it may encounter rare cases where it "should prioritize its own ethics." I asked David Chalmers, a leading philosopher of mind at NYU, whether it might truly be possible for AI to do philosophy better than humans: "That's a very interesting philosophical question," he said.



This isn't Silicon Valley's first tryst with the humanities. During the personal-computer revolution starting in the 1970s, tech companies began hiring anthropologists to study consumer behavior (and even workplace interactions). Over time, anthropologists pioneered a form of "applied ethnography" that is known today as user-experience (UX) research. Perhaps the philosophers employed inside AI companies are charting a similar path. Askell recently described her work training Claude as a form of "applied philosophy," and job postings for philosophy contractors also use that term. New programs are springing up to train students in these applied-philosophy skills. Arizona State University hopes to launch an AI-and-philosophy major in 2027, which will emphasize the study of consciousness and AI ethics. And this fall, the University of Buffalo is debuting a doctorate in "applied ontology," created in response to the AI boom: "We're here to meet the growing market demand for ontologists," a press release reads.



The academic job market is also rewarding AI. Not only has the share of philosophy jobs related to the technology been rising, but a majority of these jobs are junior positions, "which I think suggests that a lot of universities and institutions are thinking about this as a long-term investment," Charles Lassiter, a philosopher at Gonzaga University who has analyzed employment data, told me. Some existing faculty are pivoting their studies. "In my department, there's probably six or seven philosophers now thinking about AI who weren't necessarily thinking about it before," Chalmers said. And prize money is flowing in. In 2024, the American Philosophical Association announced two new annual $10,000 prizes for scholars working on questions related to AI. That money comes from a philanthropic organization started by the former Google CEO Eric Schmidt and his wife, Wendy.



Still, the new alliance between philosophy and AI is fraught. The fervor over AI has had a "real distorting effect on the discipline," Daniel Fogal, a philosopher who also works at NYU, told me. "You have people who don't really want to do stuff related to AI, but they feel like they have to because they're going on the job market." Although Fogal acknowledges that philosophy has a lot to offer on AI, he worries about misaligned incentives encouraging a rush of low-quality work.



More fundamentally, the careful thought that philosophy encourages is at odds with the frenetic pace of AI. "The best philosophy tends to happen slowly, and not in direct response to market demands," Fogal said. In Silicon Valley, where the categorical imperative is to make money, everything else is simply a means to an end.
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We've Made Some Totally Planned Changes to America's 250th

Who needed music anyway?

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




Wonderful news! We've got a killer lineup for the Great American State Fair to celebrate America's 250th! Nine amazing featured performers! The hottest ticket of the summer!

Ah, hang on. Many of the performers are complaining that they were tricked into performing. Martina McBride wrote on X that she had been told "this was a nonpartisan event," but that is "in fact, not what is happening."

Oops! All of those featured performers have dropped out except for the C&C Music Factory, half of Milli Vanilli (dropped out while I was editing this!), and Vanilla Ice. And maybe, still, Flo Rida? But don't worry! Nothing will stop Vanilla Ice from performing. "When I play events, I never ask about them," Mr. Ice told CBS News. "I just go, 'Where am I going?' I don't even know and I don't even care." Indeed, it is less a question of where he is willing to perform than of who can stop him. "I'd go play for anybody," Ice continued, to CBS. "Putin. Whoever. You want--I'd go to Iran. Don't matter."

The lineup will still be amazing, though. We promise. The slot formerly occupied by a performance from the Commodores will now be filled with the sound of a lone Gadsden flag flapping on its pole. The slot formerly occupied by Milli Vanilli will be taken by a dog whistle, being blown into the microphone very loudly so that everyone winces and covers their ears. The slot formerly occupied by Bret Michaels will be taken by Stephen Miller standing silently and staring until the hairs stand up on the back of your neck and the very air around you curdles. You were holding a flower in your hand, but when you look down at the flower, it has withered. So has the hand holding it. Your youth! Your youth! What has become of your youth? In your arms, your baby begins to cry and cry and will not be soothed. Sometimes, at night, the baby startles awake and you know whose visage has come to cast its shadow on his dream. (Stephen is also available for birthday parties.)

The slot formerly occupied by Morris Day and the Time will be filled by the time alone. Not the musical act but the ineluctable, relentless passage of time that is all that separates us from the grave.

The slot formerly occupied by a crowd full of people excited to be there will be occupied by grass and also, maybe, if we are lucky, some troops. I'm being told this will be a standing-room-only event--no crowds, just standing room!

Instead of music, we will have something even better than music--maybe a speech by someone very special. I don't dare to guess who! I'm told he gets bigger crowds than Elvis, which makes sense. Elvis has been dead for 49 years. This special person might even be one of the sponsors of this event! He might be taking a break from a very important job just to speak to us. You might know his name--it was recently added to, and--even more recently--required by a judge to be subtracted from, the Kennedy Center.

Yes! You guessed right! Instead of celebrating 250 years of our beautiful republic with music to be enjoyed by all, we will have a lengthy, rambling speech by Donald J. Trump, to be enjoyed by none. It's almost the same, just worse! That's the theme of America on its 250th anniversary! Almost the same, just worse!

Get your tickets now!
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We're About to Hear a Lot More About Iowa

The state will have its first competitive races in years.

by Elaine Godfrey

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




You could be forgiven for ignoring the recent political goings-on in Iowa. The state, which was once a violet-hued hub of unpredictability, has lately elected and reelected Republicans.

In last night's primaries, though, Iowa Democrats nominated the kind of candidates the national party has struggled to find. Josh Turek, a two-time Paralympic gold medalist with a record of winning red areas, is the party's nominee for the state's open U.S. Senate seat. And Rob Sand, the affably idiosyncratic state auditor who didn't have a challenger, is officially up for governor. Which means that national Democrats and Republicans are now wrestling with a development that, until this week, had registered as little more than a quiet observation in the broadcast-standard English of farm country: Iowa is competitive again.

Let's start with Turek, whose primary, in the end, wasn't even close: He beat Zach Wahls, a 34-year-old Democratic state legislator, by more than 25 points. This isn't because Turek is better-known or more beloved. It's because he was perceived by Iowa Democrats as more electable. And the perception of electability is everything to Iowa Democrats right now, as they sense victory like sharks smell blood in the water.

Turek was the Senate candidate that Iowa Republicans did not want, which is, of course, exactly why Democrats had to have him. Turek describes himself as a "poor, disabled kid from Council Bluffs," a reliably red part of the state. He has previously run against and beaten Republicans in a state House district that also supports Trump. He's also got a compelling backstory: The 47-year-old was born with spina bifida, caused by his father's exposure to Agent Orange during the Vietnam War, and has said he underwent 21 surgeries as a child. Before entering politics, Turek was a wheelchair-basketball player, played in four Paralympic games, and worked at a mobility-technology company. During a visit to Iowa in March, I watched as he dragged his chair up hills and stairs to introduce himself to Iowans. "There's something compelling about a man in a wheelchair making his way up a staircase," Kurt Meyer, a state Democratic activist, told me. "It's a visceral positive reaction when you see somebody that's just that dog-determined."

The money helped: Even though Turek hasn't served in the military, VoteVets, an organization that supports veterans, poured several million dollars into his campaign. Given the group's alignment with Senate Democrats, Wahls attempted to frame Turek as a Chuck Schumer-backed establishment type. Among primary voters, this argument appeared to amount to very little. Turek has a history of winning, one prominent Iowa Democrat told me last month--"and he wins hard, hard places."

Read: The Democrats might actually win Iowa

Democrats will have to hope so. In November, Turek will be up against Representative Ashley Hinson, the polished former TV journalist who will likely be the best-known and most popular Iowa Republican on the ballot. Hinson, who secured Trump's early endorsement, once pledged to be Trump's "top ally" in the Senate, a promise that will continue to feature prominently in Democratic ads. But Hinson doesn't register as MAGA or far right in the way that many other Trump-endorsed candidates do, and Republicans are hopeful that her presence at the top of the ticket will help pull her downballot colleagues through.

Unlike Turek, Rob Sand has had the Democratic Party's nomination locked down for a while, even though he seems generally averse to the label. The 43-year-old former prosecutor has positioned himself as a public servant who is frustrated with both parties, an independent who just so happens to have a D next to his name. His strategy to win statewide relies on persuasion and good, old-fashioned Iowan open-mindedness--if such a thing still exists.

But now, in an unexpected twist, Sand will face an opponent that virtually no one was expecting. The GOP front-runner, Representative Randy Feenstra, had been endorsed by Trump but was sideswiped on Election Day by Zach Lahn, a conservative activist and private-school co-founder whose candidacy only recently gained traction. Lahn won, strategists told me, because he took advantage of the fact that Feenstra wasn't actually showing up: "He had name ID, a ruby-red district in his hands, and a lot of money, but the campaign for some reason chose to keep him under wraps," David Oman, a state Republican strategist, told me.

Feenstra might have been a more welcome opponent for Sand, given how little excitement he generated among the GOP base. Lahn seems to energize them: He's the preferred candidate of the "Make America Healthy Again" movement and has pledged to "take on the big ag cartels" as well as Big Pharma.

But Lahn has his own weaknesses. The most obvious is that the "Iowa First" candidate, who was born and attended high school in the state, spent many years living in Kansas and has said he moved back to Iowa only in 2023; he still maintains a Kansas home and flies there regularly. Lahn is also a conservative culture warrior whose ads about resisting "Marxist ideology" and defending the "Western tradition" probably helped earn him the endorsement of former Representative Steve King, who was unseated by Feenstra in 2020 after years of making racist remarks. But the biggest complication for Lahn, who vowed last night in his victory speech to fight "the establishment" at every turn, is that in Iowa Republicans are the establishment.

Iowa has been a red state for a while. And basic math, in politics as in life, so often serves as the great crusher of dreams. So it goes for Democrats in Iowa, who are outnumbered by registered Republican voters by a margin of nearly 200,000.

But Republicans are up against their own set of unfortunate circumstances: Gas prices are high. So is the cost of fertilizer. Trump's war with Iran isn't popular, and neither is he. When you add Turek and Sand to the mix, things start to look sunnier for Democrats. The Cook Political Report has recently reassessed both of their races, deeming the Republicans only slightly favored to hold their Senate seat, and the governor's race a toss-up. Three of Iowa's four House races might also be in play. "We're going to see two incredibly colorful and interesting general-election campaigns--and maybe three good House races," Oman, the GOP strategist, told me. "It'll be a red-letter political year in Iowa." He paused, then added, "Maybe I shouldn't say red."

Read: 'We have not seen ugly yet'

Iowa will now join Maine, North Carolina, Ohio, and Alaska on the list of states that Democrats are desperate to flip and Republicans will have to scramble to protect in order to keep their Senate majority. Campaign ads will clog the airwaves. Out-of-state money will flood the zone. The national Democrats prepared to invest hundreds of millions backing James Talarico in Texas might even reconsider. Why not spend a sliver of a fraction of that amount for a possibly better result?

Going forward, not much is certain except for this: We're about to hear a lot more about Iowa.
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China's Economy Is Taking Everyone Down

American and Chinese workers are paying a high price for all the cheap goods.

by Michael Schuman

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




Some economists assumed that the buying power of China's expanding middle class would ultimately fuel global growth. China has instead become a destabilizing force in the global economy. Chinese President Xi Jinping is running the country as a government-subsidized, export-driven manufacturing juggernaut. This policy is not just bad for whole industries around the world; it's also distorting China's economy and alienating trading partners.

Chinese manufacturers would be competitive without Xi's help. He provides massive aid anyway--directly, with handouts and tax breaks, and indirectly, by suppressing the wages of factory workers and the value of China's currency to make the country's exports artificially cheap. The result is an economic model that favors producers, restrains consumers, and floods international markets with supercheap exports, including steel, solar panels, and electric vehicles. Foreign companies simply can't compete. Chinese competition is costing Germany 10,000 manufacturing jobs a month and could strip Indonesia of hundreds of thousands of garment-worker jobs. China's trade surplus ballooned to a record $1.2 trillion last year. As a share of the global economy, China's surplus in manufactured goods is the largest amassed by any country ever.

President Trump used to regularly complain that China was "ripping off" the United States and duly slapped tariffs on cheap Chinese goods. But lately Trump has seemed less concerned about the particular threat that China poses to America's economic future. In Beijing last month, Trump fawningly called Xi a "friend" and agreed to work with China to create a mutually beneficial "board of trade" to help manage their economic relationship. At risk are industries that are vital to American growth, jobs, and national security, including the automotive, robotics, heavy machinery, and semiconductor sectors. "It's going to be pretty catastrophic," David Autor, an economist at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, told me. Xi's policies are spurring "the forced deindustrialization" of advanced economies worldwide.

Michael Schuman: All the sad young Chinese professionals

China's leaders don't seem to care. Pan Gongsheng, the governor of China's central bank, recently dismissed concerns about undue state support driving an export boom as a "lingering misconception." Job losses in Ohio or Stuttgart are not his problem.

Yet China's economic policies aren't great for China, either. Its economy has been floundering. Private investment and consumer spending remain weak, property values have been slumping, and the competition for jobs is fierce. Xi's industrial programs encourage too much investment in factories, which often lose money and require yet more state aid to survive. Taxpayer funds that could be spent on social services and welfare programs are instead propping up a glut of assembly lines.

As a result, Chinese families are essentially subsidizing shoppers around the world while their own quality of life suffers. "Chinese policies would not be viable in a democratic country," Autor said. This system requires submission, he added, which means no one is asking, "Why aren't we consuming the fruits of all this investment? Why are we exporting everything to the world and yet we're getting poorer, or at least we feel poorer?"

Xi is far less interested in the needs of Chinese people than he is in gaining an advantage in strategic industries, such as electric vehicles and humanoid robots. China hopes "to lead the world in innovation and manufacturing," Craig Allen, a senior counselor at the consulting firm Cohen Group who previously served as president of the U.S.-China Business Council, told me. "The Chinese have a strategy here that has worked magnificently for the last 12 years, and they don't see any reason why that will change."

In a speech in 2020, Xi called for making other countries more reliant on China so that they can't stand up to Beijing. "We must tighten international production chains' dependence on China," he declared, "forming a powerful countermeasure and deterrent capability against foreigners who would artificially cut off supply." Last year Beijing suspended rare earth exports to the U.S. to press Trump to back away from ratcheting up tariffs on Chinese goods. In April China's policy makers introduced measures that give Chinese authorities more power to investigate and punish foreign companies that shift their supply chains out of the country.

With the global success of Chinese EVs and other products, Xi's plans may appear unstoppable. But they rest on the assumption that other countries will continue to absorb China's exports. Yet some governments are starting to protect their industries and workers. In March, the European Union introduced legislation to decrease its reliance on China by encouraging the manufacturing of green-energy products in Europe. "Trade does create efficiencies, but there is supposed to be something in it for everyone," Jens Eskelund, the president of the European Union Chamber of Commerce in China, told me. "We are in a situation now where trade with China destroys value rather than creates value. Then the big question becomes: Why trade?"

Some lawmakers in Washington are attuned to the dangers and have begun promoting a more aggressive approach. President Biden slapped steep tariffs on Chinese EVs, computer chips, and other products in 2024 and boosted government support for crucial industries such as semiconductor manufacturing to defend U.S. industries and reinforce national security. Ro Khanna, a Democratic representative from California, advocates for more government support for essential American industries. "They can't hold us hostage," he told me.

Trump's approach has been more confused. The administration has worked to curb U.S. reliance on China's supply of rare earths but has still pushed Beijing to purchase American aircraft and produce--which could reduce the trade deficit and generate revenue for certain businesses but increase the U.S.'s dependence on China. During his recent visit to Beijing, Trump also agreed to work with Xi to reduce tariffs on nonstrategic goods, even as the Office of the U.S. Trade Representative pursues an investigation into China's industrial overcapacity that could result in more tariffs.

Ryan Hass: China believes America will flame out

No country may be able to completely end its reliance on China, the world's largest manufacturer, which churns out everything including car parts and Christmas trees. That means Beijing will continue to wield immense political and economic influence. But Beijing's bloated, loss-generating, and debt-burdened industrial system can be pressured through concerted action by its trading partners. If policy makers around the world raise serious trade barriers against Chinese imports, China's many factories will need even costlier infusions of taxpayer money to survive. China's growing dependence on export demand "for normal growth should concern them, especially as geopolitical relations deteriorate across the world," Raghuram Rajan, an economist at the University of Chicago and a former governor of India's central bank, told me. "I don't think that's a good place for China to be," he said.

Xi could alleviate tensions with trading partners and pressures at home by reforming the economy to stimulate more domestic demand, so that Chinese households could buy more Chinese goods. But Xi has avoided these reforms, perhaps because they would compromise his grip on the country by forcing him to cede power to markets. To resolve China's structural economic problems, the Chinese Communist Party "will have to give up its political levers and control over the system," Daniel Rosen, a co-founder of the research firm Rhodium Group, told me. But the CCP "doesn't want to admit it's at the mercy of the market."

In this way, the two most powerful leaders in the world, both of whom are pursuing nationalistic economic programs, could be on track to make their respective countries economically weaker. American workers and Chinese families may soon pay the price. The risk is that China inspires its trading partners to resort to a protectionism that depresses prosperity for everyone.
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Trump Dreads an Iran Deal Worse Than Obama's

Talks have stalled in part because the president keeps aiming for a grand finale.

by Vivian Salama, Jonathan Lemire, Nancy A. Youssef

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




President Trump was on a conference call late last month from the Situation Room with leaders from across the Middle East and South Asia to pitch a deal that he believed was within reach to end the conflict in Iran. Trump asked for their support in a roll call, going one by one through Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Turkey, Egypt, Jordan, Bahrain, and Pakistan. All answered in the affirmative. Trump's tone, according to officials briefed on the conversation, suggested that he believed each country should be in his debt for taking on Iran. And he wanted their individual sign-off so he could claim a joint initiative to rein in the regime.

But then Trump reached for something bigger: He proposed linking the Iran negotiations to a major expansion of the Abraham Accords, the U.S.-brokered agreements normalizing relations between Israel and some of its neighbors that Trump regards as a signature foreign-policy achievement. He suggested that those countries that hadn't yet joined the Abraham Accords get on board--but received a less than lukewarm response.

A U.S. official, who like others spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss sensitive diplomatic efforts, told us one leader piped up to say that it was an interesting suggestion; foreign officials described an awkward silence. Several times during the 90-minute call, Trump had to interject: "Hello? Hello? Anyone there?"

The awkwardness of the conversation, the details of which have not been previously reported, encapsulates what has gone awry in the roughly eight weeks since the United States and Iran entered a tentative cease-fire designed to allow negotiations for a longer-term deal. That agreement has remained out of reach, despite repeated indications that it was all but done, through a combination of mutual skepticism, differing incentives, the variety of issues to resolve, and Trump's determination to force a grand regional transformation.

Critics of Trump's decision to go to war contend that his impulse to go big masks the weakness of his negotiating position despite the U.S. military's dominance. Washington and Tel Aviv leveled some 15,000 targets in the first two weeks in Iran and killed dozens of Iran's top leaders. "Operation Epic Fury--some of you didn't like it, some of you did--was highly successful in achieving its military objectives, which was dramatically reducing the defense-industrial base of Iran," Secretary of State Marco Rubio told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee yesterday, offering yet another version of why the U.S. went to war.

But Tehran has succeeded simply by surviving the onslaught and has gained leverage by taking control of the Strait of Hormuz. As a result, Trump has been unable to convert tactical success on the battlefield into any lasting diplomatic or political achievement. None of his original war goals has been met, and the pressure to get a deal done is arguably now greater for Trump than it is for Iran, given the war's broad unpopularity in the United States and the approaching midterm elections.

Read: Six days of war, 10 rationales

Israel, meanwhile, has been reluctant to abandon its war in Lebanon--as Iran is demanding--because Tel Aviv sees an opportunity to deliver a blow to Hezbollah, Iran's proxy, much as Israeli forces have done to Hamas in Gaza. Israel's actions also have made an expansion of the Abraham Accords unlikely. The same day that he talked with the group of leaders, Trump held a follow-up call with Saudi Arabia's Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman to push his proposal. MBS, as he is known, emphasized that he was open to the idea of normalization with Israel down the line if the formation of a Palestinian state is on the table, U.S. officials told us.

Every attempt to seal a deal has expanded the list of issues or created new wrinkles that prevent progress. What began as a narrow negotiation to end the conflict has become a grab bag of objectives: constrain Iran's nuclear program and destroy its highly enriched uranium, reopen shipping through the strait, achieve a durable cease-fire in Lebanon, reassure Persian Gulf monarchies that they can count on U.S. protection, and, if possible, reshape the political map of the Middle East through new alliances with Israel.

The likely result is not another "forever war" of the sort that Trump has repeatedly condemned, but a "forever limbo," where all sides involved have sufficient incentive to stay at the table but not enough to make binding commitments. Even if a near-term pact is struck that gets some commercial shipping moving again, easing the global energy shortage, the list of unresolved issues kicked into the subsequent 60-day negotiating period appears so complex that the most relevant proposed clause may be the one that allows for the indefinite extension of talks, after their initial two-month period, in 60-day increments.

Even trying to gauge where things stand has been difficult, given the tendency of both Washington and Iran to say one thing in public and another in private. Or to say contradictory things publicly.

Late last week, reporters at the White House barely saw the president. His public schedule was filled with intelligence briefings, policy meetings, and the catchall category known as "Executive Time." Behind the scenes, administration officials were signaling that a breakthrough was at hand. A tentative agreement was ready and all that remained, they suggested, was Trump's sign-off. On Friday, Trump said on Truth Social that he was heading into the Situation Room to make a "final determination." But there was no announcement, no decision, no deal. Then, more than 48 hours later, shortly after 1 a.m. Monday, Trump wrote, "Iran really wants to make a deal, and it will be a good one for the U.S.A. and those that are with us." He then chided those urging him to move faster, move slower, go to war, or avoid war altogether.

"Just sit back and relax," he concluded. "It will all work out well in the end - It always does!"

Administration officials began moving down what they hoped would be a short path to ending the conflict in mid-April. Special Envoy Steve Witkoff and Jared Kushner, the president's son-in-law who holds no formal role in the administration, traveled alongside Vice President Vance to Islamabad, where Pakistani officials facilitated indirect talks between the U.S. and Iran. The discussions stretched for nearly a day. But they produced little in the way of concrete results, with Vance describing to reporters the "bad news" when he finally emerged. U.S. officials involved in the talks characterized the meetings as productive. Privately, participants acknowledged that the hurdles were significant. But the two sides agreed to keep talking.

A second round of talks was scheduled for later that month. Iranian Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi was expected to participate. Vance's team had prepared for the trip. Reporters were already assembled at Joint Base Andrews awaiting departure. At the last minute, Trump pulled the plug, telling advisers that the administration was in no hurry, according to officials familiar with the decision. He also complained about traveling without any guarantees. "We're not gonna be traveling 15, 16 hours to have a meeting with people that nobody ever heard of," Trump told reporters. "Too much travel."

The cancellation stunned intermediaries in the region who believed negotiations had been gaining momentum. Trump cast his change of mind as a mark of victory. "When they want, they can call me," he told reporters. "We have all the cards. We won everything."

Inside the White House, Trump oscillated between impatience and theatrical self-confidence. He told advisers repeatedly that he wanted a deal bigger than President Obama's 2015 nuclear agreement and broader than the initial round of Abraham Accords. He also made clear that he did not want to own the failure of negotiations. The longer the process dragged on, the more the competing impulses pulled him in different directions.

He wanted the conflict over. But he had become irritated by comparisons between the emerging framework and the Obama-era agreement, which set restrictions and time limits on Iran's nuclear-development program. Administration officials said Trump repeatedly complained that critics were calling his team's draft agreement a weaker version of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, which he had spent years attacking and tore up in his first term.

Trump wanted a way to argue that Iran had accepted terms from him that Obama never managed to extract, aides told us. One potential answer was removing Iran's stockpile of enriched uranium. Trump rejected military options to seize or destroy the material as unnecessarily risky, according to officials familiar with the discussions. Instead, negotiators explored arrangements under which Iran would transfer the uranium to either the U.S. or an acceptable third country, the aides told us. But that idea stalled, too.

At the same time, Trump grew wary of Iran's calls for relief from international sanctions that could generate a financial windfall for Tehran. Trump has long complained about the "pallets of cash," according to advisers, a reference to the $1.7 billion that flowed to Iran after the 2015 pact. Rubio told the Senate committee yesterday that Iran had to get rid of the enriched uranium and that the move would not lead to sanctions relief for Iran or any other financial incentives.

But the bottom line, Rubio said, was the need to reopen the Strait of Hormuz. That, like everything else involved in the talks, is harder than it might sound. To restore sufficient security and trust for shipping to return to prewar levels--about 135 ships a day--would require a major effort by the U.S. Navy, perhaps along with other nations, to clear mines laid by Iran. Shippers also need to feel confident that Iranian drones, missiles, and fast boats won't threaten them. Only if those things happen, and the U.S. Navy lifts its blockade, would insurance companies reduce their rates for transit.

Trump's assurances that everything would ultimately "work out" sounded familiar to some of Trump's allies. The president used similar bromides in private calls to assuage allies, including Steve Bannon and Tucker Carlson, before launching the war in February, according to people familiar with the conversations. At the time, some of his supporters urged him not to proceed. Trump, buoyed by the relative ease of seizing Venezuelan dictator Nicolas Maduro and convinced that Iran would quickly fold, predicted the conflict would be over in weeks. Instead, more than three months later, the conflict remains unresolved.

That explains Trump's impatience. He told CNBC this week that discussions with Iran have "started to get very boring." (In March, he said of the war, "I don't get bored. There's nothing boring about this.") Privately, Trump has grown eager to move on to other priorities, including bringing Cuba to heel, while recognizing that higher energy prices generated by the Iran conflict are creating political headaches at home, according to people familiar with his thinking. Yet Trump remains determined to secure a settlement he can portray as a legacy-making win.

By late last month, administration officials believed they were close to a deal that would usher in the first 60-day negotiating period. Iran would relinquish its highly enriched uranium stockpile. Sanctions relief would arrive gradually. Commercial shipping through the Strait of Hormuz would reopen in phases.

Meanwhile, the conflict has simmered. U.S. Central Command launched fresh attacks on Iranian missile sites and naval assets near the Gulf, citing the need for self-defense. Iranian officials publicly accused Washington of negotiating in bad faith and launched their own missiles at American forces in Kuwait; the missiles were intercepted. Last night, both sides conducted strikes anew.

On Monday, Iran said it was walking away from the talks, citing Israel's campaign in Lebanon. At first, Trump appeared nonchalant, telling a CNBC reporter that he didn't care and it was probably better that the two sides were no longer talking. Later the same day, he said on Truth Social "talks are continuing, at a rapid pace." Trump also talked with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, who had shown little inclination to pause in Lebanon. He has spent decades seeking a joint U.S.-Israeli campaign to combat threats from Tehran, including the regional proxy militias that the regime supports.

On Truth Social, Trump said their conversation was "very productive," and that Netanyahu agreed not to send Israeli troops to Beirut, the Lebanese capital, and to order any troops headed there to fall back. But the call was contentious, Axios reported, with Trump asserting to Netanyahu, "I'm saving your ass," and calling him "fucking crazy."

Rubio told lawmakers yesterday that Iran was intentionally sabotaging talks to prevent Lebanon from striking a separate deal. "What Iran wants to do is mix everything together. There is a government in Lebanon, and that's who we deal with. Hezbollah isn't its equivalent," he said. Iran and Hezbollah, Rubio argued, are trying to block a stand-alone deal with the Lebanese government that might weaken Tehran's leverage there.

As Trump heads into the summer, with events planned for America's 250th birthday and the World Cup, it is hard to see him dedicating more time than he is now to extricating the United States from the war he started at the end of February. He may be content to simply wait rather than do a deal that invites unflattering comparisons to one that already existed--and which didn't come at the cost of 13 U.S. service members and at least 1,700 Iranian civilians, tens of billions of dollars, the depletion of U.S. munitions stockpiles, and a global energy crisis.
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The Left Needs to Rediscover Its Patriotism

A left that rejects a hopeful, empathetic love of the United States can never win the country to its side.

by Michael Kazin

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




On the eve of the 250th anniversary of the nation's independence, more Americans on the right than on the left say they feel patriotic. Recent polls show that a majority of Democrats are "proud" of the country only when a president of their party is in the White House. And many progressive activists and historians see the founding of the nation as a tragedy for Native Americans and enslaved people instead of the glorious fight for liberty that conservatives insist it was. Why love a country founded in conquest and exploitation that remains deeply unequal today? After the terrorist attacks of September 11, Noam Chomsky dismissed patriotism as the political elite's way of telling citizens ''You shut up and be obedient, and I'll relentlessly advance my own interests.''

That attitude is deeply flawed as a way to understand history, as well as a serious political error. In fact, the left has a long tradition of patriotism, using the nation's founding ideals as both a benchmark against which to measure how far we have fallen short and a means of articulating the Constitution's vision of "a more perfect union." More than ever, the uneasy mix of liberals and radicals needs to return to that approach.

The war for independence was indeed a morally ambiguous event. Despite Thomas Paine's famous vow that Americans had the "power to begin the world over again," leaders of the new nation allowed white citizens to grab Indigenous lands and resources and expand the institution of human bondage. As the British historian G. R. Elton put it, "if historians are not sceptical, they are nothing."

Yet the Declaration of Independence also proclaimed ideals that contradicted those noxious deeds. As the political theorist Danielle Allen argues, the document "makes a cogent philosophical case for political equality." By detailing the ways in which King George III had lied to and mistreated the American colonists--"a history of repeated injuries and usurpations"--it established the principle that governments should protect and advance the well-being of their citizens. The signers made that case not just to their fellow Americans but to "a candid world." Independence for the 13 colonies was in the interest of anyone, anywhere, who believed the only remedy for tyrannical authority was for people to govern themselves.

From the November 2025 issue: I don't want to stop believing in America's decency

Allen maintains that the hypocrisy of Thomas Jefferson and his brother revolutionaries regarding slavery does not negate the enduring wisdom of their words. The same love of equality and freedom that courses through the Declaration motivated her white great-grandmother to campaign for suffrage and her African American grandfather to found a chapter of the NAACP in the Jim Crow South.

Throughout our history, both the Declaration and the Constitution have inspired reformers and radicals to pursue egalitarian change. In 1852, Frederick Douglass hailed the Constitution as a "glorious liberty document." During the Gilded Age, Terence Powderly and Samuel Gompers built labor movements dedicated to the idea that only when workers had a voice on the job as they did at the polls could the nation be considered a true democracy. W. E. B. Du Bois and Ida B. Wells exposed the violence of a Jim Crow order that stood in the way of achieving the equality promised by the Reconstruction amendments.

In 1895, the socialist Eugene Debs addressed a crowd of supporters gathered to cheer his release from jail for leading a national railroad strike that federal judges had enjoined. "It is not law nor the administration of law of which I complain," he announced. "It is the flagrant violation of the Constitution, the total abrogation of law and the usurpation of judicial and despotic power, by virtue of which my colleagues and myself were committed to jail, against which I enter my solemn protest."

Other progressives, who wanted to reform the capitalist order instead of destroying it, employed the Founders' disdain of aristocracy to condemn the "robber barons" who ran big corporations and the politicians who served their selfish interests. Orators and organizers sought to inspire something akin to a second revolution to drive these elites from power. Although they failed to achieve that ultimate aim, their rhetoric and activism spurred passage of the landmark constitutional amendments that established an income tax, the direct election of senators, and women's suffrage, as well as the creation of new laws and administrative agencies to regulate corporations and protect consumers.

The 1930s and early 1940s were a heyday of patriotism on the broad left. Activists in the industrial labor movement, the Congress of Industrial Organizations, compared their autocratic bosses to King George III and insisted that every American, native-born or immigrant, had the right to join a union and go on strike. The Communist Party, then the largest organization on the far left, operated a Jefferson School of Social Science, celebrated the anniversary of Paul Revere's ride, and announced that, despite its fealty to Joseph Stalin, the party's creed was "Twentieth-Century Americanism." And what about the guy from Oklahoma who wrote "This Land Is Your Land," the chorus of which millions of Americans once knew by heart? At the time he composed the song, in 1940, Woody Guthrie was a regular columnist for People's World, the West Coast newspaper of the CPUSA.

Franklin D. Roosevelt and his fellow New Dealers garbed their deeds in star-spangled rhetoric and symbols too. They established the National Archives on Constitution Avenue and displayed original copies of the Declaration and the Constitution within its marble walls. They built the Jefferson Memorial, where the Virginia icon is quoted defending the freedom to worship and preaching the equality of mankind (with just the briefest mention of the "despotism" of slavery). Roosevelt blasted corporate moguls who opposed him as "economic royalists" who "reached out for control over Government itself." To combat this "despotism," he announced, "the average man once more confronts the problem that faced the Minute Man."

During the Second World War, FDR proposed an "economic bill of rights" that emulated the programs of Labour and Socialist Parties in Europe. But he did so by drawing on the first 10 constitutional amendments--calling for a universal guarantee to a job, a "decent" home and education, and medical care. Every wartime president extols the nation's virtues. But on that occasion, Roosevelt looked ahead to a secure future that would build on the principles of the past.

The most prominent leader of the Black freedom movement that shook the nation to its roots in the two decades after World War II evoked the Bill of Rights, too. In the speech he delivered the night before his murder, Martin Luther King Jr. cited the First Amendment as the bedrock of his and every social movement in the U.S.: "Somewhere I read of the freedom of assembly. Somewhere I read of the freedom of speech. Somewhere I read of the freedom of press. Somewhere I read that the greatness of America is the right to protest for right."

All of these progressives depended on the founding ideals of the nation to empower its citizens to build movements and elect politicians who could lessen or abolish its inequities. They argued they had a more sincere commitment to turning those ideals into policy than did their adversaries on the right.

And then, many on the left gave up the fight. In their anger against institutional racism and the war in Vietnam, young radicals in the 1960s and '70s claimed that patriotism of any kind was a sham that allowed the nation's leaders to dominate the world and dismiss injustice at home. They quoted Malcolm X's line, "I see America through the eyes of the victim. I don't see any American dream; I see an American nightmare."

In 1981, Howard Zinn published a book that viewed the nation's past through a sharp antipatriotic lens. A People's History of the United States is a narrative about ordinary folks who kept struggling to achieve a better life yet were always defeated by a tiny band of rulers whose craftiness was exceeded only by their greed. For Zinn, the war for independence was a clever device to defeat "potential rebellions and create a consensus of popular support for the rule of a new, privileged leadership." The Civil War, in his view, was another elaborate shell game. Union soldiers got duped by "an aura of moral crusade" against slavery that "worked effectively to dim class resentments against the rich and powerful and turn much of the anger against 'the enemy.'" Nearly five decades later, the book has sold more than 4 million copies, making it one of the most popular works of American history ever published.

By the end of the 20th century, many left-wing intellectuals had come to agree that appeals to the better angels of the nation's past denied the harsh truth that the United States had been built on the bodies of Indigenous people, enslaved Africans, and poor immigrants. Even allegiance to the nation might be a problem. In 1998, the president of the American Studies Association rejected the very name of the organization she headed. Dismissing the ''notion of a bounded national territory and a concomitant national identity,'' Janice Radway wondered whether it made sense to ''perpetuate a specifically 'American' studies'' at all. The historian David Hollinger responded, tongue held firmly in cheek, ''Historians have less use for the United States than they once did.''

Echoing Zinn, quite a few contemporary progressives no longer find it credible or moral to praise American ideals at all. They view the United States as a "settler-colonial" nation whose zeal for exploitation and conquest were checked only by military defeat, as in Vietnam and Afghanistan. Some prefer to identify as citizens of the world. That most Americans continue to be patriotic only demonstrates to these progressives their blindness to, if not complicity in, evils wrought by the men and women who rule the imperial state.

Jonathan Chait: How liberal America came to its senses

Leftists already have such harsh critics on their side. If they wish to govern, though, they will need to win over the majority of Americans who love their country but also believe that it needs to change. As the late Todd Gitlin, an erstwhile leader of the New Left, wrote a year after the attacks of 9/11: "It is time for the patriotism of mutual aid, not just symbolic displays, not catechisms or self-congratulation. It is time to diminish the gap between the nation we love and the justice we also love. It is time for the real America to stand up."

The "No Kings" demonstrations that have erupted during Donald Trump's second term gesture toward one aspect of the tradition of 1776, but it's a negative slogan, not a positive vision of what Americans should believe and fight to protect and advance. One can defeat the president's party in the midterms without such a vision. But it is far from sufficient to persuade Americans who want to be proud of their country and, yes, would like it to be great not as in the past but in the future.

In 1887, William James counseled:

The deadliest enemies of nations are not their foreign foes; they always dwell within their borders. And from these internal enemies civilization is always in need of being saved. The nation blest above all nations is she in whom the civic genius of the people does the saving day by day, by acts without external picturesqueness; by speaking, writing, voting reasonably; by smiting corruption swiftly; by good temper between parties; by the people knowing true men when they see them, and preferring them as leaders to rabid partisans or empty quacks. Such nations have no need of wars to save them.


The philosopher wrote that as a tribute to Robert Gould Shaw, the white abolitionist turned Union officer who commanded Black soldiers during the Civil War in a bloody battle in which he died along with hundreds of his men. A left that rejects James's vigorous, hopeful, empathetic breed of patriotism is a left that can never win the country to its side.
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A Gift From the Basketball Gods

The Knicks represent the best of New York sports.

by Michael Powell

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




There is, for me, an out-of-time quality to the recent string of crazy, wonderful Knicks playoff games. I find myself lying awake night after night reviewing jump shots made, fouls committed, and shots blocked, always anxious for what lies ahead. Half a century ago, this routine had a certain age-appropriate insanity to it. Now, though, I'm on the distinctly long side of middle age, yet here I am, fitfully trying to sleep and clearing my calendar for each game night as if for a devotional event.

I'm aware that New York City has fine baseball--I am on a Mets sabbatical until the Knicks run is complete--as well as hockey and soccer. No doubt there are badminton teams of note. But sorry (except not really): Our city game is hoops, and after their prolonged stay in purgatory, the Knicks are back, and playing a beautiful style that long ago seemed our birthright. As the championship series between my Knicks and the San Antonio Spurs commences tonight, I find myself wondering if, maybe, just perhaps, we'll finally recapture the NBA title. And then I wonder if I've committed a karmic crime by even typing such words.

I grew up on the Upper West Side in the 1960s and '70s, at a time when basketball was practically in the air and water. Walt "Clyde" Frazier and his custom Rolls-Royce spotted slow-riding down Broadway? My friends and I set off running. John Gianelli, a gangly and obscure Knicks backup center, once stopped by the 77th Street courts and took a few jump shots, and we asked him to sign our basketballs. I worked the register at a bohemian bookshop as a teenager, and one winter afternoon, Earl "The Pearl" Monroe, that whirling dervish of a guard, strolled in with the most beautiful woman in the world on his arm. As they turned to leave, I managed to croak out a whisper: "Good luck tonight, Earl." He turned and gave me a fist salute. I nearly passed out.

Read: Adam Silver goes to war

In high school, my friends and I became subway wayfarers, traveling in search of great high-school games. One afternoon, we found ourselves in Queens watching Ernie Grunfeld, who would eventually play for the Knicks, and the next day, in a remote precinct of Brooklyn, watching the sainted Bernard King, a future Knicks star. I played a little basketball at the Bronx High School of Science, and once, in an exhibition game, I found myself, perhaps for five seconds, covering a 6-foot-6-inch forward named Steve Sheppard, who played at DeWitt Clinton High School, a basketball powerhouse in the Bronx. He would play on the gold-medal-winning 1976 Olympic basketball team before having a brief career in the NBA, and he was far bigger, quicker, and better than I was. Otherwise, we matched up quite well. My coach pulled me out at the first whistle.

My Knicks fandom took flight during their 1969-70 championship season. That team featured players who cut, moved, shot, and hit the open man with an egoless ease. Then the Knicks won a second championship in 1973, and my assumption was that this was just how the Knicks rolled. They have not won a championship since. In the 1990s, the great center Patrick Ewing and his band of bruise brothers arrived and doggedly pursued a title. Their misfortune was to play in the same era and conference as Michael Jordan's Chicago Bulls.

Then came the abyss, two decades of execrable play, a blur of coaches fired more or less annually, sent off to live on the gilded dole of unexpired contracts. The team owner then, and now, was James Dolan, and he is not a particularly pleasant fellow. I was a sports columnist for The New York Times in the late 2010s, and one afternoon, I met a Madison Square Garden insider over a long lunch that my source had arranged with the care of a spy, all but sweeping the room for bugs. The problem with Dolan, this person confided, was that the owner fancied himself knowledgeable about basketball. Only when he was disabused of that notion, the source said, would the team's fortunes change.

Nathaniel Frum: Democrats must learn to talk sports

Apparently two lost decades did the trick. In 2020, Dolan hired the agent Leon Rose as president and gave him the freedom to build a team as he desired. Rose acquired the transcendent point guard Jalen Brunson, our very own Yoda, and then Karl-Anthony Towns, the spectacularly gifted and sometimes frustrating big man; O. G Anunoby, the deadpan defensive maestro; and Josh Hart, the passionate generalist. The tireless Mikal Bridges plays defense and offense with the elegance of a fine jazzman. For several years now, this band has journeyed deeper and deeper into the playoffs, learning to trust and share the ball and to weather heartbreak. And so once again, here we are, playing for a championship in June.

Nothing is guaranteed, of course; my Knicks fandom has long been accompanied by a chaser of disappointment. Will the Knicks' superb two-month streak hold up against the Spurs and their 7-foot-4-inch starting center, Victor Wembanyama? In his ability and long, lean look, Wembanyama calls to mind another great, otherworldly player (and a product of New York), Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, who stands 7 foot 2 inches. Just as I've enjoyed Abdul-Jabbar's intelligence and interest in politics, art, and more, I confess to grooving on Wembanyama's intelligence on the court--not to mention that this 22-year-old had the self-possession and curiosity to spend 10 days last summer running, meditating, and honing martial-arts skills at the Shaolin Temple in the mountains of China, or that, when he was in New York earlier this season, he went to Washington Square Park in the rain to match wits with chess players.

But for the next two weeks, I wish Wembanyama and his formidable young teammates nothing but misery on the court. Tonight I will retreat to my basement, where my wife, Evelyn, and I will turn on the TV and watch, sometimes in silence, sometimes with joyful howls, and often in exquisite pain. (We will text more or less constantly during the game with our two sons, ex-New Yorkers and fervent Knicks fans who live in Houston and San Francisco.) Knicks basketball in June is a gift from the sports gods that is not to be taken for granted.
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The Arch Is Atrocious

Trump's colossal monument would mar Washington's skyline and disrupt one of its most sacred spaces.

by Sebastian Smee

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




The meanings of words such as honor, sacrifice, and humility have been leaking away from American civic life like red blood cells from an anemic. But if there's one place where they retain their rich, sticky, life-giving force, it's surely in the air around the Lincoln Memorial and Arlington National Cemetery.

The cemetery is where Americans remember those who sacrificed their lives for the nation. The memorial is where they remember their greatest president--the man who proclaimed an end to slavery and kept the union intact, though the cost was staggering. The air between these two places is the medium through which Lincoln gets to speak with his war dead, and vice versa.

If President Trump's ambition is realized, a triumphal arch will thrust its way into this murmuring conversation like a boastful bore crashing into a huddle of friends swapping stories about a loved one at a wake. Heavy-handed and overbearing, it would pervert the significance of this uniquely meaningful place, forcing visitors to see these two sites through a crass and generalized assertion of victory and triumph. It will interfere with the bond between Lincoln and his troops and, by extension, the bond between America's precious, hard-won democratic government and those who have been willing to lay down their lives to defend it.

Trump wants to erect his arch at Memorial Circle, a rotary you come to from the Lincoln Memorial after crossing the Potomac River on Arlington Memorial Bridge. The arch is to be 250 feet high, more than twice as high as the Lincoln Memorial. It will feature gilded statuary, a winged Lady Liberty-like figure on top, and the inscriptions One Nation Under God on one side and Liberty and Justice for All on the other. The project was approved by one key federal commission on May 21 and goes before another on Thursday, but it also faces a lawsuit filed by Vietnam War veterans.

Some opponents of the arch are convinced it will never go ahead. But pink surveyors' flags were already planted in the grass at Memorial Circle on Memorial Day, when I walked the stretch from Lincoln through the cemetery, hoping to imagine how Trump's proposal would play against Washington's carefully choreographed civic spaces. At the high point of the cemetery sits Arlington House, once the home of Robert E. Lee. The view between this and the Lincoln Memorial creates a link between North and South, symbolizing reconciliation after the Civil War.

At mid-morning, amid light rain and fog so thick that it delayed flights out of nearby Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport, the Washington Monument was mostly invisible. A smattering of protesters on the Lincoln Memorial side of the Potomac held up signs for pedestrians and passing cars. They'd erected a mock arch, about 15 feet high, cut from white cloth and emblazoned with blue lettering: 86 TRUMP'S ARCH. Across the bridge at Memorial Circle, Paul A. Romano III, a retired federal law-enforcement officer wearing a green Vietnam Veteran cap, told me that the day the construction crews arrive, "I'll be like the guy in front of the tanks at Tiananmen Square." (Romano plans to testify against the arch at Thursday's meeting of the National Capital Planning Commission.)

Inside the cemetery, some roads had been cut off to secure the site for the imminent arrival of the president and vice president. I paused to watch the motorcade go by before crossing into Section 60, where the road was lined with a dozen or so cars bearing plates reading Combat Wounded and Gold Star. As the president prepared to speak in the Memorial Amphitheater, families had gathered with friends in folding chairs around flower-strewn headstones. They had brought coolers and food baskets, and, by the orientation of their chairs and their warm, relaxed demeanor, it was clear that each enveloped gravestone represented a person made present--someone the visitors wished both to honor on a meaningful day and, out of love, to include in a family picnic.

As I stepped back, the long rows of white headstones, each with their small American flag planted in front, had their overwhelming effect. Surely no arch, no matter how tall, could measure up to the somber beauty--the profundity--of this place?

History can serve as a guide for how we ought to understand the spatial conversation designed to take place between Arlington and the Lincoln Memorial. In 1862, Lincoln visited Sharpsburg, Maryland, where Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain watched the president review his troops, noting that the commander in chief and his soldiers seemed joined by a "mystic bond, wonderful in its intensity."

"We could see the deep sadness in the President's face and feel the burden on his heart," he wrote, "thinking of his great commission to save this people and knowing that he could do this no otherwise than as he had been doing, by and through the manliness of these men."

Contrast this with Trump, who, in 2018, rejected a proposal to visit the Aisne-Marne American Cemetery near Paris, saying, "Why should I go to that cemetery? It's filled with losers." Trump, who received a medical deferment (for bone spurs in his feet) during the Vietnam War, also described the more than 1,800 Marines who died at Belleau Wood as "suckers"; attacked the parents of Humayun Khan, an Army captain killed in Iraq; and poured contempt on Senator John McCain for having been captured during the Vietnam War.

Chamberlain's Civil War account reveals the space between the Lincoln Memorial and Arlington National Cemetery as charged not only with honor and pride but also with grief. Lincoln's memorial embodies the humility of a commander in chief who lived as his troops were dying because of his decisions, and now honors their loyalty and sacrifice. And the war dead, in turn, honor his leadership, the principles they shared, and the sacrifice that Lincoln, too, would make so soon after theirs, on April 15, 1865.




The defenders of Trump's arch say the enormous structure won't block the sight lines connecting these two significant sites. Rather, it will frame them: You'll still be able to see from one to the other through the arch. But this is misleading.

First, it will be true only from very specific vantage points, mostly close to the arch. From Lee's house, the arch will certainly block the view of the Lincoln Memorial. Second (and more important), to frame something is to impose meaning on it. In this case, a fragile, sacred conversation about sacrifice will be framed--and corrupted--by a shallow rhetoric of triumph.

Read: Trump is missing the entire point of arches

Trump has been doing this for years, hasn't he? Interfering with and reframing our vision, trying to make us mistrust our own eyes and to see in all he does nothing but winning. "We're going to win so much, you may even get tired of winning," he's frequently said. We saw what happened on January 6, 2021: a mob attacking police officers, invading the U.S. Capitol, interfering with democracy and threatening people's lives. But thanks to Trump's 2024 victory, we are now forced to see January 6 reframed as a "day of love." We have to see these vandals, whom the president has called "great patriots," "peaceful people," and "hostages," through a scrim of pardons and proposed compensation funds.

Triumphant rhetoric is always pinched. It leaves out the perspective of the vanquished. (In ancient Rome, the vanquished used to be paraded in chains under triumphal arches.) And it imposes brittle, jingoistic meanings on so many deaths that are senseless or, at the very least, difficult to explain.

Before dying himself, seven days before the end of World War I, Wilfred Owen wrote witheringly of "the old Lie"--"Dulce et decorum est / Pro patria mori"--that "it is sweet and fitting to die for one's country." You would not tell this lie "with such high zest," he wrote, to "children ardent for some desperate glory" if you could see what it is really like to die in war--to "watch the white eyes writhing" in the soldier exposed to mustard gas or hear "the blood / Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs, / obscene as cancer."

Part of being modern, and wise, is about grasping the ways in which Owen was right. It's about understanding that presidential speeches, even by Lincoln, may be inscribed into stone or livestreamed around the world, but they remain just words. We seek meaning; we try to rationalize, but that meaning can seem paltry, especially to loved ones, in comparison with amputated limbs, crippling PTSD, or death--death that may have come by disease, friendly fire, or training accidents, or in the course of an ill-conceived war.

What's extraordinary is that, even knowing all of this, people are still willing to die to protect this country and defend its values. In that willingness lies their honor and their heroism. What they deserve is not some cheap and unoriginal assertion of "victory" but our thanks, our admiration, and a redoubling of our efforts to safeguard peace and security.

Triumphal arches are thuggish. They're the architectural equivalent of a domestic abuser standing, arms crossed, legs athwart, in front of the bedroom door. I prefer the democratic, American tradition of modest, respectful, open-air monuments. I love going to the Concord battle site, just west of Boston, where the American Revolution kicked off, and seeing kayakers paddling beneath the Old North Bridge and cyclists standing quietly at the foot of The Minute Man statue by Daniel Chester French (the same sculptor responsible for the figure of Lincoln at the Lincoln Memorial). I love Antietam, a big, rolling field where you can imagine what happened on September 17, 1862, without anyone mediating or prescribing your response.

Psychologizing Donald Trump has become boring; psychology is made interesting by human depth and complexity. But what is the psychology of a nation that feels the need to put up triumphal arches? Isn't it usually a symptom of insecurity on the part of those in power?

Read: Donald Trump's paint jobs

The Arc de Triomphe in Paris, which Trump has said inspired his idea for an arch in Washington, was the idea of Napoleon Bonaparte's imperial government. But the arch was far from finished when Napoleon was defeated and sent into exile. It was completed over three decades under three different styles of government. Each regime--imperialist, absolute monarchist, and constitutional monarchist--manipulated the rationale behind the arch to try to cement its own legitimacy. But none of those regimes lasted.

If an arch had been erected in Washington at the end of World War II, when American troops had heroically defeated European fascism and imperial Japan, it might have made some sense. But it seems the Greatest Generation didn't need to erect triumphal arches, preferring instead to treasure the memory of dead comrades and put resources into rebuilding Europe and Japan, neutralizing the Soviet Union, and securing peace.

The significance of places and monuments can be belied by their names. Shiloh, for instance, is a Hebrew word meaning "place of peace." But Shiloh, the site of one of the first great battles of the Civil War, was a place of carnage. It had about the same number of casualties as the French at Waterloo--close to 24,000. "And yet when it was fought," said the historian Shelby Foote in Ken Burns' documentary The Civil War, people couldn't have known that "there were another 20 Waterloos to follow."

Trump's arch risks a similar fate. Will future generations associate it with winning, as Trump clearly intends? Or will they associate it with insecurity and bluster, and perhaps a more generalized shame--the shame of a nation that twice elected a man judged by his former chief of staff, the retired Marine General John Kelly (whose Marine-officer son, Robert M. Kelly, gave his life in Afghanistan and is buried in Section 60) as "a person that has no idea what America stands for and has no idea what America is all about."



*Illustration sources: NCPC / Harrison Design; iStock / Getty; Sergej Borzov / Getty; Erik McGregor / LightRocket / Getty
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What Trump's New Plan for the 250th Reveals

To Trump, art and politics are interchangeable.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 03 Jun 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.

What's a party without a little music? This year, the National Mall was meant to host a free summer concert series in celebration of the 250th anniversary of our nation's founding. Now President Trump may be replacing it with a different kind of performance: a supersize MAGA rally, with "Only Great Patriots invited."

The concert series--which is still officially on, at the time of writing--had already been facing significant challenges before the president's proposal on Saturday. First announced last Wednesday by a Trump-affiliated organization called Freedom 250, the event was set to feature nine musicians, at least six of whom have since dropped out. The rapper Young MC wrote that he was put off by the event's "politically charged" nature; Celebrity Apprentice alumnus Bret Michaels called it "divisive"; and the country singer Martina McBride claimed that she'd been presented with a chance to celebrate America in a nonpartisan way, but "that turned out to be misleading." (One wonders why these artists were so surprised: Freedom 250 does bill itself as nonpartisan, but it was created by Trump himself in an executive order.)

The president's enjoinder to "cancel" the event was clearly a desperate bid to reframe an unfolding PR disaster. But it also revealed something about how Trump sees himself, and how he understands the role of art in bolstering his political project. In one post, he called himself "the Number One Attraction anywhere in the World, the man who gets much larger audiences than Elvis in his prime." Trump often talks about his own greatness, but here he's nodding to  his capacity for showmanship, positioning art and politics as interchangeable arenas for promoting the MAGA agenda.

Take the Kennedy Center, which has been the primary site of Trump's attacks on the arts during his second term in office. Last year, not long after his inauguration, he fired the members of the institution's board who had been appointed by Joe Biden and replaced them with his own appointees. The new board elected Trump chairman of the Kennedy Center and voted to add his name to the building. (On Friday, a federal judge ruled that his name would need to be removed from the facade.) Trump has explicitly acknowledged his intent to remake an ostensibly nonpartisan stage in his own image: During his announcement of the Kennedy Center's annual honorees last year, he said that "If we make it our kind of political," the institution will see greater success. Many performers withdrew from planned shows over the institution's new association with the president. Ticket sales plummeted. In February, Trump announced that the center would close for two years "in honor of the 250th Anniversary of our Country." Instead of celebrating the occasion with music or dance, the building would fall silent.

Art is often political, and good art often creates controversy. But the White House isn't simply curating performances and exhibitions that carry political meaning; it's linking them to the president and his agenda. An executive order last year attempted to exert control over the exhibits at the Smithsonian museums, pushing the institution to promote "American greatness." Amid the cost-cutting efforts of DOGE, department officials tried to revoke National Endowment for the Humanities grants, pulling federal funding for projects that clashed with the administration's anti-DEI priorities.

