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The Hispanic Founder

Bernardo de Galvez helped win the Revolution. Can he win over 21st-century America?

by Geraldo L. Cadava

Fri, 03 Jul 2026




One of the biggest Independence Day celebrations outside of North America takes place in Macharaviaya, Spain, a mountain town, population 500, in the southern province of Malaga. Thousands of people attend the festivities, during which villagers wearing 18th-century period costumes reenact the 1781 Siege of Pensacola, a turning point in the American Revolution. The flag of the United States features prominently. To the tune of "The Star-Spangled Banner," an actor delivers a dramatic reading, in Spanish, of Francis Scott Key's poem "Defence of Fort M'Henry," on which the song was based. The evening ends with fireworks.

Macharaviaya observes the independence of the United States because a hero of the American Revolution, Bernardo de Galvez, was born there. Galvez was the Spanish governor of Louisiana whose troops, including Spaniards, Spanish Americans, American Indians, and Black people, both enslaved and free, defeated the British in Florida. He had a hand in securing Spanish silver from Havana that George Washington used to pay and provision the troops fighting for him in the Battle of Yorktown. He also helped draft the Treaty of Paris that ended the war. Washington later recognized that Galvez had been crucial to the revolution's success. After the war, Spain claimed Florida and held on to it until the 1819 Adams-Onis Treaty, which made it a territory of the United States.

Gal Beckerman: The two kinds of American patriotism

Macharaviaya's Independence Day celebrations may sound like nothing more than a funny bit of trivia--quirky festivities in honor of a mostly forgotten historical figure. But they also serve as a rejoinder to the arguments now common on the right that America's Anglo-Saxon heritage is what ties its people together. When President Trump welcomed King Charles III and Queen Camilla to the White House in April, he lauded the "Anglo-Saxon courage" of the revolting British colonists and said that the culture, character, and creed of a "small but mighty kingdom from across the sea" had laid the foundation of our national identity. But if a Spaniard played such an important role in the founding, and if Pensacola--which sits in a deep-red county of a deep-red state--was liberated from Great Britain due to the bravery in battle of Black, Indigenous, and Hispanic people, then their descendants today are "heritage Americans" as much as anyone else the nativist right might bless with that moniker.

Any history book will tell you that Spaniards arrived in North America more than 100 years before British colonists landed at Jamestown. Spanish was the first European language spoken in the Americas. And many place names in the United States--San Antonio, Los Angeles, Santa Fe--remind us of the nation's Spanish roots. Yet despite such deep ties, many Americans regard Hispanic culture as perpetually foreign. Perhaps celebrating Galvez and his role in the American founding can change this dynamic.

Galvez isn't exactly unknown, even if he's less familiar to American schoolchildren than the Marquis de Lafayette. Galveston, Texas, was named after him. In 1980, for the 200th anniversary of the Battle of Mobile, where troops led by Galvez defeated the British, the U.S. Postal Service issued a Bernardo de Galvez commemorative stamp. The city of Pensacola celebrates Galvez Day in May, to commemorate the Siege of Pensacola. In 1783, to commemorate that battle's second anniversary, the Continental Congress resolved to have a portrait of Galvez hung in Philadelphia's Independence Hall. That portrait was finally unveiled in 2014, after a Spanish immigrant made it her mission to have the 200-year-old resolution fulfilled in the U.S. Capitol. The same year, a joint resolution from Congress made Galvez an honorary American citizen because he had "played an integral role in the Revolutionary War and helped secure the independence of the United States." Galvez is one of eight people to receive the honor, alongside Winston Churchill and Mother Teresa. Carlos del Toro, the secretary of the Navy under President Biden, announced in 2024 that the Navy would name a new warship the USS Galvez.

Guillermo Fesser, a Spanish journalist who wrote a children's book called Conoce a Bernardo de Galvez ("Get to Know Bernardo de Galvez"), told the audience at the July 4, 2024, celebration in Macharaviaya that many in the United States see Hispanics as "bad hombres," or as dangerous figures who "arrived last night to abuse your daughter or steal your jobs." He said that he has talked with "dozens and dozens" of students at schools across the United States, where he tells them that Galvez's army "saved George Washington's ass." In Galvez's army, Fesser said, "there were people from Africa, there were people from Europe, there were people from America, and there were mixed people from the three continents." When he looks out at students not only in Hispanic strongholds such as Florida and the Southwest, but also across New England and the Midwest, he said, he sees "the army of Galvez, each one different from the other, from all the colors, families, and faiths, and that's what makes the United States such a great country."

Yet if Galvez can connect Hispanics in the United States both to Spain and to the founding of the U.S., his legacy also reopens an old debate about Hispanic American group identity. Are Hispanic and Latino synonymous? Are Spaniards part of the group, or not? Is Enrique Iglesias Hispanic? Rosalia?

In recent years, some Hispanics have sought greater connection with Spain. A good number of them, especially the descendants of conversos--whose families continued to practice Judaism despite their formal conversion to Christianity, fled or were expelled from Spain during the Inquisition, and eventually landed in places such as New Mexico and Florida--sought Spanish citizenship under the Spanish Law of Return, in effect from 2015 to 2019. Hundreds of thousands of Latin Americans have emigrated to Spain in recent years, as the United States has become less welcoming. "They are not strangers," Fesser said in Macharaviaya of these new arrivals. "They are the heirs of those who left with Galvez and then returned, and I hope we will say to them, 'Welcome home.'"


Actors parade during the Independence Day celebrations in Macharaviaya, Spain, on July 4, 2015. (Jorge Guerrero / AFP / Getty)



Yet other Hispanics are inclined to see Spaniards as very different from them. People who came, or whose families came, directly from Spain to the United States represent 1 percent of all Hispanics. Members of that tiny minority have higher levels of education, rates of homeownership, and median incomes than other Hispanics. Some who don't embrace their Spanish ancestry view those who do as part of the colonizing minority, not the colonized majority. If you watch Hispanics reveal the results of their DNA tests on YouTube--it's a thing--you'll see people who are visibly amused, maybe even delighted, to learn that a significant percentage of their ancestry comes from Africa, Asia, or Indigenous America, and some who are visibly bummed when a significant percentage of their DNA is from Spain.

Shaking their reputation as bloodthirsty conquerors has been a challenge that Spaniards have tried to overcome at least since Bartolome de las Casas wrote his 1542 treatise, A Brief Account of the Destruction of the Indies, about Spanish cruelty toward indigenous people of the Americas. Genocide, the spread of disease, and, as Protestants saw things, the popish Catholicism of Spaniards contributed to the rise of a Black Legend about Spain--la leyenda negra--that remained alive in the United States for hundreds of years after the 16th century. Honoring Galvez as a hero of independence and the leader of a multiracial army has become a way for Spaniards to attempt to redefine how they are seen in the U.S. One main goal of the Queen Sofia Spanish Institute, a New York nonprofit founded in 1954 and funded in part by the Spanish royal family, is to make Galvez, and Spain's contributions to the independence of the United States in general, a more central part of the public story of the independence of the United States. The institute's America&Spain250 initiative promotes, as its annual report from last year put it, "awareness amongst Hispanic and Latino communities, descendants of Spanish Americans, of their foundational role in the history of the United States."

Earlier this year, the institute sponsored a contest for American high-school students to produce an original podcast "exploring key figures and events connected to the shared history of Spain and the United States." The winners were two students at Benjamin Franklin High School in New Orleans, who focused on Galvez's legacy in the city. One of the students, Elodie Colon, said in a video announcing the winners, "As a Latina woman living where Galvez once governed, I think the representation of someone like me caught between languages and countries is something that really needs to be seen more often." She continued, "We have the power to make that happen and to show young Hispanic children that they don't have to fit the traditional mold of an American hero to change America."

According to Teresa Valcarce, who immigrated from Spain in 1999 and became a U.S. citizen in 2007, her yearslong quest to have the portrait of Galvez hung in the home of Congress, to make good on the 1783 resolution, was motivated by a desire for children like Colon to understand their connection to the founding of the United States. In a 2014 ribbon-cutting ceremony at the Capitol, Bob Menendez, then a senator from New Jersey, with Mayor Antonio Campos of Macharaviaya and other distinguished visitors from Spain listening from just a few feet away, argued that Galvez should be seen as a founding father for Hispanics. Menendez said, "When we look to the contributions Hispanics have made to this nation, let's first look at the man in this portrait who symbolizes that contribution."

Ali Breland: Are you a 'heritage American'?

Leveraging a representative hero of the Revolution to lay claim to an equal share in America is itself something of an American tradition, encompassing such figures as Tadeusz Kosciuszko, Crispus Attucks, Deborah Sampson, and Haym Salomon. But Galvez's promoters on both sides of the Atlantic also expect too much of him. They want him to be someone Hispanics in the United States can see as a reflection of themselves. Galvez promoters also want all Americans to see his army as a symbol of the promise of our multiracial democracy. But at least some schoolchildren getting off a tour bus at the Capitol will look at the portrait of Galvez, in his fancy European clothing, and conclude that he's a representative more of the Spanish elite than of their ancestors. And many Hispanics of African or Indigenous descent still reckon with legacies of inequality and racial exclusion that their service in the U.S. or Latin American militaries did not ameliorate. These are old rifts within Hispanic communities that the figure of Galvez alone, and our presence at the time of independence, cannot reconcile.

Even so, placing Galvez in the pantheon of the American Revolution really might help all Americans, even skeptics, see that Hispanics belong in this country. If we can plant our flag in the founding moment, we just might be able to change how we're viewed. In Hamilton, Lin-Manuel Miranda cast people of color as Founders as a provocative gesture toward inclusion. The figure of Galvez requires no such reimagination, because he's a real historical figure who was actually in the room where it happened, so to speak.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/07/hispanic-founder-galvez-spain/687787/?utm_source=feed
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I Am French Now

On the joys of watching Les Bleus play in the World Cup

by Sally Jenkins

Fri, 03 Jul 2026




This week, I am French. I'm as French as a deposed dauphine, as French as a film plot of perfumed deceit. During the World Cup, there is just no profit in being American. Yes, I'm shamelessly bandwagoning, and deserting my nation on its 250th birthday. But my sentiments are with the country that will win this World Cup if feet have anything to do with it: France, a team that scores goals as easily as guys named Didier blow smoke from Gitanes. Is that a cliche? Well, the word cliche is French, is it not? As am I.

One of the more marvelous things about the World Cup is that its 39 days afford you the time to develop unreasonable affections for teams not your own. You don't need to know a thing about France, or tactics or formations, to fall under the spell of the team's sorcery with a ball, or to see its potential for world dominion, or just to love how its players flip their sweat-soaked hair. Who but Les Bleus could wear the bright-red knee socks of uniformed schoolgirls and make them seem like flair? When the players rush down the field in those socks, they look like a battle painting in motion.

The French make so much happen. They've scored 13 goals in just four games, a torrid pace for a sport in which, quite often, absolutely nothing happens. This is the nature of football, as they pronounce soccer in other countries: To profess enjoyment of a 1-0 final score is to pass some kind of fan-purity test. Which I, a Texan by blood, tend to fail. But you'll experience no low-score-induced boredom in this World Cup if you are French. And so, for this week I am French. As French as jealousy in the rain, as French as the perfect little scarf.

Read: The passion of World Cup fans

France's toe-tapping captain, Kylian Mbappe, has scored six of the team's goals, including two in a 3-0 knockout of Sweden to reach the round of 16. Mbappe moves with the sweetest jolt of current in his legs you may ever see on a green field, and he now has 18 goals in 18 career World Cup games to trail the immortal Lionel Messi, of Argentina, by just one (Messi has 19 in 29 games). Mbappe's surges into open space make him unmissable even to the most novice viewer; his sprint was once clocked at 23.6 miles an hour, on par with Usain Bolt's average cruising speed in the 100-meter dash. Mbappe said the other day that he thought that France had played a little "timid" early in the tournament, which provokes one to wonder what kind of attack he could mount with a fully confident team.

Amazingly, for all his striking power, Mbappe may not be France's most crucial player. Some observers believe that the 24-year-old attacking midfielder Michael Olise is. Olise is one of France's three notable front-liners who are making their World Cup debut, along with the 21-year-old Desire Doue and 23-year-old Bradley Barcola. All of them are flashy players. All are appealing, budding stars with varied family roots, helping make this a team that almost anyone can connect with. Barcola, born near Lyon, has dual citizenship in France and Togo. Doue, from Angers, is the son of an Ivorian father and a French mother. Olise was born in London to British Nigerian and Franco Algerian parents, and he grew up speaking both French and English at home. Since 2024, he has played professionally for Bayern Munich, which required further acculturation. At his first Oktoberfest, he was introduced to schnitzel and "those round potato things," as he described the traditional dumplings called Knodel. "I've never known anything like it," he said of the festival.

Read: The feel-good story of the World Cup is too good to be true

Although Mbappe's goals command the most attention, Olise is the team's chief enabler, a sleight-of-foot artist whose tricksy passes can provoke sharp intakes of breath, and who leads the entire tournament in assists, with five. As Barcola said of Olise, his performance on the field "brings danger." The combination of Olise's footwork and Mbappe's speed creates a don't-know-where-to-turn predicament for France's opponents. After Sweden's loss in the round of 32, its coach, Graham Potter, said, "We had to be perfect, and even if we were, I'm not sure that would have been enough."

France has so overwhelmed its opponents, in fact, that the team's biggest concern could become overconfidence; it faces Paraguay on Saturday and will be the strong favorite to advance to the quarterfinals. The veteran French midfielder N'Golo Kante addressed the issue this week by saying, "There is something that we cannot hide, that we have a lot of quality in the team." But, he said, "We cannot see ourselves too beautiful or too strong." See ourselves too beautiful or strong? How French is that? But they are beautiful, and they are strong, and that is why, for now, I am French.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/2026/07/world-cup-team-france/687782/?utm_source=feed
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Anxious at 250

Trump's Fourth of July blowout will bring a major security lockdown in Washington.

by Nick Miroff, Sarah Fitzpatrick, Shane Harris

Fri, 03 Jul 2026




This year's Fourth of July fireworks show on the National Mall is the first such event to be designated a "National Special Security Event," which requires the kind of screening procedures and police presence usually reserved for presidential inaugurations and Super Bowls. It's a reflection of the logistical complexity and anticipated crowd size of America's 250th birthday party, but also, unfortunately, its potential appeal to attackers at a time of rising threats.



President Trump has promoted the event as "THE LARGEST FIREWORKS SHOW IN HISTORY," and the NSSE designation puts the Secret Service in charge of planning and protecting it. On a day when temperatures are forecast to be in or near the triple digits, getting in may be more like going through an airport than going to a party. That's not least because the president has placed himself at the center of the festivities and has plans to give "a really long speech just to show that I can do anything."



Security and intelligence agencies routinely monitor for specific threats against high-profile events, but Secret Service, FBI, and Department of Homeland Security officials told us they are not tracking any specific, credible threats targeting the July 4 event. You'd be forgiven for thinking otherwise while walking around downtown Washington, D.C., in recent days. The normally wide-open expanse at the city's heart has been ringed with security fences for weeks, ahead of World Cup-viewing parties, the Great American State Fair, and the 250th event on July 4. "I've lived here most of my life, and I've never seen it look like this on the Mall," Mayor Muriel Bowser told reporters on Monday.



As is customary, federal agencies do not comment on the number of security personnel they plan to deploy, but the Trump administration has already mobilized thousands of National Guard troops in Washington. Tara McLeese, the special agent in charge of the Secret Service's Washington field office, told reporters this week that in addition to hundreds of federal agents and officers visibly on duty, a variety of unseen resources "will be used to disrupt any bad actor."



McLeese said that "there is no area in the country where law enforcement is better prepared and works closer together." The security agencies' coordinated plan, she said, "will ensure the safety of our protectees and the tens of thousands of Americans who will be there to enjoy a momentous day in our history."



Anthony Guglielmi, a spokesperson for the Secret Service, told us that the volume of threats that his agency is monitoring overall "has never been higher." Threat reports requiring Secret Service investigation so far this year have increased 40 percent compared with the same period last year, according to the agency. Security officials say there has been a particular uptick in threats from "nihilistic violent extremists," many of whom aim to use violence against law-enforcement personnel or symbols of government.



Read: The glorification of mass murder



The war in Iran has potentially heightened the threat. "I'm very concerned about a lone actor inspired by Iran, rather than an actual all-out professional attack," Frank Figliuzzi, a former assistant director of the FBI, told us. "That's the hardest thing to detect--that lone actor who's been inspired." Figliuzzi said that potential attackers see the Fourth of July--and especially its 250th anniversary--as "striking at the heart of what they think America stands for." At least one lone-wolf attack took place on July 4 in recent years--in 2022, a gunman killed seven people and injured many more in a parade shooting in Illinois.



Current and former officials also told us that they were on alert for cyberattacks on crucial infrastructure--whether from Iran or other state actors--because the Fourth of July provides an opportunity to inflict summer-travel chaos. Drones represent another area in which the risks have grown as technology has advanced. DHS has issued warnings about the potential use of drones as weapons at public events, and federal officials say they will enforce a strict no-fly zone and deploy counter-drone teams to police the skies.



The security operation surrounding the July 4 event comes just weeks after federal authorities announced that they had disrupted an alleged domestic-terror plot in Washington. At least eight people have been charged with conspiring to attack the Ultimate Fighting Championship event at the White House, planning to use guns and drones equipped with explosives in an attempt to kill government officials and other attendees. FBI investigators have indicated in court records that the group also discussed possible World Cup-related targets on July 3 and 4. It is unclear whether the FBI has located other individuals involved in the plot discussions, or whether they remain at large. (The FBI declined to comment, citing the ongoing investigation.)



The agencies responsible for securing Washington prepare and regularly practice for a range of scenarios. "The muscle memory is there, and whether it's Fourth of July fireworks or inaugurations, or, you know, umpteen protests and events, they've got it down to a science," Figliuzzi said. Other U.S. cities staging Fourth of July events--especially those hosting World Cup games--are considered softer targets for would-be attackers.



Police plan to close streets and bridges around the Mall, as well as the waterways adjacent to the event. Attendees who want to enter the secure viewing area around the Washington Monument will not be able to bring in chairs, coolers, backpacks, or metal or glass containers. Anything else will have to fit inside a clear-plastic bag or small purse, and will be subject to inspection.



Read: The true believers at the great MAGA fair



Fourth of July fireworks on the National Mall typically start around 9 p.m., when the sky is dark enough. But this year, Trump will occupy the prime-time slot. As Boston, New York City, Philadelphia, and the other capitals of the original 13 colonies begin celebrating the 250th anniversary of their rebellion with bombs bursting in air, the president will take center stage in Washington. The White House has not said whether he'll deliver a written speech or make the kind of semi-improvised remarks more typical of a MAGA rally. But at some point, he's planning to show off his new Air Force One jet--given to him by the government of Qatar--with a flyover of the crowd. Trump said on Wednesday that he will use the occasion to demonstrate his stamina despite the summer heat. It's not customary for presidents to give a speech on the Mall for July 4, but it's in keeping with Trump's approach of making himself the star of the nation's semiquincentennial celebration.



At some point around 10:30 or 11 p.m.--the timing depends on how long Trump speaks--the pyrotechnics are expected to begin. Freedom 250, the Trump-aligned group that has commandeered this year's July 4 festivities, said it will shoot off 850,000 shells--nearly 50 times more than usual--from 10 locations around the city, including the Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool, Potomac River barges, and West Potomac Park. The show is scheduled to last for 40 minutes, roughly twice as long as the typical D.C. Fourth of July celebration.



Law-enforcement officials told us that the president's central role in the July 4 events and the extending of their length late into the evening have added complexity--and risk. As the threats facing the country have grown, the law-enforcement and intelligence agencies tasked with keeping the country safe have been dealing with a shortage of man power and expertise. Many top officials have quit or been fired since Trump returned to office, and Figliuzzi described an FBI now staffed with what he believes is "the youngest cadre of special agents in charge and assistant directors in the modern history of the FBI." Some officials acknowledge--in private--that politically motivated purges have left the country's law-enforcement and intelligence agencies understaffed and more prone to mistakes. (Asked about those allegations, an FBI spokesperson cited the bureau's track record of thwarting violent plots and said that its agents are "dedicated professionals working around the clock to defend the homeland and crush violent crime. This FBI has provided the American public with results.")

Security agencies can't afford errors when dealing with a large-scale, high-stakes event such as July 4 in D.C. Organizers say the viewing area around the Washington Monument has a capacity for 150,000, and they expect it to be full. "Every generation gets one moment that they remember for the rest of their lives," the Freedom 250 site says. "In 2026, generations of Americans will look up at the sky and remember the incredible sights of the 250th anniversary."



Read: The capital is a mess



Aside from violence, the most obvious threat to the event Saturday in D.C. will be the weather, as temperatures stay in the 90s even into the evening and a chance of thunderstorms develops as the crowds grow. The extraordinary fireworks barrage is also expected to produce an inordinate amount of smoke, so a low layer of clouds and lack of breeze could leave attendees gasping from the show--but not in the way intended.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national-security/2026/07/washington-security-america-250-trump-fireworks/687780/?utm_source=feed
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How Trump Branded America's Big Birthday

The White House's Freedom 250 wrested control of a patriotic logo--and spread it everywhere.

by Kelsey Ables

Fri, 03 Jul 2026




As the United States neared its 250th birthday in recent months, a new spin on the Stars and Stripes appeared outside homes and on banners dangling from government buildings. A twist on what's known as the "Betsy Ross flag," with 250 inscribed within its 13-star circle, the celebratory image scans as neutral yet elegant. But just as the Trump administration overhauled this year's semiquincentennial celebration with partisan events and political rallies, the Ross flag, too, was co-opted by the White House.

Versions of the Ross flag, now a logo for Freedom 250, the White House-endorsed semiquincentennial planner, have been popping up in political contexts and elsewhere. (There are variations of the logo, one with only 250 in the center, and the other with Freedom 250.) Just looking at the design, it might be hard to see what the fuss is about, but those frustrated by Freedom 250 see it as yet another way the White House took control of the celebration from a nonpartisan rival, implicitly excluding Americans who do not agree with the president.

Last September, America250, the nonpartisan organization authorized by Congress in 2016 to plan patriotic activities for the anniversary, applied for a trademark for the design with 250 in the center, as shown by U.S. Patent and Trademark Office documents that were cited in a report released by House Democrats yesterday. The $5,350 application was for nine usage categories, that include flags, jewelry, digital media, paper goods, printed media, clothing, and toys. Yet in April, America250 quietly transferred ownership of the trademark application to Freedom 250, a public-private partnership created by the White House that has been putting on events with a partisan flair, such as mobile museums that offer a conservative, Christianity-infused retelling of the country's birth and the Great American State Fair, where conservative and religious groups have booths and visitors can take home a replica U.S. passport with Donald Trump's face printed in it. According to a person familiar with the matter, the White House's Task Force 250, the governmental arm behind Freedom 250, made the Ross handover a condition for America250 to receive $50 million from the Interior Department. Only half of those funds have been distributed thus far, Michael Scherer reported last month in The Atlantic.

(The design is on its way to becoming a registered trademark but has been held up by the opposition of a marine-product company that sells an almost identical flag for boats.)

A spokesperson for the Department of the Interior told me in an email, "As with all of our signature 250 events, resources have been made available to ensure these historic occasions are a success," adding that "the Memorandum of Understanding signed with all 250th related entities made that clear and we are proud to be partners in celebrating these iconic events honoring our 250th thanks to the bold leadership of President Donald J. Trump." Freedom 250 denounced the report from House Democrats wholesale, describing it as "nothing more than a partisan smear from politicians who would rather manufacture division than celebrate America's 250th birthday alongside the rest of the country." The Patent and Trademark Office declined to comment, and the White House directed questions back to Freedom 250. America250 did not respond.

The Trump administration hasn't exactly been known for its design forte lately. Look no further than the "Temu arch"--a blocky model of the monument that Trump wants to build near Arlington National Cemetery--propped up on the National Mall for the state fair. Yet in demanding exclusive access to the Ross design, Freedom 250 would receive more than a logo: the design has a sort of legitimacy, conferred through a historic symbol linked to the country's founding and solidified through the ensuing centuries. That a national symbol could effectively become part of a financial ultimatum reflects only how political this birthday party has become.

Freedom 250 operates separately from the nonpartisan America250, which has largely been planning patriotic events outside of Washington, D.C. The confusion has already sparked controversy, including a number of musical acts dropping out of a concert series on the Mall when they became aware of the political charge of the event organizer, Freedom 250.

America250's logo--a red, white, and blue ribbonlike rendering of 250 that some have likened to the French flag--hasn't left much of an impression, nor has the commission's mascot, George the Star. The Ross-flag-inspired Freedom 250 logo, meanwhile, has been spreading. A version of the design has been incorporated into much of Freedom 250's merchandise, such as totes and T-shirts. The flag appeared behind Trump at his recent rally opening the fair. It is featured on pins that the Department of Interior is reportedly requiring staff to wear. It's been integrated into the scenery of Washington too. A giant flag, with Freedom 250 at the center of the stars, hangs outside the Department of Agriculture building, while another version of the design is incorporated into banners lining the Department of Commerce. Both are high-traffic areas near the Mall sure to be populated by many fireworks-seeking tourists this weekend. In the report on Freedom 250's activities, Democrats on the House Natural Resources Committee describe the ubiquity of the Freedom 250 branding--which in some places uses the flag design in its entirety and in others just the circle of stars--as the objective. "Saturating the country with the mark makes the hijacking of a national commemoration appear ordinary through sheer repetition," they write.


Chip Somodevilla / Getty



The design has also taken on a life of its own, seemingly far from Freedom 250's publicity apparatus. Versions of the flag with just 250 in the circle are sold both through Freedom 250's store and in online flag shops. It can be spotted on storefronts and in workspaces. One particularly enthusiastic life-insurance company said that it had donated the spin-off flag to 250 groups across the country, such as the Arkansas State Police and Mississippi's Ida B. Wells-Barnett Museum.

The White House encouraged the use of the image through an initiative called "Logo for the People," which allows groups to apply for the designs, including the flag, and aims to put "official Freedom 250 logos and assets in the hands of every community, school, business, and family." That branding reached even further into the country this week, when the Social Security Administration announced that a Freedom 250 logo would appear on commemorative cards distributed to babies born from yesterday through the end of the year.

The origins of the 13-star flag have long been disputed. For years, Americans have been taught that Ross, a Philadelphia seamstress, made the first U.S. flag. (Last week, at the Great American State Fair, I spotted a Ross impersonator sewing a 13-star rendering.) Historians say that there is no archival evidence confirming that Ross made the flag and that there were other flags that represented the 13 colonies at war (see: the Grand Union Flag). "It's not such a tidy or linear history, because history usually is not tidy or linear," Marla Miller, a history professor at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst and the author of the book Betsy Ross and the Making of America, told me. Still, the circular design took hold in the popular imagination, giving it added meaning this anniversary.

For some vexillophiles, the issue is not so much who is propagating the spin-off Ross flag but the design itself. In adding characters to the flag, some say, Freedom 250 is violating the U.S. flag code, although the code is toothless. As Marc Leepson, the author of Flag: An American Biography, told me, "The President of the United States is not going to get arrested by the flag police." But for an administration that has preached the sanctity of national symbols and is keen on casting itself as the steward of all things America this summer, the potential breach carries a note of irony.

Roland Miller, the author of Old Glory: Iconic Flags and the Stories They Tell of America's 250-Year History, told me that the Freedom 250 design "doesn't seem kosher." More than that, "so many people have sacrificed so much to serve our country under the flag," he said. "Any disrespect, to me, is certainly not patriotic."

Michael Scherer contributed reporting.

When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Fourth of July That Saved My Family

My parents' rescue at Entebbe taught me that freedom survives only because people choose to defend it.

by Anne Neuberger

Fri, 03 Jul 2026




On July 4, 1976, as America celebrated its bicentennial, four C-130 aircraft flew blind over the dark waters of the Red Sea and across the Horn of Africa. The pilots took their planes beneath the sweep of commercial radar, their crews relying on basic radio, manual navigation, and raw nerve. The planes were carrying Israeli commandos to a disused airport-terminal building in Uganda, on the shores of Lake Victoria.

Inside that terminal were 106 hostages. Two of them were my American parents.

For nearly a week, Palestinian and German terrorists had held the passengers from a hijacked Air France flight hostage inside the airport terminal, threatening to kill them unless imprisoned terrorists held in five countries were released.

I was six months old, blessedly oblivious to the hijacking, staying with my grandmother in New York and waiting for my parents to come home from their first international trip.

As the planes touched down, the commandos launched their rescue mission. One hundred and two of the hostages were rescued; three were killed in the process; and one, a 74-year-old woman who had been taken to a nearby hospital several days earlier, was murdered after the rescue byorder of the Ugandan dictator Idi Amin, who supported the hijacking.

Growing up as the child of Entebbe hostages, I knew my life was a gift bestowed by the courage of strangers. Had those planes not taken off or had the mission failed, my family's story would have been very different. I grew up with parents to raise me. I never take that for granted.

Anne Applebaum: Trump and Vance ruined the Fourth of July

My parents' rescue on America's Independence Day was especially meaningful because my family is proof that the promise of American freedom is real. Seven of my eight great-grandparents were murdered in the German death camps of Europe. The grandmother who watched me when my parents were held hostage had survived Auschwitz. After World War II, my father and his parents had been trapped in Hungary as it fell to communism. Yet in coming to America, they were given an opportunity to build a better life, a life in which they were free to practice their faith without fear.

The passage of time has only sharpened the lessons of Entebbe for me. There is a price to be paid for freedom. Capitulation to terror doesn't work; it is not in the nature of terrorists to compromise. And I grew up understanding that I had a responsibility, a duty, to protect innocent people from terrorism. That, along with my family's gratitude for America, is why I pursued a career in the U.S. intelligence community. I knew from the time I was little that the world is not inherently safe. Safety is given to us by intelligence analysts reviewing threats 24 hours a day, by commandos ready to deploy at a moment's notice, and by leaders who find the courage to make the toughest calls. We will always have among us those ready to take hostages, and we will always require good people who are willing to stand up to them and capable of doing so.

We are marking the 50th anniversary of the Entebbe rescue--and soon the 25th anniversary of the worst terrorist attack in history, on September 11, 2001. Our intelligence services and military have made technical advances in data collection and analysis, in satellite surveillance, and in hostage rescue. But even as democratic governments have become more proficient and more technologically adept at thwarting terrorists, some in our societies have become insensitive, or even callous, about the civilizational consequences of terror and violence.

Today, a rescue operation on the scale of Entebbe's would be monitored in real time from a secure operations center, streamed via high-definition drone feeds, and supported by encrypted satellite networks and teams of intelligence analysts. I've observed those operations firsthand.

In 1976, the men who flew to Entebbe were very much alone. They traveled nearly 2,500 miles from home into a hostile country, landing on a blacked-out runway with a decoy Mercedes designed to mimic Amin's limousine. A radar glitch, a malfunctioning fuel gauge, or a watchful guard could have meant failure. Indeed, the mission's commander, Colonel Jonathan Netanyahu, was killed by a shot from a Ugandan guard in the airport's control tower.

When we talk about military service, we often speak in the abstract language of patriotism and duty. But service is each individual's decision to risk their life for something they believe in. Those paratroopers knew that this operation was proceeding with extremely limited training and intelligence. Yet they went anyway, driven by the chance to save lives.

Before the commandos could board those C-130s, their political leaders had to make the decision to send them. The hijackers had threatened to execute the 106 captives if their demands were not met. In the chaotic days following the hijacking, the path of least resistance was obvious: negotiation and compromise.

The prime minister of Israel, Yitzhak Rabin, however, knew that negotiating with terrorists would encourage the next hijacking. Rabin and his defense minister, Shimon Peres, argued against negotiations, noting that if Israel gave in, "everyone will understand us, but no one will respect us."

The political courage required to make that call was immense. Families of the hostages were actively demonstrating, demanding that the government negotiate. The odds of failure were sizable. Yet true leadership requires the courage to absorb risk when the long-term stakes are high. The ultimate responsibility of a leader is to choose not the easiest option, but the one that best preserves the state's security and core interests. In that vein, the Kenyan government also showed political courage by allowing the rescue planes to refuel in Nairobi and the injured to be treated there.

Terrorism evolved from the 1970s era of hijackings and hostage-takings, designed to capture global media attention, to the religiously motivated, large-scale bombings of the early 2000s. Post-9/11, aggressive counterterrorism fractured those centralized networks. Yet a dangerous intellectual effort continues that romanticizes terrorism and rebrands the deliberate slaughter, rape, and kidnapping of civilians as a justifiable, even an aesthetic, form of "resistance." We see this in the Middle Eastern context, and we see it here at home: Just consider the number of people who express sympathy for the murderer of a health-care executive or the would-be assassins of President Trump.

The irony is that even as we have advanced in our technical ability to discover and disrupt terrorism, some in Western societies have grown forgiving of violent people who feel that the only way for them to achieve their goals is through murder.

From the July 2026 issue: How America gave up on its own history

Fifty years ago, the hijackers at Entebbe also cloaked themselves in the language of liberation. But my parents did not see freedom fighters in that terminal; they saw captors who were willing to use the lives of grandmothers and children as currency. Nothing justified their threats to turn a civilian airport terminal into a slaughterhouse. When we tolerate the romanticization of political violence, we cede the moral high ground and pave the way for another 9/11 or another cowardly attack on a school or music festival.

Every time I've worked on a policy or an operation designed to disrupt an attack, I have thought of those C-130s flying through the African night to rescue a young couple with a six-month-old baby at home. During the period when I led the NSA's intelligence operations, I would stop into the 24/7 operations center, especially at night and during holiday weekends, to visit those who were "on the watch" as their fellow Americans were enjoying time with family and friends. One team, devoted to recovering hostages, continuously monitors intelligence regarding American or allied-citizen hostages around the world. It can be tedious work, sometimes spanning years. At times, I would convey to them my parents' story and how a family waiting somewhere was grateful for their dedication.

My parents came home that July Fourth 50 years ago. My family's history taught me that freedom is fragile. Entebbe taught me that it survives only because people choose to defend it. As we celebrate America's founding and freedoms, let us take a moment to reflect on those lessons and the link between them. It is not just our technical skills and our brave men and women in uniform and in America's intelligence services who keep us safe. Leadership matters, and so does the recognition that terrorism should never be excused or tolerated.
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What I Learned from ROTC

Military experience is, sooner or later, humbling.

by Eliot A. Cohen

Fri, 03 Jul 2026




My military career was part-time, uneventful, and inglorious. I leveled out as a captain in the Army (a courtesy, really, because I got the promotion as I went on inactive status), and other than training stints, my only duty was as a reservist, first in a technical-intelligence company and then in the Pentagon's Office of Net Assessment. I first visited an active war zone 20 years after being commissioned, and then only as a middle-aged civilian Pentagon adviser. My highest decoration was the Army Commendation Medal, which was merely a formal acknowledgment that the military had not detected any criminal behavior on my part.

And yet military training, beginning with participating in the Army's Reserve Officer Training Corps, was a pivotal experience. I joined up as a graduate student at Harvard, believing that it would be good for me to have some modicum of military time under my belt if I wanted to write about such matters going forward. This was, in 1980, somewhat unorthodox, but the colonel who ran the MIT ROTC detachment was expert at finagling unusual appointments. I slipped through, despite having a dislocated shoulder.

Harvard did not have ROTC back then, supposedly because of discrimination against gays in the military--which was real--although that was also something of an excuse for a still-liberal university haunted by the Vietnam War to keep uniforms off of its campus. Half a dozen or so oddball undergraduates trekked every week to MIT, there to be instructed chiefly by two sergeants. Sergeant Ross and Sergeant Mac taught me a lot, beginning with how to read a map and issue a patrol order, but much more about valuing people with practical skills. When we were commissioned, they would call us sir or ma'am, but with a twinkle in the eye. We and they knew who was learning from whom.

Service in the Army quickly teaches one to respect people who can shoot straight, get rations on time, repair busted equipment, and, even more important, instruct and motivate other people to do so. Leading a patrol on an exercise one night in a cold and rainy Fort Devens training area, when all of us were short on sleep, cranky, wet, lost, and feeling sorry for ourselves, made me realize that how well we had done on our SATs and final exams really did not matter. Grit and discipline were the ticket, and when I found myself gripping the lapels of a brilliant future physicist and saying, "No, goddamn it, you're going to keep on!," I realized that sweet reason occasionally gives way to other motivations.

From the July 2026 issue: Being Black in Pete Hegseth's military

Military experience is, sooner or later, humbling. One night, for example, I walked smack into a tree, scratching a cornea, after a flash-bang went off near me. It was a very stupid injury. Military experience teaches stoicism too. During summer camp, I had to shimmy out on a rope, hang from it, and ask permission to drop 20 feet into a muddy stream. Favoring my bum shoulder, I put my weight on the other, which promptly also dislocated. "Cadet," the sergeant growled, "you didn't ask permission to drop." "I know sergeant. My shoulder just dislocated." "Oh. Jones, take the cadet to the docs." No sympathy expressed, and, I realized, none needed.

There were the inspiring moments too--I have a tingle at memories of marching to the mess hall at the break of day, the sun rising over snow-covered central Massachusetts hills, a more senior cadet calling cadences--macabre, humorous, occasionally a bit solemn. "Move out with a purpose" was the phrase, and so we did. Or the time when on a very long run in the Arizona sun, one of my comrades nearly collapsed, and the rest of us took turns to carry him across the finish line.

Most organizations are rife with awful leaders, sometimes at the very top. The military, and perhaps the Army above all, understands the importance of teaching the leadership basics. "The person in charge eats last." "Your priorities are always--always--your mission, your people, and only then yourself." "Set the example." "Lead from the front." "You are accountable for your people and their gear." Simple maxims all, learned almost entirely by the experience of living them. It amounted to Leadership 101, and it has stood me in good stead. I have often wished that everyone in a position to lead had to internalize those basic ideas.

I do not know what kind of wartime soldier I would have made; I do know I would have been a terrible peacetime soldier. I have always worn my hair short but hated the idea of being told I have to. I was terrible at polishing my rank insignia and spit-shining my boots. Marching in step was a challenge. But I am glad I had to do those things.

Listen: Has Trump corrupted the military?

The Army, being composed of human beings, has not only an unusually high percentage of straight arrows and even heroes but also its share of fools, dullards, bullies, and liars. Firsthand experience of those things, too, was invaluable. Because military service is now so far from the norm, particularly among American elites, we tend to either idolize soldiers or treat them as a different species. Even a modicum of military service is an antidote to either failing.

In many ways, military experience of this kind is common to any good army. But it was also distinctively American. Baron von Steuben, the Prussian drill master who helped train the Army at Valley Forge, is supposed to have said, "In Europe, you say to your soldier, 'Do this' and he does it. But I am obliged to say to the American, 'This is why you ought to do this,' and then he does it." I can believe it. The ideal in the Prussian army of his time was kadavergehorsam, literally "corpse-like obedience." America's war of independence was won with a different breed of soldier.

Military humor in those days, and now, retained more than a bit of the flavor of Bill Mauldin's wonderfully seditious Willie-and-Joe cartoons from Stars and Stripes during World War II. The jaundiced view of officers, the not-so-subtle mockery of stuffed shirts and blowhards, the poking fun at the absurdities of military life reduced the various military castes to a common and realistic human scale.

As an academic and public servant, I have had the great good fortune of living in the company of soldiers, including some of the finest of this generation. I saw many of them doing infinitely harder things than I ever had to do or could have done. But my experiences as a graduate-student cadet and second lieutenant were even more powerful. And as the 250th anniversary of this country's birth comes around, I think of the American soldiers without whom this country would not be as free, as prosperous, and as promising as it remains today, even in a dreadful political season. There are many individuals, groups, and institutions to thank on July 4 for what we have today. The U.S. Army, to my mind, should be in the front rank.
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The Father of American Pop Music Turns 200

Stephen Foster wrote some of the most enduring American songs, invented the role of songwriter, and served as a cautionary tale for his successors.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 02 Jul 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.


Two-hundred years ago, on July 4, 1826, the United States celebrated its 50th birthday. Thomas Jefferson and John Adams died. And another enduring voice was born: the songwriter Stephen Foster.

The timing is fitting, for Foster is a quintessentially American figure. His name is not as famous as it once was--nor as famous as successors such as Cole Porter or Irving Berlin--but his influence on music remains huge. Songs like "Oh! Susanna," "Camptown Races," and "Old Folks at Home" remain familiar, even if many assume that they are traditional folk songs. Foster effectively invented the idea of a professional songwriter; founded the American songbook and pioneered the now-standard verse-chorus structure; and inspired the intellectual-property law of music. His untimely death set the template for the doomed, dissolute musician. Meanwhile, the racist elements of his music, and the racial dynamics of his era, continue to complicate his legacy. What could be more American than that?

Foster was born into a prominent family in Pittsburgh. He had neither the interest nor aptitude for business or much else, but he managed to find a niche writing songs, often either for minstrel bands or to be sold as sheet music. "All he had was his ability to create poetry and melody and put them together," Deane L. Root, a professor emeritus of music at the University of Pittsburgh and a Foster scholar, told me. By doing that, he created the model for the professional songwriters who have followed--Tin Pan Alley, the Brill Building, Motown's Holland-Dozier-Holland team, Nashville's Music Row, and modern-day hitmakers such as Max Martin.

The guitarist Bill Frisell has been recording Foster's music since the early 1990s and even named a group "Beautiful Dreamers" after the Foster composition, but he first encountered the songs as a young child. "It's just the perfect model for what a melody and the form of a song can be," he told me. "There's a million other composers, but just thinking of popular-song form, in a way this seems like ground zero for so much stuff that we have now." Frisell has recorded "Hard Times" as both a rollicking swing tune and a wistful lament, which he said is a testament to the song's craftsmanship. "The melody just gets so deep down in you. It's like the trunk of a tree, or the roots of the tree, and then you can start climbing around up there."

Musical skill, then as now, was not enough to guarantee financial stability. Early in his career, Foster had a major hit with "Oh! Susanna" in 1847. But despite writing dozens of songs, he struggled to earn a consistent living, making $10 to $15 a song--$400 to $500 today. "He didn't have an agent, he didn't have a lawyer who could work this for him. He didn't have somebody who knew the business on his behalf, writing up contracts with publishers and theater owners and all the rest," Root said. Foster died destitute in 1864, after falling and injuring himself in the bathroom of a hotel on the Bowery, becoming perhaps the first of many famous wastrels in American popular music. According to legend, Foster was drunk, though experts dispute this.

Foster's songs became ubiquitous--people sometimes mistook them for folk songs even during his lifetime--and were performed everywhere from back porches to opera houses, in every genre imaginable. But the man himself became best known only after his death, thanks to a fierce reputation-building effort by his brother. In the 1890s, Root told me, Foster became the first American composer to have his work collected in a book. This raised his profile and made him a model for a new generation of songwriters, who copied his verse-chorus structure. When Berlin and others formed ASCAP, now the leading performance-rights organization, to handle royalties in 1914, they had Foster in mind as a cautionary tale.

Speaking about Foster without talking about race is impossible. Frisell told me he'd lain awake the night before we spoke, thinking about how difficult it was to discuss. The leading popular music of the era was minstrelsy, which, as the musician Melvin Gibbs writes in his new book, How Black Music Took Over the World, "presented the version of Blackness that white audiences were willing to accept." White minstrel musicians would either commercialize Black culture (a pattern that persists in popular music) or else perform exaggerated stereotypes of it. Many of Foster's songs were written for Christy's Minstrels, a major minstrel troupe of the 1840s and 1850s that performed in blackface, and his lyrics traffic in slurs, pro-Confederate sentiments, and revisionism about the horrors of slavery, even though he'd witnessed it himself. (Foster's personal politics are tough to pin down; he also wrote pro-Union songs, and he seems to have been most interested in getting a paycheck.)

"My Old Kentucky Home" is that commonwealth's state song, and it's a staple of the Kentucky Derby. The lyrics describe the sorrows of a family separated by slavery, and Frederick Douglass praised the song for awakening abolitionist sentiments. Yet the words also include a slur that was sanitized in 1986--jarringly late. Some of the many Looney Tunes segments that feature his music were later withdrawn from circulation because of their offensive material. But the great Black bass-baritone and civil-rights activist Paul Robeson also recorded "My Old Kentucky Home" in its unexpurgated form, forcing listeners to confront the original content and context.

The musician-scholar Rhiannon Giddens, a leading interpreter of 19th-century American songs, told me that discussing Foster's context is difficult because minstrel entertainment is so little understood today. "I don't know if he was any more racist than the average person" of his time, she said. "He was just trying to make a buck." She finds Foster more interesting for what he represents than who he was as an individual.

For a May concert at Carnegie Hall, part of commemorations of the nation's 250th anniversary, she closed a set with "Hard Times." Giddens doesn't perform Foster's music much, looking to spotlight lesser-known work, but she decided it was the right piece for the moment. For me and for many others, it's Foster's finest work. The song is untainted by dialect, with a memorable tune and powerful lyrics, and I have found it a salve during recent hard times. Whatever the flaws of Foster and his music, Giddens said, "The man could write a tune." When she and her backing group played "Hard Times," it brought down the house, just as it has done for some 170 years now.

Related:

	Stephen C. Foster and Negro minstrelsy (From 1867)
 	Track of the year: "Hard Times Come Again No More" (From 2016)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The capital is a mess.
 	Why everyone is suddenly talking about "universal basic capital"
 	Pete Buttigieg's ordeal is a frightening new form of political harassment.




Today's News

	Russia hit Kyiv with almost 500 drones in a large-scale attack last night that killed at least 21 people and wounded 85 more, according to the city's mayor.
 	At least 2,295 people are confirmed to have died in the Venezuelan earthquakes, and nearly 50,000 people remain missing.
 	A U.S. Olympian was indicted for destruction of property after he was arrested for allegedly touching a chunk of detached coating in the Reflecting Pool last month. The Olympian says he did not remove or destroy any of the coating.




More From The Atlantic

	America is having MacBook sticker shock.
 	At least you're not playing in the World Cup right now.
 	American history as Rorschach test
 	What would Mark Twain think of America at 250?




Culture Break


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



Debate. A film critic's new book attacks the medium for diminishing culture. Rarely has David Thomson been more wrong, Michael O'Donnell argues.

Investigate. The internet couldn't get enough of "Freddy," a German tourist on an epic World Cup road trip, Will Oremus writes. Why did he suddenly go silent?

Play our daily crossword.



PS

Though Foster's renown grew in the decades after his death, Atlantic readers (then as now) would have been better informed. In 1867, three years after he died, the magazine published a remembrance by Robert P. Nevin, who knew Foster from Pittsburgh. Nevin remembered the songwriter as a melancholic genius, and insisted that Foster did not merely caricature Black Americans but used their vernacular to convey universal themes. "May the time be far in the future ere lips fail to move to its music, or hearts to respond to its influence," Nevin wrote. That time has not come yet.

-- David

Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The <em>Other</em> Case for Birthright Citizenship

The legal arguments are clear. Now proponents need to start defending the practice on policy grounds.

by Amanda Frost

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




"We're in a new world now," Solicitor General John Sauer told the U.S. Supreme Court during oral argument this April in the birthright-citizenship case Trump v. Barbara, "where 8 billion people are one plane ride away from having a child who's a U.S. citizen." Chief Justice John Roberts quickly shot him down, replying, "Well, it's a new world," but it's "the same Constitution."

Roberts's quip foreshadowed his opinion on behalf of the Court holding that near-universal birthright citizenship is guaranteed by the text of the Fourteenth Amendment's citizenship clause. His opinion is a meticulous rendition of U.S. history up to the 1868 ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment, drawing on abundant evidence that the citizenship clause was intended to apply to nearly everyone born in the United States. The decision was a major defeat for one of President Trump's signature policy initiatives. Notably absent from Roberts's opinion, however, was any discussion of whether birthright citizenship is a good idea in 21st-century America.

And that's a pity, because birthright citizenship brings many practical benefits to the United States today--arguments that the nation needs to hear, given the campaign being mounted against it. By contrast, the three dissenting justices did not hold back, devoting many pages to claims that birthright citizenship is destructive and even dangerous in our modern, mobile world--assertions that are almost entirely unsupported and yet that went unrefuted. Defenders of birthright citizenship have made strong legal arguments in its favor; they need to start making the policy case for it as well.

It's an easy case to make. The children of immigrants are about 10 percent of the total U.S. population. They power the U.S. economy and serve in significant numbers in the government and the military. Nearly half of Fortune 500 companies were founded by immigrants and their children, more than 10 percent of the current members of Congress are children of immigrants, and six out of 45 U.S. presidents, including Trump, had at least one immigrant parent. They are so well integrated into the fabric of the nation that most of us have no idea which of our neighbors and colleagues were born to immigrant parents unless they choose to tell us.

Read: The most surprising part of the birthright-citizenship decision

Not all of these examples of successful children of immigrants would have been excluded from citizenship under Trump's executive order, of course, but some certainly would have. (And in any case, it is impossible to know who qualifies for citizenship under Trump's executive order without first scrutinizing their ancestry--which is yet another reason to reject it.) The larger point, though, is that children of immigrants have proved to be one of America's greatest assets.

If Trump's executive order had gone into effect, it would have denied citizenship to about 255,000 newborn children a year going forward--a result that would have been not only a nightmare for them and their families but also bad news for the nation's economy. Economists have found that citizenship status brings with it higher earnings. Even green-card holders who have the right to work and live in the United States indefinitely earn more after they naturalize. If all of these children remained in the U.S. without citizenship, they would contribute less to the tax base and to our already-strapped Social Security system. Worse, if they were deported (or if they self-deported), their absence would accelerate the demographic decline that is transforming us into an aging society with too few workers to support the retiring Baby Boomers.

In addition to these economic challenges, denying birthright citizenship undermines America's founding principle that governments derive "their just powers from the consent of the governed." The United States cannot claim to be a democracy and simultaneously deny the right to vote and hold office to a significant percentage of its inhabitants and their offspring in perpetuity, excluding them based on their "blood" and without regard to the fact that they are here. This is the essential truth that the framers of the citizenship clause recognized back in 1868, which is why they established birthright citizenship to protect not only the newly freed slaves but also the children of immigrants arriving from around the world. It remains just as true today.

In dissent, Justices Clarence Thomas, Neil Gorsuch, and Samuel Alito collectively devoted thousands of words to describing what Alito called the "grotesque result" of granting citizenship to the children of undocumented immigrants and birth tourists.

Let's start with "birth tourism"--the assertion that foreign women are coming to the United States on tourist visas to give birth to U.S.-citizen babies and then leave, which has become the focus of much of the conservative outrage over birthright citizenship. At the oral argument, Sauer stated that birth tourists from China and Russia number in the millions. But when the chief justice asked him directly whether he knew "how common that is or how significant a problem that is," the solicitor general was forced to admit, "No one knows for sure."

In fact, the U.S. government makes no effort to track birth tourism, which alone suggests that it is not a major crisis. The Center for Immigration Studies, a group that advocates for restricting immigration, makes a rough guess of 26,000 birth-tourist babies a year--fewer than 1 percent of the 3.6 million total births recorded in the United States annually.

If birth tourism seems troubling despite its small numbers, I have good news: It is already illegal. Under a federal regulation in place since 2020, the United States can deny a tourist visa to a woman whose primary purpose in coming to the U.S. is to give birth. That prohibition can be enforced by Customs and Border Protection officials at U.S. airports and at the country's borders. Following its Supreme Court loss, the Trump administration announced plans to start prosecuting violators of that law; why it didn't do so earlier is unclear. (I submitted a Freedom of Information Act request to the government more than a year ago asking for records regarding this policy's implementation but have yet to receive a response.) In short, there is no need to take a hammer to birthright citizenship when we can use a scalpel to target birth tourism specifically.

What about Sauer's claim that we live in a "new world" in which "8 billion people" (the entire world's population) are a plane ride away from giving birth on U.S. soil? That is laughable.

True, airplanes didn't exist in 1868 (though steamships did, and millions of foreigners traveled to the United States in the 19th century). Also true, however, is that today, international travel requires a passport and often a visa--neither of which was needed in 1868. Back then, there were few immigration restrictions and no federal immigration officials. Today, the nation spends billions to screen entrants using cutting-edge biometric tools, and thousands of Customs and Border Protection officers are stationed at every international airport and port of entry in the country. Most of the world's 8 billion people cannot even board a plane to the United States or a nearby country because they lack the requisite documents, even assuming they can afford the price of a plane ticket.

Adam Serwer: What the birthright case is really about

The issue of granting birthright citizenship to the children of undocumented immigrants also concerned the dissenters. Even Justice Brett Kavanaugh, who concurred in the result, described illegal immigration as a "new circumstance" that the "Framers of the Fourteenth Amendment could not have fully anticipated," then concluded that "presumably" they would not have wanted to grant the "birthright citizenship benefit" to the children of these lawbreakers. Justice Alito argued that birthright citizenship provides a "powerful incentive to enter or remain in this country illegally." These justices are correct that the United States, like the rest of the developed world, is wrestling with the relatively recent problem of large-scale illegal immigration. Where they go wrong is assuming that birthright citizenship has anything to do with it.

By design, U.S. law makes it extremely difficult, often impossible, for undocumented parents in the United States to gain legal status based on a child's citizenship. And studies have shown that the primary incentive for irregular migration is jobs for the parents, not birthright citizenship for their children. That is why the rate of such migration drops precipitously during U.S. recessions. Moreover, European countries do not have birthright citizenship, yet they also struggle with waves of immigrants fleeing violence and poverty for a better life.

If the government truly wanted to deter undocumented immigrants, it would crack down on the many thousands of U.S. citizens and corporations that violate immigration law by hiring them (even Alito concedes that the children of undocumented immigrants are "not responsible" for their parents' lawbreaking). Yet no administration, Republican or Democrat, has made a serious effort to enforce immigration law against U.S. employers of undocumented immigrants. The few times that Trump briefly attempted broader enforcement--for example, by targeting Wisconsin dairy farms, whose workforce is roughly 70 percent undocumented--he faced significant pushback from his own supporters. Far from deporting those workers and penalizing their employers, Trump is allowing this--he is expected to announce a special guest-worker program just for these dairy farmers (the majority of whom happen to be Trump supporters) in the coming weeks.

All of this should make us wonder about the real reasons Trump has expended extraordinary time and effort to end birthright citizenship. Perhaps it has nothing to do with illegal immigration and birth tourism. Perhaps it is instead an attempt to redefine the meaning of American to exclude the descendants of newcomers, many of whom are not white. If so, Trump lost--but unless supporters of birthright citizenship defend it on policy as well as legal grounds, his view of who should be an American may ultimately prevail.
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Even Trump Can't Believe How Well This Book Has Sold

What the wild success of <em>Regime Change</em>, after a long slump in newsy nonfiction, might say about the state of the presidency.

by Gal Beckerman

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




Literary agents and book editors are in the business of selling stories, so drama comes easily to them. Even temporary sales slumps breed alarmist pronouncements; book parties in disfavored genres begin to feel like wakes, sending off one more spirit to the inevitable afterworld of the remainder shelf. The novel has apparently been declared dead 30 times since 1902. But lately, the focus of industry laments has been nonfiction--from highly topical work to the more historically focused "dad book"--which has declined precipitously after a few years dominated by newsy books about Trump and his presidency (even Omarosa had her moment). The trend, if sometimes exaggerated, is certainly real. As of last month, according to BookScan, sales of titles dealing with politics and current affairs were down 19 percent from a year earlier. Yet even as conventional wisdom solidifies around the idea that no one wants to read about reality anymore, along comes an exception, perhaps a harbinger of a shift in publishing--or at least in Donald Trump's position in the collective consciousness.

Regime Change, a new chronicle of Trump's second term by the New York Times reporters Maggie Haberman and Jonathan Swan, was published last week and quickly achieved stratospheric sales for a nonfiction book. I'm not really in the habit of quoting press releases, but Simon & Schuster is correct in characterizing a book that sells more than 300,000 copies in a week as a "blockbuster." Most nonfiction books on the best-seller list can get there after moving fewer than 10,000 copies over seven days. For the publishing folks I spoke with, the numbers that Regime Change is generating are a genuine source of hope, as well as some head-scratching.

Part of the confusion stems from the fact that the book in question is nearly 500 pages about Trump. One prevailing industry assumption is that critics of the president are thoroughly wrung out after more than a decade of content about his behavior, his psychology, and the swirl of chaos that surrounds him (never mind the number of Truth Social posts he produces in a night). The too-muchness of Trump and his era has even been linked to one of the recent bright spots of publishing--the double-barreled escapism of romantasy. The first Trump term generated regular best sellers in the Trumpology genre--including Michael Wolff's Fire and Fury and a trilogy from that old stalwart of White House chroniclers, Bob Woodward--but this time around, as the headline of an Atlantic article by Paul Farhi put it earlier this year, "Trump Books Aren't Selling Anymore."

So what is happening here? Trump expressed his annoyance with the success of Regime Change after receiving what he called a "very quick and boring briefing" on the book. The agents and editors I spoke with were more sanguine--and not completely surprised. The word I heard most when I asked about the book was cyclical--as in, publishing has its ups and downs, and this might provide reason to hope that politics books could be making a comeback.

Read: The apotheosis of Donald Trump

The path of Regime Change's success is, after all, a familiar one. Haberman and Swan have one of the biggest print platforms in the world at The New York Times. About two weeks before their book was published, they shared an adapted excerpt in the paper containing choice tidbits from their reporting, about meetings that Trump's advisers held in the Situation Room to try to contain fallout from the Jeffrey Epstein scandal. Laying such a honey trail of details is a tried and tested method of book promotion; think of every Woodward book. It just hasn't worked so well recently--certainly not for books about the 2024 election, including one by three star reporters that barely grazed the best-seller list. What helped in the case of Regime Change, one editor told me, was that, unlike the inner workings of Trump's White House, the Epstein affair seems to generate near-bottomless interest. So the excerpt itself was well chosen.

Haberman and Swan may have benefited, too, from a more open field. Because publishers have been avoiding these sorts of books, Regime Change offers perhaps the first major comprehensively reported account of Trump's second term. The literary agent Jim Rutman is skeptical that these sales mean anything for the larger nonfiction landscape; he told me that even in a diminished market, "there was always likely to be some available space for the exceptional few." In this winner-take-all system, what publishers want, another prominent agent, Elyse Cheney, told me, is a "category killer," which is what this title is. If readers are going to buy only one book about Trump, it should be the book about Trump.

Although these dynamics might help explain why Regime Change broke through, they still don't answer the question of why a reading public tired of Trump decided to shell out for another book about him. To figure that out, it might help to look at the Trump administration itself. The president's popularity has hit new lows; his ability to carry out his agenda is diminished. Trump cannot extract himself from a war that almost no one seems to want or understand why he entered in the first place. Even Republicans in Congress are now pushing back against some of his most outrageously self-interested moves. And the midterm elections are nearing, which means that voters can soon take action. If Trump's critics, the people most likely to pick up this book, felt helpless against the barrage of executive orders and power grabs that marked the past 18 months, they are approaching a moment when they can do something about it. They have something to look forward to, a potential change in the status quo.

This makes reading about Trump feel less like trying to focus while getting beaten up and more like thinking back on the fight the next day. A similar dynamic may have been at work in the equally blockbuster-y performance of Kamala Harris's memoir, 107 Days, last year. Readers were ready for a postmortem of that brutal presidential campaign. And now they might be ready to think about the first year of Trump's second term--about DOGE and ICE and the tariffs and Venezuela--from a place of not just slight remove but relative safety, in which the power behind these wild changes is waning and a coming election might curtail it for the rest of Trump's term. Regime Change reads like an account of the crescendo and operatic downfall of Trump; even the accumulation of details about his bathroom preferences somehow feels like a final degradation.

Read: Trump books aren't selling anymore

One of the pleasures of a good book, even a nonfiction one, is the illusion of closure. You can literally close it whenever you like, even though you know that the real world and its news continues, nonstop. Trump has deprived us of the particular luxury of hindsight for more than a decade now. Every sense of an ending--the Access Hollywood tape, the first and second impeachments, the election of Joe Biden--has proved to be a false one. Perhaps, as that realization settled in, books about him grew less appealing. But if hundreds of thousands of people are buying this latest one, it might be because we have reached a point where it's possible, once again, to imagine what comes next.
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America Is Having MacBook Sticker Shock

Apple is charging you an AI tax.

by Hana Kiros

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




There are many things you can buy for $10,000: A nose job. With luck, a used car. A middling ticket to the World Cup final. Or you could purchase a MacBook Pro. That's how much the highest-end, fully loaded version of Apple's laptop now costs--$3,000 more than it did last week.



Maybe you don't need the most powerful MacBook Pro. But last Thursday, Apple announced price hikes on most of its products. Apple's cheapest laptop, the MacBook Neo, debuted for $600 just a few months ago. Now it's less of a steal at $700. Apple's base tablet model costs 30 percent more. Although iPhones are the same price (for now), every Mac and iPad model is now more expensive. So are other gadgets: Even the HomePod mini, a smart speaker that debuted six years ago, will set you back an extra $30. The day the new prices hit Apple's website, people ran to Costco and Best Buy hoping to take advantage of some lag between the new and old world.



The products are more expensive because they now cost more to make. Specifically, one particular component has become considerably more expensive: RAM, short for "random-access memory." RAM is essential in practically every electronic device. It's what allows you to toggle between the 30 different tabs you might have open right now. And this year, the price of RAM has quadrupled.



Blame the AI boom. Data centers use a gargantuan amount of memory chips. Amid the frenzied AI build-out, the world doesn't have enough to go around. In a statement issued the day of the price increases, Apple wrote that "the rapid expansion of AI data centers" had forced its hand: "We have never seen a component price increase this much, this quickly." Seemingly every laptop maker has already jacked up prices at this point. In October, Microsoft raised Xbox prices by up to $70; last week, the company announced another $100 hike. The effects of the memory shortage extend beyond laptops and gaming consoles. A coalition of trade groups recently wrote to the Trump administration that the memory shortage was jeopardizing the "production and availability of automobiles, medical devices, and other manufactured goods."



If there's one company that should have been able to weather this crisis, it's Apple. In the world of consumer electronics, Apple is "an 800-pound gorilla," Corey Cohen, a computer historian who authenticates vintage Apple products for museums, told me. The company is so big and exacting that it has long been able to essentially name its price for computing parts. Apple CEO Tim Cook has squeezed suppliers to secure better deals and sought to own as much of its production process as possible. Apple's custom chips also shunt around electrical signals much faster than its competition, so its devices can do more with less memory.



Now Apple's grip on the global supply chain is slipping. RAM is one of the most expensive components that Apple does not make itself. Instead of prioritizing Apple, RAM manufacturers are selling chips to AI companies that are willing to spend near-infinite amounts of money to acquire memory in the name of building more powerful bots. Apple's problem extends beyond memory chips to any product AI companies decide they need. In 2013, the CEO of Taiwan Semiconductor, the world's biggest chipmaker, spent $10 billion to invest in manufacturing Apple processors. Now AI companies are its most valuable customers, and Apple is reportedly fighting for enough production lines to fulfill its orders. Apple is reportedly low on a material known as T-glass, which is made almost exclusively by a single century-old Japanese textile company, and which AI companies have been buying up. (Apple did not respond to a request for comment.)





Compared with other electronics companies, Apple is still in an enviable position. Smaller tech companies are struggling to get memory manufacturers to even pick up their calls: GoPro, the action-camera maker, warned last month that it might go out of business because of the memory shortage. Apple enjoys margins fatter than most consumer-tech companies could dream of. "They're sitting on a pile of cash, right?" Cohen told me. "Apple could survive selling zero products for years and not be in the red." Raising prices is a choice by the company to cede as little ground on profits as possible.



No one enjoys paying more for the same thing. The ubiquity of Apple's products makes its price hikes feel especially noticeable, and analysts I spoke with expect prices on iPhones to rise soon. The iPhone 18, set to be released this fall, could be up to $200 more expensive than its predecessor. The increases can easily compound when you are stuck inside Apple's walled garden. Most iPhone users also own an iPad, and a third of Apple's customers own the holy trinity: tablet, smartphone, laptop. iPhone parents raise iPad babies who get Macs during Apple's annual back-to-school sale.



Memory prices may come down in the next few years as new RAM factories come online. But Apple's prices are unlikely to ever go back. "Prices generally are a one-way ratchet," Wamsi Mohan, an Apple analyst at Bank of America, told me. "Customers acclimate to paying more."



Many Americans already worry that AI will take their jobs, dry their rivers, and run up their utility bills. A pricier laptop may not be the greatest worry, but it's certainly not going to help sell anyone on the AI future.
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Movies Are Good, Actually

A film critic's new book attacks the medium for diminishing culture. Rarely has David Thomson been more wrong.

by Michael O'Donnell

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




Are movies bad for us? Do they waste our time, dumb down the culture, even harm society? On-screen, stars depict unspeakable acts of violence and cruelty. More subtly, movies make bad choices look appealing; viewers might watch The Godfather and think not merely I want Michael Corleone's suit, but I want to smoke like he smokes--and maybe run my business like him too. Perhaps that last claim feels overblown, but movies indisputably falsify reality, presenting a world that seems hypervivid for a few hours but vanishes when the lights come up. Mundane life can hardly compete with the glamorous charisma of Kim Novak and Jimmy Stewart in Vertigo or the epic vistas in Lawrence of Arabia.

An eminent film critic has written a new analysis of cinema that is propelled by exactly such misgivings. In A Sudden Flicker of Light, the prolific and controversial historian David Thomson describes film as "an engine of fantasy," a "parasite to reality" that "has begun to diminish our nature" and "turned us into watchers, half aware that we cannot have what we see." Thomson, who has a quirky palate and has dismissed some canonical films, writes that he "feels more than regret" over the decades of attention he has given to cinema--"as if it honored society and history." He even appears to blame the movies for the rise of Donald Trump, the consummate camera-ready salesman. I can't recall such a bleak appraisal of an art form since Tipper Gore went after Twisted Sister in the 1980s.

This is the right moment to take the medium's pulse. I believe we owe the rise of Trump largely to baser human instincts rather than to any cultural product, but the president could not have built the MAGA brand without learning a trick or two from the image industry. More broadly, movies themselves are in trouble. Theaters are dying; superhero blockbusters are struggling; screens have gotten smaller; clips have gotten shorter; and AI threatens to supplant it all. Thomson's about-face over the movies might be a surprise, but that a critic of his stature would wrestle with cinema's enduring value is not. Whether in the spirit of saving or eulogizing the industry, the question of its influence deserves serious thought.

A Sudden Flicker of Light is nominally a history of the movies. Ranging from the film pioneer Georges Melies all the way through 2024's Anora, Thomson's survey covers silent pictures, the talkies, the studio era, the New Hollywood, and the age of streaming. His book is being marketed as revisionist, but it seeks less to revise than to antagonize, with overstated claims and cheap shots, and it is particularly hostile toward directors: "The soul of Sir Ridley Scott was formed in doing ads"; if Stanley Kubrick "could have eased up an inch or two he might have been a real artist instead of a fearful dictator." Thomson's book, coming late in his career, is more successful as a provocation than as a persuasive indictment of cinema.

Partly this has to do with structure. Thomson sprinkles critique throughout his book like seasoning unevenly applied to a gamey piece of meat. He concedes that his argument jumps around confusingly, and he writes with an obscure style that makes his precise views difficult to pin down. Yet as I understand him, Thomson brings three broad and related points to bear against the movies: He contends that the camera loves violence; he argues that movies are inferior to literature; and, most interesting, he writes that cinema spotlights the sensational rather than the everyday world.

Read: Hollywood's secret history of sexuality

Thomson makes his first point by arguing that the medium "flatters killers, or people doing taboo things." During World War I, the machine gun "worked rather like a movie camera, one frame or bullet after another." Once sound was added to pictures, beginning with The Jazz Singer in 1927, the clapboard "was as commanding as a pistol shot." Violence coarsens viewers, Thomson believes; he regrets to say that he has caught himself trying to act as tough as Robert Mitchum. He disdains the chosen subject matter of Francis Ford Coppola and Martin Scorsese, who "were deeply affected by something in the medium that warmed to arbitrary power and the brotherhood of the gang, or the family."

Yet I'm not sure movies are more prone to violence than, say, music or literature. Thomson ought to spend some time listening to death metal and gangsta rap, or reading the gory novels of Stephen King and Cormac McCarthy. The "reactionary fortitude" of Gone With the Wind--whose propagation of antebellum southern myths is arguably a kind of violence against history itself--"is an undying part of America's legend, and it was sustained by movies," Thomson writes. But Gone With the Wind was of course based on a book--as, for that matter, was Coppola's violent masterpiece The Godfather. This imprecision betrays a confusion of form and substance. Film doesn't breed violence so much as audiences demand it. They always have, because death is one of art's great subjects. If depictions of violence truly warp us, then we had better set aside not just gangster pictures but Homer, Shakespeare, Shelley, and Melville too.

These early precedents in fictional brutality also weaken Thomson's next point, about literature's superiority. "The book is so much more patient than a screen," Thomson writes. Books "help us feel the adolescent, narrow-minded intensity of film. Its blinding concentration is awed into submission or obedience. What film does not grasp is the largeness of imagination." Thomson, who draws his own book's title from a line in a Henry James novel, contrasts "the childish inability of movie as a language"--that's not a typo; he favors the singular--"compared with a single sentence marrying two points of view more potently than coition."

These lines reveal the perspective of someone who has been immersed in one medium for too long and is now busy idealizing another. Not all novels are written by Henry James; the bookstore holds as much schlock as the multiplex. And narrative does not have to be a zero-sum game. Rather than declare one medium superior to another, we can marvel at the varied angles through which different artists can refract the world. Yes, literature takes us into characters' minds, but film brings together photography and music in a way that books cannot. That's to say nothing of the stage, which offers a raw immediacy that books and films lack. Does that make theater the winner of this silly exercise? Art is not a contest. It is the pursuit of beauty and truth. Send out all the search parties.

Thomson's most interesting point is that many movies are too busy being sensational to serve as a window to the world. Projected onto giant screens and driven by the thirst for profit, they veer toward extremes, favoring crime and spectacle instead of stories about "the frequently amiable muddle"--in other words, humdrum existence. Yet "anything with pretensions to being an art or an entertainment," Thomson asserts, "has as much duty to serve our nature as photography was once treated as the imprint of reality." This is why starkly realistic films such as Terrence Malick's The Tree of Life and Jonathan Glazer's The Zone of Interest win his approval, whereas movies such as Se7en and Star Wars do not.

Read: The sound of cruelty

Here is a confession: I like all four of those movies. The silver screen does love a chase, and a heist, but it can also beautifully render a moment of unspoken understanding between two people; think of Celine Sciamma's exquisite Portrait of a Lady on Fire. As Salman Rushdie once explained, "One of the things that literature does is it opens up to you worlds which are not your world, but through the book they feel like they become your world." That is well said, and the principle is transferrable to the screen. Thomson apparently goes to the movies or picks up a novel to see life as it is. Yet those limited terms exclude most movies and most books. Rushdie's broader view invites us to use narrative to see the world as it might be (Prometheus, Interstellar) or once was (Inside Llewyn Davis, The Grand Budapest Hotel), or perhaps as it shouldn't be (The Master, Prisoners). Incidentally, those are all movies that Thomson has panned.

Overshadowing A Sudden Flicker of Light is a sort of exhaustion with film, a buyer's remorse over a product that has exceeded its shelf life. In an unconvincing paragraph near the book's end, Thomson insists, "I still want to believe in a mainstream of cinema," before naming eight--just eight!--contemporary directors whose work he is willing to endorse. This is not Thomson's only jarring list. Elsewhere, he suddenly presents the reader with half a page of worthy female filmmakers. The dour feeling that this book produces is the exact opposite of the invigorating excitement that Scorsese conveys when discussing movie magic. The distance between an artist such as Scorsese and a critic such as Thomson is as expansive as an open horizon compared with a dark room.

Movies have seen better days. They are being abandoned not just by Thomson but by large segments of their original audience. Yet movies matter as an art form because the best ones graze our souls. I'm still terrified by the overhead murder scene in Psycho. I radiate with pleasure at the way music and images take me to a Fitzroy townhouse at the beginning of Phantom Thread. The Big Lebowski always makes me laugh, and I cry every time Victor Laszlo leads the bar in singing "La Marseillaise" in Casablanca. Movies aren't bad for us. Some days I think they keep my heart from slowing to a stop. It will take a great deal more than this sour book to convince me otherwise.
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At Least You're Not Playing in the World Cup Right Now

The athletes train for this heat, but even elite-level acclimation only goes so far.

by Nancy Walecki

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




Last June, England's men's national soccer team went to Spain for a training camp. Next to the pitch were tents artificially heated to a minimum of 95 degrees Fahrenheit, where players completed fitness tests on exercise bikes while staff measured their performance. Each player swallowed a biometric tablet, about the size of a large vitamin, so that scientists could see how well his body cooled itself. At the time, England's head coach, Thomas Tuchel, told reporters, "I will be very surprised if we do not suffer" at the 2026 World Cup in North America, where his athletes would be tested not just against other teams but against the hot and humid summer.



The weather in the United States in the coming days will provide such a test--for World Cup athletes and for millions of Americans alike. The heat wave sweeping across the country will hit several World Cup locations, including New Jersey, Kansas City, and Philadelphia, where stadiums lack roofs and air-conditioning. The last time North America hosted the World Cup, in 1994, games were infamously hot, and this tournament could give it a run for its money. Tomorrow, temperatures in Kansas City, Missouri, are expected to reach into the 90s, and they'll get close to 100 in Philadelphia when the city hosts a game on Saturday. Both cities have been placed under extreme-heat warnings by the National Weather Service. If we mere mortals are made miserable by the heat, these footballers will be miserable and vigorously exercising--they usually run about seven miles during a game, Orlando Laitano, a professor of applied physiology and kinesiology at the University of Florida who works with Brazil's national team, told me.



For months, teams have strategized about how best to prepare their athletes for this kind of heat and humidity--with post-training saunas, hot-water immersion, sweaty outdoor workouts, and heat-training camps. In an ideal world, athletes would spend about 15 days working out in the heat to get used to a region's climate in the lead-up to the tournament, Lee Taylor, an exercise and environmental physiologist at Loughborough University who consults with several soccer teams competing in the World Cup, told me. Many teams try to do exactly that. Norway's squad--probably especially in need of some heat training--went to Greensboro, North Carolina, where, at one point, it got so hot that the coaches reportedly cut practice short. Brazil's team, meanwhile, decamped to Orlando, Florida, where Laitano affixed players with sweat-collection patches and analyzed their fluid and electrolyte loss during workouts to concoct a hydration regimen for each person.



But many players get less than 15 days of acclimatization time. Although England's team held a 10-day training camp in Miami ahead of the World Cup, some players arrived late because they were busy with the Champions League finals. Laitano still ruminates over Brazil's loss in the 2014 World Cup, which the country hosted not long after he started working with the team. Brazil chose to train in the mountains of Rio de Janeiro, a region that, during the Southern Hemisphere's winter, was colder than the other parts of the country where they'd be playing, he told me. Germany, which won the tournament, trained in Brazil's sweltering state of Bahia. "I can't say they won only because they stayed in the heat," Laitano said, "but they did choose to have their base in a hot environment, because they knew it could be an edge for them."



Acclimatized or not, players are still dragged down by the heat. Research has shown that athletes generally don't play as intensely during hot matches--not sprinting as often, for instance--and just as a heat wave can zap a person's energy over multiple days, the fatiguing effects of heat accumulate during the tournament. Still, trainers have a few tricks that can help athletes--or anyone, really--withstand the heat. To lower their core body temperature, athletes might don an ice-filled vest (admittedly, not a household item) or, before a match, dunk themselves in an ice bath (easier to try at home). FIFA has mandated periodic hydration breaks throughout this year's games, too, during which players can drink ice slurries and wrap themselves in cold towels. (Again--not a bad idea when air-conditioning leaves something to be desired.)



For those of us who haven't spent months preparing for heat under the care of dozens of experts, the options are somewhat limited. People take about eight to 10 days to get well acclimated to heat, Michael Sawka, an exercise physiologist and heat-adaptation expert at Georgia Tech, told me. When heat waves come on suddenly, people have little chance to acclimatize, and many of the areas affected this week, such as New York City, have had fairly reasonable temperatures recently, Carol Ewing Garber, an exercise physiologist at Columbia University's Teachers College, told me. Most people will just have to get through it. Garber suggests that those of us not competing in the World Cup follow a few basics: In lieu of a mandated uniform, we should wear breathable clothing; entire nations are not fiercely anticipating our performance on a soccer pitch, so we can choose to spend time in the shade and to exercise in the cooler hours of the day. And on one count, the advice is the same for both normies and World Cup players: Take frequent water breaks.
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Pete Buttigieg's Ordeal Is a Frightening New Form of Political Harassment

Even in these unimaginative days, Americans are still capable of innovations in cruelty.

by Quinta Jurecic

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




The news that former Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg was investigated by Child Protective Services for a false allegation of child abuse was surprising. Not that an accuser would attempt such a cruel form of harassment--this, unfortunately, is not shocking at all--but because nobody seems to have aimed this particular tactic at a prominent politician before. Even in these unimaginative days, Americans are still capable of new innovations in cruelty.

"Someone decided to hurt our family this week," Buttigieg wrote in a Substack post last week. Buttigieg, the first openly gay Cabinet member and a likely Democratic presidential contender, wrote that state police and a CPS worker arrived at his home in the last week of June to investigate an anonymous report that Buttigieg may have harmed his 4-year-old twins. The matter was quickly resolved, but only after Buttigieg was separated from his children for 24 hours and CPS had interviewed them. State investigators in Michigan, where Buttigieg lives, determined that the tip had been false.

Life as a public servant in America requires an escalating tolerance for danger. Politicians, judges, election workers, school-board members, and librarians face online abuse, threats, true risk of physical violence, and bullying--persistent, creative torment that emerges from unexpected corners and darts back and forth across the line of physical and psychological peril. Now people considering a role in public life have a new nightmare to consider: the possibility that a malicious hoax will lead the state to take away their children.

As Buttigieg himself noted, his ordeal bears a striking resemblance to another contemporary form of harassment. "Swatting," as it's come to be known, involves a 911 caller alerting law enforcement to a supposed violent crisis at the target's address. Police show up, guns drawn, to a peaceful home and a terrified victim. The tactic leverages the militarization of American police, placing the target and their family at risk of death or injury at the hands of confused law-enforcement officers.

Swatting began garnering public attention after a series of incidents in the 2000s and 2010s within the online-gaming world. One player would call in law enforcement to harass a rival, sometimes in livestreamed confrontations. Over the past decade, the tactic has crept into politics as well. A report last year by the National Association of Attorneys General found that swatting incidents have "increased significantly" since 2024 and have been wielded against members of Congress, federal judges, journalists, and even health-care providers.

Spencer Kornhaber: The surprising reason for the new homophobia

The rise of swatting reflects a larger cultural escalation. Donald Trump's habitual viciousness toward his enemies, along with the public's fury and distrust toward public officials that metastasized during the 2020 election and the coronavirus pandemic, created a breeding ground for politicized harassment. The U.S. Marshals Service, tasked with protecting the federal judiciary, has tracked a sharp increase in threats to judges over the past several years, particularly those who have ruled against Trump. In 2025, threats to members of Congress reached a record high. A 2024 study by the Brennan Center for Justice based on interviews with almost 2,000 state-level lawmakers found that 40 percent reported having been harassed or threatened.

Buttigieg's experience with CPS seems consistent with this trend. Without knowing more about the motive of the person who placed the call, there is no definitive way to say whether this was an act of politicized harassment or an appalling expression of a personal grudge--like the gamers who swatted other players who annoyed them.

Michigan police have not released any information about the anonymous caller, who falsely alleged, according to Buttigieg, that "he had spoken to a woman who claimed to have met me at a conference several years ago in Alabama, where she said I told her that I had committed unspeakable violent crimes." As with swatting, a fake CPS call leverages the power of the state, and the shortcomings of existing systems, as a tool of violence. "My main concern is how a report this thin ever made it past intake in the first place," Vivek Sankaran, who directs the Child Welfare Appellate Clinic at the University of Michigan Law School, wrote to me in an email. "An allegation that remote and that unrelated from anything about these actual children should never be enough to send investigators to a family's door or to separate a parent from his kids, even for a day."

Buttigieg is not just any parent; he is a prominent gay man, parenting two small children with his husband, in a moment when increasing numbers of LGBTQ people are reporting harassment. Queer parenthood, in particular, is the subject of particular viciousness by the far right, which has extended its initial wave of attacks on transgender people as "groomers" of children to target gay and lesbian adults as well. This is less a new development and more a resurgence of prejudices only recently pushed below the surface. Many LGBTQ parents have long feared that the state would use their sexual orientation as a reason to take away their children. These fears spring from an ugly history of official hostility: In 1996, for example, a Florida judge relied on a lesbian mother's sexuality in granting primary custody of her daughter to her ex-husband, a convicted murderer who had just served eight years in prison for killing his first wife.

Graeme Wood: Pete Buttigieg in the wilderness

On Substack, Buttigieg noted that the swatting incident occurred "soon after we shared photos of our family on social media for Father's Day." In the past, he has been candid about his struggle to come to terms with his sexuality. "There were times in my life when if you had shown me exactly what it was inside me that made me gay, I would have cut it out with a knife," he said in a 2019 speech to the LGBTQ+ Victory Fund, during his campaign for the 2020 Democratic presidential nomination. But "if I had had the chance to do that, I would never have found my way to Chasten," his husband--with whom, he said, he was hoping to one day have children. Now, his Substack post suggested, his Instagram post expressing his hard-won joy over his young family may have made him a target.

If Buttigieg's experience is the beginning of a new form of harassment, officials are not powerless to respond. Falsely reporting child abuse is a crime in Michigan and many other states. Sankaran suggested that states should rethink allowing anonymous CPS reports--New York, for example, recently banned the practice--and should ensure that parents know their rights during CPS investigations and have access to legal counsel. After the growth of swatting, states passed new laws establishing criminal penalties for the practice. But these are only tactics to limit the damage, not to halt it from spreading. Ever the politician, Buttigieg concluded his Substack post with a call to action: "We cannot let American politics keep going in this direction." Absent a huge shift in the tides of American culture, there is every reason to think it will.
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The Capital Is a Mess

Chain-link fences, construction cranes, armed guards, and portable toilets everywhere

by Matt Viser

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




The capital city is an absolute mess.

The White House is an active construction site, with cement trucks going through the same gates typically used by the president's armored limousine. There's a gaping hole where half of the building once stood, a project held up by lawsuits. The South Lawn and the Ellipse, a 52-acre park between the White House and the Washington Monument, are completely torn up. The once-green grass where a temporary arena held a bloody UFC fight last month has turned brown. It looks like a demolition derby took place.

The Reflecting Pool is a murky shade of green, despite a multimillion-dollar renovation to repaint it American-flag blue and mitigate its algae problem. It is now surrounded by fencing and ominous signs that read DANGER EXPLOSIVES and show a bomb being detonated. Ducks that died in the water are being tested.

The National Mall seems to be wrapped in a variety of fencing, some of it in place for construction reasons, some of it to create a security gantlet for the July 4 celebration. At East Potomac Golf Links, at nearby Hains Point, is a massive pile of dirt that some golfers have dubbed "Mount Trump," taken from the East Wing debris in preparation for a golf-course redo. The Federal Reserve is under construction, as are various roads and bridges, and the Kennedy Center is allegedly in disrepair--and now has an odd contraption of scaffolding and flame-retardant tarps covering its signage at the main entrance like a giant Band-Aid. There are construction cranes, National Guard troops, and portable restrooms everywhere.

Throughout the city, there are government signs proclaiming, We are making DC safe and beautiful. D.C. may be relatively safe, but much of it certainly isn't beautiful.


Construction materials sit near the Lincoln Memorial on June 25. (Caroline Gutman for The Atlantic)



Donald Trump has often prided himself on being a builder of grand things. He laid out an expansive vision for Washington, including a gargantuan new triumphal arch in a traffic circle that leads to Arlington National Cemetery. He aggressively took over the 250th celebrations in Washington, redirecting tens of millions of dollars to glam up the tired capital. But so far, he has done more demolition and renovation than construction.

"It's as if there were a natural disaster, and we're looking at the damage after a hurricane. Or think of Manhattan after the World Trade Center was hit by an act of terrorism," Charles A. Birnbaum, the president of the Cultural Landscape Foundation, told me. "If you were just to parachute into Washington, you'd say: Gosh, what happened here?"

Happy birthday, America.

When Trump was getting his start as a developer in New York in the 1980s, his attention to detail could be difficult to manage, Barbara Res, who oversaw construction for the Trump Organization and was placed in charge of building Trump Tower, told me. He kept tinkering with the design of his apartment, she said, making changes that stretched the patience of the architect. He didn't like the braille markers in the elevator and wanted them removed from the designs. (They ultimately stayed, she said.)

Plans for the Trump Tower atrium and lobby called for a collection of ficus trees, which Res said were grown in Florida for a year and a half, with an employee dispatched every so often to check on them. Workers constructed a special tunnel to bring the larger ones into the building, in Midtown Manhattan. Once Trump saw how the specially grown trees blocked views in the atrium, leaving those on higher floors unable to see the pink marble floor and indoor waterfall below, he realized that they were a mistake.

Read: Trump's other paint job

"One by one, he made us cut those trees," Res said. "We begged him, Don't cut down the last tree."

Every ficus tree in the atrium was gone, but Trump allowed four to remain in the lobby. Years later, when their leaves eventually fell off, workers attached fake leaves to the real trees. Trump was probably right that cutting down the trees made the atrium look better, Res recalled. "He interfered, is what he did," she said. "But he let us do our work. He respected us. Now he doesn't respect anyone."


Visitors look at the White House from behind fencing in Lafayette Square on June 25. (Caroline Gutman for The Atlantic)



In Washington, Trump's dreams have been slowed by lawsuits. The Cultural Landscape Foundation, Birnbaum's Washington-based nonprofit, has filed a challenge to Trump's renovations to the Reflecting Pool and joined as a co-plaintiff on suits related to the president's plans for the Kennedy Center and a "National Garden of American Heroes" in West Potomac Park. Trump's proposals for a ballroom and an arch also face legal challenges. Some of the suits are aimed at proving that the Trump administration is avoiding the normal review process for federal projects that would reshape the capital landscape in ways that it hasn't been in decades. Birnbaum said that he has been "gobsmacked" that the careful layout of the city and the legal protections that have been in place for more than a century are being upended.

The desire to give the nation's capital a fresh look for a big birthday is not unusual: When the United States celebrated its bicentennial, in 1976, the occasion became an accelerant for projects that reshaped the city. But in that case, it was the culmination of planning that had taken years. A reflecting pool in front of the U.S. Capitol building was completed in 1971, and the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden was finished in 1974. The Washington Metro system opened its initial, 4.6-mile line on March 27, 1976. The Constitution Gardens, a 50-acre park along the Mall, was dedicated as a bicentennial tribute in May 1976. The National Air and Space Museum opened to the public that July.

Trump has argued that his projects are an emergency and thus need to bypass certain rules that would typically apply. ("We knew the 250th was coming," Birnbaum countered dryly. "It didn't sneak up on us.") This is how the administration gave no-bid contracts for work on the Reflecting Pool, providing $14.7 million to the contractors that installed sealant that has been peeling away, and another $1.7 million for a "high-tech nanobubble ozone technology" that is supposed to combat the algae that grew so rapidly in recent weeks.

Trump is thinking like a developer, seeing open space not as part of a design feature but as real estate that he can try to build upon. White House officials disputed the notion that the nation's capital hasn't seen improvements and said that Trump has done plenty to spruce it up. They gave me a lengthy list of improvements that includes the removal of 154 homeless encampments, the rehabilitation of 1,143 benches, the fixing of 1,695 lights, and the cleaning of 28 statues and 45 monuments and memorials. The administration also boasted of installing 134 "rat-resistant trash cans."

Read: The YOLO presidency

Trump has been particularly proud of the improvements and repairs to 22 water fountains around the city and to the changes he's made to the White House complex itself. He paved over the Rose Garden's central lawn and added patio furniture, installed two 100-foot-tall flagpoles on the North and South Lawns, and repaved the colonnade with black granite (Trump said that he would pay for the repaving himself but has instead billed it to taxpayers, as my colleague Michael Scherer discovered). White House officials told me that the more ambitious projects--the ballroom and the arch--will take longer because of federal reviews and the amount of construction required.


A banner near the White House on June 25. (Caroline Gutman for The Atlantic)



"For the first time in decades, America's capital has been dramatically transformed thanks to President Trump's commitment to Making DC Safe and Beautiful Again," Taylor Rogers, a White House spokesperson, said in a statement.

Trump toured several of his projects on Sunday, looking at Lafayette Park and the restored fountains; going on a motorcade ride through Memorial Circle, where he wants to build the arch; and then inspecting the golf course that he wants to redesign. After his tour, he released a 589-word post on social media saying that progress was being was made throughout the city on statues, monuments, and fountains ("Truly beautiful, even nicer than the day they were built"); the Reflecting Pool ("The criminally made algae is gone"); and Lafayette Park ("Has not looked so good since its inception in 1820!"). "We will build one of the Greatest Golf Courses anywhere in the World," he wrote, saying that work would begin on September 1, although a federal judge has ordered work not to proceed without required approvals and notification.

Don Folden, a 73-year-old, has been stationing himself on the north side of the White House for six years, speaking to tourists through his microphone and trying to convince the crowds to "stop hating each other because you disagree." But lately, his message has been as much about spreading peace as it has been about handling disappointment. He's seen one of Washington's most sought-after photo backgrounds disappear behind fencing and other obstacles. The other day, he shouted: "You came at the wrong time! The other side is closed too!"

The construction has also made the White House, a symbol of American power, seem small. Much of Lafayette Square has been surrounded by fencing for most of the year, with crowds still gathering to get the best possible view they can, though it's not a good one. "Is that claw thing still here?" one woman wondered aloud during a recent visit, inquiring about the UFC cage that loomed over the White House like a giant spider.

"People are disappointed," Folden told me. "The one time they come to D.C., and people are surprised to find this. It is discouraging." He's hopeful that the end result will be a nicer park. But there have also been security concerns after a series of incidents, and the Secret Service is aiming to install a gating system to quickly secure the area if needed. The National Park Service wants to reopen the park by July 4, although it's unclear whether it will meet the deadline. When I stopped by yesterday morning, the fencing had been opened slightly to make more space for tourists. Behind the fences, the fountains are working and the grass is green, but I watched as a woman extended her selfie stick above to try to get an unobstructed view.

Read: What I saw inside the Kennedy Center


Two visitors look through temporary fencing on June 25. (Caroline Gutman)



Down by the Potomac River, the Kennedy Center has kept the wrapping over the entrance, where Trump's name was attached to the marble walls before a judge ordered it removed. A spokesperson for the Kennedy Center would not provide a timeline for when the covering might come down, telling me, "The scaffolding and tarp will remain up as crews address maintenance needs of the marble and soffit panels." The wrapping also just happens to restrict viewers from seeing that Trump's name is no longer there. The grand entrance to the building now identifies it as: THE JOHN F. ... ORMING ARTS. It's like an exhibit by Christo, only with scaffolding instead of polypropylene fabric.

Washington Mayor Muriel Bowser described the state of the National Mall as "different" from anything she has seen over her years living in the city, but, she added, "I've also never been alive for the 250th anniversary." On Monday, she urged residents and tourists who want to attend the July 4 celebration to plan ahead and be patient. The forecast is for sweltering temperatures and a possibility of rain. A heavy security presence is expected, and fireworks are not planned to begin until at least 10:30 p.m.--when they will illuminate the not-yet-transformed city below.
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American History as Rorschach Test

A new curriculum plays down America's sins.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




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

In May, the Florida Department of Education announced an alternative to the Advanced Placement history course that it described in a press release as "free from ideological bias or indoctrination." For years, Governor Ron DeSantis has fought the College Board, the group that administers the AP test, over how its standardized tests portray many things, including race and gender but also the motivations of the Founding Fathers. DeSantis's efforts align with Donald Trump's. The president has long criticized the Pulitzer Prize-winning "1619 Project," and signed an executive order in 2020 that created the 1776 Commission to promote "patriotic education" and "the miracle of American history."

For its new curriculum, Florida recommends one textbook, Land of Hope: An Invitation to the Great American Story, by Wilfred McClay, a professor of history at Hillsdale College who has suggested that he dipped into high-school-textbook writing partly to counteract the influence of the enormously popular Howard Zinn's A People's History of the United States, which more takes the approach of letting teenagers in on their country's dark secrets. McClay's approach is, to use a neutral word, brighter. He mentions slavery plenty but does not get into gritty details, and most of the story is told from the perspective of American political leaders, who tend to be white men. The leaders, for the most part, are flawed but have good intentions.

American patriotism is not just trending downward; it's plummeting, especially lately. A recent Gallup poll was titled "American Pride Slips to New Lows." McClay partly blames history class, which he thinks isn't teaching students a "love of country." This week on Radio Atlantic, I talk with McClay about whether to background or foreground the sins of your country, and what you gain and lose from either approach.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Happy 250th birthday, America. On this momentous occasion, I've been thinking about how a country should be remembered, which is a fraught question right now in politics, in high-school curricula, and possibly at your barbecue. I definitely have at least one relative who will be draping himself in an American flag all day, and another who will skip the holiday entirely.

Every nation has good and bad moments, so what do you foreground? And what do you lose, if anything, if you emphasize one over the other?

[Sheep noises]
 Rosin: Aw, that sheep is really hairy.


[Music]

Rosin: Earlier this week, I went down to the National Mall in D.C. to go to the Great American State Fair--a place that was literally advertising itself as showcasing "the very best of America."

Rosin: All right, where is Florida?


Rosin: I checked out the Florida exhibit at the fair. There are exhibits for all the states, and online, many people said Florida was a standout. I saw a plastic manatee floating in its virtual habitat.

Rosin: Look at this moss. Pretty cool.
 Man: Hello.
 Rosin: Hello. Hello, manatee.


Rosin: And while I was there, I asked people about one of the Founding Fathers who is a kind of Rorschach test for this idea: Do you foreground or background the bad parts?

Rosin:  If I say the name Thomas Jefferson, what comes to your mind?
 Chloe: Declaration of Independence.
 Michael: Independence. America.
 Chloe: What about you, Mom?
 Lisa: That's what I was gonna say.


Rosin: Most of the people we talked to had similar answers: Monticello. Founding Father. One guy told us that Jefferson had a dumbwaiter, which I didn't know. And then usually, there was another kind of answer.

Chloe:  The second--this is bad--slavery, because I know he was a big slave owner, and the controversies between his child that he had with the slave. I know that.
 Lisa: But then how far we've come as a country to hopefully make advances in--
 Chloe: Yeah.
 Lisa: --equality, perhaps.


[Music]

Rosin: Yeah. I'm choosing him because he obviously leads people in lots of different places, so it's interesting to listen to how people--
 Chloe: I think, well, first of all, we need to be proud of our American history, but there is also things that we need to know, that that wasn't right. And obviously, slavery was a terrible thing, and that was horrible. I think it's also important to highlight what was wrong with how he behaved and slavery, and how that was a norm, and how it shouldn't have been a norm.


Rosin:  Hi. Can we ask you all a quick question, which is: If I say Thomas Jefferson, does anything come to mind for you?
 Warren: Sally Hemings.
 Rosin: Say more.
 Warren: Yeah. Founding Father, but sometimes they get their hands a little dirty and did things they weren't supposed to. And as much as people wanna whitewash it, that's part of the history too. And it's kind of a stain on his legacy as well, so--


Carol:  Even though George Washington had slaves, he treated them very, very good. Thomas Jefferson had slaves, but he treated them very, very good. He was not a bad slave owner. Everybody had slaves back then. That was the norm.


[Music]

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

Fights over history are especially intense in schools, because whoever wins over the future wins the past. The state of Florida--of manatee fame--recently introduced a conservative-leaning alternative to the Advanced Placement history course for high-school students. A pilot program will roll out later this fall.

The Florida Advanced Courses and Test--or FACT, for short--is heavy on American exceptionalism, light on slave narratives. It's an approach to history that President Trump had in mind when he signed an executive order to promote patriotic education.

President Trump: It will encourage our educators to teach our children the miracle of American history and make plans to honor the 250th anniversary of our founding.


Rosin: The only textbook that the Florida FACT curriculum suggests to use is called Land of Hope: An Invitation to the Great American Story. We're not going to talk about the Florida curriculum specifically, but we are gonna use the textbook to talk about how history should be taught--with its author, Wilfred McClay, who is a history professor at Hillsdale College, a private Christian school.

Rosin: Do you go by Bill, by the way? I heard people call you Bill.
 Wilfred McClay: I do generally go by Bill, yeah. And I'd be happy if you did.
 Rosin: (Laughs.) Okay, okay. That works.


Rosin: Bill says he wanted Land of Hope to put more of an emphasis on the Founders, on ratification debates, the Constitution, and to be, in his words, more enjoyable to read. And he wanted it to be a counterweight to other textbooks that he thought had an ideological slant.

Shortly after publishing Land of Hope in 2019, Bill says he had dinner with a lawyer who had wanted to meet with him.

McClay: We had a long conversation. We closed the place down, and we probably talked for five hours about the very kinds of things you and I are talking about. And he came up with this formulation that really stuck in my mind. He said, I believe that if you teach young people that they live under a bad regime, it damages their souls.
 And I have to admit to you, I've never thought of it in that way. That seemed--it was more dramatic, more metaphysical than anything I would have said up to that point. But I realize it is important that studying American history for an American is not the same, I think, as almost any other subject, because you're teaching them about what it means to be a citizen.


Rosin: I agree with Bill that it's important to help young people be civically engaged. From there, though, it comes down to the details. When you're teaching history, what's the right line? How much bad? How much good? How much violence? How many soaring speeches? What is the right way to inspire but still inform?

McClay:  I think that it's justifiable to have the earliest exposures to American history be not fabulistic, not phony, not fairy tales, but grounded in affection for the country as one of the sources of your being. And then as you get older, then to introduce complexity.

It's such that you may come to the point where, I can't really be friends with this country when I know all of these things about it. That's, I think, a legitimate outcome of education.  You can't control that. You shouldn't try to control it. But the earliest stages do seem to me to matter a lot.

I have a lot of friends in the profession who write critically about early America and the Founders and Framers. And I say in a nice way--I'm not challenging them, but I say--"Do you ever worry about the effect on young people that it has to see everything debunked?" They will say always the same thing, and it is, That's not my job. But somebody has to teach that somewhere along the line. So I don't think we can be indifferent to the effects of a, let's say, a "1619 Project"-kind of approach to American history, which I strongly objected to at the time it came out and still do object to.

Rosin: Okay, so you've gotten quickly to the heart of the matter, which is that you think too much criticism is corrosive. I mean, it sounds like what you're saying--

McClay: Too much criticism at the wrong time in the wrong way--

Rosin: --is corrosive?

McClay: Yeah, yeah. Can be corrosive. Okay. I want all those qualifiers in there.

Rosin: Yes. Can be corrosive.

McClay: Okay.

Rosin: I mean, I know that your work can be caricatured. There's a fierce debate right now about how to teach history. So we'll just lay out--

McClay: All my life. Yeah.

Rosin: There are some sources that have a pretty explicitly Christian-nationalist telling of history, like the [PragerU] materials. That is not who you align yourself with, right?