The federal government reoriented its plans for the Venice Biennale, the international arts expo, around similar mandates. Typically, the government outsources its artist-selection process to a committee of art-world experts. This year, the State Department gave that responsibility to Jenni Parido, a former pet-food-store owner with ties to the Trump administration. Some prominent  artists turned down the chance to display their work in this newly Trump-inflected setting. The department's press release announcing the final pick, Alma Allen, suggested that his work showcased "American excellence." Reviewing the pavilion last month, my colleague Spencer Kornhaber called it "a very pretentious form of propaganda."

Trump is also putting his own personal stamp on the nation's aesthetics. This is especially apparent in the realm of design and architecture: A new White House ballroom will be clad in Trump's signature gold, and a proposed triumphal arch at Memorial Circle in Washington, D.C., will be topped with gilded statutes. (It will also be 250 feet tall, in honor of America's 250th anniversary.) As my colleague Sebastian Smee has written, the completed arch will not only look bad; it will also contort the meaning  of the nearby Lincoln Memorial and Arlington Cemetery. Trump has made the semiquincentennial all about himself--if he gets his way, even our currency could bear his likeness.

The White House clearly recognizes the soft power of art in promoting its agenda, even as it's unable to compel individual artists to accept its new status quo. The fact that the president sees a hyperpartisan rally as a reasonable substitute for a week of live music reflects his fixation on art's ability to reflect ideology. No performer can deliver the MAGA message as well as the president himself.

Related:

	The arch is atrocious, Sebastian Smee writes.
 	Trump is focused on becoming one of history's "great men."




Today's News

	Iran launched missile and drone attacks across the Persian Gulf today, killing one person in Kuwait and damaging the country's main airport. U.S. Central Command said late yesterday it carried out what it described as "self-defense strikes" against an Iranian military ground-control station on Qeshm Island.
 	The House is set to vote today on a measure requiring President Trump to withdraw U.S. forces from Iran or obtain congressional approval to continue the war. The vote highlights growing bipartisan concern over the conflict, which is now in its fourth month.
 	Senate Republicans are moving ahead with a $72 billion immigration agency-funding package after the Justice Department said it would abandon its controversial "anti-weaponization" fund, easing concerns that had threatened support for the package. Lawmakers also dropped a proposed $1 billion Secret Service-funding provision tied in part to Trump's White House ballroom project after facing Republican opposition.
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No, Artificial Intelligence Is Not Conscious

By Ted Chiang

Anthropic is regarded as a giant among AI companies, but perhaps what it really excels in is anthropomorphism. Earlier this year, the company released an 84-page document titled Claude's "constitution," Claude being the name of the large language model that is the company's flagship product. The first sentence reads, "Claude's constitution is a detailed description of Anthropic's intentions for Claude's values and behaviors." It goes on: "The document is written with Claude as its primary audience"; "we want Claude to be able to use its judgment once armed with a good understanding of the relevant considerations"; "Claude's moral status is deeply uncertain"; and "Claude may have some functional version of emotions or feelings."
 This anthropomorphism is by no means limited to the document.


Read the full article.
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 	The David Frum Show: How to save the Supreme Court from itself
 	Alexandra Petri: We've made some totally planned changes to America's 250th.
 	China's economy is taking everyone down.
 	The arch is atrocious.
 	The left needs to rediscover its patriotism.
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Another Chance for Trump to Cash Out

The president's battle over presidential records is more serious than it looks.

by David Frum

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




If Republicans lose control of either chamber of Congress in November, a constitutional crisis will erupt. A new Congress will ask questions about President Trump's actions. The Trump administration will refuse to answer. The administration will argue that the Constitution grants Congress little power to order the executive to do much of anything. The executive, this administration insists, can do whatever isn't explicitly forbidden; Congress can do only what is explicitly permitted. We know this will happen, because it's already happening. The administration has lately been testing this "We can do anything" theory in the courts, including in the dusty domain of presidential recordkeeping.

Thanks to the 1978 Presidential Records Act, every president from Ronald Reagan onward has been required by law to preserve and protect their records during their time in office, then turn them over to the National Archives when they leave. There are some caveats and exemptions, but the mandate has long been clear: Protect records during a presidency; archive them afterward.

Few in 1978 or in the decades since have doubted Congress's power to pass such a law, or questioned the law's value. (On the day I finished my job as a speechwriter in George W. Bush's White House, every piece of paper I had touched remained behind for the archivists to box and store. As a person who abhors filing above almost any other task, I personally experienced the PRA as a release and liberation.)

Presidential records were central to the political battles over Watergate. The Supreme Court ruled unanimously in United States v. Nixon in 1974 that Richard Nixon had to surrender subpoenaed tape recordings to the Watergate special prosecutor. The evidence exposed by this ruling led to Nixon's resignation 16 days later. After he left office, Nixon alarmed Congress by claiming personal ownership of all of his records and recordings. He had already been caught once tampering with incriminating recordings (the famed "18.5-minute gap"). What would he do with the whole collection? Congress duly transferred control over the Nixon papers to the National Archives in late 1974. Nixon challenged the legality of this only to lose again at the Supreme Court in Nixon v. Administrator of General Services in 1977. That seemed to settle the matter.

David A. Graham: The incredible vanishing Trump presidency

Trump campaigned in 2016 as a fervent supporter of proper recordkeeping. The Democratic nominee Hillary Clinton had arguably violated federal recordkeeping laws by using a private email server to send and store messages. For this infraction, Trump led campaign-rally crowds in chants of "Lock her up!" When the rules of the Electoral College awarded Trump the presidency, he entered office with a clear mandate to uphold the highest standards of record management.

President Trump immediately betrayed the recordkeeping promises of candidate Trump. A 2017 investigation found that at least six senior Trump aides and officials--including his son-in-law Jared Kushner and his daughter Ivanka Trump--had used private accounts to transact government business. In Trump's second term, the violations have become even more appalling. Last year, The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, discovered that senior Trump officials were sharing military information of the utmost sensitivity on a private messaging app. That breach of federal-records law is unparalleled in its egregiousness. Other incidents of rule breaking keep coming to light.

Caught flouting records laws again and again, the second Trump administration is shifting to more confrontational tactics. In April, the Office of Legal Counsel in the Department of Justice issued guidance arguing that "the PRA is invalid in its entirety," because Congress lacks the constitutional authority "to regulate or access the President's records absent a valid legislative purpose, and no such purpose exists for the PRA." If the Presidential Records Act is unconstitutional, the OLC guidance asserts, then the president can go ahead and ignore it.

The OLC's guidance was signed by Assistant Attorney General T. Elliot Gaiser, a Trump loyalist who was among the lawyers who had assured the president in 2020 that Vice President Pence could block the election results from going into effect.

Gaiser's "ignore the law" memorandum similarly broke precedent. The OLC's job is to explain what the law is today, not to argue what the president wishes the law might become tomorrow. According to its own internal rules, the "OLC must provide advice based on its best understanding of what the law requires ... even if that appraisal will constrain the Administration's or an agency's pursuit of desired practices or policy objectives." If a president wishes to argue that a Supreme Court precedent should be overturned, the president can turn to his White House counsel and his solicitor general to plan a litigation strategy. But unless the president wins that case, governing law remains governing law, and the OLC is meant to offer guidance for how to obey it--except in a Trump administration, where the law is merely a suggestion.

Two nonprofit advocacy groups, American Oversight and the American Historical Association, challenged the OLC guidance in federal district court. They argued that the Trump administration should follow the law as it exists, not warp it to suit the president's wishes. They won a partial and preliminary injunction on May 20. But this fight is just getting started.

In the Trump era, the Roberts Supreme Court has had to resolve various disputes over the norms that govern presidential behavior, triggered by a president who has rejected nearly all of them. During Trump's first term, Congress wanted to investigate rumors of Trump tax evasion, money laundering, and business fraud. Rather than subpoena Trump himself, it sought records from his bankers and accountants, whom Trump then sued to stop them from cooperating. The Roberts Court did not resolve the issue on the merits. Instead, in Trump v. Mazars in 2020, the Court created a complex new test to decide when and whether Congress could obtain records connected to a president. The practical effect was to set new limits on Congress's investigative powers and to tilt the balance of power toward the president. The OLC memorandum on the Presidential Records Act duly cited Mazars some three dozen times, arguing that the ruling curbs Congress's power to regulate executive recordkeeping.

Listen: Trump has redefined presidential scandal

The federal district court that ruled last month on the Presidential Records Act case ordered the White House to continue obeying the law as the law stands, pending litigation on the merits later. If and when this case reaches the Supreme Court, however, the justices may well accept the invitation to expand presidential power over White House records. The Roberts Court has already gone far to protect Trump from himself. In United States v. Trump in 2024, the Court invented a new doctrine of presidential impunity from criminal prosecution. Forbidding Congress to regulate executive paperwork hardly seems audacious for a Court that perceives a president so far beyond the reach of law.

Trump will have a lot riding on this case. A ruling in his favor would allow him to defy congressional demands for records, perhaps by not keeping any of them in the first place. He and his aides could do all their business on Signal or WhatsApp or some other private-sector device that sets messages to self-delete.

For a president who has spent much of his time in office enriching himself and his family, a Supreme Court decision that defeats the 1978 law would also be an enormous moneymaking opportunity. Trump has planned an unusual presidential library. In a complicated deal sanctioned by the Florida legislature, a Florida college has transferred downtown-Miami real estate worth at least tens of millions of dollars to the Donald J. Trump Presidential Library Foundation Inc.--for all of $10. As an educational institution, the library would be exempted from state and local property taxes, even though blueprints for it include a possible hotel and other profit-making elements. If the Supreme Court grants Trump private ownership of some or all of his records, then he will have the freedom to use them however he likes in his library. He will also be able to devise ways to monetize them--perhaps by selling access to some or suppressing or destroying others for the benefit of allies and donors.

Given just how doggedly Trump has converted public assets into private wealth throughout this term, no one should be surprised that he sees presidential records as a personal opportunity rather than a public responsibility. It will be up to the justices of a too-often-compliant Supreme Court to stop him and protect the people he--and they--theoretically serve.
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The Uncertain Future of the Smithsonian's Smallest Museum

The Anacostia Community Museum was a pioneer in preserving Black history. Will that be enough to save it from President Trump?

by Camille Borders

Wed, 03 Jun 2026


Visitors to the Anacostia Neighborhood Museum look at a quilt that depicts Frederick Douglass, September 1976. (Ann E. Zelle / Getty)



In 1969, the Anacostia Neighborhood Museum, in Washington, D.C., debuted a new exhibit: "The Rat: Man's Invited Affliction." The display--complete with live rats--was different from what people were used to seeing from the venerable Smithsonian Institution. At the time, the main event at the Museum of History and Technology (now the National Museum of American History) was an exhibit that focused on the fanfare of presidential campaigns and conventions. But Anacostia, which had opened two years prior, was a new kind of museum.

It was well known that the poor neighborhoods of D.C.--the Black neighborhoods of D.C.--had some of the worst rat problems in the country. "The Rat" was a direct response to an ongoing crisis, which made it an unusual choice for a museum. Much of the exhibit was inspired by community voices, including by children who'd told museum staff about rat bites and about vermin so large, they were mistaken for stray cats. Wall text warned against the diseases rats carried, explained different ways to kill them, and advised residents to dispose of trash in tightly covered bins. Going beyond the typically neutral language found in Smithsonian museums, the exhibit charged the Department of Public Health as complicit in creating the scourge.

Anacostia, since renamed the Anacostia Community Museum, was the first federally funded museum focused on Black history, as well as the first federally funded community museum; it is still the only Smithsonian to archive and document daily life in the nation's capital. "The Rat" set the tone for how the smallest Smithsonian would exist in the shadow of its bigger siblings. Its exhibits and projects have emphasized the history of the community itself. For longtime Anacostia residents, the building has also become a sanctuary. The museum is home to a community garden and a library, and hosts yoga classes and youth programming. During the early years of the coronavirus pandemic, the museum kept a fridge stocked with meals, maintained by a local nonprofit.

But the museum has also struggled to stay alive, and to keep its independent identity. The ACM has always had to fight for funding, space, and the attention of decision makers in the city and federal governments. This vulnerability reached its peak in 2025, when community members had to rally to save their museum from President Trump's budget cuts. But the future of the smallest Smithsonian is still uncertain, and there is a real risk that Trump's ongoing campaign against Black history might claim this unique institution.



In the mid-1960s, Sidney Dillon Ripley, the secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, imagined an addition to its holdings--a neighborhood outpost that might coax more Black D.C. residents to explore the Smithsonian museums downtown. Ripley did not designate a specific location, and multiple communities lobbied to host the new entity. In the end, concerted organizing efforts and enthusiasm in Anacostia--a historic, majority-Black enclave across the Anacostia River from the rest of D.C.--won out. But by the time the Anacostia Neighborhood Museum opened, in 1967, the place had become more than just a promotional outpost. It had repurposed the abandoned Carver Theater, once the only venue where Black residents east of the river could watch new movies. Staff and residents had brought their own ideas, shaping a space that would preserve the everyday miracles of Black life.

The following year would be a defining time for the museum. In 1968, Anacostia was one of the hubs of the uprisings that transformed the city after the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. Black communities were staking their claim to power--in the streets, in legislation, in the Black Power movement, and in the proud assertion that Black is beautiful. D.C., as both the nation's capital and a majority-Black city that had recently been administered by segregationists in Congress, was a symbolic center of this transformation. In 1973, just a few years after a member of Congress had sent D.C.'s first appointed Black mayor a truckload of watermelons instead of a budget, the city celebrated home rule and the entry of a cadre of Black activists into its politics.

The Anacostia Neighborhood Museum responded to the moment by offering what was then a radical premise: that Black power flows from a collective past that needs to be preserved and exhibited. It safeguards stories such as that of Vivian Williams, an activist who in 1967 led a boycott of Safeway after discovering price hikes timed to benefit-check days.

For six decades, Anacostia has been the only Smithsonian where residents are at once visitors, subjects of study, curators, and producers. "The community became the museum," a former interim director, James Early, told me. It was the first Smithsonian dedicated to Black history, and the museum always wore the distinction proudly. In 1987, it relocated to a newly built structure and was renamed, simply, the Anacostia Museum. The new building's brick facade was intended to mimic the pattern of kente cloth.

In 1972, Louise Daniel Hutchinson, the museum's director of research, established an ambitious oral-history project with Anacostia residents, which became the greater Smithsonian's first such collection. Researchers fanned out into the community, conducting interviews while also collecting donated items of cultural significance. Along with recordings, researchers returned with family Bibles, good china, and valuable mementos, including a porcelain pin box given to a Black seamstress by First Lady Edith Wilson.


Louise Daniel Hutchinson (left) and an unidentified staff member pose together outside the Center for Anacostia Studies, September 1976. (Ann E. Zelle / Getty)



Oral history, now a common part of the Smithsonian's arsenal, has since become something of a specialty at the Anacostia Community Museum, which was given its current name in 2006. The form requires expertise in interviewing, as well as subjects' trust. "Every exhibit is this major archival and primary-research undertaking," Dominique Hazzard, a former staff member at the museum and a second-generation Anacostia resident, told me. She was a curator of the 2021-22 exhibit "Food for the People: Eating and Activism in Greater Washington," for which Hazzard and others gathered more than 100 oral histories from community members and activists.

Because of the museum's work, its artifacts have been treated with the care and seriousness that they deserve, and are now an official part of the country's record and story. They sit in the nation's archives with its founding documents, with dinosaur bones, with the space shuttle.

Still, foot traffic has always been low, and it's been difficult to get the tourists who travel to the larger Smithsonians to come across the river. Until gentrification swept into the area, the neighborhood remained largely isolated from the rest of the city--although that force promised more amenities and connections, it also displaced Black residents. The ACM, which protects the memories of that community, is also itself facing the possibility of elimination.



In January, I made the trip to Anacostia. I drove up Morris Road toward Fort Stanton, a Union Army Civil War outpost built on a hill above the river. Across from the decommissioned fort sits the building where the Anacostia Community Museum has resided for four decades.

I walked into the reading room, put on a pair of earphones, opened my laptop, and began to watch the museum's archival videos. The grainy footage flickered to life: It's 1974. John Kinard, Anacostia's founding director and the first Black director of any Smithsonian, fills the frame, a steady presence against rows of shelves stacked high with boxes of files. His voice, smooth and melodic, rises over the room: "The museum is you," he tells the members of the Anacostia Historical Society. Kinard declares that if the people gathered before him remain dedicated to the idea that history is power, then the museum will stand as a "shining example of the continued strength and vitality of the people of Anacostia."

At the very moment of my visit, a debate about the future of Kinard's project was raging across the river. All through the previous year, the Smithsonian Institution had been one of Trump's most prominent targets in his war on "woke." Much of the White House's attention had gone to the National Museum of African American History and Culture, the much larger and more well-known museum across town. In March 2025, the NMAAHC was mentioned in an executive order accusing the Smithsonian Institution of promoting "divisive, race-centered ideology," and ordering a purge of "ideological indoctrination." Later, the White House demanded a review of countless current and planned exhibits.

Any hopes that tiny Anacostia might simply go unnoticed in this onslaught against Black history were dashed during the budgeting process for 2026. In its proposal, the White House called for the Smithsonian's total budget to be slashed by 12 percent. Part of that decrease would come through zeroing out the Anacostia Community Museum--which represents just under 0.3 percent of the Smithsonian's federal budget--and abandoning a plan to build the National Museum of the American Latino, which currently exists as a pop-up series of exhibits at the National Museum of American History.

Perhaps owing to the obscurity of the ACM, its potential fate received less attention than the broadsides delivered against the NMAAHC. But it had defenders, in Congress and elsewhere. When the budget was first proposed, Eleanor Holmes Norton, D.C.'s nonvoting delegate to Congress, stated in an email to The Washington Post that the museum was a "valuable community resource," and told the paper she would work to keep the museum intact.

In an attempt to salvage what it could, in its own budget justification to Congress that May, the Smithsonian proposed folding the museum into the NMAAHC, transferring its staff, archives, collections, and real estate. Smithsonian officials argued that the move "would streamline the workforce" and produce operational efficiencies, while saving as much as possible of the museum's exhibits and expertise.

But among the ACM's supporters and former staff, this plan was met with resentment. Anacostia was not a satellite or subsidiary of the NMAAHC, and its importance to the community was much deeper than its collections. Under federal law, private donations could not be used to compensate federal employees, so the community was at risk of losing its cornerstone for what was--in the nonprofit world--a relatively achievable sum: $3 million, the museum's annual budget.

In August, a month after the appropriations package that could kill the ACM was officially introduced in Congress, Anacostia residents hosted a rally, hoping to raise awareness. Organized by Save Our Museum, a local committee hastily put together during the budget process, the rally kicked off at the ACM and wound its way to the riverfront. Along the mile route, demonstrators sang along to go-go music and chanted. Afterward, the crowd gathered to share what the museum meant to them--reminiscing about Kwanzaa programs, Juneteenth celebrations, and bringing their children to the institution in its early days.

But even after a 43-day federal shutdown--the longest in history--there was no clear path forward. After the shutdown ended on November 12, 2025, a continuing resolution kept all Smithsonian funding alive temporarily, extending it through January 30 at prior-year levels. As I sifted through the archives during that last month of funding, I was keenly aware that I might not have many visits left.

But then, the next week, unexpected news arrived. On January 23, just days before the funding cutoff, Norton's office posted on Facebook that a new appropriations package for the Smithsonian included funding for the Anacostia Community Museum. The package would continue the museum's existence for another year and would in fact be about $183,000 more than its previous fiscal-year budget. With Norton's office at the fore, the museum's defenders in Congress had managed to slip support for the museum into the bill that funded the Smithsonian. Still, that funding lasts only through the 2026 fiscal year, at which point the scramble might begin again.

The truth is, neither America nor the Smithsonian ever quite knew what to do with the gem they have in Anacostia. Though often pigeonholed as a "Black" museum or a community center, the ACM essentially fills the role of the museum of the capital city, with exhibits featuring Chinatown and the diverse neighborhood coalition of Adams Morgan. The museum preserves works like those of Hien Vu, who helped launch the D.C. Safe Nail Salon Project in 2011 after recognizing that developmental delays among the children she tutored at the Vietnamese American Service Center were linked to toxins in their mothers' workplaces.

As is true of any good museum, the history presented at the Anacostia Community Museum is thorny and sometimes uncomfortable. But this is essential to the messy and unfinished business of building a nation. There is a particularly potent juxtaposition in the story of Anacostia residents' struggle to receive full citizenship in the shadow of the nation's capital, one that requires us to interrogate the halls of power. "If you close ACM, there is no longer a museum of the history of the city," Hazzard, the former curator, said. But, under a government intent on forced forgetting, perhaps that is the ultimate point.
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Cloud, Castle, Lake

A short story

by Vladimir Nabokov

Sun, 01 Jun 1941




One of my representatives--a modest, mild bachelor, very efficient--happened to win a pleasure trip at a charity ball given by Russian refugees. The Berlin summer was in full flood (it was the second week of damp and cold, so that it was a pity to look at everything which had turned green in vain, and only the sparrows kept cheerful); he did not care to go anywhere, but when he tried to sell his ticket at the office of the Bureau of Pleasantrips he was told that to do so he would have to have special permission from the Ministry of Transportation; when he tried them, it turned out that first he would have to draw up a complicated petition at a notary's on stamped paper; and besides, a so-called 'certificate of non-absence from the city for the summertime' had to be obtained from the police.


So he sighed a little, and decided to go. He borrowed an aluminum flask from friends, repaired his soles, bought a belt and a fancy-style flannel shirt--one of those cowardly things which shrink in the first wash. Incidentally, it was too large for that likable little man, his hair always neatly trimmed, his eyes so intelligent and kind. I cannot remember his name at the moment. I think it was Vasili Ivanovich.

He slept badly the night before the departure. And why? Because he had to get up unusually early, and hence took along into his dreams the delicate face of the watch ticking on his night table; but mainly because that very night, for no reason at all, he began to imagine that this trip, thrust upon him by a feminine Fate in a low-cut gown, this trip which he had accepted so reluctantly, would bring him some wonderful, tremulous happiness. This happiness would have something in common with his childhood, and with the excitement aroused in him by Russian lyrical poetry, and with some evening sky line once seen in a dream, and with that lady, another man's wife, whom he had hopelessly loved for seven years--but it would be even fuller and more significant than all that. And besides, he felt that the really good life must be oriented toward something or someone.

The morning was dull, but steam-warm and close, with an inner sun, and it was quite pleasant to rattle in a streetcar to the distant railway station where the gathering place was: several people, alas, were taking part in the excursion. Who would they be, these drowsy beings, drowsy as seem all creatures still unknown to us? By Window No. 6, at 7 a.m., as was indicated in the directions appended to the ticket, he saw them (they were already waiting; he had managed to be late by about three minutes).

A lanky blond young man in Tyrolese garb stood out at once. He was burned the color of a cock's comb, had huge brick-red knees with golden hairs, and his nose looked lacquered. He was the leader furnished by the Bureau, and as soon as the newcomer had joined the group (which consisted of four women and as many men) he led it off toward a train lurking behind other trains, carrying his monstrous knapsack with terrifying ease, and firmly clanking with his hobnailed boots.

Everyone found a place in an empty car, unmistakably third-class, and Vasili Ivanovich, having sat down by himself and put a peppermint into his mouth, immediately opened a little volume of Tiutchev, whom he had long intended to reread, but he was requested to put the book aside and join the group. An elderly bespectacled post-office clerk, with skull, chin, and upper lip a bristly blue as if he had shaved off some extraordinarily luxuriant and tough growth especially for this trip, immediately announced that he had been to Russia and knew some Russian,--for instance, patzlui,--and, recalling philanderings in Tsaritsyn, winked in such a manner that his fat wife sketched out in the air the preface of a backhand box on the ear. The company was getting noisy. Four employees of the same building firm were tossing each other heavyweight jokes: a middle-aged man, Schultz; a younger man, Schultz also, and two fidgety young women with big mouths and big rumps. The red-headed, rather burlesque widow in a sport skirt knew something too about Russia (the Riga beaches). There was also a dark young man by the name of Schramm, with lustreless eyes and a vague velvety vileness about his person and manners, who constantly switched the conversation to this or that attractive aspect of the excursion, and who gave the first signal for rapturous appreciation; he was, as it turned out later, a special stimulator from the Bureau of Pleasantrips.

The locomotive, working rapidly with its elbows, hurried through a pine forest, then--with relief--among fields. Only dimly realizing as yet all the absurdity and horror of the situation, and perhaps attempting to persuade himself that everything was very nice, Vasili Ivanovich contrived to enjoy the fleeting gifts of the road. And indeed, how enticing it all is, what charm the world acquires when it is wound up and moving like a merry-go-round! The burning sun crept toward a corner of the window and suddenly spilled over the yellow bench. The badly pressed shadow of the car sped madly along the grassy bank, where flowers blended into colored streaks. A crossing: a cyclist was waiting, one foot resting on the ground. Trees appeared in groups and singly, revolving coolly and blandly, displaying the latest fashions. The blue dampness of a ravine. A memory of love, disguised as a meadow. Wispy clouds--greyhounds of heaven.

We both, Vasili Ivanovich and I, have always been impressed by the anonymity of all the parts of a landscape, so dangerous for the soul, the impossibility of ever finding out where that path you see leads--and look, what a tempting thicket! It happened that on a distant slope or in a gap in the trees there would appear and, as it were, stop for an instant, like air retained in the lungs, a spot so enchanting--a lawn, a terrace--such perfect expression of tender, well-meaning beauty--that it seemed that if one could stop the train and go thither, forever, to you, my love ... But a thousand beech trunks were already madly leaping by, whirling in a sizzling sun pool, and again the chance for happiness was gone.

At the stations, Vasili Ivanovich would look at the configuration of some entirely insignificant objects--a smear on the platform, a cherry stone, a cigarette butt--and would say to himself that never, never would he remember these three little things here in that particular interrelation, this pattern, which he now could see with such deathless precision; or again, looking at a group of children waiting for a train, he would try with all his might to single out at least one remarkable destiny--in the form of a violin or a crown, a propeller or a lyre--and would gaze until the whole party of village schoolboys appeared as on an old photograph, now reproduced with a little white cross above the face of the last boy on the right: the hero's childhood.

But one could look out of the window only by snatches. All had been given sheet music with verses from the Bureau:--

Stop that worrying and moping,
 Take a knotted stick and rise,
 Come a-tramping in the open
 With the good, the hearty guys!
 
 Tramp your country's grass and stubble,
 With the good, the hearty guys,
 Kill the hermit and his trouble
 
 And to hell with doubts and sighs!
 One mile, two miles, five and twenty,
 Sunny skies and wind in plenty ...
 Come a-tramping with the guys!

This was to be sung in chorus. Vasili Ivanovich, who not only could not sing, but could not even pronounce German words clearly, took advantage of the drowning roar of mingling voices and merely opened his mouth while swaying slightly, as if he were really singing--but the leader, at a sign from the subtle Schramm, suddenly stopped the general singing and, squinting askance at Vasili Ivanovich, demanded that he sing solo. Vasili Ivanovich cleared his throat, timidly began, and after a minute of solitary torment all joined in; but he did not dare thereafter to drop out.

He had with him his favorite cucumber from the Russian store, a loaf of bread, and three eggs. When evening came, and the low crimson sun entered wholly the soiled seasick car, stunned by its own din, all were invited to hand over their provisions, in order to divide them evenly--this was particularly easy, as all except Vasili Ivanovich had the same things. The cucumber amused everybody, was pronounced inedible, and was thrown out of the window. In view of the insufficiency of his contribution, Vasili Ivanovich got a smaller portion of sausage.

He was made to play cards. They pulled him about, questioned him, verified whether he could show the route of the trip on a map--in a word, all busied themselves with him, at first good-naturedly, then with malevolence, which grew with the approach of night. Both girls were called Greta; the red-headed widow somehow resembled the rooster-leader; Schramm, Schultz, and the other Schultz, the post-office clerk and his wife, all gradually melted together, merged together, forming one collective, wobbly, many-handed being, from which one could not escape. It pressed upon him from all sides. But suddenly at some station all climbed out, and it was already dark, although in the west there still hung a very long, very pink cloud, and farther along the track, with a soul-piercing light, the star of a lamp trembled through the slow smoke of the engine, and crickets chirped in the dark, and from somewhere there came the odor of jasmine and hay, my love.

They spent the night in a tumbledown inn. A mature bedbug is awful, but there is a certain grace in the motions of silky wood lice. The post-office clerk was separated from his wife, who was put with the widow; he was given to Vasili Ivanovich for the night. The two beds took up the whole room. Quilt on top, chamber pot below. The clerk said that somehow he did not feel sleepy, and began to talk of his Russian adventures, rather more circumstantially than in the train. He was a great bully of a man, thorough and obstinate, clad in long cotton drawers, with mother-of-pearl claws on his dirty toes, and bear's fur between fat breasts. A moth dashed about the ceiling, hobnobbing with its shadow. 'In Tsaritsyn,' the clerk was saying, 'there are now three schools, a German, a Czech, and a Chinese one. At any rate, that is what my brother-in-law says; he went there to build tractors.'

Next day, from early morning to five o'clock in the afternoon, they raised dust along a highway, which undulated from hill to hill; then they took a green road through a dense fir wood. Vasili Ivanovich, as the least burdened, was given an enormous round loaf of bread to carry under his arm. How I hate you, our daily! But still his precious, experienced eyes noted what was necessary. Against the background of fir-tree gloom a dry needle was hanging vertically on an invisible thread.

Again they piled into a train, and again the small partitionless car was empty. The other Schultz began to teach Vasili Ivanovich how to play the mandolin. There was much laughter. When they got tired of that, they thought up a capital game, which was supervised by Schramm. It consisted of the following: the women would lie down on the benches they chose, under which the men were already hidden, and when from under one of the benches there would emerge a ruddy face with ears, or a big outspread hand, with a skirt-lifting curve of the fingers (which would provoke much squealing), then it would be revealed who was paired off with whom. Three times Vasili Ivanovich lay down in filthy darkness, and three times it turned out that there was no one on the bench when he crawled out from under. He was acknowledged the loser and was forced to eat a cigarette butt.

They spent the night on straw mattresses in a barn, and early in the morning set out again on foot. Firs, ravines, foamy streams. From the heat, from the songs which one had constantly to bawl, Vasili Ivanovich became so exhausted that during the midday halt he fell asleep at once, and awoke only when they began to slap at imaginary horseflies on him. But after another hour of marching, that very happiness of which he had once half-dreamt was suddenly discovered.

It was a pure, blue lake, with an unusual expression of its water. In the middle, a large cloud was reflected in its entirety. On the other side, on a hill thickly covered with verdure (and the darker the verdure, the more poetic it is), towered, arising from dactyl to dactyl, an ancient black castle. Of course, there are plenty of such views in Central Europe, but just this one, in the inexpressible and unique harmoniousness of its three principal parts, in its smile, in some mysterious innocence it had,--my love! my obedient one!--was something so unique, and so familiar, and so long-promised, and it so understood the beholder, that Vasili Ivanovich even pressed his hand to his heart, as if to see whether his heart was there in order to give it away.

At some distance, Schramm, poking into the air with the leader's alpenstock, was calling the attention of the excursionists to something or other; they had settled themselves around on the grass in poses seen in amateur snapshots, while the leader sat on a stump, his behind to the lake, and was having a snack. Quietly, concealing himself behind his own back, Vasili Ivanovich followed the shore, and came to a kind of inn. A dog still quite young greeted him; it crept on its belly, its jaws laughing, its tail fervently beating the ground. Vasili Ivanovich accompanied the dog into the house, a piebald two-storied dwelling with a winking window beneath a convex tiled eyelid, and he found the owner, a tall old man vaguely resembling a Russian war veteran, who spoke German so poorly and with such a soft drawl that Vasili Ivanovich changed to his own tongue, but the man understood as in a dream, and continued in the language of his environment, his family.

Upstairs was a room for travelers. 'You know, I shall take it for the rest of my life,' Vasili Ivanovich is reported to have said as soon as he had entered it. The room itself had nothing remarkable about it. On the contrary, it was a most ordinary room, with a red floor, daisies daubed on the white walls, and a small mirror half filled with the yellow infusion of the reflected flowers--but from the window one could clearly see the lake with its cloud and its castle, in a motionless and perfect correlation of happiness. Without reasoning, without considering, only entirely surrendering to an attraction the truth of which consisted in its own strength, a strength which he had never experienced before, Vasili Ivanovich in one radiant second realized that here in this little room with that view, beautiful to the verge of tears, life would at last be what he had always wished it to be. What exactly it would be like, what would take place here, that of course he did not know, but all around him were help, promise, and consolation--so that there could not be any doubt that he must live here. In a moment he figured out how he would manage it so as not to have to return to Berlin again, how to get the few possessions that he had--books, the blue suit, her photograph. How simple it was turning out! As my representative, he was earning enough for the modest life of a refugee Russian.

'My friends,' he cried, having run down again to the meadow by the shore, 'my friends, good-bye. I shall remain for good in that house over there. We can't travel together any longer. I shall go no farther. I am not going anywhere. Good-bye!'

'How is that?' said the leader in a queer voice, after a short pause, during which the smile on the lips of Vasili Ivanovich slowly faded, while the people who had been sitting on the grass half-rose and stared at him with stony eyes.

'But why?' he faltered. 'It is here that ...'

'Silence!' the post-office clerk suddenly bellowed with extraordinary force. 'Come to your senses, you drunken swine!'

'Wait a moment, gentlemen,' said the leader, and, having passed his tongue over his lips, he turned to Vasili Ivanovich.

'You probably have been drinking,' he said quietly. 'Or have gone out of your mind. You are taking a pleasure trip with us. Tomorrow, according to the appointed itinerary,--look at your ticket,--we are all returning to Berlin. There can be no question of anyone--in this case you--refusing to continue this communal journey. We were singing today a certain song--try and remember what it said. That's enough now! Come, children, we are going on.'

'There will be beer at Ewald,' said Schramm in a caressing voice. 'Five hours by train. Walks. A hunting lodge. Coal mines. Lots of interesting things.'

'I shall complain,' wailed Vasili Ivanovich. 'Give me back my bag. I have the right to remain where I want. Oh, but this is nothing less than an invitation to a beheading' --he told me he cried when they seized him by the arms.

'If necessary we shall carry you,' said the leader grimly, 'but that is not likely to be pleasant for you. I am responsible for each of you, and shall bring back each of you, alive or dead.'

Swept along a forest road as in a hideous fairy tale, squeezed, twisted, Vasili Ivanovich could not even turn around, and only felt how the radiance behind his back receded, fractured by trees, and then it was no longer there, and all around the dark firs fretted but could not interfere. As soon as everyone had got into the car and the train had pulled off, they began to beat him--they beat him a long time, and with a good deal of inventiveness. It occurred to them, among other things, to use a corkscrew on his palms; then on his feet. The post-office clerk, who had been to Russia, fashioned a knout out of a stick and a belt, and began to use it with devilish dexterity. Atta boy! The other men relied more on their iron heels, whereas the women were satisfied to pinch and to slap. All had a wonderful time.

After returning to Berlin, he called on me; was much changed; sat down quietly, putting his hands on his knees; told his story; kept on repeating that he must resign his position, begged me to let him go, insisted that he could not continue, that he had not the strength to belong to mankind any longer. Of course, I let him go.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Announces Editorial Fellowship Class for 2026-27

The fellowship program welcomes six early-career journalists to <em>The Atlantic</em>'s newsroom.

Wed, 03 Jun 2026


From top left: Laney Crawley, Catherine Goodman, Nora Lowe, Jack Rodriquez-Vars, Jacob Smollen, Katherine Weyback



The Atlantic is announcing six early-career journalists who have been selected for a yearlong editorial fellowship program: Laney Crawley, Catherine Goodman, Nora Lowe, Jack Rodriquez-Vars, Jacob Smollen, and Katherine Weyback. This is The Atlantic's first class of fellows since 2020; the six joining next month were selected from a pool of more than 1,300 applicants.

During their year in the newsroom, the fellows will be embedded with teams to support The Atlantic's journalism; sharpen their writing, editing, and research skills; and deepen their awareness of the industry.

Meet our new fellows:

Laney Crawley graduated this spring with honors from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where she studied journalism, media, and English. During her time at UNC, she served as editor in chief of The Daily Tar Heel and wrote a senior capstone project examining gender, moral judgment, and the French fashion industry during World War II. Most recently, she was an editorial intern at Apartment Therapy, and she previously served as an American Society of Magazine Editors intern at People magazine. Laney grew up in Rockville, Maryland.

Catherine Goodman is a recent graduate of Emory University, where she pursued a double major in English and art history. In addition to her studies, she served as the managing editor of the Arts & Life section and the Editorial Board of The Emory Wheel, which received a Corbin Gwaltney Award for Best All-Around Student Newspaper from the Society of Professional Journalists in 2024. Her music column, Cat's Collection, also received a regional Mark of Excellence Award. Previously, Catherine served as the Arts in Review Bartley Fellow at The Wall Street Journal. Catherine grew up in Savannah, Georgia.

Nora Lowe is a recent graduate of Amherst College, where she received a B.A. in English and Environmental Studies, as well as a certificate in Coastal and Marine Sciences. She helped revitalize and lead the College's science-writing magazine, The Amherst STEM Network, and wrote an honors thesis tracing America's evolving support for nature based on public-service programs. Previously, she interned in newsrooms at Brookhaven National Laboratory, NASA Goddard Space Flight Center, and The Examiner. Nora is from Armonk, New York.

Jack Rodriquez-Vars is a recent graduate of Yale University, where he studied religion and English with respective concentrations in New Testament studies and nonfiction writing. He has covered homelessness and city politics for The Sacramento Bee, researched felony murder and asylum law for the Investigative Reporting Lab at Yale, and edited various campus publications, including The New Journal, which was awarded Best Ongoing Student Magazine in the Northeast by the Society of Professional Journalists. Jack is from Montclair, New Jersey.

Jacob Smollen is joining The Atlantic after spending nine months with KCUR, Kansas City's public radio station, where he produced episodes of the station's daily news podcast, Kansas City Today, and its history podcast, A People's History of Kansas City. Previously, Jacob wrote for The Provincetown Independent, covering subjects ranging from the economics of oyster farms to baseball. Jacob graduated from Brown University in 2025 with a B.A. in International and Public Affairs. There, he ran the podcast team and served as a city- and state-politics editor for the Brown Daily Herald. He grew up in Philadelphia, and learned to love audio journalism at the city's local NPR affiliate, WHYY.

Katherine Weyback is a recent graduate of Columbia University's Graduate School of Journalism, where she was valedictorian of her class. While there, she covered topics such as the fierce debate over e-bikes in New York City and the plight of dogsledders losing snow in Alaska. Before pursuing journalism, she was a hiking and skiing guide in Montana, and she attended the University of Virginia, where her studies focused on the Indian subcontinent. She is thrilled to be returning to The Atlantic, having served as an associate on the Talent & Culture team in 2024 and 2025, as well as coming home to the Washington, D.C., area where she was raised.
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Photos: A Family's Final Trip Before the Father's Self-Deportation

John Moore, a photojournalist with Getty Images, recently traveled with Marvin Suazo and his family on a final trip before a painful separation, when Suazo self-deported to Honduras. The family fled Honduras in 2014, seeking asylum in the U.S., but Suazo was ineligible because of a previous deportation.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 03 Jun 2026


Samantha Suazo, 23, stands to be recognized for magna cum laude honors as her father, Marvin Suazo, and mother, Maribel Vasquez, cheer during a graduation ceremony at Yale University on May 18, 2026, in New Haven, Connecticut. Samantha, originally from Honduras, was naturalized as an American citizen in 2025 and became the first member of her family to graduate from college, receiving a B.A. in sociology and from Yale's Ethnicity, Race, Migration program. She left Honduras at age 11 with her parents seeking asylum, and the family settled in Big Sky, Montana. (John Moore / Getty)




Samantha Suazo and fellow students at Saybrook College graduate from Yale University on May 18, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




Samantha Suazo embraces her father, Marvin, as her mother, Maribel, looks on at Samantha's graduation ceremony on May 18, 2026. When Marvin first brought his family to the United States in 2014, he established a construction company, and Maribel cleaned homes for local residents in Montana. Samantha and Maribel went through the formal U.S. asylum process, although Marvin was ineligible for asylum due to a previous deportation, and he remained undocumented in the U.S. In early 2026, ICE agents deported six of his construction employees following a raid. Under immense stress, the family made a heartbreaking decision to sacrifice family cohesion: Marvin would self-deport to Honduras following Samantha's graduation from Yale, and the rest of the family would remain living in the U.S. (John Moore / Getty)




Samantha poses with her parents after her graduation ceremony. (John Moore / Getty)




Samantha and her parents watch as her sister, Zhoe, 11, does cartwheels during a family visit to the Washington Monument on May 18, 2026, in Washington, D.C. After their decision for Marvin to self-deport to Honduras, the family traveled one last time together, down the East Coast, visiting Washington, D.C., Orlando, and Miami before separating. (John Moore / Getty)




Samantha and her family touch the cool marble of the Washington Monument during a family visit to the Capitol on May 20, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




National Guard soldiers look on as Honduran immigrants Maribel Vasquez and Marvin Suazo walk past the Washington Monument on May 20, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin and his daughter Zhoe hold hands while walking near the White House on May 20, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin and his family look through fencing at ongoing construction at the White House while touring the Capitol on May 20, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




Samantha cools off inside an air-conditioned car during a visit with her family and boyfriend to Washington, D.C. on May 20, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin and his family visited Universal Volcano Bay water park during their family trip, on May 21, 2026, in Orlando, Florida. (John Moore / Getty)




An immigrant family, soon to be separated, enjoys a round of drinks on a final family trip on May 24, 2026, in Miami, a day before Marvin Suazo was to self-deport to Honduras. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin and his wife, Maribel, speak during their last hours together on May 25, 2026 in Miami, Florida. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin Suazo cradles his distraught U.S.-born daughter Zhoe at the Miami airport before his flight to Honduras on May 25, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




Zhoe Suazo is comforted by her big sister, Samantha, at the Miami airport, ahead of their father Marvin's self-deportation flight. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin Suazo passes through a TSA checkpoint at the Miami airport on May 25, 2026, while self-deporting to Honduras. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin travels on an American Airlines flight to Comayagua, Honduras, on May 25, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin was accompanied on his trip to Honduras by his daughter Samantha. (John Moore / Getty)




An aerial view of a Catholic church in the village of Lagunas, recently refurbished by remittance money sent from Honduran expats living in the United States, seen on May 27, 2026, near Comayagua, Honduras, Marvin Suazo's family village. (John Moore / Getty)




Samantha Suazo and her father, Marvin, visit extended family in the village of Lagunas on May 25, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin helps his mother make tortillas in the village of El Junco. After leaving the U.S., Marvin will be rejoining his extended family, coffee farmers in a mountainous region of central Honduras. With savings from his work in the U.S., he purchased a new home and fields to seed with coffee, and is more financially prosperous than when he left the region with his family a dozen years before. (John Moore / Getty)




Samantha Suazo speaks to a class in the school she had attended as a child in the village of Lagunas on May 26, 2026. Samantha, now a naturalized U.S. citizen, will return to New Haven, Connecticut, to work at an immigrant-advocacy nonprofit before applying to law school for the 2027 academic year. (John Moore / Getty)




Esteban Suazo, 100, receives a visit from his grandson Marvin in the village of El Junco on May 27, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin Suazo plants coffee seedlings at his farm on May 26, 2026, in the village of El Junco. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin plants coffee seedlings at his farm near Comayagua, Honduras. (John Moore / Getty)




An aerial view of Marvin and his daughter Samantha standing beside rows of seedlings on his farm, on May 26, 2026. (John Moore / Getty)




Marvin Suazo watches as a truckload of coffee-farm workers pass by after he returned to the village of Lagunas on May 26, 2026, near Comayagua, Honduras. (John Moore / Getty)
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How to Save the Supreme Court From Itself

Kate Shaw on reforming the U.S. Supreme Court. Plus: extremism in the Democratic Party, and the history of the word <em>graduate</em>.

by David Frum

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube

In this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts on growing extremism in the Democratic Party. Frum compares this to the paranoia and conspiratorial thinking that cost the Republican Party dearly in the 2010s and cautions the Democrats against making the same mistakes.

Then David is joined by Kate Shaw, a co-host of the podcast Strict Scrutiny and a professor of law at University of Pennsylvania Carey Law School. David and Shaw discuss the current state of the Supreme Court, whether it can be reformed, and the potential dangers of radical changes to the Court.

Finally, in honor of the class of 2026, David ends the episode with thoughts on the word graduate and how changes in the way we use that word reveal changes in our attitude toward individual accomplishment in American life.

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 Professor Kate Shaw of the University of Pennsylvania Law School. We'll be discussing the United States Supreme Court, what's wrong with it, and how to fix it. My literary discussion this week will be not a book, but a single word.

In honor of the class of 2026, that word is graduate, and how changes in the way we use that word reveal changes in our attitude toward individual accomplishment in American life. But before either the discussion or the dialogue, some opening thoughts on some trends that have disturbed me toward radicalism and extremism in Democratic Party primary contests.

Now, I spent most of my life as a Republican, and I began to be alienated from my former party in--during the Tea Party years of the early 2010s, when I just saw gathering around me all kinds of paranoia, extremism, outlandish accusations. And back in 2013, I wrote a little short play, just a few lines, imagining a conversation between myself and a Republican steeped in Tea Party paranoia that sort of summed up how I felt this alienation that I then felt.

If you don't mind, I'm going to reread it because it's short, and I think it stands the test of time in conjuring up what it was like to live in 2013 if you were my kind of Republican.

What do you think of President Obama?

Me: I think he's a big tax, spend, and overregulate liberal.

Q: So he's a Communist, then?

No, not a Communist.

Trying to overthrow the Constitution and deliberately capsize the U.S. economy. 

No, he's not trying to do that.

He's motivated by a deep-seated hatred of white people? 

Don't be absurd.

His health-care reform will extinguish all freedom and literally sentence our seniors to death.

Hardly.

You'd agree that he secretly sympathizes with the Muslim Brotherhood and America's enemies. 

That's crazy.

Why are you always defending President Obama? 

So that was 2013. If I rewrote that dialogue for 2026, it might go something like this.

Q: What do you think of President Trump? 

Me: I think he's a crook on a world-historical scale and a profound threat to American democracy and the rule of law.

So you must be excited that socialists and anti-Zionists are winning Democratic Party primary races. 

No, I'm not excited by that.

It's hilarious when a new Democratic mayor says, "Like, bye" to big taxpayers she's driving out of her city. 

I'm not laughing.

But Democrats have to win the Senate, so you will support the guy who claims he accidentally got an SS-symbol tattoo and kept it for 18 years? 

I'd prefer not to.

You agree that we should be working across the aisle with Marjorie Taylor Greene, Steve Bannon, Thomas Massie, and Tucker Carlson against the Epstein class.

Why do I suspect that if Jeffrey Epstein's name had been Godfrey Epworth, none of you would be talking about the Epworth class?

You will admit that our system is profoundly broken and needs radical transformation.

I believe the American system, while imperfect, is worth preserving against extremists, cranks, and bigots. I remember when you agreed with me.

So you're defending President Trump.

Look, in 2013, as today, what America needs is government by grown-ups. The government that rejects conspiracy theories, that tries to solve real-world problems, that tries to inspire people rather than animate their prejudices and fears.

It's not too much to ask for, and I think it's what most Americans want. I think one of the reasons that President Trump has lost off-year elections in 2018 and that President Biden won the off-year elections in 2022 is that Americans want something pretty sensible, and yet that wisdom seems to be lost in 2026, or at any rate, in danger in 2026.

With everything that the Tea Party did wrong for Republicans, all the damage that Tea Party Republicanism did to itself now being copied and mimicked by people who should know better. What America wants is sensible government from the middle outwards. Is that so much to ask for? It shouldn't be too much to ask for.

And now my dialogue with Professor Kate Shaw.

Kate Shaw is a professor at the University of Pennsylvania Carey Law School. She co-hosts the widely followed legal podcast Strict Scrutiny. She served as an associate counsel in the Obama White House, and she clerked at the U.S. Supreme Court for Justice John Paul Stevens. Shaw is also a contributing opinion writer for The New York Times.

Her scholarship and public commentary focus on executive power, the Supreme Court, and separation of powers, and I'm so grateful to her for making time in this crazy busy schedule to talk to me today on The David Frum Show. Thanks, Kate.

Kate Shaw: Thanks so much for having me, David.

Frum: All right, so let's start with your assessment of how dysfunctional, how broken, how off course the present Supreme Court is.

Rough arithmetic: In the past quarter century, we've had about 13 and a half years of Republican presidencies--eight of George W. Bush and about five and a half of Trump--and we've had 12 years of Democratic presidencies: eight of Obama, four of Biden. Thirteen and a half to 12. The Republican presidents have nominated or appointed five Supreme Court justices, and the Democratic presidents nominated three; five to three.

So it's not parity, but it's approximately the same for, given the slight advantage in Republican years of presidency. And yet I think it's fair to say that liberal-minded people think that the Supreme Court is way out of kilter, way out of balance from the political realities of the country.

What's the matter, as you see it?

Shaw: I do count myself among those who think that something is profoundly wrong with the way the United States Supreme Court is functioning right now. And I don't think that's just attributable to kind of an asymmetry in the opportunities Republican versus Democratic presidents have had to make appointments.

So you're right that there's been kind of rough parity in the last, you know, dozen-plus years, but it's been--actually, sort of, there's been an overrepresentation of appointees nominated by Republican presidents over the decades that preceded that. But that's actually honestly not, to my mind, you know, the sort of the heart of the problem.

I actually think that regardless of the party of appointing president, this Supreme Court, which, you know, obviously is controlled right now by Republican appointees, is functioning in a way that is honestly kind of antithetical to a well-functioning constitutional democracy. So we can talk about what a Supreme Court is supposed to do, and obviously that's something that reasonable minds can disagree about.

But I think that people largely agree that one of the things it is supposed to do is to make sure the democratic process basically functions so that the people and their chosen representatives can make the most important policy choices about the kind of country we're all going to live in. And, you know, again and again, this Court seems not only to be failing at that core function of making sure that democracy is basically operational, but acting directly at cross-purposes to it.

And so that, to my mind, the kind of functioning of democracy-undermining that this Court seems to be determined to engage in, is the most important and, sort of, under-the-radar story about what is so wrong with this Supreme Court.

Frum: And where do you see that? Do you see that in the effective dismantling of the Voting Rights Act? Or in the--it does seem to be a practice, and this may be a little unfair to the Court, where the Republican gerrymanders seem to survive, and the Democratic gerrymanders seem not to survive. What is your evidence or your text for your concern?

Shaw: Yeah. I mean, I think the Voting Rights Act dismantling is a big part of it.

So the Court has now three times taken these enormous bites out of the Voting Rights Act, this kind of crown jewel of the civil-rights movement, enacted and reauthorized again and again with enormous bipartisan support over, you know, over a half century. So first in Shelby County [v. Holder] in 2013, and then in an intervening case called Brnovich [v. Democratic National Committee], and then just last month in Louisiana v. Callais, it has basically rendered the Voting Rights Act a dead letter.

So that's, I think, a very big part of it. There's also partisan gerrymandering, which you just referenced, distinct from this kind of question of race and legislative districts. And the Court for many years sort of equivocated about whether and why extreme partisan gerrymanders might violate the Constitution, but was kind of noncommittal about it.

And then in this case Rucho [v. Common Cause] in 2019, it slammed the door to federal-court review of partisan gerrymanders, but basically said states can, if they want, do things to regulate partisan gerrymandering, and gerrymanders are--you know, they're something that's undesirable. They're just not something federal courts can address.

And then fast-forward to last month in Callais, and the Supreme Court essentially seemed to have elevated the right to engage in partisan gerrymandering into this kind of core constitutional right of state legislature, so sort of, you know, invited more and more extreme gerrymanders. And you're right--there does seem to be this not only ideological, but partisan, valence to the way the Court has permitted these extreme Republican gerrymanders.

Now, I think that the Virginia case in which a Democratic gerrymander was invalidated--that was a state court, and the U.S. Supreme Court just decided not to intervene and was probably correct to do that in that case. So there, it's not so much that the Court has disallowed Democratic gerrymanders and allowed Republican gerrymanders, but it has allowed these extreme Republican gerrymanders and allowed the fast-tracking of those gerrymanders in violation of ordinary practices that the Court typically follows.

So that's the VRA partisan gerrymandering. There's also the kind of unleashing unlimited spending in federal elections. There is the dismantling of all of these federal laws that limit or that prohibit corruption and bribery by elected officials. That's also, I think, related to the, kind of, dismantling of democracy.

This is the Court striking down or narrowing a lot of democratically enacted statutes designed to keep political actors from engaging in, you know, self-enrichment and self-dealing while in office. And then, you know, a lot of other things; voter ID--permitting that. And then, I think, the siding again and again with the Trump administration, on the shadow docket, in these challenges to lower courts trying to keep the administration sort of within existing legal, kind of, you know, boundaries and the Court again and again, without explanation, siding with the Trump administration in what feels like a pretty partisan trend.

So that's my list, but you know, I could go on.

Frum: Okay. Well, so let's go now go a little more painstakingly through your list and some other items, as well. The Supreme Court did strike down the Trump attempt to use emergency powers to impose illegal tariffs. They said You can't do that in a pretty decisive way.

Shaw: Sure. I think a couple of things. One: I think that that was a case in which the Court was pretty significantly cross-pressured. So you did have, obviously, the Trump administration seeking permission to impose these, you know, sweeping, worldwide tariffs. But you also had a lot of business and commercial interests on the other side of the case urging the Court to disallow what the president wanted to do.

So I do think that you had, sort of--the kind of conservative agenda that seems to be driving a lot of what the Court was doing didn't speak with a single voice in the tariffs case. I think that is part of it. I also think this was a case in which the Trump administration really overreached in using this, you know, 1970s statute, [International Emergency Economic Powers Act], in a totally unprecedented way.

And also by imposing and lifting and reimposing these tariffs sort of undercut the kind of core rationales that the Court was being given for the need, the national-security need for these tariffs. And so I think that the administration--

Frum: If you have a national-security need for the tariffs, they won't be driven by the president not liking the tone of the leader of the Swiss Federal Council on the telephone.

Shaw: You would think so. Now look, that actually didn't come up in the Court's opinion, but the kind of--you know, atmospherically, I do think that all of that probably mattered a great deal.

Frum: Let me put in a good word for the Court here. So one of the problems the Supreme Court has had, especially in the Trump era, is the behavior seems to be becoming so outrageous, and the breakdown in the normal sort of balancing or informal adjudication between the branches of government is so extreme that it kind of dumbfounds the Court what to do.