McClay: No. I've done some things with Prager, but I don't align myself with that view at all. I think I would want to talk about it for a while, because I think they're not completely wrong, but I don't think America was founded as a Christian nation. I will dispute that fervently.

Rosin: And at the other end would be Howard Zinn, A People's History of the United States, which is widely read among teenagers and does have a certain appeal. It's like, We're letting you in on secrets about America.

McClay: Yeah, yeah.

Rosin: It's history from the bottom up, labor history, history of rebellion. So that's what you're arguing against, that kind of influence.

McClay: Yeah, but not entirely. I wanna give Howard Zinn credit for one very big thing that he did extremely well, and that is to present history as a story. He's really very good at telling stories. I think they're not the right stories. They're not told in a nuanced, fair-minded way, but they're very compelling. And I think young people want to read Zinn.

But I think Zinn did something--and the historians all hate him. The most negative reviews of Howard Zinn were written by Michael Kazin, the longtime editor of Dissent magazine. And they recognized, and they wanted historians to acknowledge, that he was a bad historian. Five million copies of the People's History later, I don't know that the message has really gotten through. But as history, it's not good. As history as story, it's very good.

Rosin: So let's put in our minds--let's put before us an American high-school student. And so the aim is to get that student to be interested and to have some affection with all the qualifications that you named. And the question is how to do that. So let's get deeper into an example to see what this looks like in its specifics. Thomas Jefferson is a good Rorschach test.

McClay: Oh gosh. Yeah. Yeah.

Rosin: You point out, as many historians do, that Jefferson's slaveowning calls into question the legitimacy of his most resonant words, that all men are created equal. Why did you make the choice to point that out about him in your history?

McClay: Well, and I do it early on because he's so connected to the roots of what's distinctive about American civilization, about American political systems. I think it's a crime of omission not to bring up how complicated he is in this way. He owned slaves, but he wrote against slavery. He even wanted to have, as you probably know--in the original draft of the Declaration [of Independence], he fulminates against the king for being responsible for this institution, which George III can't be blamed for that. And you don't have to get into that depth in, say, the fifth grade, which is when most students in most states first encounter U.S. history.

But I think you have to acknowledge that slaveholding was a common practice among particularly the Virginians, but not just them. Benjamin Franklin had slaves. He eventually changed his mind dramatically on the subject and became a proponent of abolition, but--and that's a great story too.

Rosin: So back to Jefferson, because I think it's a good template to understand this in the details, because what we're talking about is: How much of this detail do you include on each side? So you do mention the imperfections of Jefferson. You do not, however, mention Sally Hemings, the enslaved woman who bore his children.

McClay: No.

Rosin: And who is a--it's a story that's captured the imagination. I think we can agree it's--

McClay: Oh sure.

Rosin: So why not? Why not?

McClay: Well, I'm one of the people who is not convinced that he was, in fact, the father. And we could have a little debate about that, but maybe leave it at that for now, that there's an indication that there's--and I can't even remember all the details--but there's a chromosome coming from a male Jefferson. But that's as close to--the evidence that he was the father ends up being circumstantial, not really deriving from the DNA, and I'm not persuaded by it.

So I don't take it as a given. I'm not out there beating the drum for an alternative view, but that's one reason I don't mention it, is that's something I'm not entirely convinced of.

Rosin: Although there is DNA tests showing at least her youngest son to be part of the Jefferson line.

McClay: Oh, yeah. No, I think that's right, but not necessarily Thomas Jefferson. Again, that's a separate issue that we could spend 45 minutes or more on, but if it's questionable, then I think the argument for not including it is pretty clear.

Rosin: Well, my question is not specifically about Sally Hemings. I'm sure you're familiar with the work of Annette Gordon-Reed.

McClay: Yeah, yeah.

Rosin: And what she attempts to do is bring to actual life the reality, rather than just say, He was a slave owner; he was ambivalent about it, or, He did contradictory things, which is addressing the issue entirely from his point of view. She tries to bring to life the reality of what that word--enslaved--means.

And so my question is: Do you not do that because you think it's too negative, or would cause someone to be less patriotic, that it would turn them away from their country? Because there's almost--

McClay: No. I--

Rosin: --in your books, say, what is definitively missing is any accounting of violence. There's no mention of lynchings. There's no mention of the deepest, darkest kind of negativity.

McClay: I don't think that's actually true, but on the Jefferson question, I think--and we're just gonna have to maybe agree to disagree a little bit about this--but I think that one of the difficulties in writing a book like this is that you have to constantly make judgments about what to leave in and what to leave out. And there's many, many things, may not matter much to you, but that I would have liked to have said more about.

But think about writing an op-ed. You can write an effective op-ed. It should be 500 to 700 words long. If you wrote everything you knew about the subject and laid out all the arguments for the position you were taking about, let's say, birthright citizenship and why the Supreme Court was right in what it decided, it would be 5,000, 10,000, 20,000 words long.

You have to rule things out. And one of the things I noticed in looking at the newest textbooks is that there's been a tendency toward inclusiveness run mad, so that people, often in response to political considerations, I assume, they include much, much detail that, while not untrue, hinders the process of reading.

Above all else, we have a generation in high school, fifth grade--whatever--college that doesn't read, and those are the people I was thinking of. And so I try again and again to uncomplicate as much as possible things that I could delve into with great complexity.

Rosin: But it seems like you're making an assumption about what a high schooler would find interesting or readable. It seems to me equally possible that a high schooler getting into the ins and outs of Jefferson's actually deepest flaws or what did or didn't happen with Sally Hemings would be eminently readable, more than, say, the debates between John William Fletcher and Jefferson. Like, that's what you're interested in, but why make the assumption that an average high schooler would be more interested in that?

McClay: Well, look--I could have whole sections of the book that are, like, sort of Page Six of early America. And they might be very interesting, but that's the author's job, is to guess what his readers are most interested in. That's my job to make that judgment. And whether I've been successful or not, that's for you to judge, and anybody else who reads the book.

But believe me, and anyone who's written--David Kennedy, who's written a very widely used textbook, and I talked about this once, said, The hardest thing is knowing what to throw out. And sometimes that will depend on--for example, I had someone ask me, Why don't you have anything about the Tulsa Race Massacre? Well, I'm married to a Tulsan, and I've been knowing about the Tulsa Race Riot--as they called it for a long time, and now it's the Race Massacre--for a long time.

But it fits into the context of urban riots all over the country at the time, so I didn't--before it became highlighted as a national issue, there wasn't really a reason to give special attention to it. I might now. In fact, we're doing a second edition, and that's one decision, one of about 500 decisions, I have to make about what to include, in keeping with the fact this is something that people are now interested in that they would not have been interested in at the time, 2019, when I wrote the first edition.

Rosin: Yeah, I mean, I was thinking about this with the mindset of a teenage high schooler now. So when you were taught history in high school, there wasn't the internet; there wasn't Wikipedia. And so people didn't have infinite sources of information where they could look up things for themselves.

So you have, for example, a photo of Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce Tribe. You say in the caption he "was compelled to surrender a way of life." And I was thinking, there's nothing inaccurate about that, but if you just Wikipedia Chief Joseph, you see that it was an unbelievable violent campaign, that he was specifically extremely heroic in the speech that he gave, that it was very memorable.

And I did wonder whether a high schooler, looking up that Wikipedia, would think, Oh, this book is whitewashing the truth. And that's why Howard Zinn has sold 5 million copies, because teenagers sort of like to be in on something. They don't want the whitewashed version which uses words like compelled to surrender a way of life, which feels very euphemistic.

McClay: I actually disagree with you about that. I think that the symbolism--well, look, I can't judge whether kids would be more interested in one thing or another. I make the judgment I make. But I think it's much more important to point out that a way of life is at stake, and not just a defeat in the field of battle. So I'm very happy with that. It's in a caption, isn't it?

Rosin: Yeah, it's just a caption, but I thought to myself--it's this question I had about: Violence is difficult to stomach. It's difficult for everyone. And I think it's a legitimate question to wonder: How much true darkness and violence do you want to talk to a teenager about?

I think there's a cost to doing too little. It just feels out of touch, euphemistic, whitewashing, and there's obviously a cost to doing too much. So as I was reading your book, I was just thinking about that question and what a high schooler would find true and palatable and informative about America. And so that caption just stood out to me, as did the one about, for example, Harriet Tubman, where you talked about her experience as a slave, but there's nothing in the book which says what anyone's experience as a slave is.

McClay:  That's not true. That's just not true. I have a whole chapter about the old South that goes into considerable detail about that. It talks more about the experiences of enslavement than it does about the experiences of the master class.

Rosin: But did you think about this question of violence? Did you think that is not helpful in this case?

McClay: I had no process of thinking, How much should I depict the violence of this? I had to think about this quite a bit with, for example, the Nat Turner Rebellion, which was just really awful, but I toned it down somewhat for various reasons. I wanted to emphasize it enough that students would understand that it was this kind of event, and the stories that were told about it, that led to the clamping down on slavery that occurs in Virginia and elsewhere in the wake of that one particular slave rebellion.

But this one was particularly bloody, and so I had to include some description of what happened. But I did it for the reason of making clear why there would be this reaction. And not just for the sake of depicting violence.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, we discuss: Can you be a good citizen of a country that does bad things?

[Break]

Rosin: When my youngest son was in middle school, I took him to the lynching museum in Alabama, and I wrestled with that decision. The lynching museum is very clear about what lynching was, what the history of it was. And there's a legitimate question: At what age would you take a child to the lynching museum?

McClay: Yeah, I don't think we disagree about that at all. I took my kids when I lived in Chattanooga. There's a bridge that's been converted into a pedestrian bridge across the Tennessee River, and there's a spot where lynchings occurred, a significant number. I don't remember now, but I think 18 to 20, something like that.

And I made a point of taking my kids there and saying, Look--there's all these happy people crossing the bridge, eating their snow cones, and all this, but this was a place where these horrendous deeds took place.

But in introducing that in the wrong way, you could give them an impression that that's all that America is about, that underneath it all, it's really just a country based on violence and the survival of the stronger over the weaker, and so on and so forth, and I certainly didn't wanna do that. I don't think you would wanna do that either.

Rosin: Well, so there is a question--a couple of things. There is a question about whether that kind of truth is in fact inspiring. I've heard the argument that when you present a truth, Oh, this is a country sort of with flawed leaders, but they're all well intentioned, and they're debating, and they're marching towards greatness, that creates a passive young citizen.

Whereas if you teach a young person No, this is not--we're not talking about minor flaws. I'm going to highlight these flaws. We're talking about primarily a flawed country, not a little bit flawed, and you can change it, there's an argument that that's actually inspiring and causes young people to be more engaged, to not be passive, and to fight for things that are important to them. So I think it can go either way.

McClay: Well, there's a point that, and the late Gordon Wood was here a couple months ago, and something like this kind of colloquy was going on. And he asked--I was interviewing him--that's the way we set up his visit. And I was tempted, but it wasn't my role to do so, but to ask the question, and then he said the words in my mind, and the words were, Compared to what? Compared to what? And when you say--

Rosin: You mean the country is highly flawed compared to what?

McClay: Yeah. Yeah. Compared to what? And of course, the interlocutor didn't really have an answer to that. He didn't mean to--he didn't do it in a mean way, meaning to shut down discussion. But you always have to think about--

Rosin: But why is that an important question? Every country has its sins, and you can love your country just as you love your family with its sins and own them completely and fight for it to be better.

McClay: Well, I'm not sure I'm understanding you. I mean, if you're talking about exposing your children to the history of lynching, the fact that lynching occurred, and it really wasn't until the Republican Party in the 1920s got on their high horse about it. And of course, the South was still solidly Democratic. But to do that at the exclusion of other things is the reverse form of, whatever the reverse of sanitization is, is lacking balance.

Rosin: Although, it seems to me just as much a legitimate question to ask how to be a good citizen of a bad country. That's actually the theme of an essay that Masha Gessen, who writes often about Russia and its many ills, has asked. Is it okay to teach a child who feels this way, You can still be a good citizen of a bad country or a country that does bad things?

McClay: I think that's pretty hopeless. I think you can write articles in The New Yorker about this; they're to be read by people of education and a certain age. I think teaching of children is just gonna be hopelessly confusing.

Now, there are extreme situations. Growing up in Germany in the '30s or in the Soviet Union or Soviet-controlled regimes, as I think Masha Gessen did, those are extreme situations. But I think it's in a clearly extreme situation, the notion that your duty as a citizen lies in obedience to, in unquestioning obedience to the dictates of your government.

It's a very bad thing to be teaching them. You have to give them a version of a kind of what's called "the talk," about how to make your way with integrity in a system that is being administered by people who are petty, sinful, selfish, malicious commissars, and to not to kind of flame out in a blaze of righteous glory, but also not to submit.

And that's an important moral conversation. I don't think it really applies to what we ought to be teaching young people and incorporating in the Advanced Placement history exam in this country.

Rosin: But many people think about the current administration in exactly the words that you just described. And so could you say to a child, in a situation of that family, You owe your allegiance to the idea of America?

McClay: No, I don't. I mean, I think that's kind of--again, that's a very empty abstraction, I think. And look, I knew people--I know people; I knew people--I know people who felt the same way about Obama's presidency. They're very different people, not the same people. And part of citizenship--this may come to a real fundamental difference between us--but I think part of citizenship is learning to live with results that you don't like, you maybe even abhor. But your abhorrence of the outcomes of particular elections doesn't justify your saying, Well, the hell with that. I'm no longer in the authority of that.

This is why January 6, in case you're thinking of going there, was such an abomination. But there's a concept that I think is lost today, and I often refer people back to Richard Hofstadter, the great American historian at Columbia--

Richard Hofstadter: Honored guests, ladies and gentlemen.


McClay: --in 1968, when "The Bust" occurred.

Hofstadter: The very possibility of civilized human discourse rests upon the willingness of people to consider that they may be mistaken.


McClay: So he gave this wonderful speech, which I think is still applicable today, which he says that democracy demands certain kinds of virtues, and one of them is the recognition of a loyal opposition.

Hofstadter: The possibility of modern democracy rests upon the willingness of governments to accept the existence of a loyal opposition, organized to reverse some of their policies and to replace them in office.


Rosin: Just the last couple of things. I read the book, and there's hardly any women in it, hardly any mention of suffrage. And I did think: I'm trying to imagine, say, a young, Black high-school student in Los Angeles or a Native American student, and what incentive does that person have to be inspired towards patriotism by a book that really focuses on the accomplishment of political leaders who are mostly white men?

So as opposed to, say, inspiring American leaders of all kinds, like a real explanation of the character of Harriet Tubman or of Chief Joseph or Americans struggled against real hardships. Like, reading this book, young high-school students who could really empathize, see themselves in it, which is important to high-school students in a real, visceral way.

McClay: Well, I think I can point to my experiences in--I've lectured about the book in urban settings in New York and Chicago and elsewhere. And I think a lot of Black students are drawn very much to what I've written. But I take exception to this notion that I only talk about white men.

And I give a lot of attention to Frederick Douglass. And Frederick Douglass is a fantastic role model for--he was the quintessential loyal opposition. And his relationship with Lincoln, which I would have loved to have talked about more, but you just can't do it all. But somebody who was born into slavery, and his various autobiographical accounts, the way in which, for example, learning to read is so important in his development. And I emphasize this about Richard Wright, too, and others. And I could go on and on, but his emergence as a great orator. And Martin Luther King, I give a lot of attention to him. Of course, everybody does.

Rosin: But why so few women? I can barely remember a woman, like a suffragette or anybody who changed the course of history.

McClay: Well, I try not to think in terms of fulfilling certain kinds of quotas. But I do look at people that are exemplary in various ways. And I--look, I do talk about Eleanor Roosevelt; I talk about Jane Addams. There was no intent on my part to exclude women, but I also wasn't going to include women just because they were women.

Rosin: Mm. All right, it's the 250th birthday coming up really soon. If you could tell a young American high-school student, Here's what you should do on July 4, what would that be?

McClay: Oh, gosh. I'd say it's a free country. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Do whatever you want?

McClay: Yeah, yeah. You touched earlier on something we should have talked a lot about, is that: How do you teach love of country? And that's a tough one. I mean, the whole religious tradition that you and I both are parts of different ends of, you know, You shall love the Lord God with all your heart and your mind, and so on and so forth. How do you teach that? How do you teach these things? How do you teach--you really don't. I mean, to pound love into people in the way you pound multiplication tables into them, it just can't be done.

[Music]

Rosin: Well, I'm a journalist, and I'm afraid that my way is through truth. There is no love without truth. That is obviously why I do the job I do. So for me, the more truth, the better. But I know that's not everyone's way.

McClay: No, I like that. I also like that there's no truth without love. That's true also in its own way. But I'm not a journalist.

Rosin: I really appreciate this conversation. I feel like we got somewhere.

McClay: I hope so.

Rosin: Bill, Professor McClay, thank you so much for joining me.

McClay: Thank you, Hanna.

[Music]

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. And happy Fourth.
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What Would Mark Twain Think of America at 250?

The country's greatest satirist loved technology and hated corruption. He'd have plenty to say about both in 2026.

by Ron Chernow

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




So what would Mark Twain--a man never at a loss for opinions--make of America on the 250th anniversary of its birth? He wouldn't be surprised to be asked, or bashful about answering. As he once wrote in his notebook, "I am not an American. I am the American." Arguably a bit vain, but essentially correct, since he encompassed much of the best (and occasionally the worst) of our national character.

Twain was our shrewdest satirist of greed and corruption, and he would find plenty to be appalled about in today's second Gilded Age. It was Twain who minted the term The Gilded Age--the title of his first novel, co-authored with his friend Charles Dudley Warner and published in 1873, when Twain was 37 years old--and he had scathing things to say about the wild carnival of greed that followed the Civil War, decrying the "incredible rottenness" and "moral ulcers" of an America in thrall to big business. He published a revised catechism for the rich: "What is the chief end of man? A. To get rich. In what way? A. Dishonestly if we can; honestly if we must." He castigated Jay Gould, the notorious Wall Street speculator, for fostering a greed-is-good mentality: "The people had desired money before his day, but he taught them to fall down and worship it." Today Twain would likely blanch at the billionaires congregating around President Trump at Mar-a-Lago. And in the euphoric greed of Wall Street, he would spot many latter-day examples of Colonel Sellers, the money-mad humbug in The Gilded Age who sees millions in every flimsy enterprise.

Twain's critique had power because he was very much a product of the society he chastised. When he wasn't satirizing plutocrats, he was trying very hard to become one. He amassed a sizable fortune from books and lecture royalties and from marrying a minor heiress, Livy Langdon, whose father had sold coal to Cornelius Vanderbilt's railroads. The couple luxuriated in a 25-room mansion in Hartford, Connecticut, staffed by six servants.

He hoped to get even richer as an inventor. Like us, Twain inhabited an age enamored of new technologies and dazzled by gadgetry. In 1886, while presiding over a Fourth of July celebration in Iowa, he praised "the progress of these last few years--of the telegraph, telephone, phonograph, and other great inventions," saying, "There is more done in one year now than Methuselah ever saw in all his life." Twain himself had one of the first private telephones in New England. He also dreamed up many gadgets of his own, such as a bed clamp that would prevent children from kicking off their blankets. More successfully, he marketed a scrapbook with adhesive paper, allowing users to dispense with glue pots.

Read: The not-at-all-funny life of Mark Twain

But he admitted that his speculative instincts made him "easy prey of the cheap adventurer." The most notorious example was the smooth-tongued James Paige of Rochester, New York, the inventor of a newspaper-typesetting machine that promised to do the work of five or six men. It was a fiendishly ingenious machine with more than 18,000 parts and one glaring flaw: It didn't work reliably. Still, Twain squandered his own fortune and Livy's inheritance on developing Paige's invention, even as the Mergenthaler Linotype became the industry standard, rendering Paige's machine worthless. An embittered Twain growled afterward that if Paige were drowning, he would throw him an anvil. So dismal was the writer's investing record that one newspaper joked that, to avoid a financial disaster, all you had to do was to learn that Mark Twain had gotten in on the ground floor.

Twain embodied the eternal American ambivalence toward money: He had a visceral desire to amass it along with a puritanical distrust of its corrupting effect. So while he would be excited by smartphones, AI, and other digital wonders coming out of Silicon Valley today, he would simultaneously fear our glorification of tech moguls and the excessive political influence of the superrich. In particular, he would likely have criticized Elon Musk's DOGE initiative and its dismantling of federal civil-service protections, since civil-service reform was one of Twain's favorite political causes. During the 1876 presidential campaign, he mocked the spoils system that distributed government jobs as a reward for how much "party dirty work the candidate has done," rather than their actual qualifications. He said that federal-government jobs should be distributed based on "worth and capacity," noting that teachers at least had to know the alphabet and plumbers the inside of a pipe.

Twain reserved his most mordant reflections on American politics for Congress, in his time the most potent--and corrupt--branch of government. "I think I can say, and say with pride, that we have some legislatures that bring higher prices than any in the world," he joked. Still more memorably, he wrote: "Reader, suppose you were an idiot. And suppose you were a member of Congress. But I repeat myself." He called Congress the only "distinctly native American criminal class" and urged Satan to establish a branch of hell in Washington, if he had not done so already. Today Twain would be startled by the passivity of a once-mighty Congress that has all but crumbled in the face of pressure from the White House.

If Twain were resurrected today, we would beg him, on bended knee, for his opinion of Donald Trump. He was certainly no stranger to presidents with outsize egos and constant cravings for attention. When Twain lunched with Theodore Roosevelt, he was dismayed that the president dragged in his Rough Rider exploits in Cuba three or four times. Twain thought Roosevelt overrated and called him "the Tom Sawyer of the political world" because he was "always hunting for a chance to show off; in his frenzied imagination, the Great Republic is a vast Barnum circus with him for a clown and the whole world for audience." It is easy to imagine the sarcasms Twain could hurl at Trump's ballroom, triumphal arch, gold-plated statues, and other vanity projects.

Tom Nichols: Trump is making the 250th small

Early in his career, Twain worried that his stridently expressed political views might alienate his readers. But instead of mellowing with age, he became more indignant at injustice. When the United States invaded the Philippines during the Spanish-American War, Twain naively imagined that the country would be liberated and turned into a republic. Instead, the Philippine independence movement was brutally suppressed. At a City Club dinner in New York in January 1901, Twain scandalized his audience by saying that American soldiers were fighting with "a disgraced musket under a polluted flag." Today he might be just as furious in denouncing Trump's imperial ambitions to control Greenland or annex Canada or exploit Venezuelan oil.

Twain was enraged by the expression "Our country, right or wrong," protesting: "We have thrown away the most valuable asset we have--the individual's right to oppose both flag and country when he believed them to be in the wrong." So he would decry today's attacks on the press, and the widespread tendency to dismiss all journalists as politically motivated. He knew from the inside that the press was far from perfect; Samuel Clemens adopted the Mark Twain pen name when he started his career as a journalist in the Nevada Territory, inventing tall tales and trading insults with rival writers. Yet he also believed the press was a bulwark of liberty, especially in its satirical mode: "Irreverence is the champion of liberty and its only sure defense." Twain would not be surprised by Trump's sensitivity to the gibes of late-night comedians: "The devil's aversion to holy water," he wrote, "is a light matter compared with a despot's dread of a newspaper that laughs."

For the same reason, Twain would have scant patience with the political correctness that reigns in much of the media world today. He felt that every subject was fair game for satire. In his first book, The Innocents Abroad, he accompanied American tourists to Europe and the Holy Land and heaped scorn on almost everything he saw. Once Twain latched on to a target, he would berate it mercilessly. Take his attitude toward France, which he mocked as "the adulterous nation": "A Frenchman's home is where another man's wife is," he gibed. Such stereotypes would never fly in today's world, which may be why we don't have a modern-day Mark Twain.

If Twain could ask only one question about America at 250, however, he would probably want to know about the situation of African Americans. No other white author of the late 19th century engaged so fully with the Black community, whether in promoting the Fisk Jubilee Singers or paying expenses for a Black student at Yale Law School. (That law student, Warner T. McGuinn, became a distinguished attorney and the mentor of Thurgood Marshall, the first Black justice on the Supreme Court.) Twain's friend William Dean Howells said that "no man more perfectly sensed, and more entirely abhorred, slavery." In fact, Twain might well have quarreled with the whole premise of celebrating America's 250th birthday. He believed that 1865, not 1776, was the true date of liberty's birth, "for there was slavery before." He said sarcastically that the Declaration of Independence should have been rewritten, "All white men are created free and equal."

Twain died in 1910, long before the civil-rights movement and the end of Jim Crow in the South. If he could see America in 2026, he would be delighted by the dramatic improvement in the status of Black Americans, while regretting that we have still fallen so far short of America's founding ideals in creating a multiracial society. So he might celebrate this special Fourth of July with a cheer and a wink--and perhaps the faintest trace of a snort.
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Why Everyone Is Suddenly Talking About 'Universal Basic Capital'

The policy could provide a much-needed hedge against a future AI dystopia--but only if it's designed the right way.

by Roge Karma

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




Under one plausible theory of technological development, artificial intelligence will turn the economy into a dystopian split screen. As AI becomes capable of replacing an ever larger share of human work, the companies selling it will grow astronomically, turning a handful of investors and technologists into the richest individuals in human history while creating a permanent underclass of former workers replaced by machines.

To head off that scenario and the consequences it could have for our political and social order, a growing number of figures in both Washington and Silicon Valley have begun advocating a policy idea known as "universal basic capital." The specific proposals vary, but the basic intuition is simple: If the wealth generated by artificial intelligence will accrue only to the owners of AI companies, then the way to avoid catastrophic levels of inequality is to give everyone an ownership stake in those companies. The idea has been endorsed by figures as ideologically diverse as Bernie Sanders, Gavin Newsom, Steve Bannon, Sam Altman, and even Donald Trump.

Designed the right way, the policy could provide a much-needed hedge against a future AI dystopia. It wouldn't prevent workers from losing their jobs to machines, but it could guarantee that they share in at least some of the economic upside of the technology. Unfortunately, the version of the idea with the most momentum is very much not designed the right way. Were it to be implemented, it would invite its own kind of disaster.

As the name suggests, universal basic capital is a new twist on a slightly older concept: universal basic income. Under a UBI scheme, the government would raise taxes on the profits of wealthy companies and then distribute the proceeds in the form of checks mailed out to every American. During the 2020 Democratic primary, Andrew Yang became a political celebrity by running a single-issue campaign devoted to implementing the policy before mass AI-triggered job loss.

But massively raising both taxes and welfare payments is a political nonstarter. Universal basic capital avoids that problem, at least in theory. Instead of a monthly check, every American would be given an account containing a chunk of equity invested in a broad portfolio. The value of that account would compound over time as the market rises. Crucially, whether or not people receive that money wouldn't depend on future tax revenues or be vulnerable to shifting political winds; once you have been given the equity, it's yours. (The accounts could be funded in several ways, such as a onetime levy on the market capitalization of large companies, to be paid for in stock instead of cash.)

Roge Karma: So, about that AI bubble

Most important, the policy might actually have a puncher's chance at gaining bipartisan support. The One Big Beautiful Bill, which passed last year with near-unanimous Republican support in Congress, already established a micro-version of universal basic capital in the form of "Trump Accounts" that provide every child born from 2025 to 2028 with a $1,000 brokerage account at birth. By way of explaining the policy's conservative appeal, Republican Senator Ted Cruz argued that universal stock ownership would "make every new child a capitalist." In a December op-ed, the Republican Ohio gubernatorial candidate Vivek Ramaswamy proposed building on that idea for the AI age by establishing an "American dream birthright" in the form of a $10,000 account invested in the S&P 500. "Instead of lambasting millionaires," Ramaswamy wrote of young Americans, "they would be on the way to becoming millionaires."

"The great strength of universal basic capital is that it is so hard to pin down ideologically," Nathan Gardels, a co-founder of the Berggruen Institute, a tech-focused think tank, told me. "It doesn't fall neatly into the kinds of partisan divides we're used to dealing with on these issues."

The other case for universal basic capital is that it would have benefits even if the worst fears of an AI job apocalypse never come to pass. AI might very well create a lot of wealth without putting huge swaths of the population out of work. Even in that future, however, broad capital ownership would go a long way toward making sure that everyone shares in the benefits of technological progress. The richest 10 percent of Americans currently own about 90 percent of stocks, while the bottom half owns less than 1 percent. If that distribution were to remain constant, then the AI boom would produce a socially and politically toxic level of wealth inequality even if it didn't destroy a single job.

And even if AI turns out to be a financial bubble that results in a stock-market correction, ordinary people would still be better off holding some assets, which will eventually rise in value, than none. "This is what I would call 'no-regrets policy,'" David Autor, an MIT economist, told me. "It's a good idea in just about any scenario you can think of."

Unfortunately, the proposal that is getting the most attention right now is much more complicated, and much worse, than just giving everyone an AI stock-market account.

In a recent New York Times op-ed, Bernie Sanders proposed requiring AI companies, such as OpenAI, Anthropic, and xAI, to hand over a 50 percent equity stake in their business to the federal government. Those shares would be placed into a public "sovereign wealth fund" that would grow in value over time and be used to make direct payments to the American public and to fund public programs. As evidence for how this would work, Sanders points to Norway, which began placing the returns from its oil wealth into a sovereign wealth fund in 1996 and has since watched that fund grow to $2.2 trillion, about four times as large as the entire Norwegian economy. "This legislation would guarantee the trillions of dollars potentially generated by A.I. are used to improve the lives of all of us--not simply to make the richest people in the world even richer," Sanders wrote. He has since introduced the proposal in the form of a bill called the American A.I. Sovereign Wealth Fund Act.

Unlike the simpler AI-accounts model, the Sanders approach would grant the federal government voting rights and representation on each AI company's board, giving it a direct say over those companies' day-to-day operations and key decisions. To proponents, that's a big advantage. "This is about giving the public a seat at the table," Sarah Polcz, a law professor at UC Davis whose AI-wealth-fund proposal influenced the Sanders bill, told me. "If you just give everyone individual accounts, you miss a big opportunity to shape how the technology develops and who it serves."

You might expect AI companies (which would prefer not to have their assets seized) and Republicans (who traditionally hate government ownership) to protest. Instead, the opposite has happened. Shortly after Sanders unveiled his proposal, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman, whose company had recently proposed the creation of a "Public Wealth Fund," requested a meeting with the senator. In Altman's telling, the two agreed on the broad thrust of the policy even as they disagreed over specific details, such as the 50 percent number. Days later, Trump told reporters that his administration was working on a potential partnership with AI companies whereby "pieces" of the companies "could be given to the American public." When reporters noted the similarities between the president's suggestion and the Sanders proposal, Trump replied that "as far as economics is concerned," he and Sanders "aren't that far apart." The president later said that he would be inviting the heads of the AI companies to the White House to discuss the idea.

Perhaps this is all just talk--a way for Altman and Trump to earn some goodwill with the American people by claiming to support an idea that will never happen. But an even more worrying possibility is that the AI companies and Trump are serious about the idea because they expect to gain from it. If the U.S. government owned huge portions of, say, OpenAI and Anthropic, it would have a strong incentive to do everything in its power to make sure those firms were financially successful. That might mean gutting labor or safety standards that would delay the technology's rollout, ignoring anticompetitive acts, or providing favors in the form of cheap loans or lucrative government contracts. If the AI sector turned out to be a bubble, as many fear, the companies could likely count on a government bailout. "The federal government is really the only entity powerful enough to be a real check on these companies," Samuel Hammond, the chief economist at the Foundation for American Innovation, a center-right think tank, told me. "If they become joined at the hip, that check goes away. It can easily become a form of regulatory capture."

Vivian Salama: J. D. Vance's AI doctrine

These problems could be avoided with carefully constructed restrictions to mitigate conflicts of interest. Norway, for instance, has been a global leader in the transition away from fossil fuels and toward green energy despite the fact that its fund is seeded by oil revenues. But America isn't Norway. Although Sanders calls for the wealth fund to be managed by an "independent commission," the idea of a massive new state-run enterprise maintaining operational independence from political actors in the Trump era is laughable. (Just this week, the Supreme Court ruled that the president could remove the leaders of "independent agencies" at will.) A sovereign wealth fund would functionally hand Trump a giant pot of money that he could use to enrich himself and his family, hand out favors to political allies, and force business leaders to bend the knee. It would also give him control over how the technology is developed and deployed. This would radically alter the balance of power between Washington and Silicon Valley. Earlier this year, Anthropic refused to allow the U.S. military to use its technology for domestic surveillance or autonomous weapons. That kind of decision would no longer be possible if the government owned a controlling stake in the company. "We've already seen what happens when Trump is able to tell TV stations who they should have as a late-night host or how to run their news shows," Dean Baker, a senior economist at the Center for Economic and Policy Research, told me. "Do you really want to see what happens when we give him the power to run large chunks of corporate America?"

Such an outcome would be tragic in the classic sense. Thanks to a twist of political fate, there is some semblance of bipartisan agreement around how to address an existential problem before it even happens. That kind of opportunity might not come along again for a long time, if ever. It would be a shame to waste it.
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A Supreme Court Decision That Might Improve Politics

The recent campaign-finance ruling is actually good. Or at least, it's not bad.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 01 Jul 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.


No sooner had the Supreme Court issued its opinion in a big campaign-finance case yesterday than my inbox began filling up with nongovernmental organizations and Democratic leaders decrying the ruling.

In the case, National Republican Senatorial Committee v. Federal Election Commission, the justices struck down a law limiting the amount of money that political parties can use for coordinated spending on candidates. On first glance, the ruling is yet another in a string of cases in which the Court's conservative majority has overturned laws that try to regulate the flow of money in politics, citing the right to free speech.

"Today's ruling is a win for billionaire donors and special interests who want more influence over the GOP agenda and an invitation for corruption," the leaders of the Democratic National Committee, Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee, and Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee thundered in a statement. Michael Waldman, head of the left-leaning Brennan Center for Justice, took a similar line: "Today's campaign finance ruling is part of the Roberts Court's 16-year drive to destroy anti-corruption laws." The Elias Law Group, a top Democratic law firm, said that the decision "needlessly overturns its own precedent to destroy a long-standing pillar of federal campaign finance law."

The bleakest predictions about the decision may yet come true--contemporary American politics seldom disappoints pessimists--but I think another interpretation is more likely. NRSC will help empower the political parties, reduce the appeal of super PACs, and potentially even improve transparency, all of which are positive changes. The conservative majority may have unintentionally stumbled into a good result for election law, at least within the bounds of the deeply broken status quo.

The law in question is, like all campaign-finance rules, arcane. Individuals are permitted to give only a set amount to candidates, and the statute was designed to keep donors from funneling greater sums by passing them through the parties. It set a limit on how much parties can spend in coordination with candidates--$65,300 in most House races in 2026. Meanwhile, the Court has issued many decisions demolishing existing campaign-finance laws over the past couple of decades, including Citizens United v. FEC, which struck down limits on outside spending, as did a lower court with its decision in SpeechNOW.Org v. FEC, which paved the way for super PACs, both in 2010. That shift means that far more money is sloshing around, but instead of going to parties, it's going into independent groups such as super PACs, which have comparatively little regulation or disclosure rules.

The idea that political parties should be stronger may be counterintuitive to most Americans, who hold both the Democratic and Republican Parties in low esteem. But many political scientists have argued that one reason American politics is such a mess is that the party organizations have been weakened for decades, through steps that include the deregulation of campaign-finance and also "good governance" reforms such as choosing candidates via transparent primaries rather than in smoke-filled rooms. Weak parties are less able to squash candidates whose positions come from the fringes of their coalitions, or massively wealthy candidates--or both, in the case of Donald Trump, whom the GOP establishment disdained but proved powerless to stop in 2016.

"Unlike Superpacs, the political parties are accountable to the voters," Rick Pildes, a professor at the New York University School of Law, told me in an email. "They aggregate a broad array of interests, unlike ideological Superpacs; the money to parties is fully transparent, unlike Superpacs; and political parties are the major vehicle through which voters get messages about a governing agenda." He added, "Even if you believe there's too much money in politics, it's better to have that money flow through the political parties than these unaccountable, outside groups that are often narrowly focused."



Lifting the ban on coordination won't eliminate super PACs, which raised $5 billion in the 2024 election, but it will make them less alluring to donors. Money can be used more efficiently if it's going directly to a party and candidate, rather than to a super PAC that is legally barred from coordinating with a candidate.



One reason Democrats reacted angrily to the ruling is that, in the immediate term, the GOP will likely benefit. (This is also the reason Republicans brought the suit.) Bloomberg notes that Republican committees have more money in their coffers than their Democratic counterparts do, even as many Democratic candidates are out-raising their opponents. In the long run, though, both parties will benefit.



Like a huge majority of Americans, I would prefer a far more restrictive campaign-finance regime, one that made money less important, thus freeing elected officials of the need to spend astonishing amounts of time fundraising, and reduced the political sway of billionaires and wealthy special interests alike. This spring, The New York Times reported that one-fifth of federal-campaign donations in 2024 came from billionaires and their immediate family members--a total of more than $3 billion. But the current Supreme Court has demonstrated that it will strike down almost any law that attempts to restrict this type of spending as an infringement on the First Amendment--as it did in this case.



Bruce Cain, a political scientist at Stanford, wrote in an email that he agreed with the "core argument" of the NRSC ruling, but added, "The problem of mega-donors and independent spending will not go away because of this decision." In its other recent jurisprudence, he said, "the Court has ruled that independent spending cannot corrupt the way a direct contribution can. This is a ludicrous legal assumption, but it will not be changed soon."



NRSC v. FEC does nothing to fix these broader systemic problems with money in elections, but it's a baby step toward a more functional politics.



Related:

	Trump exposes the holes in campaign-finance laws.
 	Small donors still aren't as important as wealthy ones.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Anne Applebaum on Trump's anti-patriotic trap
 	Jonathan Chait: There's nothing democratic about these socialists.
 	Putin is slipping into delusion.
 	Alexandra Petri: "I went to the Great American State Fair and I may never sleep again."




Today's News

	President Trump announced that the United States will not renew the United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement on trade, which he had negotiated and signed in 2018.
 	Trump's financial disclosure yesterday revealed that he made almost $1.2 billion from his cryptocurrency businesses last year, putting his net-worth estimate at $6 billion, up from $2.3 billion in 2024.
 	A couple were arrested after scaling to the top of the needle on the Empire State Building in New York City, where they were filmed apparently getting engaged.




Evening Read


People affected by the earthquake line up for food in La Guaira, Venezuela, on June 27. Matias Delacroix / AP



The Vultures Arrived Before the Rescue Teams

By Gisela Salim-Peyer

Big earthquakes flatten buildings into rubble the same way everywhere. Last Wednesday, when back-to-back quakes of magnitudes 7.5 and 7.2 rocked a large part of my native Venezuela, I found some dark consolation in the thought that such tragedies are impartial to place. The tectonic plates deep below had exerted their formidable powers because this is what they sometimes do. The suffering would be acute, but its precedents were universal and as old as the Earth.
 But Venezuela's man-made disasters didn't take long to exacerbate the natural one.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Young Republican activists are turning against Trump.
 	Something is happening in the Democratic base.
 	The Kennedy Center's latest defense raises a new mystery.
 	The Supreme Court's utterly mainstream ruling on women's sports
 	A tough day for NPR




Culture Break


llustration by The Atlantic. Source: Kurt Iswarienko / FX.



Watch. The Bear's series finale (streaming on Hulu) bids a profoundly warm farewell, Shirley Li writes.

Play on. To understand the history of America, look to the history of its sports, Sally Jenkins writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

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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So Long to America's Favorite Everymensch

The internet couldn't get enough of "Freddy," a German tourist on an epic World Cup road trip. Why did he suddenly go silent?

by Will Oremus

Wed, 01 Jul 2026




Yesterday, Freddy woke up in a hotel room in downtown Boston that had been paid for by the celebrity chef Gordon Ramsay. Draped over one chair was an autographed chef's coat and a personal note from the Hell's Kitchen star: "Dear Freddy, Welcome to Boston!" For the past month, the German man who went by @FreddyLA7 on X was on the ride of his life. Crisscrossing the United States on an epic World Cup road trip, the pseudonymous soccer fan posted about the beauty of big-box chain stores and gas stations, projecting an infectious enthusiasm for American mass culture. Along the way, he racked up hundreds of thousands of followers; met famous singers, wrestlers, and astronauts; and was showered with swag and free hotel stays.



Then, within a span of 24 hours, Freddy's American fever dream ended as abruptly as it began. On Monday night, he watched his home country fall to Paraguay in a stunning upset. "Oh no Freddy ...," lamented JJ Watt, the former NFL star who had gifted him and his traveling companions a luxe hotel stay in Houston last month. Not everyone was as sympathetic. "Now that Germany is out, we can all admit Freddy is a fake account, right?" one user posted. Others suggested--either seriously or in jest--that Freddy was a CIA operative: "Back to Langley I'm afraid." Last night, he deactivated his X account.



No one has produced compelling evidence that Freddy was anything other than what he claimed. Yet something about him always seemed too good to be true. Behind the everymensch image was a skilled poster who knew which cultural signifiers would strike a chord with Americans. Behind each seemingly off-the-cuff post ("DUDE LMAO THIS IS A GAS STATION???") were careful choices about how to compose the shot for maximum virality. Atlanta, he observed, was "so green it's crazy. It feels like you're in a forest the whole time." A Taco Bell, where he sampled an electric-blue soda and nacho cheese, was "the Holy land." His starry-eyed enthusiasm held an obvious appeal: Here was a foreigner showing us with fresh eyes what's still to love about a country racked with anxiety that it's in decline.



Many of the other accounts that capitalized on the "overly enthusiastic World Cup tourist" trend were quickly revealed to be less than genuine. But Freddy, who didn't respond to several requests for comment, never quite fit the mold of the crypto-shilling influencer. He remained stubbornly anonymous and claimed to have no interest in monetizing his social-media success. Though he seemed to post casually and freely--capturing his meal at a Chili's in Chattanooga, Tennessee, and the view from his front-row seats to TNA Wrestling's Slammiversary--he omitted any details that would reveal his identity. He covered his face with an image of his favorite soccer player, the Portuguese star Cristiano Ronaldo.



Eschewing fame and fortune, however, turned out not to spare Freddy from the same scrutiny that awaits any other viral sensation. As the novelty of his appeal faded, it gave way to a backlash; tearing Freddy down became more interesting than building him up. While Freddy was in Boston mourning Germany's defeat, online sleuths excavated the least-savory tidbits from his X posting history. They unearthed a 2023 post in which Freddy had alluded to attending "some concerts in the USA," indicating that the World Cup trip was not his first visit to the country. The discovery, meant to stoke doubts about the authenticity of Freddy's wonderment at basic aspects of American life, soon led to a more damaging one. Freddy had defended a livestreamer who used a racial slur when singing along to rap lyrics. After deleting his X account last night, Freddy posted an explanation of sorts on Instagram. He said that things had turned "too toxic," and that people were digging through his past posts to "make me look like a bad person." He claimed that ultimately removing the account had been "the plan all along."



It's possible that Freddy really was just an ordinary guy. That could explain why none of the many officials and celebrities who met with him saw fit to unmask him. Spokespeople for the mayor of Houston and the Houston Police Department confirmed that Freddy was a real person, but declined to offer any more information about him. Representatives for Ramsay, Watt, and the country-music star Ella Langley--all of whom apparently interacted with Freddy--did not respond to requests for comment. An email to the astronaut Jessica Meir, who FaceTimed with Freddy from the International Space Station, returned an auto-response: "Please resend after I'm back on planet Earth!"



He does at least seem to have been from Germany. In late June, Freddy told the German newspaper Hamburger Abendblatt that he's a student in his 20s from Hamburg's Bergedorf district who is majoring in media management. He asked the publication to keep his name private so that he and his friends could continue their trip without being mobbed. Freddy's pre-viral social-media history appears more or less consistent with that backstory. He posted on X mostly in English but sometimes in German, occasionally commented on German politics, and in 2024 posted excitedly about a big soccer match in "my hometown Hamburg." At least twice, he posted receipts that blacked out his last name but revealed the first name Frederik. I did find a LinkedIn profile that matched the broad contours of what we know about him, but the profile's owner did not respond to a message. Nor did the CEO of a German sports-marketing firm where he had interned.



Freddy's anonymity fueled his success. A real person has a profession, a past, and politics. "Freddy from Germany" was less a person than a persona. One of Freddy's savviest decisions may have been to quietly turn down an invitation to the White House. He told the German newspaper that he would have liked to accept but didn't want to get involved in politics. Another internet-famous World Cup fan, Shaun from Scotland, got blowback from liberals for posing with Florida's Republican governor, Ron DeSantis.



Staying faceless made Freddy a mirror. Conservatives saw a reflection of American greatness. Liberals detected a sly continental wink at American excess. Optimists saw hope in a figure who had managed to unite the country in something other than outrage. Cynics saw an opportunist pandering to the gullible masses. Conspiracy theorists, of course, saw a CIA psyop.



Whether or not Freddy deserved to be hounded off the internet didn't really matter. By the time he had been Milkshake Ducked he had become polarizing in the way that everything popular on social media eventually must. Divisiveness doesn't have to be fatal; for canny influencers, it can be a path to even greater success. But the way for Freddy to prove his sincerity would have been to reveal his identity, and that would have made him real-world famous in just the way he apparently was trying to avoid. The rarest thing about him was his decision to forgo all that and return to the road with his friends.



Fittingly, the day before Freddy disappeared, another German World Cup fan began to go viral on X. "America, I am inside you! ???," posted Finn Agostinelli, a.k.a. Fiago. By yesterday morning, he was already gleefully cribbing from the Freddy playbook. "What is this sauce?" Agostinelli captioned a photo of himself holding a bottle of A1. "Never seen that one before is it like HP or Worcester Sauce?" Unlike with Freddy, there's no mystery over his identity--or his motivations. A soccer influencer with a popular YouTube channel, Agostinelli posted today that he's putting his sports analysis on hold until the German club season starts: "Until then I'm a full-time travel creator exploring the United States."
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I Went to the Great American State Fair and I May Never Sleep Again

A day at the fair featuring patriotic energy drinks, a George Washington impersonator, and lots of ABBA

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 01 Jul 2026




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

It's MAHA Monday at the Great American State Fair, and I am drinking a Phorm Energy Screamin' Freedom (16 ounces for $6). The fair also offered normal drinks for $5 (Coke, Diet Coke, Sprite, lemonade), but I figured that for an extra dollar, it would be worth it to know the taste of freedom. Screamin' Freedom, specifically. This drink offers "natural energy," "mental focus," "hydration," "zero sugar," "200 MG caffeine," and a picture of an eagle. The concessions worker warns me that the beverage emphasizes "screamin'" because it has the caffeine content of two Red Bulls. The flavor ("cherry, lemon, & blueberry flavored with other natural flavors") evokes a melted rocket pop but gets somehow worse with every sip. It is in a can, so I will never know the color of this drink, but over the course of MAHA Monday, I will drink the entire thing.

Everything that follows may be a hallucination!

Consider the state booths. Some are Official State Presentations; others are very much not. Florida includes a cannon, a manatee, and a drawing of Juan Ponce de Leon at the Fountain of Youth, labeled "Drawing of Juan Ponce de Leon at the Fountain of Youth." Georgia is proud to have originated the Waffle House! (Happy MAHA Day?)

Washington State has no official presence, but like many other states without an official presence, that has not stopped some graphic designer from conjuring up a nightmare on its behalf, this one in the form of an elk posing proudly with an Amazon package.

In West Virginia, you can whack a simulated car into a guardrail while belting "Take Me Home, Country Roads." Yes, of course!

Nebraska's booth features a Union Pacific Railroad corner with a train simulator that, as far as I can tell, does not give you any actual control over the train. I push a lot of buttons and levers, and nothing about the train's speed or trajectory changes at all! This feels spiritually correct.

James Madison begins his Legacy Stage talk at 1 p.m. by announcing that the year is 1811 (this feels like he is just trying to get out of having to answer questions about the War of 1812, but it does not work; the audience asks them anyway) and then spends most of his time talking about how Thomas Jefferson did a good job writing the Declaration of Independence. Madison keeps thinking his time is up and being told that he, in fact, has more time.

The woman next to me asks Madison why he, the Father of the Constitution, has spent all of his time talking about Jefferson and the Declaration of Independence. Madison says that this is the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, and that at the time of the Declaration he (Madison) was more involved in local politics. This raises more questions than it answers, foremost among them: If this is true, why not just invite Jefferson? Was he not available? Did he drop out, like Milli Vanilli? Did he drop out because he heard Milli Vanilli was dropping out? We will never know, just as I will never know the color of my beverage.

After Madison, lunch!

The most MAHA lunch I can find at this fair is a whole turkey leg, so that is what I eat. Between this and the Phorm, I am now surging with raw strength and potential and decide it is time to test my power at the Never Surrender USA tent. I manage to do an arm hang for a whole ... 36 seconds! The record is, I think, a minute and 20 seconds? (My phorm needs work.)

I am still drinking the Phorm, but it is unpleasantly warm now. With each sip, my regret increases. Lana Del Rey's "Summertime Sadness" plays, and it feels personal. I take what is objectively a very sad video of myself drinking more Phorm while this song plays. This will be great for social media!

I may be remembering the musical vibe of state fairs incorrectly, but I do not recall there being so much Elton John and ABBA at these events. To get the full picture of the Great American State Fair experience, imagine that every word James Madison says is fighting to be heard over "Tiny Dancer." The closest we come to something patriotic or thematically appropriate is Miley Cyrus's "Party in the USA" and Katy Perry's "Firework."

The Department of Education, or what's left of it, is represented by a booth manned by two interns sitting behind a sign offering you a chance to win "a copy of the original draft of the Declaration of Independence." Wow, a copy! Maybe this one will say "sacred" instead of "self-evident"! The booth also features some handy charts from an organization called the American Journey Experience that explain that it looked at 15,000 political documents from the American founding era, and 34 percent of them cited the Bible! Things at the Department of Education seem like they're going well.

The Department of Commerce has a picture of George Washington dressed like Steve Jobs. Why not!


On the left, an elk posing with an Amazon package at the Washington State booth; on the right, George Washington dressed as Steve Jobs (Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Alexandra Petri.)



At 2:41 p.m., Dr. Oz is talking with ... Dean Cain? About Medicare fraud? No time! I can't risk missing George Washington!

At 2:45, back on the Legacy Stage, we hear from George Washington! He reads a speech slowly from prepared, printed notes. He also calls John Adams "the man with the mouth." (I do not know what this refers to.) Later, while I'm wandering around the fairgrounds, he tells me that a cop informed him that this part of D.C. is a "top-free" zone and, due to this special zoning situation, it would be fine to sunbathe topless here. "A woman could walk past the White House with nothing on but a thong," he continues, as I type into my Notes app, nodding intently. Fun fact from General Washington!

Two hours later, I realize that this was the same impersonator who portrayed Abraham Lincoln at my wedding reception, in 2018! I wrote a toast for Lincoln to deliver in character--there were several jokes about how we were slow to get engaged, like George B. McClellan--and he mingled with guests. We found out only afterward that he kept going up to people and volunteering the information that he thought Lincoln would have kept slavery to preserve the Union, so the surprise intel about the National Mall being a top-free zone was actually only the second-most-alarming remark I've heard him emit unprompted. He is available for parties and also does Dean Martin, or Dean Martin as Abraham Lincoln. (This is one of those paragraphs that really makes you rethink your entire life and all of your choices leading up to this point!)

It's 3:45. I am back at the stage where Dr. Oz is holding forth, addressing the crowd with recommendations for healthy snacks. "I never travel without nuts in my pocket," Dr. Oz is saying. "Nuts are baby trees."

I start to feel vaguely ill, despite the "natural energy" in my drink. My editor has asked me to keep her apprised of my heart rate.

More states! I am going to visit them all, so help me.

How's Oklahoma doing? "We're OK!" the lady at the booth answers. (But are we OK? I am not!)

Arizona is an immersive experience involving darkness, birdsong, and the scent of pine. Have I passed out? Is this the end? I stagger back out into the sunlight.

Before I go, I can't forget to visit the painter Scott LoBaido. "I have flirted eye to eye with Mona Lisa in Paris. I have touched the thick painful brushstrokes of Van Gogh, and I gasped in awe at Michelangelo's Sistine Chapel, yet still to this day, my favorite work of art is ... The Star Spangled Banner," reads a quote from Scott LoBaido on the wall. Below that quote, a screen plays a video featuring another quote by Scott LoBaido: "The greatest work of art in the history of civilization is undoubtedly the Star Spangled Banner." Tell us how you really feel about the star-spangled banner, Scott LoBaido!

Then, around the corner, you can watch Scott LoBaido painting--this will knock you over with a feather--the star-spangled banner!

My last stop of the day is Shredded Cheddar. This turns out to be a band, not a comestible. It is the last listed performer on the Legacy Stage; its cover of "Fast Car" strikes a poignant note as I make my way away from the fairgrounds with a wildly beating heart and a budding sunburn. I am relieved not to have taken off my top, despite what George Washington recommended. Happy MAHA Day!
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Something Is Happening in the Democratic Base

Voters are over moderates and incumbents.

by Russell Berman, Elaine Godfrey

Wed, 01 Jul 2026




Something is happening in the Democratic base.

For a year and a half Democrats have been disgusted with President Trump. They've been similarly outraged by the fecklessness of their own party leaders. Now, after a handful of surprising primary elections last night in Colorado, a third observation is coming into focus: The Democratic base would like to shove the entire political establishment into a blade grinder.

In Colorado's deep-blue First Congressional District, a 29-year-old democratic socialist beat longtime Representative Diana DeGette; in the neighboring Eighth District, a young progressive trounced a more moderate Democrat and will go up against a Republican incumbent--who narrowly won his seat--in November. Statewide, one moderate officeholder won't get the job he wants: Longtime Senator Michael Bennet lost his primary for governor to Colorado's attorney general, who ran to his left.

Two years after Joe Biden's visible decline helped Trump return to the White House, these results are further evidence that the base is angry--at institutions, about Israel and ICE, and about its own leadership's handling of Trump. But more than using any specific set of policies as a litmus test, Democratic voters appear drawn to the candidates who most radiate disdain for the status quo. Maine's Graham Platner, with his sweatshirts and tattoos and the damning revelations about his past, was the first to demonstrate this desire, when he beat the establishment-backed Janet Mills. Last week, a pair of candidates endorsed by New York City Mayor Zohran Mamdani ousted incumbent Representatives Adriano Espaillat and Dan Goldman.

Read: New York's warning for Hakeem Jeffries and Chuck Schumer 

"If you look and sound like someone who should be in elected office," one Democratic strategist told us, "voters want nothing to do with you."

Like Espaillat in New York, the 68-year-old DeGette was slow to recognize the seriousness of the challenge she faced from Melat Kiros, a democratic socialist who was born a few months after DeGette began serving her first term in Congress. This is partly because DeGette is not exactly a mushy moderate. First elected in 1996, she has been a progressive voice close to the party leadership for decades--and she ran with the endorsement of a former Congressional Progressive Caucus chair, Representative Pramila Jayapal.

But last night, both DeGette and 74-year-old John Hickenlooper, who was able to beat back a challenge to his Senate seat, seemed to have underappreciated the Democratic base's desire for generational and political change. Kiros defeated DeGette by nearly 10 points; Hickenlooper's DSA-backed opponent came closer than expected. "Diana DeGette hasn't done anything wrong," but right now, "being in Congress really works against you," the Democratic strategist, who is affiliated with a race in Colorado, told us, speaking on the condition of anonymity to offer an unvarnished assessment.

DeGette's district, which encompasses almost all of Denver, is solidly Democratic and probably a guaranteed win for Kiros in November. This makes Kiros's victory similar to some of the progressive movement's victories last week in New York, where three Mamdani-backed candidates won in deep-blue districts.

But north of New York City, the Democratic establishment scored a big win: The party leadership's preferred candidate, Cait Conley, won her primary in a purple district now held by GOP Representative Mike Lawler. Her success allowed some senior Democrats to claim that where it really mattered--in the swing districts that will determine which party controls the House next year--the party's voters were sticking with candidates with more crossover appeal. DeGette's defeat in a safely Democratic district followed that logic. "Is it shocking that a further-left progressive candidate wins in a further-left progressive area? I'm not surprised by it," Representative Jason Crow, a Colorado Democrat who represents the Denver suburbs, told us as polls were closing last night.

Read: The Democratic base is angry

But at least one progressive victory in Colorado yesterday could have more significant ramifications for the national balance of power. Colorado's Eighth District, north of Denver, is not a liberal bastion. Republican Representative Gabe Evans beat a Democratic incumbent by about 2,500 votes two years ago, and he is now one of the Democrats' top targets this fall.

Many in the party establishment were rooting for Shannon Bird, a 57-year-old former state legislator, to win the primary. She secured the backing of The Bench, a new Democratic group that has prioritized electability over ideology, and touted her experience finding common ground to pass legislation. But progressives rallied around a much younger state legislator, Manny Rutinel, who has emphasized his working-class roots and vowed to fight the Trump administration aggressively. Yesterday, Rutinel captured the nomination handily.

Rutinel, who is 31, is not nearly as far left as Kiros or Darializa Avila Chevalier, the candidate who toppled Espaillat, the chair of the Congressional Hispanic Caucus, last week in New York City. (Rutinel touted an endorsement from Espaillat in his race.) Rutinel reportedly shifted his stance on a number of issues during the primary, moving away from progressive positions opposing fracking and supporting single-payer health care and student-debt cancellation. But some Democrats worry that those earlier views, as well as Rutinel's harsh critique of cattle farming--a big industry in the district--will make him a weaker choice than Bird in a general election.

Rutinel being the nominee "will hurt us writ large," the Democratic strategist said. The voters in a general election will not all be the same burn-it-down Democrats who weighed in last night; they'll be older, moderate Republicans and independents. His frank assessment: "We're not going to flip this seat now."

Not all Democrats share that fear. And Rutinel's race this fall is one of several across the country that could redefine what it means to be electable. When we asked Crow, a moderate who touts his national-security credentials as a former Army Ranger, whether he shared the strategist's concerns about Rutinel, he replied: "Whoever that consultant was doesn't know what the fuck they're talking about." Ideological labels, Crow argued, are less relevant to voters now than "whether or not somebody is a street fighter, whether they're willing to go to the mats for the people they represent."

After Democrats lost big in the 2024 election, some party members speculated that a Great Ideological Rejiggering was in order. One group of strategists launched a think tank to help encourage candidates to embrace "heterodox ideas" that make their candidacies more palatable to independent and Republican voters. On his podcast, Ezra Klein suggested that Democrats should consider running candidates who oppose abortion in red areas. Other strategists launched groups such as Majority Democrats to recruit and support more "electable" Democrats.

Read: The Democrats' heterodoxy problem

But the beauty of primary elections is that they reveal the preferences not of consultants or talking heads but of actual voters--albeit ones who tend to be more politically engaged. And this year, those highly engaged voters aren't as interested in heterodoxy as they are in total disruption.

Adam Green, a co-founder of the Progressive Change Campaign Committee, is delighted with Kiros's win over DeGette, and with the broader successes of insurgent Democrats so far this primary season. He predicts more of them to come, including in Michigan, where his organization has endorsed Abdul El-Sayed, the most progressive candidate running in the state's competitive Democratic Senate primary. Candidates such as Kiros and El-Sayed, Green says, will redefine the conventional wisdom about what kind of Democrat can win in what kind of place. "Milquetoast, boring Democrats," he said, "are not electable."

The party's base certainly feels this way. We'll find out in November if their instincts are right.
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The Supreme Court's Utterly Mainstream Ruling on Women's Sports

The justices position themselves at the center of American public opinion.

by Helen Lewis

Wed, 01 Jul 2026




Sports are unlike other parts of American life--treating men and women differently on the court or the field is okay. That's the crucial point made by the Supreme Court's judgment in West Virginia v. B.P.J. yesterday. By a 6-3 margin, the justices upheld state laws that define men's and women's sports by biological sex instead of gender identity. In other words, states cannot be forced to allow genetically male athletes who identify as women to compete in female sports; legislators have a legitimate interest in preserving fair opportunities for female athletes.

In certain ways, this is a much narrower ruling than the plaintiff's supporters had feared. And it is easy to reconcile with the court's 2020 ruling in Bostock v. Clayton County, which held--in a major victory for LGBTQ rights--that employees cannot be fired for dressing or otherwise presenting themselves in ways that defy sex stereotypes.

As yesterday's ruling acknowledges, athletic competition raises issues that do not apply to employment or housing. The landmark federal civil-rights law Title IX protects single-sex teams because male athletes are typically stronger than their female counterparts, and the latter also deserve a chance to enjoy the benefits of athletic competition. Even the dissenting opinion by the three liberal justices concedes that segregating sports by biological sex is not unlawful sex discrimination under Title IX.

Crucially, the majority ruling, by the conservative Justice Brett Kavanaugh, positions the Court solidly in the mainstream of American public opinion: Somewhere from 66 to 80 percent of Americans believe that sports should be segregated by sex, rather than gender identity. Nonetheless, much of the online reaction to the case has been hyperbolic, driven by the demands of the Democratic Party's internal politics. Seth Moulton, a representative from Massachusetts who previously raised concerns that his own daughters might compete against biological males and is now running in a Senate primary, described the ruling as a "deliberate act of cruelty" and part of a "crusade to erase trans kids from public life and keep Americans divided." The ACLU, which supported the plaintiff in West Virginia v. B.P.J., called it "devastating." In recent years, LGBTQ advocates have portrayed any deviation from the statement that "trans women are women"--who should be treated identically with biological females in all circumstances--as inherently bigoted or even genocidal. Back in 2021, the ACLU's most prominent trans-rights lawyer, Chase Strangio, suggested that sex segregation in sports was equivalent to "eugenics" and that it relied on "false" claims that men are typically stronger than women.

Duncan Hosie: A false pretense of judicial modesty

These arguments have not survived contact with the experience of millions of Americans who are passionate about sports and understand that it is not just prejudice or outdated tradition that prevents Megan Rapinoe from playing competitive soccer alongside Folarin Balogun. The sports issue has become a lead weight on the wider LGBTQ movement, which has other battles to fight: against President Trump's executive order banning transgender people from the military, for example, or red-state laws that threaten criminal penalties for trans people who use bathrooms consistent with their gender identity. A tactical concession on sports could ultimately benefit transgender Americans, by allowing activists to focus on more winnable causes. It would also take some of the heat out of an issue that featured heavily in both Trump's 2024 election ads and liberal groups' fundraising emails.

Unfortunately, though, the left has become trapped in the position that sports inclusion is at once so existential that it's worth taking to the Supreme Court, but also a "non-issue" affecting only a handful of students, whose opponents must be therefore motivated by spite. As the center-left commentator Matthew Yglesias put it, "The conventional wisdom in Dem politics is that the sports issue is simultaneously trivial and also so important that you can't compromise with public opinion on it."

In truth, trans-rights advocacy groups have already made significant compromises since the Joe Biden era, when the demand was that sports should be segregated by self-declared gender identity alone. Before the Supreme Court, lawyers for the plaintiff Becky Pepper-Jackson, a track-and-field and cross-country athlete in West Virginia, argued that only the small number of transgender girls who have never been through male puberty should be included in women's sports. (She took puberty blockers at 10 and cross-sex hormones at 12, according to the judgment.)

The unusual circumstances of Pepper-Jackson's case allowed the liberal justices to partially dissent, on the grounds that she deserved a chance to have lower courts review the "unresolved factual dispute" about the extent to which male athletic advantage is mitigated by medical treatments. By contrast, Kavanaugh declares that making eligibility rulings case by case would be an "almost impossible task for a judge to perform on an equitable basis."

In the oral arguments, both sides produced well-credentialed experts and studies supporting their case. One side argued that male athletic advantage kicks in only really at puberty; the other, that even younger boys outperform girls in ways that make fair competition between the sexes impossible. Unless you've been following this debate closely, you might not realize what a huge concession the former position represents. Just a few years ago, trans-rights activists were arguing that the swimmer Lia Thomas, who transitioned from male to female while in college, could fairly compete against women simply by suppressing her testosterone.

Stephanie Burt: A strange time to be trans

The climbdown reflects the fact that, while America has been convulsed by a culture war over eligibility for female sports, the wider sporting world has moved on. Multiple international associations that once allowed adult transitioners to compete in the female category have looked at the science and changed their policies. In 2024, the International Olympic Committee issued media guidelines warning against the use of the words biological male, on the basis that "a person's sex category is not assigned based on genetics alone and aspects of a person's biology can be altered when they pursue gender-affirming medical care." This March, however, the IOC ruled that eligibility for the female category is "now limited to biological females, determined on the basis of a one-time SRY gene screening," referring to a simple cheek swab that reveals whether an athlete has a Y chromosome.

The Olympic decision was a partial reaction to the gold medal won by the Algerian athlete Imane Khelif, who competed in women's boxing in the Paris Olympics based on the sex listed on her passport. (She has since confirmed that she has XY chromosomes, and so is genetically male.) Khelif's case, like Lia Thomas's, generated an international backlash, perhaps contributing to a wider drop in support for transgender rights more generally.

The LGBTQ movement is fond of citing studies showing that when people encountered gay Americans in their everyday lives, their support for gay marriage rose. But publicity about trans women competing in women's sports has produced the opposite effect. A famous ad by the 2024 Trump campaign featured a 6-foot-plus, 50-something biological male competing on a women's college-basketball team. When most people see such images, they don't think the situation is fair.

Any discussion of trans sports has to acknowledge the vitriol and aggression that accompany this debate. Teenage athletes have been subjected to nasty protests at their track meets and tidal waves of abuse online, even though they are following the current rules in their home state. A second trans athlete with a case before the Supreme Court, Lindsay Hecox, tried to withdraw from her suit after the Supreme Court agreed to take up the matter, citing "negative public scrutiny." (A judge blocked her request.) At the same time, sports stars such as the former tennis champion Martina Navratilova--a lesbian who is a longtime LGBTQ-rights campaigner--have been ostracized after speaking in favor of restricting the women's category to biological females.

Read: The questions that lawyers representing trans athletes didn't answer

In his ruling, Kavanaugh avoids triumphalist or demeaning language, and he expresses sensitivity to the challenges faced by transgender Americans--albeit without using the terminology preferred by LGBTQ activists. "We are acutely aware of the difficulties sometimes faced by boys who identify as girls (and by girls who identify as boys) in middle school, high school, and beyond," he writes. "And we greatly admire the desire of all students, including transgender students such as B. P. J., who want to participate in sports." He concludes the judgment by adding: "Their desire to compete warrants respect. No student-athlete on either side of the issue, whether a biological female or transgender, deserves to be ostracized or vilified." Casual readers might not register this carefully respectful tone, until they reach Clarence Thomas's harsher concurrence, which refers instead to "men who believe that they are women" and makes clear that he will not respect preferred pronouns: "To use language to obscure reality--to show 'indifference regarding the truth'--is to lie to the public."

But Kavanaugh, not Thomas, represents most Americans' sentiments about this issue: no gratuitous disrespect, but a firm insistence on the importance of acknowledging sex differences in some areas of life. Even Melania Trump has taken this line, declaring yesterday on X that "we can support the rights of the LGBTQIA+ community and also protect opportunities for female athletes." (Let's hope she tells her husband.)

Many on the left will read this judgment as a loss, because it allows the 27 states that restrict women's sports to female athletes to continue doing so. But in contrast with the all-or-nothing approach demanded by trans activists, the ruling presents a middle path. Respect self-expression and prevent housing and workplace discrimination, but don't demand that everyone deny the evidence of their own eyes.
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The Joy of Being American

Photos of July 4 celebrations across the decades

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 01 Jul 2026


President Barack Obama, First Lady Michelle Obama, and Malia Obama watch the Fourth of July fireworks from the roof of the White House on July 4, 2014. (Official White House Photo by Pete Souza)




Original caption: "Bathers in the waters of the Atlantic with the Steel Pier in the background, Atlantic City, New Jersey, July 4, 1911." (Underwood & Underwood / Getty)




People enjoy a Fourth of July parade on Front Street in Nome, Alaska, in 1916. (Library of Congress)




Original caption: "Fourth of July, 1916. Child as 'Liberty.'" (Harris & Ewing / Library of Congress)




A view of Broadway and Main streets in Butte, Montana, straddled by a 62-foot-tall copper-plated elk (tall enough for a streetcar to pass underneath) in July 1916. The elk was commissioned by the local chapter of the Elks Lodge for the joint celebration of the Fourth of July and the annual Elks convention. (Transcendental Graphics / Getty)




Original caption: "Fourth of July parade on Fifth Avenue, New York City, in 1918, with a Curtiss bombing plane mounted on a truck. View is south on 5th Avenue at 58th Street." (Library of Congress)




A high-angle view of hundreds of parked automobiles near Nantasket Beach, Massachusetts, with bathers walking along the shore and swimming in the surf during a Fourth of July weekend, circa 1925. (Hirz / Getty)




Original caption from 1938: "Brooklyn, New York: Coney Island. Those who were not fortunate enough to spend the Fourth of July weekend away from the city are shown as they packed the sands at Coney Island. Police estimated there were one million persons in this crowd. You count 'em." (Bettmann / Getty)




Original caption from July 4, 1938: "Rita Perchetti and Gloria Rossi trying out their new portable bathhouses so they can change their clothes after sunbathing on Coney Island beach." (NY Daily News Archive / Getty)




Original caption: "A Fourth of July celebration, St. Helena Island, South Carolina, 1939" (Marion Post Wolcott / Library of Congress)




Original caption from July 4, 1947: "Looking down on part of the record crowd at Coney Island from the Ferris wheel." (Paul Bernius / NY Daily News Archive / Getty)




Original caption: "Interlude, after watching the Fourth of July parade. Vale, Oregon, 1941." (Russell Lee / Library of Congress)




Original caption: "As part America's Bicentennial Celebration, a crowd of people fill bleachers on the Battery Park City landfill as they watch the OpSail (Operation Sail) parade of tall ships, New York, New York, July 4, 1976." (Allan Tannenbaum / Getty)




A flotilla gathers near the Statue of Liberty in New York Harbor, celebrating the Fourth of July on "Liberty Weekend," which also celebrated the 100th anniversary of the Statue of Liberty, in 1986. (Joe Sohm / Visions of America / Universal Images Group / Getty)




Original caption: "Two pyrotechs scramble for safety as boxes of fireworks accidentally explode during setup for a Fourth of July show in Clarkston, Washington, in 1987." (Chris Pietsch / Lewiston Morning Tribune / USA Today Network / Reuters)




Fourth of July tubers ride down Huaco Falls on the Guadalupe River near New Braunfels, Texas, in 2004. (Bob Owen / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)




Visitors walk past a balloon replica of the head of the Statue of Liberty as it is raised at Seattle's Gas Works Park on July 2, 1999. (Elaine Thompson / AP)




D. J. Morrow eats his way to the rind in a watermelon-eating contest during the Lions Club Fourth of July festivities in Cottonwood, California, in 2009. "It feels good in my stomach," said Morrow, after he came in second, "I've eaten more than that before." (Nathan Morgan / Redding Record Searchlight / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)




A crowd at Seattle's Gas Works Park enjoys Fourth of July fireworks over Lake Union, in 2015. (Courtesy of the Seattle Municipal Archives)




A parade attendee carries a flag at the 112th Annual Huntington Beach Fourth of July Parade in Huntington Beach, California, on July 4, 2016. (Tara Ziemba / Getty)




Fireworks explode above the National Mall in Washington, D.C., on July 4, 2017. (Paul J. Richards / AFP / Getty)




Members of the U.S. Navy parachute team, the Leap Frogs, carry a tethered American flag during a demonstration jump above San Diego's Glorietta Bay on the Fourth of July in 2020. (IMAGO / Piemags / Reuters)




Frontline workers and military families watch fireworks during the Fourth of July celebration on the South Lawn of the White House on July 4, 2021. (IMAGO / Piemags / Reuters)
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The American Experiment Is Worth Believing In

<em>The Atlantic</em>'s editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, on America's 250th anniversary and the American idea today. Plus: what we can learn from American history on this Fourth of July and <em>City on a Hill: A History of American Exceptionalism</em> by Abram Van Engen.

by David Frum

Wed, 01 Jul 2026




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube

In this week's episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum discusses the celebration of the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence. David discusses how he hopes Americans can find a future where we rediscover how much there is to be proud of in the American experience and offers a comparison to another turbulent time in American history: the Compromise of 1850.

Then, David is joined by The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss the impending celebration of the 250th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence and whether the ideas in that document still ring true in the Trump era.

Finally, David ends the episode with a discussion of City on a Hill: A History of American Exceptionalism by Abram Van Engen and the origins of the phrase "a shining city on a hill."

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum:  Hello, and welcome to a special star-spangled edition of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Jeffrey Goldberg, editor of The Atlantic. We will be discussing the American idea and how it stands on this 250th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence. The book under discussion this week will also have a patriotic theme. That book is City on a Hill: A History of American Exceptionalism by Abram Van Engen. But before either the dialogue with Jeffrey Goldberg or the book discussion, some opening thoughts on this memorable and momentous anniversary.

The 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence has been shaping up as, well, frankly, somewhere between an embarrassment and a fiasco. It's marked by a military defeat in the Middle East: President Trump's lost war against Iran. And at home, it's been made ridiculous by the algae in the Reflecting Pool before the Lincoln Memorial, by the mixed martial arts fight on the White House lawn, by the ripping down of the East Wing of the White House, by generally scandal and shame and embarrassment, by this underattended state fair that has been such a spectacular failure on the Washington Mall.

It all seems a kind of way of driving home that this 250th anniversary is not one of the prouder moments in American history. In fact, it's one of the grimier moments in American history. And if that's the way you're feeling, if you're not enjoying this occasion as much as you would like to, as much as you wish you should, as much as we all wish we could, I want to offer a consoling thought by taking us back to some other low--or another low--moment in American history, and a reminder of how things that seem like low moments often have strange ways of providentially working out for the betterment of Americans and for humanity.

One of the low moments in American history I often think about is the year 1850. The year 1850 is the year of the famous Compromise of 1850. That is a set of laws, five laws in total, that were passed by Congress to tidy up the rancor and disputes left behind by the Mexican-American War, that had added the entire southwest territory--what is now the southwestern states of the United States--to the United States. Among the notable elements of the Compromise of 1850 were the admission of California to the Union as a free state, but also a federal fugitive-slave law that empowered federal authorities and federal courts to seize people who had escaped bondage. Seize them anywhere in the country, even in a free state, and under federal warrants and with federal marshals to put them back on a boat and send them back to the bondage they had escaped. It was a moment of tremendous national shame. It's a moment that still resonates with pain in American history.

The Compromise of 1850 was passed through the Senate, and one of its leading advocates was Daniel Webster, a longtime antislavery nationalist. And supporters and believers in Daniel Webster were so horrified by Webster's seeming about-face that one of them, the poet John Greenleaf Whittier, wrote a poem about the event, which I'd like to quote to you now. It sort of gives you a sense of a past moment of feelings of abandonment and betrayal. The poem is titled "Ichabod." Ichabod is a name from the Book of Samuel in the Jewish Bible, and it's a name that basically means "the glory has departed." So the man who is being referred to, Daniel Webster--his glory has departed. He is now Ichabod.

I'll read just a few lines from the poem:

"So fallen! so lost! the light withdrawn / Which once he wore! / The glory from his gray hairs gone / Forevermore! / ...Of all we loved and honored, naught / Save power remains; / A fallen angel's pride of thought / Still strong in chains / All else is gone; from those great eyes / The soul has fled: / When faith is lost, when honor dies / The man is dead! / Then, pay the reverence of old days / To his dead fame; / Walk backward, with averted gaze / And hide the shame!"


How often have you thought over the past decade that when faith is lost, when honor dies, the man is dead, and that we are walking backward to hide the shame? And that feeling is so intense, those words are so powerful, we can feel again what it must have been like to have been a believer in the American idea in 1850 and to see your country fasten national slavery--or seemingly fasten national slavery--upon itself as a compromise of Congress. As a way to avoid civil war in the year 1850, over the spoils of the Mexican War.

So here's the consoling thought. The Compromise of 1850 did avoid a civil war at that moment, but it didn't avoid the Civil War forever. The war came 11 years later. But in the intervening 11 years, the North underwent a tremendous industrial and transportation expansion. Railway lines, iron manufacturing, textiles, shipbuilding, everything--the entire material basis for the ultimate northern victory in the Civil War and the destruction of slavery--that was laid down in those 11 years after the Compromise of 1850 and would not have happened if the war had come in 1850. Had the war come in 1850, the North would not have been able to impose its will on the South. The South would probably have won, the South would have separated, and slavery would have been perpetual. Instead, a grubby compromise was passed. The war was postponed. It was postponed until a time when the North could win. And all of American history, all of the best elements of American history, were made possible by the seemingly sordid act in 1850.

It's often hard for living human beings, it's always hard for living human beings to understand what's around the corner. What fate may hold for them. At this moment of national grime, of national shame, of national squalor, of scandal and corruption, who knows what possibilities are building for us? And if we lose faith in the American idea that inspired so many people before, we may tarnish or compromise or even destroy the possibility of the fulfillment of the American ideal for those who come after. We have to keep believing. And even when it's difficult, we have to believe that what was done before was more difficult than what must, must be done now. America can be itself again. America can be restored to itself again. That's the thought I'll be keeping in mind this coming Fourth of July.

Whittier, by the way, the man who wrote "Ichabod," he rediscovered his faith too. He lived to see the end of the Civil War and the abolition of slavery. And he wrote a poem about the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment, and I'd like to read one stanza from that maybe is applicable to our situation now.

He wrote, after the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment:

"Blotted out / All within and all about / Shall a fresher life begin; / Freer breathes the universe / As it rolls its heavy curse / On the dead and buried sin!"


Well, nothing's ever blotted out, and sins are never truly dead and buried. They always have a way of reemerging and haunting the living. But they can be overcome, they can be left behind, and better ways can be found. The national commitment on this 250th anniversary is to find a future where we rediscover how much there is to be proud of in the American experience, in American history, and how much progress is still to be made and to achieve--not just for Americans, but for all of humanity. All of humanity has its eyes on this country. All of humanity has its hopes on this country. As America goes, so go the hopes of human freedom. Believe in that. Work for that. Hope for that. Trust in that. I hope you have a glorious Fourth of July celebration.

And now, my dialogue with Jeffrey Goldberg.

[Music]

Frum: Jeffrey Goldberg has edited The Atlantic since 2016. Under him, The Atlantic has tripled its paid circulation to almost 1.5 million and reached new heights of influence and reputation. Jeff made his reputation first as one of the great national-security reporters of our time. He won a National Magazine Award in 2003 for his reporting on Hezbollah.

President [Barack] Obama confided in Jeff Goldberg for a series of interviews that became the 2016 Atlantic cover story "The Obama Doctrine." The most astounding scoop of his storied career popped unbidden onto a smartphone when someone added him to a super-secret Signal chat planning the Trump administration's airstrike on Yemen. Jeff Goldberg is the author of Prisoners: A Memoir of Friendship Across the Israeli-Palestinian Divide, and the host of the weekly PBS program Washington Week with The Atlantic.

It's been my honor and privilege to work with him and for him over this past decade. Jeff, welcome to The David Frum Show.

Jeffrey Goldberg: Thank you. Thanks for having me.

Frum: So we are posting this on Canada Day, July 1st, in anticipation--

Goldberg: Oh, obviously.

Frum: [Laughs.] In anticipation of the Fourth of July weekend, the 250th anniversary of American independence. And I want to tee up something for you that I'm going to repeat some things that are well known to you, but maybe unfamiliar or forgotten by some of our viewers and listeners.

The founding announcement of The Atlantic in 1857 described its future politics as: "The Atlantic will be the organ of no party or clique, but will honestly endeavor to be the exponent of what its conductors believe to be the American idea."

Now, at this point in history, that may sound like empty rhetoric, the American idea. But in fact, in 1857, that phrase had real bite. The phrase "the American idea" was borrowed from a minister: a Unitarian minister named Theodore Parker, who had delivered a speech by the title "The American Idea" to an abolitionist convention in 1850. And as Parker expounded the American idea, it was not a vague or imprecise concept at all. Parker began by quoting the language of the Declaration of Independence, that will mark its 250th anniversary this coming weekend, about all men are created equal. And then he explained what that had to mean. And what that meant was democracy, still a very inflammatory term in 1850. And by democracy, Parker said, democracy demands--these are Parker's words--"as the proximate organization thereof, a government of all the people, by all the people, for all the people."

Now, most of us know that phrase from the Gettysburg Address in slightly tighter form, but it was Parker who wrote it in the first place, and Lincoln consciously borrowed it from Parker. And this phrase was meant to apply to all people, women as well as men, the enslaved as well as the free. It had foreign-policy implications, too. Parker talked about the recent war with Mexico, which he condemned. He talked about American plans to annex Cuba, which he also condemned. That American power in the world needed to be an idea for a force for freedom.

So this is all a long setup to say that phrase, "the American idea," once had bite and purchase. Do you think, Jeff, that it still has bite and purchase today?

Goldberg: Yes. Obviously it still has bite. I don't know if it has purchase.

And by the way, happy Canada Day in advance--

Frum: To all who celebrate.

Goldberg: Yeah, to all who celebrate. I want to wish everybody in Canada the best wishes from The Atlantic. 

It has bite and real meaning. Real meaning for us, obviously, at The Atlantic. Real meaning for anyone who thinks about what it is to be an American, I would hope. It doesn't have any particular purchase right now, especially with the most transactional, cynical executive we have ever had--I'm hesitant to say "ever had," because I don't know the level of cynicism of many 19th-century presidents, for instance.

But, not to jump right into it, but we have an anomalous situation right now in which we have a president who, in a weird way, to his credit, doesn't pay lip service to ideas he doesn't hold. There's a strange honesty about his transactionalism and his cynicism about democracy and about America's role in the world and about creedal nationalism and all of the rest: things I suppose we're gonna get to talk about.

But in the absence of this kind of idealism, the absence of this goal really highlights what we've taken for granted in our lifetimes at least. Even in the bad times. You know--you go through good times, you go through bad times, you go through mistakes, you go through depressions, you go through periods of triumph as a country. But I think we always assumed that we were different and that we held ourselves to a higher standard, and we felt badly as a country when we didn't meet those higher standards.

Frum: Vice President [J. D.] Vance, who was once a contributor to The Atlantic, now uses--

Goldberg: Maybe will be again.

Frum: Maybe. He goes through a lot of iterations. You never know.

Goldberg: The world is a strange place, David.

Frum: Yeah. [Chuckles.] No, I knew him when.

Goldberg: Yeah. I mean, he was a contributor to davidfrum.com.

Frum: I believe it was his first byline, was on my website, actually.

Goldberg: [Laughs.]

Frum: So that gives me a kind of a complicated relationship to his hypothetical presidency. You know, that'll be my footnote in history.

Goldberg: I think it's pretty hypothetical at this point, but go ahead.

Frum: Pretty hypothetical.

Yeah. Okay. So he, a past contributor to The Atlantic, where he compared Donald Trump to heroin.

Goldberg: "Cultural heroin."

Frum: "Cultural heroin." He now--when he wants to disparage somebody as being uninteresting or not edgy enough or not willing to tiptoe up to the bounds of whatever exciting idea they have, on whatever kind of strange website he's reading--he will say, This is an idea that could appear in the pages of The Atlantic. And that's his term of dismissal. And that raises this question--

Goldberg: But they're talking about us. [Laughs.]

Frum: [Laughs.] Boy, are they talk--they're talking about you, I would think.

Goldberg: Yeah. No, no, no. It's interesting. It's interesting that his frame of refer--I mean, he thinks about The Atlantic possibly more than I think about J. D. Vance, which I find interesting.

Frum: Yeah. But I think what he's pointing at is a tension from that 1857 statement, which you often quote, which is emblazoned in the offices at The Atlantic, that says, "Of no party or clique." That is--it's nonpartisan, which it rejects the suggestion that it belongs to liberal America or blue America.

Goldberg: Right.

Frum: At the same time, it's upholding an American idea that it says--and has said, explicitly in very rare endorsement editorials--this presidency is opposed to it. That this presidency is not part of the American idea.

So how do you, as an editor, how do you balance the determination to be of no party or clique--versus the fact that you say, We're with the American idea, and the people who hold power over the country are opposed to that American idea?

Goldberg: The first thing I would say is that I believe embedded in the DNA of The Atlantic is the idea that the country is at its best, and democracy is at its healthiest, when we have, at the very least, a strong party of conservative ideas battling it out in the playing field of public opinion with a strong party of liberal ideas, right?

And The Atlantic is meant to be the playing field, to some degree. We live in, again, an anomalous situation in which the Democrats, for all of their faults and small-minded partisanship, still are putting forward a set of ideas. Fitfully--but putting forward a set of ideas. But right now, the Republican Party, the allegedly conservative party, has built itself, remade itself into almost a cult of personality around a maximum leader. So you're not getting conservative ideas.

We are publishing--and you know this, obviously--we publish conservatives all the time. But we don't have, right now, what I would consider a normal, healthy situation in America, and I wish that we did. And I wish that we did for any number of reasons, including the fact that then people would not often think of The Atlantic as they sometimes do, or often do now, as part of an anti-Trump resistance. We are definitely not part of an anti-Trump resistance. We are simply publishing pieces that are based on empirical truth. Observable truth about the conduct of government, and the composition and ideology--to the extent that there is an ideology that's separate from Donald Trump--the ideology of the Republican Party.

Our colleague Adam Serwer, who comes from a different political tradition, obviously, than you do, said it best. I saw this in a social-media exchange years ago. Somebody was criticizing The Atlantic on social media by saying, "I can't believe that the liberal Atlantic would publish X." I don't remember what it was. It could very well have been a piece by you, for all I know. [Laughs.] And Adam responded by saying, "The Atlantic is not a liberal magazine. The Atlantic's not a conservative magazine. The Atlantic is a magazine." And I thought that's one of the best encapsulations of what we're trying to do.

Again, everybody lives in this weird anomalous situation where you have an antidemocratic formation right now as one of the two main parties. So what we're opposed to is not conservatism. What we are opposed to--and this goes back all the way to the roots of the abolitionist founding of The Atlantic--is that we're opposed to illiberalism, we're opposed to populist demagoguery, we're opposed to authoritarian tendencies, and we're opposed to people who willfully traffic in untruth and lies.

Frum: I want to ask you about the impending 250th anniversary and the American idea. Those words from the Declaration of Independence, they were explosive in 1776. They're still explosive now. Periodically, we forget at the time The Atlantic was founded, the dominant party was a party that theoretically was the heir to Jefferson's words. It was also the heir to Jefferson's slave-owning practice, and the words seemed to be dormant. Lincoln often quoted the words again and again to remind people of their revolutionary implication. And on this 250th anniversary that is being celebrated ... not as the 100th was, with a great show of American technology and industry and achievement in Philadelphia in 1876; not as the 200th anniversary, with that great show of visual beauty, the great ships, these magnificent acres of canvas spreading up and down the East Coast. This one has been commemorated by a gladiatorial contest on the White House grounds and by an, apparently coming up, a long speech by the president of the day. A rally for his party. How do we reconnect to how explosive those words were, are, and continue to be?

Goldberg: Hmm. You know, I was thinking as you were talking, I was a small kid in the bicentennial. I remember the ships. We went to see the ships in New York Harbor. But I was thinking about the date of that. It came after a crisis. Watergate at the time seemed like an enormous crisis. Obviously, we're living through Watergates every week now. But at the time, Watergate was one of the worst crises American politics had ever, American governance, had suffered.

And, so I was wondering, I was thinking back to why the mood, as I recall it as a kid, but why the mood, as historians describe it, was relatively light in 1976. That's because we had been past--we got through the crisis, and Gerald Ford restored some order and dignity and sanity and transparency to the presidency. So we were on the upswing.

We're not in an upswing right now, obviously. We're in a kind of--I want to speak advisedly because we're both wearing ties, and I feel like this is a very serious show--but Washington--

Frum: Let it go. [Laughs.]

Goldberg: Yeah, Washington right now is just kind of--

Frum: The ties give us immunity. We're like a Supreme Court decision. We have immunity. We can say what we want. We're wearing ties.

Goldberg: [Laughs.] Washington, D.C., now looks like the headquarters of a freak show. The Reflecting Pool and the gladiators and the destroyed East Wing and the plans to build the arch and Donald Trump's face hanging off the side of the Justice Department. Which is, all of this is astonishing. And it's creating a bad feeling. And one of the things I wish liberals or Democrats wouldn't do is cede the language and visuals of patriotism to the right. I wish that they would embrace the deeper things. And I think our lives in the next month should really be focused on embracing the deeper things and the deeper truths.

I'm extraordinarily grateful to be an American. I have countless reasons for being that. I also feel that studying history is a comfort. We've gone through crazy stuff before, obviously. I mean, we're talking about the founding of The Atlantic in 1857. [Laughs.] Not exactly--I mean, precisely because 1857 was 1857 was there a need and an impetus to build a magazine like The Atlantic.

But this organization, this institution, has seen much worse times. So there is that, but put that aside. I wish that people ... on the one hand, the current reality is dispiriting for any number of reasons. On the other other hand, the words of the founders are perfect, or as perfect as any human being could get words, and goals and ideals. And we have been, for 250 years, a remarkable and indispensable country. Again, one that's made mistakes all along the way. But if you think about it, just in the last century, we defeated fascism and communism. That's not bad. It's a pretty good record. We've built the most powerful economy, the greatest scientific institutions, the most powerful military. We expanded from sea to shining sea, and our people live, relatively speaking, compared to people in other countries, in lives of comfort and relative wealth. It's been a successful experiment overall. And I believe that America has been a force for good in the world, not least of which, American ideas have been a force for good in the world. We have a way of messing with good things, and right now we're in one of those periods.

I didn't mean to start going off on a tangent here, but I was thinking--I mean, I'm personally, my wife and I, we're gonna be in Pearl Harbor on July 4th, at the USS Arizona Memorial. I mean, we'll go out for sushi later. But we're going to be there, and there's a real--it makes it feel very real. The sacrifice that Americans have made to stand up to evil forces, forces of illiberalism, authoritarian forces. And it would be great if we could put meaning back into that on July 4th.

Anyway, I don't know if I'm answering your question, but I just wish that people would practice gratitude in their lives when it comes to the country that they live in. And even if they didn't have gratitude, I wish that they would work harder to keep this experiment going, because it's in their own self-interest.

Frum: You mentioned the feeling of lightness that--

Goldberg: 1976. Yeah. '

Frum: '76. I was 16. I was older than you. I am older than you. And I remember--

Goldberg: You remain older than me, yeah. Tomorrow, as well.

Frum: Yeah. That'll keep going, yeah.

Goldberg: Yeah, it's amazing how that works.

Frum: It'll only get worse. [Laughs.]

Goldberg: No, I'll close the gap percentage-wise, but never actual in chronology, yes.

Frum: And I remember Vietnam very vividly. I remember Watergate very vividly. I have early childhood memories of the riots of 1968 on television. They seemed very far away from the Toronto television sets on which I was watching those events. And there was something else going on that is very different from now, and maybe we have this to look forward to, maybe not. That even before Watergate burst, the period of the 1970s was a period of tremendous reform in the United States. And not all the reforms turned out to be successful. Many of the campaign-finance reforms, they quite backfired. But beginning in about 1970 and going through about 1978, there were a series of dramatic events that changed the way America had always been run. The first of them was maybe the most dramatic--it tends to sound like a joke now--but in 1970, Congress depoliticized the post office. Now, that sounds funny, but from the beginning of the republic to 1970, postmasterships were used as political chits, political rewards. That was the currency of politics. And in 1970, Congress said, That's it. No more. It's going to be a professional responsibility.

Goldberg: It was to the 20th century, what, like, the customs master at the port was in the 19th century; just a gift to your friend.

Frum: The postmaster general was usually also the head of your party, the head of the Democratic/Republican National Committee. Because he was the one who dispensed the favors.

Goldberg: Right. Amazing.

Frum: So Congress starts by depoliticizing the post office, and then goes through a series of reforms before Watergate, during Watergate, and culminating after Watergate. And there was this sense of--whatever had gone wrong, that Americans had their hands on it, and they were fixing it. And again, many of the reforms backfired or proved injudicious, but some of them remain powerful to this day.

And that was one of the last great periods of that kind of reform. And maybe that's what put the wind in, literally, in the sails of the--or figuratively and also literally--in the sails of those ships. And maybe that's the thing we're missing now. Maybe that's what the American idea needs to mean as we move out of this moment and into the next one.

Goldberg: Wait, so are you saying that--well, let me ask you a question. What do you see brewing among the American people--

Frum: Oh, I don't see--

Goldberg: --that suggests that we're going to leave this period of massive corruption behind and reinstitute the guidelines and restraints that kept democracy going well?

Frum: I don't see any sign of that yet. That's the thing that--

Goldberg: Well, that's disappointing.

Frum: That's the difference between then and now. I think what gave the hope in '76 was there had been this tremendous scandal. Vietnam before that, economic failure, oil crisis--that was also part of the mix. '76 was a moment of, a comparatively calm economic moment. Vietnam was over, Watergate was over. The reform era was fast-moving, and it was a reform era by--most of these reforms passed by large margins, and sometimes almost unanimously.

Goldberg: Well, what we had back then was a Congress that fulfilled its constitutional responsibilities. And we didn't have social media, and those two things are related. Obviously, we did not have a mobocracy of information. But the key is that Watergate ended because the Republicans in the Senate and Congress needed it to end, wanted it to end. And said, All right, this is over.

The system isn't working right now. I mean, I am extolling democracy and extolling the American experiment, but the experiment is actually not working. If this was a laboratory, we're completely misfiring, among other reasons, because one of the three branches of government has ceased to function.

Frum: Yeah. Well, let me put a more heretical thought to you. You are celebrating the Fourth of July at Pearl Harbor. I'm gonna be celebrating the Fourth of July among the losers of the American Revolution on the north shore of Lake Ontario.

Goldberg: The loyalist stronghold.

Frum: In the loyalist stronghold of Prince Edward County, Ontario, where the main street is literally called Loyalist Parkway.

Goldberg: [Laughs.]

Frum: And there's a certain "we told you so" element to the whole thing. [Laughs.] But one of the things that was there in 1970--

Goldberg: Oh, so the entire parade would be self-righteous Canadians?

Frum: More...

Goldberg: Smug?

Frum: Pleased?

Goldberg: Quietly smug.

Frum: A little flying the flag, of the mutant Jack as it was in 1776, saying: We told you no good would come of this.

Goldberg: It took us a while to prove the point. [Laughs.]

Frum: But here's the point I'm driving at. One of the things that Americans came out of the Watergate scandal with ... they didn't quite say it, but that a lot of elements--not just of their arrangements, but actually of their fundamental constitutional design--had misfired. And so many of these reforms tried to create bodies that were halfway between Congress and the executive, the Federal Election Commission and others, that answered simultaneously both to Congress and the executive. And were ways, without a crisis, to say: Well, there's a dispute about whether this election practice is fair or not. We'll have a federal election commission made up of people appointed by Congress and the president, and they will sort things out before it rises to the level of crisis.

And one of the things that has been going on in American life since the '70s is the Supreme Court has said, with increasing firmness, You cannot do that. Everything is the executive or the Congress, but never both. Always either; never both. We're breaking down one by one these mediating institutions between them, and we're heading to some big Supreme Court decisions that may completely gut the idea that, except for the Federal Reserve, that there can be any of these mingled institutions.

And so it creates a crisis. Like, that's what this Reflecting Pool thing--there's a deeper story there. It's silly; it's dumb. But what's also true is the Constitution says Congress has responsibility for all the physical, the real-estate holdings of the United States government. And the president has been tampering with them. And by courtesy, he's sort of allowed to have some leeway. From the end, Congress can say, You know what? Hands off the Reflecting Pool. Hands off the White House. Actually, the president's authority over the White House is a matter of courtesy by Congress, because Congress actually is in control, constitutionally, of the White House complex too.

Goldberg: The president is actually a four-year freeloader in the White House. It's government housing for four years. And you should not be able to put a nail into a wall in the White House as a president without seeking the permission and oversight of people whose responsibility is to keep the White House. The whole White House situation, in part because I've seen it a few times since the transformation, is really pissing me off.

Frum: What do you see when you go there?

Goldberg: Tacky, tacky, tacky, tacky.

Frum: Yeah.

Goldberg: I mean, you know. I was in there with Trump once with our colleagues Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer and the president. Most people, when he asks them--because he asks everybody who comes into the Oval Office--Don't you think I need a chandelier? Or, Don't you think I need an X? They go, Yeah, sure. Because they need something from him. He asked me, like, I wanna put a chandelier right there. And I'm like, I don't think you should do it. And he said, Why? And my answer is, Because it's the Oval Office. It's the Oval Office. 

And he thinks it's boring. He thinks the Oval Office is boring. And I think the room from which FDR won World War II: not a boring place. There's a lot of fascinating insight into his character, into his understanding of self. As we're going back and forth about changing the Oval Office, and, the last time I was in there--it's already incredibly tacky, and gold fixtures everywhere, just, you can imagine, right? He said, Well, you don't understand. I have important people come in here. And I'm like, Yeah; you're the president, though. You're the most important one. You could do whatever you want. You could honor the...

Anyway, sorry; I don't mean to go down the pathway. But the visual qualities of Washington, the aesthetic qualities of Washington, symbolize who we are as a people. That's why the theory of the arch bothers me so much. There's a conversation going on between Arlington National Cemetery and the Lincoln Memorial. The arch is gonna stand there, triumphant about--I don't know what it's triumphant about--and interrupt the conversation between a martyr, President Lincoln, and all of the martyrs of the Civil War who are buried on Robert E. Lee's plantation. And they're in a dialogue--

Frum: And Lee's in the dialogue too, because it's Lee's house.

Goldberg: And Lee's in the dialogue, too. And Lincoln is there, mournful, looking at the mistake of Lee and, like I said, in communion with the dead--starting with the Civil War dead up to today's dead. And it's just, it's thoughtless and grandiose. It's very Ozymandias.

Frum: But it's also--and this is my point about the lack of a reform program--it's also quite illegal. That is Congress's land. And the idea that the president can put a trowel there without Congress, and Congress is not acting.

Goldberg: I cannot think of another instance in which a group of people handed power statutorily, or constitutionally handed power, don't exercise their power, out of fear maybe?

In other words: You get elected to Congress as a Republican congressman, and the playbook or your HR-onboarding process is actually the Constitution. What are we supposed to do here? Well, let's read Madison and Jefferson and all the rest, and figure out what we're supposed to do here, and then go do it. Why would you give up power?

I mean, we know the answer. A lot of people are there now prepping for the time when they can get podcasts. It's not service anymore.

Frum: In the really heavy teaching of this anniversary, this 250th anniversary, I think we've been given a glimpse of if and when the American Republican republic fails. We now see exactly how it will.

Goldberg: Wait; what do you mean? Go into that a little bit more.

Frum: Well, the way it fails is the Constitution says the use of a federal piece of real estate is Congress's decision. But because the president has frightened Congress, Congress doesn't raise its voice when the president puts his Albert Speer-like building project, or intends to, on Congress's land. And that's a glimpse.