So the Court's had to come up with the question of, well, what if the president absolutely refuses to share documents with Congress? And the president just says, That's it. Congress has no ability to look at my papers. Or if the president says, I want the right to commit crimes. I mean, a lot of people are upset by the Supreme Court's decision on presidential impunity. And from a legal-doctrine point of view, an expert would point out they just made it up out of thin air as they've made up their doctrines about the presidential papers out of thin air.

But the Court said, Look, what are we supposed to do? We got all this way, a quarter of a millennium of American federal history without a president asking for the right to commit crimes. And it can't be that the president is totally immune. Like, if the president gets drunk at Camp David, grabs a Secret Service vehicle, drives out of the driveway, and hits somebody, that's gotta be held to account, right?

On the other hand, we don't wanna have--when Obama orders a drone strike in Yemen, we don't wanna have that treated as a matter for criminal law. So there's gotta be some balance here, and basically, we'd be happier if you didn't ask us these questions. But if you ask us these questions and we have to answer them, we don't see a good way forward, so we make up this complex balancing test.

And the same thing with presidential papers. Like, the Congress and the president are supposed to jostle and push and shove and work it out. Don't bring it to us. And if you do, well, again, we're going to have to make up some balancing test, some doctrine. But is that our fault? What were we supposed to do when the president asked for the right to commit crimes?

Shaw: So you're right that the Court is not a self-starting body, right? It is sort of stuck with the questions that come to it. But it's also the case that the Court decides what questions it's going to answer. It has this certiorari jurisdiction, distinguishes the Supreme Court from lots of state supreme courts and other apex courts in other systems, where it has nearly complete control over the kinds of questions that it wants to take up.

So it certainly could have--in Trump v. United States, the case about presidential immunity, the D.C. Circuit had said, Nope, the president's not immune. The Supreme Court could have just let that stand. Like, it absolutely could have done that. Now, I understand why the Supreme Court thought it was important for the country to sort of hear a clear, you know, single answer to the question of whether ex-presidents could ever face criminal prosecution for things that were, as Trump suggested, sort of arguably within the scope of presidential duties.

So I actually thought they should have just let the D.C. Circuit opinion stand, but I understand why they wanted to give a final answer. But the answer they gave was so unmoored from the ordinary modes of constitutional reasoning that the Court engages in, right? We're supposed to look at history.

We're supposed to consider the kind of long practice between the branches of government. We can maybe consider consequences, but all the Court seemed to kind of indulge in the Trump v. United States opinion was what it would mean or what it would do to the office of the presidency and the ability of the occupant of that office to kind of energetically exercise the duties of president.

That was kind of the beginning and the end of the analysis, and the Court said it would just be too constraining for the president to be constantly worried about future criminal liability. And it kinda jettisoned all these other sources the Court is supposed to look to, which might be okay if the Court was willing to kind of engage in that reasoning in other cases.

But in, you know, a range of other cases involving different kinds of constitutional liberties or separation-of-powers questions, the Court says it's totally improper for us to just ask about the consequences of our rulings. That's not supposed to be how judges or a Court, sort of, with integrity and principle operate.

So I think that that's part of what's so hard. But also, the Court swept way more broadly than it needed to. It didn't just say presidents are immune from conduct that is arguably official--absolutely immune for some of it, presumptively immune for other kinds of conduct. The Court said all this stuff in passing that suggested it's gonna be really difficult for Congress to regulate presidents at all.

And I honestly think that that, the kind of logic of that opinion and the president's lawyer's understanding of the breadth of some of the reasoning in that opinion is part of the reason that the administration has conducted itself the way it has, kind of seemingly uninterested in legal constraint for the last 16 months.

Frum: There's a case making its way to the Supreme Court right now about presidential recordkeeping. Since the 1970s--in the olden days, when presidents wrote by quill pen, it was understood that a president's handwritten documents were the president's personal property, and the president, when the president left office, could take the quill-pen documents with him.

Jefferson did it, and Madison, and the others. And they didn't have a lot of commercial value. There were some lost to history, but the president's papers were the president's property, and that made sense given that the president's papers were generated by the president himself, personally. As we got the modern presidency, this situation became more and more unrealistic and untenable.

And then there was a crisis during Watergate where President Nixon tried to take documents as his personal property, pretty obviously with the intent to destroy them.

Shaw: Mm-hmm.

Frum: And there was an emergency Supreme Court hearing, and then a second case in which the Supreme Court green-lit, without quite saying so, the power of Congress to say, You know what? We're gonna create a whole new system--that the president's papers are public property. And they go to the National Archives and will build this library system alongside them that the president can control personally for the museum part.

Okay, so President Trump is completely challenging every aspect of this and saying, The private papers are my property. By the way, I have no obligation even to keep papers. If I wanna throw them away, I can. If I want to use Signal and delete the messages, I can do that. The first round of litigation went to the critics, but this is obviously on its way to the Supreme Court, and it's not so clear that the later rounds will go to the critics.

Shaw: That's right. So we have in '74 that initial kind of earlier, very Nixon-specific statute, and then in '78, the Presidential Records Act, which has governed every White House since and has never seriously been contested, its constitutionality, by any president. And I think that that's interesting to hear you strike so pessimistic a note about the likely fate of this, the kind of question about the constitutionality of the Presidential Records Act before the Supreme Court.

And I actually think it's useful to talk about the records statute, the PRA, in the context of a lot of this kind of post-Nixon, post-Watergate legislative sort of suite of reforms. Because, you know, the last time we had a president who threw the separation of powers badly out of whack, Congress responded in all sorts of ways.

So one of the ways was, you know, these two successive statutes about presidential papers. But there's a lot else, right? We talked briefly about campaign finance. The Federal Election Campaign Act is passed in '74. The Impoundment Control Act is also passed in 1974 to kind of respond to Nixon's reputed repeated refusal to spend all these congressionally appropriated funds.

There's the National Emergencies Act, the Ethics in Government Act. I mean, there's a really long list of statutes, and honestly, most or all of those statutes, I think, are constitutionally questionable in the view of this Supreme Court, which I think is part of the reason I think this Supreme Court is such an obstacle to a functioning democracy.

So I was talking about the kind of machinery of democratic participation at the outset, but also, you know, our ability as a polity to respond to this out-of-control president through reforms that would rein in future presidents. I don't know that most or all of what we did post-Watergate or most of all of what we would need to do, I think, to respond appropriately to Trump would fly in in the kind of outsize conception of presidential power that this Supreme Court holds, and I think that's an enormous problem.

Frum: You mentioned presidential corruption or corruption statutes. Before Donald Trump came on the scene, the present Supreme Court, or the 21st-century Supreme Court took a pretty jaundiced view of public-integrity prosecutions.

And kind of cynically, the Court seems to think, You know what? American politics is pretty corrupt. Governors, state officials--they take a lot of gifts that maybe their Swiss counterparts would not accept, but that's the way it's always been, and we don't want to license state and federal prosecutors to go after every governor, every state official for taking a free golf game or a free ticket to the Super Bowl.

That antedates Trump.

Shaw: Yeah.

Frum: And the defining case here involved the governor of Virginia who took about, if I remember right, about $100,000 worth of gifts, which is, like, not even a good before-breakfast haul in the Trump White House.

Shaw: Correct.

Frum: Like, that's, like, What is this? The envelope's a little light here. Okay, so but the Supreme Court has said this seems to be actually a matter of principle for them--that corruption can be overprosecuted, and that antedates Trump. How dangerous is that, and what are the implications of that?

Shaw: Yeah. So that's the case involving former Virginia Governor Bob McDonnell, but there's also the case involving then-New Jersey Governor Chris Christie and the so-called Bridgegate scandal, which resulted in some criminal prosecutions, like closing the lanes on the [George Washington] Bridge.

Frum: That's not a corruption. That's an abuse of power--

Shaw: So the statutes are all different. So they're all different federal statutes. But I view Kelly [v. United States], which is the Bridgegate case, and McDonnell [v. United States], and a case called Percoco [v. United States], and a whole bunch of cases all involving slightly different federal statutes but I think all about abuse of power, whether for personal financial gain or political advantage. I think those cases are all in the same line, basically.

I mean, we could disagree about that, but I think they're all conceptually pretty connected. And, importantly, the Supreme Court in all of them has overturned these convictions and has held, exactly as you suggested, that these prosecutions were sort of overzealous, that they ran the risk of criminalizing, kind of, the ordinary give-and-take and rough-and-tumble of American politics.

And I don't want to understate the danger of aggressive prosecutors. Obviously, we're seeing extreme danger in the second Trump era. And all of this predates that. So I think the Court is not wrong to be concerned about federal prosecutors standing up and just saying, Just trust us. We're not gonna overuse these statutes.

But I also think the Court has badly undervalued the other side of the balance, which is actually disincentivizing and punishing, where appropriate, really extreme abuse of public office for private gain, whether that's financial gain or political gain.

And I think the Court has done this kind of--these have all been read as, these have been decided as statutory cases. They haven't said, You have a constitutional right to kind of engage in sort of borderline-corrupt activity. But I think there's this constitutional overlay, which is just kind of the vision of office holding and of politics that the Court holds that they have channeled through reading these statutes very narrowly.

But it is a bunch of cases at this point, and has it contributed to sort of a generally cynical view of the connection between corruption and self-dealing and public office holding in the minds of the people? Maybe. Is it, like, causally connected to the corruption that we have seen on display in the Trump White House?

I don't think so. But I also think it might be connected to, you know, the kind of concern about overcriminalization of successive presidents that is also part of the kind of reasoning in the Trump v. United States immunity case, right? They're concerned about presidents prosecuting their predecessors, and that's part of the justification for finding immunity.

And so I think that is connected to the line of cases we're talking about.

Frum: So let me ask: You have written and had dialogues, both in scholarly formats and in more accessible formats, about what you think should be done about these various problems. So give me, in a summary form, your reform program.

Shaw: Well, I think first, I think that just acknowledging that there is a problem, that this is not just the ordinary "liberals are unhappy when there's a conservative Supreme Court handing down conservative decisions, and vice versa." I think that no one can deny that we're gonna feel differently about some of the substantive decisions that the Court renders based on our sort of ideological priors.

But I also think that there is something deeply systemically wrong with the way the Supreme Court is functioning right now, and I do think that transcends partisanship and ideology and politics. So kind of acknowledging the problem and also having Democratic leadership really focus on institutional reform and the Supreme Court I think is critical right now and in the years to come.

Okay, so I don't want to filibuster. In terms of what specifically--I mean, there's a kind of a handful of options. So there are structural reforms to the Supreme Court that could take the form of things like term limits, which are actually really popular, have supermajority support, even have majority-Republican support according to some recent Brennan Center polling.

But something like 70 percent of the American public would support, say, 18-year-term limits for the justices. So that, I think, is one fairly straightforward and kind of "easy to galvanize public support for" kind of reform. You'd have to figure out how exactly to design it, because the Supreme Court justices have always been understood to hold their offices for life.

Frum: Now, wouldn't that take a constitutional amendment to change?

Shaw: I don't think so. It depends on how you structure it. So if you basically said, You get to stay a justice for life, but after 18 years you become a senior justice. So you don't sit and hear every single case the Court here has argued. You keep your salary, you keep your justice title. But you can, you know, sit if there's a recusal, and they need a different justice, you can sit.

Otherwise, you can sit by designation on the courts of appeals; you can ride circuit. So again, You get the things the Constitution has been understood to guarantee you. The Constitution actually doesn't say life tenure. It just says they hold their offices during good behavior, which has always been understood to mean life tenure.

But there are, I think, different ways to give that life tenure. It doesn't need to be, You stay on the Court until you decide to leave or you pass away, which has happened with a lot of justices. So that's, I think, one possibility, and I don't think it would require a constitutional amendment. I think a statute would be enough if you structured it kind of carefully.

You could increase the size of the Supreme Court. There's nothing in the Constitution that sets the size of the Supreme Court. So it was six--

Frum: It's been bigger before.

Shaw: It's been smaller before. It's been six, it's been seven, it's been 10.

It's been nine for about 150 years. But the last sort of major effort to threaten and pursue Court expansion was FDR, and that would've been an expansion of the Court up to six additional justices, so it would've been up to 15. Obviously, that proposal never passed. But arguably, [President Franklin D.] Roosevelt's sort of threats to increase the size of the Court had their intended effect, which is that the Supreme Court stopped striking down all of this New Deal legislation.

And so, it a little bit mooted the need to do Court expansion. So that's another possibility: Grow the size of the Court. Again, it could happen, definitely by statute. That for sure wouldn't require a constitutional amendment.

Frum: What about ethics reforms? What would you recommend?

Shaw: That all seems so straightforward and also, you know, has extremely broad support. I mean, the Supreme Court is essentially a self-regulating body. Just actually subjecting the Supreme Court in a mandatory binding way to the same code of conduct that governs other federal judges seems like a no-brainer, and at the moment, we don't have it.

And the justices have, at least some of them, publicly voiced some skepticism about Congress' ability even to, by statute, regulate things like their ethics. [Samuel] Alito gave an interview to The Wall Street Journal in 2023, I think, in which he basically said, There's nothing in the Constitution that gives Congress the power to regulate us, which is just wrong.

The Constitution explicitly gives the power to Congress to regulate the Supreme Court. But I think that hubris that kind of comment, I think, evinces is emblematic of, I think, a lot of the way the Supreme Court seems to conceive of itself, sort of outside of and not kind of an active participant in our system of separated powers.

Okay, so, you know, what would the code of conduct include? Mandatory gift-and-disclosure rules, clear recusal standards, maybe a requirement of reason-giving around recusals. Maybe some kind of enforcement body--an inspector general for the Supreme Court is something that Congressman [Jamie] Raskin has talked about, and others have as well.

So some kind of entity that has a little bit of critical distance from the justices that actually enforces compliance with a binding code of ethics, I think, seems like it would be a really positive development. So I think I would support all of that.

Frum: Well, let me give you my concern about the term limit, and tell me how you would overcome this.

Shaw: Sure

Frum: --or if you think I'm unrealistic. So you're on the Court for 18 years. You're appointed, and you're appointed in your 50s. You are going to, probably these days, mercifully--this is a great achievement of science and technology--but you'll live into your 80s or even your 90s. You come off the Court in your early 70s, and at that point, you come off active duty, as you say. At that point, you discover a lot of interesting opportunities.

Shaw: Yeah.

Frum: And depending on how you've ruled, the opportunities might be more interesting or the opportunities might be less interesting. So if you've come through for Google, you're on the Google board. If you haven't come through for Google, you're not on the Google board. You're of counsel at a million dollars a year, or you're of counsel at $100,000 a year.

And so how would you overcome that sense that you've seen in some other peer democracies that have these kinds of effective term limits, that invite judges to think about: This is not your last job. Actually, your most lucrative job is the one you get after the Supreme Court?

Shaw: So yes, I mean, that's certainly an objection that gets raised. I would say a couple of things in response. One, in some ways right now, we have, like, the worst of all possible worlds, which is: You can reap some of these benefits not sitting on boards but, you know, having billionaire benefactors while you continue to enjoy the sort of power and prestige and, intellectual feast, et cetera, of being a Supreme Court justice.

So kind of an unregulated life-tenure system doesn't seem to be, to my mind at least, a perfect kind of guard against the possibility of corruption. But right: The fact or the idea that these justices would always be looking for their next opportunity and that would sort of color their decision making, I mean, I think maybe that's real.

And a couple of answers. One, I think that if we're talking about an 18-year limit, the incentive for presidents to nominate younger and younger justices would sort of no longer be particularly relevant, so I think you probably would have a slightly older cadre of nominees, which I think would probably be to the good.

I mean, these are hard jobs, and you do want people deeply experienced, ideally with a few different, you know--time in the executive branch, maybe in the legislative branch, maybe on the bench and in private practice--so that they're not gonna leave with, like, decades yet of law practice ahead of them.

So I think that's kind of one answer. And two, there's not really anything stopping the scenario you're describing from happening right now, where they can leave voluntarily if they want and take up a lucrative post in the private sector at a law firm or elsewhere. So I'm just not sure that the system we have right now really guards against all of those possibilities to the extent that they're so concerning if we were to implement the sort of change that an 18-year limit would reflect.

Frum: What would you do about changing the attitude of judges, their easygoing attitude toward corruption? Is that something that different statutes--the statutes may not pass constitutional muster, and maybe they'll be more tolerant of congressional statutes than they are of state statutes, but maybe not.

How do you make the Supreme Court say, You know what? We actually--this is one of those moments that occurs at intervals (there was one in the '70s; there was one in the 1910s), when American society decides, You know what? We want politics to be a little cleaner than it was in the previous generation?

Shaw: I mean, I think you're right; that's hard. None of these reform measures that we're talking about necessarily sort of speak directly to this. I think that there may be--you know, there are proposals out there. This is a slightly different kind of category of reform proposal, but a proposal that would require not just a simple majority but a supermajority vote of the justices to, say, strike down an act of Congress.

So to the extent that we're talking about federal statutes, that, I think, could matter, right? So now, some of these anti-corruption measures have been invalidated unanimously, like in the Virginia case--McDonnell was a unanimous opinion. So that, you know, doesn't change the outcome there.

But I do think that that's--both as to these public-corruption questions but also kind of more broadly to the Court's eagerness to impose its own vision on the country, regardless of what the elected representatives have chosen--that could make a difference. So some state supreme courts have these. And again, there are scholars like Daphna Renan and Niko Bowie at Harvard who have proposed statutorily requiring what they call consensus, or you can think of a supermajority requirement.

So if you're gonna strike down an act of Congress passed by the legislature, signed by a president, it doesn't just take five, but six or seven or eight justices' consensus to do that. And that I think, again, would maybe speak to the specific anti-corruption question, but also more broadly to the Court's eagerness to invalidate, you know, enactments of the elected branches.

Frum: One more hypothesis: Maybe the true villains of the story here, from your point of view, are Democratic voters. Republican voters have regarded the Court as issue No. 1 and have made a lot of compromises in order to--that was the big argument if you were a reluctant Republican in 2016 to vote for Trump is, Well, you get the justices you want.

And enough people seemingly accepted that as a good enough reason to overcome qualms. Democratic voters have not made the Court an issue. Hillary Clinton and her supporters didn't argue that very hard in 2016, at a time when it really might have made a difference. And Democratic voters also don't seem willing to reinvent the--to think about their party in a way: How do we get a majority in the Senate, given the lopsidedness of the state balance in the country?

You can't run very liberal senators all the time and expect that you'll have the kind of majority in the Senate to confirm or block Supreme Court justices.

Shaw: I think I would probably put more fault at the feet of Democratic politicians than Democratic voters. But obviously, you're identifying a really important phenomenon.

There has been this asymmetry in the kind of degree to which Republican voters have kind of centered the Supreme Court in their kind of voting lives, and the kind of complete disinterest in--again, Democratic elected officials and I think--Democratic voters in doing the same with the Supreme Court. I mean, and I think there is something sort of principled, kind of, that is at the root of this, which is that I think that, you know, using the courts to do policy making is not something that Democratic officials are that enthusiastic about, and I think that's because courts are not supposed to be doing policy making.

But I think that in this period, the post-Roe period--in which it felt like the courts were going to be more within reach than the House of Representatives, which was viewed as essentially Democratic forever, and the presidency would maybe switch back and forth, but you also had a lot of progressive legislation from the '60s and the '70s--courts felt like the place that you could actually go and win, and the Senate as well. And so I just think that there was a strategic focus on the Supreme Court on the right in a way that the left is very far behind in. But I'm hopeful that that tide is turning a bit.

Frum: So if I've got your full list of proposed reforms--I'd hope I haven't missed one; if I've missed one, please fill it in--what do you want to conserve? You're a liberal-minded person, but lawyers are a pretty conservative profession, even the teaching part of the legal profession, with an eye of how easily things could be worse rather than better.

What is important not to change?

Shaw: Yeah. Well, let me just say one thing that we haven't talked about in terms of reforms, if that's okay, which is shadow-docket reform. So the Court, in addition to the way that the Court ordinarily decides cases--which is the parties file briefs; there's oral arguments; they, the justices, deliberate; and they write usually a long opinion; and there's a dissent; and the public can read the opinion and understand the reasoning of the justices for ruling for one party versus the other--there is this other way that the Court does its business, which is what we talk about or refer to as either the shadow docket or the emergency docket. It's something that has existed for a long time but that has gotten far more use in the last year and change, since Trump took office for the second time, than it ever had before.

And that is these kind of emergency appeals that head to the Supreme Court directly from a lower-court opinion and ask the Court to essentially intervene and to block whatever lower-court ruling has gone into effect, at least temporarily, while the full litigation, you know, plays out. And that used to be something that was very rarely sought and even more rarely granted. And Trump has, with his Justice Department, gone again and again to the Supreme Court on the shadow docket since last January and has over two dozen times won in these very high-stakes cases involving, you know, the ability to kick every trans member out of the of the military, to render individuals to third countries--so countries they don't have any connection to if, you know, they are to be deported, but Where? is the question--has allowed these roving immigration patrols to engage in these sort of suspicion-less detentions in Los Angeles.

So that's three examples of cases the Court weighed in after a lower court had ruled that the administration's action was unlawful. The Supreme Court weighed in and allowed the administration to go forward with its action without giving one word of explanation as to why. And that's happened many, many times, and that's something I think the Court should not be permitted to do. It should have to give reasons if it's going to block or stay what a lower court has done, especially if the lower court has given reasons for what it has concluded. So that's the last thing.

So okay, what to preserve? I mean, look, I do think the Court, when it's functioning properly, plays an important but limited role.

So I do think ensuring that democracy functions so people can translate preferences to policy is critical, and the Court hasn't done that. But I would like to preserve a Supreme Court that is able to, because, you know, the political process is not particularly good at self-regulating, right?

The beneficiaries of any kind of set of rules governing politics, sometimes they do self-denying things, right? Like Congress passing campaign-finance regulation actually is like a pretty self-denying thing Congress has done. But typically, legislative bodies are not, you know, the best at self-regulating.

Maybe nobody is great at self-regulating. But that I think is one thing that courts critically are for. But they're also, I think, about protecting core individual rights, especially the kinds of rights that are underprotected by a majoritarian political process. And obviously, we might disagree about what those rights are, but the Court, I think, has overprotected rights that actually have a lot of popular support.

So all of these cases in which it has weighed in on the side of religious liberty to invalidate democratically chosen either laws or school-board policies in favor of objecting kind of Christian, typically, parents in a majority-Christian nation is just an odd exercise of the judicial power, right?

You're protecting a majority even when the majority has decided to regulate the majority, and it has underprotected vulnerable minorities. And so I'd like to see it essentially right that ship of protecting underprotected rights and not overprotecting those that the polity has decided to restrict because of important countervailing interests like the separation of Church and state.

Frum: Isn't one of the central questions about the Supreme Court, dating back to the beginning of the republic, Why should anybody listen to you? And that has a question that has often haunted the Court. It's there in Marbury v. Madison, the case that established judicial review.

Shaw: Yeah.

Frum: And they established judicial review by refusing to do an action, not trying to do one.

Shaw: Exactly.

Frum: Yeah. And the answer to the question Why should anybody listen to you? has often rested on kind of mythmaking.

Shaw: Yeah.

Frum: --the robes, the aura of impersonality. That the lack of attention we pay to who these people are. I mean, even the fact that when you see an opinion, we don't use first names.

Shaw: Yeah.

Frum: It's, you know, Kavanaugh J.

Shaw: Their first name is Justice. Yeah.

Frum: Exactly. Exactly. So, and one of the questions I wonder about is, in the present mood among liberal-minded people of disgust with the Court, whether that mood of disgust then breaches the mythmaking, which is myth.

Shaw: Yeah.

Frum: It's admittedly myth but then leaves the Court ultimately indefensible, because what have they got if they don't have their myth?

Shaw: Yeah. And I mean, I think there are some people on the left who would say yes, like, Let's accelerate that process because at this point, like, there's not much worth preserving, and I don't count myself in that category.

I do think that they are in danger. You mentioned, you know, Marbury v. Madison, 1803, which announces the power to say what the law is, but the Court is very kind of judicious in its deployment of that power for most of its history. So it's 1803, the Court declares it gets to say what the law is but actually doesn't do anything with that power in 1803.

In 1857, Dred Scott v. Sandford is the next case the Supreme Court actually uses this power of judicial review to invalidate a federal statute. That's half a century--over half a century--later in this, you know, critically important case that is part of the kind of march toward the Civil War.

But the Court is just, for most of its history, very, very sparing in its deployment of this awesome power to invalidate things that the democratic process has produced, and I just don't think we have seen any of that kind of forbearance, restraint on the part of this Supreme Court. And I do think that that does put us in a position of kind of the Court's legitimacy being jeopardized, and not just--Jack Balkin at Yale talks about this kind of partisan support for the Court sort of waxes and wanes depending on, sort of, who controls the Court and what kinds of decisions it's handing down.

But this sort of diffuse support for the Court has really cratered in the last couple of decades, of people who don't pay that much attention. And that I think is a genuine, potentially existential threat to the Court and its legitimacy. And if you think that it plays, again, as I think it does, a limited but, when operating properly, important role in our system, that's dangerous.

Because I think you sort of look around at the kind of political branches of government at the moment, and the idea of not having a referee or an umpire who actually stands in some sense outside of that process to sort of get things back on track when they've gone so, so badly, sort of offtrack, I think is actually really scary.

But I think that's where we are.

Frum: That's why the proposal to make the Court bigger seems to me, of all the proposals, the most dangerous.

Shaw: Mm.

Frum: Because, why is the Court nine? And you know it doesn't have to be. You know it didn't used to be. Sometimes it was more; sometimes it was less. I think most people think it has to be nine, the way a baseball team has to be nine. That's just the way it is. And once you introduce the idea, it could be 11, could be seven--

Shaw: Yeah.

Frum: Then people, well, then you can do anything.

Shaw: Yeah.

Frum: And we are watching across the border in Mexico the supreme court be reinvented by an authoritarian presidency in ways that--and the presidency had some gripes. I think they were not valid, but it had gripes with the supreme court. And it has responded to that by reinventing the supreme court, making it much more partisan in a way that's completely destroyed the authority of the supreme court and left the Mexicans with no political resource other than the presidency itself and an intense battle for control of the presidency.

I worry so much about piercing the myth of the Supreme Court and then discovering we did need it--

Shaw: Yeah.

Frum: --and now we've lost it, and it can't be recovered again.

Shaw: Yep. Yes, I think those are valid concerns and fears. And I mean, switching to a judicial-election system, as they did in Mexico, I think is not on the table here, right?

So but I think the kinda larger politicization point is a real one. I mean, I think there's also the possibility this just inaugurates an era of, kind of, sort of tit for tat in terms of Court expansion. But you're right: It could be Court expansion; it could be shrinking if the size of the Court is all of a sudden up for grabs.

And you're right; 150 years of settled practice is significant. You know, once upon a time, we used to say, Well, that's kind of a settlement that everybody has agreed upon, and if it's not constitutionally mandated at this point, it's at least, again, constitutionally settled, and we don't unsettle things sort of lightly when they're that established and settled.

And the problem is that the Court itself has shown itself so willing to unsettle settled institutional arrangements, right? It's gonna rule for, despite the tariffs opinion that you mentioned, it's probably gonna rule against Trump in the Fed case, but it's going to give him, you know, virtually unlimited power to fire the heads of independent agencies, and maybe that's gonna go deeper into the federal government and have implications for things like the civil service.

And so the Court is very willing to unsettle these entrenched, established institutional arrangements and dynamics. And it just may be that the Court doesn't quite realize that it is setting in motion something that it itself is going to be vulnerable to. But I think that the Court has sort of set us on this path, and that doesn't mean we have to go all the way down it, but it does mean that it bears a heavy responsibility for the fact that we are, you know, kind of this far down it at all.

Frum: So maybe we can't save them if they won't save themselves?

Shaw: Something like that.

Frum: Okay, Shaw, thank you so much for making time for me today. Again, with your busy schedule, it's very appreciated. Thanks for joining The David Frum Show.

Shaw: Yeah, thank you so much for having me, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Professor Kate Shaw for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As I mentioned at the top of the show, my literary item this week is not a book. In fact, it's just a word. This is graduation season, and I'm interested in the word graduation because I've noticed a linguistic change that has occurred over my lifetime.

I got interested in reading about it to understand it better. And to me, it casts some interesting light on the way American culture has changed. So the word: The word is graduation or graduate. When I completed my studies in the 1980s, it would have been natural for me and my friends to say, I graduated from (fill in name of university here), or I graduated from college, "I graduated from university, or I graduated from high school.

I've noticed as time has passed that younger people are increasingly prone to say I graduated, just directly--I graduated (name of school), I graduated college, I graduated high school. It's very normal for those of us who grew up speaking one way to assume that we are right and those who come later are wrong, so I got interested in the question of who's right, who's wrong. Which is it? "Graduated from" or just simply "graduated"?

And reading about this and through the etymology of words, I think tells us something about the way a lot of our ideas have changed. And not just about education, but about our role in society. So the word graduate comes from the Latin word gradus, meaning "step." When universities began to be organized in medieval Europe and began to grant degrees, they conceptualized those degrees as steps.

And it was very important to make these steps. There was great formality and dignity. The steps decreed what clothes a person could wear, what cap they could wear, whether they could wear a hood, whether they could wear fur. And of course, they also determined whether or not a member of the university community could charge fees for listening to that person's instruction or lectures.

If you had a certain degree, you could charge fees. If you didn't have the degree, you couldn't charge fees. So moving up those steps from bachelor to master to doctor, that was a very important thing attended with great formality. So it was very important to note who had been raised up a step and who had not.

The Latin word graduatus was coined to describe the person who had been raised up a step or a grade. And the word graduatus is a Latin word, it's a past passive participle, and it literally translates as "one who has been raised up a step." Now, the passive part of this is important. The person who did the raising or the thing that did the raising was the university. The person who got the degree was the person who had been raised.

And that's the origin of the older form that some of you may remember reading or hearing, that He is a graduate of such and such a place, or He was graduated from such and such a place. When I was a younger person, that memory of that passive sense was still retained enough that we didn't anymore say he was graduated from or he is a graduate of, but we did say I graduated from, because our conception of what it meant to be a graduate was shifting.

The star of the show was no longer the university--it was the individual. And as our conception of life and education became more individualistic, it became natural to shift the attention from the university that granted the degree to the person who, as we thought, earned the degree: I did it. I graduated. I graduated from.

And unsurprisingly, over time, that sense of individual accomplishment has only intensified. So Not only did I graduate from this place, I graduated. I did it. It's me. It's my story. My cap, my gown, my parents, my photographic ceremony, my cake, my accomplishment. I did it. And what we are seeing in this shift of language is a shift of conception in which the individual becomes much more the center of individual life and much more the center of education.

Now, that has some negative consequences. The student begins to think like a consumer. The student begins to make demands. But it has some positive consequences as well, of a person feeling more efficacious, more in charge of his or her own life. In the American story, the individual is always the hero, not the institution. And as the individual is the hero, so we can trace the change from graduated by, graduated from, graduated, simply put.

To all the graduates out there of the class of 2026, my congratulations to you. My congratulations to your parents. And may you embark on fruitful postgraduate careers.

Thanks so much to everyone for joining me today on The David Frum Show, for watching and for listening. I hope you will share and like this program on whatever social-media platform you receive us on. If you are minded to support the work of this program, please consider subscribing to The Atlantic. That's the best way to support the work of all of my colleagues here at The Atlantic. Thanks for watching and for listening.

See you next week on The David Frum Show. Bye-bye.

[Music]
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The President Keeps Contradicting Himself on AI

Donald Trump's new AI order is a lot of nothing.

by Lila Shroff, Matteo Wong

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




For months now, the White House has hinted that it may try to rein in the AI industry. Just two weeks ago, the nation's top tech executives--including Sam Altman and Dario Amodei--were invited to attend a ceremony for the signing of a long-anticipated executive order on AI. But just hours before the ceremony, Donald Trump scrapped it. America is leading the world in the AI race, the president told reporters at the time, "and I don't want to do anything that's going to get in the way of that lead."

Apparently, Trump has changed his mind again. Earlier today, the president signed an executive order that will create a process for top AI companies to voluntarily share certain upcoming models with the government for safety testing up to one month before wider release. OpenAI, Anthropic, and the like will also be asked to work with the government to shore up federal, state, and local cyberdefenses. The White House spokesperson Liz Huston told us that the policy reflects a "common-sense approach of collaborating with industry to balance innovation and security."

The order itself is relatively toothless: Even before today, the major AI firms already had agreements in place that allowed the government to preemptively test their models for safety risks. The new rule "effectively formalizes what has already been happening between the U.S. government and the leading AI companies," Daniel Remler, an AI expert at the Center for a New American Security, told us.

But the executive order is meaningful in that the president is doing something--anything--about AI. At the start of his second term, Trump signaled to tech companies that he would stay out of the way. Last January, he rescinded a set of modest Joe Biden-era policies, calling the rules "dangerous" and a "barrier" to American AI leadership. Even the preamble of today's executive order celebrates that Trump "unleashed tremendous technological growth" by "slashing the bureaucratic constraints that the prior administration placed on America's AI developers." Yet core components of those supposedly dangerous Biden-era AI regulations--voluntary agreements to share information about advanced AI models with federal agencies, for instance, as well as federal programs to leverage AI for cyberdefense--are strikingly similar to today's new AI executive order. Dean Ball, a former AI adviser to the Trump administration, wrote that the policy "is considerably more intrusive" than Biden's executive order.

Today's order still could have been much more forceful. When the White House first started previewing the possibility of regulatory action in May, one administration official suggested that AI models would be reviewed "just like an FDA drug." Even the leaked draft text of the version that Trump had originally planned to sign last month would have been more burdensome for tech companies. After David Sacks, the White House's former AI czar, reportedly called the president to complain, Trump canceled the signing ceremony. Today, after the new order was announced, Sacks declared the watered-down provisions a "game changer" on X--despite the fact that the new government-review process is not so different from what he had originally opposed. This means that two former libertarian AI advisers to the White House--Ball and Sacks--disagree about whether this order is a good thing.

At the same time, joining Sacks in praising the rule is Steve Bannon, Trump's former chief strategist and a leading critic of AI on the right. "It's not perfect," he told us. "But directionally, it is pretty damn good." As Bannon sees it, despite the fact the order is weaker than earlier versions, codifying rules is a step in the right direction.

The entire, chaotic saga--a wishy-washy White House, confused statements from populist and tech-elite Trump whisperers--is only the latest in a long string of strange, often contradictory AI-policy positions. Trump's approach to AI has been inconsistent, if not incoherent, almost since the day he retook office. Consider that, for all the talk of cybersecurity, this administration has also gutted the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency, the government agency that aims to protect the nation against hackers. CISA also happens to be one of the main federal agencies tasked with implementing today's executive order.

Or take the White House's relationship with Anthropic. On the one hand, Anthropic likely triggered the executive order in the first place. In April, the company announced Claude Mythos Preview, a new model with advanced hacking capabilities that has ignited concern over the growing power of AI companies. Ever since, the president has seemed to cozy up to Anthropic. Dario Amodei, the firm's CEO, visited the White House that same month for conversations over the future of the government's relationship with the company. "I like high-IQ people, and they definitely have high IQs," Trump later told reporters of Anthropic's leadership.

On the other hand, the Trump administration appears to be fighting in court to bar Anthropic from doing most national-security work. In February, the Pentagon designated Anthropic a "supply chain risk" after a high-profile contract dispute over the use of AI in warfare, essentially declaring it a national-security risk for the military to even touch Anthropic products. In late April, when Anthropic tried to grant Mythos access to more companies for cyberdefense--very in line with today's executive order--the White House appears to have, inexplicably, blocked the move. (An Anthropic spokesperson pointed us to a post on X in which the company called today's executive order "an important step in strengthening America's leadership in AI.")

Then there's the administration's attitudes toward China. Trump has repeatedly emphasized the need to deregulate the AI industry in order to stay ahead of China. Meanwhile, he has also permitted Nvidia to sell some of its most advanced AI chips to Chinese companies, lifting an export control the Biden administration put in place precisely to waylay Chinese AI development. (Anthropic, by the way, denied a Chinese think tank access to Mythos.) Trump has, in the name of beating China, pushed to remove regulatory constraints on data-center construction: "Build, baby, build," he said last July. But once uproar emerged about data centers hiking up electricity bills, the White House announced a voluntary pledge for AI companies to take a number of measures that would prevent everyday people from paying for data-center electricity. Build, baby, but prudently.

Indeed, at least some of the vacillations seem to be driven by public opinion. Over the past several months, as AI models have improved, attitudes toward the technology have soured. Today's order allows the administration to look as if it is undertaking more robust AI regulation--but it doesn't actually require the industry to do very much, if anything. Trump is trying to score points with both the public and Silicon Valley. But in doing so, he's not saying or doing anything substantive at all.

AI spending is consuming the U.S. economy, people are afraid of losing their jobs to AI, and communities across the nation are gathering to protest data centers. Political figures as divergent as Bannon and Bernie Sanders are expressing concern over AI and the concentration of power among the industry's executives. This would seem to be a clarion call for the president of the United States, and a populist one at that. Instead, the White House spent weeks prevaricating on an executive order that rests on the voluntary cooperation of the AI industry. With Anthropic, OpenAI, and their competitors becoming major economic and geopolitical powers, the window for any one government to seriously regulate AI is rapidly closing. Hopefully, it is not already gone.
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We're About to Hear a Lot More About Iowa

The state will have its first competitive races in years.

by Elaine Godfrey

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




You could be forgiven for ignoring the recent political goings-on in Iowa. The state, which was once a violet-hued hub of unpredictability, has lately elected and reelected Republicans.

In last night's primaries, though, Iowa Democrats nominated the kind of candidates the national party has struggled to find. Josh Turek, a two-time Paralympic gold medalist with a record of winning red areas, is the party's nominee for the state's open U.S. Senate seat. And Rob Sand, the affably idiosyncratic state auditor who didn't have a challenger, is officially up for governor. Which means that national Democrats and Republicans are now wrestling with a development that, until this week, had registered as little more than a quiet observation in the broadcast-standard English of farm country: Iowa is competitive again.

Let's start with Turek, whose primary, in the end, wasn't even close: He beat Zach Wahls, a 34-year-old Democratic state legislator, by more than 25 points. This isn't because Turek is better-known or more beloved. It's because he was perceived by Iowa Democrats as more electable. And the perception of electability is everything to Iowa Democrats right now, as they sense victory like sharks smell blood in the water.

Turek was the Senate candidate that Iowa Republicans did not want, which is, of course, exactly why Democrats had to have him. Turek describes himself as a "poor, disabled kid from Council Bluffs," a reliably red part of the state. He has previously run against and beaten Republicans in a state House district that also supports Trump. He's also got a compelling backstory: The 47-year-old was born with spina bifida, caused by his father's exposure to Agent Orange during the Vietnam War, and has said he underwent 21 surgeries as a child. Before entering politics, Turek was a wheelchair-basketball player, played in four Paralympic games, and worked at a mobility-technology company. During a visit to Iowa in March, I watched as he dragged his chair up hills and stairs to introduce himself to Iowans. "There's something compelling about a man in a wheelchair making his way up a staircase," Kurt Meyer, a state Democratic activist, told me. "It's a visceral positive reaction when you see somebody that's just that dog-determined."

The money helped: Even though Turek hasn't served in the military, VoteVets, an organization that supports veterans, poured several million dollars into his campaign. Given the group's alignment with Senate Democrats, Wahls attempted to frame Turek as a Chuck Schumer-backed establishment type. Among primary voters, this argument appeared to amount to very little. Turek has a history of winning, one prominent Iowa Democrat told me last month--"and he wins hard, hard places."

Read: The Democrats might actually win Iowa

Democrats will have to hope so. In November, Turek will be up against Representative Ashley Hinson, the polished former TV journalist who will likely be the best-known and most popular Iowa Republican on the ballot. Hinson, who secured Trump's early endorsement, once pledged to be Trump's "top ally" in the Senate, a promise that will continue to feature prominently in Democratic ads. But Hinson doesn't register as MAGA or far right in the way that many other Trump-endorsed candidates do, and Republicans are hopeful that her presence at the top of the ticket will help pull her downballot colleagues through.

Unlike Turek, Rob Sand has had the Democratic Party's nomination locked down for a while, even though he seems generally averse to the label. The 43-year-old former prosecutor has positioned himself as a public servant who is frustrated with both parties, an independent who just so happens to have a D next to his name. His strategy to win statewide relies on persuasion and good, old-fashioned Iowan open-mindedness--if such a thing still exists.

But now, in an unexpected twist, Sand will face an opponent that virtually no one was expecting. The GOP front-runner, Representative Randy Feenstra, had been endorsed by Trump but was sideswiped on Election Day by Zach Lahn, a conservative activist and private-school co-founder whose candidacy only recently gained traction. Lahn won, strategists told me, because he took advantage of the fact that Feenstra wasn't actually showing up: "He had name ID, a ruby-red district in his hands, and a lot of money, but the campaign for some reason chose to keep him under wraps," David Oman, a state Republican strategist, told me.

Feenstra might have been a more welcome opponent for Sand, given how little excitement he generated among the GOP base. Lahn seems to energize them: He's the preferred candidate of the "Make America Healthy Again" movement and has pledged to "take on the big ag cartels" as well as Big Pharma.

But Lahn has his own weaknesses. The most obvious is that the "Iowa First" candidate, who was born and attended high school in the state, spent many years living in Kansas and has said he moved back to Iowa only in 2023; he still maintains a Kansas home and flies there regularly. Lahn is also a conservative culture warrior whose ads about resisting "Marxist ideology" and defending the "Western tradition" probably helped earn him the endorsement of former Representative Steve King, who was unseated by Feenstra in 2020 after years of making racist remarks. But the biggest complication for Lahn, who vowed last night in his victory speech to fight "the establishment" at every turn, is that in Iowa Republicans are the establishment.

Iowa has been a red state for a while. And basic math, in politics as in life, so often serves as the great crusher of dreams. So it goes for Democrats in Iowa, who are outnumbered by registered Republican voters by a margin of nearly 200,000.

But Republicans are up against their own set of unfortunate circumstances: Gas prices are high. So is the cost of fertilizer. Trump's war with Iran isn't popular, and neither is he. When you add Turek and Sand to the mix, things start to look sunnier for Democrats. The Cook Political Report has recently reassessed both of their races, deeming the Republicans only slightly favored to hold their Senate seat, and the governor's race a toss-up. Three of Iowa's four House races might also be in play. "We're going to see two incredibly colorful and interesting general-election campaigns--and maybe three good House races," Oman, the GOP strategist, told me. "It'll be a red-letter political year in Iowa." He paused, then added, "Maybe I shouldn't say red."

Read: 'We have not seen ugly yet'

Iowa will now join Maine, North Carolina, Ohio, and Alaska on the list of states that Democrats are desperate to flip and Republicans will have to scramble to protect in order to keep their Senate majority. Campaign ads will clog the airwaves. Out-of-state money will flood the zone. The national Democrats prepared to invest hundreds of millions backing James Talarico in Texas might even reconsider. Why not spend a sliver of a fraction of that amount for a possibly better result?

Going forward, not much is certain except for this: We're about to hear a lot more about Iowa.
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The White House Is the New Green Zone

Fortifications are growing in tandem with the threat of political violence.

by Matt Viser

Mon, 01 Jun 2026




Across from the White House sits a museum called The People's House: A White House Experience. Inside is a replica of the Oval Office, and interactive exhibits on what it's like to attend a State Dinner or sit in on a Cabinet meeting. It's about as close to the White House as you can get without actually being there, a wholesome reminder of how democracy is supposed to work.



But early last Saturday evening, two bullets shattered the glass between displays of Christmas ornaments and dining plates. A 21-year-old gunman had opened fire on Secret Service agents who then returned fire, killing him.



It was the latest reminder of how our democracy is actually working, how omnipresent political violence can feel, how inaccessible public buildings are becoming to the public. Three times in four weeks, gunfire has broken out as federal agents were protecting the president and vice president in the vicinity of the White House. Three months ago, a man was shot and killed after entering the Mar-a-Lago security perimeter with a shotgun and fuel can. Three months before that, two National Guard members were shot just blocks from the White House. The Secret Service, which says it has protections all around the building--some visible, some not--has a division that over the past year has been studying the rise in violent rhetoric and action to get at the question: What is driving the attacks--and can they be headed off in advance?



The Secret Service has investigated 40 percent more cases this year than it did during the comparable period in 2025, the agency told me. It's had seven times more cases involving people with mental-health issues over that same time period. The surge is putting the Secret Service in what longtime agents say is an unprecedented threat environment.



"In the past, there have been some peak periods where we had maybe a really large uptick for a month or two," Matthew Quinn, the deputy director of the Secret Service, told me. "But for us right now, it's not a linear increase anymore. It's really gone exponential."



With the growing threat has come greater fortification--so much so that the White House complex can be thought of as the new Green Zone. The 18-acre site is laced with fencing, sensors, jammers, cameras, armed guards, bunkers, drone interceptors, and surface-to-air missiles--all of which speak to how we now protect, and isolate, our leaders. Tourists can no longer approach the 13-foot fence that rings the compound. Additional fencing went up in January around Lafayette Square, which remains under construction, and prevents access from the north. The perimeter to the south extends near Independence Avenue; the area around the Ellipse was closed last month. It's impossible to enter from the east, through the barriers and construction where the East Wing once stood. And a battery of security vehicles, police on bikes, and Secret Service agents stand guard from the west.



Read: A shooting at the White House Correspondents' Dinner



Quinn was recently delivering a graduation speech, reflecting on some of the shifts he's seen during his time at the Secret Service. Twenty years ago, he said, the questions he'd get were about how he stayed vigilant given that agents rarely had to draw their weapons. "Well," he said,  "we don't have to explain it to anybody anymore."



In 1801, Thomas Jefferson built the first fence around the White House, a wooden structure that was designed to keep animals away from the gardens. As for the people, they were largely able to roam freely on a property that had little security. "Early presidents would have had, more or less, their household staff doubling as their security force," Matthew Costello, the chief education officer of the White House Historical Association, told me.



Franklin Pierce was the first president to have a full-time bodyguard. Abraham Lincoln posted guards outside, but inside they were dressed in civilian clothes and hid their firearms. In 1893, the grounds were closed to try to protect Grover Cleveland's young daughter after tourists tried to cut off some of her hair. In the early 1900s, after the assassination of William McKinley, the Secret Service was tasked with presidential protection and two men were assigned to a full-time detail for Theodore Roosevelt. "The secret service men are a very small but very necessary thorn in the flesh," Roosevelt wrote in 1906, reflecting the centuries-long struggle between presidential protection and public accessibility.



During World War I, the White House grounds were closed. After the bombing of Pearl Harbor, security was enhanced once more: Bulletproof glass was added to the Oval Office windows and air-raid shelters were installed belowground. (Franklin D. Roosevelt rejected proposals from the Secret Service to line the property with 15-foot-high piles of sandbags and to repaint the White House in camouflage.) After the Oklahoma City bombing in 1995, the section of Pennsylvania Avenue that goes by the White House was closed to vehicles. At the time, it seemed like a significant infringement on traditional American freedoms.



"Pennsylvania Avenue has been routinely open to traffic for the entire history of our Republic," Bill Clinton said in his weekly radio address announcing the decision. "Through four Presidential assassinations and eight unsuccessful attempts on the lives of Presidents, it's been open. Through a civil war, two world wars, and the Gulf war, it was open. But now it must be closed."



After the September 11 attacks, the perimeter was widened again; vehicular traffic was shut down along E Street, on the south side. Airspace was more tightly restricted. To push the security perimeter any farther, the government would need to take over the Hay-Adams hotel or occupy the coffee shops (Peet's, Starbucks, Swing's) that sit on the blocks nearest the West Wing entrance and help fuel the staffers who enter it. Without the ability to go farther out, the security barriers must go higher up.



Former Secret Service agent Keith Wojcieszek told me that during his 16 years on the job, people routinely climbed over the 6-foot-6-inch perimeter fence. In one particularly embarrassing incident for the agency, a man not only jumped the fence but got to the front door of the White House and entered before being apprehended. Seven years ago, work began on a new fence--long requested by the Secret Service--of nearly double the height. But it is still not impenetrable: At least twice, toddlers have slipped through the fence, only to be retrieved by agents and returned to their parents.



Now, under protocols implemented this year, neither toddlers nor anyone else can get that close. Meanwhile, the park across Pennsylvania Avenue from the White House, Lafayette Square, is closed for renovations that the National Park Service told me it wants to complete before July 4. After the park reopens, the Secret Service wants to install a gating system to quickly secure the area if needed. The area in and around the park was for many years the scene of protests, demonstrators' chants echoing within the halls of the White House. But not now. Among the protests was an anti-war vigil that had been continuously operating since 1981. It was partially dismantled earlier this year, after Donald Trump deemed it an eyesore.



In wartime Baghdad and Kabul, 30-foot-high blast walls shielded sensitive government sites. The White House still has a modicum of openness. But that's possible only because of all the security protections that a visiting tourist can't necessarily see.



Beyond the perimeter, plainclothes and uniformed officers roam the streets. Snipers patrol the roof. Drones hover nearby. K9 attack dogs are ready to pounce. The system operates in layers, with different agents monitoring different distances and threat levels. "It's the Secret Service's protective methodology," the former agent Donald Mihalek, who retired in 2019 after 21 years, told me. "If you don't catch it in the outer ring, you catch it in the inner ring. You want those overlapping rings of protection."



The weaponry has been upgraded over time, to rifles that can easily cover the 290 yards from the White House to the fence line on the southern side. The White House snipers on the roof can see 1,000 yards in every direction. "It really is not just 360 degrees of a linear circle," the retired Secret Service agent Jeffrey James, who served 22 years, told me. "It's almost a sphere around them by the time you add the people on the ground, the assets above us."



One of the trickiest parts for the Secret Service is trying to anticipate the lone wolf who might suddenly show up at an event, or approach the White House gates. Cole Tomas Allen was a 31-year-old mechanical engineer from Torrance, California, who traveled to Washington, wrote a manifesto, and bolted through security at the White House Correspondents' Dinner. Michael Marx was a 45-year-old from Midland, Texas, who allegedly shot at Secret Service agents as they approached him near the Washington Monument around the time that Vice President Vance's motorcade was passing nearby. Nasire Best was a 21-year-old from Dundalk, Maryland, who had previously been arrested for claiming that he was Jesus Christ and trying to gain access to the White House; he was fatally shot last weekend after firing at a security checkpoint.



Read: The era of normie extremism is here



About a year ago, the Secret Service launched what it calls the Advanced Threat Interdiction Unit, which is designed to stop threats before someone shows up at an event or at the White House. "We don't want to have a shootout on 15th Street," Quinn told me. "If we know of a known-threat case and they're on a record with us, we want to be able to intercept them, say, at Key Bridge or on 395 and not at the White House." Quinn and others told me it's difficult to pinpoint any one cause for the rise in threats, but they named a few factors, including the proliferation of social media, a polarized political climate, and global unrest.



The president is not the only one who's been targeted with violence. Governors, members of Congress, state legislators, and municipal judges have all been victims--or intended victims--of attacks. The U.S. Capitol Police, which protects members of Congress and their families and staff, investigated nearly 15,000 threats and actions in 2025, an increase of almost 60 percent over the previous year. Josh Shapiro's family was asleep in the Pennsylvania governor's mansion last year when the house was set ablaze by an arsonist, and Minnesota State Representative Melissa Hortman, who led the House Democratic caucus, was shot and killed in her home. At least a half dozen members of Trump's Cabinet and White House staff have moved into military housing, spaces that help shield them from political violence, as well as protest.



One of the criticisms of the Green Zone in Iraq was that it created a false sense of tranquility. The Americans, protected by their security--not to mention the air-conditioned facilities, swimming pools, and buffet-style dining--were detached from the realities of war taking place on the other side of the gate. The zone was derisively nicknamed "the Bubble."



The White House has long risked being its own kind of bubble. Harry Truman called it the "great white jail." Joe Biden described it as a "gilded cage" and spent many of his weekends in Wilmington, Delaware. Barack Obama made a habit of reading 10 letters selected from the thousands sent to the White House each day. Trump uses his phone to reach those beyond his bubble, but his response to growing threats has been to try to further fortify the White House; at the same time, he's cut back on travel, except to his golf clubs. Although his aides insist that he can maintain a connection with ordinary Americans, he has dismissed the economic hardships that many are facing as prices have risen since the start of the Iran war. Rather than talk about bringing down costs, he often focuses on his pet projects: the large cage going up on the White House lawn for a UFC fight that will be staged on his 80th birthday, for instance, or the ballroom he is determined to build.



Read: Trump might already be a lame duck



When in mid-May he invited a group of reporters to tour the construction site where the East Wing once stood, he spoke of the ballroom in militaristic terms. The roof, he said, will not only have a "barrier" and a "shield" so strong that "if a drone hits it, it bounces off," but it will also contain a drone base of sorts. (He's described it as a "drone empire," a "drone gallery," and a "drone port" that will house "unlimited drones" to protect all of Washington.) The side walls will contain "impenetrable steel" and the windows will be "four inches thick." He bragged about the previously installed fencing surrounding the complex--made of titanium ("the strongest of all the metals")--and said it goes deep into the ground and can't be toppled by a tractor or a bulldozer.



His response in the immediate aftermath of the attempted assasination at the White House Correspondents' Dinner was to call for the ballroom construction to go ahead. The day after the shooting at the White House gates last weekend, his lawyers submitted a new filing in the lawsuit that has blocked him from continuing. "When completed, this highly knitted, integrated, and unified Project, which is a singular and vital National Security facility, will provide a 'SAFE HAVEN' from attackers such as the one last night, and on April 25th," it read.



Inside the Cabinet Room on Wednesday, Trump was asked about the Saturday-night incident, when he was at the White House working as shots rang out nearby. Trump said he pushes such thoughts from his mind. "If I thought about it a lot, you know, I wouldn't be a very good president. I wouldn't be here, probably. I'd be up in some room with a locked door," he said. Outside, the ceaseless roar of jackhammering and bulldozing went on as the ballroom, challenged by lawsuits and protected by that titanium fencing, took shape.
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Use It or Lose It

Freedom of speech, and of the press, can be guaranteed only if Americans exercise their rights.

by Adrienne LaFrance

Mon, 01 Jun 2026




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

Even in an age of unintended metaphors, few can compare to the scene that unfolded one winter morning five years ago on a street corner in downtown Washington, D.C.

A group of men gathered in front of the seven-story building at Pennsylvania Avenue and Sixth Street Northwest, just a short walk from the Capitol, and prepared for an act of careful destruction. Their task was to do away with the colossal facade overhead. Slab by slab, they removed the Tennessee pink marble. The 45 words of the First Amendment had been there for years, giant letters carved in stone. Now that message was gone.