Now, one thing we're lucky about is that Trump has been so haphazard and aimless and unfocused--and obsessed with bizarre, petty things--that he's never been as consistent in his consolidation of power as a more directed person could be. So he's wasted a lot of time that he will not get back. And his political standing is now suddenly deteriorating to the point where Congress is maybe losing some of its fear, and there may be a different Congress after November.

But when the system goes wrong in the 300s, whenever that time comes, this is how it will be done. And the people of 1976 had a vision of how the system could save itself and redeem itself. We've had a vision of doom. This is what the doom will look like.

Goldberg: Right. Think about how the Justice Department was run--the post-Watergate Justice Department reforms, and how the Justice Department was run in 1976--and how it's run now. And that should frighten people into understanding that what you're suggesting about the future is already partially here.

Frum: No president except Donald Trump has ever fired an FBI director because he didn't like what the FBI director was doing. From the J. Edgar Hoover period--and Hoover, whatever his many faults, was independent of presidents--the directors after Hoover, the presidents and the directors, always made a point that the terms overlapped. Reagan had Carter's FBI director for seven years. It never occurred to Reagan that he could replace the FBI director.

Goldberg: [Trump] does not believe in democratic restraint on elected leaders. All presidents come into office wanting to wield power. All presidents come into office, or exist in office, frustrated by the lack of actual power the president has over most matters and most issues. And most presidents accept that. They strain against it in various ways, but they also exercise democratic self-restraint. We have a president now who's fundamentally different than every other president we can think of. Maybe Andrew Jackson is the exception to that.

But there's something--I have not been able to articulate this well to myself or anyone else--but there is something about the largeness of the Trump project. We can't see it, because it's too big in front of us. I'm not just making the point that if you're gonna do corruption, do a lot of corruption all at once so people are overwhelmed cognitively and the systems become overwhelmed. I mean, we could sit here for an hour and name all of the things, all of the anti-democratic moves that he's made over the last just two years; forget the first term. Last year and a half. Each one would've been a Watergate-sized scandal in any other presidency. So, again, I have this hard time articulating. One of the problems of human beings is also one of the great gifts of human beings: We can get used to anything. So we go about our business as if it's normal for the president to fire the FBI director. You know what I mean? And multiply "firing the FBI director" by 1,000, because that's the number of things that have taken place that are absolutely without a precedent in modern life.

Frum: Well, one of the things--that's such an interesting point. One of the things I have tried to do in the place where my personal and professional life meet is retain the feeling of wrongness and strangeness.

Goldberg: That's a good way of putting it. Retain that feeling.

Frum: When I'm planning my time in downtown Washington, I will go many blocks out of my way not to look at the White House.

Goldberg: It's hard to see now, 'cause there's so many fences, by the way. [Laughs.]

They fenced off Lafayette Square.

Frum: I'm always at least two blocks away. I just never--I don't wanna look at it.

Goldberg: It's a shame, because you worked in the White House; you love the White House. I bet you were one of those guys who every morning, when you walked up the West Wing driveway or wherever you went in, you kind of were like, I cannot believe that I'm at the White House. You were one of those guys, right?

Frum: My last day there I had lunch with my friend John McConnell, who wrote speeches for Vice President Cheney. And we sort of did a perimeter walk around the fence, and we went to the bulge in the South Ellipse and put our noses against the fence to look. I was gonna look out for one last time, because for the rest of my life I'd be looking back in.

And the symbolic language. The idea that--this is a kind of a dopey thing--but the White House is made of Ionic columns, which are civilian and symbolize learning and culture, and Trump wants to replace them with Corinthian columns, which symbolize luxury and tyranny, because the Corinthian is, above all, the Roman column.

Goldberg: Remember that commercial: rich Corinthian leather? Rich Corinthian leather.

Frum: Exactly.

Goldberg: He wants to actually encase it in rich Corinthian leather.

Frum: So here's the last question for you. How do we get the ground back under our feet? If we do come out of this in any kinda intact way, how do we go back to the point where we reconcile the two halves of The Atlantic motto, and where you can believe both in the American idea and also say "We're nonpartisan"? Which, for, as long as Trump has been on the scene, it's been so hard to do. How do we get back to that?

Goldberg: Well, I don't think it's hard to do. I think of ourselves--look, by the way, we're imperfect at what we do. And obviously, a lot of people in journalism make the mistake of thinking that if that party, a particular party, is not fulfilling its own mandate in a democracy, if it's not become--if it's no longer a party of ideas but a party of personality--that means that we have to support the other party. I think we're doing a pretty good job of covering that other party and its flaws. We have to do a better job even than we're doing now.

Partisanship is one thing. We are of no party or clique. That has to be true. We are also on the side of the American idea, as you articulated at the beginning. The Parker idea. The American idea as embedded in the Declaration of Independence, and the American idea as articulated through the Federalist Papers, the Constitution, obviously. We have to keep doing that as best as we can. We have to use the mechanisms of journalism to do that: reporting and fact-checked true things, in this age when the facts themselves are under assault or under discussion, as if there's alternatives to sets of observable facts.

I think we also have to keep our balance and try to keep our balance. And not everything is a five-alarm fire. That's important.

Are you asking me as a citizen or as the editor of The Atlantic? What does The Atlantic do?

Frum: You do it your way.

Goldberg: [Laughs.] Okay. First of all, the thing we do is keep on keeping on. Steadfastness is very important. Being the editor of anything, or being a good editor of anything, is about what you don't publish as much as what you do publish, right? And so, that's what we don't have on social media. Any whack job with a phone can distort reality, and that's not helpful.

I mean, you remember the famous notion Madison worried that democracy would not survive the rise of the daily newspaper, because a once-a-day insertion of new information and argument into the brains of the citizens would be too much for democracy to bear. People couldn't process. People couldn't cool down from the emotions that were generated in time for the next tranche of information.

So we have to do what we do, but even more so. Which is try to be reasonable and reasoned, try to apply logic, try to be fair, try not to straw man people on opposing sides of arguments. We also have to be very, very clear, and even bold, in calling out plainly what we see. It's not just The Atlantic. We all have to try to buttress free journalism, independent journalism.

As a citizen, I would just like to see people vote for a better-quality congressman and senator, people who actually wanna fulfill their responsibilities. I don't know. I mean, it's an endless question. All we can do is tend to our little garden and keep our principles intact even while other people's principles are disintegrating under pressure, or under the temptation of a quick buck or power. The blandishments of power, and so on.

Better angels. I mean, it's not a cliche; it's a beautiful term. But, we've gotta find a way back to the better angels, and the better angels all involve a level of self-restraint and compromise. And this is the hardest idea for some people to embrace--that no American is my enemy. That's a very, very important principle. No American is my enemy. Could be adversaries politically; don't have to like everybody. But the idea of turning each other into enemies is gonna be the death of us.

Frum: Jeff Goldberg, thank you so much for joining me today on the show. And may you have a glorious Fourth of July on the solemn 250th anniversary of American independence.

Goldberg: Thank you, David. You too.

Frum: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum:  Thanks so much to Jeffrey Goldberg for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As I mentioned at the top of the program, my book selection this week also has a patriotic theme. The book is City on a Hill: A History of American Exceptionalism by Abram Van Engen, published by Yale University Press in the year 2020.

"A shining city on a hill." Many people have loved the phrase, but no one loved it more than Ronald Reagan, who used it over and over again in his campaign speeches and his presidential speeches, and most notably in his farewell address in 1989. Here's Reagan in 1989. I'm quoting him:

"I've spoken of the shining city all my political life, but I don't know if I ever quite communicated what I saw when I said it. In my mind, it was a tall, proud city, built on rocks stronger than oceans, windswept, God-blessed, and teeming with people of all kinds living in harmony and peace; a city with free ports that hummed with commerce and creativity. And if there had to be city walls, the walls had doors, and the doors were open to anyone with the will and the heart to get here. That's how I saw it and see it still."


Reagan usually clarified that he had not originated the phrase "city on a hill" but that he had derived it from a 17th-century sermon. Van Engen's book tells the fascinating story of the phrase's origin, its evolution, and its rediscovery by politicians, including Reagan in the 20th century.

Van Engen's story starts in the year 1630. A group of would-be settlers is about to depart England for Massachusetts Bay. There, they will found the city of Boston. Before they embark on their ship to Boston, their leader preaches to them about the new society they hope to build. It'll be a society built on the principles of Christian charity, mutual care, but also mutual surveillance.

The mutual surveillance will enforce a stricter and purer version of their Christian faith. That leader, John Winthrop, would become the first governor of the new colony. As Van Engen notes, those words of John Winthrop's about a city on a hill did not spark excitement at the time, or indeed any time soon after.

For 200 years, from 1630 to the 1830s, nobody is recorded to have ever cited or even mentioned John Winthrop's now-famous sermon. The sermon was published in 1838 and then immediately forgotten about for another hundred years. Only in 1930 did the city of Boston rediscover the phrase and carve it on a monument to mark the 300th anniversary of the city's founding.

But that little flurry of excitement still did not mark any sudden change in American culture. It was only after the Second World War that the phrase emerges into very common use, and then thanks to the efforts of a Harvard professor named Perry Miller. Miller published; was the preeminent historian, after World War II, of Puritan New England. And he cited Winthrop's phrase from his own research as the perfect example of the Puritan spirit and how it contributed to the creation of the new America.

Perry Miller's phrase was taken up by President John F. Kennedy, who used it. And then it began to circulate more and more widely until Reagan made it his own in the 1970s and after. Reagan made it his own in another way, which is: He subtly altered the phrase. It was Reagan who inserted the phrase or the word shining before the phrase "city on a hill."

"Shining city on a hill." That's not what Winthrop said, and that's not how John F. Kennedy used it. It's often pointed out that the "city on a hill" phrase is a reference, a passage in the New Testament. Verses 14 and 15 of the fifth chapter of the Gospel of Matthew. Jesus there says--and I'm going to quote here the King James version of Jesus's words--"Ye are the light of the world. A city that is set on a hill cannot be hid. Neither do men light a candle and put it under a bushel, but on a candlestick, and it giveth light unto all that are in the house."

Now, in the 1500s and 1600s, that phrase was often used by Catholics in their polemical war against Protestants. The Catholic argument was Jesus said the church was a light on the hill. Everybody would see it. Where had the Protestants been for the past 1,500 years? Nobody saw them. Everyone saw the Catholic Church. The true church of Christ was visible. The Catholic Church was visible. The Protestant church had been nonexistent and was now a minority faith. It was not a city on a hill, and it was not the true church described by Jesus in Matthew. Winthrop's move in the sermon was to counter this Catholic claim: not to brag about the imminent founding of a great new nation that would be a light unto the world, but to explain, from a Protestant point of view, why the Catholic claim that the true church would be visible was not true. Winthrop's point was that the true church was anywhere where Christians congregated together. That's where the city on the hill was. That's where it was a light to the world. And it could be found anywhere, literally anywhere, even so obscure and remote a place as the northwest corner of the Atlantic Ocean, in this tiny little city of Boston.

Winthrop and his followers had no idea; they could not have imagined that the city they were founding would become one of the first settlements in the mightiest economic and military power in the history of the world. That idea would have seemed to them facially crazy if anyone had even dared to articulate such a bizarre thing.

But as the United States did become such a nation, the phrase acquired a retrospective new meaning. That: Here is this new society, a new kind of society that all the world would see. The "city on a hill" language that Perry Miller discovered and that John F. Kennedy adapted was brilliantly suited to the rhetorical needs of Cold War America.

That nation regarded itself as both the center of events and as a society profoundly vulnerable to external shocks. The eyes of all people will be upon us--and those eyes could condemn as well as approve. The city on a hill could fail. Ronald Reagan seems not to have appreciated his debt to Perry Miller, which was only fair because Miller--who died before Ronald Reagan became famous in politics--Miller was a pretty fierce liberal partisan who would have had little use for the Reagan of the 1970s and 1980s.

What Reagan's brightening of Winthrop's phrase with the addition of that word shining subtly changed the meaning of what Winthrop said, and what John F. Kennedy said and what other Cold War people who used the phrase had said. Reagan's creative misquotation added a kind of certainty.

The destiny of the city on the hill before all eyes--that was uncertain. But the shining city, that city was already shining. Its destiny had been achieved. Its hopes had been fulfilled. The dream had been realized. And now the task shifted from creation to preservation or possibly restoration; to scrub off any grime that dimmed the shine. Right now, on this 250th anniversary, the shining city on a hill seems a little grimy.

But the summons that Reagan spoke in 1989, that John Winthrop created in 1630, borrowing from the New Testament, the summons to build a shining city that still speaks to all of us and still summons all of us. So on this 250th anniversary of the founding of the United States, may the city once again shine for Americans and all the world.

Thanks so much for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As ever, the best way to support the work of this program and of all of us at The Atlantic is by subscribing to The Atlantic. It'd be helpful, if you were minded, if you would share and subscribe to this work on whatever platform you use.

Thanks so much for watching and listening to The David Frum Show. See you next week. Bye-bye.
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Putin Is Slipping Into Delusion

The Russian dictator remains obsessed with his war in Ukraine but doesn't seem to comprehend how badly it's going.

by Simon Shuster

Wed, 01 Jul 2026




When things get dicey in Moscow, Vladimir Putin tends to drop out of sight for a while, retreating to one of his residences and canceling public events. Only his closest aides know how he spends his time during these absences, which can go on for days even in the middle of a national crisis. The Kremlin does its best to fill the vacant airtime on state TV with pretaped footage of the president, waiting for him to reemerge and declare that everything remains under his control.

Since the end of last year, when Ukraine intensified its campaign of drone and missile strikes on Russian cities, Putin has taken a few of these breaks. Two of them lasted for more than a week. He has mostly avoided talking about the Ukrainian strikes, even as they caused fuel shortages across Russia, destroyed infrastructure, and shattered the sense of stability that Putin offers his people in exchange for their loyalty. His first detailed response to the threat came on Monday, and he did his best to seem unmoved.

In a carefully scripted interview on state TV, Putin looked bored with the details of governing Russia and managing the frustrations of his citizens, but he did not appear tired of his war in Ukraine. He spent most of the 19-minute conversation with a Russian news anchor dissecting the minutiae of the fighting, even naming a particular street in one small town in the region of Donetsk where, according to Putin, his forces had managed to gain a bit of ground. The performance seemed designed to suggest that, away from the cameras, the Russian leader spends his time hunched over maps of the battlefield.

The Russian people, by contrast, have run out of patience with the war their leader seems so eager to continue. A survey released on the same day as Putin's interview found that 81 percent of Russians want the war to end "as early as tomorrow." The number of respondents who want the fighting to continue until Russia's victory, no matter how long it takes, dropped in the survey to 9 percent, the lowest level ever recorded by the Institute for Conflict Studies and Analysis of Russia, which has conducted 10 rounds of polling since the start of the war, in 2022.

Its most recent survey matched up with the images and complaints that have flooded Russian social networks in the past few weeks, showing long lines at gas stations in Moscow and trucks stalled without fuel on the roadside. "There's no gasoline in the city," one man posted from a suburb of Moscow. "And the TV is silent about it."

If Putin cares about such problems, he has done a decent job of hiding it. "Everything is working stably and with a big reserve of strength," he said in Monday's interview, referring to the fuel shortages spreading through Russia. His tone reminded me of Putin's attitude toward the war in Syria, where Russian forces intervened in 2015 to save the regime in Damascus from a revolution. Back then, Putin still held regular meetings in Moscow with Russian businesspeople and corporate executives, hearing out their concerns about high interest rates, slow economic growth, and other matters of concern for the state.

One of the regular guests at those meetings described to me how Putin had trouble sitting through them. Obviously distracted, he would fidget in his seat and doodle in his notebook. When the conversation turned to the subject of war, however, the president would come alive, describing the kinds of fighter jets Russia used to bombard rebel positions in Syria and naming towns with stubborn pockets of resistance. "This was his passion," the businessman told me. "Nothing else interested him the same way."

Read: What's eating 'Putin's brain'?

A decade later, and more than four years into his invasion of Ukraine, this element of Putin's character seems only to have hardened. He treats the war as his calling, the purest expression of the power he has hoarded for a quarter century. The incalculable pain and suffering it has caused, with more than a million casualties overall, do not evoke for Putin anywhere near the level of emotion he displays when talking about the war's mechanics.

"The direction of Rubtsi, on the left bank of the Stary Oskol river, we have nearly, practically, blocked a mixed group of enemy forces, around 5,000 troops, who are now pressed up against that river," Putin said, apparently reading from a screen that stood over the interviewer's right shoulder. "Only about two kilometers remain until their final encirclement, a problem that our 144th Division is working to solve."

He carried on like this for nearly 10 minutes, at one point listing the number of houses that remain unconquered in one village in eastern Ukraine, a place that the average Russian does not care about, will never visit, and would have trouble finding on the map. Putin appeared to be making up facts as he went along. No encirclement around Rubtsi (population: 350 ) has been reported by any reliable source in Russia or Ukraine, and there is no river called Stary Oskol in that region. The Russian president's obsession with the details of the fighting appears to have crossed the line into delusion.

Does that mania for war make him any more likely to cut his losses and accept a negotiated peace? Probably not. His interview on Monday illustrated what many in Ukraine and Europe have long concluded about Putin's state of mind. He has convinced himself that the attritional math of the war favors Russia, and he will continue to press the numerical advantage of his forces regardless of how long the lines for gasoline in Moscow might get.

In the end, Russia could still face defeat, and the recent dynamics of the fighting have made that outcome look more likely than ever. Russia now loses an average of at least 30,000 troops a month, killed or gravely wounded. The Russian military struggles to replace those losses despite offering bonuses to new recruits worth up to $80,000--enough to buy an apartment in many Russian cities. For those sent to the front, the average life expectancy stands at around two or three weeks, according to one Russian military blogger who follows the fighting closely. "I have no doubt that another wave of mobilization will come as expected," the blogger wrote at the end of May.

Read: Building tanks while the Ukrainians master drones

Mobilizing more troops would be among Putin's more obvious options for continuing the war for a long time to come. In September 2022, during another low point for him in this war, Putin called up 300,000 soldiers in the first military draft in Russia since the Second World War. Doing that again would devastate the Russian economy and risk a surge of popular unrest. But many close observers of the war in Russia have concluded that Putin has no other choice. "This fall, there will either be peace or mobilization," another military blogger wrote a few weeks ago, setting off a debate on Russian social networks about whether men should pack their bags for basic training.

In his interview, Putin did not mention any plans to mobilize more forces. He also didn't point to any viable path to peace. He only repeated his aim to conquer all of Novorossiya, or New Russia, a vague term that, in his mind, seems to encompass most of southern and eastern Ukraine. At their current rate of advance, Russian forces would need several more years of fighting to stand a realistic chance of achieving that goal. They would also need to be prepared to lose hundreds of thousands of soldiers. But that appears to be Putin's intent, regardless of how his people might feel about it.
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The Fourth of July That Saved My Family

My parents' rescue at Entebbe taught me that freedom survives only because people choose to defend it.

by Anne Neuberger

Fri, 03 Jul 2026




On July 4, 1976, as America celebrated its bicentennial, four C-130 aircraft flew blind over the dark waters of the Red Sea and across the Horn of Africa. The pilots took their planes beneath the sweep of commercial radar, their crews relying on basic radio, manual navigation, and raw nerve. The planes were carrying Israeli commandos to a disused airport-terminal building in Uganda, on the shores of Lake Victoria.

Inside that terminal were 106 hostages. Two of them were my American parents.

For nearly a week, Palestinian and German terrorists had held the passengers from a hijacked Air France flight hostage inside the airport terminal, threatening to kill them unless imprisoned terrorists held in five countries were released.

I was six months old, blessedly oblivious to the hijacking, staying with my grandmother in New York and waiting for my parents to come home from their first international trip.

As the planes touched down, the commandos launched their rescue mission. One hundred and two of the hostages were rescued; three were killed in the process; and one, a 74-year-old woman who had been taken to a nearby hospital several days earlier, was murdered after the rescue byorder of the Ugandan dictator Idi Amin, who supported the hijacking.

Growing up as the child of Entebbe hostages, I knew my life was a gift bestowed by the courage of strangers. Had those planes not taken off or had the mission failed, my family's story would have been very different. I grew up with parents to raise me. I never take that for granted.

Anne Applebaum: Trump and Vance ruined the Fourth of July

My parents' rescue on America's Independence Day was especially meaningful because my family is proof that the promise of American freedom is real. Seven of my eight great-grandparents were murdered in the German death camps of Europe. The grandmother who watched me when my parents were held hostage had survived Auschwitz. After World War II, my father and his parents had been trapped in Hungary as it fell to communism. Yet in coming to America, they were given an opportunity to build a better life, a life in which they were free to practice their faith without fear.

The passage of time has only sharpened the lessons of Entebbe for me. There is a price to be paid for freedom. Capitulation to terror doesn't work; it is not in the nature of terrorists to compromise. And I grew up understanding that I had a responsibility, a duty, to protect innocent people from terrorism. That, along with my family's gratitude for America, is why I pursued a career in the U.S. intelligence community. I knew from the time I was little that the world is not inherently safe. Safety is given to us by intelligence analysts reviewing threats 24 hours a day, by commandos ready to deploy at a moment's notice, and by leaders who find the courage to make the toughest calls. We will always have among us those ready to take hostages, and we will always require good people who are willing to stand up to them and capable of doing so.

We are marking the 50th anniversary of the Entebbe rescue--and soon the 25th anniversary of the worst terrorist attack in history, on September 11, 2001. Our intelligence services and military have made technical advances in data collection and analysis, in satellite surveillance, and in hostage rescue. But even as democratic governments have become more proficient and more technologically adept at thwarting terrorists, some in our societies have become insensitive, or even callous, about the civilizational consequences of terror and violence.

Today, a rescue operation on the scale of Entebbe's would be monitored in real time from a secure operations center, streamed via high-definition drone feeds, and supported by encrypted satellite networks and teams of intelligence analysts. I've observed those operations firsthand.

In 1976, the men who flew to Entebbe were very much alone. They traveled nearly 2,500 miles from home into a hostile country, landing on a blacked-out runway with a decoy Mercedes designed to mimic Amin's limousine. A radar glitch, a malfunctioning fuel gauge, or a watchful guard could have meant failure. Indeed, the mission's commander, Colonel Jonathan Netanyahu, was killed by a shot from a Ugandan guard in the airport's control tower.

When we talk about military service, we often speak in the abstract language of patriotism and duty. But service is each individual's decision to risk their life for something they believe in. Those paratroopers knew that this operation was proceeding with extremely limited training and intelligence. Yet they went anyway, driven by the chance to save lives.

Before the commandos could board those C-130s, their political leaders had to make the decision to send them. The hijackers had threatened to execute the 106 captives if their demands were not met. In the chaotic days following the hijacking, the path of least resistance was obvious: negotiation and compromise.

The prime minister of Israel, Yitzhak Rabin, however, knew that negotiating with terrorists would encourage the next hijacking. Rabin and his defense minister, Shimon Peres, argued against negotiations, noting that if Israel gave in, "everyone will understand us, but no one will respect us."

The political courage required to make that call was immense. Families of the hostages were actively demonstrating, demanding that the government negotiate. The odds of failure were sizable. Yet true leadership requires the courage to absorb risk when the long-term stakes are high. The ultimate responsibility of a leader is to choose not the easiest option, but the one that best preserves the state's security and core interests. In that vein, the Kenyan government also showed political courage by allowing the rescue planes to refuel in Nairobi and the injured to be treated there.

Terrorism evolved from the 1970s era of hijackings and hostage-takings, designed to capture global media attention, to the religiously motivated, large-scale bombings of the early 2000s. Post-9/11, aggressive counterterrorism fractured those centralized networks. Yet a dangerous intellectual effort continues that romanticizes terrorism and rebrands the deliberate slaughter, rape, and kidnapping of civilians as a justifiable, even an aesthetic, form of "resistance." We see this in the Middle Eastern context, and we see it here at home: Just consider the number of people who express sympathy for the murderer of a health-care executive or the would-be assassins of President Trump.

The irony is that even as we have advanced in our technical ability to discover and disrupt terrorism, some in Western societies have grown forgiving of violent people who feel that the only way for them to achieve their goals is through murder.

From the July 2026 issue: How America gave up on its own history

Fifty years ago, the hijackers at Entebbe also cloaked themselves in the language of liberation. But my parents did not see freedom fighters in that terminal; they saw captors who were willing to use the lives of grandmothers and children as currency. Nothing justified their threats to turn a civilian airport terminal into a slaughterhouse. When we tolerate the romanticization of political violence, we cede the moral high ground and pave the way for another 9/11 or another cowardly attack on a school or music festival.

Every time I've worked on a policy or an operation designed to disrupt an attack, I have thought of those C-130s flying through the African night to rescue a young couple with a six-month-old baby at home. During the period when I led the NSA's intelligence operations, I would stop into the 24/7 operations center, especially at night and during holiday weekends, to visit those who were "on the watch" as their fellow Americans were enjoying time with family and friends. One team, devoted to recovering hostages, continuously monitors intelligence regarding American or allied-citizen hostages around the world. It can be tedious work, sometimes spanning years. At times, I would convey to them my parents' story and how a family waiting somewhere was grateful for their dedication.

My parents came home that July Fourth 50 years ago. My family's history taught me that freedom is fragile. Entebbe taught me that it survives only because people choose to defend it. As we celebrate America's founding and freedoms, let us take a moment to reflect on those lessons and the link between them. It is not just our technical skills and our brave men and women in uniform and in America's intelligence services who keep us safe. Leadership matters, and so does the recognition that terrorism should never be excused or tolerated.
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At Least You're Not Playing in the World Cup Right Now

The athletes train for this heat, but even elite-level acclimation only goes so far.

by Nancy Walecki

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




Last June, England's men's national soccer team went to Spain for a training camp. Next to the pitch were tents artificially heated to a minimum of 95 degrees Fahrenheit, where players completed fitness tests on exercise bikes while staff measured their performance. Each player swallowed a biometric tablet, about the size of a large vitamin, so that scientists could see how well his body cooled itself. At the time, England's head coach, Thomas Tuchel, told reporters, "I will be very surprised if we do not suffer" at the 2026 World Cup in North America, where his athletes would be tested not just against other teams but against the hot and humid summer.



The weather in the United States in the coming days will provide such a test--for World Cup athletes and for millions of Americans alike. The heat wave sweeping across the country will hit several World Cup locations, including New Jersey, Kansas City, and Philadelphia, where stadiums lack roofs and air-conditioning. The last time North America hosted the World Cup, in 1994, games were infamously hot, and this tournament could give it a run for its money. Tomorrow, temperatures in Kansas City, Missouri, are expected to reach into the 90s, and they'll get close to 100 in Philadelphia when the city hosts a game on Saturday. Both cities have been placed under extreme-heat warnings by the National Weather Service. If we mere mortals are made miserable by the heat, these footballers will be miserable and vigorously exercising--they usually run about seven miles during a game, Orlando Laitano, a professor of applied physiology and kinesiology at the University of Florida who works with Brazil's national team, told me.



For months, teams have strategized about how best to prepare their athletes for this kind of heat and humidity--with post-training saunas, hot-water immersion, sweaty outdoor workouts, and heat-training camps. In an ideal world, athletes would spend about 15 days working out in the heat to get used to a region's climate in the lead-up to the tournament, Lee Taylor, an exercise and environmental physiologist at Loughborough University who consults with several soccer teams competing in the World Cup, told me. Many teams try to do exactly that. Norway's squad--probably especially in need of some heat training--went to Greensboro, North Carolina, where, at one point, it got so hot that the coaches reportedly cut practice short. Brazil's team, meanwhile, decamped to Orlando, Florida, where Laitano affixed players with sweat-collection patches and analyzed their fluid and electrolyte loss during workouts to concoct a hydration regimen for each person.



But many players get less than 15 days of acclimatization time. Although England's team held a 10-day training camp in Miami ahead of the World Cup, some players arrived late because they were busy with the Champions League finals. Laitano still ruminates over Brazil's loss in the 2014 World Cup, which the country hosted not long after he started working with the team. Brazil chose to train in the mountains of Rio de Janeiro, a region that, during the Southern Hemisphere's winter, was colder than the other parts of the country where they'd be playing, he told me. Germany, which won the tournament, trained in Brazil's sweltering state of Bahia. "I can't say they won only because they stayed in the heat," Laitano said, "but they did choose to have their base in a hot environment, because they knew it could be an edge for them."



Acclimatized or not, players are still dragged down by the heat. Research has shown that athletes generally don't play as intensely during hot matches--not sprinting as often, for instance--and just as a heat wave can zap a person's energy over multiple days, the fatiguing effects of heat accumulate during the tournament. Still, trainers have a few tricks that can help athletes--or anyone, really--withstand the heat. To lower their core body temperature, athletes might don an ice-filled vest (admittedly, not a household item) or, before a match, dunk themselves in an ice bath (easier to try at home). FIFA has mandated periodic hydration breaks throughout this year's games, too, during which players can drink ice slurries and wrap themselves in cold towels. (Again--not a bad idea when air-conditioning leaves something to be desired.)



For those of us who haven't spent months preparing for heat under the care of dozens of experts, the options are somewhat limited. People take about eight to 10 days to get well acclimated to heat, Michael Sawka, an exercise physiologist and heat-adaptation expert at Georgia Tech, told me. When heat waves come on suddenly, people have little chance to acclimatize, and many of the areas affected this week, such as New York City, have had fairly reasonable temperatures recently, Carol Ewing Garber, an exercise physiologist at Columbia University's Teachers College, told me. Most people will just have to get through it. Garber suggests that those of us not competing in the World Cup follow a few basics: In lieu of a mandated uniform, we should wear breathable clothing; entire nations are not fiercely anticipating our performance on a soccer pitch, so we can choose to spend time in the shade and to exercise in the cooler hours of the day. And on one count, the advice is the same for both normies and World Cup players: Take frequent water breaks.
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How Trump Branded America's Big Birthday

The White House's Freedom 250 wrested control of a patriotic logo--and spread it everywhere.

by Kelsey Ables

Fri, 03 Jul 2026




As the United States neared its 250th birthday in recent months, a new spin on the Stars and Stripes appeared outside homes and on banners dangling from government buildings. A twist on what's known as the "Betsy Ross flag," with 250 inscribed within its 13-star circle, the celebratory image scans as neutral yet elegant. But just as the Trump administration overhauled this year's semiquincentennial celebration with partisan events and political rallies, the Ross flag, too, was co-opted by the White House.

Versions of the Ross flag, now a logo for Freedom 250, the White House-endorsed semiquincentennial planner, have been popping up in political contexts and elsewhere. (There are variations of the logo, one with only 250 in the center, and the other with Freedom 250.) Just looking at the design, it might be hard to see what the fuss is about, but those frustrated by Freedom 250 see it as yet another way the White House took control of the celebration from a nonpartisan rival, implicitly excluding Americans who do not agree with the president.

Last September, America250, the nonpartisan organization authorized by Congress in 2016 to plan patriotic activities for the anniversary, applied for a trademark for the design with 250 in the center, as shown by U.S. Patent and Trademark Office documents that were cited in a report released by House Democrats yesterday. The $5,350 application was for nine usage categories, that include flags, jewelry, digital media, paper goods, printed media, clothing, and toys. Yet in April, America250 quietly transferred ownership of the trademark application to Freedom 250, a public-private partnership created by the White House that has been putting on events with a partisan flair, such as mobile museums that offer a conservative, Christianity-infused retelling of the country's birth and the Great American State Fair, where conservative and religious groups have booths and visitors can take home a replica U.S. passport with Donald Trump's face printed in it. According to a person familiar with the matter, the White House's Task Force 250, the governmental arm behind Freedom 250, made the Ross handover a condition for America250 to receive $50 million from the Interior Department. Only half of those funds have been distributed thus far, Michael Scherer reported last month in The Atlantic.

(The design is on its way to becoming a registered trademark but has been held up by the opposition of a marine-product company that sells an almost identical flag for boats.)

A spokesperson for the Department of the Interior told me in an email, "As with all of our signature 250 events, resources have been made available to ensure these historic occasions are a success," adding that "the Memorandum of Understanding signed with all 250th related entities made that clear and we are proud to be partners in celebrating these iconic events honoring our 250th thanks to the bold leadership of President Donald J. Trump." Freedom 250 denounced the report from House Democrats wholesale, describing it as "nothing more than a partisan smear from politicians who would rather manufacture division than celebrate America's 250th birthday alongside the rest of the country." The Patent and Trademark Office declined to comment, and the White House directed questions back to Freedom 250. America250 did not respond.

The Trump administration hasn't exactly been known for its design forte lately. Look no further than the "Temu arch"--a blocky model of the monument that Trump wants to build near Arlington National Cemetery--propped up on the National Mall for the state fair. Yet in demanding exclusive access to the Ross design, Freedom 250 would receive more than a logo: the design has a sort of legitimacy, conferred through a historic symbol linked to the country's founding and solidified through the ensuing centuries. That a national symbol could effectively become part of a financial ultimatum reflects only how political this birthday party has become.

Freedom 250 operates separately from the nonpartisan America250, which has largely been planning patriotic events outside of Washington, D.C. The confusion has already sparked controversy, including a number of musical acts dropping out of a concert series on the Mall when they became aware of the political charge of the event organizer, Freedom 250.

America250's logo--a red, white, and blue ribbonlike rendering of 250 that some have likened to the French flag--hasn't left much of an impression, nor has the commission's mascot, George the Star. The Ross-flag-inspired Freedom 250 logo, meanwhile, has been spreading. A version of the design has been incorporated into much of Freedom 250's merchandise, such as totes and T-shirts. The flag appeared behind Trump at his recent rally opening the fair. It is featured on pins that the Department of Interior is reportedly requiring staff to wear. It's been integrated into the scenery of Washington too. A giant flag, with Freedom 250 at the center of the stars, hangs outside the Department of Agriculture building, while another version of the design is incorporated into banners lining the Department of Commerce. Both are high-traffic areas near the Mall sure to be populated by many fireworks-seeking tourists this weekend. In the report on Freedom 250's activities, Democrats on the House Natural Resources Committee describe the ubiquity of the Freedom 250 branding--which in some places uses the flag design in its entirety and in others just the circle of stars--as the objective. "Saturating the country with the mark makes the hijacking of a national commemoration appear ordinary through sheer repetition," they write.


Chip Somodevilla / Getty



The design has also taken on a life of its own, seemingly far from Freedom 250's publicity apparatus. Versions of the flag with just 250 in the circle are sold both through Freedom 250's store and in online flag shops. It can be spotted on storefronts and in workspaces. One particularly enthusiastic life-insurance company said that it had donated the spin-off flag to 250 groups across the country, such as the Arkansas State Police and Mississippi's Ida B. Wells-Barnett Museum.

The White House encouraged the use of the image through an initiative called "Logo for the People," which allows groups to apply for the designs, including the flag, and aims to put "official Freedom 250 logos and assets in the hands of every community, school, business, and family." That branding reached even further into the country this week, when the Social Security Administration announced that a Freedom 250 logo would appear on commemorative cards distributed to babies born from yesterday through the end of the year.

The origins of the 13-star flag have long been disputed. For years, Americans have been taught that Ross, a Philadelphia seamstress, made the first U.S. flag. (Last week, at the Great American State Fair, I spotted a Ross impersonator sewing a 13-star rendering.) Historians say that there is no archival evidence confirming that Ross made the flag and that there were other flags that represented the 13 colonies at war (see: the Grand Union Flag). "It's not such a tidy or linear history, because history usually is not tidy or linear," Marla Miller, a history professor at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst and the author of the book Betsy Ross and the Making of America, told me. Still, the circular design took hold in the popular imagination, giving it added meaning this anniversary.

For some vexillophiles, the issue is not so much who is propagating the spin-off Ross flag but the design itself. In adding characters to the flag, some say, Freedom 250 is violating the U.S. flag code, although the code is toothless. As Marc Leepson, the author of Flag: An American Biography, told me, "The President of the United States is not going to get arrested by the flag police." But for an administration that has preached the sanctity of national symbols and is keen on casting itself as the steward of all things America this summer, the potential breach carries a note of irony.

Roland Miller, the author of Old Glory: Iconic Flags and the Stories They Tell of America's 250-Year History, told me that the Freedom 250 design "doesn't seem kosher." More than that, "so many people have sacrificed so much to serve our country under the flag," he said. "Any disrespect, to me, is certainly not patriotic."

Michael Scherer contributed reporting.

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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/2026/07/freedom-250-logo-trump/687793/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Even Trump Can't Believe How Well This Book Has Sold

What the wild success of <em>Regime Change</em>, after a long slump in newsy nonfiction, might say about the state of the presidency.

by Gal Beckerman

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




Literary agents and book editors are in the business of selling stories, so drama comes easily to them. Even temporary sales slumps breed alarmist pronouncements; book parties in disfavored genres begin to feel like wakes, sending off one more spirit to the inevitable afterworld of the remainder shelf. The novel has apparently been declared dead 30 times since 1902. But lately, the focus of industry laments has been nonfiction--from highly topical work to the more historically focused "dad book"--which has declined precipitously after a few years dominated by newsy books about Trump and his presidency (even Omarosa had her moment). The trend, if sometimes exaggerated, is certainly real. As of last month, according to BookScan, sales of titles dealing with politics and current affairs were down 19 percent from a year earlier. Yet even as conventional wisdom solidifies around the idea that no one wants to read about reality anymore, along comes an exception, perhaps a harbinger of a shift in publishing--or at least in Donald Trump's position in the collective consciousness.

Regime Change, a new chronicle of Trump's second term by the New York Times reporters Maggie Haberman and Jonathan Swan, was published last week and quickly achieved stratospheric sales for a nonfiction book. I'm not really in the habit of quoting press releases, but Simon & Schuster is correct in characterizing a book that sells more than 300,000 copies in a week as a "blockbuster." Most nonfiction books on the best-seller list can get there after moving fewer than 10,000 copies over seven days. For the publishing folks I spoke with, the numbers that Regime Change is generating are a genuine source of hope, as well as some head-scratching.

Part of the confusion stems from the fact that the book in question is nearly 500 pages about Trump. One prevailing industry assumption is that critics of the president are thoroughly wrung out after more than a decade of content about his behavior, his psychology, and the swirl of chaos that surrounds him (never mind the number of Truth Social posts he produces in a night). The too-muchness of Trump and his era has even been linked to one of the recent bright spots of publishing--the double-barreled escapism of romantasy. The first Trump term generated regular best sellers in the Trumpology genre--including Michael Wolff's Fire and Fury and a trilogy from that old stalwart of White House chroniclers, Bob Woodward--but this time around, as the headline of an Atlantic article by Paul Farhi put it earlier this year, "Trump Books Aren't Selling Anymore."

So what is happening here? Trump expressed his annoyance with the success of Regime Change after receiving what he called a "very quick and boring briefing" on the book. The agents and editors I spoke with were more sanguine--and not completely surprised. The word I heard most when I asked about the book was cyclical--as in, publishing has its ups and downs, and this might provide reason to hope that politics books could be making a comeback.

Read: The apotheosis of Donald Trump

The path of Regime Change's success is, after all, a familiar one. Haberman and Swan have one of the biggest print platforms in the world at The New York Times. About two weeks before their book was published, they shared an adapted excerpt in the paper containing choice tidbits from their reporting, about meetings that Trump's advisers held in the Situation Room to try to contain fallout from the Jeffrey Epstein scandal. Laying such a honey trail of details is a tried and tested method of book promotion; think of every Woodward book. It just hasn't worked so well recently--certainly not for books about the 2024 election, including one by three star reporters that barely grazed the best-seller list. What helped in the case of Regime Change, one editor told me, was that, unlike the inner workings of Trump's White House, the Epstein affair seems to generate near-bottomless interest. So the excerpt itself was well chosen.

Haberman and Swan may have benefited, too, from a more open field. Because publishers have been avoiding these sorts of books, Regime Change offers perhaps the first major comprehensively reported account of Trump's second term. The literary agent Jim Rutman is skeptical that these sales mean anything for the larger nonfiction landscape; he told me that even in a diminished market, "there was always likely to be some available space for the exceptional few." In this winner-take-all system, what publishers want, another prominent agent, Elyse Cheney, told me, is a "category killer," which is what this title is. If readers are going to buy only one book about Trump, it should be the book about Trump.

Although these dynamics might help explain why Regime Change broke through, they still don't answer the question of why a reading public tired of Trump decided to shell out for another book about him. To figure that out, it might help to look at the Trump administration itself. The president's popularity has hit new lows; his ability to carry out his agenda is diminished. Trump cannot extract himself from a war that almost no one seems to want or understand why he entered in the first place. Even Republicans in Congress are now pushing back against some of his most outrageously self-interested moves. And the midterm elections are nearing, which means that voters can soon take action. If Trump's critics, the people most likely to pick up this book, felt helpless against the barrage of executive orders and power grabs that marked the past 18 months, they are approaching a moment when they can do something about it. They have something to look forward to, a potential change in the status quo.

This makes reading about Trump feel less like trying to focus while getting beaten up and more like thinking back on the fight the next day. A similar dynamic may have been at work in the equally blockbuster-y performance of Kamala Harris's memoir, 107 Days, last year. Readers were ready for a postmortem of that brutal presidential campaign. And now they might be ready to think about the first year of Trump's second term--about DOGE and ICE and the tariffs and Venezuela--from a place of not just slight remove but relative safety, in which the power behind these wild changes is waning and a coming election might curtail it for the rest of Trump's term. Regime Change reads like an account of the crescendo and operatic downfall of Trump; even the accumulation of details about his bathroom preferences somehow feels like a final degradation.

Read: Trump books aren't selling anymore

One of the pleasures of a good book, even a nonfiction one, is the illusion of closure. You can literally close it whenever you like, even though you know that the real world and its news continues, nonstop. Trump has deprived us of the particular luxury of hindsight for more than a decade now. Every sense of an ending--the Access Hollywood tape, the first and second impeachments, the election of Joe Biden--has proved to be a false one. Perhaps, as that realization settled in, books about him grew less appealing. But if hundreds of thousands of people are buying this latest one, it might be because we have reached a point where it's possible, once again, to imagine what comes next.
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America Is Having MacBook Sticker Shock

Apple is charging you an AI tax.

by Hana Kiros

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




There are many things you can buy for $10,000: A nose job. With luck, a used car. A middling ticket to the World Cup final. Or you could purchase a MacBook Pro. That's how much the highest-end, fully loaded version of Apple's laptop now costs--$3,000 more than it did last week.



Maybe you don't need the most powerful MacBook Pro. But last Thursday, Apple announced price hikes on most of its products. Apple's cheapest laptop, the MacBook Neo, debuted for $600 just a few months ago. Now it's less of a steal at $700. Apple's base tablet model costs 30 percent more. Although iPhones are the same price (for now), every Mac and iPad model is now more expensive. So are other gadgets: Even the HomePod mini, a smart speaker that debuted six years ago, will set you back an extra $30. The day the new prices hit Apple's website, people ran to Costco and Best Buy hoping to take advantage of some lag between the new and old world.



The products are more expensive because they now cost more to make. Specifically, one particular component has become considerably more expensive: RAM, short for "random-access memory." RAM is essential in practically every electronic device. It's what allows you to toggle between the 30 different tabs you might have open right now. And this year, the price of RAM has quadrupled.



Blame the AI boom. Data centers use a gargantuan amount of memory chips. Amid the frenzied AI build-out, the world doesn't have enough to go around. In a statement issued the day of the price increases, Apple wrote that "the rapid expansion of AI data centers" had forced its hand: "We have never seen a component price increase this much, this quickly." Seemingly every laptop maker has already jacked up prices at this point. In October, Microsoft raised Xbox prices by up to $70; last week, the company announced another $100 hike. The effects of the memory shortage extend beyond laptops and gaming consoles. A coalition of trade groups recently wrote to the Trump administration that the memory shortage was jeopardizing the "production and availability of automobiles, medical devices, and other manufactured goods."



If there's one company that should have been able to weather this crisis, it's Apple. In the world of consumer electronics, Apple is "an 800-pound gorilla," Corey Cohen, a computer historian who authenticates vintage Apple products for museums, told me. The company is so big and exacting that it has long been able to essentially name its price for computing parts. Apple CEO Tim Cook has squeezed suppliers to secure better deals and sought to own as much of its production process as possible. Apple's custom chips also shunt around electrical signals much faster than its competition, so its devices can do more with less memory.



Now Apple's grip on the global supply chain is slipping. RAM is one of the most expensive components that Apple does not make itself. Instead of prioritizing Apple, RAM manufacturers are selling chips to AI companies that are willing to spend near-infinite amounts of money to acquire memory in the name of building more powerful bots. Apple's problem extends beyond memory chips to any product AI companies decide they need. In 2013, the CEO of Taiwan Semiconductor, the world's biggest chipmaker, spent $10 billion to invest in manufacturing Apple processors. Now AI companies are its most valuable customers, and Apple is reportedly fighting for enough production lines to fulfill its orders. Apple is reportedly low on a material known as T-glass, which is made almost exclusively by a single century-old Japanese textile company, and which AI companies have been buying up. (Apple did not respond to a request for comment.)





Compared with other electronics companies, Apple is still in an enviable position. Smaller tech companies are struggling to get memory manufacturers to even pick up their calls: GoPro, the action-camera maker, warned last month that it might go out of business because of the memory shortage. Apple enjoys margins fatter than most consumer-tech companies could dream of. "They're sitting on a pile of cash, right?" Cohen told me. "Apple could survive selling zero products for years and not be in the red." Raising prices is a choice by the company to cede as little ground on profits as possible.



No one enjoys paying more for the same thing. The ubiquity of Apple's products makes its price hikes feel especially noticeable, and analysts I spoke with expect prices on iPhones to rise soon. The iPhone 18, set to be released this fall, could be up to $200 more expensive than its predecessor. The increases can easily compound when you are stuck inside Apple's walled garden. Most iPhone users also own an iPad, and a third of Apple's customers own the holy trinity: tablet, smartphone, laptop. iPhone parents raise iPad babies who get Macs during Apple's annual back-to-school sale.



Memory prices may come down in the next few years as new RAM factories come online. But Apple's prices are unlikely to ever go back. "Prices generally are a one-way ratchet," Wamsi Mohan, an Apple analyst at Bank of America, told me. "Customers acclimate to paying more."



Many Americans already worry that AI will take their jobs, dry their rivers, and run up their utility bills. A pricier laptop may not be the greatest worry, but it's certainly not going to help sell anyone on the AI future.
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The <em>Other</em> Case for Birthright Citizenship

The legal arguments are clear. Now proponents need to start defending the practice on policy grounds.

by Amanda Frost

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




"We're in a new world now," Solicitor General John Sauer told the U.S. Supreme Court during oral argument this April in the birthright-citizenship case Trump v. Barbara, "where 8 billion people are one plane ride away from having a child who's a U.S. citizen." Chief Justice John Roberts quickly shot him down, replying, "Well, it's a new world," but it's "the same Constitution."

Roberts's quip foreshadowed his opinion on behalf of the Court holding that near-universal birthright citizenship is guaranteed by the text of the Fourteenth Amendment's citizenship clause. His opinion is a meticulous rendition of U.S. history up to the 1868 ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment, drawing on abundant evidence that the citizenship clause was intended to apply to nearly everyone born in the United States. The decision was a major defeat for one of President Trump's signature policy initiatives. Notably absent from Roberts's opinion, however, was any discussion of whether birthright citizenship is a good idea in 21st-century America.

And that's a pity, because birthright citizenship brings many practical benefits to the United States today--arguments that the nation needs to hear, given the campaign being mounted against it. By contrast, the three dissenting justices did not hold back, devoting many pages to claims that birthright citizenship is destructive and even dangerous in our modern, mobile world--assertions that are almost entirely unsupported and yet that went unrefuted. Defenders of birthright citizenship have made strong legal arguments in its favor; they need to start making the policy case for it as well.

It's an easy case to make. The children of immigrants are about 10 percent of the total U.S. population. They power the U.S. economy and serve in significant numbers in the government and the military. Nearly half of Fortune 500 companies were founded by immigrants and their children, more than 10 percent of the current members of Congress are children of immigrants, and six out of 45 U.S. presidents, including Trump, had at least one immigrant parent. They are so well integrated into the fabric of the nation that most of us have no idea which of our neighbors and colleagues were born to immigrant parents unless they choose to tell us.

Read: The most surprising part of the birthright-citizenship decision

Not all of these examples of successful children of immigrants would have been excluded from citizenship under Trump's executive order, of course, but some certainly would have. (And in any case, it is impossible to know who qualifies for citizenship under Trump's executive order without first scrutinizing their ancestry--which is yet another reason to reject it.) The larger point, though, is that children of immigrants have proved to be one of America's greatest assets.

If Trump's executive order had gone into effect, it would have denied citizenship to about 255,000 newborn children a year going forward--a result that would have been not only a nightmare for them and their families but also bad news for the nation's economy. Economists have found that citizenship status brings with it higher earnings. Even green-card holders who have the right to work and live in the United States indefinitely earn more after they naturalize. If all of these children remained in the U.S. without citizenship, they would contribute less to the tax base and to our already-strapped Social Security system. Worse, if they were deported (or if they self-deported), their absence would accelerate the demographic decline that is transforming us into an aging society with too few workers to support the retiring Baby Boomers.

In addition to these economic challenges, denying birthright citizenship undermines America's founding principle that governments derive "their just powers from the consent of the governed." The United States cannot claim to be a democracy and simultaneously deny the right to vote and hold office to a significant percentage of its inhabitants and their offspring in perpetuity, excluding them based on their "blood" and without regard to the fact that they are here. This is the essential truth that the framers of the citizenship clause recognized back in 1868, which is why they established birthright citizenship to protect not only the newly freed slaves but also the children of immigrants arriving from around the world. It remains just as true today.

In dissent, Justices Clarence Thomas, Neil Gorsuch, and Samuel Alito collectively devoted thousands of words to describing what Alito called the "grotesque result" of granting citizenship to the children of undocumented immigrants and birth tourists.

Let's start with "birth tourism"--the assertion that foreign women are coming to the United States on tourist visas to give birth to U.S.-citizen babies and then leave, which has become the focus of much of the conservative outrage over birthright citizenship. At the oral argument, Sauer stated that birth tourists from China and Russia number in the millions. But when the chief justice asked him directly whether he knew "how common that is or how significant a problem that is," the solicitor general was forced to admit, "No one knows for sure."

In fact, the U.S. government makes no effort to track birth tourism, which alone suggests that it is not a major crisis. The Center for Immigration Studies, a group that advocates for restricting immigration, makes a rough guess of 26,000 birth-tourist babies a year--fewer than 1 percent of the 3.6 million total births recorded in the United States annually.

If birth tourism seems troubling despite its small numbers, I have good news: It is already illegal. Under a federal regulation in place since 2020, the United States can deny a tourist visa to a woman whose primary purpose in coming to the U.S. is to give birth. That prohibition can be enforced by Customs and Border Protection officials at U.S. airports and at the country's borders. Following its Supreme Court loss, the Trump administration announced plans to start prosecuting violators of that law; why it didn't do so earlier is unclear. (I submitted a Freedom of Information Act request to the government more than a year ago asking for records regarding this policy's implementation but have yet to receive a response.) In short, there is no need to take a hammer to birthright citizenship when we can use a scalpel to target birth tourism specifically.

What about Sauer's claim that we live in a "new world" in which "8 billion people" (the entire world's population) are a plane ride away from giving birth on U.S. soil? That is laughable.

True, airplanes didn't exist in 1868 (though steamships did, and millions of foreigners traveled to the United States in the 19th century). Also true, however, is that today, international travel requires a passport and often a visa--neither of which was needed in 1868. Back then, there were few immigration restrictions and no federal immigration officials. Today, the nation spends billions to screen entrants using cutting-edge biometric tools, and thousands of Customs and Border Protection officers are stationed at every international airport and port of entry in the country. Most of the world's 8 billion people cannot even board a plane to the United States or a nearby country because they lack the requisite documents, even assuming they can afford the price of a plane ticket.

Adam Serwer: What the birthright case is really about

The issue of granting birthright citizenship to the children of undocumented immigrants also concerned the dissenters. Even Justice Brett Kavanaugh, who concurred in the result, described illegal immigration as a "new circumstance" that the "Framers of the Fourteenth Amendment could not have fully anticipated," then concluded that "presumably" they would not have wanted to grant the "birthright citizenship benefit" to the children of these lawbreakers. Justice Alito argued that birthright citizenship provides a "powerful incentive to enter or remain in this country illegally." These justices are correct that the United States, like the rest of the developed world, is wrestling with the relatively recent problem of large-scale illegal immigration. Where they go wrong is assuming that birthright citizenship has anything to do with it.

By design, U.S. law makes it extremely difficult, often impossible, for undocumented parents in the United States to gain legal status based on a child's citizenship. And studies have shown that the primary incentive for irregular migration is jobs for the parents, not birthright citizenship for their children. That is why the rate of such migration drops precipitously during U.S. recessions. Moreover, European countries do not have birthright citizenship, yet they also struggle with waves of immigrants fleeing violence and poverty for a better life.

If the government truly wanted to deter undocumented immigrants, it would crack down on the many thousands of U.S. citizens and corporations that violate immigration law by hiring them (even Alito concedes that the children of undocumented immigrants are "not responsible" for their parents' lawbreaking). Yet no administration, Republican or Democrat, has made a serious effort to enforce immigration law against U.S. employers of undocumented immigrants. The few times that Trump briefly attempted broader enforcement--for example, by targeting Wisconsin dairy farms, whose workforce is roughly 70 percent undocumented--he faced significant pushback from his own supporters. Far from deporting those workers and penalizing their employers, Trump is allowing this--he is expected to announce a special guest-worker program just for these dairy farmers (the majority of whom happen to be Trump supporters) in the coming weeks.

All of this should make us wonder about the real reasons Trump has expended extraordinary time and effort to end birthright citizenship. Perhaps it has nothing to do with illegal immigration and birth tourism. Perhaps it is instead an attempt to redefine the meaning of American to exclude the descendants of newcomers, many of whom are not white. If so, Trump lost--but unless supporters of birthright citizenship defend it on policy as well as legal grounds, his view of who should be an American may ultimately prevail.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/07/birthright-citizenship-policy-defense/687791/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Capital Is a Mess

Chain-link fences, construction cranes, armed guards, and portable toilets everywhere

by Matt Viser

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




The capital city is an absolute mess.

The White House is an active construction site, with cement trucks going through the same gates typically used by the president's armored limousine. There's a gaping hole where half of the building once stood, a project held up by lawsuits. The South Lawn and the Ellipse, a 52-acre park between the White House and the Washington Monument, are completely torn up. The once-green grass where a temporary arena held a bloody UFC fight last month has turned brown. It looks like a demolition derby took place.

The Reflecting Pool is a murky shade of green, despite a multimillion-dollar renovation to repaint it American-flag blue and mitigate its algae problem. It is now surrounded by fencing and ominous signs that read DANGER EXPLOSIVES and show a bomb being detonated. Ducks that died in the water are being tested.

The National Mall seems to be wrapped in a variety of fencing, some of it in place for construction reasons, some of it to create a security gantlet for the July 4 celebration. At East Potomac Golf Links, at nearby Hains Point, is a massive pile of dirt that some golfers have dubbed "Mount Trump," taken from the East Wing debris in preparation for a golf-course redo. The Federal Reserve is under construction, as are various roads and bridges, and the Kennedy Center is allegedly in disrepair--and now has an odd contraption of scaffolding and flame-retardant tarps covering its signage at the main entrance like a giant Band-Aid. There are construction cranes, National Guard troops, and portable restrooms everywhere.

Throughout the city, there are government signs proclaiming, We are making DC safe and beautiful. D.C. may be relatively safe, but much of it certainly isn't beautiful.


Construction materials sit near the Lincoln Memorial on June 25. (Caroline Gutman for The Atlantic)



Donald Trump has often prided himself on being a builder of grand things. He laid out an expansive vision for Washington, including a gargantuan new triumphal arch in a traffic circle that leads to Arlington National Cemetery. He aggressively took over the 250th celebrations in Washington, redirecting tens of millions of dollars to glam up the tired capital. But so far, he has done more demolition and renovation than construction.

"It's as if there were a natural disaster, and we're looking at the damage after a hurricane. Or think of Manhattan after the World Trade Center was hit by an act of terrorism," Charles A. Birnbaum, the president of the Cultural Landscape Foundation, told me. "If you were just to parachute into Washington, you'd say: Gosh, what happened here?"

Happy birthday, America.

When Trump was getting his start as a developer in New York in the 1980s, his attention to detail could be difficult to manage, Barbara Res, who oversaw construction for the Trump Organization and was placed in charge of building Trump Tower, told me. He kept tinkering with the design of his apartment, she said, making changes that stretched the patience of the architect. He didn't like the braille markers in the elevator and wanted them removed from the designs. (They ultimately stayed, she said.)

Plans for the Trump Tower atrium and lobby called for a collection of ficus trees, which Res said were grown in Florida for a year and a half, with an employee dispatched every so often to check on them. Workers constructed a special tunnel to bring the larger ones into the building, in Midtown Manhattan. Once Trump saw how the specially grown trees blocked views in the atrium, leaving those on higher floors unable to see the pink marble floor and indoor waterfall below, he realized that they were a mistake.

Read: Trump's other paint job

"One by one, he made us cut those trees," Res said. "We begged him, Don't cut down the last tree."

Every ficus tree in the atrium was gone, but Trump allowed four to remain in the lobby. Years later, when their leaves eventually fell off, workers attached fake leaves to the real trees. Trump was probably right that cutting down the trees made the atrium look better, Res recalled. "He interfered, is what he did," she said. "But he let us do our work. He respected us. Now he doesn't respect anyone."


Visitors look at the White House from behind fencing in Lafayette Square on June 25. (Caroline Gutman for The Atlantic)



In Washington, Trump's dreams have been slowed by lawsuits. The Cultural Landscape Foundation, Birnbaum's Washington-based nonprofit, has filed a challenge to Trump's renovations to the Reflecting Pool and joined as a co-plaintiff on suits related to the president's plans for the Kennedy Center and a "National Garden of American Heroes" in West Potomac Park. Trump's proposals for a ballroom and an arch also face legal challenges. Some of the suits are aimed at proving that the Trump administration is avoiding the normal review process for federal projects that would reshape the capital landscape in ways that it hasn't been in decades. Birnbaum said that he has been "gobsmacked" that the careful layout of the city and the legal protections that have been in place for more than a century are being upended.

The desire to give the nation's capital a fresh look for a big birthday is not unusual: When the United States celebrated its bicentennial, in 1976, the occasion became an accelerant for projects that reshaped the city. But in that case, it was the culmination of planning that had taken years. A reflecting pool in front of the U.S. Capitol building was completed in 1971, and the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden was finished in 1974. The Washington Metro system opened its initial, 4.6-mile line on March 27, 1976. The Constitution Gardens, a 50-acre park along the Mall, was dedicated as a bicentennial tribute in May 1976. The National Air and Space Museum opened to the public that July.

Trump has argued that his projects are an emergency and thus need to bypass certain rules that would typically apply. ("We knew the 250th was coming," Birnbaum countered dryly. "It didn't sneak up on us.") This is how the administration gave no-bid contracts for work on the Reflecting Pool, providing $14.7 million to the contractors that installed sealant that has been peeling away, and another $1.7 million for a "high-tech nanobubble ozone technology" that is supposed to combat the algae that grew so rapidly in recent weeks.

Trump is thinking like a developer, seeing open space not as part of a design feature but as real estate that he can try to build upon. White House officials disputed the notion that the nation's capital hasn't seen improvements and said that Trump has done plenty to spruce it up. They gave me a lengthy list of improvements that includes the removal of 154 homeless encampments, the rehabilitation of 1,143 benches, the fixing of 1,695 lights, and the cleaning of 28 statues and 45 monuments and memorials. The administration also boasted of installing 134 "rat-resistant trash cans."

Read: The YOLO presidency

Trump has been particularly proud of the improvements and repairs to 22 water fountains around the city and to the changes he's made to the White House complex itself. He paved over the Rose Garden's central lawn and added patio furniture, installed two 100-foot-tall flagpoles on the North and South Lawns, and repaved the colonnade with black granite (Trump said that he would pay for the repaving himself but has instead billed it to taxpayers, as my colleague Michael Scherer discovered). White House officials told me that the more ambitious projects--the ballroom and the arch--will take longer because of federal reviews and the amount of construction required.


A banner near the White House on June 25. (Caroline Gutman for The Atlantic)



"For the first time in decades, America's capital has been dramatically transformed thanks to President Trump's commitment to Making DC Safe and Beautiful Again," Taylor Rogers, a White House spokesperson, said in a statement.

Trump toured several of his projects on Sunday, looking at Lafayette Park and the restored fountains; going on a motorcade ride through Memorial Circle, where he wants to build the arch; and then inspecting the golf course that he wants to redesign. After his tour, he released a 589-word post on social media saying that progress was being was made throughout the city on statues, monuments, and fountains ("Truly beautiful, even nicer than the day they were built"); the Reflecting Pool ("The criminally made algae is gone"); and Lafayette Park ("Has not looked so good since its inception in 1820!"). "We will build one of the Greatest Golf Courses anywhere in the World," he wrote, saying that work would begin on September 1, although a federal judge has ordered work not to proceed without required approvals and notification.

Don Folden, a 73-year-old, has been stationing himself on the north side of the White House for six years, speaking to tourists through his microphone and trying to convince the crowds to "stop hating each other because you disagree." But lately, his message has been as much about spreading peace as it has been about handling disappointment. He's seen one of Washington's most sought-after photo backgrounds disappear behind fencing and other obstacles. The other day, he shouted: "You came at the wrong time! The other side is closed too!"

The construction has also made the White House, a symbol of American power, seem small. Much of Lafayette Square has been surrounded by fencing for most of the year, with crowds still gathering to get the best possible view they can, though it's not a good one. "Is that claw thing still here?" one woman wondered aloud during a recent visit, inquiring about the UFC cage that loomed over the White House like a giant spider.

"People are disappointed," Folden told me. "The one time they come to D.C., and people are surprised to find this. It is discouraging." He's hopeful that the end result will be a nicer park. But there have also been security concerns after a series of incidents, and the Secret Service is aiming to install a gating system to quickly secure the area if needed. The National Park Service wants to reopen the park by July 4, although it's unclear whether it will meet the deadline. When I stopped by yesterday morning, the fencing had been opened slightly to make more space for tourists. Behind the fences, the fountains are working and the grass is green, but I watched as a woman extended her selfie stick above to try to get an unobstructed view.

Read: What I saw inside the Kennedy Center


Two visitors look through temporary fencing on June 25. (Caroline Gutman)



Down by the Potomac River, the Kennedy Center has kept the wrapping over the entrance, where Trump's name was attached to the marble walls before a judge ordered it removed. A spokesperson for the Kennedy Center would not provide a timeline for when the covering might come down, telling me, "The scaffolding and tarp will remain up as crews address maintenance needs of the marble and soffit panels." The wrapping also just happens to restrict viewers from seeing that Trump's name is no longer there. The grand entrance to the building now identifies it as: THE JOHN F. ... ORMING ARTS. It's like an exhibit by Christo, only with scaffolding instead of polypropylene fabric.

Washington Mayor Muriel Bowser described the state of the National Mall as "different" from anything she has seen over her years living in the city, but, she added, "I've also never been alive for the 250th anniversary." On Monday, she urged residents and tourists who want to attend the July 4 celebration to plan ahead and be patient. The forecast is for sweltering temperatures and a possibility of rain. A heavy security presence is expected, and fireworks are not planned to begin until at least 10:30 p.m.--when they will illuminate the not-yet-transformed city below.
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Pete Buttigieg's Ordeal Is a Frightening New Form of Political Harassment

Even in these unimaginative days, Americans are still capable of innovations in cruelty.

by Quinta Jurecic

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




The news that former Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg was investigated by Child Protective Services for a false allegation of child abuse was surprising. Not that an accuser would attempt such a cruel form of harassment--this, unfortunately, is not shocking at all--but because nobody seems to have aimed this particular tactic at a prominent politician before. Even in these unimaginative days, Americans are still capable of new innovations in cruelty.

"Someone decided to hurt our family this week," Buttigieg wrote in a Substack post last week. Buttigieg, the first openly gay Cabinet member and a likely Democratic presidential contender, wrote that state police and a CPS worker arrived at his home in the last week of June to investigate an anonymous report that Buttigieg may have harmed his 4-year-old twins. The matter was quickly resolved, but only after Buttigieg was separated from his children for 24 hours and CPS had interviewed them. State investigators in Michigan, where Buttigieg lives, determined that the tip had been false.

Life as a public servant in America requires an escalating tolerance for danger. Politicians, judges, election workers, school-board members, and librarians face online abuse, threats, true risk of physical violence, and bullying--persistent, creative torment that emerges from unexpected corners and darts back and forth across the line of physical and psychological peril. Now people considering a role in public life have a new nightmare to consider: the possibility that a malicious hoax will lead the state to take away their children.

As Buttigieg himself noted, his ordeal bears a striking resemblance to another contemporary form of harassment. "Swatting," as it's come to be known, involves a 911 caller alerting law enforcement to a supposed violent crisis at the target's address. Police show up, guns drawn, to a peaceful home and a terrified victim. The tactic leverages the militarization of American police, placing the target and their family at risk of death or injury at the hands of confused law-enforcement officers.

Swatting began garnering public attention after a series of incidents in the 2000s and 2010s within the online-gaming world. One player would call in law enforcement to harass a rival, sometimes in livestreamed confrontations. Over the past decade, the tactic has crept into politics as well. A report last year by the National Association of Attorneys General found that swatting incidents have "increased significantly" since 2024 and have been wielded against members of Congress, federal judges, journalists, and even health-care providers.

Spencer Kornhaber: The surprising reason for the new homophobia

The rise of swatting reflects a larger cultural escalation. Donald Trump's habitual viciousness toward his enemies, along with the public's fury and distrust toward public officials that metastasized during the 2020 election and the coronavirus pandemic, created a breeding ground for politicized harassment. The U.S. Marshals Service, tasked with protecting the federal judiciary, has tracked a sharp increase in threats to judges over the past several years, particularly those who have ruled against Trump. In 2025, threats to members of Congress reached a record high. A 2024 study by the Brennan Center for Justice based on interviews with almost 2,000 state-level lawmakers found that 40 percent reported having been harassed or threatened.

Buttigieg's experience with CPS seems consistent with this trend. Without knowing more about the motive of the person who placed the call, there is no definitive way to say whether this was an act of politicized harassment or an appalling expression of a personal grudge--like the gamers who swatted other players who annoyed them.

Michigan police have not released any information about the anonymous caller, who falsely alleged, according to Buttigieg, that "he had spoken to a woman who claimed to have met me at a conference several years ago in Alabama, where she said I told her that I had committed unspeakable violent crimes." As with swatting, a fake CPS call leverages the power of the state, and the shortcomings of existing systems, as a tool of violence. "My main concern is how a report this thin ever made it past intake in the first place," Vivek Sankaran, who directs the Child Welfare Appellate Clinic at the University of Michigan Law School, wrote to me in an email. "An allegation that remote and that unrelated from anything about these actual children should never be enough to send investigators to a family's door or to separate a parent from his kids, even for a day."

Buttigieg is not just any parent; he is a prominent gay man, parenting two small children with his husband, in a moment when increasing numbers of LGBTQ people are reporting harassment. Queer parenthood, in particular, is the subject of particular viciousness by the far right, which has extended its initial wave of attacks on transgender people as "groomers" of children to target gay and lesbian adults as well. This is less a new development and more a resurgence of prejudices only recently pushed below the surface. Many LGBTQ parents have long feared that the state would use their sexual orientation as a reason to take away their children. These fears spring from an ugly history of official hostility: In 1996, for example, a Florida judge relied on a lesbian mother's sexuality in granting primary custody of her daughter to her ex-husband, a convicted murderer who had just served eight years in prison for killing his first wife.

Graeme Wood: Pete Buttigieg in the wilderness

On Substack, Buttigieg noted that the swatting incident occurred "soon after we shared photos of our family on social media for Father's Day." In the past, he has been candid about his struggle to come to terms with his sexuality. "There were times in my life when if you had shown me exactly what it was inside me that made me gay, I would have cut it out with a knife," he said in a 2019 speech to the LGBTQ+ Victory Fund, during his campaign for the 2020 Democratic presidential nomination. But "if I had had the chance to do that, I would never have found my way to Chasten," his husband--with whom, he said, he was hoping to one day have children. Now, his Substack post suggested, his Instagram post expressing his hard-won joy over his young family may have made him a target.

If Buttigieg's experience is the beginning of a new form of harassment, officials are not powerless to respond. Falsely reporting child abuse is a crime in Michigan and many other states. Sankaran suggested that states should rethink allowing anonymous CPS reports--New York, for example, recently banned the practice--and should ensure that parents know their rights during CPS investigations and have access to legal counsel. After the growth of swatting, states passed new laws establishing criminal penalties for the practice. But these are only tactics to limit the damage, not to halt it from spreading. Ever the politician, Buttigieg concluded his Substack post with a call to action: "We cannot let American politics keep going in this direction." Absent a huge shift in the tides of American culture, there is every reason to think it will.
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Why Everyone Is Suddenly Talking About 'Universal Basic Capital'

The policy could provide a much-needed hedge against a future AI dystopia--but only if it's designed the right way.

by Roge Karma

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




Under one plausible theory of technological development, artificial intelligence will turn the economy into a dystopian split screen. As AI becomes capable of replacing an ever larger share of human work, the companies selling it will grow astronomically, turning a handful of investors and technologists into the richest individuals in human history while creating a permanent underclass of former workers replaced by machines.

To head off that scenario and the consequences it could have for our political and social order, a growing number of figures in both Washington and Silicon Valley have begun advocating a policy idea known as "universal basic capital." The specific proposals vary, but the basic intuition is simple: If the wealth generated by artificial intelligence will accrue only to the owners of AI companies, then the way to avoid catastrophic levels of inequality is to give everyone an ownership stake in those companies. The idea has been endorsed by figures as ideologically diverse as Bernie Sanders, Gavin Newsom, Steve Bannon, Sam Altman, and even Donald Trump.

Designed the right way, the policy could provide a much-needed hedge against a future AI dystopia. It wouldn't prevent workers from losing their jobs to machines, but it could guarantee that they share in at least some of the economic upside of the technology. Unfortunately, the version of the idea with the most momentum is very much not designed the right way. Were it to be implemented, it would invite its own kind of disaster.

As the name suggests, universal basic capital is a new twist on a slightly older concept: universal basic income. Under a UBI scheme, the government would raise taxes on the profits of wealthy companies and then distribute the proceeds in the form of checks mailed out to every American. During the 2020 Democratic primary, Andrew Yang became a political celebrity by running a single-issue campaign devoted to implementing the policy before mass AI-triggered job loss.

But massively raising both taxes and welfare payments is a political nonstarter. Universal basic capital avoids that problem, at least in theory. Instead of a monthly check, every American would be given an account containing a chunk of equity invested in a broad portfolio. The value of that account would compound over time as the market rises. Crucially, whether or not people receive that money wouldn't depend on future tax revenues or be vulnerable to shifting political winds; once you have been given the equity, it's yours. (The accounts could be funded in several ways, such as a onetime levy on the market capitalization of large companies, to be paid for in stock instead of cash.)

Roge Karma: So, about that AI bubble

Most important, the policy might actually have a puncher's chance at gaining bipartisan support. The One Big Beautiful Bill, which passed last year with near-unanimous Republican support in Congress, already established a micro-version of universal basic capital in the form of "Trump Accounts" that provide every child born from 2025 to 2028 with a $1,000 brokerage account at birth. By way of explaining the policy's conservative appeal, Republican Senator Ted Cruz argued that universal stock ownership would "make every new child a capitalist." In a December op-ed, the Republican Ohio gubernatorial candidate Vivek Ramaswamy proposed building on that idea for the AI age by establishing an "American dream birthright" in the form of a $10,000 account invested in the S&P 500. "Instead of lambasting millionaires," Ramaswamy wrote of young Americans, "they would be on the way to becoming millionaires."

"The great strength of universal basic capital is that it is so hard to pin down ideologically," Nathan Gardels, a co-founder of the Berggruen Institute, a tech-focused think tank, told me. "It doesn't fall neatly into the kinds of partisan divides we're used to dealing with on these issues."

The other case for universal basic capital is that it would have benefits even if the worst fears of an AI job apocalypse never come to pass. AI might very well create a lot of wealth without putting huge swaths of the population out of work. Even in that future, however, broad capital ownership would go a long way toward making sure that everyone shares in the benefits of technological progress. The richest 10 percent of Americans currently own about 90 percent of stocks, while the bottom half owns less than 1 percent. If that distribution were to remain constant, then the AI boom would produce a socially and politically toxic level of wealth inequality even if it didn't destroy a single job.

And even if AI turns out to be a financial bubble that results in a stock-market correction, ordinary people would still be better off holding some assets, which will eventually rise in value, than none. "This is what I would call 'no-regrets policy,'" David Autor, an MIT economist, told me. "It's a good idea in just about any scenario you can think of."

Unfortunately, the proposal that is getting the most attention right now is much more complicated, and much worse, than just giving everyone an AI stock-market account.

In a recent New York Times op-ed, Bernie Sanders proposed requiring AI companies, such as OpenAI, Anthropic, and xAI, to hand over a 50 percent equity stake in their business to the federal government. Those shares would be placed into a public "sovereign wealth fund" that would grow in value over time and be used to make direct payments to the American public and to fund public programs. As evidence for how this would work, Sanders points to Norway, which began placing the returns from its oil wealth into a sovereign wealth fund in 1996 and has since watched that fund grow to $2.2 trillion, about four times as large as the entire Norwegian economy. "This legislation would guarantee the trillions of dollars potentially generated by A.I. are used to improve the lives of all of us--not simply to make the richest people in the world even richer," Sanders wrote. He has since introduced the proposal in the form of a bill called the American A.I. Sovereign Wealth Fund Act.

Unlike the simpler AI-accounts model, the Sanders approach would grant the federal government voting rights and representation on each AI company's board, giving it a direct say over those companies' day-to-day operations and key decisions. To proponents, that's a big advantage. "This is about giving the public a seat at the table," Sarah Polcz, a law professor at UC Davis whose AI-wealth-fund proposal influenced the Sanders bill, told me. "If you just give everyone individual accounts, you miss a big opportunity to shape how the technology develops and who it serves."

You might expect AI companies (which would prefer not to have their assets seized) and Republicans (who traditionally hate government ownership) to protest. Instead, the opposite has happened. Shortly after Sanders unveiled his proposal, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman, whose company had recently proposed the creation of a "Public Wealth Fund," requested a meeting with the senator. In Altman's telling, the two agreed on the broad thrust of the policy even as they disagreed over specific details, such as the 50 percent number. Days later, Trump told reporters that his administration was working on a potential partnership with AI companies whereby "pieces" of the companies "could be given to the American public." When reporters noted the similarities between the president's suggestion and the Sanders proposal, Trump replied that "as far as economics is concerned," he and Sanders "aren't that far apart." The president later said that he would be inviting the heads of the AI companies to the White House to discuss the idea.

Perhaps this is all just talk--a way for Altman and Trump to earn some goodwill with the American people by claiming to support an idea that will never happen. But an even more worrying possibility is that the AI companies and Trump are serious about the idea because they expect to gain from it. If the U.S. government owned huge portions of, say, OpenAI and Anthropic, it would have a strong incentive to do everything in its power to make sure those firms were financially successful. That might mean gutting labor or safety standards that would delay the technology's rollout, ignoring anticompetitive acts, or providing favors in the form of cheap loans or lucrative government contracts. If the AI sector turned out to be a bubble, as many fear, the companies could likely count on a government bailout. "The federal government is really the only entity powerful enough to be a real check on these companies," Samuel Hammond, the chief economist at the Foundation for American Innovation, a center-right think tank, told me. "If they become joined at the hip, that check goes away. It can easily become a form of regulatory capture."

Vivian Salama: J. D. Vance's AI doctrine

These problems could be avoided with carefully constructed restrictions to mitigate conflicts of interest. Norway, for instance, has been a global leader in the transition away from fossil fuels and toward green energy despite the fact that its fund is seeded by oil revenues. But America isn't Norway. Although Sanders calls for the wealth fund to be managed by an "independent commission," the idea of a massive new state-run enterprise maintaining operational independence from political actors in the Trump era is laughable. (Just this week, the Supreme Court ruled that the president could remove the leaders of "independent agencies" at will.) A sovereign wealth fund would functionally hand Trump a giant pot of money that he could use to enrich himself and his family, hand out favors to political allies, and force business leaders to bend the knee. It would also give him control over how the technology is developed and deployed. This would radically alter the balance of power between Washington and Silicon Valley. Earlier this year, Anthropic refused to allow the U.S. military to use its technology for domestic surveillance or autonomous weapons. That kind of decision would no longer be possible if the government owned a controlling stake in the company. "We've already seen what happens when Trump is able to tell TV stations who they should have as a late-night host or how to run their news shows," Dean Baker, a senior economist at the Center for Economic and Policy Research, told me. "Do you really want to see what happens when we give him the power to run large chunks of corporate America?"

Such an outcome would be tragic in the classic sense. Thanks to a twist of political fate, there is some semblance of bipartisan agreement around how to address an existential problem before it even happens. That kind of opportunity might not come along again for a long time, if ever. It would be a shame to waste it.
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The Father of American Pop Music Turns 200

Stephen Foster wrote some of the most enduring American songs, invented the role of songwriter, and served as a cautionary tale for his successors.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 02 Jul 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.


Two-hundred years ago, on July 4, 1826, the United States celebrated its 50th birthday. Thomas Jefferson and John Adams died. And another enduring voice was born: the songwriter Stephen Foster.

The timing is fitting, for Foster is a quintessentially American figure. His name is not as famous as it once was--nor as famous as successors such as Cole Porter or Irving Berlin--but his influence on music remains huge. Songs like "Oh! Susanna," "Camptown Races," and "Old Folks at Home" remain familiar, even if many assume that they are traditional folk songs. Foster effectively invented the idea of a professional songwriter; founded the American songbook and pioneered the now-standard verse-chorus structure; and inspired the intellectual-property law of music. His untimely death set the template for the doomed, dissolute musician. Meanwhile, the racist elements of his music, and the racial dynamics of his era, continue to complicate his legacy. What could be more American than that?

Foster was born into a prominent family in Pittsburgh. He had neither the interest nor aptitude for business or much else, but he managed to find a niche writing songs, often either for minstrel bands or to be sold as sheet music. "All he had was his ability to create poetry and melody and put them together," Deane L. Root, a professor emeritus of music at the University of Pittsburgh and a Foster scholar, told me. By doing that, he created the model for the professional songwriters who have followed--Tin Pan Alley, the Brill Building, Motown's Holland-Dozier-Holland team, Nashville's Music Row, and modern-day hitmakers such as Max Martin.

The guitarist Bill Frisell has been recording Foster's music since the early 1990s and even named a group "Beautiful Dreamers" after the Foster composition, but he first encountered the songs as a young child. "It's just the perfect model for what a melody and the form of a song can be," he told me. "There's a million other composers, but just thinking of popular-song form, in a way this seems like ground zero for so much stuff that we have now." Frisell has recorded "Hard Times" as both a rollicking swing tune and a wistful lament, which he said is a testament to the song's craftsmanship. "The melody just gets so deep down in you. It's like the trunk of a tree, or the roots of the tree, and then you can start climbing around up there."

Musical skill, then as now, was not enough to guarantee financial stability. Early in his career, Foster had a major hit with "Oh! Susanna" in 1847. But despite writing dozens of songs, he struggled to earn a consistent living, making $10 to $15 a song--$400 to $500 today. "He didn't have an agent, he didn't have a lawyer who could work this for him. He didn't have somebody who knew the business on his behalf, writing up contracts with publishers and theater owners and all the rest," Root said. Foster died destitute in 1864, after falling and injuring himself in the bathroom of a hotel on the Bowery, becoming perhaps the first of many famous wastrels in American popular music. According to legend, Foster was drunk, though experts dispute this.

Foster's songs became ubiquitous--people sometimes mistook them for folk songs even during his lifetime--and were performed everywhere from back porches to opera houses, in every genre imaginable. But the man himself became best known only after his death, thanks to a fierce reputation-building effort by his brother. In the 1890s, Root told me, Foster became the first American composer to have his work collected in a book. This raised his profile and made him a model for a new generation of songwriters, who copied his verse-chorus structure. When Berlin and others formed ASCAP, now the leading performance-rights organization, to handle royalties in 1914, they had Foster in mind as a cautionary tale.

Speaking about Foster without talking about race is impossible. Frisell told me he'd lain awake the night before we spoke, thinking about how difficult it was to discuss. The leading popular music of the era was minstrelsy, which, as the musician Melvin Gibbs writes in his new book, How Black Music Took Over the World, "presented the version of Blackness that white audiences were willing to accept." White minstrel musicians would either commercialize Black culture (a pattern that persists in popular music) or else perform exaggerated stereotypes of it. Many of Foster's songs were written for Christy's Minstrels, a major minstrel troupe of the 1840s and 1850s that performed in blackface, and his lyrics traffic in slurs, pro-Confederate sentiments, and revisionism about the horrors of slavery, even though he'd witnessed it himself. (Foster's personal politics are tough to pin down; he also wrote pro-Union songs, and he seems to have been most interested in getting a paycheck.)

"My Old Kentucky Home" is that commonwealth's state song, and it's a staple of the Kentucky Derby. The lyrics describe the sorrows of a family separated by slavery, and Frederick Douglass praised the song for awakening abolitionist sentiments. Yet the words also include a slur that was sanitized in 1986--jarringly late. Some of the many Looney Tunes segments that feature his music were later withdrawn from circulation because of their offensive material. But the great Black bass-baritone and civil-rights activist Paul Robeson also recorded "My Old Kentucky Home" in its unexpurgated form, forcing listeners to confront the original content and context.

The musician-scholar Rhiannon Giddens, a leading interpreter of 19th-century American songs, told me that discussing Foster's context is difficult because minstrel entertainment is so little understood today. "I don't know if he was any more racist than the average person" of his time, she said. "He was just trying to make a buck." She finds Foster more interesting for what he represents than who he was as an individual.

For a May concert at Carnegie Hall, part of commemorations of the nation's 250th anniversary, she closed a set with "Hard Times." Giddens doesn't perform Foster's music much, looking to spotlight lesser-known work, but she decided it was the right piece for the moment. For me and for many others, it's Foster's finest work. The song is untainted by dialect, with a memorable tune and powerful lyrics, and I have found it a salve during recent hard times. Whatever the flaws of Foster and his music, Giddens said, "The man could write a tune." When she and her backing group played "Hard Times," it brought down the house, just as it has done for some 170 years now.

Related:

	Stephen C. Foster and Negro minstrelsy (From 1867)
 	Track of the year: "Hard Times Come Again No More" (From 2016)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The capital is a mess.
 	Why everyone is suddenly talking about "universal basic capital"
 	Pete Buttigieg's ordeal is a frightening new form of political harassment.




Today's News

	Russia hit Kyiv with almost 500 drones in a large-scale attack last night that killed at least 21 people and wounded 85 more, according to the city's mayor.
 	At least 2,295 people are confirmed to have died in the Venezuelan earthquakes, and nearly 50,000 people remain missing.
 	A U.S. Olympian was indicted for destruction of property after he was arrested for allegedly touching a chunk of detached coating in the Reflecting Pool last month. The Olympian says he did not remove or destroy any of the coating.




More From The Atlantic

	America is having MacBook sticker shock.
 	At least you're not playing in the World Cup right now.
 	American history as Rorschach test
 	What would Mark Twain think of America at 250?




Culture Break


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



Debate. A film critic's new book attacks the medium for diminishing culture. Rarely has David Thomson been more wrong, Michael O'Donnell argues.

Investigate. The internet couldn't get enough of "Freddy," a German tourist on an epic World Cup road trip, Will Oremus writes. Why did he suddenly go silent?

Play our daily crossword.



PS

Though Foster's renown grew in the decades after his death, Atlantic readers (then as now) would have been better informed. In 1867, three years after he died, the magazine published a remembrance by Robert P. Nevin, who knew Foster from Pittsburgh. Nevin remembered the songwriter as a melancholic genius, and insisted that Foster did not merely caricature Black Americans but used their vernacular to convey universal themes. "May the time be far in the future ere lips fail to move to its music, or hearts to respond to its influence," Nevin wrote. That time has not come yet.

-- David

Stephanie Bai 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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Something Is Happening in the Democratic Base

Voters are over moderates and incumbents.

by Russell Berman, Elaine Godfrey

Wed, 01 Jul 2026




Something is happening in the Democratic base.

For a year and a half Democrats have been disgusted with President Trump. They've been similarly outraged by the fecklessness of their own party leaders. Now, after a handful of surprising primary elections last night in Colorado, a third observation is coming into focus: The Democratic base would like to shove the entire political establishment into a blade grinder.

In Colorado's deep-blue First Congressional District, a 29-year-old democratic socialist beat longtime Representative Diana DeGette; in the neighboring Eighth District, a young progressive trounced a more moderate Democrat and will go up against a Republican incumbent--who narrowly won his seat--in November. Statewide, one moderate officeholder won't get the job he wants: Longtime Senator Michael Bennet lost his primary for governor to Colorado's attorney general, who ran to his left.

Two years after Joe Biden's visible decline helped Trump return to the White House, these results are further evidence that the base is angry--at institutions, about Israel and ICE, and about its own leadership's handling of Trump. But more than using any specific set of policies as a litmus test, Democratic voters appear drawn to the candidates who most radiate disdain for the status quo. Maine's Graham Platner, with his sweatshirts and tattoos and the damning revelations about his past, was the first to demonstrate this desire, when he beat the establishment-backed Janet Mills. Last week, a pair of candidates endorsed by New York City Mayor Zohran Mamdani ousted incumbent Representatives Adriano Espaillat and Dan Goldman.

Read: New York's warning for Hakeem Jeffries and Chuck Schumer 

"If you look and sound like someone who should be in elected office," one Democratic strategist told us, "voters want nothing to do with you."

Like Espaillat in New York, the 68-year-old DeGette was slow to recognize the seriousness of the challenge she faced from Melat Kiros, a democratic socialist who was born a few months after DeGette began serving her first term in Congress. This is partly because DeGette is not exactly a mushy moderate. First elected in 1996, she has been a progressive voice close to the party leadership for decades--and she ran with the endorsement of a former Congressional Progressive Caucus chair, Representative Pramila Jayapal.

But last night, both DeGette and 74-year-old John Hickenlooper, who was able to beat back a challenge to his Senate seat, seemed to have underappreciated the Democratic base's desire for generational and political change. Kiros defeated DeGette by nearly 10 points; Hickenlooper's DSA-backed opponent came closer than expected. "Diana DeGette hasn't done anything wrong," but right now, "being in Congress really works against you," the Democratic strategist, who is affiliated with a race in Colorado, told us, speaking on the condition of anonymity to offer an unvarnished assessment.

DeGette's district, which encompasses almost all of Denver, is solidly Democratic and probably a guaranteed win for Kiros in November. This makes Kiros's victory similar to some of the progressive movement's victories last week in New York, where three Mamdani-backed candidates won in deep-blue districts.

But north of New York City, the Democratic establishment scored a big win: The party leadership's preferred candidate, Cait Conley, won her primary in a purple district now held by GOP Representative Mike Lawler. Her success allowed some senior Democrats to claim that where it really mattered--in the swing districts that will determine which party controls the House next year--the party's voters were sticking with candidates with more crossover appeal. DeGette's defeat in a safely Democratic district followed that logic. "Is it shocking that a further-left progressive candidate wins in a further-left progressive area? I'm not surprised by it," Representative Jason Crow, a Colorado Democrat who represents the Denver suburbs, told us as polls were closing last night.

Read: The Democratic base is angry

But at least one progressive victory in Colorado yesterday could have more significant ramifications for the national balance of power. Colorado's Eighth District, north of Denver, is not a liberal bastion. Republican Representative Gabe Evans beat a Democratic incumbent by about 2,500 votes two years ago, and he is now one of the Democrats' top targets this fall.

Many in the party establishment were rooting for Shannon Bird, a 57-year-old former state legislator, to win the primary. She secured the backing of The Bench, a new Democratic group that has prioritized electability over ideology, and touted her experience finding common ground to pass legislation. But progressives rallied around a much younger state legislator, Manny Rutinel, who has emphasized his working-class roots and vowed to fight the Trump administration aggressively. Yesterday, Rutinel captured the nomination handily.

Rutinel, who is 31, is not nearly as far left as Kiros or Darializa Avila Chevalier, the candidate who toppled Espaillat, the chair of the Congressional Hispanic Caucus, last week in New York City. (Rutinel touted an endorsement from Espaillat in his race.) Rutinel reportedly shifted his stance on a number of issues during the primary, moving away from progressive positions opposing fracking and supporting single-payer health care and student-debt cancellation. But some Democrats worry that those earlier views, as well as Rutinel's harsh critique of cattle farming--a big industry in the district--will make him a weaker choice than Bird in a general election.

Rutinel being the nominee "will hurt us writ large," the Democratic strategist said. The voters in a general election will not all be the same burn-it-down Democrats who weighed in last night; they'll be older, moderate Republicans and independents. His frank assessment: "We're not going to flip this seat now."

Not all Democrats share that fear. And Rutinel's race this fall is one of several across the country that could redefine what it means to be electable. When we asked Crow, a moderate who touts his national-security credentials as a former Army Ranger, whether he shared the strategist's concerns about Rutinel, he replied: "Whoever that consultant was doesn't know what the fuck they're talking about." Ideological labels, Crow argued, are less relevant to voters now than "whether or not somebody is a street fighter, whether they're willing to go to the mats for the people they represent."

After Democrats lost big in the 2024 election, some party members speculated that a Great Ideological Rejiggering was in order. One group of strategists launched a think tank to help encourage candidates to embrace "heterodox ideas" that make their candidacies more palatable to independent and Republican voters. On his podcast, Ezra Klein suggested that Democrats should consider running candidates who oppose abortion in red areas. Other strategists launched groups such as Majority Democrats to recruit and support more "electable" Democrats.

Read: The Democrats' heterodoxy problem

But the beauty of primary elections is that they reveal the preferences not of consultants or talking heads but of actual voters--albeit ones who tend to be more politically engaged. And this year, those highly engaged voters aren't as interested in heterodoxy as they are in total disruption.

Adam Green, a co-founder of the Progressive Change Campaign Committee, is delighted with Kiros's win over DeGette, and with the broader successes of insurgent Democrats so far this primary season. He predicts more of them to come, including in Michigan, where his organization has endorsed Abdul El-Sayed, the most progressive candidate running in the state's competitive Democratic Senate primary. Candidates such as Kiros and El-Sayed, Green says, will redefine the conventional wisdom about what kind of Democrat can win in what kind of place. "Milquetoast, boring Democrats," he said, "are not electable."

The party's base certainly feels this way. We'll find out in November if their instincts are right.
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There's Nothing Democratic About These Socialists

The DSA was formed in opposition to the very thing it has become.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 01 Jul 2026




       Updated at 1:22 p.m. ET on July 1, 2026

The general idea that Democratic Party loyalists seem to have about members of the Democratic Socialists of America is that they're a lot like Democrats, but perhaps a bit more passionate. Voters in New York City are "not afraid of the term democratic socialism," Joy Behar recently said on The View, to applause. "Social Security is democratic socialism. Partly, unemployment insurance is. The people who pick up your garbage, the people who take the fire out at your house--all of these things are democratic socialism."

It's true that the DSA has areas of ideological overlap with the Democratic Party, and would at least directionally support classic Democratic policies such as a higher minimum wage, defending social spending, and opposing the Trump administration. But the DSA's version of democratic socialism goes far beyond routine public functions such as garbage collection and Social Security (which most Republicans, not to mention Democrats, support), or even aspirational policies such as Medicare for All.

The DSA, in fact, seems to despise the Democratic Party. Darializa Avila Chevalier has called Joe Biden a "rapist" and wrote "Fuck Kamala Harris" on social media. She proceeded to be nominated for a House race in New York last week by Democratic voters who presumably do not all share those feelings. The DSA now includes a growing caucus of supporters in Congress, has mayoral candidates well positioned to win in several big cities, and has plans to throw its weight behind a yet-to-be-determined presidential candidate in 2028.

The DSA's feelings about Democrats encompass not only the party's leadership but also the philosophical commitments that have guided it since the New Deal: a mixed economy undergirded by democratic values. Chevalier, for instance, joined a post-October 7 celebratory rally and portrayed Russia's invasion of Ukraine as a defensive response to Western "bullying." She previously called for seizing land and the means of production and has repeatedly praised communism.

These positions are not holdovers from the idealism of youth or a bygone "woke" era. They are a by-product of the DSA's core ideology. The DSA has become a force in Democratic Party politics even as it has grown more hostile to the party, more illiberal, and more dogmatic.

A tragic irony of history is that the Democratic Socialists of America was formed in opposition to the very thing it has become.

The writer and activist Michael Harrington helped found the DSA in 1982. His goal was to build a socialist movement that would eventually pull the Democratic Party toward more humane domestic and foreign policies. He believed that a commitment to freedom of speech, elections, and other democratic norms was an absolute requirement for any socialist organization. And generations of bitter experience taught Harrington and his allies that socialist organizations had failed because they allowed communists to infiltrate them and take control of their organizing structures. Its founding bylaws accordingly permitted the expulsion of members who were "under the discipline of any self-defined democratic-centralist organization," a slightly jargonish way of describing communists.

Arash Azizi: Two futures for the American left

A decade ago, the excitement generated by the Bernie Sanders presidential campaign on the left and the frightening rise of Donald Trump spurred an influx of tens of thousands of young members. Some of the new recruits were Marxist-Leninist organizers who saw the DSA's growing membership as fertile ground.

Sectarian conflict broke out among rival factions vying to steer the group's suddenly growing membership. In 2018, some of the DSA's older activists formed the North Star caucus, an internal group to defend Harrington's antiauthoritarian principles from its newer authoritarian-minded entrants. "Principles of liberty and equality are indispensable to the self-government of a free people," the new caucus proclaimed. "Denial of them renders a government a tyranny. While authoritarians on the Left dismiss this foundation of democracy as bourgeois, we defend it." The North Star socialists grasped that the organization was in danger of surrendering its commitment to democratic principles. In 2021, eight founding DSA members similarly warned that far-left factions were attempting to gain control of the group.

The communist influx threw open the question of whether the DSA would support authoritarian parties and states around the world. Communist organizers, as Harrington feared, began to reshape the DSA as an ally of any anti-Western force, even the most murderous and oppressive. After Russia invaded Ukraine in 2022, the DSA opposed the invasion but blamed it on "the expansion of NATO and the aggressive approach of Western nations," and opposed any military aid to allow Ukraine to defend itself.

The break point occurred after October 7, 2023. Many pro-Palestine student-activist groups endorsed the Hamas attacks, and the DSA's International Committee as well as multiple local chapters followed suit. On the day after the attacks, the New York City chapter of the DSA affirmed the Palestinian "right to resist" and joined a rally to celebrate them.

The DSA's posture toward terrorism, which ranged from equivocation to outright support, drove away many of the organization's remaining advocates of liberal democracy. Two dozen prominent old-line members announced their resignation the next month, conceding that "today's DSA has driven itself beyond redemption" and had become "entirely wanting in its dedication to the moral principles that are the foundation of democratic socialism."

Militant anti-Zionism became a wedge that the group's more radical activists used to drive away critics of authoritarianism on the left. In 2025, the group's convention voted to officially remove its founding language allowing for the expulsion of members who worked for communist cells, and added a provision calling the Palestinian "right to resistance" a central tenet of the DSA. Having dismantled the guardrails that Harrington built to exclude communists, the group established new guardrails to exclude anybody opposed to Israel's destruction. "Michael Harrington's DSA is dead," a dispatch from the proceedings gloated.

The DSA's Red Star caucus was formed the year after the North Star caucus, in an apparent rebuke. It writes that nearly half of the members of the National Political Committee, the DSA's highest leadership body, "openly identify as communists."

These left-wing factions have realigned the organization in firm opposition to liberal democracy. In 2021, the DSA joined the Sao Paulo Forum, a communist-led international network--a move that would, one DSA member protested at the time, "support authoritarian governments who systematically violate the basic tenets of democratic socialism." It proclaimed its solidarity with Venezuela under the dictatorship of Nicolas Maduro, and with Cuba under that of the Castro brothers. The DSA now locates its vision of the ideal society in the world's most despotic regimes.

Adam Serwer: Don't overestimate the pink tide

The organization is still called democratic socialists, of course, but the term does not necessarily mean "liberal democracy" as Americans have traditionally defined it. Many socialist thinkers define what they call "true democracy" as a system in which capitalism has been overturned and the proletarian classes have seized political power through their representative vanguard (that is, them). Totalitarian states such as the Democratic People's Republic of North Korea and the German Democratic Republic (East Germany) accordingly labeled themselves "democratic."

This is not, obviously, how the group sells itself to the broader universe of left-leaning, mostly Democratic voters it is trying to attract. During the New Deal era, Stalinist organizers pitched themselves as "liberals in a hurry." The Progressive Party, which ran Henry Wallace for president in 1948, was secretly run by Communist Party loyalists, but it appealed to standard liberals by touting themes such as civil rights, economic justice, and an end to the Cold War.

The DSA employs a similar formula, drawing voters in by denouncing oligarchy and genocide and promising to expand health insurance. Chevalier's campaign, like those of other DSA candidates, has focused on affordability, fighting corporate greed, and similar progressive themes. When she was asked by MS NOW if she is a communist, she replied, "I'm not. I'm a democratic socialist," and called questions about her adherence to totalitarian ideologies "a distraction."

Hassan Piker--who, as one of the DSA's most influential advocates, has campaigned for several of the candidates it has endorsed--said recently at an event, "I wish they'd stop calling me a radical. None of these people," he said, gesturing to the crowd off-screen, "are radical. They just want health care. They want to end American militarism. They want to spend money on roads, on infrastructure, on schooling, on health care, rather than bombs overseas."

Yet Piker himself has followed the DSA's militant line, repeatedly praising authoritarian regimes such as China's, Cuba's, and Russia's, as well as terrorist groups such as Hamas and Hezbollah. He has said that his closest existing model for an ideal society is China--which does not have progressive social values or an especially generous welfare state but does have a Communist ruling party.

The DSA's long-term strategy is to exploit the Democratic Party's ballot access and reservoir of voters to build its following, and then, after it gains enough power, break off to form its own party, after which the husk of the old Democratic Party would wither and die. This gambit is called the "dirty break," a term coined by a 2017 article in the left-wing magazine Jacobin.

Not all DSA officials agree on the dirty break. Some still cling to Harrington's vision of pushing the Democrats leftward. Others favor an immediate split into a third party (a "clean break"). But as Peter Sterne, a onetime DSA member who now reports on New York politics, has written, "The DSA's current strategy is a 'dirty break': gradually build up the necessary partylike infrastructure to eventually break away from the Democrats entirely, while still running candidates in Democratic primaries for now."

In the meantime, the organization has displayed patience. New York City Mayor Zohran Mamdani, the movement's most valuable political asset, has moved cautiously in office and avoided dramatic policy changes, building political support that he has spent on backing DSA challenges to mainstream Democrats.