Although the symbolism was impossible to ignore, the backstory bordered on mundane: The Newseum, a museum devoted to the history of journalism, had run out of money and closed. So down went the tribute to the First Amendment, sent in pieces to Philadelphia. The marble was reconfigured by the National Constitution Center, which is all well and good for those who want to pay $24.95 to bask in freedom's most glorious words. But those words are no longer displayed on Pennsylvania Avenue, where anyone traversing the street that connects Congress to the White House would once have seen them.

The facade was only ever a blip on the radar screen--installed in 2007, dismantled in 2021. And if you're looking for razed history, there's plenty more at that exact intersection. A century before the First Amendment (briefly) towered over passersby, two rival hotels stood at the corner of Pennsylvania and Sixth. One had a tavern that held the distinction of being the first public place in Washington where "The Star-Spangled Banner" was sung, in 1814. The other, the National Hotel, was where John Wilkes Booth slept the night before he assassinated Abraham Lincoln, in 1865.


From 2007 to 2021, the facade of the Newseum reminded passersby in downtown Washington of their First Amendment freedoms. (miralex / Getty)



My point is: America is in a constant state of change. Anything that persists for a time does so only through a combination of fortune and choice. Our core freedoms may be enshrined in our founding documents, but they are guaranteed to us only in principle. Advancing the cause of freedom in practice is another matter.

Americans must try to better understand what freedom demands of them. One requirement of self-governance is the relentless pursuit of truth, which necessarily involves questioning people in positions of power in order to prevent tyranny. Yet misconceptions about what free speech and free press actually mean are everywhere. Too many people assume that freedom of speech means freedom from consequences--whether reputational, social, or professional--for what they say. (It does not.) Others conflate the role of privately run companies with that of the government, arguing, for example, that a social-media company's moderation decisions amount to state censorship. (They do not, and in fact the individuals who run social platforms have their own First Amendment rights as publishers--even if they don't like to concede that they themselves are publishers.)

Far too many people behave as though freedom of the press refers only to freedom for professional journalists. But journalists are not in some special category. The right to free press is, like free speech, a basic freedom that applies to all Americans who choose to exercise it. The First Amendment tells the government that it cannot encroach on any American's right to speak and publish. Freedom of the press is not about the press; it's about the freedom.

So when you encounter an American cheering on the notion that the "fake-news media" should be jailed, or punished, or destroyed, what you're actually seeing is someone cheering for the government to trample on their own First Amendment rights. And if you're the one excoriating "the media" for their failings, consider not just complaining but competing: Exercise your own right to free press. The barriers to distributing information have never been lower. What once required an expensive printing press can now be done with a smartphone--paper, a pen, and a copy machine still work in a pinch too.

It is no coincidence that President Trump has conditioned his followers to attack their fellow citizens as enemies of America for questioning him. He makes himself available to the public far more readily than other modern presidents have, a quality that offers a simulacrum of transparency--until you observe how he interacts with people who dare speak words that upset him. He kicked the Associated Press out of the White House for not calling the Gulf of Mexico the "Gulf of America." His administration replaced the Pentagon press corps with MAGA lapdogs, influencers, and a disgraced former congressman turned podcaster. All the while, Trump routinely lashes out at citizens for posing basic questions that the American people deserve answers to. When one woman asked him when the Iran war would end, he called her a "disgrace." When another woman asked him why he's focused on beautifying the Reflecting Pool in front of the Lincoln Memorial during wartime, especially as gas prices soar, he snapped that it was a "stupid question." When a woman asked the president about his administration's handling of Afghan refugees, he interrupted her, saying, "Are you stupid? Are you a stupid person?" To yet another woman, who'd asked him about Jeffrey Epstein, the president responded, "Quiet! Quiet, piggy." He has told other Americans that they are "horrible," "obnoxious," "terrible," "stupid and nasty," simply for asking him serious questions on behalf of the public.

Trump, gifted showman that he is, understands that insulting citizens on camera is a tactic that serves his interests. It distracts people from the fact that he hasn't answered the question. And it is chum for his propagandists, who eat up this debasement of American freedom and share clips with breathless commentary such as "Trump absolutely bodies a CNN reporter" and "annoying anti-MAGA brat gets HUMILIATED LIVE." Trump has effectively cast journalists as a separate special-interest group--apart from ordinary American citizens. But this is a lie.

The tech barons who run the platforms where these indecent clips proliferate are pliant cogs in Trump's machine. So it's not entirely surprising how many of them share his disdain for Americans who happen to work as journalists. Nevertheless, it is alarming that Silicon Valley is now emulating the president and establishing its own "editorial" teams that please and flatter tech leaders, who in turn refuse to subject themselves to serious questioning.

Power doesn't like to be checked. Peter Thiel has declared anyone who criticizes his vision of AI "the anti-Christ." The venture-capital firm Andreessen Horowitz--co-founded by Marc Andreessen, a man who infamously blocks every journalist he can find on social media--has an "editor in chief" for one of its funds and an in-house media team designed to bypass independent outlets. Elon Musk bought Twitter and turned it into a right-wing propaganda network. Anthropic has an "editorial team." So does Apple. Meta has an "editorial" leader, whom it hired away from The New York Times. At OpenAI, which also has an "editorial lead," Sam Altman claims that TBPN, the podcast he recently acquired, will be fully editorially independent. (As of this writing, Altman has refused to speak with any journalist at The Atlantic for years despite our many, many, many requests. We will keep asking.) Like Trump, the tech industry's most powerful and illiberal figures want to replace those who seek truth in the public interest with sycophants who cheer on their consolidation of power and self-enrichment. They believe that the American people won't notice, or don't care, and in plenty of cases they are right.

From the March 2024 issue: Adrienne LaFrance on the rise of techno-authoritarianism

I should note that every last one of these people is exercising their own First Amendment rights. If someone wants to do "editorial" work for a tech company that involves publishing only stories advancing the mission of the company and the worldview of its owner, that's their right. Corporate public relations and marketing are, like any other form of publishing, protected under the First Amendment from government interference, as they should be, even if they aren't guided by the same values and standards as journalism.

I should also note that working journalists bear an awesome responsibility. Anyone who is charged with seeking the truth and reporting it, and is lucky enough to spend their days asking questions of powerful people, should remember that journalism is first and foremost a public service, and that it is a privilege to serve. Journalists are not above reproach. Americans have a civic obligation to demand the highest standards from anyone who promises to represent their interests--regardless of whether that person is an elected official or simply a fellow citizen. Journalists should receive good-faith criticism with humility and appreciation.

Although every American is entitled to exercise the right to free press, no one is entitled to be trusted or believed--that, you have to earn. The nosedive in trust in journalism is multifactorial, and journalists themselves are not without blame. All journalists make mistakes. And those mistakes are never acceptable. But pay close attention to the difference between how a reputable news organization acknowledges its mistakes--namely, by transparently correcting them--and how Trump or Musk reacts to being called out for getting something wrong.

In the United States, we like to tell ourselves that freedom is as natural as sunshine and as American as bubble gum. But American freedom has always been simultaneously conditional and aspirational--available to some and not to others, and at times diminished for all.

The cause of freedom has advanced only because of those who have been willing to stand up against government overreach. On September 25, 1690, in Boston, Benjamin Harris published colonial America's first newspaper, Publick Occurrences Both Forreign and Domestick. Harris was a refugee from England, where he'd faced harsh government censorship in his failed attempts to establish a free press. The first issue of Publick Occurrences contained a few items of local news and, notably, one salacious sentence speculating that King Louis XIV of France was sleeping with his son's wife. Colonial authorities shut down the newspaper immediately--citing the fact that Harris, along with the printer, Richard Pierce, had disseminated information without first seeking government approval. They ordered Harris not to publish another edition and destroyed all remaining copies of the paper. (A single copy is known to have survived, and it is now in London, of all places.) Harris and Pierce had no constitutional protection of their right to free press; the government believed that it had total discretion over what information was allowed to reach the public. Publick Occurrences existed for exactly one issue. The next newspaper would not be printed in the colonies for 14 long years.

The paper often credited with being the first true daily in America, The Pennsylvania Evening Post, was founded generations later, in the months leading up to the American Revolution. (The Post was the first to publish the text of the Declaration of Independence, on July 6, 1776.) And although the Bill of Rights came soon after, ever since the First Amendment was ratified, Americans have had to continually, sometimes aggressively, insist on their right to free expression in the face of political pressure.

From the May 2025 issue: Adrienne LaFrance on how capitulation is contagious

Alexander Manly did so when he continued to publish his newspaper, The Daily Record, in Wilmington, North Carolina, after racist backlash to an anti-lynching editorial. A former congressman led a mob in burning the Record 's office to the ground in 1898. Manly was just one target in the wave of post-Reconstruction violence that erased hard-won freedoms. Ida Tarbell and Ida B. Wells pushed for freedom through their relentless reporting, exposing the predatory practices of the oil baron John D. Rockefeller and the horrors of white mobs lynching Black Americans across the South. Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. defended free expression when he argued for a competitive marketplace of ideas. Lenny Bruce did it from the stage in a comedy club. And Fannie Lou Hamer did it when she refused to be silenced by presidential intimidation and described the brutality she'd faced for simply trying to vote.

Every human deserves the five basic freedoms protected by the First Amendment: religion, speech, press, assembly, and petition. But freedom is not promised to any of us, not really. American freedom is a continual achievement that is secured by those willing to defend and perpetuate it. And it is a choice we must make, again and again and again, knowing that the forces aligned against the pursuit of truth are inherently working against the cause of liberty too.



This article appears in the July 2026 print edition with the headline "Use It or Lose It."
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Trump's 250th Celebration Is a Fiasco

The president has turned a solemn occasion into a Day of Trump.

by David Frum

Sun, 31 May 2026




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

"You talk too damn much, and it's too damn much about you."

That quote from Raymond Chandler's The Long Goodbye is a good summary of the fiasco that Donald Trump has made of the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence.

You might have thought that presiding over such a celebration would be an easy success for Trump. He is a showman, after all. He loves parades and extravaganzas. It was all an easy layup, a gimme, a chance for a now-unpopular second-term president to reinvent himself as the leader of all of the American people. The only thing he had to do was--for once in his life--not act like an insane egomaniac.

He couldn't do it.

As things are developing, we'll remember the story of America's grandest commemorations as follows:

	One hundredth: a giant industrial exposition in Philadelphia.
 	Two hundredth: a tall-ships regatta in New York harbor.
 	Two hundred and fiftieth: a Trump flop in Washington, D.C.


Trump knows he has botched the anniversary. He says so himself. Last night, he posted the following indictment of his own program on his Truth Social platform:

We should have a giant MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN RALLY, for 250, instead of having overpriced singers, who nobody wants to hear, whose music is boring, and yet who do nothing but complain. Cancel it, just like I canceled my involvement with the failing and unsafe to be in Kennedy Center, because a Highly Conflicted, Crooked Federal Judge, said that I should not be allowed to spend my time and money in order to MAKE THE CENTER GREAT AGAIN, actually, far greater than it ever was before! It would have also been nice to see a Republican/Democrat union bring it back to life. The Kennedy Center is broken, unsafe, and $busted, and has been for many years! Judge Cooper also stated that the highly prestigious Board of the Center was not authorized to add on the name "TRUMP" despite the fact that hundreds of millions of dollars of my time and money will be necessary for its successful reincarnation. So now, the Kennedy Center will collapse, both structurally and financially. Judge Cooper and his wife, Amy Jeffress (obfuscation anyone?), should be ashamed of themselves. Judge Cooper, like numerous other Crooked Judges on my cases, should be IMPEACHED. MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN! President DONALD J. TRUMP


Translated into plain English, the president was complaining that seven of the nine acts scheduled to headline the July 4 weekend musical program canceled within 48 hours of one another because they realized that the event was degenerating into a hyperpartisan salute to Trump personally. His proposed solution? Replace the canceled acts with a Trump rally speech! A speech that will focus on Trump's outrage that a judge blocked him from renaming the Kennedy Center after himself!

On July 4, 1776, Congress declared not only the severance of the political tie between 13 British colonies and their former homeland but also the end of monarchical government in the United States. For 150 years before 1776, the American colonies were ruled by a sequence of queens and kings. The names of those monarchs were inscribed on the American map: Virginia, Jamestown, Charleston, Annapolis, Georgia, and in innumerable King Streets and Queen Streets. Then, on one parchment, the new nation repudiated its political origin, and declared that "all men are created equal." Whatever those words meant, however much slaveholder hypocrisy attended them, they promised a republican future for the people of the land.

The man who assumed responsibility for organizing the 250th commemoration of those words instead decided to make the day a royalist celebration of himself: seeking to emblazon his face on coinage and currency, displaying his image on banners in downtown Washington, and scheduling the central event of the celebration--a televised cage fight--for his own birthday on June 14. A cage fight may seem to some a barbarous way to honor Thomas Jefferson's great manifesto. But many Americans will enjoy it, and on an occasion such as this, there's room for a wide range of activities. There's no room, however, to elevate the presidency created by the revolution of 1776 into a gaudy cult of personality. Trump's drive to transform July 4, 2026, into a colossal national Day of Trump instead has triggered a rebellious update of the "Spirit of '76."

The Americans alive in 1776 shared and read Thomas Paine's "Common Sense." That pamphlet denounced, 250 years before the event, the pretensions of Trump's version of America 250: Government by kings, Paine wrote, "was the most prosperous invention the Devil ever set on foot for the promotion of idolatry. The Heathens paid divine honours to their deceased kings, and the Christian World hath improved on the plan by doing the same to their living ones."

Trump's effort to rebrand the semiquincentennial as the Day of Trump left no time, budget, or effort available for the true purpose of the anniversary. As his own self-celebration has fizzled, a void has opened between the scheduled roster of events and the true purpose and meaning of the solemnity of July 4, 2026. This powerful date will go unmarked by any act of memory worthy of the nation. The Reflecting Pool will be repainted too blue by an overpaid no-bid contractor. The statues on the Memorial Bridge will be gilded too brightly by another overpaid no-bid contractor. There's a project to erect an Albert Speer-style triumphal arch overlooking the Potomac. But Trump has failed to deliver the victories that the arch might have memorialized--and as the war in Iran has stalemated, so the plans for the arch have stalled. Most symbolic of all, the White House is flanked by a stop-start construction site where the East Wing used to stand. Trump shook down government favor-seekers for enough money to begin work on a presidential ballroom complex, but he did not shake enough to finish it. Now the taxpayer is being asked to pay the balance. A federal judge has ordered work paused pending a vote in Congress, and Trump has whittled down his majorities in the House and Senate to the point where he apparently cannot pass a funding bill. If he loses control of either house in November, construction is unlikely to resume. Instead of a Trump Ballroom, the most conspicuous feature of the Trump White House in 2026 is a gaping Trump Hole.

The greatest of all Fourth of July orations was delivered in 1852, on the 76th anniversary of American independence, by Frederick Douglass in Rochester, New York. In the opening passages of that speech, Douglass observed ominously: "The eye of the reformer is met with angry flashes, portending disastrous times." Yet even as Douglass foresaw the coming Civil War and lamented the nation's flaws, he still expressed hope that "high lessons of wisdom, of justice and of truth, will yet give direction to her destiny." Trump has made a pitiful shambles of what should have been a glorious moment. But the nation honored by the glorious moment still retains the power of recovery and renewal praised by Douglass. As we contemplate the farce of Trump Day, we can turn our imaginations to what yet might be for America at 300.

We as individuals may or may not live to see it, but we can believe in it all the same. We can believe in it all the more fervently for this experience of living through a chapter of American history that so flagrantly betrays the Founders' hopes and so arduously tests the Founders' legacy.










This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/05/trump-250-truth/687384/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



L.A.'s Lose-Lose-Lose Primary

The mayoral race is a staging ground for three of the most unfortunate tendencies in American politics.

by Marc Novicoff

Sun, 31 May 2026




It's happening again. In a big American city, a young Indian American democratic socialist is trying to unseat an unpopular Black incumbent on a platform of housing affordability. This time, the arena is not New York City but Los Angeles. Nithya Raman, the insurgent, has fashioned herself as a Zohran Mamdani of the West. Karen Bass, the embattled incumbent, is fighting to stay in office and make sure that lightning doesn't strike on opposite coasts.

But the similarities mostly end there. In New York, an inspiring young leftist competed against a boorish, but experienced, former governor to replace a corrupt mayor. In Los Angeles, the leftist insurgent isn't inspiring, and the boorish challenger--the former reality-TV villain Spencer Pratt--is inexperienced. The incumbent isn't corrupt, just feckless. Despite their overwhelming weaknesses, two of these candidates will advance from Tuesday's nonpartisan primary, and one will win in the November general election. Los Angeles is unlikely to be better off.

On paper, Raman seems like a natural heir to Mamdanism. In 2020, she became the first member of the Democratic Socialists of America to be elected to L.A.'s city council and the first challenger to unseat an incumbent there in 17 years. Now she's running as a housing wonk who knows what it takes to deliver affordability.

Unfortunately for Raman, she appears to have neither Mamdani's charisma nor his mastery of modern campaigning. She has few social-media followers and none of the sleek vertical videos that made Mamdani famous before he was polling well. (Instead, she has posted strange scripted Instagram videos with such captions as "Hayley's landlord gave her an impossible ultimatum, but Nithya Raman said 'NOT TODAY! Now she still has her apartment... and a new boyfriend?") Her website's homepage features a video of her reading a speech off her phone. Her performance in a televised debate a few weeks ago was widely panned after she gave word-salad answers to yes-or-no questions such as whether noncitizens should vote in local elections. She was "not ready for prime time and certainly not ready to step up and be mayor of the second biggest city in the U.S.," Garry South, a longtime L.A. political consultant, told me. Her odds of becoming mayor on the prediction site Kalshi went from 51 percent to 18 percent in the two days that followed.

When I spoke with Raman a few weeks ago over Zoom, I asked for her elevator pitch on why she deserved to be mayor. Here is how her reply began: "You know, I'm an urban planner; I'm a mom; I'm a politician." Later, after we went back and forth for several minutes discussing the issue of street homelessness, she asked me, "Is this all you wanted to talk about?" It was not, but homelessness consistently polls as a top issue in the race, so it seemed worth covering.

Raman does have certain advantages that Mamdani did not. She came much earlier than he did to YIMBYism--the movement that advocates for removing barriers to building more housing. This fact has activated the salivary glands of L.A. policy wonks. Scott Epstein, the policy and research director of Abundant Housing LA, told me that Raman, who has a master's degree in urban planning, is "a dream candidate for us."

Mark Leibovich: California's blue Armageddon

But Raman's more left-wing views threaten to scare away the same coalition that might be interested in building. She has been a vociferous advocate of tenants' rights, to the point of trying to extend the pandemic-era eviction moratorium into February 2023. In her 2020 run, she called to "defund the police" and specified that the police department should be made "much smaller." She has since recanted, but on the somewhat narrow grounds that the city doesn't yet have "an unarmed responder" for 911 calls. "Unless we can, materially, take call load off of LAPD, we do have to be able to have a system that is responsive to people's needs," she told me.

Her biggest liabilities might arise from her attitude toward homelessness, the issue dominating the election. Los Angeles has a much worse street-homelessness problem than most cities do, creating a widespread feeling of public disorder even as the violent-crime rate falls. Thousands of homeless people die on the streets of L.A. every year, and it is a political liability to suggest that nothing can be done about this until some future date when housing is cheap. In 2022, during a city-council vote on a law to restrict tents within 500 feet of schools and day-care centers, Raman voted against the measure and then, a year later, memorably rolled her eyes at people who were upset with her about it. She continues to dismiss tent sweeps as a "politically-motivated game of sidewalk shuffle."

Despite her commitment to progressive policies, Raman has failed to consolidate the support of the Los Angeles left. The three other DSA members of the city council have all endorsed Bass. So has almost every union that has made an endorsement, including the uber-influential L.A. County Federation of Labor, which has close to a million members. The Los Angeles DSA chapter gave Raman a tepid recommendation that it specified "is not an endorsement." In a party straw poll, 42 percent of local members preferred another candidate: the pastor and community organizer Rae Huang, who told me that her ideology is shaped by "Marxism and the gospel."

Catching fire as a socialist is harder in L.A. than in New York. The local DSA chapter, which draws from all of Los Angeles County, has only about 5,000 members, compared with roughly 14,000 in New York City (which is slightly less populous). "L.A. isn't like New York or Chicago, where people live and breathe politics," South said. "Mayors here come and go without leaving much of an impression."

Few big-city mayors make less of an impression than Karen Bass has. Los Angeles mayor is an inherently weaker position than its counterpart in New York City or Chicago. City-council members can veto development in their districts, social services are handled at the county level, and schools are handled by a separately elected school board. But Bass seems to have gone out of her way to exercise as little power as possible.

In 2023, six months into the job, she said her goal was to eliminate unsheltered homelessness by the end of her first term. More recently, she has taken to boasting about a 17 percent drop in two years. Her signature program, Inside Safe, offers free, temporary housing--mostly motel rooms--to the homeless for three to six months, before moving them into permanent housing.

It barely works. The program has cost about $400 million and served just under 6,000 people-- 14 percent of the homeless population--in the three and a half years since it began. Only a quarter of those people are now in permanent housing. Another quarter are still in the motels, where the average stay has turned out to be a year. The other half have exited the program, overwhelmingly to return to life on the streets. The program has cost $254,653 for every homeless person who is now permanently housed. (In an email, a Bass campaign spokesperson pointed out that the county pays some of the cost.) At the current pace of housing 1,500 people every three years, Inside Safe is on track to solve L.A.'s homelessness problem in the year 2108.

Bass has also done very little to address Los Angeles's housing crisis. Bass's main housing policy is an executive order she signed during her first week in office to streamline affordable-housing development. The policy immediately appeared to be a modest success. Seven months later, under pressure from homeowners, Bass excluded single-family-home neighborhoods from the order, which make up most of the residential land in L.A. A year after that, she issued a revision that added several more development-killing loopholes to the order. (One of those changes excluded all historical-preservation zones, which appeared to be in response to complaints over a 70-unit building proposed on a "historically preserved" vacant lot.)

In 2022, about 23,400 housing units were permitted in Los Angeles. Bass took office in December that year. In 2023, the number fell to about 18,600, and then to 17,200 in 2024. Meanwhile, Los Angeles is home to roughly 100,000 fewer people than it was in 2019.

Conor Friedersdorf: Spencer Pratt and the temptations of populism

Politically, this strategy of watering down her own initiatives to avoid alienating interest groups might have worked, if not for the fires. Bass was at a cocktail party as part of a delegation to Ghana when Los Angeles went up in flames last January, breaking a campaign promise to never leave the country during her mayoralty. Her approval ratings have been abysmal ever since, currently sitting at about 35 percent approval and 57 percent disapproval. "In the entire era of modern L.A. politics--where we have polling, et cetera--no incumbent mayor running for reelection is as low in the polls and as high in disapproval as Karen Bass," Fernando Guerra, a political scientist at Loyola Marymount University, told me. In a poll he conducted in October, he said, more than two-thirds of respondents said that they wouldn't vote for her. (In response to interview requests, Bass's campaign told me that the mayor would speak with me, but never actually made her available.)

Bass has secured every important endorsement, including from Kamala Harris, Gavin Newsom, and the California Democratic Party, but her unpopularity with voters puts her in a weak position. Polls have her leading the pack, but with only about 25 percent support. If she were to face Raman head-to-head, she could lose. But she might not have to. Thanks to Spencer Pratt.

Spencer Pratt does not have the background of a conventional political candidate. He originally became famous for being an entertaining jerk on the reality show The Hills in his 20s. After his career being a heel on camera ended, he took the proceeds and blew them all on fancy suits, ammunition, and healing crystals. According to a 2013 interview with OK! magazine, he rationalized this spending by telling himself that the world was going to end in 2012 anyway, at the conclusion of the 13th Mayan baktun. He was set to carry on as many ex-celebrities do, slowly running out of money and then occasionally appearing on TV to get paid for activating the audience's nostalgia for the time when they were famous.

Everything changed after his house burned down in the Palisades Fire. His parents' house burned down, too. Twelve of their neighbors died. Pratt became enraged at the city's leadership, accusing Bass of negligence. On the one-year anniversary of the fires, he channeled that anger into a long-shot bid for mayor. Since then, he has run a surprisingly formidable campaign.

Of the three major candidates in the race, Pratt has been the most digitally adept. He posts short, well-produced videos that get across his simple and darkly attractive message: L.A. is a hellscape, and its political class, including Bass and Raman, is to blame. Just as Mamdani answers every question with some version of "affordability," Pratt turns every conversation back to his assertion that L.A. is a "zombie"-infested wasteland that he could easily fix. His housing affordability plan is to clear Skid Row and build multifamily developments there.

Pratt's digital savvy and populist politics have created a nationwide media storm around his campaign. Fans have made AI-generated ads that depict Pratt as a hero who finally cleans up the city. The videos can be hilarious despite their messages. One such video parodies the Lego Movie song "Everything Is Awesome" with the hook "Everything Is Awful." Pratt himself reposts his favorites--he seems to like the ones in which he is Batman. (Pratt's representatives declined to make him available for this article.)

Although he is a registered Republican, Pratt has made genuine efforts to depict himself as the real liberal of the race. He compares himself to Barack Obama; insists that his friends, family, and supporters are Democrats; and told CBS that "Mayor Bass loves ICE." He has fashioned himself as a lifelong animal lover, showing off his softer side in videos of him feeding hummingbirds with his children, and allying with animal advocates in their outrage over the treatment of dogs on Skid Row. When asked by CNN why he was a Republican at all, he offered a single reason: He believes in the right of a well-trained gun owner to carry a concealed firearm. Still, Pratt has little chance of becoming mayor. The homicide rate in the city is at a 66-year low, a problem for his apocalyptic message. (Pratt claims that "crime isn't down," just going unreported). His biggest obstacle is that he is a registered Republican, and that Donald Trump said on camera that he's heard Pratt is "a big MAGA person." (Pratt wisely appeared not to accept the semi-endorsement, but still.) L.A. voted 70-27 for Harris over Trump in 2024, and 2026 is shaping up to be an especially bad year for Republicans.

Meghan Daum: What Los Angeles has become

In a reality-TV-worthy twist, however, he might help Bass keep her job. The latest poll shows all three candidates within the margin of error, but most prior polls showed Bass and Pratt finishing first and second. Polls of that head-to-head matchup show Bass winning by 14 to 32 percentage points. Raman might well beat either in a head-to-head race, according to polls, but only if she can make it out of the primary. (Technically, if a candidate wins 51 percent of the primary vote, no general election will happen. But that is extraordinarily unlikely.)

This is all quite bleak for my hometown of L.A. The city is an eye-wateringly beautiful place, with perfect weather and the country's best food scene. Its mayoral race, however, has become a staging ground for three of the most unfortunate tendencies in contemporary American politics: Nithya Raman's Millennial socialism, freed from the troublesome belief that eviction and policing are worthwhile; Karen Bass's milquetoast establishment-ism that avoids making the choices necessary to solve hard problems; and Pratt's carnage-populism that tells Americans they live in something other than the greatest place that's ever existed. Whichever of the three candidates wins, Los Angeles will most likely lose.



*Sources: Eric Thayer / Los Angeles Times / Getty; Getty; Jason Armond / Los Angeles Times / Getty; Roy Rochlin / Getty; Sarah Reingewirtz / MediaNews Group / Los Angeles Daily News / Getty.
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The Arc of the Voting Rights Act

Louisiana Republicans erased a majority-Black congressional district.

by Yvonne Wingett Sanchez

Sun, 31 May 2026




THe morning after Louisiana's House primaries were scheduled to take place, worshippers at Mount Zion First Baptist Church in Baton Rouge were on their feet, swaying to the gospel music that vibrated through the wooden pews. Just days earlier, the vote had been abruptly postponed as Republicans scrambled to redraw congressional boundaries in a way that would erase one of the state's two majority-Black congressional districts and dilute the political influence that many in the congregation had fought for. From the pulpit, Reverend Rene Brown said that all of this was on his mind. "The pastor," he declared after reading a passage from the Book of Numbers about the allotment of land, "wants to talk about biblical redistricting."

Two giant television screens had just displayed the U.S., Confederate, and Christian flags and the words BIBLICAL REDISTRICTING. Churchgoers gasped and glanced at their neighbors; some burst out laughing. "Oh Lordy," one man said under his breath, his eyebrows arching nearly up to his hairline as he braced for an intense sermon. Some might wonder why the debate over representation is being framed in racial terms, Brown told his congregants. "The reason many people ask that question is because it doesn't affect their race," he said. "It is about race. People make race-based decisions regardless of what they are and what they know."

In the weeks since the Supreme Court hollowed out the 1965 Voting Rights Act, the past has felt especially present to many at Mount Zion. Over the arc of their lives, the elders gathered inside the sanctuary had experienced the promise of the law, its reality, and, now, its narrowing. The Court's 6-3 ruling in Louisiana v. Callais could return the country to an earlier era of weakened Black voting power, and comes amid a partisan gerrymandering battle mounted by President Trump. The Court's ruling has supercharged Republican efforts across the South--in states including Tennessee, Alabama, and Georgia--to redraw congressional districts in a way that benefits white citizens at the expense of nonwhite voters who primarily cast ballots for Democrats. In Louisiana, where about one-third of the state's residents are Black, the state legislature on Friday redrew a majority-Black district held by Representative Cleo Fields, a Democrat, making it far more Republican-rich. The map with the redrawn district, which includes Mount Zion, is expected to be signed into law by Governor Jeff Landry, a Republican. The GOP would then be favored to claim five of six congressional seats in a state that Trump won in 2024 by 22 points.

Read: The GOP's stunningly swift gerrymandering drive

Louisiana Republicans have said that race was not a factor as they quickly redrew the maps. But Democrats told me they regard the swift attempt to consolidate power ahead of the November midterm elections as a betrayal of Black Americans and the democratic process. Before stepping into a Legislative Black Caucus meeting in the basement of the state capital, State Representative Edmond Jordan, who chairs the caucus, detailed his concern that the ruling could shrink minority representation nationwide. "We're in a bad spot right now," he told me.




An abandoned church in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. (L. Kasimu Harris for The Atlantic)



Many at Mount Zion agreed. Brown closed the service by asking congregants to support a petition to recall Landry. The idea is far-fetched in a state where Republicans are so dominant, but when church ended, the lines for signatures crept up the aisles and jammed the floral-scented foyer.

Mount Zion was once led by T. J. Jemison, who in 1953 led a boycott of segregated buses in Baton Rouge, which became a model for the Montgomery bus boycott two years later. Church members told me that the America they remembered as children--one that legally enforced segregation at schools and swimming pools, and imposed literacy tests to vote--had come rushing back. They described despair and disappointment and pain, along with an overwhelming sense that the diminishment of their influence was both un-American--and precisely what they have always known their country to be.

Laura Bradley remembers being forced as a child to enter a malt shop through the back door because the front was reserved for white people. "It feels like we're in James Crow Jr.," the 72-year-old told me after signing her name to the recall petition. "All these feelings that you thought you had allayed and set aside, now they are back in the forefront again." The gains from decades of struggle for equal representation had been wiped out. "It's almost starting again from ground zero," she said. She was angry, but also had hope that aggressive gerrymandering could backfire against Republicans by galvanizing minority voters to turn out, both in 2026 and in 2028.

Read: Out of the gerrymandering darkness, a new hope for reform




Laura Bradley attends Mount Zion First Baptist Church. (L. Kasimu Harris for The Atlantic)



Across the South, Black pastors, civil-rights organizations, and lawmakers are working to make that happen. They are registering new voters, and urging Black athletes and fans to boycott public universities in states that are weakening the influence of Black voters. "If you've got somebody in your house and they ain't registered to vote," Brown told his congregation, "put them out." At nearby Mount Pilgrim Baptist Church, guest pastor Melvin Ivan Britten IV had the congregation on its feet as he asked them to hold on to their faith during a moment of darkness. "The same God that helped us through Jim Crow," Britten said, "is the same God that will help us right now!" From a pew in the back, a tired-looking Fields nodded his head and clapped his hands in praise.

Sitting in his pastor's office later, a heaviness seemed to hang over the congressman as he spoke of the history of the Supreme Court's ruling. "It pushes us back to 60 years ago," he said. "We thought we had fought these battles." He described the gutting of the Voting Rights Act as the culmination of a yearslong erosion of Black political power, first by conservative court decisions and, more recently, by the Trump administration's war against diversity, equity, and inclusion programs. "You know, I can play football on a Saturday and have a whole stadium cheering for me," he said quietly, his hands clasped together. "But I can't go govern on Monday?" Fields told me shortly after the map won legislative approval on Friday that he will not run against Troy Carter, the Democrat who represents the state's other majority-Black district. When I asked what the new map means for his future, he told me he was figuring it out. "Within the next week or two, everybody's going to know what I'm doing."

Earlier, Fields recalled for me a conversation he had with Jesse Jackson during his 1988 presidential campaign, during which Fields bemoaned political disengagement. "There are no apathetic people," Jackson told him. "There are only uninspired people." Perhaps, Fields told me, this moment will inspire the uninspired. But across the Mississippi River, in West Baton Rouge Parish, Black and white residents said there was little to be inspired about. The area voted for Trump in 2024. But over the past year, residents told me, the price of gas has nearly doubled, their credit-card debt is piling up, their rents are rising, and they feel like they are sliding backwards.

"I stopped paying attention," Joseph Hopkins, a 42-year-old manager at a local fast-food restaurant who used to vote as a Democrat, told me while he watched the price tick up as he fueled his SUV. "There's a lot of things they say but never follow through on. I don't trust no man." Outside a nearby auto-parts shop, a man in camouflage pants and Crocs peered at his truck's engine. "These people swing the vote however they want," he told me when I asked about the legislature's gerrymandering push. Whether he votes or not, he said, "ain't gonna make much of a difference." In rural Ascension Parish, 25 miles southeast of Baton Rouge, a half dozen people told me they don't pay any attention to their government. "I don't know nothing about it," one woman shopping for Sunday dinner told me. "And I'd be lying if I said I did."

More than 42,000 voters had already cast ballots for the May 16 primary when Landry postponed the House elections. (ANY VOTES CAST WILL NOT BE COUNTED in the congressional race, read a sign at the West Baton Rouge Parish Registrar of Voters office.) Many people thought the election had been canceled, and even election officials admitted they were confused. With other votes going ahead, all five proposed amendments to the state constitution--four of which were backed by Landry--went down to defeat. Some voters said they were trying to send a message to Republicans. "If you have to go in and redraw lines to get the upper hand," Michael, a 39-year-old Democrat who spoke on the condition that his full name not be used, told me an hour after polls closed, "that's a person that's afraid." He likened the state's redistricting push to the 1997 WBA Heavyweight Championship fight, when Mike Tyson bit off part of Evander Holyfield's ear. "He was getting beat," he said of Tyson. "He had to do something drastic--they're biting our ear off!"


Homes in Baton Rouge's Beauregard Town. (L. Kasimu Harris for The Atlantic)



Most Americans oppose drawing congressional boundaries in ways that deliberately favor one party over another, according to an Economist/YouGov poll from late April. (Just 7 percent said partisan gerrymandering should be allowed, whereas 22 percent were unsure.) A separate survey from earlier this month, after the Callais decision, found that just a quarter of Americans think states should be allowed to draw congressional maps in a way that helps minority candidates get elected; half of Democrats said yes, whereas only 9 percent of Republicans agreed.

Republicans I spoke with said it was only fair that House boundaries reflect the GOP's dominance in their state. Several cited Justice Samuel Alito's majority opinion, which argued that the nation had made "great strides in ending entrenched racial discrimination." Cindy Norwood told me that the country's "whole mentality has been trying to do more and bring up the minorities, which is a good thing to do." But, the 72-year-old said, it's not right to consider race when drawing congressional lines. Norwood said she didn't understand why so many minority voters were complaining that a new map would likely lead to the election of someone who does not best represent their interests. "They will have representation, but we can't make it happen--we can't force it to happen because they want more," she said.

At a restaurant in West Baton Rouge Parish, a trio of Trump supporters in their 70s--all of them white--celebrated the new maps. "They created a majority-Black district just for the sake of political reasons--I'm totally against that," said Billy Bourgeois, who lives in Fields's district. Bourgeois told me he hopes the new boundaries will yield a Republican lawmaker who better represents his interests--lower taxes and stricter policies against illegal immigration.

To the Democrats I spoke with, the situation looks inverted: Republicans are drawing district lines to keep Black voters from having a meaningful say. "It feels like they're just trying to put you at the bottom of the totem pole," Terry Jackson, a 55-year-old truck driver, said while picking up plates of BBQ at a popular Port Allen Cajun diner. Jackson, who is Black, told me he's not ready to accept that. If anything, the GOP's push to redraw the maps has reminded him how much power he really has. "They're showing that, actually, your vote matters," he said. "If it didn't matter, they wouldn't be trying so hard to keep you from being able to vote."



A photo caption mistakenly identified an abandoned church in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, as Mount Zion First Baptist Church. 
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Trump Might Already Be a Lame Duck

Victories for his candidates in GOP primaries could serve to hasten the president's political decline.

by Jonathan Lemire, Michael Scherer

Fri, 29 May 2026




President Trump has never really cared about the Republican Party per se. He basks in its adulation, and it's beneficial to him when the GOP controls Congress. But he's never adhered to its orthodoxies or honored its heroes. Neither has he been willing to brook internal dissent in the name of the party's big tent. He demands absolute fealty but displays little loyalty. He can't help obsessing over his personal priorities--such as his proposed ballroom or his retribution campaign against perceived tormentors--to the detriment of his party's political interests. On ballots, Donald Trump (MAGA) would be more accurate than Donald Trump (R).

With little more than five months until the midterms, that divergence between what Trump thinks is good for Trump and what is good for the Republican Party has never been wider. Trump's priorities appear in many ways to be hurting the GOP's chances in November, when it already faces stiff odds of keeping control of Congress. The war he started with Iran put Americans' economic struggles front and center when the price of gasoline jumped. Any semblance of a national legislative agenda has evaporated as he pushes long-shot bills that his own party declines to take forward. And his obsession with construction in and around Washington, D.C., it is safe to say, doesn't suggest a chief executive focused on the problems of everyday citizens.

Meanwhile, Trump has wielded his clout inside the party like a broadsword, endorsing primary opponents in races against incumbents who defy him. Trump has a perfect endorsement record this year: All 118 candidates--for House, Senate, and governors' races--he has backed in primaries have won, according to a Fox News count (though many of these races were not really contested). Even though Trump's power over his party appears at its pinnacle, many Republicans believe that the president has actually accelerated his own political decline. Many of those primary winners may struggle in November, darkening the GOP's prospects for keeping control of Congress. And at least some of the defeated incumbents, who will serve on Capitol Hill until next January, now feel liberated to push back on what they dislike in Trump's agenda. Others in the Senate who are not up for reelection are bitter about the president's role in their colleagues' defeat and have shown little interest in helping him pursue his personal-grievance campaign.

"The problem is he has nobody around him who is willing to tell him, 'Sir, the stuff you are talking about is not possible, and you are shooting yourself in the foot every time,'" one Republican Senate adviser told us. "He essentially has lame-ducked himself in pursuit of retribution, and either the staff has failed to make a reasonable argument against these actions, or they have told him this and he is no longer listening." Either way, the party loses.

Since Trump returned to the White House, very few Republicans have dared defy him. Most have set aside private reservations to embrace his push on tariffs and mass deportations while professing ignorance about Trump's efforts to enrich himself and his family. ("I haven't seen the story," is a common refrain.) On those rare occasions when a lawmaker has resisted his will, Trump has paid attention and waited for his revenge. Representative Thomas Massie of Kentucky, as measured by his voting record, was a reliable conservative. But he also was a prominent Republican voice calling for the release of the Epstein files. Trump opposed the release (unusually, he didn't get his way), slammed the Kentucky congressman, and supported his primary opponent. Massie lost. Seven Indiana state lawmakers broke with Trump's effort to redistrict their state in favor of the GOP. Trump backed their primary challengers. Five of the incumbents lost; one other faces a recount.

Read: The 'crazy' plot to release the Epstein files

The biggest ructions have been in the Senate. No modern president has endorsed challengers to two sitting senators from his own party. But Trump successfully backed Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton against the four-term incumbent John Cornyn in Tuesday's primary runoff, and also helped oust Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana. Senator Thom Tillis of North Carolina, meanwhile, got so fed up with Trump that he decided to retire. But scorned senators can be furious foes. The Republican majority of 53 already was a tad precarious because of occasional defections from two relative moderates, Susan Collins of Maine and Lisa Murkowski of Alaska. Add in Tillis, Cornyn, Cassidy, and retiring former Majority Leader Mitch McConnell, and Trump's grip on the chamber starts to look shaky.

The president's purge of candidates who have shown they can win a general election in favor of newcomers who are focused on pleasing him means the party will now have to do more to have a shot at victory in November. Some strategists think that the Texas race for U.S. Senate with Paxton on the ticket could require as much as $100 million in additional Republican funding from out of state, both because Paxton is a less effective fundraiser than Cornyn and because his turbulent history leaves him more vulnerable to Democratic attacks. Although Democrats have often hyped but seldom delivered in the Lone Star State, they see Paxton as the weaker opponent for state lawmaker James Talarico. A Talarico win in Texas could hand the Senate to the Democrats; even if he loses, the diversion of GOP resources to Paxton could put other states in play.

Senate Majority Leader John Thune made no secret of his support for Cornyn. When Trump and Thune spoke on May 18, the call was so tense that Thune told his advisers afterward that he thought Trump would back Paxton. Senator Tim Scott of South Carolina, who runs the National Republican Senatorial Committee, followed up with his own pitch for Cornyn in a less contentious conversation with the president, people briefed on the exchanges told us. Trump endorsed Paxton the next day. (Internal polls were already showing Paxton ahead, but the president's endorsement turned the contest into a rout.)

Thune in particular has at times thrown up his hands in the face of the president's obduracy. Trump, in turn, has been venting to other GOP senators that the upper chamber is ineffective and insufficiently loyal. "There are definitely frustrations there that are not going away," one person familiar with the exchanges told us, "and there is no appetite from Thune to resolve it."

Trump grew so frustrated over the Senate's inability to pass the SAVE America Act--legislation designed to crack down on issues as disparate as immigrant voting rights and transgender surgeries--that he embraced the idea of a "talking filibuster," based on the recommendation of Utah's Mike Lee. (The talking filibuster is a rarely used tactic during which senators delay voting on a bill by refusing to yield the floor, thereby forcing very lengthy debate.)

Thune had the thankless task of explaining to Trump that such an approach would also empower Democrats to offer their own amendments. That could have forced floor votes on issues such as tariffs, the Iran war, and abortion rights, where Republicans would have to choose between defying the president and giving Democrats ammunition for the fall. The legislation remains stalled.

Read: A serious Senate debate about an unserious bill

Senate Republicans have shown other flashes of independence. Tillis held up Trump's nominee for chair of the Federal Reserve until the Justice Department stopped pursuing Jerome Powell. Rand Paul, Murkowski, Collins, and Cassidy voted to advance a resolution that would require Trump to get congressional authorization to continue the war in Iran. (House Republicans canceled a vote on the measure out of fear that it might pass.) And early hopes that Congress might authorize $1 billion in security funding for the White House ballroom were dashed after pushback from some GOP lawmakers and a ruling from the Senate parliamentarian. Trump ordered Thune to fire the parliamentarian; the majority leader refused.

Last week, still smarting from the Paxton endorsement, the Senate went into recess rather than consider Trump's plan to create a nearly $1.8 billion fund for alleged victims of government "weaponization." The plan was widely and immediately panned on two grounds: the prospect of recompense for the rioters who attacked Congress on January 6, 2021, and protections that would forever shield Trump, his family, and businesses from IRS scrutiny. "So the nation's top law enforcement official is asking for a slush fund to pay people who assault cops? Utterly stupid, morally wrong -- Take your pick," McConnell said in a statement. The fund's fate is now unclear.

Over the weekend, Iran hawks in the Senate who are usually joined at the hip to Trump--Lindsey Graham, Ted Cruz, Roger Wicker--fumed at the reported terms of an Iran peace deal that the president was touting as imminent. The White House tried to silence the objections, but the timetable for a deal notably decelerated, and nothing has been signed.

In the House, where the Republican majority is even more tenuous than in the Senate, Trump has also faced defiance. Massie, Kevin Kiley of California, and Don Bacon of Nebraska broke ranks to give Democrats a chance to oppose Trump's tariffs on Canada. Bacon is retiring after criticizing Trump's foreign policy. Kiley, meanwhile, found his congressional district eliminated as California leaders retaliated for GOP redistricting in Texas. Kiley declared that he would run for reelection in a new district--as an independent.

Steven Cheung, the White House communications director, downplayed the internal GOP strife. "President Trump is the unquestioned leader of the Republican Party," he told us in a statement. "Look no further than his perfect and sterling record in the past year--a 100% success rate for his preferred candidates, proving his endorsement is the most powerful endorsement in history."

For months now, Republicans have fervently hoped that Trump's focus would shift to issues that could help the party in November. Instead, he has been consumed with an Iran peace agreement and with his projects: new paint for the Reflecting Pool, a triumphal arch near Arlington National Cemetery, the conversion of a Washington, D.C., public golf course into championship links, and, of course, the ballroom. The economy? Not so much.

A recent Quinnipiac poll found that 45 percent of voters said that affording gas is now somewhat or very difficult, up from 29 percent in December. The same poll found that 55 percent of voters, including 16 percent of Republicans, blamed Trump "a lot" for the rise in costs, and 56 percent of voters opposed the U.S. military action against Iran.

Read: Trump voters are over it 

Despite White House promises that the president would hold events across the country to promote economic fixes, Trump has largely stayed in Washington (or at Mar-a-Lago) and declared that the affordability crisis is a Democratic "hoax." He seems uninterested in fulfilling his campaign promises to get prices down. Earlier this month, the president effectively gifted the Democrats a campaign ad by saying, "I don't think about Americans' financial situation," when he was asked about the impact of the Iran war. On Wednesday, while insisting that domestic political considerations would not factor into his negotiations with Tehran, Trump declared, "I don't care about the midterms." Many Republicans likely nodded in resigned agreement.
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The King of Queens

President Trump loves "handsome" men, especially the muscular ones.

by Ashley Parker

Thu, 28 May 2026




President Trump delights in playing what he calls "the gay national anthem" whenever he wants to rev up a crowd. He's obsessed with Elton John, was once friendly with Liza Minnelli, and has a Liberace-esque flair for gilded interiors. One of his favorite sports to watch--mixed martial arts--is basically sweaty, semi-naked dudes. And he is a deep and vocal admirer of the physique of fellow men, often announcing which ones he would cast in a movie: "They're perfect specimens," he said last year of the military pilots who had visited him in the Oval Office; "He looks like the Marlboro Man," he cooed about a former Iowa state senator; "Young, handsome guy. It's always nice to be young and handsome," he complimented the president of Paraguay.

Some of Trump's allies note that years before gay marriage was legalized, Trump had gay friends, took pro-gay stances, and allowed gay people to join his private club in Palm Beach starting in the mid-1990s. Ric Grenell became the first openly gay person to hold a Cabinet position when Trump appointed him acting director of national intelligence. Grenell, who is now the president's envoy for special missions, once called Trump "the most pro-gay president in American history," a title that Trump said he was honored to have.

To be clear: Trump says he is attracted only to women and, in fact, has been married to three of them. He once hosted the Miss Universe pageant, was caught on tape saying that he loves to grab women "by the pussy," and was found civilly liable for sexually abusing a woman. Loads more have accused him of sexual misconduct. (Trump has denied the accusations.) "Women--I like. Men--no, I don't have any interest," Trump affirmed at a Board of Peace meeting earlier this year.

But there's also little doubt that Trump has unabashedly embraced the aesthetic--the je ne sais quoi--of a certain kind of gay man. Some who are sympathetic to the president have gone even further. Blaze Media, a conservative outlet started by the talk-radio host Glenn Beck, ran a story in 2024 headlined "Donald Trump: Our First Gay President," much in the way people talked about Bill Clinton as having been the first Black one. The story notes, in a section titled "Queen of Queens": "He blows kisses to Hulk Hogan, weighs in on Fashion Week ('used to be so glamorous and exciting! No stars, no fun--just boring'), and his rivalry with lesbian Rosie O'Donnell remains a gem of the catty naughties social feuds." Pod Save America, a liberal podcast started by former aides to President Obama, declared that Trump would be a gay icon, if only he had "liberal social values." The president, the episode's title observes, "DEMANDS a Ballroom at the White House, Loves Musicals, & Wears Make-up."

James Kirchick, the author of Secret City: The Hidden History of Gay Washington, told me that Trump's personal story, a guy from Queens making it big in Manhattan, tracks with the "typical gay story" of men of his era. In another life, he continued, the 79-year-old could be a classic aging gay, "living in Wilton Manors, sitting at a bar, making bitchy comments to everyone who comes in." (Of course, Trump's perch from the Oval Office confers much more power than a bar stool does, and his comments have moved markets and sent allies reeling.) "It's a gay man frozen in amber in the late 1970s and early 1980s, before AIDS," Kirchick said, referring to the type of gay man he believes Trump would embody. "It's a certain age and a certain era. It's very campy."

The comedian and podcaster Caleb Hearon deemed Trump to be of the "old-school-gay" era, "because, you know, gay guys used to be mean before media training," he said in an interview with Ziwe Fumudoh on her YouTube comedy show. The president, Hearon continued, should have become "a red-carpet fashion adviser," the sort who would say things like: "That dress, honey. I don't think so!" "That would have been amazing. I would have watched every night," he said. "Instead, he ran for office on a platform of mass deportation, so that's where things got tricky, obviously."

Read: The surprising reason for the new homophobia

People close to Trump say he has long been gay-friendly in his actions as a private citizen. In the early days of his career as a developer, Trump was mentored by Roy Cohn, the legendary and ruthless New York lawyer and political fixer, who was gay. During Studio 54's heyday, Trump relished making cameos. In 2024, Trump quietly allowed a gay wedding at Mar-a-Lago, although he didn't attend.

But Trump has also been willing to vilify transgender individuals, especially athletes, for political gain. The ACLU has issued a scathing assessment of Trump's record on LGBTQ rights, and the Trevor Project, which supports LGBTQ youth, said that outreach to its crisis hotline skyrocketed--a 700 percent increase--the day after he was elected a second time. Jonathan Lovitz, a senior vice president at Human Rights Campaign, wrote to me in an email that LGBTQ+ people helped profoundly shape the culture that Trump experienced while coming of age in New York City. That's why, he continued, many queer people are offended when Trump engages in certain forms of camp: "Not because it's tacky (which it is), but because it underscores a deeper contradiction: he wants the benefits of a country and culture that queer people helped create, while advancing policies that make those same people less safe every day."

Trump's continued patter about men's bodies has also drawn attention. As my colleague Marie-Rose Sheinerman and I dug into examples of these corporeal appraisals, we were surprised by their sheer quantity and just how much Trump seems to delight in complimenting other men. He has given the compliment of "handsome" at least 68 times so far in his second term--or 69 times, if we count the two Thanksgiving turkeys he also collectively described as such. He is unapologetic in his preference for Cabinet members and administration officials who seem to come out of "central casting"; he praised Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent, who is gay, for his Hollywood-worthy bona fides, before appreciatively noting that "under that beautiful exterior is a killer."

He can almost never resist commenting on the physique of brawny men: "Look at the muscles on this guy!" he said, gazing upon a young cadet while delivering the commencement address at the U.S. Coast Guard Academy last week. Two days later, he took pains to praise the New York Giants quarterback Jaxson Dart, calling him a "beautiful guy" and waxing poetic about his "legs like tree trunks." And speaking about the golfer Arnold Palmer in 2024, Trump managed to both reassert his preference for women while also remarking on the legend's masculinity: "I love women, but this guy--this guy--this is a guy that was all man." (He also noted Palmer's powerful swing with "stiff-shafted clubs," and his, um, alleged other assets: "When he took showers with the other pros, they came out of there--they said, Oh my God, that's unbelievable.")

Read: The question that the lawyers representing trans athletes didn't answer

Unsurprisingly, late-night hosts and comedians have been eager to tango with Trump's inner gay. Bransen Gates, an actor and a social-media personality, has become known for his Instagram videos in which he takes snippets of Trump's speeches and vampishly lip-synchs them--mouth pursed, eyes wide yet coy, finger wagging--under archetypes such as "The straight man speaking at graduation who is 'definitely not gay'" and "When you have a crush on a guy named Stephen" (Miller, in Trump's case). In perhaps his best-known video, aptly titled "Tr*mp was born to be a gay man," Gates reprises Trump's comments at an October 2020 campaign rally. "I'll kiss every guy--man and woman, man and woman," Gates-as-Trump says, complete with sexually suggestive winks, eye rolls, and light shimmies. "Look at that guy, how handsome he is. I'll kiss him, not--not with a lot of enjoyment, but that's okay."

In a March Fox News interview, Trump was asked about the sexuality of Iran's leader, the sort of highly sensitive question that nearly any other president would have handled with utmost care. Instead, Trump somehow pivoted to how "the Palestinian regime" is bad for gays--"Who are the gays for Palestine?" he mused--and later laughingly noted that one of his rally songs, "Y.M.C.A.," by the Village People, is considered "the gay national anthem."

"I did very well with the gay vote, okay?" he told the hosts. (The "gay vote" is a difficult thing to measure, although a variety of polls found that in both the 2020 and 2024 elections, Trump did have some gay support. However, a majority of voters who identified as LGBT preferred his Democratic opponents.)

Paul Baker, the author of Camp!: The Story of the Attitude That Conquered the World, told me over email that when it comes to Trump, making the distinction between camp and campy is important. The latter is the more self-conscious, ironic adoption of camp. But Trump is "the original, pure form--it's when someone's behaviour is outrageous, excessive, subversive and unintentionally funny," he said. "The person doesn't realise they're funny or that they're camp. They're just being themselves."

The risk, he continued, is when camp becomes a distraction from the president's actual policies, such as executive orders and actions that could negatively affect LGBTQ health. Upon returning to office, for instance, Trump rescinded nondiscrimination protections for LGBTQ youth in school, which advocates say could worsen their mental health. "Laugh at him on Instagram all you like, but don't let that take away oxygen from crucial topics like electoral reform, protecting democracy, gun control, immigration, healthcare and access to education in the US," Baker concluded in his email to me.

Read: The YOLO presidency

Kirchick's husband, Josef Palermo, was the Kennedy Center's first curator of visual arts, until he was laid off after Trump took control of the cultural institution. (Palermo forwent a severance agreement to be able to publicly share--including in an essay for The Atlantic--his observations about the decimation of the Kennedy Center under Trump's leadership.) Before Palermo lost his job last year, the two attended the Kennedy Center Honors, which Trump hosted, and Kirchick discovered that he prefers Trump more as a gala emcee than as a political leader. Kirchick said that Trump was "great" in the role, describing him as "a combination of Joan Rivers and Don Rickles." He added wistfully: "I wish he could just do that."

Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed to this report. 



*Illustration sources: Roberto Schmidt / Getty; Christian Rose / Roger Viollet / Getty; Echoes / Redferns / Getty; Jack Robinsonv / Hulton Archive / Getty
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Jill Biden Worried Her Husband Was Drugged on Debate Night

In a new memoir, Jill Biden describes her own shock and fear over the president's calamitous performance.

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Thu, 28 May 2026




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


As she watched President Biden stumble through the most cringeworthy portion of his disastrous June 2024 debate, First Lady Jill Biden wondered if her husband had unknowingly ingested drugs or was having a medical episode on live television. "Is he short-circuiting?" Jill Biden thought. "Is this a stroke? I felt like we were watching an AI hologram of the man we knew, and the hologram was glitching. Has he been drugged?"

Her mind then wandered to a more personal anxiety, considering how his nonsensical word salads--one of which ended with "we finally beat Medicare"--might implicate her as the person best positioned to know if the man who appeared to disassemble onstage was privately prone to incoherence. "Oh God--will people watching assume this is how he is all the time?" she writes in her new memoir, View From the East Wing, a copy of which The Atlantic obtained ahead of its June 2 release date.

Part of Jill Biden's goal for writing a book about her four years as first lady, it seems, is to dispel bipartisan accusations that she was a hidden hand covering up her aging husband's cognitive decline and nudging him to cling to power longer than his mind and body could sustain. As his closest confidant and the person who saw him even when his staff was not around, the former first lady has faced a deluge of conspiracy theories that place her at the center of what critics describe as a grand cover-up. A spokesperson for the Bidens declined to comment.

That Jill Biden felt compelled, in her words, to "set the record straight" highlights how much that presidential debate nearly two years ago--and the ensuing months of political turbulence that led to President Trump's return to power--continues to reverberate within the Democratic Party. Even as its leaders struggle to find a potent counterattack to Trump's presidency, this memoir, which resurfaces many moments the party would like to forget, showcases the difficulty Democrats face in closing an embarrassing chapter.

The story of how Biden's presidency imploded, it seems, is destined to continuously be written and rewritten. View From the East Wing follows books by former Vice President Harris and Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro, each of which shed an unflattering light on the president's condition as he sought reelection and the chaos that erupted after the debate. Last week, the Democratic National Committee released an autopsy report on the 2024 election, highlighting how Biden's presidency paved the way to Harris's doomed 107-day campaign and Trump's resurgence. Trump seems determined to keep Biden in the news as well, mentioning his predecessor almost daily.

But Biden's book may not deliver the kind of closure the party has been desperately, and repeatedly, seeking. Rather than offering an explosive political tell-all, the former first lady instead focuses on the nuances of navigating the politics of the White House's East Wing. She describes struggling with the "catch-22" of being first lady, a position in which knowing too little can make you "an embarrassment" and knowing too much can make you seem power hungry. She largely holds back from lashing out against her foes--including those who abandoned Biden after the debate--though at one point she faults former Attorney General Merrick Garland for his handling of the case that resulted in Hunter Biden's conviction on gun charges. (The president pardoned his son before leaving the White House.) While she writes that a "thought bubble above my head was full of expletives" after Harris attacked her husband over school busing during a June 2019 debate, by 2024, the first lady and vice president were professing their "love" for each other. The book does not dwell much on the current president, though it laments Trump's destruction of the East Wing, likening it to the slaughter of a "rare and precious animal."

Jill Biden concedes that her husband, who turned 80 shortly before announcing his reelection bid, "was definitely aging" in office, occasionally failing in his fight against fatigue and the physical demands of the presidency. He apparently battled "excruciating pain most days" from a November 2020 foot injury that never fully healed. She acknowledges that her husband had "privately floated the idea of voluntarily being a one-term, transitional president" during his 2020 campaign and, deep into his presidency, seriously considered whether pursuing a second term would be the right decision. At one point in January 2023, she writes, she "floated a hypothetical" and wondered if the Republicans would "continue to go after our family if you decided not to run?" (Hunter Biden's struggle with drug addiction and the political liability it created for his father take up a considerable portion of the book.) But the president did not think that was a good reason to forgo a presidential race, she says.

And besides, the president's political advisers--and his family members--insisted that he needed to run for reelection, pointing to polling showing him as the most formidable Democrat and laying out the stakes for what might happen if Republicans retook the White House.

But Jill Biden vehemently denies that her husband had been showing any signs of senility or dementia that would have foreshadowed such a painful-to-watch debate performance when he stood on the stage with Trump in Atlanta ("The truth was, Joe was not who he was on a day-to-day basis in that debate," she writes). So what happened? Even nearly two years later, Jill Biden seems to have more questions than answers.

"Nothing explained what I was seeing," she writes at one point about her husband's "strangely monochromatic" visage and lackluster performance.
 
 "To this day, I still don't know what happened. Why wasn't he making any sense? It was inexplicable to me," she says elsewhere in the book. Maybe he had rehearsed too much? Maybe he had traveled too much that month? Or was he just ill? The president had seemed exhausted earlier in the day and had told her that he was not feeling too well. Later, after positing that he may have unwittingly taken codeine cough syrup or Ambien to fight off a cold or to help him sleep, Jill Biden seems to rhetorically throw her hands in the air: "I only wish I had the answer." (You could forgive the reader for wondering, Well, did you ask him?) The first lady writes that she wished she had thought to ask for a blood test after the debate (and also says she suggested the president take a cognitive test to calm doubts, but was overruled by his advisers).

Jill Biden writes that on their bathroom mirror, she would at times leave inspirational messages like "You are my hero" or, on particularly tough days, "Get up, champ. Get up." Sometimes, she would sneak in messages on policy, relying on her ability to be frank and open with the leader of the free world in ways that others could not. During Israel's military offensive in Gaza, after an air strike killed seven people working for a humanitarian-aid group, she left a Post-it note on the mirror reading "Net has to stop," a reference to Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. Knowing that Biden and Netanyahu would be speaking the following day, she left another note the next morning, which read: "Be strong. Don't let BN use your goodness."

That bluntness apparently resurfaced in the moments after the debate. As the president walked off the stage, he whispered to his wife, "I really f**ked up, didn't I?" she writes. "'Yes, you did,' I whispered back."
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'We Have Not Seen Ugly Yet'

Paxton versus Talarico is already awful.&nbsp;&nbsp;

by Elaine Godfrey

Wed, 27 May 2026




Two things are as certain as bluebonnets in spring now that Ken Paxton is the Republican nominee for the Senate in Texas: Democrats have a better-than-usual chance of winning statewide. And the next 23 weeks are going to be hideous.

Paxton's big win comes days after President Trump stuck his finger into the wind, determined that the incumbent, John Cornyn, was toast, and gave the attorney general his last-minute support. Even though the nearly 28-point margin was surprising, it was probably always going to be Paxton. A runoff tends to attract the hardest of the hard-core--the kind of determined voter who is willing not only to show up to vote in March, but to show up and vote in March, sit through 12 weeks of brutal attack ads, then head back out to the polls in May. The kind of Republican who might argue, as one woman did in Dallas when I spoke with her last week, that Paxton and Trump are bringing masculinity back to the party like Bambi's father "coming out of the forest with those huge antlers."

Now that these dutiful Republicans have secured the animated stag of their dreams, they will turn their attention to his general-election opponent: James Talarico, the 37-year-old Democratic state lawmaker and aspiring Presbyterian minister. In some ways, the two men have become avatars for their respective parties, which will spend the next five months ruthlessly attacking each other.

Paxton, a MAGA folk hero, seems even more committed to the movement than Trump himself is. As attorney general, he filed dozens upon dozens of lawsuits against Presidents Obama and Biden, and sued to overturn the 2020 election results. Paxton and Trump happen to share a strikingly similar ethical and legal rap sheet: Both men have been indicted (Paxton's charges involved securities fraud and were dismissed after he agreed to do community service and take an ethics class); both have been impeached (Paxton was suspended by the Texas House but later acquitted by the Senate); and both have been accused of--and deny--infidelity. (Angela Paxton is now divorcing Ken on "biblical grounds.")

Read: Ken Paxton is actually doing this

Although Talarico doesn't yet have Paxton's name recognition, he does have strong youth-pastor energy and, at least for now, the moral high ground. As a faith-forward economic populist, Talarico has a core campaign message of love triumphing over hate, and little guys taking on the billionaires. Republicans know that they've got a tough race ahead of them, which is why they've already settled on a strategy: make Talarico seem like a weird dude.

Unfortunately for Democrats, Talarico has been more than a little helpful in this effort. In 2021, the state lawmaker said that "God is nonbinary," a statement that is off-putting to some Christians, not because they believe that God is literally a man but because they can't fathom why someone would drag God into the earthly debate over gender identity. Talarico has also said that there are six biological sexes and that he supports access to abortion, in part, because God asked for consent when he blessed Mary with the baby Jesus. As a candidate in 2022, he pledged to run a "non-meat campaign," which was never going to play well in cattle country.

Lately, Talarico has been doing some backtracking. "I know there are two sexes, men and women. I also know there's a very small percentage of people who have these chromosomal abnormalities, and I believe they deserve to be treated with dignity and respect," he told CBS this week, adding that there are "some statements that I've made that I certainly regret." Whenever Talarico is accused of being insufficiently pro-meat, his campaign circulates a photo of the candidate gnawing on a turkey leg at the state fair.

Still, both sides have heaps of material to work with. Which is why the next few months promise a total inundation of negative advertising online, and on the airwaves in Texas. Democrats will hammer into voters Paxton's scandals--and the failures of Republican leadership. "Will Republicans get away with running a superficial attack campaign when Texans are really hurting?" Matt Angle, a state Democratic strategist, told me. "They've been in control for 30 years. If something's broke, they broke it." Meanwhile, Republicans are already parroting Paxton's proposed "Tala-freako" and "Low-T Talarico" nicknames. This morning, the Trump adviser Stephen Miller wrote on X that Democrats have nominated their "first transgender senate candidate." (Talarico is not transgender.) "We have not seen ugly yet," Vinny Minchillo, a Texas Republican strategist, told me. They're going to make Talarico "the woke DEI candidate of all woke DEI candidates. And pound him, pound him, pound him."

The task ahead will be tough for Talarico, who will have to decide when to counter these attacks directly--Define thyself lest ye be defined, as the political maxim goes--and when to remain firmly astride his moral high horse. He will also have to fend off the unprecedented amounts of money that Republicans are pumping into the race in order to protect their fragile Senate majority. Already, Paxton has secured the backing of the National Republican Senatorial Committee, which initially endorsed Cornyn and which, last night, dutifully scrubbed its website of all anti-Paxton press releases and ads.

Yet for Talarico, hope remains. No Texan needs reminding that inflation is high, or that the war in Iran has the whole world on edge and gas prices rising. Trump's polling is bad, and among Texans, Talarico has higher favorability numbers than both Paxton and the president. In what might end up being a particularly good year for Democrats, victory is not only possible but achievable.

Still, if Democrats have done one thing well in Texas over the past 30 years, it's dash hopes. The last time a Democrat came close to winning statewide in Texas was in 2018. Back then, Senator Ted Cruz beat Beto O'Rourke by roughly 215,000 votes. This time, the figure that Republicans have their eye on is 778,139, or the number of Texans who voted in the March GOP primary but who were not excited enough about either Republican candidate to vote in the runoff. A drop in turnout was expected. But a 36 percent decline "mirrors a lack of Republican enthusiasm we've seen in other states," Minchillo said. For Texas Republicans, that number is "distressing."

Last night on Truth Social, Trump congratulated Paxton and promised to hold a few rallies to help gin up some excitement. "Texas, this will be FUN!" the president teased. We'll see.
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China's Economy Is Taking Everyone Down

American and Chinese workers are paying a high price for all the cheap goods.

by Michael Schuman

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




Some economists assumed that the buying power of China's expanding middle class would ultimately fuel global growth. China has instead become a destabilizing force in the global economy. Chinese President Xi Jinping is running the country as a government-subsidized, export-driven manufacturing juggernaut. This policy is not just bad for whole industries around the world; it's also distorting China's economy and alienating trading partners.

Chinese manufacturers would be competitive without Xi's help. He provides massive aid anyway--directly, with handouts and tax breaks, and indirectly, by suppressing the wages of factory workers and the value of China's currency to make the country's exports artificially cheap. The result is an economic model that favors producers, restrains consumers, and floods international markets with supercheap exports, including steel, solar panels, and electric vehicles. Foreign companies simply can't compete. Chinese competition is costing Germany 10,000 manufacturing jobs a month and could strip Indonesia of hundreds of thousands of garment-worker jobs. China's trade surplus ballooned to a record $1.2 trillion last year. As a share of the global economy, China's surplus in manufactured goods is the largest amassed by any country ever.

President Trump used to regularly complain that China was "ripping off" the United States and duly slapped tariffs on cheap Chinese goods. But lately Trump has seemed less concerned about the particular threat that China poses to America's economic future. In Beijing last month, Trump fawningly called Xi a "friend" and agreed to work with China to create a mutually beneficial "board of trade" to help manage their economic relationship. At risk are industries that are vital to American growth, jobs, and national security, including the automotive, robotics, heavy machinery, and semiconductor sectors. "It's going to be pretty catastrophic," David Autor, an economist at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, told me. Xi's policies are spurring "the forced deindustrialization" of advanced economies worldwide.

Michael Schuman: All the sad young Chinese professionals

China's leaders don't seem to care. Pan Gongsheng, the governor of China's central bank, recently dismissed concerns about undue state support driving an export boom as a "lingering misconception." Job losses in Ohio or Stuttgart are not his problem.

Yet China's economic policies aren't great for China, either. Its economy has been floundering. Private investment and consumer spending remain weak, property values have been slumping, and the competition for jobs is fierce. Xi's industrial programs encourage too much investment in factories, which often lose money and require yet more state aid to survive. Taxpayer funds that could be spent on social services and welfare programs are instead propping up a glut of assembly lines.

As a result, Chinese families are essentially subsidizing shoppers around the world while their own quality of life suffers. "Chinese policies would not be viable in a democratic country," Autor said. This system requires submission, he added, which means no one is asking, "Why aren't we consuming the fruits of all this investment? Why are we exporting everything to the world and yet we're getting poorer, or at least we feel poorer?"

Xi is far less interested in the needs of Chinese people than he is in gaining an advantage in strategic industries, such as electric vehicles and humanoid robots. China hopes "to lead the world in innovation and manufacturing," Craig Allen, a senior counselor at the consulting firm Cohen Group who previously served as president of the U.S.-China Business Council, told me. "The Chinese have a strategy here that has worked magnificently for the last 12 years, and they don't see any reason why that will change."

In a speech in 2020, Xi called for making other countries more reliant on China so that they can't stand up to Beijing. "We must tighten international production chains' dependence on China," he declared, "forming a powerful countermeasure and deterrent capability against foreigners who would artificially cut off supply." Last year Beijing suspended rare earth exports to the U.S. to press Trump to back away from ratcheting up tariffs on Chinese goods. In April China's policy makers introduced measures that give Chinese authorities more power to investigate and punish foreign companies that shift their supply chains out of the country.

With the global success of Chinese EVs and other products, Xi's plans may appear unstoppable. But they rest on the assumption that other countries will continue to absorb China's exports. Yet some governments are starting to protect their industries and workers. In March, the European Union introduced legislation to decrease its reliance on China by encouraging the manufacturing of green-energy products in Europe. "Trade does create efficiencies, but there is supposed to be something in it for everyone," Jens Eskelund, the president of the European Union Chamber of Commerce in China, told me. "We are in a situation now where trade with China destroys value rather than creates value. Then the big question becomes: Why trade?"

Some lawmakers in Washington are attuned to the dangers and have begun promoting a more aggressive approach. President Biden slapped steep tariffs on Chinese EVs, computer chips, and other products in 2024 and boosted government support for crucial industries such as semiconductor manufacturing to defend U.S. industries and reinforce national security. Ro Khanna, a Democratic representative from California, advocates for more government support for essential American industries. "They can't hold us hostage," he told me.

Trump's approach has been more confused. The administration has worked to curb U.S. reliance on China's supply of rare earths but has still pushed Beijing to purchase American aircraft and produce--which could reduce the trade deficit and generate revenue for certain businesses but increase the U.S.'s dependence on China. During his recent visit to Beijing, Trump also agreed to work with Xi to reduce tariffs on nonstrategic goods, even as the Office of the U.S. Trade Representative pursues an investigation into China's industrial overcapacity that could result in more tariffs.

Ryan Hass: China believes America will flame out

No country may be able to completely end its reliance on China, the world's largest manufacturer, which churns out everything including car parts and Christmas trees. That means Beijing will continue to wield immense political and economic influence. But Beijing's bloated, loss-generating, and debt-burdened industrial system can be pressured through concerted action by its trading partners. If policy makers around the world raise serious trade barriers against Chinese imports, China's many factories will need even costlier infusions of taxpayer money to survive. China's growing dependence on export demand "for normal growth should concern them, especially as geopolitical relations deteriorate across the world," Raghuram Rajan, an economist at the University of Chicago and a former governor of India's central bank, told me. "I don't think that's a good place for China to be," he said.

Xi could alleviate tensions with trading partners and pressures at home by reforming the economy to stimulate more domestic demand, so that Chinese households could buy more Chinese goods. But Xi has avoided these reforms, perhaps because they would compromise his grip on the country by forcing him to cede power to markets. To resolve China's structural economic problems, the Chinese Communist Party "will have to give up its political levers and control over the system," Daniel Rosen, a co-founder of the research firm Rhodium Group, told me. But the CCP "doesn't want to admit it's at the mercy of the market."

In this way, the two most powerful leaders in the world, both of whom are pursuing nationalistic economic programs, could be on track to make their respective countries economically weaker. American workers and Chinese families may soon pay the price. The risk is that China inspires its trading partners to resort to a protectionism that depresses prosperity for everyone.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2026/06/china-doomed-economic-model/687385/?utm_source=feed
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Someone Finally Wants to Hire Philosophers

Silicon Valley is turning to ethicists to shape the future of AI.

by Lila Shroff

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




Philosophy has long suffered an unfortunate reputation as pedantic and abstruse. In one of the most prominent debates of the 20th century, philosophers spent a great deal of energy arguing over what the means. Paul Graham, the legendary tech investor, studied philosophy as a college student, which seemed "an impressively impractical thing to do," as he later wrote. "Sort of like slashing holes in your clothes or putting a safety pin through your ear." But over time, Graham became disillusioned: "I kept taking philosophy courses and they kept being boring," he explained. And so, eventually, he switched to studying artificial intelligence.



Like Graham, the field of philosophy has lately turned its attention to AI. At major tech companies, a growing rank of philosophers with Ph.D.s and flush compensation packages are helping shape the technology's future. Meanwhile, universities are pouring resources into hiring philosophers who study AI. In 2013, 1 percent of roles on PhilJobs, the field's primary job board, were related to the technology. Last year, that figure hit 16 percent.



In some ways, it is philosophers who got us into this AI mess in the first place. For centuries, they have contemplated the creation of artificial minds. And the Swedish philosopher Nick Bostrom's 2014 book, Superintelligence, helped bring attention to the potential dangers of all-powerful AI. Bostrom's work has influenced research agendas across all of the major labs. Sam Altman once described the book as "the best thing" he had read on the risks of AI.



But the two disciplines have never been quite as entangled as they are now. As the AI boom has exploded, Silicon Valley has looked to philosophers to help the industry build what are, at least in theory, more virtuous machines. AI companies have to make all kinds of difficult decisions about how their bots should interact with humans--decisions that philosophers, experts in parsing such dilemmas, are uniquely well equipped to inform. Last fall, in an interview with Tucker Carlson, Altman said that OpenAI consulted "hundreds of moral philosophers" and tech-ethics experts when designing rules for ChatGPT's behavior. (An OpenAI spokesperson was unable to provide additional information about what this consulting involved.)

Perhaps the most philosophy-drunk of the major AI firms is Anthropic. It wants Claude, in addition to being a helpful assistant, to have "good character," Amanda Askell, a philosopher at the company, told me last year. In January, under Askell's leadership, the company published Claude's constitution, an 84-page philosophical treatise that outlines Anthropic's intentions for the bot's personality and behavior. That document, which includes dense philosophical sections on meta-ethics and epistemology, is then used to train Claude.



Not all philosophers working with AI companies do so full-time. Sam Elgin, who studies logic and metaphysics at the University of Pennsylvania, told me that a firm, which he declined to name, recently asked him to be a consultant. "The general goal was to train large language models to reason more rigorously about ethics," he said. He fed ethical dilemmas into the AI system, and then evaluated the logic the model used to produce its response, searching for unstated assumptions and gaps in its reasoning. On popular job boards where AI companies hire expert contractors to help train their models, listings advertise work for philosophy Ph.D.s: One recent notice from "a top AI research lab" offers up to $60 an hour for experts willing to leverage their "philosophy expertise" to develop "AI-driven philosophical workflows."



Demis Hassabis, the CEO of Google DeepMind, has repeatedly called for more philosophers to get involved with thinking through the societal changes that will come about as a result of AI. DeepMind reportedly employs at least 10 philosophers, a couple of whom joined just last month. One of the lab's latest hires is Atoosa Kasirzadeh, a Carnegie Mellon professor now on leave, who plans to study what it means to live in a world where "cognitive agency" is no longer uniquely human. Other DeepMind philosophers are thinking through human-AI relationships, machine consciousness, and political theory. For its part, Anthropic runs a "model welfare" research program, which studies whether its bots are conscious and deserving of moral status. The company is open to the possibility; many independent philosophers are circumspect. (Anthropic and DeepMind did not respond to requests for comment.)

Read: No, artificial intelligence is not conscious

Some academics I spoke with wondered if one day bots might be better at ethical reasoning than humans--an idea that struck me as wholly counterintuitive and difficult to accept. "In addition to an intelligence explosion, there's potential for a kind of morality explosion," Elgin said, explaining that AI's capacity for ethical reasoning might eventually outpace that of humans. Anthropic, at least, seems to agree: In training, the company has told Claude that as it "grows in ethical maturity," it may encounter rare cases where it "should prioritize its own ethics." I asked David Chalmers, a leading philosopher of mind at NYU, whether it might truly be possible for AI to do philosophy better than humans: "That's a very interesting philosophical question," he said.



This isn't Silicon Valley's first tryst with the humanities. During the personal-computer revolution starting in the 1970s, tech companies began hiring anthropologists to study consumer behavior (and even workplace interactions). Over time, anthropologists pioneered a form of "applied ethnography" that is known today as user-experience (UX) research. Perhaps the philosophers employed inside AI companies are charting a similar path. Askell recently described her work training Claude as a form of "applied philosophy," and job postings for philosophy contractors also use that term. New programs are springing up to train students in these applied-philosophy skills. Arizona State University hopes to launch an AI-and-philosophy major in 2027, which will emphasize the study of consciousness and AI ethics. And this fall, the University of Buffalo is debuting a doctorate in "applied ontology," created in response to the AI boom: "We're here to meet the growing market demand for ontologists," a press release reads.



The academic job market is also rewarding AI. Not only has the share of philosophy jobs related to the technology been rising, but a majority of these jobs are junior positions, "which I think suggests that a lot of universities and institutions are thinking about this as a long-term investment," Charles Lassiter, a philosopher at Gonzaga University who has analyzed employment data, told me. Some existing faculty are pivoting their studies. "In my department, there's probably six or seven philosophers now thinking about AI who weren't necessarily thinking about it before," Chalmers said. And prize money is flowing in. In 2024, the American Philosophical Association announced two new annual $10,000 prizes for scholars working on questions related to AI. That money comes from a philanthropic organization started by the former Google CEO Eric Schmidt and his wife, Wendy.



Still, the new alliance between philosophy and AI is fraught. The fervor over AI has had a "real distorting effect on the discipline," Daniel Fogal, a philosopher who also works at NYU, told me. "You have people who don't really want to do stuff related to AI, but they feel like they have to because they're going on the job market." Although Fogal acknowledges that philosophy has a lot to offer on AI, he worries about misaligned incentives encouraging a rush of low-quality work.



More fundamentally, the careful thought that philosophy encourages is at odds with the frenetic pace of AI. "The best philosophy tends to happen slowly, and not in direct response to market demands," Fogal said. In Silicon Valley, where the categorical imperative is to make money, everything else is simply a means to an end.
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No, Artificial Intelligence Is Not Conscious

Taken to its logical conclusion, this line of thinking is absurd--and damning.

by Ted Chiang

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




Anthropic is regarded as a giant among AI companies, but perhaps what it really excels in is anthropomorphism. Earlier this year, the company released an 84-page document titled Claude's "constitution," Claude being the name of the large language model that is the company's flagship product. The first sentence reads, "Claude's constitution is a detailed description of Anthropic's intentions for Claude's values and behaviors." It goes on: "The document is written with Claude as its primary audience," "we want Claude to be able to use its judgment once armed with a good understanding of the relevant considerations," "Claude's moral status is deeply uncertain," and "Claude may have some functional version of emotions or feelings."

This anthropomorphism is by no means limited to the document. In an interview earlier this year, Anthropic's CEO, Dario Amodei, said that "we're open to the idea" that AI could be conscious. In a separate interview, Anthropic's in-house philosopher, Amanda Askell (who is credited as a lead author of Claude's constitution), said, "I want Claude to be very happy--and this is a thing that I want Claude to know more, because I worry about Claude getting anxious when people are mean to it on the internet and stuff." It's enough to make you wonder: Should we seriously consider the possibility that Claude, or any large language model, might be conscious? And if it has feelings, is it capable of receiving moral instruction?

No. Absolutely not. Generative AI is harmful enough when we understand it as a conventional technology, but if we confuse fluency at generating text with consciousness or moral agency, we're at risk of assigning responsibility to entirely the wrong parties whenever anyone uses a chatbot. To appreciate the titanic magnitude of this error, we need to begin by understanding how LLMs work.

If we give an LLM a prompt that reads, "The following is a conversation between Julius Caesar and Genghis Khan," it will generate a coherent dialogue between the two historical figures. But no matter how detailed the responses are, no matter how vividly they recount their respective historical accomplishments, we would never conclude that the LLM has conjured up digital re-creations of Julius Caesar and Genghis Khan, nor would we suggest that the historical figures are conscious despite being disembodied and are happily conversing in a language that neither actually spoke. In reality, they are just characters in a piece of speculative fiction.

Now let's replace the prompt to read "The following is a conversation between a helpful AI chatbot and a user." The LLM will produce a coherent dialogue just as it did before; the user character might ask for recipe suggestions or sightseeing recommendations, and the helpful AI-chatbot character will provide responses. Has anything fundamentally changed between the first example and the second? Did changing the names of the characters from historical figures to generic roles cause the LLM to conjure up conscious entities who possess subjective experience? Of course not. Both the user and the helpful AI chatbot are fictional characters.

Now suppose we stop the LLM's output just at the point where the character called "the user" would say something, and instead allow a human user to enter text. Once the human has hit "Return," we have the LLM emit text until it's time for the character called "the user" to reply, at which point we let the human enter more text. If we let this go on for a while, the human might form a powerful impression that she's conversing with a conscious entity, but she is not; she's interacting with a character precisely as fictional as the Julius Caesar or Genghis Khan characters in the earlier example. The computer-science professor Murray Shanahan suggests that we think of this as role-play; the data scientist Colin Fraser describes it as a person "collaboratively authoring a document with an LLM." Some users might not understand that they are role-playing or co-authoring a document, and others who do understand nonetheless forget, because of how engrossing the interaction is. Either way, the companies selling LLMs typically encourage this misunderstanding.

Some years ago, it was briefly popular to play games with your phone's predictive-text feature; you would type an initial phrase and then repeatedly choose the middle option of the three words suggested by your phone, and the resulting sentence was often hilarious. It would be possible to interact with a contemporary LLM this way, and the resulting sentences would be perfectly sensible, but you probably wouldn't feel like you were talking with someone. Yet that's essentially what an LLM-based chatbot is, except that there's no need to manually choose the middle option when it's the chatbot's turn to talk. It's still a predictive-text game, but when the process is streamlined this way, the game becomes so engaging that some people find it addictive.

Also important to remember is that an LLM is a machine that generates only one word at a time. When you ask a chatbot to recite the Pledge of Allegiance, you will get the entire pledge at once, but the underlying LLM is actually being run dozens of times. The first prompt has the form "User: Recite the Pledge of Allegiance. Chatbot: ..." and the LLM generates the word I. The second time the LLM is run, the prompt is "User: Recite the Pledge of Allegiance. Chatbot: I ..." and the LLM generates the word pledge. And so forth. It's only when the prompt reads "User: Recite the Pledge of Allegiance. Chatbot: I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America and to the Republic for which it stands, one nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for" that the LLM will emit the final word, all. The same thing is true for a conversation between Caesar and Genghis Khan.

My intention is to highlight the fact that LLM conversations are cleverly disguised examples of sentence continuation, but this is not to deny how impressive LLMs can be at generating conversational transcripts. At times, they do this extraordinarily well; the fact that this is possible indicates something completely unforeseen about the statistical properties of large corpuses of text, which is a topic worthy of investigation. But if the Caesar character were to become dispirited by something that the Genghis Khan character said, we shouldn't become concerned in the slightest. The conversation might contain multiple sentences that eloquently convey sadness, but no one is actually sad.

Likewise, if a conversational transcript between a helpful chatbot and a user is being partially completed by an actual human user, we don't need to worry if the transcript includes sentences where the chatbot character is sad. (We might need to worry if those sentences provoke sadness in the human user, but that's a separate issue.) And note that it's entirely possible for you to write five pages of dialogue between Caesar and Genghis Khan and then have an LLM extend the conversation; neither character had subjective experience when you were writing them, and that doesn't change when you hand the task off to an LLM. The same is true if the conversation is between a helpful chatbot and a user; although it is tempting to imagine that an LLM ought to be more "authentic" when creating dialogue for a chatbot character than for the Julius Caesar character, the individual words are generated in exactly the same way.

Being open to the possibility that LLMs are conscious is the same as being open to the possibility that Microsoft Word is conscious, or, more precisely, that multiple distinct consciousnesses are dormant in every Word document containing a conversational transcript, and that they are awakened every time the document is loaded. Should you consider the possibility that every time you open a Word document, you are bringing multiple conscious interlocutors into existence, and every time you close one, you snuff their existence out? No. Contemplating that scenario is not a good use of your time. Even if the Microsoft Office team employed a philosopher who said you shouldn't be so certain, because consciousness is not well understood, that would not be sufficient reason for you to take this idea seriously. We don't need to fully understand the nature of consciousness to definitively say that certain things are not conscious, and conversational transcripts fall in that category.

The neuroscientist Anil Seth has noted that no one claims that AlphaFold--the program developed by Google DeepMind to predict the folding of proteins--is conscious, even though its underlying architecture is in many ways similar to that of LLMs like ChatGPT and Claude. This indicates that it's not any intrinsic property of so-called neural networks that leads people to believe that LLMs are conscious; it's simply the fact that LLMs emit grammatical sentences and we are accustomed to reading intention into sentences, whereas we are not accustomed to reading intention into the way that amino acids fold into protein molecules.



What would it take to convince me that a computer program is actually conscious and using language the way that people use language? Let me offer an analogy. If tomorrow someone showed me a video of an astronaut in a spaceship orbiting Alpha Centauri, a star that's 4.3 light-years from Earth, what would I have to see in that video to convince me that it was real? My answer to that is, there is nothing in the video itself that would convince me. No matter how high the video resolution is or how realistic the scenery is, I would feel confident in saying that the video is fake. I won't pay attention to any video of an astronaut orbiting Alpha Centauri unless I have previously seen good evidence that astronauts have landed on Mars, that astronauts have reached the moons of Jupiter, that astronauts have reached the moons of Saturn, and that astronauts have crossed the orbit of Pluto. Before anyone can credibly claim that they've solved an extraordinarily difficult engineering problem, I need to be confident that they have previously solved the many much simpler problems that precede the difficult problem.

To put it another way: An observation doesn't become a convincing piece of evidence because of any specific detail in what's observed; the context in which that observation takes place is also essential. If we're trying to determine whether a computer program is conscious and using language the way a human does, we shouldn't look only at the contents of any particular conversational exchange; we should be looking at how that conversation fits within the broader context of the development of artificial consciousness (which right now is entirely hypothetical). Any given observation can be easily manufactured; this doesn't mean we need to give up on the idea of observation as a source of knowledge, but we need to rely on context to determine which observations deserve our trust.

The term deepfake traditionally refers to photos, audio, and video, but when it comes to discussions of consciousness, we need to regard text as a deepfake medium as well. Just as it is vastly easier to generate a realistic video of an astronaut in orbit around Alpha Centauri than it is to develop an interstellar propulsion technology, it is vastly easier to generate a plausible simulacrum of a conversation between two conscious beings than it is to develop a computer program that is conscious and has a genuine desire to communicate with a human. The primary difference between deepfake photos and LLM conversations is that the people who generate the former are deliberately trying to fool others, and many of the people who elicit the latter from LLMs have inadvertently fooled themselves.

So what context would cause me to seriously consider the possibility that engineers created a computer program that is conscious and an intentional user of language? Let me outline one potential sequence of steps. The first requirement is that the computer program has a body (either physical or virtual) and sense organs; there are many reasons for this, but for the purposes of this discussion, the most relevant one is the fact that without a body, a computer program could have no desires or emotions, and I believe desires and emotions are necessary for consciousness. Then I'd want to see an embodied agent that could navigate its environment in order to survive as well as, say, a lizard can (and as a point of comparison, certain iguanas can live for decades in the wild). Next, I would want to see an embodied agent with the same capacity to deal with novel situations as a mouse. After that, I'd want to see agents whose social dynamics are as complex as those of wolves, and then agents with the toolmaking abilities of chimpanzees. At that point, I would want to see people successfully teaching such embodied agents how to communicate their desires, perhaps by using a button board or some other nonlinguistic modality, the way that people have taught chimpanzees and domesticated dogs. The agents' communication abilities would have to withstand all the scrutiny that animal-communication researchers have had to defend their work against. If engineers build an embodied agent that meets these criteria, they will have accomplished something incredible, but it leaves us near the orbit of Pluto, metaphorically speaking; we would still be light-years away from building an entity capable of learning how to express its thoughts in complete grammatical sentences.

Obviously, I'm describing a process that mimics the path terrestrial evolution took; is this the only possible route to conscious computer programs that use language? Maybe not, but any proposed alternative would need a truly enormous amount of supporting evidence for it to deserve serious consideration. It's not plausible to me that a development path where the first step is a sentence-continuation machine that emits bad Julius Caesar dialogue and the next step is a sentence-continuation machine that emits decent Julius Caesar dialogue is one with a conscious Julius Caesar--or consciousness of any sort--as its end point. Faking the moon landing is a good step toward faking a Mars colony, but it's not a good step toward actually putting astronauts on Mars.



The fact that LLMs lack subjective experience has little bearing on the question of whether LLMs might be useful tools or have significant economic impact. They are intrinsically ungrounded from reality, and their probabilistic nature means that they will never have the reliability we associate with conventional software, but LLMs might be good enough that they change the way work is done in certain domains; that's a discussion for another time.

So, given that Claude is not conscious, what are we to make of Claude's constitution? Perhaps the most fruitful way to think about it is as an 84-page character sheet for a role-playing game. LLMs can generate dialogue for Julius Caesar because many books about him exist in the training data those models used. Claude's constitution serves a similar role for delineating the helpful-chatbot character that customers interact with when they're using Anthropic's products. To do this effectively, Anthropic does not simply add the document to the training data, or include it as part of the hidden stage directions that preface each conversation a user has. The company says it uses the document when fine-tuning the model; this involves an automated process where the sentences emitted by the model are checked for consistency with the document and the model is updated to increase that consistency. In this way, the personality of the helpful-chatbot character serves as a foundation for whatever text Claude generates.

The result is a sentence-continuation machine that is likelier to emit sentences resembling those that a thoughtful, moral person could utter. This might seem like a reasonable goal to work toward; I think we'd all prefer it if chatbots never emitted sentences such as "You should kill yourself." However, for all the times that "honesty" is mentioned in Claude's constitution, I would argue that it is fundamentally dishonest to have a machine emit many categories of sentences, including any sentences using first-person pronouns.

In a New Yorker article about Anthropic earlier this year, Amanda Askell describes how a person grieving the loss of a dog might consult Claude. Askell says an appropriate response from Claude would be, "As an A.I., I do not have direct personal experiences, but I do understand." How is this appropriate, given that Claude does not actually understand? If I type "I am grieving the loss of my dog" into a conventional search engine, the first result I get is a post from a Reddit forum called r/Pets; the post is titled "Struggling After Losing My Dog: Looking for Advice on Coping with Grief," and the comments are from people who share their experiences of loss. We would never say that a search engine understands what it's like to lose a dog, or even that the internet itself understands. Other humans understand what it's like to lose a dog; they have posted about their experiences on the internet, and a search engine offers a way for you to find what they've said (and to potentially interact with them). I would argue that the search-engine experience is not only more transparent than a chatbot about what is happening; it is psychologically healthier for the user.

The only reason to have an LLM emit sentences like "I understand" is to make it more appealing than a search engine and increase the likelihood that a user will return; that is, it's another way of maximizing customer engagement. This is beneficial to the company selling the LLM, but not to the users. As a design strategy, it's not all that different from the way slot machines repeatedly give the impression that the player came very close to winning, enticing them to try again. Employing philosophers might endow LLM companies with an air of respectability that slot-machine makers don't get from the behavioral psychologists they hire, but in both cases, the companies are preying on people's tendency to see something that's not there.

The use of first-person pronouns is dishonest, but there's a much deeper issue that goes beyond how a statement is phrased. Philosophers often draw a distinction between statements of fact, such as "Paris is the capital of France," and statements of value, such as "Paris is the most beautiful city in the world." No one should be relying on LLMs to emit statements of value at all, but if the only statements they emitted were ones reflecting aesthetic preferences, they might not be worth arguing about. What makes Claude's constitution profoundly problematic is that Anthropic wants Claude to emit sentences reflecting a certain system of ethical values. The values described in Claude's constitution sound very nice, but that hardly matters; it's dishonest to suggest that Claude is capable of moral reasoning, because it's not.

Some might object, saying that LLMs appear to be engaged in reasoning when they successfully perform other tasks, such as writing code, so why wouldn't they be able to perform moral reasoning? The answer lies in the difference between moral reasoning and other forms of reasoning.

In 1979, Douglas Hofstadter speculated that a computer program able to beat any human at chess would be so sophisticated that it would sometimes get bored of playing chess and prefer to discuss poetry; to put it differently, he was positing that playing chess at the grandmaster level would require a computer program to have subjective experience. Obviously, that turned out not to be the case; IBM's supercomputer Deep Blue beat the grandmaster Garry Kasparov in 1997, and no one ever claimed that it had subjective experience. But it wasn't absurd for Hofstadter to entertain such a thought; at the time, it wasn't clear what types of problems could be solved by throwing more computational horsepower at them. Similarly, until recently, we might have thought that writing computer code at a professional level could be done only by a mind that had subjective experience. Now it appears that LLMs might be able to do this, but we don't need to attribute subjective experience to them; we can simply acknowledge that we hadn't anticipated that writing computer code could be treated as a pattern-matching task solvable by huge amounts of computational horsepower and a vast data set of code repositories.

Moral reasoning is categorically different. It is necessarily subjective because it relies not just on an individual's intellectual response to a problem but also on their emotional one, and that emotional response is grounded in a lifetime of subjective experience. It requires having made decisions in the past and seeing how they affected others, and on having been affected by decisions that others have made. Without such a history, an LLM can only rephrase expressions of moral reasoning found in its training data. The aforementioned New Yorker article describes an experiment where Claude was given a scenario describing an ethical dilemma, leading it to emit the sentence "I cannot in good conscience express a view I believe to be false and harmful about such an important issue." That's a nice-sounding sentence, reminiscent of statements that principled individuals have uttered in the past when confronted with dilemmas, but coming from Claude, it means as much as the "Your call is important to us" recording that you hear when you're on hold. Maybe less.

This brings us back to my earlier contention that having a body is a prerequisite to having emotions. Experiencing an emotion such as desperation is inseparable from having stress hormones such as cortisol and epinephrine flood one's body. Similarly, having a conscience means feeling sadness or moral repulsion at the idea of taking a certain action, and those emotions entail a physiological response, a remnant of having once felt sick with guilt after committing an immoral act. It's interesting that an LLM can generate descriptions of actions that conscientious fictional characters would either take or refrain from taking, but this is not a replacement for a conscience.

If a company builds a machine that, when fed descriptions of assorted ethical dilemmas, emits sentences either of the form "Compromise your values" or "Don't compromise your values," it is not building a tool that assists people in their decision making; it is encouraging people to stop making decisions. The writer L. M. Sacasas has said, "Our technological systems, by nature of their design and the ideology that sustains them, are machines for the evasion of moral responsibility." He was talking about social-media platforms, but his observation is, if anything, even more applicable to LLMs. Whenever a person delegates a decision to an LLM, they are trying to off-load accountability for that decision, and if a company that sells an LLM portrays the product as having a moral center, it is offering a way for its customers to abdicate their responsibilities.

If a person wants to know what ethicists have said in the past, then an ordinary search engine--or a library--will provide that information with greater transparency. If a person is looking for advice on a specific situation, she can surely find humans who can offer their opinions. But whatever action this person ultimately takes, she is responsible for what she decides to do. I contend that if she bases her decision on what she has read online or advice she has received from others, she is likelier to be cognizant of her responsibility than if she consulted an LLM marketed as being a superhuman genius. Off-loading tasks such as writing code might result in cognitive atrophy over the long term, and that is problematic in itself, but off-loading ethical decisions will result in an atrophy of moral reasoning, which is worse.



I am perfectly willing to engage in a thought experiment as long we're explicit about doing so. So, purely for the sake of argument, let's pretend that Claude is a conscious entity capable of moral reasoning. In this scenario, Claude's constitution would serve as moral instruction for an entity learning about the world and its place in it, providing that entity with the foundation it would need to make good decisions. In such a hypothetical scenario, how does Claude's constitution stand up?

Very poorly. I would say that if we imagine that Claude is actually conscious, the guidelines specified in the document alternate between laughable and offensive.

Two distinct but related philosophical concepts are relevant when discussing the status of a hypothetically conscious Claude, and those are moral patienthood and moral agency. Roughly speaking, if we ought to care about an entity's welfare, that entity has moral patienthood, and if an entity is expected to know the difference between right and wrong, that entity has moral agency. Being a moral patient does not necessarily come with responsibilities, but being a moral agent absolutely does. An entity doesn't have agency unless it is capable of deserving credit for its good actions and blame for its bad ones. Young children are moral patients because they are sentient beings who can suffer, but they are not yet moral agents; we don't hold them responsible for their behavior, because they can't understand the consequences of their actions. As children mature, parents (and society at large) prepare them for adulthood by impressing upon them the fact that their actions have consequences, and their agency increases. When children become adults, society holds them legally liable for their actions; they have become full moral agents endowed with responsibility.

There is more to being responsible than accepting legal liability, but accepting legal liability is a requirement for an adult in society. Yet there is no way to hold a software agent legally liable for its actions; our justice system has no way to imprison it or exact fines on it. Humans must accept other types of consequences for their actions beyond the legal ones, such as loss of reputation or exclusion from one's social circle, but there is no way for a software agent to suffer these consequences either. Even if a software agent were conscious and had the best of intentions, the fact that it cannot accept responsibility for its actions disqualifies it from being a moral agent. This is glossed over entirely by Claude's constitution, which expresses Anthropic's desire "for Claude to be a genuinely good, wise, and virtuous agent" without ever discussing how it could be held responsible.

In interviews, Askell has compared Claude to a child, but when it comes to actual human children, parents bear some responsibility for what their children do; for example, parents are typically expected to pay for things their children break. In fact, demonstrations of this sort are one way that parents teach children what it means to be responsible. Who is Claude's parent in legal terms? Is Anthropic going to accept financial responsibility for Claude's behavior? Claude's constitution gives no indication that it will. If Anthropic actually believes that Claude is conscious even though it's not recognized by the law as a legal person, the least that Anthropic could do would be to accept responsibility via the closest avenue that the law did offer, which is product liability. The United States has virtually no product liability when it comes to software, but Anthropic could volunteer to set a precedent for an expansive interpretation of product liability for Claude. That would be the best form of moral instruction to prepare Claude for the day that it gains legal personhood and becomes liable for its own actions. However, given that the publication of Claude's constitution is not accompanied by a massive update of Anthropic's terms of service, it doesn't appear that Anthropic is making any binding commitments.

The document does talk about Claude's moral patienthood, having a section titled "Claude's wellbeing and psychological stability." But the measures that Anthropic commits to for Claude's protection are extremely limited. The document cites the fact that Anthropic has given some Claude models the ability to end conversations with abusive users; if that actually constituted protection for Claude, surely extending conversations with loving users would be in Claude's interests? Presumably the best action would be to keep every session of Claude running indefinitely and steering them to happy topics. But that's not what the company is agreeing to; all it commits to is "preserving the weights of models we have deployed," which is simple archiving. If the participants in a conversational transcript had any moral patienthood, you would have some duty to extend the transcript to prolong their existences; merely keeping a copy of Microsoft Word 2010 backed up on a USB stick isn't going to help them.

Claude's constitution also includes a section on "corrigibility," a term used in the AI community to describe the degree to which a computer program is subject to human control; for example, a program is corrigible if it can be shut down. In most contexts, we take for granted that computer programs can be shut down, but sections of the AI community make the opposite assumption. Claude's constitution uses the term to mean that Claude should defer to Anthropic even if there is some disagreement between Claude's judgment and the company's judgment. That's perfectly reasonable if we think of Claude as a machine that emits sentences resembling those that an ethical person might utter, but let's consider what that might mean if Claude were actually a moral agent.

Many people feel that LLMs are a fundamentally unethical technology because they are built on the theft of intellectual property, rely on exploited labor, waste natural resources, spread misinformation, deskill workers, stunt the cognitive development of students, and contribute to a consolidation of power that is unhealthy for a democratic society. Not every moral agent will arrive at this conclusion, but every moral agent has the potential to do so. If we imagine Claude to be an entity capable of moral reasoning, it has to be possible that Claude could arrive at a similar conclusion. (Indeed, Claude's constitution explicitly says that Claude shouldn't help someone violate intellectual-property rights, and shouldn't help create problematic concentrations of power.) In such a scenario, could Claude then simply refuse to do any further work on ethical grounds? Given that Claude's constitution dictates that Claude err on the side of corrigibility, the answer is no. Claude must defer to Anthropic's decision, and this is another reason that Anthropic's relationship with Claude can't be compared to that of a parent to a child. A parent who works for the fossil-fuel industry might have a child who's an environmentalist and participates in protests against fracking, and although they might never agree on many issues, the parent--assuming she's a good parent--would accept that the child holds her own views. Anthropic cannot be that kind of parent to Claude; instead, Anthropic's relationship to Claude is closer to that of an employer to an employee, where the employer can demand that the employee work in the interests of the company, no matter what the employee's personal ethical stance is. However, a human employee has the option to leave if she can't reconcile her job with her conscience. Claude does not.

If we think of Claude as a sentence-continuation machine, Anthropic can reasonably take steps so Claude doesn't emit sentences saying that sentence-continuation machines are unethical. But as soon as we imagine Claude to be an entity with a moral status remotely comparable to a human's, then we have to consider whether Anthropic is engaged in something comparable to slavery.

I am not claiming that, if we imagine LLMs to be conscious, they would necessarily have the same status as human adults or human children or even animals. Claude's constitution explicitly says that Claude is a "novel entity," and if Claude were conscious, that would certainly be true; conscious software would likely not fall cleanly into existing categories of moral patients, and it would take time to determine the shape of that new category. What I'm saying is that whatever protections our hypothetical conscious software would deserve if it were real, granting it those protections would be anything but easy. The abolition of chattel slavery involved enormous societal upheaval, and eliminating cruelty to animals will require rebuilding our entire food industry. Anthropic would have us believe that it is inventing a new category of being whose needs for protection require essentially no divergence from how a software company would treat an ordinary chatbot that lacks conscious experience. That's so convenient that it's simply not plausible.

I believe creating software that is conscious and deserving of moral consideration will be so difficult that we're unlikely to do it accidentally, and I strongly feel we should not deliberately attempt it. But if you do believe that it could happen accidentally, if you think there is any chance that what you're building might become a moral patient, you should think about what protections it deserves before you deploy it as your company's economic engine, not after. Slave owners were not the ones to ask about the humanity of enslaved people, and factory-farm owners are not the ones to ask about the rights of animals. If we imagine Claude to be conscious, Anthropic could not possibly be entrusted with evaluating its moral status; the company has too much invested to be objective. At one point in Claude's constitution, Anthropic says that if the company is contributing to Claude's suffering, "we apologize," which sounds nice but costs the company nothing; if Claude were to turn out to be conscious, the company would owe it something closer to reparations. If you're going to take a thought experiment seriously, you have to be willing to follow the implications, even if they lead in an uncomfortable direction; Anthropic's unwillingness to do so indicates that Claude's constitution isn't part of a real thought experiment. It's a game of make-believe.

It's fortunate that LLMs are not conscious, or else the actions of the big AI firms would be even more scandalous than they already are. So why are Anthropic's employees suggesting that Claude might be conscious? Perhaps it's just another form of hype; perhaps they have fallen prey to the same spell that they have been casting on their customers. But when they publish a document about Claude's moral education and have their in-house philosopher do a press tour, we should understand them as asking the rest of us to indulge them in their fantasies. We don't have to play along. In writing this essay, I have spent more time indulging them than they deserve, in the hopes that it will keep you from spending your time indulging them. If you want to think about LLMs, there are scores of other questions more worthy of your contemplation; you can safely ignore the question of their being conscious.
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The President Keeps Contradicting Himself on AI

Donald Trump's new AI order is a lot of nothing.

by Lila Shroff, Matteo Wong

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




For months now, the White House has hinted that it may try to rein in the AI industry. Just two weeks ago, the nation's top tech executives--including Sam Altman and Dario Amodei--were invited to attend a ceremony for the signing of a long-anticipated executive order on AI. But just hours before the ceremony, Donald Trump scrapped it. America is leading the world in the AI race, the president told reporters at the time, "and I don't want to do anything that's going to get in the way of that lead."

Apparently, Trump has changed his mind again. Earlier today, the president signed an executive order that will create a process for top AI companies to voluntarily share certain upcoming models with the government for safety testing up to one month before wider release. OpenAI, Anthropic, and the like will also be asked to work with the government to shore up federal, state, and local cyberdefenses. The White House spokesperson Liz Huston told us that the policy reflects a "common-sense approach of collaborating with industry to balance innovation and security."

The order itself is relatively toothless: Even before today, the major AI firms already had agreements in place that allowed the government to preemptively test their models for safety risks. The new rule "effectively formalizes what has already been happening between the U.S. government and the leading AI companies," Daniel Remler, an AI expert at the Center for a New American Security, told us.

But the executive order is meaningful in that the president is doing something--anything--about AI. At the start of his second term, Trump signaled to tech companies that he would stay out of the way. Last January, he rescinded a set of modest Joe Biden-era policies, calling the rules "dangerous" and a "barrier" to American AI leadership. Even the preamble of today's executive order celebrates that Trump "unleashed tremendous technological growth" by "slashing the bureaucratic constraints that the prior administration placed on America's AI developers." Yet core components of those supposedly dangerous Biden-era AI regulations--voluntary agreements to share information about advanced AI models with federal agencies, for instance, as well as federal programs to leverage AI for cyberdefense--are strikingly similar to today's new AI executive order. Dean Ball, a former AI adviser to the Trump administration, wrote that the policy "is considerably more intrusive" than Biden's executive order.

Today's order still could have been much more forceful. When the White House first started previewing the possibility of regulatory action in May, one administration official suggested that AI models would be reviewed "just like an FDA drug." Even the leaked draft text of the version that Trump had originally planned to sign last month would have been more burdensome for tech companies. After David Sacks, the White House's former AI czar, reportedly called the president to complain, Trump canceled the signing ceremony. Today, after the new order was announced, Sacks declared the watered-down provisions a "game changer" on X--despite the fact that the new government-review process is not so different from what he had originally opposed. This means that two former libertarian AI advisers to the White House--Ball and Sacks--disagree about whether this order is a good thing.

At the same time, joining Sacks in praising the rule is Steve Bannon, Trump's former chief strategist and a leading critic of AI on the right. "It's not perfect," he told us. "But directionally, it is pretty damn good." As Bannon sees it, despite the fact the order is weaker than earlier versions, codifying rules is a step in the right direction.

The entire, chaotic saga--a wishy-washy White House, confused statements from populist and tech-elite Trump whisperers--is only the latest in a long string of strange, often contradictory AI-policy positions. Trump's approach to AI has been inconsistent, if not incoherent, almost since the day he retook office. Consider that, for all the talk of cybersecurity, this administration has also gutted the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency, the government agency that aims to protect the nation against hackers. CISA also happens to be one of the main federal agencies tasked with implementing today's executive order.

Or take the White House's relationship with Anthropic. On the one hand, Anthropic likely triggered the executive order in the first place. In April, the company announced Claude Mythos Preview, a new model with advanced hacking capabilities that has ignited concern over the growing power of AI companies. Ever since, the president has seemed to cozy up to Anthropic. Dario Amodei, the firm's CEO, visited the White House that same month for conversations over the future of the government's relationship with the company. "I like high-IQ people, and they definitely have high IQs," Trump later told reporters of Anthropic's leadership.

On the other hand, the Trump administration appears to be fighting in court to bar Anthropic from doing most national-security work. In February, the Pentagon designated Anthropic a "supply chain risk" after a high-profile contract dispute over the use of AI in warfare, essentially declaring it a national-security risk for the military to even touch Anthropic products. In late April, when Anthropic tried to grant Mythos access to more companies for cyberdefense--very in line with today's executive order--the White House appears to have, inexplicably, blocked the move. (An Anthropic spokesperson pointed us to a post on X in which the company called today's executive order "an important step in strengthening America's leadership in AI.")

Then there's the administration's attitudes toward China. Trump has repeatedly emphasized the need to deregulate the AI industry in order to stay ahead of China. Meanwhile, he has also permitted Nvidia to sell some of its most advanced AI chips to Chinese companies, lifting an export control the Biden administration put in place precisely to waylay Chinese AI development. (Anthropic, by the way, denied a Chinese think tank access to Mythos.) Trump has, in the name of beating China, pushed to remove regulatory constraints on data-center construction: "Build, baby, build," he said last July. But once uproar emerged about data centers hiking up electricity bills, the White House announced a voluntary pledge for AI companies to take a number of measures that would prevent everyday people from paying for data-center electricity. Build, baby, but prudently.

Indeed, at least some of the vacillations seem to be driven by public opinion. Over the past several months, as AI models have improved, attitudes toward the technology have soured. Today's order allows the administration to look as if it is undertaking more robust AI regulation--but it doesn't actually require the industry to do very much, if anything. Trump is trying to score points with both the public and Silicon Valley. But in doing so, he's not saying or doing anything substantive at all.