In the face of this threat, the Democratic Party's establishment has wrung its hands. Yet its main concern appears to be that DSA challengers are threatening the jobs of loyal party regulars and dividing the base against itself. "Instead of us making sure we put all of our resources to fight Republicans and to fight Donald Trump, we're using it to fight each other. It just doesn't make common sense to me," Representative Gregory Meeks complained to CNN. New York Attorney General Letitia James told CNN, "All of us are a little frustrated with the Democratic Party. But you don't blow it up. That's what MAGA has done."

DSA supporters see internal division not as a risk but as a historic opportunity to seize power. As Ross Barkan, a writer and former candidate whose state Senate campaign Mamdani managed in 2018, wrote, "The establishment Democrats who revile Mamdani so much should understand 2028 is going to look like 2026. There will be more races to be run, more incumbents to replace. For a century, since successive Red Scares squelched socialism in this country, the left has been in a defensive crouch. Only now can the socialists hit back."

The conflict is asymmetrical. One side is concerned with taking control of the Democratic Party, while the other just wants everybody within it to get along.

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, a DSA member, recently appeared on MS NOW, a favorite network for normie liberals, where she blamed Democratic members of Congress for discord with new left-wing nominees. "You," she said, addressing her incumbent colleagues, "are creating the antagonistic dynamic that we do not need. These are two young, talented, intelligent women that got elected against all odds, against millions of dollars. Perhaps there is something we can learn from them."

The norm that AOC is trying to create is a ratchet that pushes the Democratic Party ever leftward. The DSA is permitted to excoriate the party, but non-socialist Democrats cannot respond in kind. Moderate Democrats are permitted to exist, at least for now, but the ideological pressure runs in one direction.

Russell Berman: The liberal district that could oust a Trump-defying Democrat

At the most superficial level, the DSA influx has associated Democrats with a series of kooky beliefs and statements. Although Democratic voters approve of the DSA, voters as a whole do not. A national poll found the group's approval at 21 percent, and 48 percent disapproved. (The same poll had 36 percent approval of the Democrats.) Its specific platform components are if anything less popular. The DSA's leadership has approved a platform, set to be ratified at its convention next month, calling for "abolishing the carceral forces of the capitalist state," opening borders, moving to public ownership for the largest corporations, establishing a 32-hour workweek, and defunding the Pentagon.

The DSA's disproportionate strength in New York City, the headquarters of the national media, means that its positions will have outsize weight in the national debate. Republicans will also, obviously, do everything they can to magnify them.

The DSA has little incentive to minimize this collateral damage. To the contrary, the smaller the Democratic Party, the more power the DSA wing can wield inside it. And it probably hasn't escaped the movement's attention that it has enjoyed its strongest growth during periods of Republican rule, but that its membership stagnated during the four-year Biden interregnum.

Under Republican presidencies, the DSA thrives on frustrated Democratic voters feeling that their party's leaders aren't fighting hard enough. During Democratic presidencies, which the DSA mostly spends denouncing the occupant of the Oval Office as a sellout, Democratic loyalists have less patience for factional complaints. Perversely, if the DSA's slew of police-abolitionist, Hamas-apologizing candidates were to cost Democrats Congress in 2026 or the presidency in 2028, the group's goal of discrediting and replacing the Democratic Party's leadership would get easier, not harder. One can easily imagine a feedback loop in which DSA influence makes it harder for Democrats to win back moderate and Republican-leaning voters, causing the party to lose, causing its base to grow more distrustful of the party's leaders, thus making them more likely to nominate DSA candidates.

But even to conceive of the DSA's entry to the party as mainly an electoral setback, as some glum liberals appear to be doing, is to miss the deeper significance of the group's influence. The costs of an alliance with the DSA are moral as well as political. The Democratic Party is waging an existential struggle to save democracy, the rule of law, and liberal norms. The DSA's vanguard does not merely believe that its defense has faltered. It holds those values themselves in contempt as resistance-wine-mom frivolity.

What the DSA demands of the Democrats is not merely to advocate more generous social policies, or more cautious foreign affairs, but to welcome, or at least accept, authoritarians as their coalition partners. Democrats are likely to face the same kind of pressure that Republicans confronted with MAGA's hostile takeover: first to ignore their allies' sinister goals, and then to rationalize and eventually justify them.

As authoritarian elements gain strength, they become more essential to the success of a political coalition, and the price of confronting them rises. The Republican Party has long since passed the point of no return. The easiest time to draw clear moral lines against the encroachment of illiberalism within one's own camp is at the beginning.



The article originally misidentified the office that Chevalier was nominated for. It is a U.S. House seat.
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I Went to the Great American State Fair and I May Never Sleep Again

A day at the fair featuring patriotic energy drinks, a George Washington impersonator, and lots of ABBA

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 01 Jul 2026




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

It's MAHA Monday at the Great American State Fair, and I am drinking a Phorm Energy Screamin' Freedom (16 ounces for $6). The fair also offered normal drinks for $5 (Coke, Diet Coke, Sprite, lemonade), but I figured that for an extra dollar, it would be worth it to know the taste of freedom. Screamin' Freedom, specifically. This drink offers "natural energy," "mental focus," "hydration," "zero sugar," "200 MG caffeine," and a picture of an eagle. The concessions worker warns me that the beverage emphasizes "screamin'" because it has the caffeine content of two Red Bulls. The flavor ("cherry, lemon, & blueberry flavored with other natural flavors") evokes a melted rocket pop but gets somehow worse with every sip. It is in a can, so I will never know the color of this drink, but over the course of MAHA Monday, I will drink the entire thing.

Everything that follows may be a hallucination!

Consider the state booths. Some are Official State Presentations; others are very much not. Florida includes a cannon, a manatee, and a drawing of Juan Ponce de Leon at the Fountain of Youth, labeled "Drawing of Juan Ponce de Leon at the Fountain of Youth." Georgia is proud to have originated the Waffle House! (Happy MAHA Day?)

Washington State has no official presence, but like many other states without an official presence, that has not stopped some graphic designer from conjuring up a nightmare on its behalf, this one in the form of an elk posing proudly with an Amazon package.

In West Virginia, you can whack a simulated car into a guardrail while belting "Take Me Home, Country Roads." Yes, of course!

Nebraska's booth features a Union Pacific Railroad corner with a train simulator that, as far as I can tell, does not give you any actual control over the train. I push a lot of buttons and levers, and nothing about the train's speed or trajectory changes at all! This feels spiritually correct.

James Madison begins his Legacy Stage talk at 1 p.m. by announcing that the year is 1811 (this feels like he is just trying to get out of having to answer questions about the War of 1812, but it does not work; the audience asks them anyway) and then spends most of his time talking about how Thomas Jefferson did a good job writing the Declaration of Independence. Madison keeps thinking his time is up and being told that he, in fact, has more time.

The woman next to me asks Madison why he, the Father of the Constitution, has spent all of his time talking about Jefferson and the Declaration of Independence. Madison says that this is the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, and that at the time of the Declaration he (Madison) was more involved in local politics. This raises more questions than it answers, foremost among them: If this is true, why not just invite Jefferson? Was he not available? Did he drop out, like Milli Vanilli? Did he drop out because he heard Milli Vanilli was dropping out? We will never know, just as I will never know the color of my beverage.

After Madison, lunch!

The most MAHA lunch I can find at this fair is a whole turkey leg, so that is what I eat. Between this and the Phorm, I am now surging with raw strength and potential and decide it is time to test my power at the Never Surrender USA tent. I manage to do an arm hang for a whole ... 36 seconds! The record is, I think, a minute and 20 seconds? (My phorm needs work.)

I am still drinking the Phorm, but it is unpleasantly warm now. With each sip, my regret increases. Lana Del Rey's "Summertime Sadness" plays, and it feels personal. I take what is objectively a very sad video of myself drinking more Phorm while this song plays. This will be great for social media!

I may be remembering the musical vibe of state fairs incorrectly, but I do not recall there being so much Elton John and ABBA at these events. To get the full picture of the Great American State Fair experience, imagine that every word James Madison says is fighting to be heard over "Tiny Dancer." The closest we come to something patriotic or thematically appropriate is Miley Cyrus's "Party in the USA" and Katy Perry's "Firework."

The Department of Education, or what's left of it, is represented by a booth manned by two interns sitting behind a sign offering you a chance to win "a copy of the original draft of the Declaration of Independence." Wow, a copy! Maybe this one will say "sacred" instead of "self-evident"! The booth also features some handy charts from an organization called the American Journey Experience that explain that it looked at 15,000 political documents from the American founding era, and 34 percent of them cited the Bible! Things at the Department of Education seem like they're going well.

The Department of Commerce has a picture of George Washington dressed like Steve Jobs. Why not!


On the left, an elk posing with an Amazon package at the Washington State booth; on the right, George Washington dressed as Steve Jobs (Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Alexandra Petri.)



At 2:41 p.m., Dr. Oz is talking with ... Dean Cain? About Medicare fraud? No time! I can't risk missing George Washington!

At 2:45, back on the Legacy Stage, we hear from George Washington! He reads a speech slowly from prepared, printed notes. He also calls John Adams "the man with the mouth." (I do not know what this refers to.) Later, while I'm wandering around the fairgrounds, he tells me that a cop informed him that this part of D.C. is a "top-free" zone and, due to this special zoning situation, it would be fine to sunbathe topless here. "A woman could walk past the White House with nothing on but a thong," he continues, as I type into my Notes app, nodding intently. Fun fact from General Washington!

Two hours later, I realize that this was the same impersonator who portrayed Abraham Lincoln at my wedding reception, in 2018! I wrote a toast for Lincoln to deliver in character--there were several jokes about how we were slow to get engaged, like George B. McClellan--and he mingled with guests. We found out only afterward that he kept going up to people and volunteering the information that he thought Lincoln would have kept slavery to preserve the Union, so the surprise intel about the National Mall being a top-free zone was actually only the second-most-alarming remark I've heard him emit unprompted. He is available for parties and also does Dean Martin, or Dean Martin as Abraham Lincoln. (This is one of those paragraphs that really makes you rethink your entire life and all of your choices leading up to this point!)

It's 3:45. I am back at the stage where Dr. Oz is holding forth, addressing the crowd with recommendations for healthy snacks. "I never travel without nuts in my pocket," Dr. Oz is saying. "Nuts are baby trees."

I start to feel vaguely ill, despite the "natural energy" in my drink. My editor has asked me to keep her apprised of my heart rate.

More states! I am going to visit them all, so help me.

How's Oklahoma doing? "We're OK!" the lady at the booth answers. (But are we OK? I am not!)

Arizona is an immersive experience involving darkness, birdsong, and the scent of pine. Have I passed out? Is this the end? I stagger back out into the sunlight.

Before I go, I can't forget to visit the painter Scott LoBaido. "I have flirted eye to eye with Mona Lisa in Paris. I have touched the thick painful brushstrokes of Van Gogh, and I gasped in awe at Michelangelo's Sistine Chapel, yet still to this day, my favorite work of art is ... The Star Spangled Banner," reads a quote from Scott LoBaido on the wall. Below that quote, a screen plays a video featuring another quote by Scott LoBaido: "The greatest work of art in the history of civilization is undoubtedly the Star Spangled Banner." Tell us how you really feel about the star-spangled banner, Scott LoBaido!

Then, around the corner, you can watch Scott LoBaido painting--this will knock you over with a feather--the star-spangled banner!

My last stop of the day is Shredded Cheddar. This turns out to be a band, not a comestible. It is the last listed performer on the Legacy Stage; its cover of "Fast Car" strikes a poignant note as I make my way away from the fairgrounds with a wildly beating heart and a budding sunburn. I am relieved not to have taken off my top, despite what George Washington recommended. Happy MAHA Day!
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Movies Are Good, Actually

A film critic's new book attacks the medium for diminishing culture. Rarely has David Thomson been more wrong.

by Michael O'Donnell

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




Are movies bad for us? Do they waste our time, dumb down the culture, even harm society? On-screen, stars depict unspeakable acts of violence and cruelty. More subtly, movies make bad choices look appealing; viewers might watch The Godfather and think not merely I want Michael Corleone's suit, but I want to smoke like he smokes--and maybe run my business like him too. Perhaps that last claim feels overblown, but movies indisputably falsify reality, presenting a world that seems hypervivid for a few hours but vanishes when the lights come up. Mundane life can hardly compete with the glamorous charisma of Kim Novak and Jimmy Stewart in Vertigo or the epic vistas in Lawrence of Arabia.

An eminent film critic has written a new analysis of cinema that is propelled by exactly such misgivings. In A Sudden Flicker of Light, the prolific and controversial historian David Thomson describes film as "an engine of fantasy," a "parasite to reality" that "has begun to diminish our nature" and "turned us into watchers, half aware that we cannot have what we see." Thomson, who has a quirky palate and has dismissed some canonical films, writes that he "feels more than regret" over the decades of attention he has given to cinema--"as if it honored society and history." He even appears to blame the movies for the rise of Donald Trump, the consummate camera-ready salesman. I can't recall such a bleak appraisal of an art form since Tipper Gore went after Twisted Sister in the 1980s.

This is the right moment to take the medium's pulse. I believe we owe the rise of Trump largely to baser human instincts rather than to any cultural product, but the president could not have built the MAGA brand without learning a trick or two from the image industry. More broadly, movies themselves are in trouble. Theaters are dying; superhero blockbusters are struggling; screens have gotten smaller; clips have gotten shorter; and AI threatens to supplant it all. Thomson's about-face over the movies might be a surprise, but that a critic of his stature would wrestle with cinema's enduring value is not. Whether in the spirit of saving or eulogizing the industry, the question of its influence deserves serious thought.

A Sudden Flicker of Light is nominally a history of the movies. Ranging from the film pioneer Georges Melies all the way through 2024's Anora, Thomson's survey covers silent pictures, the talkies, the studio era, the New Hollywood, and the age of streaming. His book is being marketed as revisionist, but it seeks less to revise than to antagonize, with overstated claims and cheap shots, and it is particularly hostile toward directors: "The soul of Sir Ridley Scott was formed in doing ads"; if Stanley Kubrick "could have eased up an inch or two he might have been a real artist instead of a fearful dictator." Thomson's book, coming late in his career, is more successful as a provocation than as a persuasive indictment of cinema.

Partly this has to do with structure. Thomson sprinkles critique throughout his book like seasoning unevenly applied to a gamey piece of meat. He concedes that his argument jumps around confusingly, and he writes with an obscure style that makes his precise views difficult to pin down. Yet as I understand him, Thomson brings three broad and related points to bear against the movies: He contends that the camera loves violence; he argues that movies are inferior to literature; and, most interesting, he writes that cinema spotlights the sensational rather than the everyday world.

Read: Hollywood's secret history of sexuality

Thomson makes his first point by arguing that the medium "flatters killers, or people doing taboo things." During World War I, the machine gun "worked rather like a movie camera, one frame or bullet after another." Once sound was added to pictures, beginning with The Jazz Singer in 1927, the clapboard "was as commanding as a pistol shot." Violence coarsens viewers, Thomson believes; he regrets to say that he has caught himself trying to act as tough as Robert Mitchum. He disdains the chosen subject matter of Francis Ford Coppola and Martin Scorsese, who "were deeply affected by something in the medium that warmed to arbitrary power and the brotherhood of the gang, or the family."

Yet I'm not sure movies are more prone to violence than, say, music or literature. Thomson ought to spend some time listening to death metal and gangsta rap, or reading the gory novels of Stephen King and Cormac McCarthy. The "reactionary fortitude" of Gone With the Wind--whose propagation of antebellum southern myths is arguably a kind of violence against history itself--"is an undying part of America's legend, and it was sustained by movies," Thomson writes. But Gone With the Wind was of course based on a book--as, for that matter, was Coppola's violent masterpiece The Godfather. This imprecision betrays a confusion of form and substance. Film doesn't breed violence so much as audiences demand it. They always have, because death is one of art's great subjects. If depictions of violence truly warp us, then we had better set aside not just gangster pictures but Homer, Shakespeare, Shelley, and Melville too.

These early precedents in fictional brutality also weaken Thomson's next point, about literature's superiority. "The book is so much more patient than a screen," Thomson writes. Books "help us feel the adolescent, narrow-minded intensity of film. Its blinding concentration is awed into submission or obedience. What film does not grasp is the largeness of imagination." Thomson, who draws his own book's title from a line in a Henry James novel, contrasts "the childish inability of movie as a language"--that's not a typo; he favors the singular--"compared with a single sentence marrying two points of view more potently than coition."

These lines reveal the perspective of someone who has been immersed in one medium for too long and is now busy idealizing another. Not all novels are written by Henry James; the bookstore holds as much schlock as the multiplex. And narrative does not have to be a zero-sum game. Rather than declare one medium superior to another, we can marvel at the varied angles through which different artists can refract the world. Yes, literature takes us into characters' minds, but film brings together photography and music in a way that books cannot. That's to say nothing of the stage, which offers a raw immediacy that books and films lack. Does that make theater the winner of this silly exercise? Art is not a contest. It is the pursuit of beauty and truth. Send out all the search parties.

Thomson's most interesting point is that many movies are too busy being sensational to serve as a window to the world. Projected onto giant screens and driven by the thirst for profit, they veer toward extremes, favoring crime and spectacle instead of stories about "the frequently amiable muddle"--in other words, humdrum existence. Yet "anything with pretensions to being an art or an entertainment," Thomson asserts, "has as much duty to serve our nature as photography was once treated as the imprint of reality." This is why starkly realistic films such as Terrence Malick's The Tree of Life and Jonathan Glazer's The Zone of Interest win his approval, whereas movies such as Se7en and Star Wars do not.

Read: The sound of cruelty

Here is a confession: I like all four of those movies. The silver screen does love a chase, and a heist, but it can also beautifully render a moment of unspoken understanding between two people; think of Celine Sciamma's exquisite Portrait of a Lady on Fire. As Salman Rushdie once explained, "One of the things that literature does is it opens up to you worlds which are not your world, but through the book they feel like they become your world." That is well said, and the principle is transferrable to the screen. Thomson apparently goes to the movies or picks up a novel to see life as it is. Yet those limited terms exclude most movies and most books. Rushdie's broader view invites us to use narrative to see the world as it might be (Prometheus, Interstellar) or once was (Inside Llewyn Davis, The Grand Budapest Hotel), or perhaps as it shouldn't be (The Master, Prisoners). Incidentally, those are all movies that Thomson has panned.

Overshadowing A Sudden Flicker of Light is a sort of exhaustion with film, a buyer's remorse over a product that has exceeded its shelf life. In an unconvincing paragraph near the book's end, Thomson insists, "I still want to believe in a mainstream of cinema," before naming eight--just eight!--contemporary directors whose work he is willing to endorse. This is not Thomson's only jarring list. Elsewhere, he suddenly presents the reader with half a page of worthy female filmmakers. The dour feeling that this book produces is the exact opposite of the invigorating excitement that Scorsese conveys when discussing movie magic. The distance between an artist such as Scorsese and a critic such as Thomson is as expansive as an open horizon compared with a dark room.

Movies have seen better days. They are being abandoned not just by Thomson but by large segments of their original audience. Yet movies matter as an art form because the best ones graze our souls. I'm still terrified by the overhead murder scene in Psycho. I radiate with pleasure at the way music and images take me to a Fitzroy townhouse at the beginning of Phantom Thread. The Big Lebowski always makes me laugh, and I cry every time Victor Laszlo leads the bar in singing "La Marseillaise" in Casablanca. Movies aren't bad for us. Some days I think they keep my heart from slowing to a stop. It will take a great deal more than this sour book to convince me otherwise.
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Putin Is Slipping Into Delusion

The Russian dictator remains obsessed with his war in Ukraine but doesn't seem to comprehend how badly it's going.

by Simon Shuster

Wed, 01 Jul 2026




When things get dicey in Moscow, Vladimir Putin tends to drop out of sight for a while, retreating to one of his residences and canceling public events. Only his closest aides know how he spends his time during these absences, which can go on for days even in the middle of a national crisis. The Kremlin does its best to fill the vacant airtime on state TV with pretaped footage of the president, waiting for him to reemerge and declare that everything remains under his control.

Since the end of last year, when Ukraine intensified its campaign of drone and missile strikes on Russian cities, Putin has taken a few of these breaks. Two of them lasted for more than a week. He has mostly avoided talking about the Ukrainian strikes, even as they caused fuel shortages across Russia, destroyed infrastructure, and shattered the sense of stability that Putin offers his people in exchange for their loyalty. His first detailed response to the threat came on Monday, and he did his best to seem unmoved.

In a carefully scripted interview on state TV, Putin looked bored with the details of governing Russia and managing the frustrations of his citizens, but he did not appear tired of his war in Ukraine. He spent most of the 19-minute conversation with a Russian news anchor dissecting the minutiae of the fighting, even naming a particular street in one small town in the region of Donetsk where, according to Putin, his forces had managed to gain a bit of ground. The performance seemed designed to suggest that, away from the cameras, the Russian leader spends his time hunched over maps of the battlefield.

The Russian people, by contrast, have run out of patience with the war their leader seems so eager to continue. A survey released on the same day as Putin's interview found that 81 percent of Russians want the war to end "as early as tomorrow." The number of respondents who want the fighting to continue until Russia's victory, no matter how long it takes, dropped in the survey to 9 percent, the lowest level ever recorded by the Institute for Conflict Studies and Analysis of Russia, which has conducted 10 rounds of polling since the start of the war, in 2022.

Its most recent survey matched up with the images and complaints that have flooded Russian social networks in the past few weeks, showing long lines at gas stations in Moscow and trucks stalled without fuel on the roadside. "There's no gasoline in the city," one man posted from a suburb of Moscow. "And the TV is silent about it."

If Putin cares about such problems, he has done a decent job of hiding it. "Everything is working stably and with a big reserve of strength," he said in Monday's interview, referring to the fuel shortages spreading through Russia. His tone reminded me of Putin's attitude toward the war in Syria, where Russian forces intervened in 2015 to save the regime in Damascus from a revolution. Back then, Putin still held regular meetings in Moscow with Russian businesspeople and corporate executives, hearing out their concerns about high interest rates, slow economic growth, and other matters of concern for the state.

One of the regular guests at those meetings described to me how Putin had trouble sitting through them. Obviously distracted, he would fidget in his seat and doodle in his notebook. When the conversation turned to the subject of war, however, the president would come alive, describing the kinds of fighter jets Russia used to bombard rebel positions in Syria and naming towns with stubborn pockets of resistance. "This was his passion," the businessman told me. "Nothing else interested him the same way."

Read: What's eating 'Putin's brain'?

A decade later, and more than four years into his invasion of Ukraine, this element of Putin's character seems only to have hardened. He treats the war as his calling, the purest expression of the power he has hoarded for a quarter century. The incalculable pain and suffering it has caused, with more than a million casualties overall, do not evoke for Putin anywhere near the level of emotion he displays when talking about the war's mechanics.

"The direction of Rubtsi, on the left bank of the Stary Oskol river, we have nearly, practically, blocked a mixed group of enemy forces, around 5,000 troops, who are now pressed up against that river," Putin said, apparently reading from a screen that stood over the interviewer's right shoulder. "Only about two kilometers remain until their final encirclement, a problem that our 144th Division is working to solve."

He carried on like this for nearly 10 minutes, at one point listing the number of houses that remain unconquered in one village in eastern Ukraine, a place that the average Russian does not care about, will never visit, and would have trouble finding on the map. Putin appeared to be making up facts as he went along. No encirclement around Rubtsi (population: 350 ) has been reported by any reliable source in Russia or Ukraine, and there is no river called Stary Oskol in that region. The Russian president's obsession with the details of the fighting appears to have crossed the line into delusion.

Does that mania for war make him any more likely to cut his losses and accept a negotiated peace? Probably not. His interview on Monday illustrated what many in Ukraine and Europe have long concluded about Putin's state of mind. He has convinced himself that the attritional math of the war favors Russia, and he will continue to press the numerical advantage of his forces regardless of how long the lines for gasoline in Moscow might get.

In the end, Russia could still face defeat, and the recent dynamics of the fighting have made that outcome look more likely than ever. Russia now loses an average of at least 30,000 troops a month, killed or gravely wounded. The Russian military struggles to replace those losses despite offering bonuses to new recruits worth up to $80,000--enough to buy an apartment in many Russian cities. For those sent to the front, the average life expectancy stands at around two or three weeks, according to one Russian military blogger who follows the fighting closely. "I have no doubt that another wave of mobilization will come as expected," the blogger wrote at the end of May.

Read: Building tanks while the Ukrainians master drones

Mobilizing more troops would be among Putin's more obvious options for continuing the war for a long time to come. In September 2022, during another low point for him in this war, Putin called up 300,000 soldiers in the first military draft in Russia since the Second World War. Doing that again would devastate the Russian economy and risk a surge of popular unrest. But many close observers of the war in Russia have concluded that Putin has no other choice. "This fall, there will either be peace or mobilization," another military blogger wrote a few weeks ago, setting off a debate on Russian social networks about whether men should pack their bags for basic training.

In his interview, Putin did not mention any plans to mobilize more forces. He also didn't point to any viable path to peace. He only repeated his aim to conquer all of Novorossiya, or New Russia, a vague term that, in his mind, seems to encompass most of southern and eastern Ukraine. At their current rate of advance, Russian forces would need several more years of fighting to stand a realistic chance of achieving that goal. They would also need to be prepared to lose hundreds of thousands of soldiers. But that appears to be Putin's intent, regardless of how his people might feel about it.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national-security/2026/07/putin-russia-ukraine-war/687753/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What Would Mark Twain Think of America at 250?

The country's greatest satirist loved technology and hated corruption. He'd have plenty to say about both in 2026.

by Ron Chernow

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




So what would Mark Twain--a man never at a loss for opinions--make of America on the 250th anniversary of its birth? He wouldn't be surprised to be asked, or bashful about answering. As he once wrote in his notebook, "I am not an American. I am the American." Arguably a bit vain, but essentially correct, since he encompassed much of the best (and occasionally the worst) of our national character.

Twain was our shrewdest satirist of greed and corruption, and he would find plenty to be appalled about in today's second Gilded Age. It was Twain who minted the term The Gilded Age--the title of his first novel, co-authored with his friend Charles Dudley Warner and published in 1873, when Twain was 37 years old--and he had scathing things to say about the wild carnival of greed that followed the Civil War, decrying the "incredible rottenness" and "moral ulcers" of an America in thrall to big business. He published a revised catechism for the rich: "What is the chief end of man? A. To get rich. In what way? A. Dishonestly if we can; honestly if we must." He castigated Jay Gould, the notorious Wall Street speculator, for fostering a greed-is-good mentality: "The people had desired money before his day, but he taught them to fall down and worship it." Today Twain would likely blanch at the billionaires congregating around President Trump at Mar-a-Lago. And in the euphoric greed of Wall Street, he would spot many latter-day examples of Colonel Sellers, the money-mad humbug in The Gilded Age who sees millions in every flimsy enterprise.

Twain's critique had power because he was very much a product of the society he chastised. When he wasn't satirizing plutocrats, he was trying very hard to become one. He amassed a sizable fortune from books and lecture royalties and from marrying a minor heiress, Livy Langdon, whose father had sold coal to Cornelius Vanderbilt's railroads. The couple luxuriated in a 25-room mansion in Hartford, Connecticut, staffed by six servants.

He hoped to get even richer as an inventor. Like us, Twain inhabited an age enamored of new technologies and dazzled by gadgetry. In 1886, while presiding over a Fourth of July celebration in Iowa, he praised "the progress of these last few years--of the telegraph, telephone, phonograph, and other great inventions," saying, "There is more done in one year now than Methuselah ever saw in all his life." Twain himself had one of the first private telephones in New England. He also dreamed up many gadgets of his own, such as a bed clamp that would prevent children from kicking off their blankets. More successfully, he marketed a scrapbook with adhesive paper, allowing users to dispense with glue pots.

Read: The not-at-all-funny life of Mark Twain

But he admitted that his speculative instincts made him "easy prey of the cheap adventurer." The most notorious example was the smooth-tongued James Paige of Rochester, New York, the inventor of a newspaper-typesetting machine that promised to do the work of five or six men. It was a fiendishly ingenious machine with more than 18,000 parts and one glaring flaw: It didn't work reliably. Still, Twain squandered his own fortune and Livy's inheritance on developing Paige's invention, even as the Mergenthaler Linotype became the industry standard, rendering Paige's machine worthless. An embittered Twain growled afterward that if Paige were drowning, he would throw him an anvil. So dismal was the writer's investing record that one newspaper joked that, to avoid a financial disaster, all you had to do was to learn that Mark Twain had gotten in on the ground floor.

Twain embodied the eternal American ambivalence toward money: He had a visceral desire to amass it along with a puritanical distrust of its corrupting effect. So while he would be excited by smartphones, AI, and other digital wonders coming out of Silicon Valley today, he would simultaneously fear our glorification of tech moguls and the excessive political influence of the superrich. In particular, he would likely have criticized Elon Musk's DOGE initiative and its dismantling of federal civil-service protections, since civil-service reform was one of Twain's favorite political causes. During the 1876 presidential campaign, he mocked the spoils system that distributed government jobs as a reward for how much "party dirty work the candidate has done," rather than their actual qualifications. He said that federal-government jobs should be distributed based on "worth and capacity," noting that teachers at least had to know the alphabet and plumbers the inside of a pipe.

Twain reserved his most mordant reflections on American politics for Congress, in his time the most potent--and corrupt--branch of government. "I think I can say, and say with pride, that we have some legislatures that bring higher prices than any in the world," he joked. Still more memorably, he wrote: "Reader, suppose you were an idiot. And suppose you were a member of Congress. But I repeat myself." He called Congress the only "distinctly native American criminal class" and urged Satan to establish a branch of hell in Washington, if he had not done so already. Today Twain would be startled by the passivity of a once-mighty Congress that has all but crumbled in the face of pressure from the White House.

If Twain were resurrected today, we would beg him, on bended knee, for his opinion of Donald Trump. He was certainly no stranger to presidents with outsize egos and constant cravings for attention. When Twain lunched with Theodore Roosevelt, he was dismayed that the president dragged in his Rough Rider exploits in Cuba three or four times. Twain thought Roosevelt overrated and called him "the Tom Sawyer of the political world" because he was "always hunting for a chance to show off; in his frenzied imagination, the Great Republic is a vast Barnum circus with him for a clown and the whole world for audience." It is easy to imagine the sarcasms Twain could hurl at Trump's ballroom, triumphal arch, gold-plated statues, and other vanity projects.

Tom Nichols: Trump is making the 250th small

Early in his career, Twain worried that his stridently expressed political views might alienate his readers. But instead of mellowing with age, he became more indignant at injustice. When the United States invaded the Philippines during the Spanish-American War, Twain naively imagined that the country would be liberated and turned into a republic. Instead, the Philippine independence movement was brutally suppressed. At a City Club dinner in New York in January 1901, Twain scandalized his audience by saying that American soldiers were fighting with "a disgraced musket under a polluted flag." Today he might be just as furious in denouncing Trump's imperial ambitions to control Greenland or annex Canada or exploit Venezuelan oil.

Twain was enraged by the expression "Our country, right or wrong," protesting: "We have thrown away the most valuable asset we have--the individual's right to oppose both flag and country when he believed them to be in the wrong." So he would decry today's attacks on the press, and the widespread tendency to dismiss all journalists as politically motivated. He knew from the inside that the press was far from perfect; Samuel Clemens adopted the Mark Twain pen name when he started his career as a journalist in the Nevada Territory, inventing tall tales and trading insults with rival writers. Yet he also believed the press was a bulwark of liberty, especially in its satirical mode: "Irreverence is the champion of liberty and its only sure defense." Twain would not be surprised by Trump's sensitivity to the gibes of late-night comedians: "The devil's aversion to holy water," he wrote, "is a light matter compared with a despot's dread of a newspaper that laughs."

For the same reason, Twain would have scant patience with the political correctness that reigns in much of the media world today. He felt that every subject was fair game for satire. In his first book, The Innocents Abroad, he accompanied American tourists to Europe and the Holy Land and heaped scorn on almost everything he saw. Once Twain latched on to a target, he would berate it mercilessly. Take his attitude toward France, which he mocked as "the adulterous nation": "A Frenchman's home is where another man's wife is," he gibed. Such stereotypes would never fly in today's world, which may be why we don't have a modern-day Mark Twain.

If Twain could ask only one question about America at 250, however, he would probably want to know about the situation of African Americans. No other white author of the late 19th century engaged so fully with the Black community, whether in promoting the Fisk Jubilee Singers or paying expenses for a Black student at Yale Law School. (That law student, Warner T. McGuinn, became a distinguished attorney and the mentor of Thurgood Marshall, the first Black justice on the Supreme Court.) Twain's friend William Dean Howells said that "no man more perfectly sensed, and more entirely abhorred, slavery." In fact, Twain might well have quarreled with the whole premise of celebrating America's 250th birthday. He believed that 1865, not 1776, was the true date of liberty's birth, "for there was slavery before." He said sarcastically that the Declaration of Independence should have been rewritten, "All white men are created free and equal."

Twain died in 1910, long before the civil-rights movement and the end of Jim Crow in the South. If he could see America in 2026, he would be delighted by the dramatic improvement in the status of Black Americans, while regretting that we have still fallen so far short of America's founding ideals in creating a multiracial society. So he might celebrate this special Fourth of July with a cheer and a wink--and perhaps the faintest trace of a snort.
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The New <em>Roe v. Wade</em>

<em>Trump v. Barbara, </em>the decision upholding birthright citizenship, is less a victory than a reprieve.

by Adam Serwer

Fri, 03 Jul 2026




In 1898, the same Supreme Court that upheld Jim Crow segregation as constitutional also upheld the Fourteenth Amendment's guarantee of birthright citizenship, by a 6-2 vote. This was a profoundly racist Court in a profoundly racist era--around the peak of the lynching epidemic--that nonetheless could find no way around the plain text of the Constitution, and was forced to affirm that people of Chinese descent could be citizens.

Nearly 130 years later, in our much more enlightened time, that bedrock guarantee drew more opposition at the Supreme Court. This week, in Trump v. Barbara, a 6-3 majority struck down President Trump's executive order repealing birthright citizenship for undocumented immigrants and temporary visitors. But only five justices voted to invalidate the order on constitutional grounds. The other four indicated varying degrees of openness to narrowing birthright citizenship, if not exactly along the lines that the Trump administration had sought.

By ruling with such a slim majority, "the Court has just handed right-wingers a new bloody shirt to wave in every single political campaign," Aderson Francois, a law professor at Georgetown University, told me. "The main legacy of the decision is that for the next few years, this will become the new Roe v. Wade." After all, conservatives now know they are only one vote away from eliminating birthright citizenship by judicial fiat.

The Fourteenth Amendment has not changed since 1898. What have changed are the Republican Party and the modern conservative movement. Trump believes that "if you import the Third World, you become the Third World." His rise to power began with his willingness to be a standard-bearer for a movement that cast the first Black president as an illegitimate invader and demanded to see his birth certificate. Trump's second-term campaign promised "mass deportation" of those very same "Third World" immigrants, and since taking office, he has established an effectively whites-only refugee policy, specifically for white South Africans, illustrating that his objection is less to immigration itself, or to immigrants from the "Third World," than to immigrants who are not white.

Lawrence Glickman: Americans once understood birthright citizenship

Trump's logic holds that the growing number of nonwhite people in America is a threat to the nation, whose fundamental character is racial, and that the country is the exclusive property of white Christians rather than all of its people. Birthright citizenship is an obstacle to this idea of America because it makes anyone born here a citizen, regardless of their race, religion, or origin--even if that origin is "the Third World." As Trump goes, so goes the Republican Party. Neither the text of the Constitution nor more than a century of precedent have proved a match for the partisan-motivated reasoning of several supposedly impartial right-wing justices, whose views on what the Constitution says shift with the ideological currents.

The Plessy v. Ferguson decision upholding Jim Crow segregation under the rubric of "separate but equal" is only the Supreme Court's most well-known act of vandalism against the Constitution after Reconstruction. In the 1876 case U.S. v. Cruikshank, the justices said that the Fourteenth Amendment did not prevent private discrimination, overturning the convictions of white men who had massacred Black men. In the 1883 Civil Rights Cases, they overturned the Civil Rights Act, saying that Congress could not ban discrimination by private actors. In the Insular Cases, a series of decisions related to the territories wrested from Spain after the Spanish-American War, the justices ruled that the people living in American imperial possessions were "alien races" and "savage tribes" unfit for self-rule but not for American domination.

The same Court was nonetheless forced, in the 1898 case United States v. Wong Kim Ark, to conclude that the Fourteenth Amendment conferred citizenship on a Chinese American man born in San Francisco. The justices did this despite the existence of racially targeted immigration restrictions that they likely agreed with as a policy matter. And they observed that the birthright-citizenship clause's references to "jurisdiction" were meant to exclude only "children born of alien enemies in hostile occupation and children of diplomatic representatives of a foreign State." The decision confirmed "the ancient rule of citizenship by birth within the dominion."

In his majority opinion in Barbara, Chief Justice John Roberts reiterated that understanding, noting that "the Citizenship Clause uses jurisdiction in its ordinary sense--referring to the power of the United States to govern those within its territory." Roberts added, "If Congress intended to limit American citizenship to the children of those domiciled in the United States, nothing in the succinct language of the Citizenship Clause conveyed that design." But the chief justice and Justice Amy Coney Barrett were the only Republican-appointed justices willing to accept the plain language of the clause, which states that "all persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the State wherein they reside." Their Republican-appointed colleagues, left to argue against the plain text of the amendment, fumbled for legal theories that would give Trump at least some of what he wanted.

Justice Brett Kavanaugh joined with the majority on the judgment but argued that birthright citizenship was imposed by the 1940 Nationality Act and that it could therefore be repealed by a simple act of Congress. Justice Clarence Thomas claimed that the birthright-citizenship clause and the Fourteenth Amendment writ large were intended to benefit only the newly emancipated. (This interpretation, Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson noted, is belied not just by the authors of the amendment but by the words of the formerly enslaved themselves.) Thomas, whose opinion Gorsuch joined, focused on the idea that the amendment granted birthright citizenship to those "domiciled" in the United States. That word does not appear in the amendment itself; it is a main focus of the dissent in Wong Kim Ark. But even Thomas would not go as far as Trump had demanded, which was to deny citizenship to the children of all undocumented immigrants. After all, many undocumented have been "domiciled" in the U.S. for years and came here intending to stay.

Samuel Breidbart, an attorney with the Brennan Center, told me that distinguishing between short-term and "domiciled" immigrants is a minefield. "Establishing domicile is a very fact-intensive inquiry. It would require substantial administration and evaluation of each individual case to know: Does somebody intend to remain here? Have they established domiciles? What are the prerequisites for doing so?" Breidbart said. The authors of the Fourteenth Amendment, he added, "knew that you could not have exemptions, because you could not have a rule that would be so unwieldy, so unworkable. You needed a clear rule, a broad rule, an inclusive rule. That's what the Fourteenth Amendment established."

The only member of the Court extreme enough to give Trump everything was Justice Samuel Alito. His opinion largely focused on illegal immigration as a policy problem, including a digression listing several countries where most undocumented immigrants in the U.S. come from, ostensibly to note that those nations grant citizenship to children born elsewhere. It is unclear what this has to do with the text of the amendment, and it could easily have been handled in a footnote; its inclusion in the body of the dissent seems intended to emphasize the alien nature of the people under discussion. Whether undocumented immigrants are from Mexico or Guatemala has no bearing on whether "all persons born" means "all persons."

The dissenters also dismissed the English-common-law history of birthright citizenship as a "feudal principle," a "medieval rule," and a remnant of "the darkness of the middle ages," having more "to do with being a subject than a citizen." Legal traditions from hundreds of years ago are apparently vitally important if one wants to ban abortion or strike down restrictions on firearms, but they become barbaric anachronisms the second they diverge from the policy goals of the Republican Party.

The Fourteenth Amendment was passed in the aftermath of the Civil War to overturn the 1857 Dred Scott v. Sandford decision, which held that Black people could never be citizens of the United States. In antebellum politics, Democrats had long advocated for the phrase "all men are created equal" to be taken metaphorically rather than literally. Senator John C. Calhoun of South Carolina famously declared that "ours is the government of the white man," and the Fourteenth Amendment, which overturned the Dred Scott decision, was meant to silence forever this "horrid blasphemy," in the words of Representative John Bingham, one of its authors.

"We began by declaring that 'all men are created equal.' We now practically read it, 'all men are created equal except negroes.' When the Know-nothings get control, it will read, 'all men are created equal except negroes and foreigners and Catholics,'" Abraham Lincoln famously wrote to Joshua Speed in 1855. "When it comes to this, I should prefer emigrating to some country where they make no pretence of loving liberty--to Russia, for instance, where despotism can be taken pure, and without the base alloy of hypocrisy."

In the decades after Reconstruction, these lofty aspirations towards multiracial democracy were suffocated by white terror in the South and white indifference in the North. By the time that Wong Kim Ark was decided, the popular consensus was that the "Anglo-Saxon" race had a global destiny to dominate the lesser races to spread the paradise of "civilization," at gunpoint if necessary. This was a matter of bipartisan agreement--Republicans needed white supremacy to justify territorial expansion, and Democrats needed it to defend Jim Crow. Perhaps that very consensus on white supremacy saved the Fourteenth Amendment--it had no partisan valence to turn the justices against it. Still, the fact remains that even these men, knuckle draggers by modern standards, lacked the arrogance to rewrite the birthright-citizenship clause of the Constitution to better fit their prejudices.

That would not occur until the present, and the cottage industry of Trumpian legal apparatchiks who would conjure any fiction to justify the president's whims. Thomas observed in his dissent that "the President's initiative generated a groundswell of new scholarship." Indeed it did, to the extent that you can call it such. That some right-wing legal academics rushed to fabricate a justification for Trump's goals is not to the credit of the scholarship or those scholars, nor to the justices who embraced them. In reaction to the ruling, some right-wing figures made no secret of their disappointment that five justices had not seen fit to reconstitute a subordinate caste of people in the United States whose rights could be violated with impunity.

Heritage Foundation President Kevin Roberts accused the Court in a social-media post of having "cheapened the sacred value of American citizenship," because "universal birthright citizenship erases any uniquely American birthright--a distortion that was never the meaning or intention of the 14th Amendment." This language of degradation or devaluing is used by two of the dissenting justices--Alito wrote that the majority opinion "degrades" American citizenship, and Thomas asserted that the decision "devalues" it.

Kevin Roberts and others go further than the dissenting justices but nevertheless echo their view that sharing American citizenship with those they disdain "degrades" that citizenship. Yet, as the chief justice wrote, citizenship is "the right to have rights." This seems too narrow to me--inalienable meaning what it means--but either way, that right is not "degraded" by sharing it with people unlike yourself.

The language of degradation is illuminating because it echoes antebellum and Reconstruction discourse. As the historian James McPherson has written, defenders of slavery warned that abolitionists wanted to "degrade the white man to the negro's level": During the Civil War, "Democrats and even some Republicans reasoned that to pay Negro troopers the same wages as white soldiers would degrade the white man." The historian Manisha Sinha documents opponents of Reconstruction who saw equal rights as an attempt to "degrade the white race to the level of the black race," which was a crime "against the civilization of the age and against God."

Elsewhere, less tactful conservatives expressed directly what the dissenting justices chose to do in euphemism. Stephen Miller, who runs immigration policy for the Trump administration, told Fox News that "we have people from all over the world, from third-world nations, nations that on their own would have never invented the wheel, let alone modern technology, let alone medicine, let alone air travel." He went on: "They can just come into the country, have a baby at a hospital paid for by you and me, and then that baby is automatically a citizen? That baby can sit on a jury when he turns 18 and sit in judgment of you and sit in judgment of me and sit in judgment of our loved ones? Can decide who our mayors are? Our governors are? Our presidents are?" Miller's long-standing view is that what ruined America was the repeal of eugenics-inspired immigration restrictions that had banned immigration from Asia and Africa and from nations in Europe deemed to be composed of lesser white races.

There is very little difference between Miller's position--if you come from a "Third World nation," you are inferior--and that of antebellum Democrats and the opponents of the Fourteenth Amendment at the time it was adopted: American citizenship is degraded by having to share it with the biologically inferior. The justices are elite lawyers with the ability to obfuscate this project and ignore its aims, but the rest of us need not pretend. To put it bluntly, Miller's objection, as articulated here, is not to birthright citizenship. It is to the idea that "all men are created equal."

Adam Serwer: The Court that will believe absolutely anything is 'race-neutral'

The politics of Trump are but the latest iteration of the politics of John C. Calhoun, who feared that going beyond the annexation of Texas to seize Mexico would "incorporate a people so dissimilar from us in every respect--so little qualified for free and popular government" that it would lead to "certain destruction to our political institutions." In a similar vein, Calhoun argued that racial equality would lead to "a degradation greater than has ever yet fallen to the lot of a free and enlightened people." It is no irony that Trump and his enablers, much like Calhoun and his partisans of human bondage, prove themselves time and again the greatest threat to the destruction of those institutions.

Thus the blasphemy that Reconstruction-era Republicans sought to expunge survives. Jackson had it right when she observed that the "Reconstruction Amendments were an anticaste, antisubordination reset for the Nation, not a mere spot treatment for the dark stain of slavery."

There is little left to Trumpism however, once you remove its desire for subordinate classes. Despite the narrow ruling on birthright citizenship, the project to transform inalienable rights into what James Madison called "parchment barriers," little more than rights on paper, continues apace. In its rulings on trans rights and voting rights, the Roberts Court has been a willing partner in inverting the purpose of the Reconstruction amendments, sanctioning invidious discrimination rather than stopping it. Like the Plessy Court, a majority of today's justices were unwilling to remove the cornerstone of nonracial citizenship in America, and that is worth celebrating. But this is less a victory than a reprieve.
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The Hispanic Founder

Bernardo de Galvez helped win the Revolution. Can he win over 21st-century America?

by Geraldo L. Cadava

Fri, 03 Jul 2026




One of the biggest Independence Day celebrations outside of North America takes place in Macharaviaya, Spain, a mountain town, population 500, in the southern province of Malaga. Thousands of people attend the festivities, during which villagers wearing 18th-century period costumes reenact the 1781 Siege of Pensacola, a turning point in the American Revolution. The flag of the United States features prominently. To the tune of "The Star-Spangled Banner," an actor delivers a dramatic reading, in Spanish, of Francis Scott Key's poem "Defence of Fort M'Henry," on which the song was based. The evening ends with fireworks.

Macharaviaya observes the independence of the United States because a hero of the American Revolution, Bernardo de Galvez, was born there. Galvez was the Spanish governor of Louisiana whose troops, including Spaniards, Spanish Americans, American Indians, and Black people, both enslaved and free, defeated the British in Florida. He had a hand in securing Spanish silver from Havana that George Washington used to pay and provision the troops fighting for him in the Battle of Yorktown. He also helped draft the Treaty of Paris that ended the war. Washington later recognized that Galvez had been crucial to the revolution's success. After the war, Spain claimed Florida and held on to it until the 1819 Adams-Onis Treaty, which made it a territory of the United States.

Gal Beckerman: The two kinds of American patriotism

Macharaviaya's Independence Day celebrations may sound like nothing more than a funny bit of trivia--quirky festivities in honor of a mostly forgotten historical figure. But they also serve as a rejoinder to the arguments now common on the right that America's Anglo-Saxon heritage is what ties its people together. When President Trump welcomed King Charles III and Queen Camilla to the White House in April, he lauded the "Anglo-Saxon courage" of the revolting British colonists and said that the culture, character, and creed of a "small but mighty kingdom from across the sea" had laid the foundation of our national identity. But if a Spaniard played such an important role in the founding, and if Pensacola--which sits in a deep-red county of a deep-red state--was liberated from Great Britain due to the bravery in battle of Black, Indigenous, and Hispanic people, then their descendants today are "heritage Americans" as much as anyone else the nativist right might bless with that moniker.

Any history book will tell you that Spaniards arrived in North America more than 100 years before British colonists landed at Jamestown. Spanish was the first European language spoken in the Americas. And many place names in the United States--San Antonio, Los Angeles, Santa Fe--remind us of the nation's Spanish roots. Yet despite such deep ties, many Americans regard Hispanic culture as perpetually foreign. Perhaps celebrating Galvez and his role in the American founding can change this dynamic.

Galvez isn't exactly unknown, even if he's less familiar to American schoolchildren than the Marquis de Lafayette. Galveston, Texas, was named after him. In 1980, for the 200th anniversary of the Battle of Mobile, where troops led by Galvez defeated the British, the U.S. Postal Service issued a Bernardo de Galvez commemorative stamp. The city of Pensacola celebrates Galvez Day in May, to commemorate the Siege of Pensacola. In 1783, to commemorate that battle's second anniversary, the Continental Congress resolved to have a portrait of Galvez hung in Philadelphia's Independence Hall. That portrait was finally unveiled in 2014, after a Spanish immigrant made it her mission to have the 200-year-old resolution fulfilled in the U.S. Capitol. The same year, a joint resolution from Congress made Galvez an honorary American citizen because he had "played an integral role in the Revolutionary War and helped secure the independence of the United States." Galvez is one of eight people to receive the honor, alongside Winston Churchill and Mother Teresa. Carlos del Toro, the secretary of the Navy under President Biden, announced in 2024 that the Navy would name a new warship the USS Galvez.

Guillermo Fesser, a Spanish journalist who wrote a children's book called Conoce a Bernardo de Galvez ("Get to Know Bernardo de Galvez"), told the audience at the July 4, 2024, celebration in Macharaviaya that many in the United States see Hispanics as "bad hombres," or as dangerous figures who "arrived last night to abuse your daughter or steal your jobs." He said that he has talked with "dozens and dozens" of students at schools across the United States, where he tells them that Galvez's army "saved George Washington's ass." In Galvez's army, Fesser said, "there were people from Africa, there were people from Europe, there were people from America, and there were mixed people from the three continents." When he looks out at students not only in Hispanic strongholds such as Florida and the Southwest, but also across New England and the Midwest, he said, he sees "the army of Galvez, each one different from the other, from all the colors, families, and faiths, and that's what makes the United States such a great country."