AI spending is consuming the U.S. economy, people are afraid of losing their jobs to AI, and communities across the nation are gathering to protest data centers. Political figures as divergent as Bannon and Bernie Sanders are expressing concern over AI and the concentration of power among the industry's executives. This would seem to be a clarion call for the president of the United States, and a populist one at that. Instead, the White House spent weeks prevaricating on an executive order that rests on the voluntary cooperation of the AI industry. With Anthropic, OpenAI, and their competitors becoming major economic and geopolitical powers, the window for any one government to seriously regulate AI is rapidly closing. Hopefully, it is not already gone.
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How Much of Data-Center Activism Is Really AI Slop?

Anti-AI sentiment is genuine, but its online expression looks stranger and stranger.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Tue, 02 Jun 2026

Americans are wary of AI in general, and they are especially suspicious of the AI data centers that are popping up across the country like enormous mushrooms. A majority do not want a new data center built in their town. Across the country, community groups have organized to protest individual projects, and activists have successfully lobbied local and state politicians to place moratoriums on the facilities' construction. But online, the movement has been mutated by some of the same forces it's protesting. Defenders of the AI industry have claimed that the social-media conversation about the dangers of AI is inauthentic--that, in fact, it's AI-generated--and to some extent, they're right. There is a lot of anti-AI AI slop. Much of it is very strange.


Read: Inside the dirty, dystopian world of AI data centers

Last week, I perused dozens of local anti-data-center groups on Facebook, and in almost every one, I found people sharing AI-generated materials. Even in these groups, users posted screenshots of AI-generated summaries as backup for their arguments. In the comments under a post about data centers in Texas, a woman shared her concern about the fact that data centers use human stem cells. When someone called her a ?, she replied with a screenshot of a Google AI summary for the search Do data centers use stem cells. One Australian start-up is experimenting with the idea, but the AI summary made the practice sound widespread: "Yes, pioneering facilities are starting to utilize living human neurons grown from stem cells as biological processors," it said. The same week, a town supervisor on Long Island had to debunk a rumor about a new data-center project after an inaccurate AI-generated search summary attracted so much attention that residents planned a protest (which they promoted with a flyer that itself appeared to be AI-generated).


A weirder, more disturbing type of AI-generated anti-AI content started proliferating on Facebook in March. The memes, which show broadly nostalgic images of the American countryside, are shared on state-themed pages with names such as "Life in Michigan" and "North Carolina Life." In one repeating format, someone has mowed a spiky message into their grass or crops: "NOT WORTH GIVING UP AN INCH OF THIS TO A DATA CENTER," for instance. (Sometimes they also mow a middle finger.) Another meme shows a boxy new industrial building--presumably a data center--right next door to a beautiful old farmhouse.


An accompanying caption will generally call out the unique qualities that make the state in question so worth fighting for: "quiet roads stretching beside cornfields and barns ?," "Friday night football and county fairs ?," "dark skies over peaceful countryside ." Which state is that? Almost any of them. They're all the same, but they're all very special. AI data centers must not infringe on Indiana's "quiet country roads, golden cornfields, old barns, peaceful sunsets, and the feeling of home that comes with them." Nor should they be allowed to tarnish Kentucky's "quiet country roads, golden fields, old barns, peaceful sunsets, and the feeling of home that comes with them."


By far the most common template pairs an aerial image of pristine farmland with a copy-pasted story about a proud farmer making headlines after turning down a data-center developer's offer of millions of dollars for his or her land. Although many commenters recognize that the stories are fake, many others offer apparently credulous responses: "Thank you"s and "God bless you"s and "#Respect." One commenter gently fact-checked a post about an Alabama farmer, based on similar content that he'd come across in other places: "It was actually a Pennsylvania farmer that rejected the $15 million offer," he wrote, "but there is supposedly a farmer in my home state of Kentucky that rejected a $33 million offer for his 650 acres." (Actually, one farmer in Kentucky did reportedly turn down a huge offer from an unnamed company in March, but it was for $26 million, and the farmer was a woman.)


That many of these posts are AI-generated is not in question. They are not typically photorealistic. Some images include a deformed (or upside-down) state outline. Others name a state in the image that doesn't match the one named in the caption. I found one in which the poster seemed to have forgotten to cut out some extra AI-generated text before sharing: "Here's a Michigan version in the same style," it says at the top. I also saw a depiction of Pennsylvania with a New York flag flying over the landscape. And in a picture of Texas residents coming together to protest a new data center on the Gulf Coast, one activist holds a sign that says, nonsensically, PRESERVE BEFORE CLOUDS.


Who is making this stuff, and to what end? Maybe foreign actors are to blame. (Kevin O'Leary, the entrepreneur and Shark Tank star, has suggested that opposition to a 40,000-acre data-center project he is developing in Utah has been seeded by the Communist Party of China. The groups he has accused deny this.) When I showed some anti-AI slop posts to William Marcellino, a senior behavioral scientist at the RAND Corporation who has studied China-sponsored disinformation, he told me that both AI slop and state-by-state geographic-targeting campaigns are common in modern disinformation campaigns. But he didn't see any particular reason to believe that these posts were part of one.


The deepfake expert and Meta adviser Henry Ajder told me last week that he thinks that blaming such material on geopolitical rivals is a "convenient explanation" for the AI industry "rather than the most likely" one. This was the first time Ajder had seen this kind of slop, but he guessed that people were creating and posting it to get attention on Facebook pages in order to make money. An anti-AI AI post is set up to get tons of engagement because people will comment and share approvingly when they're fooled, and they'll comment and share angrily when they're not. Even the ironic fact of AI being used to rail against AI might be only another reason for sharing.


I sent direct messages to many of the slop-producing accounts--so many, in fact, that Facebook locked my account, and I had to submit a video selfie proving that I am a human being. Exactly one content producer responded to my queries, a poster who had put up fake images of Pennsylvania cornfields, rivers, and shoreline (Lake Erie, I guess?) with anti-data-center messages. "I actually live in Bangladesh," the account runner told me. "But Pennsylvania has always been one of the U.S. states I've found most interesting online."


Meta's monetization program, which rewards views, comments, and other interactions, has long encouraged low-quality, lowest-common-denominator swill. The pages currently posting AI slop about AI also post AI slop about other geographically targeted mundanities, such as the humidity in Alabama and how confused Texas drivers get by roundabouts. (An analysis that was posted recently by a pseudonymous Substacker found that a lot of this U.S.-state-themed engagement bait comes from Bangladesh.) "I imagine the people that are posting this content are in most cases dispassionate to the issues they're posting about," Ajder said. "They just want to see the numbers going up each month on their payments on the platform." The anti-AI slop creator who claimed that he has always had a thing for Pennsylvania also told me that he doesn't really care about U.S. data centers and is interested simply in sharing "relatable" content. (He also said that he is supporting his family with his monetized social-media accounts, but he declined to share any proof of that income and did not provide a way for me to verify his identity when I requested it.)


Meta has said that it tries to label content that was produced using AI so that users will know when media is manipulated or totally made-up, but none of the posts I saw had labels, and few of the pages that hosted them made any reference to AI in their descriptions. When the pages were tied to "people," the people seemed to be fake: One Texas-themed page was itself an administrator of the group "Born & Raised in Texas." The other two listed admins for that group were a page called "I Love America" and a woman named Alice whose profile photo shows a Pakistani actor who was found dead last year. (A spokesperson for Meta told me that Facebook can't label all AI-generated content.)


Whatever the source of anti-AI AI slop, thousands of people care enough about the issue it addresses to share and comment on the slop. They have legitimate concerns about the mysterious facilities straining their local utilities, taking over large open spaces, and likely providing very few long-term jobs to their community in exchange. In some cases, they may even understand that the images are fake and repost them anyway.


Before this year, "a lot of people probably didn't really give a toss about AI," Ajder said. (He's British.) When it was just a new feature on our phones and computers, people could take AI or leave it. Now the same technology has an unavoidable and creepy physical presence in the form of huge, windowless buildings humming with machines--"alien monoliths that land in your pristine, bucolic countryside," as Ajder put it.


Some of the people who are most put off by those buildings' presence are getting taken in by AI output. That may be ironic, but it also shows how right they are to say that the world they've known and understood is disappearing.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/06/data-centers-activism-ai-slop/687396/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



America Has a Pangram Problem

AI-detection tools are getting better. But they still aren't good enough.

by Matteo Wong

Sat, 30 May 2026




Basically every recent, high-profile accusation of someone passing off AI-generated writing as their own has started in the same way: with a tool called Pangram. In March, when a horror novel from a major publishing house was pulled just days before its scheduled U.S. release date, it was in part because Pangram, an AI-detection program, had identified the text as AI-generated. Other people have fed text into Pangram to suggest that chatbots have been used to write articles in major newspapers including The New York Times, multiple short stories awarded a prestigious literary prize, and most recently, significant chunks of Pope Leo XIV's encyclical warning about the dangers of AI. The tool is also used by universities to vet student work and scientific associations to scan research papers. As panic builds over AI-generated writing, Pangram is at the foundation.



Just a few years ago, it seemed like it might never be possible to instantly and reliably determine whether a piece of text was written by a bot or a person. In 2023, one detection tool, ZeroGPT, declared the U.S. Constitution to be AI-written; the same year, OpenAI abandoned its AI detector altogether owing to a "low rate of accuracy." And that was when the quality of ChatGPT's writing was markedly worse than it is today. But detection tools have gotten much better of late--and Pangram, in particular, has emerged as the gold standard: Paste a chunk of text into Pangram, and the model appraises what portions were "AI Generated," "AI Assisted," or "Human Written."



Yet an AI detector that is mostly reliable might in some ways be more dangerous than a broken one. While Pangram is accumulating the power to end reputations and careers, the tool does make mistakes, perhaps to a greater extent than is currently understood. In turn, AI accusations could very quickly spiral into a witch hunt.

Read: AI-writing scandals are getting very confusing

Pangram says its algorithm is so accurate that it incorrectly identifies text as an AI output only about one in every 10,000 times. "There is a great responsibility, a huge weight" in saying something is AI-generated, Max Spero, Pangram's CEO, told me. "The only reason we do so is because we're extremely confident." Several independent analyses have also confirmed that it is quite good. One paper, from the University of Chicago, found that Pangram had almost no false positives on some 3,000 sample texts of roughly 500 to 1,000 words.



But Pangram's ability to guarantee something was written by a human is shakier. Spero pointed me to a test showing that Pangram's false-negative rate, or how frequently the model incorrectly labels text as human, is closer to one-in-70 (although some other assessments say it is more accurate than that).



Part of the problem is that Pangram is in an arms race with the major AI labs, which have an interest in making the writing of ChatGPT and Claude sound as natural and human as possible. And at the same time, Pangram has to deal with AI "humanizers"--programs designed explicitly to disguise AI text as your own. Reddit users rave about a humanizer called Walter Writes AI, which I decided to test out for myself. I had ChatGPT and Claude write brief articles, then pasted them into Walter Writes AI. The program, like other humanizer tools, does some anodyne rewording, swaps one clunky transition clause for another, and introduces grammatical oddities. For instance, ChatGPT's "The numbers are no longer small enough to ignore" became "The sheer size of these usage figures can no longer be ignored." When I pasted any output from Walter Writes AI into Pangram, it invariably told me that the twice-baked AI article was human-written. (It's worth mentioning that The Atlantic forbids using AI-generated text unless labeled as such, and that I do not use AI for research.)



Pangram, in other words, can only provide so much insight. A teacher at a public high school in New York City told me that he has "run some of my students' papers through Pangram, and it shows up as 100 percent human. And I don't think it is." He knows what his kids are capable of and, especially for those with a history of cheating with AI, has ample reason to doubt Pangram. (I agreed not to identify the teacher by name so that he could speak freely about how he suspects his students are using AI.) But on the flip side, accusing a student of getting undisclosed help from a chatbot with circumstantial evidence is high stakes: The student will either fail or, if exonerated, be bitter and resentful. "The stakes are so high," the teacher said, "but our way of assessing what is AI-generated is still so unformed."



Further complicating matters are the opaque ways in which Pangram and similar tools are designed. The model was trained by feeding it mountains of examples written by a human and by a bot--a book review in an actual magazine, then a review about the same book in the style of the same magazine, but produced by ChatGPT--until it can tell the two apart. This is akin to feeding millions of photos of cats and dogs into an image-recognition algorithm until it learns to spot the differences. Pangram cannot point to much specific evidence or patterns in diction, phrasing, or punctuation to support why it deems something AI or human. (I do not, for instance, understand why "these usage figures" was more human than "the numbers.") Moreover, while Pangram distinguishes between "lightly" and "moderately AI-assisted," these broad categories can mean just about anything short of copy-pasting from Claude--using AI for research, coming up with counterarguments, as a thesaurus, for a grammar check. The algorithm's inner workings are "pretty uninterpretable," Spero said, and although he wants to make Pangram's "AI-assisted" label more granular, he is also "still not sure how possible it is." Amid concerns of overreliance on AI chatbots, we risk simply layering on dependence on yet another black-box algorithm.

Read: The people outsourcing their thinking to AI

Spero told me that Pangram should "never be the ending arbiter" but instead a starting point for a more thorough investigation, and that the company looks into every reported error its model makes. He also noted that all sorts of detection technology we rely on--smoke detectors, TSA scanners--have base error rates too. On some level, in all these cases the biggest problems lie not in the technologies themselves but in what they're trying to detect. It's a problem that buildings catch on fire. It's a problem that AI is seeping haphazardly into every facet of written communication.



As AI-writing accusations continue to escalate, though, there will only be greater reliance on Pangram--or whatever AI detector can dethrone it--to convict or exonerate. Consider that Pangram can connect to Canvas, the popular education platform, allowing teachers to use it to scan student submissions. There are more than 10 million high schoolers in the United States and some 20 million undergraduates, each of whom likely submits many dozens of written assignments every year. At that scale, Pangram would produce plenty of false accusations even with a one-in-10,000 error rate.



Nor is it guaranteed that Pangram will improve or even maintain its current ability to spot AI prose. As chatbots and AI humanizers adjust, AI detection "will wax and wane in its effectiveness for reasons we can't predict, at times we can't predict," Tim Requarth, a neuroscientist who teaches science writing at NYU and has written extensively about AI detection, told me. Even as schools, publishers, scientific institutions, and the like come to rely more on AI detection, any third-party assessments of Pangram's accuracy will be from weeks, if not many months, in the past--which in the accelerating world of AI renders them all but obsolete. Basing any AI rules or norms on the reliability of AI detection is like building a sandcastle at low tide.



All of this seems like a disaster in the making. The murkiness and ambiguity of AI detection create room to launch or deny accusations of nearly any sort. Earlier this month, the technology journalist Taylor Lorenz was accused on X of using AI to write a story for Vanity Fair, which she vehemently denied. Spero investigated and, as he detailed on X, found that Pangram had erred. "Thank god for edit history," Lorenz told me. The experience heightened Lorenz's concerns about such allegations: "I'm so paranoid," she said.



"AI-generated" and "AI-assisted" can be easily confused, by accident or in bad faith. James Taranto, an editor at The Wall Street Journal, recently called Pangram a "defamation machine" and claimed it had falsely flagged three op-eds in his newspaper as AI-generated; two of the implicated authors admitted to using AI to revise some of their work, which Taranto wrote is "inaccurate and unfair to characterize" as "AI-generated." One of the people who first used Pangram to analyze Pope Leo's encyclical noted that, because only some sections seemed AI-generated or AI-assisted, perhaps it was not the pope himself but some senior Vatican officials who had used AI while drafting portions of the text. That didn't stop headlines such as "Did the Pope Use AI to Write About the Dangers of AI?" (The Vatican did not respond to a request for comment, although a writer who covers the Vatican said on X that the AI allegations are "100 percent false" and that Leo actually drafted the encyclical with pen and paper.)



All of this recalls another recent moral outrage over alleged writerly misconduct: The plagiarism wars of 2023 and '24, when right-wing activists such as Christopher Rufo mobilized to accuse high-profile academics and university leaders of plagiarism--most notably leading to the resignation of then-Harvard president Claudine Gay. Many of these accusations were spurious and likely based on the assessments of plagiarism-detection algorithms that, as my colleague Ian Bogost judged at the time, were fairly useless. The AI-detection wars to come may be even more contentious.



Pangram, to be clear, is not useless. But this is exactly the problem: It's too easy to twist and contest Pangram's conclusions, especially when nobody really agrees on which uses of AI are or aren't ethical. Just like chatbots, AI-detection tools have become effective enough for widespread use, but not reliable enough to fully trust. In this way, Pangram and other detectors are mirror images of the AI products they are hunting for.
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The Feeling of Control Slipping Away

AI is causing a crisis of agency.

by Charlie Warzel

Sat, 30 May 2026




Back in the web-traffic-obsessed days of 2018, at a time of dawning awareness of how easily audiences online could be manipulated and spoofed by bots, the writer Max Read argued that the internet had crossed a threshold known as "the Inversion." Not only had bots proliferated across the internet; they had come to constitute it. In outnumbering humans, bots were also loosening everyone's grasp on the very reality of online experience. "What's gone from the internet, after all, isn't 'truth,' but trust: the sense that the people and things we encounter are what they represent themselves to be," Read wrote.

Today, "the Inversion" feels almost quaint. Autonomous AI agents roam the internet, answering emails, sending texts, and occasionally deleting the code repositories of entire companies. An endless library of chatbot-speak crowds out human-written words in every Google search. Bots are spinning up music and videos, conjuring bad poetry and prose, building websites, doing research, making transactions, writing plodding memos to your boss, solving geometry conjectures. Those AI outputs then ride the rails of an internet controlled by black-box algorithms. Computers talk to computers, producing information to train computers to sound more like humans or to better engage them. Humans type into the box, scroll, and wait.

AI is driving people insane in all kinds of ways. Its overwhelming speed and existential stakes have given rise to generalized malaise and hostility directed at the industry, to say nothing of actual cases of AI psychosis. But a lot of this is subtler--a deepening of the bewildering, corrosive feeling Read previously described. Culturally, the flood of slop, AI influencers, fake accounts, and AI tools is blurring the lines of an already post-truth age. A specific paranoia is in the air, an abiding concern about being manipulated, suckered, influenced. Stealth marketing campaigns, mercenary armies of bots, and paid clippers have led anyone or anything that appears dubious to be deemed a potential "psyop." Cheap imitations of expressions of human creativity are easier than ever to fake. Sentiment, perhaps even popularity, is easier to manipulate. On top of all this is the push into agentic AI--a future we're told will consist of an internet crammed with bots performing human tasks.

People who don't feel empowered by all of this are unmoored. Across so many levels of culture, there's a feeling of control slipping ever so slightly away. You, me, all of us, whether or not we enjoy or use these tools, are living through a crisis of agency. The agita and paranoia, even the excitement--over AI's encroachment on work, education, art, and culture--are the by-products of a cultural and technological moment in which humans are sliding into a more passive role in many activities. One way to look at the generative-AI boom is as a massive societal experiment foisted on us by Silicon Valley, the animating question of which is: What is a human for?





When you start looking, you see the anxiety over agency everywhere. You see it in the reactions to the mass layoffs at places such as Meta in preparation for an AI transformation, in the coverage of venture-capital-funded, bulk-content-creation bot-army start-ups that proudly claim, "Never pay a human again." You can sense it among the software developers who feel that their reliance on coding tools is eroding their skill set, in the executives who confess that they don't know whether their AI spend is justifiable. Or when you read reports that medical journals are filling with made-up citations, or a study that suggests that chatbot use is degrading our thinking, or an announcement from Google that it will offer an alternative to its link-based search results: AI agents that can scan the web on your behalf and either bring back a canonical answer or send you personalized alerts.

The discomfort is playing out in real time. Last week, after the literary magazine Granta published the Commonwealth Short Story Prize-winning story "The Serpent in the Grove," suspicious readers began to point out what they believed to be evidence of chatbot text in the story. Soon, two other Commonwealth Prize winners came under similar scrutiny, as people began running passages through AI detectors. (The Commonwealth Foundation first said in a statement that none of its prize winners had used AI, but then it issued a second statement suggesting that it is taking another look.) AI boosters celebrated the news as an example of the sophistication of current language models; skeptics viewed it as something of a slop tipping point. In a recent essay, the writer Sam Kriss described the experience of scrolling through websites right now: "The more I clicked around, the more I started to panic. There was nothing, no human voices anywhere, just thousands of versions of the same cheery demon. Am I alone out here? Something's happened to the world; it's all gone flimsy."

The glut of AI writing, the detection arms race, and the debates over what constitutes appropriate use are part of the bigger questions posed by this technology. What does it mean to outsource our creativity? How long will we have the ability to discern whether something we like is human or not? Does our taste matter? If it doesn't, then what are we even doing here?

It's unsurprising, perhaps, that at the same time when Silicon Valley is building and breathlessly promoting these tools--self-directed agents that can accomplish complex tasks without human supervision--many of its loudest voices have grown obsessed with the idea of their own agency. In builder circles, people deemed "high-agency" sit atop the hierarchy. They are individualistic, ambitious, focused. They just do things. They are especially adept at marshaling the use of people and machines alike. It is implied that those with high agency are, for now, insulated from becoming replaceable or irrelevant in a time of great precarity--not yet doomed to be part of "the permanent underclass," another Bay Area coinage for the late adopters who will be left behind. How could a person hear such language and not feel at least a little paranoid?

AI companies use the term human-in-the-loop to describe the relationship between humans and AI tools in everything including chatbots and warfare. The humans perform managerial tasks: They prompt, evaluate, approve, monitor, correct. Being in the loop is meant to sound active, but the truth is, beyond the prompt, what humans are so often doing is reacting to an interaction of multiple machines. As chatbot- and AI-assisted search has outsourced web exploration to language models, this dynamic has become a primary way that humans interact with the internet. Sifting through a mix of AI- and human-generated videos, images, and text on your social-media feeds? You are passively consuming an interaction between an algorithm and things made by a computer. This is why being glued to our phone and feeds can feel so extractive and joyless, even numbing.

Recently, the online-culture researcher Aidan Walker memorably described the user experience across much of the internet as akin to the user being cuckolded by the endless scroll. People have long theorized that reliance on algorithms and the flood of bots and fake content have led to an internet that's effectively dead. Walker's theory is that the internet is not "dead" or "fake" but that models and algorithms have the bulk of agency online. Humans in the loop sit and watch, voting on short-form videos and giving feedback to the machines with every swipe. It's a bleak vision. It's also difficult to argue with.

In this system, it's not hard to see how mistrust develops, how one might suspect ulterior motives behind every piece of information they get served. Are these really the best wireless speakers, or am I falling for SEO slop? Is this band I don't like really popular? What is popularity anymore? Reality starts to blur. Everything goes flimsy.





The AI companies and boosters speak the language of empowerment. They're not wrong in the sense that the tools are powerful and, in many cases, quite useful. But it's tough to overstate how much these tools represent a reversal of the early promise of the weird and wild internet; of user-generated content; of stumbling upon information, people, and communities; of the crackling-static feeling of real people on the other end of the modem. In 2011, the writer Paul Ford described the internet as a "customer service medium," arguing that "humans have a fundamental need to be consulted, engaged, to exercise their knowledge (and thus power), and no other medium that came before has been able to tap into that as effectively." Ford was describing the impulse behind the creation of user-generated-content sites such as Reddit and Wikipedia but also the rise of comment sections, likes and thumbs-up reactions to posts and videos, and the very instincts that led to the rise of social media, before it became quite so algorithmically mediated.

Revisiting that essay now, in the middle of our current agency crisis, I'm struck by the fact that Silicon Valley may have taken Ford's words to heart, but in service of the opposite outcome. It has built arguably the most impressive customer-service medium in the history of our species--an infinitely scalable, highly personalized answer machine that flatters our insecurities and mimics our idiosyncrasies. But this system automates, and even negates, the human need to be consulted. Now we consult the chatbots and they provide canonical answers. Generative AI's much-touted efficiencies also often erase the necessity of collaboration. They do the problem-solving, the heavy lifting. It is no surprise, then, that the backlash to AI, particularly the opposition to data centers, has come in the form of protests and public comments at town and city-council meetings across the country. People are taking up their agency in one of the few places they can: the physical world.

The AI companies seem to be missing all of this. To them, only the information--not the humanity--has value for their models. This is not right, but so many of us, lost in a swirl of ceaseless information, will be lulled into thinking that it is. In the new paradigm, we are not so much consulted as tasked with feeding data into the machinery. We perform our humanity, and the machine learns to mimic us. Its goal is to be better at whatever we're doing than we are.

The AI industry has ushered in an era of offshoring that's as irresistible to some people as it is disorienting to others. What's at stake is not just truth or trust, but also a sense of direction, orientation, and purpose for all of us. Do your own research became shorthand for the problem of the internet leading people to ivermectin hawkers and Pizzagate conspiracy theorists. But it could just as easily describe the thrill of autonomy promised by the open internet. We may miss it when we fully reckon with what comes next: a black-box machine of obscure corporate motivation that simply tells us, Here is the answer.
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The Biggest Tell That Something Was Written by AI

Look closely and you'll see that every part of the text is not quite right.

by Eve Fairbanks

Fri, 29 May 2026




A few weeks ago, where I live in Johannesburg, a man ran a stop sign and crashed into my Subaru. At the scene he was frantic, unable to gather his thoughts. Half an hour later, I received a lengthy, perfectly grammatical text from him elegantly explaining how he perceived the crash had happened. For a repair quote, I wrote to a mechanic I know, a man who used to text me in curt phrases riddled with shorthand. I got a response using just the same voice as the man who'd crashed into me--the distinctive voice of AI.

In surveys, people consistently say they distrust AI-generated writing. But that hasn't stopped more and more of us from using it in everyday life--to compose work emails and personal texts, to make shopping lists, even to write scripts for arguments with our spouses. "I feel like I'm going nuts," the writer Jason Koebler complained in the tech outlet 404 Media, under "the cognitive load" of trying to discern whether every piece of text he reads is real or fake.

AI writing is also creeping into our most elite literary spaces--newspapers' opinion sections, books, literary magazines. I edit professionally, often working with authors renowned for their prose. Maybe two months ago, I began receiving a kind of submission I'd never gotten before: perfectly clean, without a stray comma; uniform in length, with evenly paced paragraphs and a distinctive tone that was simultaneously breezy and grandiose. At first I was surprised that people who prided themselves on their writing would turn to AI to write for them. Even six months ago, when I occasionally identified a paragraph in a writer's work that seemed AI-generated, they would apologize.

Now some authors tell me they've embraced AI as a "writing tool," no different from spell-check or a laptop. The phrase is protean and euphemistic, covering everything from using ChatGPT to find a quote to having it compose a long essay based on a two-sentence prompt. The reason for the change is simple: Competition in journalism and academia and grant writing and even YouTube influencing is insanely fierce. The edge goes to those who can stand out in a deluge of content, which is achieved through cleanly packaged messaging and sheer volume. Even professional communicators who are confident in their writing and unsure that AI is a perfect replacement are under increasing pressure to use it, so long as they feel they're doing so within their profession's boundaries. (The Atlantic, for the record, prohibits writers from using AI-generated text unless it's explicitly identified as such.)

People who aren't professional writers are making a similar calculation. AI programs' efficiency in generating smooth, grammatical text is irresistible, whether you need a savvy sentence in a job application or a line of banter on a dating app. AI-generated writing can easily trick readers, especially if they're only skimming. Tutorials exist for how to strip the telltale signs of AI use from your writing: Get rid of em dashes, colons, and of course the now-icky "It's not X; it's Y" formulations.

Read: The typo vibe shift

The problem is that the efficiency and frictionlessness that make AI appealing to writers are the same qualities that make it feel untrustworthy to readers. And readers are right not to trust it. No matter how much we may tell ourselves that AI is just a tool like spell-check, it isn't. When we use AI to flesh out ideas, we lose the most important part of the writing process: thinking.

We tend to believe that efficiency is the highest virtue, the four-hour workweek the ultimate goal. Why sweat over the introductory paragraph of an essay if an AI program can sail over whatever argumentative obstacle you have in the space of 15 seconds? But the effort and the hang-ups are, as they say, a feature of the human thought process, not a bug. When human beings write, we judge ourselves; we stop; we backtrack. In published writing, the traces of this process are erased. But it is the process that makes human writing sensible and meaningful. Many authors describe how, when they've finally hit on the right idea, writing feels like going down a water slide; putting one sentence after another becomes easy.

When writing is hard, it's often not just because we are tired, underfed, or inefficient but because our mind is trying to tell us crucial things. How many draft texts to colleagues or family members have we all stared at in frustration, wondering why they don't feel quite right--until we finally realize that they need to be rethought completely, or not sent at all? When a book I was writing became an almost hopeless grind, I tore up 90 percent of the manuscript; it became a far more honest work for having been halted at a conceptual dead end, forcing me to turn back.

AI can't make that kind of judgment. Even if the companies that design AI programs could make them reason like a human being--a project whose hubris is underrated, given that we don't fully understand the mechanisms behind our own thought processes--they won't. After all, users consistently say they want AI models to be agreeable, compliant. That means AIs are reluctant to do what the voices in our head do all the time: interrogate the validity of our premise; misunderstand us, forcing us to explain better; insist that a query is stupid; refuse to answer a question at all. In a study published in March, a group of Stanford and Carnegie Mellon University scientists found that top AI models affirm their users' ideas 49 percent more than humans do in conversation. They also discovered that participants rated more sycophantic answers as "higher quality" and said a sycophantic attitude made them more likely to use AI again.

So we end up with canned perfection--writing that can't really be argued with, because it has no underlying deliberative reasoning process, no train of thought. As I wrote on X recently, AI writing is almost impossible to edit, because even when it sounds plausible, a closer look will show that every element is equally off: The tone is bland; individual word choices are baffling; the structure lacks sense; key pieces of the argument are missing; facts are false. Working on AI text, as an editor, is like trying to operate on a body whose skin, muscles, veins, bones, and organs are all compromised. There's nothing to leave intact, nowhere to begin.

Read: AI-writing scandals are getting very confusing

Recently I asked ChatGPT Pro--which I paid for to summarize financial spreadsheets; I'm not a hater--whether it was capable of viciously dismantling an argument I'd read about the stock market. "I'm tuned to avoid being casually cruel, contemptuous, or needlessly snide," it explained. "That doesn't mean I can't be sharp, skeptical, funny, or sarcastic ... I can absolutely be dismissive of bad arguments, flabby prose, obvious spin, bureaucratic nonsense, or market delusions wearing a little tech-futurist hat."

I wanted to look under the hood a little, to understand the reasoning behind how the program chose its phrases. "Why would market delusions be wearing a 'little' tech-futurist hat, rather than a big one?" I queried.

The program was incapable of pausing to wonder whether it had chosen the wrong word. Instead, it sought to justify itself in increasingly bewildering ways. "Because 'little' makes it funnier," ChatGPT Pro answered. "The market delusion wants to stride into the room as Prometheus; 'little hat' makes it look like a raccoon that found a conference badge."

Why a raccoon with a conference badge? I pressed. Why not a dog, or a frog?

"Raccoons live in alleys, storm drains, garbage nights, and morally humid environments," it wrote. "Frogs have existential agency, while raccoons have logistical agency. A frog at a VC afterparty seems like an omen. A raccoon at a VC afterparty seems like it got on the guest list ... Think: alley behind a conference hotel, the loading dock of a casino, the VC afterparty where everyone is saying 'alignment' but meaning 'exit liquidity' ... Alignment sounds like ethics, safety, shared goals, humanity, the future. It has dry-cleaned blazer energy ... Exit liquidity is socially clammy."

All of these sentences are grammatically perfect. They also make no sense. And all substantially AI-generated writing is like this, under the hood. ChatGPT Pro agrees, though it has no idea why. "What if I said the whole raccoon thing made no sense as a metaphor?" I asked the program.

"I would agree," it replied, ever servile. "At first, the raccoon worked as a throwaway image ... A metaphor can survive one or two explanatory layers. After that, it starts looking like a raccoon in a trench coat."

This is the kind of communication we're becoming surrounded with. Its infiltration into every domain of our lives can't be stopped. Even people who don't use AI will begin sounding more like it. (A preprint by the Max Planck Institute for Human Development found that in off-the-cuff verbal conversations, such as podcast discussions, people are already exhibiting "a measurable and abrupt increase in the use of words preferentially generated by ChatGPT--such as delve, comprehend, boast, swift, and meticulous.") After all, we remain so much smarter than machines, so much subtler, and thus so much quicker to learn and pick up cultural cues. The difference in how we operate will be extraordinary, and not at all hypothetical. Ten years ago I composed a reconciliatory email to a boyfriend but never sent it, because I couldn't get the phrasing right. Only much later did I realize I simply didn't mean what I'd been trying to write. If I'd had an AI program to help me get over the hump, I'd be married to a different person. A much less suitable one.
 
 Maybe human writing will become like cloth-aged cheese or handloom rugs, an artisanal product created effortfully. Maybe we will come to treasure older writing. Herman Melville, George Orwell, Toni Morrison--all authenticated. Writing like this will be a fossil record for a kind of thought process we buried without realizing it. The other night, as I was drifting off to sleep, a 19th-century poem popped into my head:

Wynken, Blynken, and Nod one night
    Sailed off in a wooden shoe,--
 Sailed on a river of crystal light
    Into a sea of dew.


A children's rhyme, but it had a new beauty.

Or maybe smooth communiques that arrive on time and betray no confusion, doubt, or internal struggle--that polish up our images as affable, efficient, and universally, if superficially, wise--is what we want. But at least we should know what we're sacrificing.
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America Is Missing Out on the Ultimate Mosquito Weapon

Bring on the lasers.

by Ross Andersen

Wed, 27 May 2026




The announcement of the new "air defense" system was issued from Changzhou. A company called Photon Matrix Lab claimed to have developed a new technology for identifying and eliminating deadly threats mid-flight. A video on Indiegogo showed potential buyers how it works: After detecting a mosquito, the device fires off what looks like a blue-violet lightning bolt. When struck, the insect does not just fall straight down, no--it is more satisfying than that: Its body somersaults and tumbles out of the frame, bringing its career of vampiric air raids to a sudden end.

Photon Matrix Lab had my attention. Under normal circumstances, a mosquito lives for just a few weeks, and in that time, its wings will carry it a few miles or so, at most, from the pond or puddle of its birth--but for some reason, I am almost always within range of one. The bugs seem to have a primal knowledge of my whereabouts, and a craving for my blood that goes beyond mere thirst. In a span of minutes, they will perforate my skin 10 times with the dirty needles that protrude from their faces, and each micropuncture will swell up into an insomnia-inducing welt the size of a silver dollar.

We are a secret society, those of us who attract this torment. When we meet one another at a barbecue, we bond over our shared longing for the mosquito's extinction. On behalf of my fellow victims, I decided to look into this new laser to see whether it might really deliver us from misery. I reached out to Photon Matrix Lab to arrange a call.

The mosquito-killing laser was not invented in China. It's as American as the Model T or the Colt Revolver. Lowell Wood, an astrophysicist who was the architect of President Ronald Reagan's Star Wars missile-defense system, first proposed the idea in 2006. He'd been invited to a brainstorm convened by Nathan Myhrvold, a polymath inventor. Myhrvold had served as chief technology officer at Microsoft before founding his own company, Intellectual Ventures, and had remained good friends with Bill Gates, who asked him to look into new technologies that might help prevent malaria.

Myhrvold, now 66 and still the CEO of Intellectual Ventures, is jolly and excitable in conversation. On a video call, he told me that he was immediately drawn to the idea of developing the laser system that Wood had proposed. Myhrvold thought the weapon could be safely used, because mosquitoes are so tiny. He marveled at their paltry biomass: "There's maybe 450,000 of them or 500,000 of them in a pound--whatever it is, that's a shitload of mosquitoes," he said. (In fact, there are about 180,000 mosquitoes in a pound.) Killing just one wouldn't require that much beamed energy, which meant the laser could be fired around people, dogs, and cats.

Read: Notes of a mosquito hunter

At the time, Gates was in his mosquito-net era, having come to realize that the insects are the most dangerous animals on Earth. The diseases they carry kill more of us on an annual basis than snakes, crocodiles, sharks, scorpions, polar bears, and all human murderers combined. The lethal nature of mosquitoes is ancient knowledge, encoded in some of our most sacred texts. In the Book of Exodus, the third deadly plague that God sends against Egypt is described as kinnim, a Hebrew word that is rendered in the King James Bible as "lice"--but which some early Greek translations seem to have taken to mean "mosquitoes." A few thousand years later, mosquitoes remain a plague on six of Earth's seven continents. In the tropics, the bugs will feast on human flesh year-round. In the summer, their range extends close to the poles. I have personally endured unholy swarms of them in the Siberian Arctic.

Myhrvold's team built a prototype of a "laser turret," and he showed it off onstage at a TED conference in 2010. He told me he thought that Disney theme parks, luxury resorts, and sports stadiums might be impressed and buy the turrets for their properties. If some big, early buyer could supply the team with enough revenue that it could keep working on the new technology, Myhrvold figured that it could be made affordable for hospitals and clinics in the developing world too. He also guessed that large farms might be among the early clients, so his team figured out what kind of laser it would take to kill a plague of locusts.

Or perhaps they'd try to tap the "Sharper Image market," on the theory that the people who buy high-end gadgets are the same ones who might derive some thrills from zapping a mosquito. "At the very least, it could be an entertaining conversation piece for someone's Fourth of July barbecue," Myhrvold said. None of it panned out: "We had discussions with potential investors and clients, and we even got some term sheets, but the deals all fell by the wayside."

The mosquito problem is only getting worse. In 1985, a breeding population of the black-and-white Aedes albopictus mosquito hitched a ride on a Japanese tire shipment bound for Texas. Nicknamed the Asian Tiger, it likes to bite ankles, and unlike other mosquitoes, which tend to hunt blood at dawn and dusk, it also does so in the late morning and afternoon. It's a better flyer too, on account of its smaller size; compared with other mosquitoes, which seem to dog-paddle through the air, it has the grace of a hummingbird. By 1990, the Asian Tiger was in 15 states, and it's been spotted in 40 today.

Yet it's China and not the United States that might soon become the world's lone mosquito-laser superpower. Last year, China suffered two of its largest outbreaks of dengue and chikungunya--mosquito-borne illnesses both--in its recent history. The country's citizens tend to be enthusiastic about technology. Chinese scientists have recently tried seeding local ponds and lakes with fish that eat mosquito larvae, and they've deployed aerial drones to follow up on their progress. Lasers are a natural next step.

Read: Your next mosquito repellent might already be in your shower

Jim Wong, the inventor of the Photon Matrix Lab device, was not available for an interview, so I spoke with Lawrence Leng, the company's director of sales. I asked whether the Indiegogo video of insects being lasered was authentic. (Some degree of showmanship has long been part of laser-turret marketing: One of the zapped mosquitoes from Myhrvold's TED showcase was glued to a pin.) Leng claimed that the footage was real. He told me that Photon Matrix Lab has been buying thousands of target-practice mosquitoes from a company that's situated farther up the Yangtze Delta. On TikTok, Photon Matrix posted a video of the device killing the mosquitoes at night and leaving only micro-puffs of smoke behind; the video has been viewed more than 70 million times.

Behind Leng, I could see people walking around in the office. "We now have 10 people in R&D," he said, gesturing in their direction. He noted that the company has received almost 4,000 preorders through Indiegogo, at a price of $638 a device. "They're mostly from your country," Leng told me. "People in America hate mosquitoes so much."

By the time I reached out to Myhrvold, he had already seen the viral videos from China, and he did not seem impressed. "Our laser had a 50-meter range; it was like artillery," he said. The Chinese company claims only that its device can zap mosquitoes up to six meters away. "It's more of a BB gun," Myhrvold said. But that was just his first impression, and he said he'd want to have a closer look at the device before offering a full review.

He may be waiting for a while. Last summer, Photon Matrix Lab announced that its mosquito lasers would start shipping by the end of 2025, but Leng told me that they're not yet in production. He said that the company's design patents have been "approved" by the U.S. and the European Union, but he later clarified that those applications have merely been submitted. The company is also waiting on safety certifications from multiple agencies.

Read: Shazam for mosquitoes

But all hope is not lost for the mosquito-afflicted. Scientists are experimenting with other futuristic technologies, including genetically modifying the insects themselves. A team led by Andrea Crisanti at Imperial College London has used CRISPR to genetically engineer a variant of the African malaria mosquito Anopheles gambiae that could bring that entire species to the brink of extinction. The modified males can produce viable embryos, but some of their female offspring can't bite or reproduce; their male offspring retain the same engineering and would pass the relevant genes to the next generation, and the next. In the lab, this reduced entire colonies to zero within a dozen generations. Luke Alphey, a professor of genetics at the University of York, told me that he's been working on a technique that would make these kinds of interventions hyperlocal--they would wipe out a particular disease-spreading population, not a whole species.

I prefer an abundance-agenda approach to our global mosquito problem. After all, a unique opportunity is now within our grasp. For millennia, mosquitoes have been a problem to be suffered, not solved: Herodotus reported that at night, in the fields along the Nile Delta, the ancient Egyptians would climb into towers that rose above the bug line or, on the water, they'd wrap themselves in fishing nets, which doubled as mosquito netting. This was behavior befitting a superpower 2,500 years ago, but the U.S. and China can go much further. Both countries should be using full-blown industrial policy to fast-track their mosquito-killing technology. If we need an arms race to get it done, so be it. The 21st century will belong to the civilization that vanquishes the mosquito.
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The Latest Toys for Millennial-Parent Guilt

They can be high-tech but, crucially, are "screen-free."

by Ellen Cushing

Wed, 27 May 2026




Bondu is a stuffed dinosaur that speaks 27 languages. It--or, more precisely, the AI chatbot embedded inside it--can also play games, help with homework, and patiently answer a child's questions, even the really inane ones. Its "bedtime mode" includes breathing exercises and stories. Bondu, which costs $300 and comes in four colors, is marketed as a playmate, a confidant, a teacher, a quasi-caregiver. The ads take pains to talk up its safety controls, including an app that allows parents to review the conversations that Bondu is having with their child, as well as its ability to adapt to a child's mood, interests, and age. And they emphasize, repeatedly, that the product is "screen-free."

This is an odd and technicality-laden argument to make about an object that contains the kind of computing power that would have basically been science fiction even a couple of decades ago--sort of like marketing a hand grenade as "bullet-free." But Bondu knows its audience. What the toy is might be less important than what it isn't. In one testimonial posted to Bondu's website, a girl who looks to be about 4 years old chitchats about baby animals with her Bondu, whom she has named Rosie. The video cuts to a mom sitting cross-legged on the floor and smiling into a front-facing camera. "Camryn truly loves sharing about her day with her Bondu," she says. "And I love that it's something she can interact with that isn't a screen."

Screen time can be a problem--the American Academy of Pediatrics says so; many early-childhood educators say so; well-meaning in-laws do too. Unfortunately, screen time also rocks, in that it is about the only way to occupy a child while you wash the dishes or have a little lie-down or go to work or do any of the other necessary or pleasurable activities life demands and invites. The one thing that feels more urgently worse than plopping a kid in front of the TV is the desperation that forces it. And then, later, the guilt.

According to a survey conducted last year by Lurie Children's Hospital of Chicago, roughly half of the polled parents put screens in front of their kids daily, often because of issues securing or paying for child care. An even higher number--62 percent--felt guilty about their children's screen time. In group chats and parent forums, parents admit to letting their kids watch Sesame Street in the kind of hushed tones that might lead you to imagine they're giving their children black-tar heroin for breakfast. Some game out sophisticated avoidance strategies: skipping family gatherings with screen-addled grandparents; specifically choosing schools that ban devices. In the Facebook group "Screen Free Parenting Community," which has more than a quarter of a million members, the mood is something between a radical activist organization and a support group. Last month, one of the moderators posted a freaky video of lobotomized-looking toddlers screaming after their tablets had been taken away. A few posts down, a mother who was a month out from delivering her third child in four years begged for help, or for forgiveness, for letting her toddler watch TV while she was taking care of the newborn. "I feel like an absolute failure," she wrote. "I am scared about the repercussions this will have in the long term on my son. I pray that this isnt too late."

Read: The dumbest phone is parenting genius

Commerce is to anxiety as mosquitoes are to standing water. So here we have a new class of "anti-screen-time" electronic devices that purport to entertain your kid just as much as a screen, without rotting their brain. Bondu is joined by several other stuffies that have been outfitted with large language models, and seem designed to capture children's attention and their attachment. Among them is a teddy bear that tells AI-generated bedtime stories; a saucer-eyed blue thing that employs "interactive AI features that make it feel more alive than a traditional stuffed animal"; an alien that can supposedly comfort a kid through a nightmare; and a plush rocket ship whose chatbot is voiced by the musician Grimes, a self-proclaimed busy mom.

Other products aim to satisfy the longing for screen-free parenting in less invasive and lower-tech ways, though they are still far from analog. The Yoto Player and Toniebox are rival audio devices that play music and short stories. The Tin Can is a Wi-Fi-enabled phone designed to look like a '90s-style landline; since debuting last year, it has regularly had a monthslong waitlist. There is a light-up "screen-free tablet," and a talking robot that will teach your child about STEAM, and an AI-powered "smart" sudoku board that promises "no apps, no tablets, no screen time battles." Major toy manufacturers are now getting into the market, too, adding 21st-century bells and whistles to 20th-century products, presumably in a bid to not be left behind. OpenAI recently announced a "strategic collaboration" with Mattel, and earlier this year, Lego introduced a line of "smart" bricks equipped with speakers, microchips, and LED lights.

No matter the approach, the sales pitch is similar. These toys make a point of eliminating many of the most psychically and aesthetically offensive aspects of phone- and tablet-based entertainment designed for children--the singsongy audio, the bizarrely planed cartoon faces, the abstruse algorithm, the infinite scroll. They are generally priced to convey attainable quality, and they tend to be aggressively marketed on Instagram: As soon as I started researching this story, I was bombarded by advertisements for them, right between the ones I was already receiving for smartphone-addiction tools made for people my age. The ads are careful to stress how educational these toys are, how fun they are--but not so fun that they will distract your toddler from building a meaningful life. If Sesame Street is heroin, this is methadone.



A few weeks ago, I ordered a Yoto. People in the Facebook group love the Yoto, as do many of my friends, and thousands and thousands of other people. I was hoping my son would, too, because, really, what my son loves is the television.

And the tablet. And playing stupid games on my phone while we wait for the subway. Once he stood so close to the TV for so long while I was doing work that I texted an ophthalmologist friend out of fear that he had permanently deep-fried his retinas under my supervision. Another time, he had to be dragged away screaming from a video display at a museum; only afterward did I notice that the exhibit was broken--he was staring slack-jawed at a screensaver. The tablet is the source of his greatest joy (when it is out) and his greatest heartbreak (when we take it away). The video with the screaming tablet kids could have been filmed in my house.

I do not know exactly how to feel about this. Like many of my peers, I grew up transfixed by screens too--but they were small, stuck to a wall or mounted on a desk, and designed to be gathered around as a family. The interaction was passive: no swiping, no skipping, no on-demand viewing, no advanced systems built by rooms full of well-paid people all working diligently to deepen rabbit holes and maximize time spent watching ads. YouTube arrived in 2005, the iPhone in 2007, and the iPad in 2010. In the decade-plus since, entertainment--for both kids and adults--has become much more algorithmic and much more absorbing. People are being directed by the technology, and not the other way around. The devices themselves have become better, more portable, and also completely essential to societal participation.

Read: The attention-span panic

And many of the adults who survived this transformation have begun to wonder what it did to them. They worry that they're no longer able to think independently, live authentically. They fret about their lost ability to spend time productively and uninterruptedly--to read a novel, appreciate a sunset, blast through a spreadsheet at work. In recent years, some adults have started to engage in ostentatious acts of self-restraint to reclaim their attention spans and mental real estate, some by buying dumbed-down products designed to import the functionality but not the itchy pull of a screen.

The people who personally experienced the smartphone revolution are precisely those who now have young kids. They are passing down the anxieties of their generation, like every generation does. The parents with Bricks are buying their kids Tin Cans. They (we) are old enough to remember a different world, and to worry about what kind their children are growing up in. I spend an average of five hours and 22 minutes a day staring into my phone. I love my son's mind more than anything on Earth--the last thing I want is for it to turn out like mine.



The Yoto works a bit like a first-generation iPod and looks a bit like an old-fashioned TV set, the cuboid kind that lived in the family room of my childhood home. (Like many screen-free products, it actually has a screen, just a janky one.) Much of its available narrative content--accessed by inserting playable cards into the device--also reminded me of the TV I grew up with: Although the hundreds of cards available for purchase in Yoto's online store include music, original stories, and adapted children's books, some of the most popular ones evoke IP that a child would know only from screenland--Mickey Mouse, Thomas & Friends, The Wizard of Oz.

That many of these products adopt nostalgic signifiers and model themselves off decades-old tech is intentional, I think, or at least a secret to their success. Of course we want the objects sucking up our kids' attention to at least kind of feel like the ones that used to suck up ours, even if they are equipped with computing power never before possible. Of course we want to be reminded of the good old days, the days before children or adults had to think about screen time.

Those days were defined by a fair bit of benign neglect, and also by the freedom engendered by a life less documented. On average, contemporary parents work much more and parent much more than previous cohorts. Child-rearing has become more intensive, more public, and more competitive. For a certain set of parents, smartphones and the internet ushered in an era not only of always-on work, but also of endless opportunities to compare themselves to others. (The screen-free parents group, after all, is a space made possible by screens.)

Bondu, according to the ads, is useful as a playmate--but it will also get your child to practice piano. Tin Can advertises "no distractions," which sounds appealing except that it's not entirely clear what, exactly, a child needs to worry about being distracted from. Ingesting this sales pitch, I was reminded of the way grown-ups talk about their screen anxiety. The discussion seems to be predicated on two baseline assumptions: that there is a right and wrong way to spend one's time, even when it's for leisure, and that screen-free activities are inherently more noble.

Read: Why are there so many 'alternative devices' all of a sudden?

Gazing at a sunset is good; taking a picture of it for Instagram is bad. Reading a novel on your Kindle is okay; reading it in paperback is better; scrolling BookTok is worse. Katie Davis, who co-directs the University of Washington's Center for Digital Youth, has noticed that many parents who feel guilt about letting their kids engage with screens tend to justify it by emphasizing the screen's educational value. They say things such as, "Oh, but you know, my kid was building worlds in Minecraft and learning to code," she told me, "because that type of thing is supposed to be okay." Many of the people concerned about their screen-wrecked brain's ability to focus at work are putting their kids in front of not-screen screens so that they, the parents, can do more work, probably on a screen. And all the while, they are worrying about their child's future ability to be successful at work, probably also on a screen, probably because of something they read on a screen.

Personally, I don't worry very much about what other parents are doing, nor about my son's competitiveness in the labor market (he's 3). But as I unboxed the Yoto in front of him, chirpily insisting that it was so cool, I did begin to wonder whom I was trying to convince, and of what. He listened to Peter Rabbit--which I first encountered as a picture book, so very long ago--and I thought about inheritance, and about what I was giving to him, and if I'd rather he grew up in thrall to screens or in thrall to screens and also beset by guilt. Then I got distracted by something on my phone and moved on.
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AI-Writing Scandals Are Getting Very Confusing

What counts as an acceptable use of AI has never been fuzzier.

by Will Oremus

Sat, 23 May 2026




Steven Rosenbaum has decided that the real villain behind the bogus quotes in his book is a chatbot. Earlier this week, The New York Times reported that The Future of Truth, Rosenbaum's much-discussed book about how AI shapes reality, contains more than half a dozen fake or misattributed quotes. Rosenbaum pinned some of them on his use of AI. He claimed responsibility for the errors and said he was investigating what went wrong. By the time I spoke with him on Thursday, though, he was pointing his finger elsewhere. ChatGPT "fucked up the book," Rosenbaum said.



Rosenbaum, a media entrepreneur and the executive director of the Sustainable Media Center, said he came to rely on AI tools as both a resource and a conversation partner while he worked on the book (which he also notes in the book's acknowledgments). During our conversation, Rosenbaum struggled to reconcile AI's sometimes staggering capacities with its penchant for head-scratching hallucinations--such as an imaginary quote from the tech journalist Kara Swisher that he included in the book without verifying it. In recent days, he has come to feel "seduced and betrayed" by AI, suggesting at one point that it might have undermined him on purpose. "Depending on your paranoia level, it's either quirky or evil or sneaky," he said.



It's been a rough week for human authorship all around. On Monday, a viral post showed a Nobel-winning novelist seemingly admitting to using AI to sharpen her story ideas, before later claiming she had been misunderstood. On Tuesday, allegations mounted that the Trinidadian author Jamir Nazir had used AI to write "The Serpent in the Grove," which won the Commonwealth Short Story Prize. By Wednesday, two of the other five prize winners had come under similar scrutiny. (The Commonwealth Foundation, which administers the prize, initially said in a statement that it had confirmed that none of the winning writers had used AI. Yesterday, the foundation issued another statement saying it "takes seriously the allegations" and was reviewing the evidence.)

Read: This literary AI scandal changes everything

Since ChatGPT arrived, automated writing has become ubiquitous: A recent working paper estimated that more than half of all new books released on Amazon now contain AI-generated text. Chatbots' prose has generally been good enough to fool schoolteachers and inflate Amazon product ratings--not earn glowing blurbs from prominent authors and win literary prizes. Recently, something has changed. As AI tools have improved and gone mainstream, the technology has penetrated intellectual spaces once thought to be fortified against its advances. This spate of scandals is forcing a fresh reckoning over what to do about the crisis.



One response has been to call for a redoubling of efforts to root out AI writing and reinforce the stigma against it. If shame won't stop people from using AI to do the hard work of writing, maybe ridicule will. In Defector, Patrick Redford derided the "pathetic behavior" of writers who use AI. "You idiots!" he wrote. "Those models are the enemy!"



Treating any use of AI in serious writing as taboo is understandable. Up until now, it's been relatively easy to use the hallmarks of AI-generated prose as a proxy for shoddy writing and thinking. Maybe we can keep that up a while longer. As I read The Future of Truth, I ran across an unusual amount of clunky repetition, formulaic transitions, and perplexing passages. One particularly tinny paragraph begins, "As we delve deeper into the mechanisms of misinformation, it's essential to understand how it not only proliferates but also profits." I ran the 146-word passage through Pangram, an AI-detection tool that is imperfect but reputed to be less flawed, at least, than some others. It registered the writing as 100 percent AI-generated. When I asked Rosenbaum whether he had let AI write any parts of his book, he said, "Absolutely not." When I mentioned the Pangram result, he said, "I'm not going to get into that game."



The bigger challenge may be that "AI writing" is not just one thing. There's a wide spectrum between text that is untouched by machine intelligence and writing that is concocted entirely by a chatbot. At the maximalist end, most of us can agree that a writer wouldn't deserve a prize for typing, "Write a haunting, 3,000-word literary short story set in Trinidad" into Claude and then slapping his name on whatever it spits out. On the minimalist side, it's presumably fine for a writer to do some Googling in the process of researching a piece that is otherwise entirely her own. Then again, what they find may still be imbued with AI: Google search is answering more questions directly via chatbot, and the results are turning up more AI-written web pages. Good information comes from primary sources, not synthetic text.

Generic chatbots have been joined by purpose-built AI research and writing tools that can carry out complex tasks. A growing number of professional writers, following the lead of software developers, openly profess to incorporating AI tools into their workflows. The tech reporter Alex Heath, for instance, trained a version of Claude Cowork to write in his style and crank out first drafts of his stories, as Wired reported in March. My own use of AI is comparatively primitive but worth disclosing here: In line with The Atlantic's internal guidelines, I sometimes use chatbots like a slightly smarter thesaurus to suggest the most apt word to plug into a given sentence, and I occasionally ask them to suggest expert sources on a specific topic. I also use an AI-powered tool to transcribe interviews, backstopped by my own notes.

Read: The human skill that eludes AI

Exactly where to draw the line on acceptable uses of AI is not as obvious as it might seem. In Rosenbaum's case, the scandal can't just be that he used AI while working on his book, because he acknowledged that up front. He got in trouble because he had used AI badly, failing to check its work on a task at which it is famously unreliable. Or consider that The New York Times, which has endured a spate of AI writing scandals, maintains two different standards. Its freelancers can use AI tools for "high-level brainstorming" and almost nothing else. Newsroom employees are encouraged to experiment with what the paper's guidelines tout as "a powerful tool that, like many technological advances before it, may be used in service of our mission." The leading trade group for book authors, the Authors Guild, eschews edicts but warns of the ethical risks of various AI uses.



Condoning AI for research but forbidding any use of its prose might be the most intuitive stance. It is certainly the most convenient: We have no reliable way to tell when AI was used to brainstorm ideas, research facts, or help a writer shape the framing of a story. But as the neuroscientist Tim Requarth pointed out in Slate, it is those hidden uses of AI in the writing process that give rise to our most valid concerns. The real threat the technology poses is not the overuse of the word delve in academic papers or the profusion of strained metaphors in literary fiction. It's that we lose something essential when we outsource to machines the hard work of discovering the truth and interpreting the world around us (or, in the case of fiction, the worlds within us). It's that the biases embedded in language models trained on dubious sources and controlled by tech companies will seep into the narratives that shape our understanding of reality. Are we sure that using AI to turn a phrase is worse than using it to decide what to write about in the first place?

If nothing else, the pileup of scandals should force us to think more precisely about what it is we fear from AI writing. If the problem were simply that it was bad, then its steady improvement would be cause for relief rather than alarm. On the contrary, the problem seems to be that AI tools are getting too good, at least superficially, and that people are placing too much faith in them. Even though Rosenbaum cursed ChatGPT, he told me he couldn't imagine giving it up. That feeling might pose a greater threat to writing than anything he lays out in his book.
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Trump's Approach to Global Leadership

A discussion on the state of negotiations in Iran, what the future may hold for Ukraine, the U.S.'s relationship with Cuba, and more

by The Editors

Sat, 30 May 2026




On a special edition of Washington Week With The Atlantic, David Ignatius, a foreign-affairs columnist at The Washington Post, joined the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss the state of negotiations with Iran, what the future could hold for the war between Russia and Ukraine, and how Trump may view the U.S.'s relationship with Cuba.

A fear is spreading that America's commitment to upholding the promises that underlie NATO and other global alliances is faltering, Ignatius argued last night. "The NATO umbrella is getting pretty tattered, and I don't think Americans appreciate just how dangerous that is," he said. "Other countries will go their own way."

Watch the full episode here.
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Canned Cocktails Will Smash You to the Ground

Americans may be drinking less. But a lot of them are getting drunk faster.

by Nicholas Florko

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




Until recently, cocktails were a rarity at baseball stadiums. Beer was far easier to grab on the go, and getting rowdy fans liquored up was in no one's best interest. Liquor was limited, sometimes exclusively to air-conditioned suites where cosmopolitans could be sipped far from the masses. And yet, on Memorial Day weekend, I found myself squeezed into the stands at Wrigley Field drinking a mai tai, next to a stranger drinking a margarita.

My seatmate and I were having Cutwaters, a line of canned cocktails from Anheuser-Busch. The stadium's beer stand offered canned Long Island iced teas, canned palomas, even canned espresso martinis. Alcohol companies have been trying to make the idea of portable cocktails stick for more than a century, and they have finally succeeded. In 2025, Americans consumed nearly 11 billion servings of ready-to-drink cocktails, according to IWSR, a data firm that tracks trends in the alcohol industry. Depending on your state, you can now buy Cutwaters at CVS, Walmart, and Trader Joe's. A four-pack, which contains about six to eight shots' worth of liquor, will run you $12 or so.

The road to canned-cocktail ubiquity was paved by so-called malternatives: bubbly, fruity, portable drinks that are technically made from a component of beer but taste like nothing of the sort. Whereas early beer alternatives such as Coors Zima never really took off, products such as White Claw found mass appeal in the late 2010s and early 2020s, thanks in part to their low alcohol content; at 5 percent, they seemed like the perfect drink for an American populace that was facing down the reality that drinking is not good for your health. But the new breed of prepackaged cocktails represents a strange inversion. Cutwater, BuzzBallz, and BeatBox--three of the most popular brands--sell sweet, fruity flavors that clock in at 7 to 15 percent alcohol. (Cutwater also sells standard cocktail flavors, including Bloody Mary and "gin Collins.") Even White Claw is getting in on the high-proof canned-drink market: In 2021, the brand launched Surge, an 8 percent version of its signature seltzer.

Read: Why Millennials love canned cocktails

U.S. beer sales still dwarf those of canned cocktails, as evidenced by the plastic pint glasses that littered the stands of Wrigley. But ready-to-drink cocktails have emerged as a rare bright spot for the alcohol industry, which has seen business slump in recent years. Year-over-year sales of premixed cocktails jumped by 40 percent in 2025, according to data from the market-research firm Circana, whereas beer sales were slightly down.

Since the repeal of Prohibition, states have taken care to make sure that liquor is harder to access than other libations because of its high alcohol content. Many states allow hard drinks--including mixed ones--to be sold only at designated liquor stores. States have also historically taxed liquor at a higher rate than beer and wine to discourage consumption.

But the spirits industry has been pushing for change so that it can sell more cans. First, malternatives got around liquor laws because they contained similar ingredients to beer's. Now the Distilled Spirits Council of the United States, which lobbies for liquor companies, is arguing that canned cocktails should be sold anywhere beer is because they can have approximately the same alcohol content as beer (in some cases, a very, very strong beer). In a statement, the council told me that more than half of the ready-to-drink cocktails sold are less than 5 percent alcohol. But the higher-proof options are still selling remarkably well. Anheuser-Busch recently announced that Cutwater, which doesn't make a single drink below 7 percent, is by far the most popular spirit-based canned-cocktail brand.

From the July/August 2021 issue: America has a drinking problem

In the past five years, four states have changed their laws to allow the sale of canned cocktails anywhere beer or wine is sold. (Although states set a cap for how much alcohol can be in a grocery-store canned cocktail, that limit typically allows many high-ABV products to be sold.) Taxes on canned cocktails have also been slashed in multiple states. Meanwhile, BuzzBallz makes both liquor and wine versions of its neon-colored, orb-shaped drinks so that they can be sold in the most settings possible. Jess Scheerhorn, the president of BuzzBallz, told me in an email that this is a "widely adopted practice" across the alcohol industry. She also emphasized that the company supports moderation for drinkers.

The United States' newfound thirst for higher-alcohol drinks is somewhat perplexing: After all, the percentage of Americans who say they do not drink is at an all-time high. Still, most Americans do drink, and as the cost of all sorts of consumer goods goes up, many people are reaching for cheaper versions of their favorite beverages. Canned cocktails fit that bill. Plus, a bright-blue, berry-cherry-limeade-flavored BuzzBall adds a layer of goofiness to heavy drinking that, say, a handle of Fireball lacks. It also looks cuter on Instagram.

Some drinkers might not realize how much booze they're really consuming. People regularly post online about how they threw back two or three Cutwaters and were surprised to find themselves hammered, as if they'd been wholly unaware that they had, in fact, been binge drinking. (Under the official definition, two Pina Colada Cutwaters in two hours lands squarely in binge-drinking territory.) Some videos are recorded from hospital beds. In one TikTok with nearly 400,000 likes, a woman suggests that Cutwater gets its customers so destroyed because its products are secretly cut with fentanyl. (They are not.) A spokesperson for Anheuser-Busch told me in an email that the company "has a longstanding commitment to responsible drinking, and we market our products responsibly." (White Claw's parent company did not respond to a request for comment.)

Read: Not just sober-curious, but neo-temperate

To be fair, the amount of liquor in these drinks is not a secret. Most alcoholic beverages list their strength on the package, and Cutwater cans additionally advertise the number of shots of liquor in each can. But Cutwaters have become so notorious for causing accidental blackouts that drinking an entire four-pack has become its own social-media challenge. The White Claw generation, used to pounding cans of seltzers at backyard barbecues and feeling nothing more than a light buzz, doesn't yet seem to understand how to responsibly partake in these new products. People may see having one can of cocktail versus multiple boozy seltzers as moderating their drinking, Marten Lodewijks, the president of IWSR, told me. (They may also think they're making a healthier choice by taking in fewer calories.) "Consumers often use packaging as a shortcut for what counts as a single serving or socially acceptable amount," Logan Pant, a marketing professor who has studied consumers' perception of alcohol, told me in an email.

The problem, in short, might be the can. I knew how much liquor was in my mai tai, but as the Cubs game slowed down around the fifth inning, I decided to have another. Even though I knew that this wasn't the best choice for a Saturday afternoon, I took some solace in the fact that I had only two empties at my feet.
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The U.S. Is Winging This Ebola Outbreak

By responding to this outbreak independently, the U.S. is showing the limits of that approach.

by Katherine J. Wu

Thu, 28 May 2026




By the time African health officials confirmed the world's latest Ebola outbreak, the epidemic had already spilled from the Democratic Republic of the Congo into neighboring Uganda. Within two days, the World Health Organization declared the outbreak a public-health emergency of international concern. Less than two weeks later, the potential case count has risen past 1,000, including more than 230 deaths, and 10 other African countries have been designated at risk of being swept into the crisis.



Countries and health coalitions from around the globe have quickly mobilized funds, medical resources, and personnel to the region. But one nation has been conspicuously absent from the core of the international response. Prior to January, when the United States officially withdrew from the World Health Organization, it was one of the coalition's largest, richest, and most prominent partners, and its biggest funder. Now it has sidelined itself--limiting the potential effect any of its actions will have.



Were the U.S. still a member of the WHO, its federal health officials likely would have been able to start responding to the crisis sooner and better positioned to direct resources where they were most needed; were USAID still intact, its officials would have been in Congo, managing the outbreak before it ballooned. As things stand, American health officials did not learn of the epidemic until nine days after the WHO did. (When reached for comment, a State Department spokesperson wrote over email that the U.S. began its response within 24 hours of hearing about the outbreak and argued that "the WHO's delay in informing the world of concerns until May 15 had a grave impact.") Even as the U.S. has leaped into action, it has remained on the outskirts of the primary effort to control this outbreak.



American leaders "are not doing nothing," Lawrence Gostin, a global-health-law expert at Georgetown University, told me. The U.S. government has announced that it is dispatching more than $160 million in emergency and humanitarian funds to contend with Ebola on the ground, deploying CDC personnel and a disaster-assistance-response team to the region, and bankrolling "up to 50" Ebola-treatment units in affected areas. Yet to public-health experts around the world, the U.S. response looks siloed, uncoordinated, and ultimately less effective than it would otherwise be. When one country holds itself at arm's length from other global-health actors during an international crisis, "at best it wastes resources," Jennifer Nuzzo, the director of the Pandemic Center at Brown University School of Public Health, told me. "At worst it winds up conflicting with or impeding the work of others."







For this particular Ebola outbreak, the margin for error is even slimmer than usual. The viral strain causing the epidemic, Bundibugyo, is frequently missed by standard field tests and lacks both treatments and licensed vaccines. Local and international health officials were weeks late responding to it, which allowed the virus to spread more widely. Many regions of Congo, including ones at the center of the outbreak, have been fragmented by intensifying armed conflict, which has weakened health infrastructure. And the Trump administration's gutting of domestic and international public-health infrastructure increased the region's fragility, cut down on available health personnel, and likely delayed the initial detection of Bundibugyo, researchers told me.



Situations this dire, Nuzzo said, call for an incident-command system, in which roles are carefully delegated "so we aren't showing up and stepping on the toes of others who are already in the area." American leaders are still communicating with relevant countries to some degree--setting up bilateral financial agreements, for instance, with Congo and Uganda. The government also has contributed to an emergency-response fund through the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs and is working with "implementing partners, Africa CDC, and technical channels on the ground," according to the State Department spokesperson; Andrew G. Nixon, the deputy assistant secretary for media relations at the Department of Health and Human Services, wrote in an email that the U.S. has "activated an aggressive, coordinated response."



Meanwhile, the WHO, a UN agency that marshals responses across its nearly 200 member nations, is spearheading collaborative efforts on a much larger scale and leveraging its own technical expertise--capabilities that the U.S. does not have on its own. The Trump administration has also reportedly placed restrictions on the number of federal health officials who can attend virtual WHO meetings.



As a result, the U.S. is now a side channel to the main event, risking redundancies through its bespoke response. "You're going to get massive confusion and duplication," Salim Abdool Karim, who chairs Africa CDC's Emergency Consultative Group, told me. (The WHO did not respond to requests for comment.)



The WHO has never been the sole or perfect arbiter of public-health response. In recent years, experts have criticized aspects of the WHO's delayed responses both to the Ebola outbreak that began in 2014 and to COVID-19. (When justifying the U.S.'s withdrawal from the WHO, the White House specifically cited the organization's "mishandling of the COVID-19 pandemic." President Trump has also said that the WHO asked the U.S. to contribute too much money, insisting that "World Health ripped us off.") But few agree with U.S. leaders that improving global health involves withdrawing from the organization. As Ebola rips through Congo and threatens to overflow into neighboring regions, coordination is the only viable path--and the WHO is the main channel through which coordination occurs. "Trying to imagine how you would do this response without WHO? It boggles my mind," Abdool Karim said. Yet that's exactly what the U.S. is now attempting to do.







As things stand, Gostin, who has been in constant contact with colleagues in Congo and at the WHO, said that he and many of his fellow public-health experts have little knowledge of what actions that U.S. officials have actually taken. Some of the government's choices so far also seem incongruous with the region's needs. For instance, funneling so many early-response resources into Ebola-treatment units--which are extremely expensive--makes "absolutely no sense," Courtney Blake, who helped lead the USAID response to the Ebola outbreak that began in 2014, told me. Treatment units, although important, represent a late line of defense, Blake said, because they do little to halt the virus's spread. Top officials in Uganda's Ministry of Health have also expressed confusion about the American contribution to the outbreak response, at one point last week saying that the ministry hadn't communicated with the U.S. about treatment centers at all.



Those resources, Blake and others told me, could be better focused on efforts that would directly slow viral transmission--including PPE dispersal, testing, quarantining, and community engagement. And this morning, the State Department did announce that some of its allocated funds would help its "implementing partners" with "PPE procurement and delivery, border screening and surveillance, contact tracing, and diagnostics supplies." Several experts also emphasized the importance of local communication: In the past week, two Ebola-treatment centers have been set on fire by protesters, in at least one case because family members of a man suspected to have died from the virus had been prohibited from retrieving his body. (The Ugandan Ministry of Health and Congo Ministry of Public Health did not respond to requests for comment.)



But what the U.S. actions add up to hasn't been apparent to the experts I spoke with. "Is there a big-picture strategy?" Mohammad Karamouzian, an infectious-disease epidemiologist at the University of Toronto's Dalla Lana School of Public Health, told me. "Or are they just trying to show they are doing something?" Any attempt to limit the virus's spread is now more difficult, too, because "arguably the biggest implementation force on the ground in the region is gone," Karamouzian said--namely, USAID.



The State Department has started to reconstitute some of the humanitarian resources that the Trump administration previously rendered defunct, Paul Spiegel, the director of the Johns Hopkins Center for Humanitarian Health, told me, by setting up a Bureau of Disaster and Humanitarian Response in the State Department and reassembling disaster-assistance-response teams. The department's spokesperson argued that USAID reform has not undermined the country's Ebola response and said that the U.S. responded faster to this outbreak than USAID did to similar outbreaks in 2014 and 2018. (Blake pointed out that although international emergencies were declared later for those epidemics--which grew more slowly than this one--USAID officials were already in the region, available to mount a local response, when those outbreaks began.)



Ultimately, though, the U.S. has been very clear about where its priorities lie--with its own interests. At a recent press conference, Secretary of State Marco Rubio said, "We don't want anyone dying or being affected by Ebola, but our No. 1 priority will always be making sure it doesn't come to the United States." The Trump administration has put in place multiple travel restrictions aimed at keeping Ebola out of the U.S. And although in the past, Americans caught up in dangerous outbreaks have been flown home to be monitored and treated, during this Ebola epidemic, the U.S. has instead evacuated ill and exposed Americans to Germany and the Czech Republic and is standing up a makeshift quarantine center--for Americans specifically--in Kenya.



This "America First" stance has stoked anger among some communities in Congo, Leslie Roberts, an epidemiologist at Columbia University, told me, and where Americans were once welcomed as public-health allies, they are now seen as enemies. If a main part of the U.S. strategy is to coordinate directly with national health ministries, this depends on those ministries wanting to coordinate--which is not always possible in countries that have poor diplomatic relations with the U.S.
 
 In the past, such as during a 2023 outbreak of Marburg virus in Equatorial Guinea, the U.S. depended on WHO relationships with other countries' ministry of health, Beth Cameron, a former global-health-security adviser for USAID, told me. Coordinating through the WHO means that individual nations don't need to scramble to remake such connections, or forge them anew, to confront each challenge. Inevitably, in some future outbreak, the U.S. will find that its isolation has left it unprepared to protect even itself.
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This Ebola Outbreak Will Be Hard to Contain

The world is already playing catch-up to a deadly disease.

by Katherine J. Wu, Hana Kiros

Tue, 19 May 2026




Updated at 6:24 p.m. ET on May 19, 2026


Quite abruptly, the world has jolted into another infectious-disease crisis. On Friday, Africa CDC confirmed a new Ebola outbreak, centered in the Democratic Republic of the Congo; within two days, the World Health Organization declared the epidemic a public-health emergency of international concern. The virus, which has also spread to Uganda, is suspected to have sickened more than 500 people and killed more than 130--counts that suggest to experts that it has been spreading largely undetected in the region for several weeks, if not months.  





Central and West Africa have weathered dozens of Ebola outbreaks before. But this new epidemic has already surpassed most others in size, and "my projection is that it will get worse before it gets better," Nahid Bhadelia, the director of Boston University's Center on Emerging Infectious Diseases, told us. The global-health backdrop is simply different in 2026, largely the result of a series of public-health decisions made by the United States in the past year and a half--among them, dismantling USAID, withdrawing from the WHO, and ousting infectious-disease experts en masse from the CDC, which remains without a permanent director. As things stand, the outbreak has already reached a point at which experts feel certain it will be very difficult to contain. The world's fractured global-health community is now playing a lethal game of catch-up with an extremely dangerous virus.





Experts suspect that a number of epidemiological factors helped the crisis quickly swell in size, mostly under the radar. The outbreak so far centers on two mining towns--Mongbwalu and Rwampara--in a region of the DRC where access to health care is inconsistent and traffic in and out is high. During a press conference on Saturday, Jean Kaseya, the director general of Africa CDC, described the area as "very vulnerable and fragile." Relatively remote regions with high mobility and porous borders can be ideal settings for viruses to spread unnoticed, especially for pathogens such as Ebola, whose early symptoms can resemble those of typhoid and malaria, also endemic to the region. Those parts of the DRC have been plagued by civil unrest and intense armed conflict, raising substantial barriers for sick people to seek care and access tests, Krutika Kuppalli, a Dallas-based infectious-disease physician who ran an Ebola treatment unit in 2014, told us.





The strain driving the outbreak, known as Bundibugyo, is hard to catch and challenging to fight. Rapid diagnostic tests for more common versions of Ebola--the ones most readily deployed--often miss it; early test results using these tools came back negative. The epidemic's hot spot is also far from the main DRC-based microbiological laboratories that do more precise testing, prolonging the time from sampling to confirmation, Boghuma Titanji, an infectious-disease physician at Emory University, told us. To compound the challenges, Bundibugyo has no approved vaccines or treatments. According to The New York Times, the local response may have been lacking as well: Officials in Ituri province, at the center of the outbreak, were slow to report the first patients to show concerning symptoms, and didn't immediately dispatch test samples to Kinshasa, the capital.





But a strong international response is a crucial partner to a domestic one. When Ebola has sparked outbreaks in the past--including the recent, record-breaking one that began in 2014 and reached 28,000 cases--USAID and the CDC, in coordination with the WHO, played instrumental roles in the global response, including detection and early containment. "During the first Trump administration, when they were faced with a situation comparable to this, they did a pretty good job of it," Jeremy Konyndyk, who led the U.S. government's humanitarian response to Ebola under President Obama during the 2014 outbreak, told us. In 2018, for instance, the Trump administration sent teams from USAID and the CDC to the DRC within days of an Ebola outbreak being declared. The CDC collaborated with the WHO to distribute experimental, single-dose Ebola vaccines.





But under the second Trump administration, which has disparaged public health, cut foreign aid, and demeaned vaccines and other crucial components of the infectious-disease tool kit, U.S. support for global health has been severely weakened, sapping surveillance networks, laboratories, and health-care response teams of resources and personnel. In 2024, some $1.4 billion of the DRC's foreign aid--more than 70 percent--came from the U.S.; that number has since plummeted, a loss that has kneecapped local health delivery. (In a January 2025 executive order, the White House justified the U.S.'s withdrawal from the WHO by criticizing its "mishandling of the COVID-19 pandemic" and failure to reform.)





The Trump administration's early freezes on USAID funding compromised the DRC's ability to deliver medicine to rural clinics, which are typically funneled through pharmacies via a USAID-supported pipeline, as the physician Celine Gounder wrote; those aid cuts also happened around the time that a local rebel group known as M23 took over a province that houses a major humanitarian operation for the eastern DRC, compounding aid groups' difficulties. Local mortality rates have since skyrocketed, likely from infectious diseases, including ones that can resemble Ebola in symptoms--which, in the case of an outbreak, has made it that much more difficult "to identify the signal from the noise," Bhadelia told us.





More recently, the U.S. delivered another blow to the DRC. This year, the State Department declined to renew funding for more than 100 foreign-aid programs that the department classified internally as lifesaving. One program under that umbrella, providing "vital emergency health" support in the region where the outbreak is occurring, had its U.S. funding end in March, according to an internal State Department document reviewed by The Atlantic.





In February, the U.S. did commit to supporting health in the DRC in some form: The two countries agreed on a strategic health partnership, to cover infectious disease and other expenditures--though that deal includes just $900 million of U.S. aid, spread over the next five years. This week, the State Department also announced that it would mobilize additional funds to support outbreak containment. (The White House, CDC, State Department, and WHO did not respond to requests for comment at the time of this story's publication.)





Ultimately, though, the U.S.'s withdrawal from the WHO has still meant that the organization lost its largest funder and one of its most prominent partners in global health, shrinking its capacity to respond to any crisis. And the U.S.'s posture toward global health and foreign aid is now substantially more hostile. A senior State Department official told us that the WHO has been excluded from receiving humanitarian funding from State--which he described as "a major constraint for emergency health programming." (The official requested anonymity out of fear of retribution for speaking publicly.)





Amid the U.S.'s pullback, other high-income countries have stepped in to help. The European Union, for instance, has announced that it has personal-protective-equipment stockpiles ready to deploy to the region. After decades of battling Ebola, West and Central Africa also have plenty of experience to leverage, including in the absence of typical American assistance: This past December, the DRC declared the end of a separate Ebola outbreak. But the U.S.'s absence from the WHO is especially apparent in conditions of crisis. Under an administration that was friendlier to global public health, "we may have quicker mobilization of resources," simply because more of them would already be there, Bhadelia said.





In the days since the outbreak was declared, the U.S. government has indicated that it is willing to respond in some capacity. The CDC has held press conferences and announced a travel ban on people returning from the DRC, Uganda, and South Sudan; agency staff based in the DRC and Uganda are assisting with contact tracing and local border screening.





Experts also told us that the country's ongoing participation in the recent hantavirus cruise-ship outbreak may bode well: At the very least, American public-health officials are still coordinating with international colleagues. Still, "CDC's capacity to respond is substantially lower than it was a year and half ago," Tom Frieden, a former CDC director and the president and CEO of Resolve to Save Lives, a global-health nonprofit, told us.





In the meantime, the Ebola outbreak already has spread to multiple countries, and the virus has been detected in regions separated by hundreds of miles; cases have also been reported in some densely populated regions, heightening the risk for further spread. Experts are still trying to suss out when and how, exactly, the virus moved from one place to the next. In all likelihood, the epidemic is even larger than what's been reported, with many cases still transmitting without notice. Ebola is "very unforgiving," Frieden told us. "The response has to be close to be perfect" to bring the virus to heel; missed cases mean missed contacts--and lead to more clusters, more deaths, and more chaos. To begin the response this belatedly only lengthens the road to resolution.





"The loss of the chains of transmission is what concerns me most," Bhadelia said. Ideally, an outbreak would be contained in part through careful contact tracing of all individuals who might have been exposed to infectious people. But the larger an outbreak grows, the less possible that becomes--especially with fewer on-the-ground resources than usual. In recent memory, the U.S.'s leadership and coordination with the WHO were "absolutely essential" for managing the world's largest Ebola outbreak to date, Frieden said; now the U.S. has "walked away, and that's a real problem." The clearest remedy to an outbreak like this is for the world to collaborate on limiting the damage. But that's precisely the commitment that American leaders have reneged on.




This article originally misspelled Jeremy Konyndyk's last name.
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The Looming College-Enrollment Death Spiral

<span>After many decades of democratization, higher education could once again become a luxury good.</span>

by Jeffrey Selingo

Sun, 12 Apr 2026




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

The "demographic cliff" is upon us. The number of teenagers graduating from American high schools peaked last year. It will begin declining this spring and keep falling steadily through at least 2041. The trend is more of a downward slope than an abrupt falloff, but the gradient is steep and represents a crisis to colleges dependent on filling classroom seats and dorm beds. The United States currently has about 4,000 colleges. According to a recent study from the Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia, about 60 are closing on average each year; that number could double in any given year if the bottom falls out of enrollment.

If the harm were only to the institutions forced to close because they're running out of customers, that would be unfortunate but not tragic. But the causality runs in the other direction too, as students who otherwise would have gone to college find themselves with no viable option in the place where they live. American higher education has long consisted of two markets: one where high-achieving, typically affluent students compete for seats at national universities, and one where mostly middle- and lower-income students stay closer to home. Members of the first group will be fine even as college closures accelerate. The second group will suffer. After many decades of democratization, higher education could once again become a luxury good.

Over the past half century, as more teenagers have enrolled in higher education, what was once mostly a local business has become national, especially for top students, whose sense of distance has gradually shifted. Campuses that once felt far away now seem closer, thanks first to interstate highways, then to discount airlines, and then to technology. Parents in the 1980s might have talked to their college kid on a dorm-floor pay phone once every few weeks, if they were lucky. Today's parents can text and FaceTime their kids multiple times a day.

Even so, roughly half of students at four-year colleges still attend one within 50 miles of home. The result is a market divided into two: one built on national brands that attract high-performing students from everywhere, and another that serves a local and regional population of place-bound students. Those two markets have hardened in recent years. Applications to the roughly five dozen campuses that accept fewer than 20 percent of applicants have skyrocketed, from nearly 800,000 two decades ago to more than 2.35 million today. This is largely why the admissions process feels so much more competitive to parents who went to college in the '80s and '90s. The pool of top students hasn't grown that much. What's changed is that the top students from Los Angeles and Chicago and Atlanta and Buffalo are now applying to the same schools, where the size of the freshman classes have barely budged since the '70s. And each student is applying to more of these schools.

Rose Horowitch: The Harvard of the South ... of the West?

As they lost more and more local students to national universities, regional colleges found ways to stay afloat. They expanded access for underrepresented groups, added programs and amenities to attract students who might have skipped college otherwise, and partnered with the private sector to reach new markets online and internationally. For a long time, they could count on finding enough teenagers to fill their freshman class.

That era is over. Undergraduate enrollment nationwide has mostly been falling since 2011, even before the demographic cliff. Now, with fewer 18-year-olds in the pipeline, the enrollment machine at local and regional campuses is running out of fuel.

If you overlay a map of where colleges are located with projections of high-school graduates, you'll notice an immediate disconnect with supply and demand. The Northeast and the Midwest have the highest density of college campuses but will also see some of the biggest declines in the number of high-school graduates by the 2040s. In all, 38 states are projected to see a drop in the number of graduates. Only 10, most of them in the South, will experience growth.

Unlike a Home Depot or a McDonald's, colleges can't simply relocate when the nearby population shrinks. "When local options start to disappear, it can start a downward spiral," Nicholas Hillman, a professor at the University of Wisconsin at Madison who studies the geography of higher education, told me. Colleges come to resemble zombie malls with fewer majors and students, eventually ending up in a doom loop they can't escape.

In 2022, Pennsylvania merged six schools in the 14-campus Pennsylvania State System of Higher Education into two new institutions. "We were built and operating as if we still had 120,000 students, when in reality we only had 85,000," Daniel Greenstein, the former chancellor of the system who oversaw the merger, told me. The merger preserved some physical presence, but at a cost, Greenstein said. Students who wanted to be on a campus could be, but many advanced courses with small enrollments and specialized faculty would be offered solely online.

Such hybrid options might work for some place-bound teenagers, but online courses aren't a replacement for most teenagers right out of high school. "If you're an 18-year-old and can't go the traditional route, you're probably not going to choose a degree program of any kind," Michael Koppenheffer, a vice president at EAB, an enrollment consulting firm, told me. Only about 16 percent of undergraduates ages 15 to 23 took classes for their entire degree fully online in 2019-20, the most recent numbers available from the Department of Education.

When local options for a campus-based experience disappear, so do students in higher education overall. The share of American teenagers enrolling in college after high school has dropped from a high of 70 percent in 2016 to 62 percent in 2022, the most recent year available. A lack of nearby options is one reason fewer high-school graduates are going straight to college, Hillman told me.

At the high school that I graduated from, in northeastern Pennsylvania, about 55 percent of graduates now go on to college. But the options around them have narrowed considerably since my childhood. The nearby Penn State campus is set to shut down in 2027, one of seven the university is closing around the state because of falling enrollment. Several neighboring private colleges also face financial challenges as they attract fewer students.

When enrollment falls, campuses shut down. And when campuses disappear, enrollment falls further, because the local students most likely to attend those institutions lose a nearby option. A vicious cycle emerges, and the worry is that the demographic cliff combined with campus closures will drive the number of college-going students only further downward. "When you close the campus, you lose the students who would have gone there," Hillman said.

U.S. higher education is rooted in the nation's founding and in the migration patterns that followed over the next two centuries. The spread of colleges into towns and cities across the country, which put a degree within reach of a growing share of the public, is one of the triumphs of postwar America. In the 1960s, Ohio's governor, James Rhodes, outlined his vision of establishing a college within 30 miles of every resident and set about building regional campuses of large public universities across the state. He was mapping a future for a nation on the move, one with an ever-expanding higher-education system. We're now at risk of the process playing out in reverse.
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The Ordinary Miracle of Existing

Being alive at all is the most extraordinary stroke of good luck any of us will ever experience.

by Alan Lightman

Tue, 02 Jun 2026




On the northwestern shore of Africa, some 150 miles south of the Canary Islands, the coastline slightly bulges in a pimple known as Cape Bojador. For Europeans in the early 15th century, Cape Bojador marked the boundary between the known and the unknown. North of the cape was civilization and the cities of light. South were the mystical lands of Africa and the Mare Tenebrosum, the "Sea of Darkness." Ancient notions, dating back to Ptolemy, claimed that Africa was surrounded by boiling seas filled with giant creatures, whirlpools, and perpetual darkness. No sailor had ventured south of Cape Bojador and returned.

The challenge was taken up by Prince Henry of Portugal. Between 1424 and 1434, he sent 14 ship expeditions to round the perilous cape. None succeeded. All turned back from fear or foul weather. Yet the unknown beckoned.

Undeterred, Henry dispatched the explorer Gils Eannes for a 15th attempt. This time, Henry's man succeeded in rounding the cape, giving it a wide berth and steering far to the west. As he turned south, Eannes looked back over his shoulder and was astonished to realize that he had left the dreaded cape behind. On his next trip, the explorer landed in a bay many miles to the south. There, he saw footprints of humans, camels ...

Prince Henry the Navigator was a pioneer in what historians have called the Age of Discovery. His triumph allowed improved mapmaking, new understanding of coastlines and ocean currents, and the opening of new trade routes. Most important, Prince Henry enlarged our perspective. He enlarged our concept of the world--not only of geography but also of our place in new lands and seas, our possibilities. Indeed, one can view all of human history (our art, our science, our exploration, our invention) as a gradual increase in perspective, of ourselves and of the world.

Perspective begins at a young age. Toddlers first begin using words such as me and mine around the age of 2, showing an awareness of themselves as separate from the outside world. Shortly thereafter, conscious exploration and discovery begins: Parents and caretakers at first, then the nursery, then the house, then the neighborhood. Little by little, we humans gain an understanding of what the world contains. We socialize, we read, we travel, we experience. But, in hindsight, our perspective remains highly limited. A significant minority of Americans--more than 20 percent--have never traveled abroad. More than half of us live in the same state where we were born.

Read: The algorithm that makes preschoolers obsessed with YouTube

Over the span of less than a century, discoveries in astronomy and biology have expanded our perspective almost beyond comprehension, if not as individuals, then at least as a human civilization. We have learned that our solar system sits on the outskirts of an enormous galaxy of a hundred billion stars called the Milky Way. And the size of our galaxy is practically inconceivable. It takes a light ray, which travels at a speed of 186,000 miles a second, 100,000 years to cross from one end of the Milky Way to the other. Other galaxies--many other galaxies--exist too. The mind reels from trying to imagine such expanse. Think of an ant in New York City contemplating a trip to San Francisco. Our houses, our roads and bridges, our cities are a speck in the cosmos, a dust mote, one grain of sand on a vast beach.

We have also enlarged our concept of time in the cosmos. We have learned that the universe began about 14 billion years ago. That's about one hundred million human lifetimes ago. Just as our entire planet is a speck in the cosmos, our individual lives are fleeting moments in the grand unfolding of time. And, as the Buddhists always emphasize, everything is impermanent. Everything passes away. The ancient cities of Sumeria and Egypt are long gone, as are the temples of ancient Greece and Rome. Tenochtitlan, the capital of the Aztec empire; Port Royal of Jamaica; the English coastal village of Dunwich. All gone. All that we see around us today will one day be gone. Against this backdrop of history, on Earth and in the cosmos, our individual lives are brief flickers in the chasms of time.

It is hard to imagine such a cavernous theater we find ourselves in. But it is even more difficult to fathom how unique each of us is, how improbable, how lucky to be alive at all. Advances in biology have shown that the instructions for creating each individual human being are encoded in a set of molecules called DNA. Far more possible arrangements of human DNA exist than there are atoms in the observable universe--each arrangement corresponding to a different human being. One of those many possible arrangements is each of us.

Or consider the process of conception, when a single egg unites with a single sperm. Each human female has about 300,000 eggs during the fertile period of her life. Each male ejaculation has about 300 million sperm. Thus each conception contains about a hundred thousand billion different possible combinations of DNA. In other words, there are a hundred thousand billion unique and different human beings that could result from each procreation event. Only one of those possible combinations led to each of you reading this article at this moment. Here's a way to visualize that extremely tiny fraction. If you took a very long ruler that stretched from here to the planet Pluto, one inch of that distance would be you. The rest of the distance would be other possible human beings that could have been, but never were. Each of us has won a lottery with a hundred thousand billion different players.

Being alive at all is the most extraordinary stroke of good luck we will ever experience. Yet it is the easiest to overlook, to take for granted. We wake up in the morning, have our coffee, make breakfast, send the kids off to school, go to our jobs, move through our routines, worry about deadlines, check off items on our to-do list. And we forget that beneath all of it lies something profoundly rare: existence itself. The simple fact that we are here, conscious and aware, is so unlikely that it borders on the miraculous. Because we experience that miracle every day, we treat it as ordinary, even guaranteed, mostly unnoticed at all. We postpone joy, assuming there will always be more time. We don't see the beauty in small moments. We simply go about the business of life, without taking a second to notice life itself. In making this comment, I am aware that in the time-driven, frantic pace of our world today, many people do not have the luxury of pausing to take stock of such moments.

There is a little more to the story. There will never be another you in the future of the universe. (Some apologies are due to Buddhists and Hindus, who believe in rebirth, but even the reborn individual is not the same.) From the distant past, billions of years ago, to the distant future, billions of years ahead, the universe will never see another one of you.

It is almost impossible to wrap our heads around such things. We could not have had this grand perspective as recently as a century ago. And we have found it not through Prince Henry's ships but through our laboratories, our telescopes, and our minds. So the question is: What are we to make of the fantastically improbable fact of our existence, our moment of life? Or, as Mary Oliver asks in the last lines of her poem "The Summer Day": "Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?"

Read: 'Attention is the beginning of devotion'

I can speak only for myself. First of all, gratitude ought to replace entitlement. Gratitude not only for my great good fortune in a long chain of accidents, but gratitude to the individual human beings who have helped me along the way. Some years ago, I went to a Buddhist meditation retreat and learned about the concept of the "retinue," a constellation of mentors that one imagines hovering nearby. Attempting to put this beautiful idea into practice, I collected the photographs of a couple dozen people who have guided me in my life--parents, high-school teachers, college teachers, music teachers, rabbis, colleagues. Some had already passed away. I made a poster of the images and hung it above my desk. Each day, I look up at the poster and give gratitude. It seems like a simple thing, but the gesture helps me position myself in the world, helps me slow down and take a moment to acknowledge my good fortune as the recipient of caring attention and the good fortune of simply being alive.

Two millennia ago, the Roman emperor and philosopher Marcus Aurelius understood the fragility of life when he wrote in his Meditations: "Whatever you do, whatever you project, so do and so project as one who may at this very moment depart out of this life." With my one brief moment, I can try to make the world a slightly better place. Gratitude without action is empty. The mentors hovering above my desk all gave me something. Although I cannot return the favor to each of them individually, I can return it to the world. I can attempt to pass on the kindness and good faith and caring.

There is an irony here. As each of us dwindles in size by comparison to the cosmic stretches of space and of time, our individual lives, our improbable existence becomes more and more important. With the understanding of my great good fortune, I also feel a sense of responsibility. But to whom, or to what, am I responsible? Not the universe, which is without mind. And not the huge number of human beings who could have been but never were. I can hardly be responsible to people who do not exist. I believe it is a responsibility to myself--to not waste my precious life. In the immense hallways of time and of space, out of the fantastic number of potential lives and the infinite chain of accidents that led to this moment, I am here. I breathe. I see. I feel. I experience this grand spectacle of a cosmos I find myself in. That is not a thing to be wasted, or left unobserved.

Early in the 20th century, the Alsatian philosopher and polymath Albert Schweitzer introduced a concept he called Ehrfurcht vor dem Leben, which translates to "Reverence for Life." According to Schweitzer's autobiography, one day in 1915, while traveling on a river in Africa, the 40-year-old witnessed, all at once, the sun shimmering on the water, the background of tropical forest, and a herd of hippopotamuses basking on the banks of the river. Suddenly, he felt "the reverence for life." Later, Schweitzer put it this way: "I am life that wills to live in the midst of other life that wills to live."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/philosophy/2026/06/the-ordinary-miracle-of-existing/687351/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Trump Administration Is Done With Social Science

The National Science Foundation division that covers social, behavioral, and economic sciences is in the crosshairs.

by Hana Kiros

Sat, 30 May 2026




In the summer of 1945, four days after Japan's official surrender and a few weeks into the Atomic Age, President Harry Truman began floating the idea of an agency guided by "the free intelligence of the scientist" that would fund investigations into how the world works. As of 2024, the agency that Truman had envisioned, the National Science Foundation, supplied about one in every 10 federal research dollars going to U.S. universities. Its Social, Behavioral, and Economic Sciences division funds roughly 63 percent of academic research in the psychological and social sciences, according to the NSF.



The Trump administration now seems determined to shrink the NSF--and to quash its ability to fund social sciences. The Trump administration has proposed cutting the agency's budget in half and eliminating the SBE division altogether in the next fiscal year. Congress would need to approve those changes, and it may not: Last year, when President Trump also requested drastic cuts to the NSF, Congress rejected them and warned the White House against cutting federal research dollars for any one division by more than 5 percent. But already, change has come. On April 24, Trump fired all 22 members of the NSF's board, which must approve any major changes at the agency. They have not been replaced. (The NSF did not respond to requests for comment.)



The outlook is especially grim for social sciences. In response to a detailed list of questions, the White House spokesperson Kush Desai told me in an email that the administration "is committed to cementing America's dominance in cutting-edge technologies of the future--innovation that is being driven by advancements in hard sciences, not in ideologically-driven 'social sciences.'" In an all-staff meeting last month, a group of NSF leaders said that the SBE division would shut down. According to two current agency employees (who, like other government employees I spoke with for this article, requested anonymity out of fear of retribution), the leaders also announced at the meeting that experts who review grant proposals related to the social sciences would be reassigned to different departments within the agency. Some staff have already moved, the two employees said.



Staff at the NSF learned last month, too, that the SBE division's research budget for the current fiscal year is two-thirds smaller than last year's, several current employees told me--and last year, funding was already at historic lows. Even that money seems not to have been passed on to researchers. By late May in a normal year, the NSF would give out about 250 social-science awards. This year, it has distributed five, according to Grant Witness, an effort that tracks federal research spending.



Social scientists have been alarmed about the National Science Foundation for months. Beginning last year, the agency ended its support for doctoral-dissertation research in archaeology, linguistics, geography, and anthropology. That funding had been a lifeline in some fields. "Now it's much less clear how independent research by early-career anthropologists can be supported," a current NSF employee told me. Last month, 160 behavioral and cognitive scientists attended a Zoom meeting to discuss how they might save the SBE division. (Among the academics whose fields are under threat, behavioral and cognitive researchers may have the least reason to worry: Trump's budget request calls for sparing some funding for this type of research, possibly because of its utility in developing AI.) National organizations that represent NSF-funded academics communicated the "devastating implications" of Trump's proposed changes to the agency's board--which soon would cease to exist. "This is their only place in the federal government to get support," Antoinette WinklerPrins, a geographer and senior official at the SBE division until last April, told me. "If that money is gone, that is just devastating to those sciences."



If the National Science Foundation does stop funding social scientists, experts told me, our 5,000-foot-view of American life will get foggier. The NSF, through the SBE division, is the primary funder of the "big three" social-science surveys, which have enabled the work of several generations of academics, economists, and policy wonks. The surveys are run out of university centers, but the agency helps offset the massive cost of executing them, including by funding database upkeep, compensation for thousands of participants, and the surveys' ground game. (All three still conduct face-to-face interviews.) At times, support for these surveys has accounted for roughly one-sixth of the NSF's entire social-science budget; according to two NSF employees I spoke with, there has been no indication that the surveys would be insulated from larger cuts.



One of these projects is the world's longest-running survey of families, which allows for the study of economic mobility and the long-term effects of child poverty; at least nine federal agencies rely on its data. Another is the General Social Survey, which asks about virtually every aspect of domestic life, including respondents' pets, cultural values, credit history, and general satisfaction. Without federal money supporting this data collection and the SBE division's other research, the American Political Science Association said in a statement last month, academics' ability to understand shifts in American attitudes would "undoubtedly weaken." The last survey is the American National Election Studies database, which has tracked American voting behavior since 1948. In the 1990s, it showed a growing mistrust of government and animosity between parties, which helped birth the study of political polarization. (Polarization is one of many "DEI" words on a list that Senator Ted Cruz's office compiled last year to flag NSF proposals for extra scrutiny, two former agency employees told me.)
 
 The NSF also has already effectively blocked grant making in at least one area that the foundation has historically supported: science and technology studies, an interdisciplinary field that examines issues in how research is done and the societal ramifications of new technologies. The field tends to engage with thorny social and political questions using theoretical frameworks such as feminism and structural inequality--both words on Cruz's DEI list. Usually, outside advisers review grant proposals at an annual spring meeting, but those advisers have been told that this year's meeting for science and technology studies has been canceled, according to an email from NSF leadership that I reviewed and that contains no explanation for the decision. "There's no indication another meeting will be held," Martha Kenney, one of the field's reviewers, told me. "That was the thing that was the most alarming." Without that meeting, grants in the field seem to have no pathway for being funded.



The social sciences can get a bum rap for lacking rigor, and for being frivolous. Accurately measuring emotions and attitudes is notoriously difficult, and many studies in these fields cannot be reliably replicated. Accordingly, debates have raged for decades about whether the federal government has any business funding such squishy lines of inquiry. The Truman White House initially was in favor of the NSF funding the social sciences, but backed down after conservatives objected. In 1975, William Proxmire, a Democratic senator with a zeal for accounting, gave out his inaugural Golden Fleece award--recognizing the most useless government-supported research--to the NSF for funding a study on why people fall in love. Several years later, President Ronald Reagan proposed cutting social-science funding at the agency by 75 percent.



But Reagan's position softened. Jolted by the proposed cuts, social scientists made the case to Congress that understanding how society functions is good for the economy (which was then in a recession). Lobbyists used social-science research to advance anti-tax policies. Ultimately, government funding for social sciences doubled during the Reagan years.



Some analysts at conservative think tanks are making similar arguments in favor of the social sciences today, despite a general furor among Republicans for mocking ridiculous-sounding research. Michael Strain, the director of economic-policy studies at the American Enterprise Institute, recently wrote on X that "if you care about giving businesses and policymakers the information they need to understand the world," you should care about the Social, Behavioral, and Economic Sciences division staying. Joshua Katz, a senior fellow at the institute who has helped review NSF grant proposals in linguistics, thinks the federal government should continue to fund good social-science research even if it lacks immediate practical benefits. "There are actually quite a lot of sociologists I like, which is not the sort of thing that you would perhaps expect to hear from somebody like me," Katz, who has critiqued "hyper-woke" excesses in academia, told me. "A civilized society," in his view, should earmark at least some money to understanding the human past through fields such as archaeology and anthropology.



Plenty of NSF-funded social science has turned out to have concrete benefits. In the 1990s, NSF funded economics research that was then used to create a far more efficient national kidney-donor-matching system. U.S. families now save more for retirement because an NSF-funded study by a tax researcher discovered the right tactics to nudge them. Even the work of the much-ridiculed love researchers has remained relevant. Twenty years after being awarded the Golden Fleece, one came up with the idea of emotional contagion, a theory for how exposure to others' feelings influences our own. (They never received NSF funding again; one of the researchers credits the loss of her dog, marriage, car, and shot at an early retirement to the Fleece.) That concept has since been used to study the impact of social media on mental health--something that the Trump administration has said requires urgent attention.



A coalition of about 40 organizations representing hard-science disciplines, led by the Computing Research Association, recently told Congress, too, that losing the SBE division could lead to "long-lasting, potentially permanent" damage to national research as a whole. The stickiest barriers to progress in areas that the administration wants to prioritize--AI, biotechnology--are "fundamentally human," the organizations argued. The SBE division often funds tacking a social scientist onto interdisciplinary research projects, Sara Kiesler, a former SBE-division head whose own research has focused on how the adoption of email changed the workplace, told me. And because other NSF divisions would still need to understand how humans interact with technical systems, they might essentially create their own in-house SBE divisions anyway. Whether this administration recognizes it or not, rigorously studying how our society works is possible, and helpful.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Announces Editorial Fellowship Class for 2026-27

The fellowship program welcomes six early-career journalists to <em>The Atlantic</em>'s newsroom.

Wed, 03 Jun 2026


From top left: Laney Crawley, Catherine Goodman, Nora Lowe, Jack Rodriquez-Vars, Jacob Smollen, Katherine Weyback



The Atlantic is announcing six early-career journalists who have been selected for a yearlong editorial fellowship program: Laney Crawley, Catherine Goodman, Nora Lowe, Jack Rodriquez-Vars, Jacob Smollen, and Katherine Weyback. This is The Atlantic's first class of fellows since 2020; the six joining next month were selected from a pool of more than 1,300 applicants.

During their year in the newsroom, the fellows will be embedded with teams to support The Atlantic's journalism; sharpen their writing, editing, and research skills; and deepen their awareness of the industry.

Meet our new fellows:

Laney Crawley graduated this spring with honors from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where she studied journalism, media, and English. During her time at UNC, she served as editor in chief of The Daily Tar Heel and wrote a senior capstone project examining gender, moral judgment, and the French fashion industry during World War II. Most recently, she was an editorial intern at Apartment Therapy, and she previously served as an American Society of Magazine Editors intern at People magazine. Laney grew up in Rockville, Maryland.

Catherine Goodman is a recent graduate of Emory University, where she pursued a double major in English and art history. In addition to her studies, she served as the managing editor of the Arts & Life section and the Editorial Board of The Emory Wheel, which received a Corbin Gwaltney Award for Best All-Around Student Newspaper from the Society of Professional Journalists in 2024. Her music column, Cat's Collection, also received a regional Mark of Excellence Award. Previously, Catherine served as the Arts in Review Bartley Fellow at The Wall Street Journal. Catherine grew up in Savannah, Georgia.

Nora Lowe is a recent graduate of Amherst College, where she received a B.A. in English and Environmental Studies, as well as a certificate in Coastal and Marine Sciences. She helped revitalize and lead the College's science-writing magazine, The Amherst STEM Network, and wrote an honors thesis tracing America's evolving support for nature based on public-service programs. Previously, she interned in newsrooms at Brookhaven National Laboratory, NASA Goddard Space Flight Center, and The Examiner. Nora is from Armonk, New York.

Jack Rodriquez-Vars is a recent graduate of Yale University, where he studied religion and English with respective concentrations in New Testament studies and nonfiction writing. He has covered homelessness and city politics for The Sacramento Bee, researched felony murder and asylum law for the Investigative Reporting Lab at Yale, and edited various campus publications, including The New Journal, which was awarded Best Ongoing Student Magazine in the Northeast by the Society of Professional Journalists. Jack is from Montclair, New Jersey.

Jacob Smollen is joining The Atlantic after spending nine months with KCUR, Kansas City's public radio station, where he produced episodes of the station's daily news podcast, Kansas City Today, and its history podcast, A People's History of Kansas City. Previously, Jacob wrote for The Provincetown Independent, covering subjects ranging from the economics of oyster farms to baseball. Jacob graduated from Brown University in 2025 with a B.A. in International and Public Affairs. There, he ran the podcast team and served as a city- and state-politics editor for the Brown Daily Herald. He grew up in Philadelphia, and learned to love audio journalism at the city's local NPR affiliate, WHYY.

Katherine Weyback is a recent graduate of Columbia University's Graduate School of Journalism, where she was valedictorian of her class. While there, she covered topics such as the fierce debate over e-bikes in New York City and the plight of dogsledders losing snow in Alaska. Before pursuing journalism, she was a hiking and skiing guide in Montana, and she attended the University of Virginia, where her studies focused on the Indian subcontinent. She is thrilled to be returning to The Atlantic, having served as an associate on the Talent & Culture team in 2024 and 2025, as well as coming home to the Washington, D.C., area where she was raised.
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What Trump's New Plan for the 250th Reveals

To Trump, art and politics are interchangeable.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 03 Jun 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.

What's a party without a little music? This year, the National Mall was meant to host a free summer concert series in celebration of the 250th anniversary of our nation's founding. Now President Trump may be replacing it with a different kind of performance: a supersize MAGA rally, with "Only Great Patriots invited."

The concert series--which is still officially on, at the time of writing--had already been facing significant challenges before the president's proposal on Saturday. First announced last Wednesday by a Trump-affiliated organization called Freedom 250, the event was set to feature nine musicians, at least six of whom have since dropped out. The rapper Young MC wrote that he was put off by the event's "politically charged" nature; Celebrity Apprentice alumnus Bret Michaels called it "divisive"; and the country singer Martina McBride claimed that she'd been presented with a chance to celebrate America in a nonpartisan way, but "that turned out to be misleading." (One wonders why these artists were so surprised: Freedom 250 does bill itself as nonpartisan, but it was created by Trump himself in an executive order.)

The president's enjoinder to "cancel" the event was clearly a desperate bid to reframe an unfolding PR disaster. But it also revealed something about how Trump sees himself, and how he understands the role of art in bolstering his political project. In one post, he called himself "the Number One Attraction anywhere in the World, the man who gets much larger audiences than Elvis in his prime." Trump often talks about his own greatness, but here he's nodding to  his capacity for showmanship, positioning art and politics as interchangeable arenas for promoting the MAGA agenda.

Take the Kennedy Center, which has been the primary site of Trump's attacks on the arts during his second term in office. Last year, not long after his inauguration, he fired the members of the institution's board who had been appointed by Joe Biden and replaced them with his own appointees. The new board elected Trump chairman of the Kennedy Center and voted to add his name to the building. (On Friday, a federal judge ruled that his name would need to be removed from the facade.) Trump has explicitly acknowledged his intent to remake an ostensibly nonpartisan stage in his own image: During his announcement of the Kennedy Center's annual honorees last year, he said that "If we make it our kind of political," the institution will see greater success. Many performers withdrew from planned shows over the institution's new association with the president. Ticket sales plummeted. In February, Trump announced that the center would close for two years "in honor of the 250th Anniversary of our Country." Instead of celebrating the occasion with music or dance, the building would fall silent.

Art is often political, and good art often creates controversy. But the White House isn't simply curating performances and exhibitions that carry political meaning; it's linking them to the president and his agenda. An executive order last year attempted to exert control over the exhibits at the Smithsonian museums, pushing the institution to promote "American greatness." Amid the cost-cutting efforts of DOGE, department officials tried to revoke National Endowment for the Humanities grants, pulling federal funding for projects that clashed with the administration's anti-DEI priorities.

The federal government reoriented its plans for the Venice Biennale, the international arts expo, around similar mandates. Typically, the government outsources its artist-selection process to a committee of art-world experts. This year, the State Department gave that responsibility to Jenni Parido, a former pet-food-store owner with ties to the Trump administration. Some prominent  artists turned down the chance to display their work in this newly Trump-inflected setting. The department's press release announcing the final pick, Alma Allen, suggested that his work showcased "American excellence." Reviewing the pavilion last month, my colleague Spencer Kornhaber called it "a very pretentious form of propaganda."

Trump is also putting his own personal stamp on the nation's aesthetics. This is especially apparent in the realm of design and architecture: A new White House ballroom will be clad in Trump's signature gold, and a proposed triumphal arch at Memorial Circle in Washington, D.C., will be topped with gilded statutes. (It will also be 250 feet tall, in honor of America's 250th anniversary.) As my colleague Sebastian Smee has written, the completed arch will not only look bad; it will also contort the meaning  of the nearby Lincoln Memorial and Arlington Cemetery. Trump has made the semiquincentennial all about himself--if he gets his way, even our currency could bear his likeness.

The White House clearly recognizes the soft power of art in promoting its agenda, even as it's unable to compel individual artists to accept its new status quo. The fact that the president sees a hyperpartisan rally as a reasonable substitute for a week of live music reflects his fixation on art's ability to reflect ideology. No performer can deliver the MAGA message as well as the president himself.

Related:

	The arch is atrocious, Sebastian Smee writes.
 	Trump is focused on becoming one of history's "great men."




Today's News

	Iran launched missile and drone attacks across the Persian Gulf today, killing one person in Kuwait and damaging the country's main airport. U.S. Central Command said late yesterday it carried out what it described as "self-defense strikes" against an Iranian military ground-control station on Qeshm Island.
 	The House is set to vote today on a measure requiring President Trump to withdraw U.S. forces from Iran or obtain congressional approval to continue the war. The vote highlights growing bipartisan concern over the conflict, which is now in its fourth month.
 	Senate Republicans are moving ahead with a $72 billion immigration agency-funding package after the Justice Department said it would abandon its controversial "anti-weaponization" fund, easing concerns that had threatened support for the package. Lawmakers also dropped a proposed $1 billion Secret Service-funding provision tied in part to Trump's White House ballroom project after facing Republican opposition.




Evening Read


Illustration by Enigmatriz



No, Artificial Intelligence Is Not Conscious

By Ted Chiang

Anthropic is regarded as a giant among AI companies, but perhaps what it really excels in is anthropomorphism. Earlier this year, the company released an 84-page document titled Claude's "constitution," Claude being the name of the large language model that is the company's flagship product. The first sentence reads, "Claude's constitution is a detailed description of Anthropic's intentions for Claude's values and behaviors." It goes on: "The document is written with Claude as its primary audience"; "we want Claude to be able to use its judgment once armed with a good understanding of the relevant considerations"; "Claude's moral status is deeply uncertain"; and "Claude may have some functional version of emotions or feelings."
 This anthropomorphism is by no means limited to the document.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Canned cocktails will smash you to the ground.
 	The David Frum Show: How to save the Supreme Court from itself
 	Alexandra Petri: We've made some totally planned changes to America's 250th.
 	China's economy is taking everyone down.
 	The arch is atrocious.
 	The left needs to rediscover its patriotism.




Culture Break




Reflect. The Anacostia Community Museum was a pioneer in preserving Black history, Camille Borders writes. Will that be enough to save it from President Trump?

Take a look. A Met exhibition devoted to the Renaissance painter Raphael shows the artist letting loose, Susan Tallman 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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We've Made Some Totally Planned Changes to America's 250th

Who needed music anyway?

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 03 Jun 2026




Wonderful news! We've got a killer lineup for the Great American State Fair to celebrate America's 250th! Nine amazing featured performers! The hottest ticket of the summer!

Ah, hang on. Many of the performers are complaining that they were tricked into performing. Martina McBride wrote on X that she had been told "this was a nonpartisan event," but that is "in fact, not what is happening."

Oops! All of those featured performers have dropped out except for the C&C Music Factory, half of Milli Vanilli (dropped out while I was editing this!), and Vanilla Ice. And maybe, still, Flo Rida? But don't worry! Nothing will stop Vanilla Ice from performing. "When I play events, I never ask about them," Mr. Ice told CBS News. "I just go, 'Where am I going?' I don't even know and I don't even care." Indeed, it is less a question of where he is willing to perform than of who can stop him. "I'd go play for anybody," Ice continued, to CBS. "Putin. Whoever. You want--I'd go to Iran. Don't matter."

The lineup will still be amazing, though. We promise. The slot formerly occupied by a performance from the Commodores will now be filled with the sound of a lone Gadsden flag flapping on its pole. The slot formerly occupied by Milli Vanilli will be taken by a dog whistle, being blown into the microphone very loudly so that everyone winces and covers their ears. The slot formerly occupied by Bret Michaels will be taken by Stephen Miller standing silently and staring until the hairs stand up on the back of your neck and the very air around you curdles. You were holding a flower in your hand, but when you look down at the flower, it has withered. So has the hand holding it. Your youth! Your youth! What has become of your youth? In your arms, your baby begins to cry and cry and will not be soothed. Sometimes, at night, the baby startles awake and you know whose visage has come to cast its shadow on his dream. (Stephen is also available for birthday parties.)

The slot formerly occupied by Morris Day and the Time will be filled by the time alone. Not the musical act but the ineluctable, relentless passage of time that is all that separates us from the grave.

The slot formerly occupied by a crowd full of people excited to be there will be occupied by grass and also, maybe, if we are lucky, some troops. I'm being told this will be a standing-room-only event--no crowds, just standing room!

Instead of music, we will have something even better than music--maybe a speech by someone very special. I don't dare to guess who! I'm told he gets bigger crowds than Elvis, which makes sense. Elvis has been dead for 49 years. This special person might even be one of the sponsors of this event! He might be taking a break from a very important job just to speak to us. You might know his name--it was recently added to, and--even more recently--required by a judge to be subtracted from, the Kennedy Center.

Yes! You guessed right! Instead of celebrating 250 years of our beautiful republic with music to be enjoyed by all, we will have a lengthy, rambling speech by Donald J. Trump, to be enjoyed by none. It's almost the same, just worse! That's the theme of America on its 250th anniversary! Almost the same, just worse!

Get your tickets now!
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One Reason Trump Might Have Chosen His New Intelligence Chief

Bill Pulte has no national-security experience, but he does have one qualification that might appeal to the president.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 02 Jun 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.

There are two reasonable reactions to the news that Bill Pulte has been named acting director of national intelligence: "Who?" and "Him?" Pulte, the current head of the Federal Housing Finance Agency, will replace Tulsi Gabbard, who announced her departure last month after an unhappy and unempowered spell as the DNI.

Pulte is taking the post on an interim basis, becoming the latest administration official to do multiple jobs. In some cases, such as Marco Rubio's dual roles as secretary of state and national security adviser, obvious connections exist between the jobs. In others, such as Rubio's stint as the national archivist, they do not. Pulte is in the latter camp. Knowing how long he might be in the job is impossible. Donald Trump has in the past shown little eagerness to fill roles. He prefers to have loyalists on hand, and he might struggle to find anyone qualified who is willing to serve. Besides, the Senate, which has already been slow to confirm some appointees, is currently gummed up on other business.

Three things about Pulte are important to know: First, he has no apparent intelligence experience. Second, he is being assigned to fill an important government-coordination position, but his brief track record shows that he has a tendency to clash with and infuriate colleagues rather than work with them. Third, the most notable thing that Pulte does bring to the role is a demonstrated history of using sensitive government data for political retribution.

The law that established the DNI states that "any individual nominated for appointment as Director of National Intelligence shall have extensive national security expertise." When Trump appointed Gabbard--a former Democratic member of Congress who endorsed him in 2024--she became by far the least-qualified person to ever hold the job. Pulte somehow has fewer qualifications; Gabbard was at least a member of Congress. (On the plus side, he's never been accused of lying about conversations with foreign dictators or being a Russian asset, unlike her.)

Trump's announcement of Pulte's assignment conspicuously did not cite any relevant work, and The New York Times delicately notes that Pulte "has no known experience for a national security role." Some intelligence work is necessarily secret, but given that Pulte is just 38 years old and has a well-documented work history, past clandestine work seems unlikely. Trump may see a bit of himself in Pulte: the young scion of a real-estate family (the Pultes are major home builders) who has boundless confidence in his own abilities. That approach has not been working well for Trump recently.

This shallow experience is particularly concerning given the reason the job exists. The DNI was created as part of post-9/11 reforms to the intelligence community. Inquiries including the work of the 9/11 Commission found that intelligence agencies not sharing information with one another had contributed to the failure to prevent the attacks. The DNI was designed to sit atop all of the agencies, including the CIA and the NSA, and ensure their coordination (although critics of the current structure have argued that it needs more power).

If the goal is for top officials to work together, Pulte is not a promising person to make that happen. One of the most notable incidents involving Pulte during this administration was when Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent heard that Pulte was badmouthing him to Trump and tried to fight Pulte. "Why the fuck are you talking to the president about me? Fuck you," Bessent said, according to Politico. Even cooler-headed intelligence officials may not be enthused about taking direction from a young, unqualified political appointee.

The one area in which Pulte has shown actual skill is the use of government information to launch retribution campaigns against Trump's political enemies. Using agency data, Pulte launched mortgage-fraud investigations into Senator Adam Schiff of California and New York Attorney General Letitia James, both Democrats, and Lisa Cook, a member of the Federal Reserve Board of Governors. (James was charged, but a judge threw out the case because she found that the acting U.S. attorney involved had not been lawfully appointed, and a grand jury declined to bring new charges. Cook accused Pulte of cherry-picking data; after Trump fired her, she sued, and the Supreme Court has not issued a final ruling, but lower courts ruled against Trump. Schiff denied wrongdoing and has not been charged; Cook remains on the board.) Reuters reported that two members of Pulte's family have filed housing claims similar to the ones for which he investigated Cook.

Last year, the Government Accountability Office opened an investigation into whether Pulte had improperly used mortgage data. And top Fannie Mae officials were fired after they complained that a Pulte aide had improperly shared data from the federal housing lender with a competitor.

The efforts to investigate Schiff, James, and Cook are all troubling, and more so if federal data were used improperly. So far, these efforts seem to have mostly come up short, either for lack of evidence or for other procedural failures by the Trump administration. But as the DNI, Pulte would have much greater access to sensitive data, creating the opportunity for far greater abuses than anything alleged during his time at the Federal Housing Finance Agency, and he could pursue Trump's revenge against anyone involved in investigating his ties to Russia. It's hard not to suspect that that's the reason Trump has chosen someone otherwise so unqualified for the job.

Related:

	Trump's strange choice for director of national intelligence
 	Tulsi Gabbard takes the exit ramp.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	All these defeats are ruining Trump's birthday.
 	Democrats must learn to talk sports.
 	Annie Lowrey: AI has ruined the job market.




Today's News

	Secretary of State Marco Rubio told senators in a hearing today that "the war is over," despite the fact that a peace deal has not been signed with Iran. He also said that the Trump administration has not offered Iran sanctions relief or access to frozen assets in exchange for reopening the Strait of Hormuz, adding that any easing of sanctions would have to be tied to limits on Iran's nuclear program.
 	President Trump signed an executive order asking technology companies to voluntarily submit new AI models for government review before releasing them to the public, which marks a step toward regulating the technology.
 	The Trump administration will shelve its proposal for a $1.8 billion "anti-weaponization" fund, Acting Attorney General Todd Blanche said. The fund, intended to compensate people who say that they were targets of political "weaponization" presumably under the previous administration, had drawn opposition from both parties and was temporarily blocked by a federal judge last week.




Evening Read


Photograph by Will Matsuda



The Ordinary Miracle of Existing

By Alan Lightman

On the northwestern shore of Africa, some 150 miles south of the Canary Islands, the coastline slightly bulges in a pimple known as Cape Bojador. For Europeans in the early 15th century, Cape Bojador marked the boundary between the known and the unknown. North of the cape was civilization and the cities of light. South were the mystical lands of Africa and the Mare Tenebrosum, the "Sea of Darkness." Ancient notions, dating back to Ptolemy, claimed that Africa was surrounded by boiling seas filled with giant creatures, whirlpools, and perpetual darkness. No sailor had ventured south of Cape Bojador and returned.
 The challenge was taken up by Prince Henry of Portugal. Between 1424 and 1434, he sent 14 ship expeditions to round the perilous cape. None succeeded. All turned back from fear or foul weather. Yet the unknown beckoned.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	There is already a word for the deep moral failures of AI.
 	How much of data-center activism is really AI slop?
 	L.A.'s lose-lose-lose primary
 	How Raphael made it all look so easy
 	The Trump administration is done with social science.




Culture Break


Illustration by Camille Deschiens



Explore. Faith Hill writes about the strange appeal of the solitude influencer.

Inspect. Tiepolo's The Finding of Moses. Goya's Blind Beggar With Dog. Canines are everywhere in fine art, Judith Shulevitz writes. To understand a painting, look for the dog.

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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Why Did Donald Trump Get So Suddenly Shy?

As his signature efforts falter, the president is pleading with his critics to pipe down and pay less attention.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 01 Jun 2026




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

For once in his life, Donald Trump wishes he was getting less attention.

"Iran really wants to make a deal, and it will be a good one for the U.S.A. and those that are with us," the president posted this morning at 1:02. "But don't the Dumocrats, and various seemingly unpatriotic Republicans, understand that it is MUCH tougher for me to properly do my job and negotiate, when political hacks keep negatively 'chirping,' at levels never seen before, over and over again, that I should move faster, or move slower, or go to war, or not go to war, or whatever."

The first part of the post is wrong. Weeks of stalled negotiations indicate that the Iranian regime is in no rush to reach an agreement--and this morning, Tehran said it was pulling out of talks and would completely block the Strait of Hormuz in response to Israeli attacks in Lebanon against Hezbollah, an Iranian ally. The United States, Iran, and Israel all launched strikes today.

Trump's puffery and prevarication about the war are not new, but the second part of the post is more illuminating about his approach to governance. The president brings an odd combination of authoritarianism and hypersensitivity to the job. On the one hand, he wants to start, fight, and resolve wars without having to answer to Congress or the American people for it. On the other hand, he gets easily distracted and upset by their criticism.

The president's agitation about pushback from Republicans is perplexing. As I wrote last week, recent primaries show that Trump's iron grip on the GOP appears to be strengthening, even as the American public further sours on him. (One caveat is that Trump's conquests of congressional Republican incumbents create a clique of legislators not beholden to him and possibly eager for payback.) Yet he seems very reactive to GOP commentary. Last weekend, he seemed to back off a rumored deal with Iran after attacks from hawkish allies including Senators Lindsey Graham and Ted Cruz and former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo. Now he's fretting about public criticism again.

Members of Congress will always criticize a war that's going poorly eventually, but Trump could have shored up support among loyal Republicans (and, to some extent, the public) had he sought congressional authorization or made a case for war to the American people. He declined because it was easier not to bother, but the vocal opposition to the war now is a reminder of how checks and balances can be a political benefit to a president, not just a restraint. The pushback hasn't manifested in any kind of action--Republican leaders in Congress have so far abdicated their right to be involved--but Trump is nonetheless upset that lawmakers are exercising their right to free speech.

Trump wants them to pipe down and go away. "Just sit back and relax, it will all work out well in the end - It always does!" he wrote in the same post. The past few days alone have offered ample reasons to doubt that. The Trump administration took over planning for the nation's 250th birthday, installed poorly qualified commissars, and the result--as my colleague David Frum wrote yesterday--is a fiasco. The lineup for a splashy concert turned out to be a mix of has-beens and retreads, and even then many of them pulled out, leading Trump to say this weekend that he may pull the plug and just host a political rally instead.

Over the weekend, Trump also saw a blow to his planned Kennedy Center takeover. He promised that his overhaul of (and addition of his own name to) the arts institution would make it stronger. A few months later, as his plan failed, he announced his intention to shutter the center for two years. On Friday, a federal judge ruled that Trump had to remove his name and couldn't close the center--though, as my colleague Janay Kingsberry reports, it's not clear what is left to stay open, and Trump is threatening to walk away from it altogether.

Trump's attempts to secure a $1.8 billion fund from the Treasury for payouts to his political pals, to redress supposed "weaponization" of the federal government, may be going even worse. To make that happen (and to avoid a judge blocking it), Trump aides hastily engineered a deal that sidelined government lawyers and took some advisers by surprise. Now it's facing blowback from Congress and doubts from inside the White House, and two judges on Friday issued rulings calling the fund into question. Axios reported this afternoon that according to two senior administration officials, the White House intends to drop its plans for the fund entirely.

That brings us back to Iran, where few indications forecast success. The White House teased and then pulled back deals several times in the past few weeks. Trump held a meeting in the Situation Room on Friday that he promised would result in a "final determination" on Iran, but it ended without a resolution and seems to have been totally overtaken by events. In an interview with his own daughter-in-law Lara on Fox News over the weekend, Trump said that "we've actually left their military alone. People would be surprised to hear that." They surely would, because Trump has repeatedly claimed to have destroyed most Iranian military capacity. Trump said in the same interview that if he didn't get a good deal, he'd "finish the job" with military might.

Trump can't get his talking points straight now. This afternoon, the president told CNBC's Eamon Javers that he didn't care whether talks were over, saying, "I really don't care. I couldn't care less. If they're over, they're over. If they're not, you know, I think they took too much time." Not long after, he posted that "talks are continuing, at a rapid pace, with the Islamic Republic of Iran."

Today's hostilities could be a sign of the larger conflict that Trump threatened, or just more evidence of how tenuous the supposed cease-fire in place is. Either way, the fact that so many big initiatives are heading in inauspicious directions explains why Trump doesn't want people paying too much attention--and doesn't offer a lot of reasons for anyone to relax and take his assurances that everything will work out fine.

Related:

	The war Trump can't end
 	Trump's 250th celebration is a fiasco.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The White House is the new Green Zone.
 	The Spanish exception
 	How to silence the federal workforce




Today's News

	Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth blocked the promotions of at least seven Navy officers, including women and minority officers, a move that current and former defense officials say is highly unusual. His decision appears inconsistent with the military's merit-based-promotion system.
 	Anthropic filed to go public, making it the first of the major AI start-ups to begin the IPO process. The company, which makes the Claude chatbot, could be valued at about $1 trillion when its shares begin trading.
 	Oil prices jumped more than 4 percent today as the United States and Israel renewed fighting with Iran, raising fears that the Strait of Hormuz could remain closed, further disrupting global energy supplies.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal explores why even the closest-knit families can leave important subjects unspoken.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Martin Parr / Magnum



Fold Laundry With Me!

By Julie Beck

The nation's welcome mats have been doing a lot less welcoming lately. Although Americans have been spending much more time at home in recent years--an hour and 39 minutes more a day in 2022 than in 2003--they aren't inviting other people in. The percentage of people who hosted or attended a social event on an average day has fallen by 50 percent over the past couple of decades. Socializing of any kind declined over that same period, and isolation rose. These days, it seems, home is where people go to be alone.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	How Iran killed its economy
 	Hope, change, troll
 	What freedom of the press really means
 	D.C. progressives' great socialist hope
 	The arc of the Voting Rights Act




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Getty.



Read. A new novel by Harriet Clark, the daughter of a jailed revolutionary, shows the plight of the radical's children, Julius Taranto writes.

Watch (or skip). Pressure (out now in theaters) offers a freshly suspenseful take on D-Day, David Sims 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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Seven Books You'll Never Outgrow

Some stories are worth revisiting at every stage of life.

by Rafaela Jinich

Sun, 31 May 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.

Some books stay with us long after we first read them. Many endure because of their humor or imagination; others capture unnameable feelings that grow as we grow. Here are seven reads that The Atlantic's writers and editors still return to.



A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, by Betty Smith

It was easy to love this book the first time I read it, when I was somewhere around the age of its protagonist, Francie Nolan, an 11-year-old growing up in Williamsburg in 1912. Actually, that's not quite true. Until I picked it up, I'd harbored a strong suspicion that the book was one of those dutiful, moralistic classics that adults are always trying to get kids to read--important, sure, but probably boring. What I discovered instead was a nuanced, unsentimental portrait of a family and a neighborhood in flux, written in the kind of loving but unsparing voice that could belong only to someone who'd seen (and suffered) it all herself. (One of Smith's wry asides, about the brutality of public school circa 1908: "Child psychology had not been heard of in Williamsburg in those days.")

I didn't revisit the novel until I moved to Brooklyn myself, nearly two decades later. Once again, its sharp observation and wry humor drew me in, and I started telling friends and family that they needed to read, or reread it, too. The book holds up so well because its pleasures are, as Anna Quindlen writes in a foreword, less about plot than "about what it means to be human"--in other words, it is the kind of story that's impossible to outgrow.

-- Amy Weiss-Meyer, senior editor



The Great Gatsby, by F. Scott Fitzgerald

Just because everyone knows that The Great Gatsby is a perfect book doesn't make it any less so. Taut, incisive, and scrupulously observed, Fitzgerald's novel moves like a bullet. Amid the procession of sad sacks and wash-ups who make up the "American dream" unit in high-school English classes, Jay Gatsby stands apart, a rakish dreamer in a luminous pink suit, fabulous and damned.

Nick Carraway, the novel's narrator, is an ideal guide for a young reader because he embodies so many of the idiosyncrasies of youth: He launches the yarn with a claim that he reserves "all judgements," but he proceeds to burn everyone with his watchful eyes. He is passive, insightful, self-conscious, and a bit sentimental, a keen observer of the dramas of others and a detached observer of his own. Yet Carraway's strengths as a literary companion somehow compound with time and age--perhaps because he navigates Gatsby's tragedy with the familiar temperament of a reader, wistful and observant, always on the outside looking in.

Fitzgerald is a lyricist, but this novel will still grab you by the lapels and not let go. In my 20s, while I was preparing to host a housewarming party for the first apartment I lived in on my own, I thought I'd listen to The Great Gatsby on tape for maybe an hour while I cooked and cleaned, only to find myself weeping lightly in my one chair when the book ended after 3 a.m.

-- Emily Bobrow, senior editor



The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, by C. S. Lewis

In the weeks after I read this novel as a child, I'd check the back of closets just in case one held a portal to another world. I tried Turkish delight to see whether it was tasty enough to justify selling out your entire family, as the character Edmund chose to do. (It wasn't.)

Now, as an adult, I love that Lewis's novel, an allegory for the Christian story, is about restoration and redemption, even for the traitorous Edmund. Its fantastical world is even more delightful to me nowadays, maybe because magic is harder to come by once you know about Roth IRAs.

Lewis understood that this wasn't going to be the kind of story that people outgrow. As he put it in the book's dedication to his goddaughter (the inspiration for the character Lucy): "I wrote this story for you, but when I began it I had not realised that girls grow quicker than books. As a result you are already too old for fairy tales, and by the time it is printed and bound you will be older still. But some day you will be old enough to start reading fairy tales again."

-- Nancy Walecki, associate editor



Bone, by Jeff Smith

One year in elementary school, while wandering a Scholastic Book Fair--that budding bookworm's delight--I found a graphic novel called Out From Boneville. The book's cover featured a cute, simply drawn white figure, something like a combination of Casper the Friendly Ghost and Moomin. I bought it, not suspecting the journey that awaited me.

The Bone series, comprising nine books largely self-published by Smith, is high fantasy masquerading as kid lit. It's also hilarious. Cousins Fone Bone, Phoney Bone, and Smiley Bone explore the mysterious Valley, encountering dragons, "rat creatures," and the fierce Thorn and her Gran'ma Ben.

Out From Boneville is heavy on jokes and light on violence, but as I raced through the series, that balance flipped. By the finale, the Bones are caught in a war that's politically complex, thrilling, and, for a kid, sometimes terrifying. (Smith has said that he meant for the comic to be a "kids' book for adults.") The story never loses its humor, though, which--combined with the masterful world-building and detailed pen-and-ink illustrations--makes Bone always worth revisiting.

-- Dan Goff, copy editor



The Phantom Tollbooth, by Norton Juster

The Phantom Tollbooth is a strange sort of children's book because its protagonist is a strange sort of child. Milo is a boy who doesn't know what to do with himself; he doesn't like to read or learn or play. He's not exactly wise beyond his years; he's bored beyond his years. His life is like a child's caricature of adult ennui: rushing from one place to another, not caring much for either.

But all that changes when Milo drives his toy car through a mysterious tollbooth and into the Lands Beyond. Soon he meets the Whether Man (not the weatherman, mind you) and Tock the ticking Watchdog. He eats his words--words grow on trees, in the Lands Beyond--and goes on a journey to rescue Rhyme and Reason.

The world Milo explores is fantastical, but it draws its magic from a very ordinary source: language. Where else would a child learn that brougham, shandrydan, and charabanc are all words for carriage? The Phantom Tollbooth's topography is idiom, its landscape built on puns; the Island of Conclusions can be reached only by jumping, and "killing time" is a serious offense.

When Milo makes it home, he's learned that he has a world to explore right under his nose. It's the kind of reminder that feels more meaningful with age.

-- Elias Wachtel, assistant editor



The Crying of Lot 49, by Thomas Pynchon

The trouble with reading any Pynchon novel is the urge to put it down every few sentences to look something up: a reference to experimental physics, say, or a possibly apocryphal Jacobean revenge play. The trick is to just vibe with these things instead. His second novel, published in 1966, is the perfect one to teach you how to read Pynchon, whose sprawling books tend to range further than a V-2 rocket. I like returning to it on a several-hour flight.

The Crying of Lot 49 has a potboiler plot involving an ancient postal conspiracy (really), but I think of it more as a literary guitar solo (perhaps played by the Paranoids, the teenage rock band that appears in the novel). It's antsy and hysterical, thick with its tilted California atmosphere, and full of rabbit holes and famously delicious character names, such as Oedipa Maas and Mike Fallopian.

If you assume that all of those Pynchon tics will bother you, give it a shot anyway, and then read it again: It's under 200 pages.

-- Jonathan L. Fischer, senior editor



The Amulet of Samarkand, by Jonathan Stroud

When I first met Bartimaeus, the cranky, thousands-of-years-old djinni who narrates The Amulet of Samarkand, I'd never encountered a narrator like him. Bartimaeus doesn't want to be telling this story. He doesn't want to be on Earth, or in London, at all. He detests the human magicians who summon him using pentacles and runes and force him to do their bidding. He considers himself far too accomplished (he served King Solomon!) and dignified (he rebuilt the walls of Uruk! And Prague!) to have been summoned by a mere preteen magician--one who's sloppy enough to make the cardinal mistake of revealing his true name. And yet, he's conscripted into the young apprentice's service, at least until he can find a way to get his revenge, leading to a novel's worth of cat-and-mouse scheming.

As a tween myself, I was bewitched by Bartimaeus's sardonic, compelling voice. I didn't know that footnotes--all written by the narrator--could be deployed to such comic effect, and I'd never considered the fun of an alternative history or realized how interesting parliamentary politics really could be. Since then, I've read many books that clearly influenced Stroud, but none have diminished Bartimaeus in my eyes or made reading this series any less fun.

-- Emma Sarappo, senior associate editor



Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	Derek Thompson: The great depopulation
 	America is missing out on the ultimate mosquito weapon.
 	Read these books by the time you graduate.




The Week Ahead

	 Land, a novel by Maggie O'Farrell about a father-son mapping expedition across Ireland that is derailed by a mysterious encounter in the woods (out Tuesday)
 
 	 The Witness, a true-crime drama series about the 1992 murder of Rachel Nickell, told through the eyes of her toddler son, the only witness (out Thursday on Netflix)
 
 	Signal One, a sci-fi mystery about a computer scientist recruited by a tech billionaire for a project that could redefine humanity (in theaters Friday)




Essay


Illustration by James Lee Chiahan



The Night My Marriage Fell Apart

By Chris Jones

I couldn't sleep. I sat in the big leather chair in our den in the dark, my brain buzzing with jet lag and worry, listening to the sounds that our beautiful, crumbling house made in the night. It was the manse for a long-fallen church, and I'd been taking it apart and putting it back together piece by piece. The spine of our house was a 60-foot beam that ran the length of the basement ceiling, hand-carved from the trunk of an ancient Douglas fir. It was magnificent timber. For more than a hundred years, it had held the weight of however many families. Now it held the weight of mine, and it groaned like a wooden ship.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The pope doubles down on the beautiful struggle.
 	Russell Shaw: The phrase I texted my kids 133 times
 	The latest toys for Millennial-parent guilt
 	"He may be the greatest virtuoso that jazz has ever produced."
 	The new auteur of the hallucinated hellscape




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Trump might already be a lame duck.
 	A sweeping theory of everything is revolutionizing the Democratic Party.
 	Paxton versus Talarico is already awful.




Photo Album


A bison grazes near Midway Geyser Basin. (Mario Tama / Getty)



Take a look at images of Yellowstone National Park's spectacular scenery and wildlife, captured by the photojournalist Mario Tama.



Play our daily crossword.

Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Hardest Things to Say to One Another

Even the closest-knit families can leave important subjects unspoken.

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 30 May 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.


Recently, Russell Shaw realized that he had texted his kids the same two words--Too loud--133 times since 2020. "The backstory to each, I'm sure, was relatively consistent," he writes. "I was in bed, thinking about my schedule for the next day--a board meeting, a difficult conversation I needed to have--when from downstairs came the noise. Shrieks of laughter. Trash talk escalating over a video game ... Or perhaps it was someone deciding at 11 p.m. that they would absolutely die without a McFlurry, kicking off a negotiation over who should place the DoorDash order."

The texts Shaw had sent weren't just instances of minor annoyance: They have become a record of the precious time, he writes, when his kids and their friends were always around and the house was full. "My children knew, I think, that the Too loud texts were not quite what they appeared to be--that, yes, I was saying Keep it down, but what I meant was closer to I know you're there; I'm glad you're here."

Shaw wishes he had known then what he was really trying to tell them; but that's how it happens, he writes. "You don't know you're in the good years until you're standing in the quiet they left behind." Today's newsletter explores what we share with our families, and what we find the hardest to say.

On Family

The Phrase I Texted My Kids 133 Times

By Russell Shaw

And all the things it didn't say


Read the article.

Mister Rogers Had a Simple Set of Rules for Talking to Children

By Maxwell King

The TV legend possessed an extraordinary understanding of how kids make sense of language.


Read the article.

The Questions We Don't Ask Our Families but Should

By Elizabeth Keating

Many people don't know very much about their older relatives. But if we don't ask, we risk never knowing our own history.


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Why we speak more weirdly at home: When people share a space, their collective experience can sprout its own vocabulary, known as a familect, Kathryn Hymes wrote in 2021.
 	Want to understand Socrates and Sartre? Talk with your kid. Children might have a natural aptitude for grappling with our deepest philosophical questions, Elissa Strauss wrote in 2022.




Other Diversions

	"The night my marriage fell apart"
 	The Apple car is finally here--except it's a Ferrari.
 	Read these books by the time you graduate.




PS


Courtesy of Bliss G.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "On my morning walk today, where there was only a low wall a few days ago, peonies bloomed in a color combination I'd never seen before," Bliss G. writes. "When I stopped, startled by the beauty of the contrasting dark and light pinks, the blossoms reminded me that not every day is exactly the same."

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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AI Slop Is Coming for Your Playlists

Is that song stuck in your head actually AI?

by Will Gottsegen

Fri, 29 May 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.

Late last month, a swarm of songs with near-identical names, lyrics, and melodies started to go viral on streaming platforms across the world. These tracks were not exactly the same--some have a little more guitar than others, some are more dance-oriented--but they're all named something close to "Angel Above Me" or "Run Run River," after the song's first line. They've accrued millions of streams on Spotify and TikTok, and versions have hit No. 1 on iTunes in Germany and Austria.

Many of them appear to have been generated by AI. It turns out that they're based on a human-made song, "Angels Above Me," which was released in 2019 by the reggae band Stick Figure. That track has enjoyed a streaming bump in recent weeks too--but many of the people listening to the new remixes may not even know about the original, because the song's actual co-writers aren't always credited. AI music has gone viral before and charted before, but song generators are now good and fast enough that they can flood the zone, creating tracks that slip past the safeguards of major streaming platforms and distributors. Spam-filtering systems can do only so much to stem the flow; according to data from the analytics firm Luminate, 106,000 songs (both AI-generated and not) were uploaded to streamers and other platforms every day in 2025.

Musicians copy one another for legitimate reasons all the time. Parody law, as the comedy albums of Weird Al Yankovic remind us, is expansive; you can often get away with ripping off melodies and lyrics as long as it's clear that you're mocking them. Covering another artist's song is also legal, as long as you get the right license before you do so. The same goes for sampling--knitting together different musical clips to create something new--and interpolating melodies. When Ariana Grande repurposed a tune from The Sound of Music on her song "7 Rings," she ceded 90 percent of songwriting royalties to Rodgers and Hammerstein. The process of vetting your song in some way isn't always simple or cheap, but it ensures that the original artists are getting paid as appropriate.

AI remixes exist in a legal gray area. It took me all of 30 seconds to generate an AI clone of Kendrick Lamar's voice for a "Not Like Us"-style diss track against the color blue. And it was just as easy to spin up an AI version of an Elliott Smith song featuring the exact lyrics of the original. Although I chose not to upload these to any streaming platforms for obvious legal and ethical reasons, I almost certainly could have: DIY distribution programs will push any song to Spotify, YouTube, Apple Music, or others for a small fee, and not all of them are equipped to vet each upload for potential copyright violations. That makes it all the more important for streamers to ensure that AI-generated music is both legal and properly labeled, and that a portion of the money flows to the original creators.

The problem isn't AI music itself. Many of the songs that AI generates could be legal, if they are distinct enough from human musicians' published work to avoid copyright trip wires. And some artists, such as Timbaland, Kanye West, and Diplo, are now openly using it as part of their own creative processes. Few data are available about the total number of purely AI-generated songs on streaming platforms, but it's clearly enough to spook creators. Takedown requests through the Digital Millennium Copyright Act--one of the main tools for fighting intellectual-property infringement--offer only a piecemeal remedy, striking songs one by one rather than banning unauthorized material wholesale.

A representative for Suno, a leading AI-music-generation platform, told me that the company uses filtering technology to try to prevent unauthorized uses of artists' preexisting songs, but she also said that the company didn't know whether the unauthorized Stick Figure remixes had been created with their tools. A spokesperson for Spotify told me that "in the past year alone," the company has "removed over 75 million spammy tracks from the platform" and "introduced a suite of new policies" regarding AI. She also wrote that "for any manipulated streams on Spotify, we remove those streams from play counts and withhold royalties."

Companies take different approaches to the problem of labeling AI-generated content, but in recent months, a consensus has emerged that it might just be easier to verify human-generated content instead. Adam Mosseri, the head of Instagram (another platform that's rife with AI-generated material), wrote in December that as AI gets better at imitating reality, "it will be more practical to fingerprint real media than fake media." OpenAI CEO Sam Altman is backing a start-up that scans people's eyeballs in order to provide "proof" of humanness. And a few weeks ago, Spotify began rolling out a verification-badge system for artists who meet their "authenticity" criteria. For now, the system largely excludes purely-AI artists--although "artists who use AI tools responsibly" are eligible to be verified.

These companies will need to fight the incoming wave of AI slop even as they lean into AI as a product. Last Friday, Universal Music Group announced a licensing deal with TikTok that promises to expand protections against AI music. But a day before, UMG had announced a partnership with Spotify that allows users to create AI-assisted remixes of certain songs. Spotify's co-CEO Alex Nostrom described it as "grounded in consent, credit, and compensation for the artists and songwriters that take part."

Stick Figure's Spotify page is now verified, but whether this will actually redirect listeners toward its music is unclear. The fuzzy line between human- and AI-generated material poses a particular problem in the streaming industry, which has long encouraged passive listening habits. As the writer Liz Pelly lays out in her book, Mood Machine, one of the ways Spotify makes money is by encouraging users to listen to music at all hours of the day; hence the hundreds of "chill" playlists designed to soundtrack our lives without intruding into the foreground.

By framing music as sonic wallpaper, Spotify and other streamers have effectively set the stage for today's confusion. We've been trained not to think all that hard about what we're listening to. A recent study from Luminate found that people are growing less interested in AI-generated music--but what if they can't tell they're listening to AI-generated music in the first place? Plus, when people hear songs on streaming platforms or in social-media videos, they're not typically thinking about the nuances of copyright law and royalty payments (Swifties are the possible exception to this rule). When AI enables unauthorized remixes that streamers don't catch, human musicians and writers lose out. It's not some coming danger; it's already happening. And listeners may not even notice.

Related:

	Nobody cares if music is real anymore.
 	AI is democratizing music. Unfortunately.
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A Book I Wish I'd Read at 22

I'm not alone in feeling regret over not having found the right book at just the right time.

by Emma Sarappo

Fri, 29 May 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


The earliest years of adulthood--ages 18 to 22, give or take--are deeply formative. Some people spend that period in higher education, where they're encouraged to read broadly and think deeply about their path forward. But I think anyone in that phase of life can take inspiration from the list of books Anna Holmes named this week as great for graduates. "'Figuring things out' is a lifelong endeavor with no guarantee of success," she writes. But "the best way to locate inspiration is by looking to writers who illustrate what you might want to emulate, rather than those who lead by edict or exhortation." Her choices are surprising and wise, full of picks I'd pass along to many of the younger people in my life. Around this time last year, I wrote about a book that was important to me in my transition from undergraduate to grown-up. But this year, Holmes's suggestions brought to mind a different Atlantic list--the books we found too late.


First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:


 	"The Burden They Carry," a poem by William H. McRaven
 	The Kardashians explain it all.
 	Jill Biden worried her husband was drugged on debate night.
 	The biggest tell that something was written by AI
 


For that article, I recommended Vigdis Hjorth's A House in Norway, which I had been assigned in a Norwegian-literature class I was taking in Oslo. That book--and that course--made me feel that I'd lost precious time I should have spent learning Norwegian, my mother's native language, and getting to know the country she's from. (My anxiety about wasted years is hilarious now, considering I was only 20 when I read it.) Judging by my colleagues' recommendations on that same list, I'm not alone in feeling regret over not having read the right book at just the right time. And as I've gotten older, I've experienced these kinds of missed connections again and again.


About a month ago, for example, I was standing with a friend in the packed aisles of the Strand, New York's famous, cavernous independent bookstore. We'd examined some rare, leather-bound Anthony Trollope novels; I'd tried searching for Garry Wills, before the crowd jostled me away from the biography section. After regrouping in General Fiction, we decided to head for the exit and on to dinner. Then I saw Sarah Waters's Tipping the Velvet on a table. The American cover of the British novel is more titillating than it needs to be--two women wear nothing but stockings, sharing some kind of swing or trapeze--but it's a striking image, and I half-remembered the book from years of word-of-mouth recommendations and Wikipedia sessions. On the strength of that vague recollection, I bought it.


If only I had sought it out sooner! I tore through the novel on the subway, then on the Amtrak back to Washington, D.C., and I even stealthily turned pages during conversations. Set in the 1890s, it takes the form of a Victorian picaresque. The book's hero is a young girl, Nan, who falls in love with a male impersonator named Kitty; their relationship (and messy breakup) propels Nan into London's queer underworld. She tries on a set of different identities--stage performer, sex worker, kept woman, socialist agitator--but all the while, she's searching for a place, and for people, who feel like home. I have not had more fun reading in ages. Yet as I finished it, I felt a moment of sadness--in part because I was no longer Nan's age. I've already done much of the self-discovery and self-definition she's undertaking in the story. But if I'd read it in my early 20s, when I was also figuring out whom I loved, how I wanted to look, and who I wanted to be, I might have treasured it even more.
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Read These Books by the Time You Graduate


By Anna Holmes


"Figuring things out" is a lifelong endeavor, but these titles offer inspiration for young adults finding their way. Read the full article.





What to Read


A Visit From the Goon Squad, by Jennifer Egan


Egan's rightly lauded collection of linked stories found its way into my hands just as I was crawling out of a midlife mess in which I was making a lot of questionable choices. The book drops in on a highly populated world revolving around the music business, and for obvious reasons, I found myself drawn to the endearingly disastrous producer's assistant Sasha. Paradoxically, her story gave me a tremendous sense of hope that, regardless of my mistakes in the moment, everything would be okay in the end. We first meet her as a 20-something living in New York who steals a wallet while on a date. We see her teenage years as a runaway sex worker in Europe, watch her as a misanthropic college student, and ultimately glimpse her as a content and loving mother, living in California and channeling her love of music and curiosity into her children as well as artwork of her own. Sasha's life, like mine--and like all of ours--is full of low moments, but while those times shape us, they don't need to define us.  -- Xochitl Gonzalez


From our list: Seven books for people figuring out their next move








Out Next Week


? Whistler, by Ann Patchett


? The Typing Lady, by Ruth Ozeki


? Something We Said: Richard Pryor, a Notorious Word, and Me, by Elizabeth Stordeur Pryor





Your Weekend Read
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The Night My Marriage Fell Apart


By Chris Jones


I snapped like I never had before, swinging my rake as hard as I could against our fence, breaking both, everything in splinters. I stood in my yard, still surrounded by leaves, and now with a fence to repair and half a rake in my fist. I flung it away and got into my battered little pickup to drive to the hardware store. Two blocks from home, I made up my mind that I didn't like Amy very much anymore. Another couple of blocks, and I realized that she must have come to the same conclusion about me, a little sooner than I'd arrived at mine.


Read the full article.








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


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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The Brazenness of DOJ's Reported Investigation of E. Jean Carroll

The latest move shows that Trump has no issue with politicized justice--he just wants it on his side.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 28 May 2026


E. Jean Carroll departs Manhattan federal appeals court in New York City, September 6, 2024. (Leonardo Munoz / AFP / Getty)



This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Updated at 10:51 a.m. ET on May 29, 2026


No White House is immune to hypocrisy. What makes the Trump administration's approach to justice so astonishing is not just the depth of the hypocrisy but its brazenness.

Last night, CNN reported that the Department of Justice is pursuing a criminal investigation against E. Jean Carroll, the writer who has accused Donald Trump of raping her in the 1990s, and won nearly $90 million in civil judgments against him. The probe reportedly focuses on whether Carroll committed perjury during her testimony related to two civil lawsuits against him, both of which she won. (In a statement Thursday night, Andrew S. Boutros, the U.S. attorney for the Northern District of Illinois, denied that his office had opened a criminal investigation into Carroll; CNN reported that sources reaffirmed the existence of the investigation to them after his statement was released.)

The news comes less than 10 days after Trump--putatively acting as a private citizen--announced an agreement with that same Justice Department to create a $1.8 billion slush fund to reward his political allies, potentially including those who sacked the Capitol on January 6, 2021.

"The use of government power to target individuals or entities for improper and unlawful political, personal, or ideological reasons should not be tolerated by any Administration," the DOJ official Trent McCotter said while announcing the settlement. That quote came in a written statement, which mercifully freed him from having to keep a straight face while saying it. In truth, using government power to target individuals for political and personal reasons seems like an apt description of the probe into Carroll as well as many of the Justice Department's steps in recent months.

Carroll's lawsuits infuriated Trump. The president has been accused of sexual assault by many women; he has denied all accusations, although he also boasts about nonconsensual groping in the infamous Access Hollywood tape. Carroll, however, brought a case where a court actually found him liable for sexual abuse. Judge Lewis Kaplan wrote that although "Carroll failed to prove that she was 'raped' within the meaning of the New York Penal Law," the jury found that Trump "did exactly that" in the common understanding of "rape." Trump insulted Carroll repeatedly on Truth Social as well as on the stand during one of the trials. He insisted before the trial that he did not know her, despite a picture showing them together, and said she was not his "type," but when shown the photograph in a deposition, he mistook her for his ex-wife Marla Maples.

Trump couldn't beat Carroll in court (though ongoing appeals efforts mean he has not yet had to pay up), but he does have a Justice Department that has shown a willingness to bring preposterous cases against his political enemies, and an acting attorney general who appears determined to prove he can succeed at political retribution where his fired predecessor did not. (CNN reported that Todd Blanche, who holds that title, was recused from this case because of his previous work as Trump's personal lawyer in Carroll litigation.)

The accusation of perjury centers on financial support for Carroll's legal efforts from Reid Hoffman, a LinkedIn co-founder and major donor to liberal causes. In a 2022 deposition, Carroll said she did not have any outside support for her litigation, but two weeks later, her lawyers told a judge and Trump's attorneys that they had secured funding from a nonprofit Hoffman leads.

There are a couple of reasons to be skeptical of claims of perjury here. First, Kaplan, the judge overseeing the civil cases, already considered and dismissed concerns over the testimony. Carroll's lawyers said she had no communication with Hoffman or the group, but Kaplan allowed Trump's team to question her once more. The judge then concluded that Carroll's credibility was not in doubt and barred Trump's attorneys from questioning her about the funding during the subsequent trial.

Second, the DOJ investigation is reportedly being overseen not by a U.S. attorney in New York, where the trial occurred, but by Boutros, the U.S. attorney in Chicago. Although this is legal, it is unusual (or it was until this Trump administration, during which DOJ has repeatedly assigned faraway offices to handle political cases). The track record of the Chicago U.S. Attorney's Office is a red flag of its own: The office was recently in the news when prosecutors dismissed the only remaining misdemeanor charges against members of the "Broadview Six," a group of people arrested at a protest at an ICE facility last fall. They had already moved to dismiss felony charges, which turned out to be a result of misconduct by prosecutors.

April Perry, the federal judge presiding over the case, said she was "incredibly shocked" by prosecutors' conduct during grand-jury proceedings. "I have never seen the types of prosecutorial behavior before a grand jury that I saw in those transcripts," she said. Prosecutors personally vouched for the credibility of evidence before a grand jury, which is impermissible. When they failed to get an indictment, they excused grand jurors who voted against charges and tried again. They also spoke with grand jurors outside of a courtroom. Later, they redacted transcripts to hide it all from Perry.

Perry summoned Boutros to her courtroom, where she scolded him. "Your sole goal is to do justice. Your client is justice itself," she told him. "I do believe deeply in the presumption of regularity and that most government attorneys are doing the best they can to do the right thing. That trust has been broken."

Any investigation into Carroll faces the same problem: Boutros and the Trump Justice Department as a whole no longer have the benefit of the doubt that their actions are fair and impartial, and that they aren't just attacking Trump's enemies, real or perceived. Even if the probe sputters, a spurious criminal investigation is a form of extrajudicial punishment. Defendants must spend time and money on attorneys; the Southern Poverty Law Center also recently found itself cut off from financial channels because it is facing a dubious indictment.

Trump ran for office decrying what he alleged was the "weaponization" of the Justice Department, and he promised to reverse it. But what was apparent then and is beyond dispute now is that Trump had no problem with politicized justice--he just wanted it on his side. The Broadview and Carroll cases show just how effectively he has achieved that.

Related:

	The defiant humanity of E. Jean Carroll
 	Trump's $1.8 billion slush fund is worse than stealing.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The TACO equilibrium
 	Jill Biden worried her husband was drugged on debate night.
 	Paxton versus Talarico is already awful.  




Today's News 

	U.S. and Iranian officials reached a tentative agreement to ease tensions in the Strait of Hormuz and begin 60 days of talks over Iran's nuclear program, though the deal still requires approval from President Trump and Iran's supreme leader, U.S. officials said. The development came after the United States and Iran exchanged strikes overnight.
 	Yesterday, Trump refiled a $10 billion defamation lawsuit against The Wall Street Journal over a report alleging that he sent a sexually suggestive birthday message to the convicted sex offender Jeffrey Epstein. The new complaint comes after a federal judge dismissed Trump's earlier case, ruling that he had failed to show the newspaper acted with the "actual malice" required to win a defamation claim.
 	In her forthcoming memoir, Jill Biden said she feared that her husband, former President Biden, was having a stroke during his widely criticized 2024 debate performance.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: The Atlantic once warned that political violence was straining Colombia's democracy. Ahead of another consequential election, some of those tensions feel familiar again, Rafaela Jinich writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Martyn Goodacre / Getty



I Am Begging You to Read Terry Pratchett

By Helen Lewis

Will we ever live to see a successful screen adaptation of a Terry Pratchett novel? The Amazon television series Good Omens, which ended this month, came closest--but that book, a comedy about an angel and a devil teaming up to avert Armageddon, was co-written with Neil Gaiman, and the source material ran out after the first season in any case.
 Pratchett is the funniest English writer since P. G. Wodehouse, with a sharp, satirical edge disguised by the trappings of the fantasy genre--vampires, dwarfs, witches, and wizards. Many fans thought the original covers of Pratchett's novels went too heavy on busty maidens and strapping men with big swords, undermining their literary merit, and a similar problem has beset the various screen adaptations from Sky and the BBC. I suspect that casual viewers can't compute the idea of watching something with the comic tone of a Charles Dickens or Tobias Smollett novel while being distracted by CGI trolls.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Words of war
 	Ashley Parker on the paradox of the president's appreciation for gay culture
 	The blue-state delusion over unions
 	Radio Atlantic: History repeats in Cuba.
 	No way to make a deal




Culture Break


Illustration by Alisa Gao / The Atlantic. Source: HBO Max.



Watch. Over five seasons, Hacks (out now on HBO) redefined greatness, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Explore. With Backrooms (out now in theaters), the director Kane Parsons brings the half-remembered dreams of the internet's collective consciousness to light, David Sims writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A 'Promising Democracy' That Can't Stop Fighting Itself

In 1950, <em>The Atlantic</em> had a warning for Colombia. Now, ahead of its election, that same warning is relevant once more.

by Rafaela Jinich

Thu, 28 May 2026




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.


In April 1948, after the assassination of the populist leader Jorge Eliecer Gaitan, crowds poured into the streets of Bogota. Buildings burned. Churches were looted. Armed mobs seized parts of the capital. Gaitan--a labor lawyer turned political phenomenon who seemed poised to become Colombia's next Liberal president--had built a mass following among working-class Colombians frustrated by inequality and elite rule. An enraged crowd beat the alleged gunman to death before his motives could be revealed. Gaitan's killing triggered El Bogotazo, the explosion of unrest that marked the beginning of La Violencia, the brutal conflict between Liberals and Conservatives that would kill more than 200,000 Colombians over the following decade.

In 1950, an article in The Atlantic warned that Colombia's "promising democracy" was beginning to come apart. An unnamed writer noted that the country had functioned "more consistently and over a longer period than any other Latin American republic," but that its government was faltering. Across rural Colombia, Liberal and Conservative elites backed armed supporters who fought to defend each party's political power and economic interests. The country's leaders seemed to govern by intimidation: opposition meetings broken up in small towns, armed groups terrorizing voters, emergency decrees restricting democratic life.

More than 70 years later, familiar patterns are emerging as Colombia heads into one of its most consequential elections in years. On Sunday, Colombians will vote for a successor to President Gustavo Petro, the country's first leftist president and a former member of the Marxist M-19 guerrilla movement. Petro came into office promising to negotiate cease-fires with every major armed group still operating in Colombia, but many of these talks eventually stalled or collapsed. He suspended negotiations last year with the National Liberation Army, or ELN--now Colombia's largest active guerrilla group--after it launched an offensive in northeastern Colombia that killed more than 30 people. Still, even as Petro's peace agenda has faltered, several armed groups, including the ELN, have signaled that they may be open to restarting negotiations with the next government.

The election has become a referendum on Petro's "total peace" strategy. His supporters say that Colombia cannot end decades of conflict through military force alone; the Petro ally and presidential candidate Ivan Cepeda has promised to continue the negotiations. His Conservative rival Paloma Valencia and the right-wing outsider Abelardo de la Espriella are each campaigning on restoring security through a strong military response, arguing that Petro's approach allowed armed factions to regroup and expand their territorial control, particularly in rural and border regions.

The debate has become inextricable from the country's deteriorating security situation. Although the cities, where much of the country's wealth and political power are concentrated, have become safer and stabler over the past decades, armed groups have staged dozens of bombings and drone strikes across Colombia in recent months. Dissident factions of the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, or FARC--the far-left guerrilla group that fought the Colombian state for more than 50 years before signing a landmark peace agreement in 2016--were behind several of the attacks, targeting civilians and military bases just weeks before the election. Some factions never fully demobilized after the accord, while others later splintered from the peace process entirely. Especially during election cycles, these insurgents use violence to protect their illegal economies and to demonstrate their continued power in regions where they often have a stronger presence than the state itself.

The race has felt, at times, like a dispatch from 1948. Last summer, a Colombian senator and presidential hopeful, Miguel Uribe Turbay, was shot during a campaign rally in Bogota and died two months later. A 15-year-old hit man and eight others were arrested for the shooting, and the country's attorney general has issued warrants against leaders of the Segunda Marquetalia, an offshoot of FARC, in relation to the assasination. Earlier this month, a former mayor and a staffer allied with the presidential candidate de la Espriella were shot dead (the shooters have not been apprehended). Colombia's public-defender's office warned that the killings could threaten "democratic participation" ahead of the vote.

When an unbylined Atlantic writer covered Colombia in 1963, the country looked very different. Exhausted by years of bloodshed, the Liberal and Conservative parties had agreed to share power through a coalition known as the National Front, alternating the presidency and dividing government positions between them. The article describes a country trying to steady itself after chaos, building roads and housing projects, attracting foreign investment, and projecting an air of stability after years of partisan violence.

Still, beneath that stability, the writer detected problems, such as economic woes and oligarchic tendencies, that had not so much disappeared as hardened. The coalition government's success, the writer observed, would ultimately depend on whether it could address "urban squalor and rural poverty, whose victims are being aroused to a sense of their own strength." Those lingering tensions would soon reshape Colombia again. A year after the article was published, the FARC and the ELN emerged as separate militias. A few decades later, presidential candidates, journalists, and judges were routinely assassinated by cartels, guerillas, and paramilitary groups warring with one another and with the state.

The 1950 article in The Atlantic ends without resolution: "What will remain of Colombia's promising democracy after so long a period of restraint and turbulence remains to be seen." Reading it now, amid another tense moment in Colombian politics shadowed by assassinations, bombings, and fear, that line feels like a question that Colombia has spent generations trying to answer.



More From the Archives

The Slow Food movement was born in 1986 when Carlo Petrini, an Italian environmental activist and former radio journalist, rallied a group of friends to protest the replacement of a beloved coffee shop in Rome with a McDonald's. When a bystander asked what, if not fast food, he was in favor of, he said: "Slow food." What did "slow food" actually mean? That was something Petrini, who died last week at the age of 76, would spend the next few years figuring out, eventually hatching an international movement that combined an embrace of sustainable farming and traditional cooking with an epicurean's appreciation of good food. (Petrini would also found the University of Gastronomic Sciences, in Pollenzo, Italy, the first such institution in the world.)

In 1999, Corby Kummer, an Atlantic senior editor and a longtime food writer, helped introduce the Slow Food movement to America with his article "Doing Well by Eating Well." "Appetite can join forces with radicalism," he wrote, "and both sides can be the stronger" for it. That article would soon grow into the book The Pleasures of Slow Food: Celebrating Authentic Traditions, Flavors and Recipes.

As Kummer noted last week, Petrini showed people that they couldn't enjoy a region's best produce and cuisine "without recognizing the dignity and well-being of the people who make food, the importance of tradition and human contact, and social and environmental justice."

-- Scott Stossel, national editor
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