Yet if Galvez can connect Hispanics in the United States both to Spain and to the founding of the U.S., his legacy also reopens an old debate about Hispanic American group identity. Are Hispanic and Latino synonymous? Are Spaniards part of the group, or not? Is Enrique Iglesias Hispanic? Rosalia?

In recent years, some Hispanics have sought greater connection with Spain. A good number of them, especially the descendants of conversos--whose families continued to practice Judaism despite their formal conversion to Christianity, fled or were expelled from Spain during the Inquisition, and eventually landed in places such as New Mexico and Florida--sought Spanish citizenship under the Spanish Law of Return, in effect from 2015 to 2019. Hundreds of thousands of Latin Americans have emigrated to Spain in recent years, as the United States has become less welcoming. "They are not strangers," Fesser said in Macharaviaya of these new arrivals. "They are the heirs of those who left with Galvez and then returned, and I hope we will say to them, 'Welcome home.'"


Actors parade during the Independence Day celebrations in Macharaviaya, Spain, on July 4, 2015. (Jorge Guerrero / AFP / Getty)



Yet other Hispanics are inclined to see Spaniards as very different from them. People who came, or whose families came, directly from Spain to the United States represent 1 percent of all Hispanics. Members of that tiny minority have higher levels of education, rates of homeownership, and median incomes than other Hispanics. Some who don't embrace their Spanish ancestry view those who do as part of the colonizing minority, not the colonized majority. If you watch Hispanics reveal the results of their DNA tests on YouTube--it's a thing--you'll see people who are visibly amused, maybe even delighted, to learn that a significant percentage of their ancestry comes from Africa, Asia, or Indigenous America, and some who are visibly bummed when a significant percentage of their DNA is from Spain.

Shaking their reputation as bloodthirsty conquerors has been a challenge that Spaniards have tried to overcome at least since Bartolome de las Casas wrote his 1542 treatise, A Brief Account of the Destruction of the Indies, about Spanish cruelty toward indigenous people of the Americas. Genocide, the spread of disease, and, as Protestants saw things, the popish Catholicism of Spaniards contributed to the rise of a Black Legend about Spain--la leyenda negra--that remained alive in the United States for hundreds of years after the 16th century. Honoring Galvez as a hero of independence and the leader of a multiracial army has become a way for Spaniards to attempt to redefine how they are seen in the U.S. One main goal of the Queen Sofia Spanish Institute, a New York nonprofit founded in 1954 and funded in part by the Spanish royal family, is to make Galvez, and Spain's contributions to the independence of the United States in general, a more central part of the public story of the independence of the United States. The institute's America&Spain250 initiative promotes, as its annual report from last year put it, "awareness amongst Hispanic and Latino communities, descendants of Spanish Americans, of their foundational role in the history of the United States."

Earlier this year, the institute sponsored a contest for American high-school students to produce an original podcast "exploring key figures and events connected to the shared history of Spain and the United States." The winners were two students at Benjamin Franklin High School in New Orleans, who focused on Galvez's legacy in the city. One of the students, Elodie Colon, said in a video announcing the winners, "As a Latina woman living where Galvez once governed, I think the representation of someone like me caught between languages and countries is something that really needs to be seen more often." She continued, "We have the power to make that happen and to show young Hispanic children that they don't have to fit the traditional mold of an American hero to change America."

According to Teresa Valcarce, who immigrated from Spain in 1999 and became a U.S. citizen in 2007, her yearslong quest to have the portrait of Galvez hung in the home of Congress, to make good on the 1783 resolution, was motivated by a desire for children like Colon to understand their connection to the founding of the United States. In a 2014 ribbon-cutting ceremony at the Capitol, Bob Menendez, then a senator from New Jersey, with Mayor Antonio Campos of Macharaviaya and other distinguished visitors from Spain listening from just a few feet away, argued that Galvez should be seen as a founding father for Hispanics. Menendez said, "When we look to the contributions Hispanics have made to this nation, let's first look at the man in this portrait who symbolizes that contribution."

Ali Breland: Are you a 'heritage American'?

Leveraging a representative hero of the Revolution to lay claim to an equal share in America is itself something of an American tradition, encompassing such figures as Tadeusz Kosciuszko, Crispus Attucks, Deborah Sampson, and Haym Salomon. But Galvez's promoters on both sides of the Atlantic also expect too much of him. They want him to be someone Hispanics in the United States can see as a reflection of themselves. Galvez promoters also want all Americans to see his army as a symbol of the promise of our multiracial democracy. But at least some schoolchildren getting off a tour bus at the Capitol will look at the portrait of Galvez, in his fancy European clothing, and conclude that he's a representative more of the Spanish elite than of their ancestors. And many Hispanics of African or Indigenous descent still reckon with legacies of inequality and racial exclusion that their service in the U.S. or Latin American militaries did not ameliorate. These are old rifts within Hispanic communities that the figure of Galvez alone, and our presence at the time of independence, cannot reconcile.

Even so, placing Galvez in the pantheon of the American Revolution really might help all Americans, even skeptics, see that Hispanics belong in this country. If we can plant our flag in the founding moment, we just might be able to change how we're viewed. In Hamilton, Lin-Manuel Miranda cast people of color as Founders as a provocative gesture toward inclusion. The figure of Galvez requires no such reimagination, because he's a real historical figure who was actually in the room where it happened, so to speak.
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I Am French Now

On the joys of watching Les Bleus play in the World Cup

by Sally Jenkins

Fri, 03 Jul 2026




This week, I am French. I'm as French as a deposed dauphine, as French as a film plot of perfumed deceit. During the World Cup, there is just no profit in being American. Yes, I'm shamelessly bandwagoning, and deserting my nation on its 250th birthday. But my sentiments are with the country that will win this World Cup if feet have anything to do with it: France, a team that scores goals as easily as guys named Didier blow smoke from Gitanes. Is that a cliche? Well, the word cliche is French, is it not? As am I.

One of the more marvelous things about the World Cup is that its 39 days afford you the time to develop unreasonable affections for teams not your own. You don't need to know a thing about France, or tactics or formations, to fall under the spell of the team's sorcery with a ball, or to see its potential for world dominion, or just to love how its players flip their sweat-soaked hair. Who but Les Bleus could wear the bright-red knee socks of uniformed schoolgirls and make them seem like flair? When the players rush down the field in those socks, they look like a battle painting in motion.

The French make so much happen. They've scored 13 goals in just four games, a torrid pace for a sport in which, quite often, absolutely nothing happens. This is the nature of football, as they pronounce soccer in other countries: To profess enjoyment of a 1-0 final score is to pass some kind of fan-purity test. Which I, a Texan by blood, tend to fail. But you'll experience no low-score-induced boredom in this World Cup if you are French. And so, for this week I am French. As French as jealousy in the rain, as French as the perfect little scarf.

Read: The passion of World Cup fans

France's toe-tapping captain, Kylian Mbappe, has scored six of the team's goals, including two in a 3-0 knockout of Sweden to reach the round of 16. Mbappe moves with the sweetest jolt of current in his legs you may ever see on a green field, and he now has 18 goals in 18 career World Cup games to trail the immortal Lionel Messi, of Argentina, by just one (Messi has 19 in 29 games). Mbappe's surges into open space make him unmissable even to the most novice viewer; his sprint was once clocked at 23.6 miles an hour, on par with Usain Bolt's average cruising speed in the 100-meter dash. Mbappe said the other day that he thought that France had played a little "timid" early in the tournament, which provokes one to wonder what kind of attack he could mount with a fully confident team.

Amazingly, for all his striking power, Mbappe may not be France's most crucial player. Some observers believe that the 24-year-old attacking midfielder Michael Olise is. Olise is one of France's three notable front-liners who are making their World Cup debut, along with the 21-year-old Desire Doue and 23-year-old Bradley Barcola. All of them are flashy players. All are appealing, budding stars with varied family roots, helping make this a team that almost anyone can connect with. Barcola, born near Lyon, has dual citizenship in France and Togo. Doue, from Angers, is the son of an Ivorian father and a French mother. Olise was born in London to British Nigerian and Franco Algerian parents, and he grew up speaking both French and English at home. Since 2024, he has played professionally for Bayern Munich, which required further acculturation. At his first Oktoberfest, he was introduced to schnitzel and "those round potato things," as he described the traditional dumplings called Knodel. "I've never known anything like it," he said of the festival.

Read: The feel-good story of the World Cup is too good to be true

Although Mbappe's goals command the most attention, Olise is the team's chief enabler, a sleight-of-foot artist whose tricksy passes can provoke sharp intakes of breath, and who leads the entire tournament in assists, with five. As Barcola said of Olise, his performance on the field "brings danger." The combination of Olise's footwork and Mbappe's speed creates a don't-know-where-to-turn predicament for France's opponents. After Sweden's loss in the round of 32, its coach, Graham Potter, said, "We had to be perfect, and even if we were, I'm not sure that would have been enough."

France has so overwhelmed its opponents, in fact, that the team's biggest concern could become overconfidence; it faces Paraguay on Saturday and will be the strong favorite to advance to the quarterfinals. The veteran French midfielder N'Golo Kante addressed the issue this week by saying, "There is something that we cannot hide, that we have a lot of quality in the team." But, he said, "We cannot see ourselves too beautiful or too strong." See ourselves too beautiful or strong? How French is that? But they are beautiful, and they are strong, and that is why, for now, I am French.
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Anxious at 250

Trump's Fourth of July blowout will bring a major security lockdown in Washington.

by Nick Miroff, Sarah Fitzpatrick, Shane Harris

Fri, 03 Jul 2026




This year's Fourth of July fireworks show on the National Mall is the first such event to be designated a "National Special Security Event," which requires the kind of screening procedures and police presence usually reserved for presidential inaugurations and Super Bowls. It's a reflection of the logistical complexity and anticipated crowd size of America's 250th birthday party, but also, unfortunately, its potential appeal to attackers at a time of rising threats.



President Trump has promoted the event as "THE LARGEST FIREWORKS SHOW IN HISTORY," and the NSSE designation puts the Secret Service in charge of planning and protecting it. On a day when temperatures are forecast to be in or near the triple digits, getting in may be more like going through an airport than going to a party. That's not least because the president has placed himself at the center of the festivities and has plans to give "a really long speech just to show that I can do anything."



Security and intelligence agencies routinely monitor for specific threats against high-profile events, but Secret Service, FBI, and Department of Homeland Security officials told us they are not tracking any specific, credible threats targeting the July 4 event. You'd be forgiven for thinking otherwise while walking around downtown Washington, D.C., in recent days. The normally wide-open expanse at the city's heart has been ringed with security fences for weeks, ahead of World Cup-viewing parties, the Great American State Fair, and the 250th event on July 4. "I've lived here most of my life, and I've never seen it look like this on the Mall," Mayor Muriel Bowser told reporters on Monday.



As is customary, federal agencies do not comment on the number of security personnel they plan to deploy, but the Trump administration has already mobilized thousands of National Guard troops in Washington. Tara McLeese, the special agent in charge of the Secret Service's Washington field office, told reporters this week that in addition to hundreds of federal agents and officers visibly on duty, a variety of unseen resources "will be used to disrupt any bad actor."



McLeese said that "there is no area in the country where law enforcement is better prepared and works closer together." The security agencies' coordinated plan, she said, "will ensure the safety of our protectees and the tens of thousands of Americans who will be there to enjoy a momentous day in our history."



Anthony Guglielmi, a spokesperson for the Secret Service, told us that the volume of threats that his agency is monitoring overall "has never been higher." Threat reports requiring Secret Service investigation so far this year have increased 40 percent compared with the same period last year, according to the agency. Security officials say there has been a particular uptick in threats from "nihilistic violent extremists," many of whom aim to use violence against law-enforcement personnel or symbols of government.



Read: The glorification of mass murder



The war in Iran has potentially heightened the threat. "I'm very concerned about a lone actor inspired by Iran, rather than an actual all-out professional attack," Frank Figliuzzi, a former assistant director of the FBI, told us. "That's the hardest thing to detect--that lone actor who's been inspired." Figliuzzi said that potential attackers see the Fourth of July--and especially its 250th anniversary--as "striking at the heart of what they think America stands for." At least one lone-wolf attack took place on July 4 in recent years--in 2022, a gunman killed seven people and injured many more in a parade shooting in Illinois.



Current and former officials also told us that they were on alert for cyberattacks on crucial infrastructure--whether from Iran or other state actors--because the Fourth of July provides an opportunity to inflict summer-travel chaos. Drones represent another area in which the risks have grown as technology has advanced. DHS has issued warnings about the potential use of drones as weapons at public events, and federal officials say they will enforce a strict no-fly zone and deploy counter-drone teams to police the skies.



The security operation surrounding the July 4 event comes just weeks after federal authorities announced that they had disrupted an alleged domestic-terror plot in Washington. At least eight people have been charged with conspiring to attack the Ultimate Fighting Championship event at the White House, planning to use guns and drones equipped with explosives in an attempt to kill government officials and other attendees. FBI investigators have indicated in court records that the group also discussed possible World Cup-related targets on July 3 and 4. It is unclear whether the FBI has located other individuals involved in the plot discussions, or whether they remain at large. (The FBI declined to comment, citing the ongoing investigation.)



The agencies responsible for securing Washington prepare and regularly practice for a range of scenarios. "The muscle memory is there, and whether it's Fourth of July fireworks or inaugurations, or, you know, umpteen protests and events, they've got it down to a science," Figliuzzi said. Other U.S. cities staging Fourth of July events--especially those hosting World Cup games--are considered softer targets for would-be attackers.



Police plan to close streets and bridges around the Mall, as well as the waterways adjacent to the event. Attendees who want to enter the secure viewing area around the Washington Monument will not be able to bring in chairs, coolers, backpacks, or metal or glass containers. Anything else will have to fit inside a clear-plastic bag or small purse, and will be subject to inspection.



Read: The true believers at the great MAGA fair



Fourth of July fireworks on the National Mall typically start around 9 p.m., when the sky is dark enough. But this year, Trump will occupy the prime-time slot. As Boston, New York City, Philadelphia, and the other capitals of the original 13 colonies begin celebrating the 250th anniversary of their rebellion with bombs bursting in air, the president will take center stage in Washington. The White House has not said whether he'll deliver a written speech or make the kind of semi-improvised remarks more typical of a MAGA rally. But at some point, he's planning to show off his new Air Force One jet--given to him by the government of Qatar--with a flyover of the crowd. Trump said on Wednesday that he will use the occasion to demonstrate his stamina despite the summer heat. It's not customary for presidents to give a speech on the Mall for July 4, but it's in keeping with Trump's approach of making himself the star of the nation's semiquincentennial celebration.



At some point around 10:30 or 11 p.m.--the timing depends on how long Trump speaks--the pyrotechnics are expected to begin. Freedom 250, the Trump-aligned group that has commandeered this year's July 4 festivities, said it will shoot off 850,000 shells--nearly 50 times more than usual--from 10 locations around the city, including the Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool, Potomac River barges, and West Potomac Park. The show is scheduled to last for 40 minutes, roughly twice as long as the typical D.C. Fourth of July celebration.



Law-enforcement officials told us that the president's central role in the July 4 events and the extending of their length late into the evening have added complexity--and risk. As the threats facing the country have grown, the law-enforcement and intelligence agencies tasked with keeping the country safe have been dealing with a shortage of man power and expertise. Many top officials have quit or been fired since Trump returned to office, and Figliuzzi described an FBI now staffed with what he believes is "the youngest cadre of special agents in charge and assistant directors in the modern history of the FBI." Some officials acknowledge--in private--that politically motivated purges have left the country's law-enforcement and intelligence agencies understaffed and more prone to mistakes. (Asked about those allegations, an FBI spokesperson cited the bureau's track record of thwarting violent plots and said that its agents are "dedicated professionals working around the clock to defend the homeland and crush violent crime. This FBI has provided the American public with results.")

Security agencies can't afford errors when dealing with a large-scale, high-stakes event such as July 4 in D.C. Organizers say the viewing area around the Washington Monument has a capacity for 150,000, and they expect it to be full. "Every generation gets one moment that they remember for the rest of their lives," the Freedom 250 site says. "In 2026, generations of Americans will look up at the sky and remember the incredible sights of the 250th anniversary."



Read: The capital is a mess



Aside from violence, the most obvious threat to the event Saturday in D.C. will be the weather, as temperatures stay in the 90s even into the evening and a chance of thunderstorms develops as the crowds grow. The extraordinary fireworks barrage is also expected to produce an inordinate amount of smoke, so a low layer of clouds and lack of breeze could leave attendees gasping from the show--but not in the way intended.
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American History as Rorschach Test

A new curriculum plays down America's sins.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




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

In May, the Florida Department of Education announced an alternative to the Advanced Placement history course that it described in a press release as "free from ideological bias or indoctrination." For years, Governor Ron DeSantis has fought the College Board, the group that administers the AP test, over how its standardized tests portray many things, including race and gender but also the motivations of the Founding Fathers. DeSantis's efforts align with Donald Trump's. The president has long criticized the Pulitzer Prize-winning "1619 Project," and signed an executive order in 2020 that created the 1776 Commission to promote "patriotic education" and "the miracle of American history."

For its new curriculum, Florida recommends one textbook, Land of Hope: An Invitation to the Great American Story, by Wilfred McClay, a professor of history at Hillsdale College who has suggested that he dipped into high-school-textbook writing partly to counteract the influence of the enormously popular Howard Zinn's A People's History of the United States, which more takes the approach of letting teenagers in on their country's dark secrets. McClay's approach is, to use a neutral word, brighter. He mentions slavery plenty but does not get into gritty details, and most of the story is told from the perspective of American political leaders, who tend to be white men. The leaders, for the most part, are flawed but have good intentions.

American patriotism is not just trending downward; it's plummeting, especially lately. A recent Gallup poll was titled "American Pride Slips to New Lows." McClay partly blames history class, which he thinks isn't teaching students a "love of country." This week on Radio Atlantic, I talk with McClay about whether to background or foreground the sins of your country, and what you gain and lose from either approach.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Happy 250th birthday, America. On this momentous occasion, I've been thinking about how a country should be remembered, which is a fraught question right now in politics, in high-school curricula, and possibly at your barbecue. I definitely have at least one relative who will be draping himself in an American flag all day, and another who will skip the holiday entirely.

Every nation has good and bad moments, so what do you foreground? And what do you lose, if anything, if you emphasize one over the other?

[Sheep noises]
 Rosin: Aw, that sheep is really hairy.


[Music]

Rosin: Earlier this week, I went down to the National Mall in D.C. to go to the Great American State Fair--a place that was literally advertising itself as showcasing "the very best of America."

Rosin: All right, where is Florida?


Rosin: I checked out the Florida exhibit at the fair. There are exhibits for all the states, and online, many people said Florida was a standout. I saw a plastic manatee floating in its virtual habitat.

Rosin: Look at this moss. Pretty cool.
 Man: Hello.
 Rosin: Hello. Hello, manatee.


Rosin: And while I was there, I asked people about one of the Founding Fathers who is a kind of Rorschach test for this idea: Do you foreground or background the bad parts?

Rosin:  If I say the name Thomas Jefferson, what comes to your mind?
 Chloe: Declaration of Independence.
 Michael: Independence. America.
 Chloe: What about you, Mom?
 Lisa: That's what I was gonna say.


Rosin: Most of the people we talked to had similar answers: Monticello. Founding Father. One guy told us that Jefferson had a dumbwaiter, which I didn't know. And then usually, there was another kind of answer.

Chloe:  The second--this is bad--slavery, because I know he was a big slave owner, and the controversies between his child that he had with the slave. I know that.
 Lisa: But then how far we've come as a country to hopefully make advances in--
 Chloe: Yeah.
 Lisa: --equality, perhaps.


[Music]

Rosin: Yeah. I'm choosing him because he obviously leads people in lots of different places, so it's interesting to listen to how people--
 Chloe: I think, well, first of all, we need to be proud of our American history, but there is also things that we need to know, that that wasn't right. And obviously, slavery was a terrible thing, and that was horrible. I think it's also important to highlight what was wrong with how he behaved and slavery, and how that was a norm, and how it shouldn't have been a norm.


Rosin:  Hi. Can we ask you all a quick question, which is: If I say Thomas Jefferson, does anything come to mind for you?
 Warren: Sally Hemings.
 Rosin: Say more.
 Warren: Yeah. Founding Father, but sometimes they get their hands a little dirty and did things they weren't supposed to. And as much as people wanna whitewash it, that's part of the history too. And it's kind of a stain on his legacy as well, so--


Carol:  Even though George Washington had slaves, he treated them very, very good. Thomas Jefferson had slaves, but he treated them very, very good. He was not a bad slave owner. Everybody had slaves back then. That was the norm.


[Music]

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

Fights over history are especially intense in schools, because whoever wins over the future wins the past. The state of Florida--of manatee fame--recently introduced a conservative-leaning alternative to the Advanced Placement history course for high-school students. A pilot program will roll out later this fall.

The Florida Advanced Courses and Test--or FACT, for short--is heavy on American exceptionalism, light on slave narratives. It's an approach to history that President Trump had in mind when he signed an executive order to promote patriotic education.

President Trump: It will encourage our educators to teach our children the miracle of American history and make plans to honor the 250th anniversary of our founding.


Rosin: The only textbook that the Florida FACT curriculum suggests to use is called Land of Hope: An Invitation to the Great American Story. We're not going to talk about the Florida curriculum specifically, but we are gonna use the textbook to talk about how history should be taught--with its author, Wilfred McClay, who is a history professor at Hillsdale College, a private Christian school.

Rosin: Do you go by Bill, by the way? I heard people call you Bill.
 Wilfred McClay: I do generally go by Bill, yeah. And I'd be happy if you did.
 Rosin: (Laughs.) Okay, okay. That works.


Rosin: Bill says he wanted Land of Hope to put more of an emphasis on the Founders, on ratification debates, the Constitution, and to be, in his words, more enjoyable to read. And he wanted it to be a counterweight to other textbooks that he thought had an ideological slant.

Shortly after publishing Land of Hope in 2019, Bill says he had dinner with a lawyer who had wanted to meet with him.

McClay: We had a long conversation. We closed the place down, and we probably talked for five hours about the very kinds of things you and I are talking about. And he came up with this formulation that really stuck in my mind. He said, I believe that if you teach young people that they live under a bad regime, it damages their souls.
 And I have to admit to you, I've never thought of it in that way. That seemed--it was more dramatic, more metaphysical than anything I would have said up to that point. But I realize it is important that studying American history for an American is not the same, I think, as almost any other subject, because you're teaching them about what it means to be a citizen.


Rosin: I agree with Bill that it's important to help young people be civically engaged. From there, though, it comes down to the details. When you're teaching history, what's the right line? How much bad? How much good? How much violence? How many soaring speeches? What is the right way to inspire but still inform?

McClay:  I think that it's justifiable to have the earliest exposures to American history be not fabulistic, not phony, not fairy tales, but grounded in affection for the country as one of the sources of your being. And then as you get older, then to introduce complexity.

It's such that you may come to the point where, I can't really be friends with this country when I know all of these things about it. That's, I think, a legitimate outcome of education.  You can't control that. You shouldn't try to control it. But the earliest stages do seem to me to matter a lot.

I have a lot of friends in the profession who write critically about early America and the Founders and Framers. And I say in a nice way--I'm not challenging them, but I say--"Do you ever worry about the effect on young people that it has to see everything debunked?" They will say always the same thing, and it is, That's not my job. But somebody has to teach that somewhere along the line. So I don't think we can be indifferent to the effects of a, let's say, a "1619 Project"-kind of approach to American history, which I strongly objected to at the time it came out and still do object to.

Rosin: Okay, so you've gotten quickly to the heart of the matter, which is that you think too much criticism is corrosive. I mean, it sounds like what you're saying--

McClay: Too much criticism at the wrong time in the wrong way--

Rosin: --is corrosive?

McClay: Yeah, yeah. Can be corrosive. Okay. I want all those qualifiers in there.

Rosin: Yes. Can be corrosive.

McClay: Okay.

Rosin: I mean, I know that your work can be caricatured. There's a fierce debate right now about how to teach history. So we'll just lay out--

McClay: All my life. Yeah.

Rosin: There are some sources that have a pretty explicitly Christian-nationalist telling of history, like the [PragerU] materials. That is not who you align yourself with, right?

McClay: No. I've done some things with Prager, but I don't align myself with that view at all. I think I would want to talk about it for a while, because I think they're not completely wrong, but I don't think America was founded as a Christian nation. I will dispute that fervently.

Rosin: And at the other end would be Howard Zinn, A People's History of the United States, which is widely read among teenagers and does have a certain appeal. It's like, We're letting you in on secrets about America.

McClay: Yeah, yeah.

Rosin: It's history from the bottom up, labor history, history of rebellion. So that's what you're arguing against, that kind of influence.

McClay: Yeah, but not entirely. I wanna give Howard Zinn credit for one very big thing that he did extremely well, and that is to present history as a story. He's really very good at telling stories. I think they're not the right stories. They're not told in a nuanced, fair-minded way, but they're very compelling. And I think young people want to read Zinn.

But I think Zinn did something--and the historians all hate him. The most negative reviews of Howard Zinn were written by Michael Kazin, the longtime editor of Dissent magazine. And they recognized, and they wanted historians to acknowledge, that he was a bad historian. Five million copies of the People's History later, I don't know that the message has really gotten through. But as history, it's not good. As history as story, it's very good.

Rosin: So let's put in our minds--let's put before us an American high-school student. And so the aim is to get that student to be interested and to have some affection with all the qualifications that you named. And the question is how to do that. So let's get deeper into an example to see what this looks like in its specifics. Thomas Jefferson is a good Rorschach test.

McClay: Oh gosh. Yeah. Yeah.

Rosin: You point out, as many historians do, that Jefferson's slaveowning calls into question the legitimacy of his most resonant words, that all men are created equal. Why did you make the choice to point that out about him in your history?

McClay: Well, and I do it early on because he's so connected to the roots of what's distinctive about American civilization, about American political systems. I think it's a crime of omission not to bring up how complicated he is in this way. He owned slaves, but he wrote against slavery. He even wanted to have, as you probably know--in the original draft of the Declaration [of Independence], he fulminates against the king for being responsible for this institution, which George III can't be blamed for that. And you don't have to get into that depth in, say, the fifth grade, which is when most students in most states first encounter U.S. history.

But I think you have to acknowledge that slaveholding was a common practice among particularly the Virginians, but not just them. Benjamin Franklin had slaves. He eventually changed his mind dramatically on the subject and became a proponent of abolition, but--and that's a great story too.

Rosin: So back to Jefferson, because I think it's a good template to understand this in the details, because what we're talking about is: How much of this detail do you include on each side? So you do mention the imperfections of Jefferson. You do not, however, mention Sally Hemings, the enslaved woman who bore his children.

McClay: No.

Rosin: And who is a--it's a story that's captured the imagination. I think we can agree it's--

McClay: Oh sure.

Rosin: So why not? Why not?

McClay: Well, I'm one of the people who is not convinced that he was, in fact, the father. And we could have a little debate about that, but maybe leave it at that for now, that there's an indication that there's--and I can't even remember all the details--but there's a chromosome coming from a male Jefferson. But that's as close to--the evidence that he was the father ends up being circumstantial, not really deriving from the DNA, and I'm not persuaded by it.

So I don't take it as a given. I'm not out there beating the drum for an alternative view, but that's one reason I don't mention it, is that's something I'm not entirely convinced of.

Rosin: Although there is DNA tests showing at least her youngest son to be part of the Jefferson line.

McClay: Oh, yeah. No, I think that's right, but not necessarily Thomas Jefferson. Again, that's a separate issue that we could spend 45 minutes or more on, but if it's questionable, then I think the argument for not including it is pretty clear.

Rosin: Well, my question is not specifically about Sally Hemings. I'm sure you're familiar with the work of Annette Gordon-Reed.

McClay: Yeah, yeah.

Rosin: And what she attempts to do is bring to actual life the reality, rather than just say, He was a slave owner; he was ambivalent about it, or, He did contradictory things, which is addressing the issue entirely from his point of view. She tries to bring to life the reality of what that word--enslaved--means.

And so my question is: Do you not do that because you think it's too negative, or would cause someone to be less patriotic, that it would turn them away from their country? Because there's almost--

McClay: No. I--

Rosin: --in your books, say, what is definitively missing is any accounting of violence. There's no mention of lynchings. There's no mention of the deepest, darkest kind of negativity.

McClay: I don't think that's actually true, but on the Jefferson question, I think--and we're just gonna have to maybe agree to disagree a little bit about this--but I think that one of the difficulties in writing a book like this is that you have to constantly make judgments about what to leave in and what to leave out. And there's many, many things, may not matter much to you, but that I would have liked to have said more about.

But think about writing an op-ed. You can write an effective op-ed. It should be 500 to 700 words long. If you wrote everything you knew about the subject and laid out all the arguments for the position you were taking about, let's say, birthright citizenship and why the Supreme Court was right in what it decided, it would be 5,000, 10,000, 20,000 words long.

You have to rule things out. And one of the things I noticed in looking at the newest textbooks is that there's been a tendency toward inclusiveness run mad, so that people, often in response to political considerations, I assume, they include much, much detail that, while not untrue, hinders the process of reading.

Above all else, we have a generation in high school, fifth grade--whatever--college that doesn't read, and those are the people I was thinking of. And so I try again and again to uncomplicate as much as possible things that I could delve into with great complexity.

Rosin: But it seems like you're making an assumption about what a high schooler would find interesting or readable. It seems to me equally possible that a high schooler getting into the ins and outs of Jefferson's actually deepest flaws or what did or didn't happen with Sally Hemings would be eminently readable, more than, say, the debates between John William Fletcher and Jefferson. Like, that's what you're interested in, but why make the assumption that an average high schooler would be more interested in that?

McClay: Well, look--I could have whole sections of the book that are, like, sort of Page Six of early America. And they might be very interesting, but that's the author's job, is to guess what his readers are most interested in. That's my job to make that judgment. And whether I've been successful or not, that's for you to judge, and anybody else who reads the book.

But believe me, and anyone who's written--David Kennedy, who's written a very widely used textbook, and I talked about this once, said, The hardest thing is knowing what to throw out. And sometimes that will depend on--for example, I had someone ask me, Why don't you have anything about the Tulsa Race Massacre? Well, I'm married to a Tulsan, and I've been knowing about the Tulsa Race Riot--as they called it for a long time, and now it's the Race Massacre--for a long time.

But it fits into the context of urban riots all over the country at the time, so I didn't--before it became highlighted as a national issue, there wasn't really a reason to give special attention to it. I might now. In fact, we're doing a second edition, and that's one decision, one of about 500 decisions, I have to make about what to include, in keeping with the fact this is something that people are now interested in that they would not have been interested in at the time, 2019, when I wrote the first edition.

Rosin: Yeah, I mean, I was thinking about this with the mindset of a teenage high schooler now. So when you were taught history in high school, there wasn't the internet; there wasn't Wikipedia. And so people didn't have infinite sources of information where they could look up things for themselves.

So you have, for example, a photo of Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce Tribe. You say in the caption he "was compelled to surrender a way of life." And I was thinking, there's nothing inaccurate about that, but if you just Wikipedia Chief Joseph, you see that it was an unbelievable violent campaign, that he was specifically extremely heroic in the speech that he gave, that it was very memorable.

And I did wonder whether a high schooler, looking up that Wikipedia, would think, Oh, this book is whitewashing the truth. And that's why Howard Zinn has sold 5 million copies, because teenagers sort of like to be in on something. They don't want the whitewashed version which uses words like compelled to surrender a way of life, which feels very euphemistic.

McClay: I actually disagree with you about that. I think that the symbolism--well, look, I can't judge whether kids would be more interested in one thing or another. I make the judgment I make. But I think it's much more important to point out that a way of life is at stake, and not just a defeat in the field of battle. So I'm very happy with that. It's in a caption, isn't it?

Rosin: Yeah, it's just a caption, but I thought to myself--it's this question I had about: Violence is difficult to stomach. It's difficult for everyone. And I think it's a legitimate question to wonder: How much true darkness and violence do you want to talk to a teenager about?

I think there's a cost to doing too little. It just feels out of touch, euphemistic, whitewashing, and there's obviously a cost to doing too much. So as I was reading your book, I was just thinking about that question and what a high schooler would find true and palatable and informative about America. And so that caption just stood out to me, as did the one about, for example, Harriet Tubman, where you talked about her experience as a slave, but there's nothing in the book which says what anyone's experience as a slave is.

McClay:  That's not true. That's just not true. I have a whole chapter about the old South that goes into considerable detail about that. It talks more about the experiences of enslavement than it does about the experiences of the master class.

Rosin: But did you think about this question of violence? Did you think that is not helpful in this case?

McClay: I had no process of thinking, How much should I depict the violence of this? I had to think about this quite a bit with, for example, the Nat Turner Rebellion, which was just really awful, but I toned it down somewhat for various reasons. I wanted to emphasize it enough that students would understand that it was this kind of event, and the stories that were told about it, that led to the clamping down on slavery that occurs in Virginia and elsewhere in the wake of that one particular slave rebellion.

But this one was particularly bloody, and so I had to include some description of what happened. But I did it for the reason of making clear why there would be this reaction. And not just for the sake of depicting violence.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, we discuss: Can you be a good citizen of a country that does bad things?

[Break]

Rosin: When my youngest son was in middle school, I took him to the lynching museum in Alabama, and I wrestled with that decision. The lynching museum is very clear about what lynching was, what the history of it was. And there's a legitimate question: At what age would you take a child to the lynching museum?

McClay: Yeah, I don't think we disagree about that at all. I took my kids when I lived in Chattanooga. There's a bridge that's been converted into a pedestrian bridge across the Tennessee River, and there's a spot where lynchings occurred, a significant number. I don't remember now, but I think 18 to 20, something like that.

And I made a point of taking my kids there and saying, Look--there's all these happy people crossing the bridge, eating their snow cones, and all this, but this was a place where these horrendous deeds took place.

But in introducing that in the wrong way, you could give them an impression that that's all that America is about, that underneath it all, it's really just a country based on violence and the survival of the stronger over the weaker, and so on and so forth, and I certainly didn't wanna do that. I don't think you would wanna do that either.

Rosin: Well, so there is a question--a couple of things. There is a question about whether that kind of truth is in fact inspiring. I've heard the argument that when you present a truth, Oh, this is a country sort of with flawed leaders, but they're all well intentioned, and they're debating, and they're marching towards greatness, that creates a passive young citizen.

Whereas if you teach a young person No, this is not--we're not talking about minor flaws. I'm going to highlight these flaws. We're talking about primarily a flawed country, not a little bit flawed, and you can change it, there's an argument that that's actually inspiring and causes young people to be more engaged, to not be passive, and to fight for things that are important to them. So I think it can go either way.

McClay: Well, there's a point that, and the late Gordon Wood was here a couple months ago, and something like this kind of colloquy was going on. And he asked--I was interviewing him--that's the way we set up his visit. And I was tempted, but it wasn't my role to do so, but to ask the question, and then he said the words in my mind, and the words were, Compared to what? Compared to what? And when you say--

Rosin: You mean the country is highly flawed compared to what?

McClay: Yeah. Yeah. Compared to what? And of course, the interlocutor didn't really have an answer to that. He didn't mean to--he didn't do it in a mean way, meaning to shut down discussion. But you always have to think about--

Rosin: But why is that an important question? Every country has its sins, and you can love your country just as you love your family with its sins and own them completely and fight for it to be better.

McClay: Well, I'm not sure I'm understanding you. I mean, if you're talking about exposing your children to the history of lynching, the fact that lynching occurred, and it really wasn't until the Republican Party in the 1920s got on their high horse about it. And of course, the South was still solidly Democratic. But to do that at the exclusion of other things is the reverse form of, whatever the reverse of sanitization is, is lacking balance.

Rosin: Although, it seems to me just as much a legitimate question to ask how to be a good citizen of a bad country. That's actually the theme of an essay that Masha Gessen, who writes often about Russia and its many ills, has asked. Is it okay to teach a child who feels this way, You can still be a good citizen of a bad country or a country that does bad things?

McClay: I think that's pretty hopeless. I think you can write articles in The New Yorker about this; they're to be read by people of education and a certain age. I think teaching of children is just gonna be hopelessly confusing.

Now, there are extreme situations. Growing up in Germany in the '30s or in the Soviet Union or Soviet-controlled regimes, as I think Masha Gessen did, those are extreme situations. But I think it's in a clearly extreme situation, the notion that your duty as a citizen lies in obedience to, in unquestioning obedience to the dictates of your government.

It's a very bad thing to be teaching them. You have to give them a version of a kind of what's called "the talk," about how to make your way with integrity in a system that is being administered by people who are petty, sinful, selfish, malicious commissars, and to not to kind of flame out in a blaze of righteous glory, but also not to submit.

And that's an important moral conversation. I don't think it really applies to what we ought to be teaching young people and incorporating in the Advanced Placement history exam in this country.

Rosin: But many people think about the current administration in exactly the words that you just described. And so could you say to a child, in a situation of that family, You owe your allegiance to the idea of America?

McClay: No, I don't. I mean, I think that's kind of--again, that's a very empty abstraction, I think. And look, I knew people--I know people; I knew people--I know people who felt the same way about Obama's presidency. They're very different people, not the same people. And part of citizenship--this may come to a real fundamental difference between us--but I think part of citizenship is learning to live with results that you don't like, you maybe even abhor. But your abhorrence of the outcomes of particular elections doesn't justify your saying, Well, the hell with that. I'm no longer in the authority of that.

This is why January 6, in case you're thinking of going there, was such an abomination. But there's a concept that I think is lost today, and I often refer people back to Richard Hofstadter, the great American historian at Columbia--

Richard Hofstadter: Honored guests, ladies and gentlemen.


McClay: --in 1968, when "The Bust" occurred.

Hofstadter: The very possibility of civilized human discourse rests upon the willingness of people to consider that they may be mistaken.


McClay: So he gave this wonderful speech, which I think is still applicable today, which he says that democracy demands certain kinds of virtues, and one of them is the recognition of a loyal opposition.

Hofstadter: The possibility of modern democracy rests upon the willingness of governments to accept the existence of a loyal opposition, organized to reverse some of their policies and to replace them in office.


Rosin: Just the last couple of things. I read the book, and there's hardly any women in it, hardly any mention of suffrage. And I did think: I'm trying to imagine, say, a young, Black high-school student in Los Angeles or a Native American student, and what incentive does that person have to be inspired towards patriotism by a book that really focuses on the accomplishment of political leaders who are mostly white men?

So as opposed to, say, inspiring American leaders of all kinds, like a real explanation of the character of Harriet Tubman or of Chief Joseph or Americans struggled against real hardships. Like, reading this book, young high-school students who could really empathize, see themselves in it, which is important to high-school students in a real, visceral way.

McClay: Well, I think I can point to my experiences in--I've lectured about the book in urban settings in New York and Chicago and elsewhere. And I think a lot of Black students are drawn very much to what I've written. But I take exception to this notion that I only talk about white men.

And I give a lot of attention to Frederick Douglass. And Frederick Douglass is a fantastic role model for--he was the quintessential loyal opposition. And his relationship with Lincoln, which I would have loved to have talked about more, but you just can't do it all. But somebody who was born into slavery, and his various autobiographical accounts, the way in which, for example, learning to read is so important in his development. And I emphasize this about Richard Wright, too, and others. And I could go on and on, but his emergence as a great orator. And Martin Luther King, I give a lot of attention to him. Of course, everybody does.

Rosin: But why so few women? I can barely remember a woman, like a suffragette or anybody who changed the course of history.

McClay: Well, I try not to think in terms of fulfilling certain kinds of quotas. But I do look at people that are exemplary in various ways. And I--look, I do talk about Eleanor Roosevelt; I talk about Jane Addams. There was no intent on my part to exclude women, but I also wasn't going to include women just because they were women.

Rosin: Mm. All right, it's the 250th birthday coming up really soon. If you could tell a young American high-school student, Here's what you should do on July 4, what would that be?

McClay: Oh, gosh. I'd say it's a free country. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Do whatever you want?

McClay: Yeah, yeah. You touched earlier on something we should have talked a lot about, is that: How do you teach love of country? And that's a tough one. I mean, the whole religious tradition that you and I both are parts of different ends of, you know, You shall love the Lord God with all your heart and your mind, and so on and so forth. How do you teach that? How do you teach these things? How do you teach--you really don't. I mean, to pound love into people in the way you pound multiplication tables into them, it just can't be done.

[Music]

Rosin: Well, I'm a journalist, and I'm afraid that my way is through truth. There is no love without truth. That is obviously why I do the job I do. So for me, the more truth, the better. But I know that's not everyone's way.

McClay: No, I like that. I also like that there's no truth without love. That's true also in its own way. But I'm not a journalist.

Rosin: I really appreciate this conversation. I feel like we got somewhere.

McClay: I hope so.

Rosin: Bill, Professor McClay, thank you so much for joining me.

McClay: Thank you, Hanna.

[Music]

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. And happy Fourth.
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A Supreme Court Decision That Might Improve Politics

The recent campaign-finance ruling is actually good. Or at least, it's not bad.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 01 Jul 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.


No sooner had the Supreme Court issued its opinion in a big campaign-finance case yesterday than my inbox began filling up with nongovernmental organizations and Democratic leaders decrying the ruling.

In the case, National Republican Senatorial Committee v. Federal Election Commission, the justices struck down a law limiting the amount of money that political parties can use for coordinated spending on candidates. On first glance, the ruling is yet another in a string of cases in which the Court's conservative majority has overturned laws that try to regulate the flow of money in politics, citing the right to free speech.

"Today's ruling is a win for billionaire donors and special interests who want more influence over the GOP agenda and an invitation for corruption," the leaders of the Democratic National Committee, Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee, and Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee thundered in a statement. Michael Waldman, head of the left-leaning Brennan Center for Justice, took a similar line: "Today's campaign finance ruling is part of the Roberts Court's 16-year drive to destroy anti-corruption laws." The Elias Law Group, a top Democratic law firm, said that the decision "needlessly overturns its own precedent to destroy a long-standing pillar of federal campaign finance law."

The bleakest predictions about the decision may yet come true--contemporary American politics seldom disappoints pessimists--but I think another interpretation is more likely. NRSC will help empower the political parties, reduce the appeal of super PACs, and potentially even improve transparency, all of which are positive changes. The conservative majority may have unintentionally stumbled into a good result for election law, at least within the bounds of the deeply broken status quo.

The law in question is, like all campaign-finance rules, arcane. Individuals are permitted to give only a set amount to candidates, and the statute was designed to keep donors from funneling greater sums by passing them through the parties. It set a limit on how much parties can spend in coordination with candidates--$65,300 in most House races in 2026. Meanwhile, the Court has issued many decisions demolishing existing campaign-finance laws over the past couple of decades, including Citizens United v. FEC, which struck down limits on outside spending, as did a lower court with its decision in SpeechNOW.Org v. FEC, which paved the way for super PACs, both in 2010. That shift means that far more money is sloshing around, but instead of going to parties, it's going into independent groups such as super PACs, which have comparatively little regulation or disclosure rules.

The idea that political parties should be stronger may be counterintuitive to most Americans, who hold both the Democratic and Republican Parties in low esteem. But many political scientists have argued that one reason American politics is such a mess is that the party organizations have been weakened for decades, through steps that include the deregulation of campaign-finance and also "good governance" reforms such as choosing candidates via transparent primaries rather than in smoke-filled rooms. Weak parties are less able to squash candidates whose positions come from the fringes of their coalitions, or massively wealthy candidates--or both, in the case of Donald Trump, whom the GOP establishment disdained but proved powerless to stop in 2016.

"Unlike Superpacs, the political parties are accountable to the voters," Rick Pildes, a professor at the New York University School of Law, told me in an email. "They aggregate a broad array of interests, unlike ideological Superpacs; the money to parties is fully transparent, unlike Superpacs; and political parties are the major vehicle through which voters get messages about a governing agenda." He added, "Even if you believe there's too much money in politics, it's better to have that money flow through the political parties than these unaccountable, outside groups that are often narrowly focused."



Lifting the ban on coordination won't eliminate super PACs, which raised $5 billion in the 2024 election, but it will make them less alluring to donors. Money can be used more efficiently if it's going directly to a party and candidate, rather than to a super PAC that is legally barred from coordinating with a candidate.



One reason Democrats reacted angrily to the ruling is that, in the immediate term, the GOP will likely benefit. (This is also the reason Republicans brought the suit.) Bloomberg notes that Republican committees have more money in their coffers than their Democratic counterparts do, even as many Democratic candidates are out-raising their opponents. In the long run, though, both parties will benefit.



Like a huge majority of Americans, I would prefer a far more restrictive campaign-finance regime, one that made money less important, thus freeing elected officials of the need to spend astonishing amounts of time fundraising, and reduced the political sway of billionaires and wealthy special interests alike. This spring, The New York Times reported that one-fifth of federal-campaign donations in 2024 came from billionaires and their immediate family members--a total of more than $3 billion. But the current Supreme Court has demonstrated that it will strike down almost any law that attempts to restrict this type of spending as an infringement on the First Amendment--as it did in this case.



Bruce Cain, a political scientist at Stanford, wrote in an email that he agreed with the "core argument" of the NRSC ruling, but added, "The problem of mega-donors and independent spending will not go away because of this decision." In its other recent jurisprudence, he said, "the Court has ruled that independent spending cannot corrupt the way a direct contribution can. This is a ludicrous legal assumption, but it will not be changed soon."



NRSC v. FEC does nothing to fix these broader systemic problems with money in elections, but it's a baby step toward a more functional politics.



Related:

	Trump exposes the holes in campaign-finance laws.
 	Small donors still aren't as important as wealthy ones.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Anne Applebaum on Trump's anti-patriotic trap
 	Jonathan Chait: There's nothing democratic about these socialists.
 	Putin is slipping into delusion.
 	Alexandra Petri: "I went to the Great American State Fair and I may never sleep again."




Today's News

	President Trump announced that the United States will not renew the United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement on trade, which he had negotiated and signed in 2018.
 	Trump's financial disclosure yesterday revealed that he made almost $1.2 billion from his cryptocurrency businesses last year, putting his net-worth estimate at $6 billion, up from $2.3 billion in 2024.
 	A couple were arrested after scaling to the top of the needle on the Empire State Building in New York City, where they were filmed apparently getting engaged.




Evening Read


People affected by the earthquake line up for food in La Guaira, Venezuela, on June 27. Matias Delacroix / AP



The Vultures Arrived Before the Rescue Teams

By Gisela Salim-Peyer

Big earthquakes flatten buildings into rubble the same way everywhere. Last Wednesday, when back-to-back quakes of magnitudes 7.5 and 7.2 rocked a large part of my native Venezuela, I found some dark consolation in the thought that such tragedies are impartial to place. The tectonic plates deep below had exerted their formidable powers because this is what they sometimes do. The suffering would be acute, but its precedents were universal and as old as the Earth.
 But Venezuela's man-made disasters didn't take long to exacerbate the natural one.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Young Republican activists are turning against Trump.
 	Something is happening in the Democratic base.
 	The Kennedy Center's latest defense raises a new mystery.
 	The Supreme Court's utterly mainstream ruling on women's sports
 	A tough day for NPR




Culture Break


llustration by The Atlantic. Source: Kurt Iswarienko / FX.



Watch. The Bear's series finale (streaming on Hulu) bids a profoundly warm farewell, Shirley Li writes.

Play on. To understand the history of America, look to the history of its sports, Sally Jenkins writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

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 Capital Is a Mess

Chain-link fences, construction cranes, armed guards, and portable toilets everywhere

by Matt Viser

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




The capital city is an absolute mess.

The White House is an active construction site, with cement trucks going through the same gates typically used by the president's armored limousine. There's a gaping hole where half of the building once stood, a project held up by lawsuits. The South Lawn and the Ellipse, a 52-acre park between the White House and the Washington Monument, are completely torn up. The once-green grass where a temporary arena held a bloody UFC fight last month has turned brown. It looks like a demolition derby took place.

The Reflecting Pool is a murky shade of green, despite a multimillion-dollar renovation to repaint it American-flag blue and mitigate its algae problem. It is now surrounded by fencing and ominous signs that read DANGER EXPLOSIVES and show a bomb being detonated. Ducks that died in the water are being tested.

The National Mall seems to be wrapped in a variety of fencing, some of it in place for construction reasons, some of it to create a security gantlet for the July 4 celebration. At East Potomac Golf Links, at nearby Hains Point, is a massive pile of dirt that some golfers have dubbed "Mount Trump," taken from the East Wing debris in preparation for a golf-course redo. The Federal Reserve is under construction, as are various roads and bridges, and the Kennedy Center is allegedly in disrepair--and now has an odd contraption of scaffolding and flame-retardant tarps covering its signage at the main entrance like a giant Band-Aid. There are construction cranes, National Guard troops, and portable restrooms everywhere.

Throughout the city, there are government signs proclaiming, We are making DC safe and beautiful. D.C. may be relatively safe, but much of it certainly isn't beautiful.


Construction materials sit near the Lincoln Memorial on June 25. (Caroline Gutman for The Atlantic)



Donald Trump has often prided himself on being a builder of grand things. He laid out an expansive vision for Washington, including a gargantuan new triumphal arch in a traffic circle that leads to Arlington National Cemetery. He aggressively took over the 250th celebrations in Washington, redirecting tens of millions of dollars to glam up the tired capital. But so far, he has done more demolition and renovation than construction.

"It's as if there were a natural disaster, and we're looking at the damage after a hurricane. Or think of Manhattan after the World Trade Center was hit by an act of terrorism," Charles A. Birnbaum, the president of the Cultural Landscape Foundation, told me. "If you were just to parachute into Washington, you'd say: Gosh, what happened here?"

Happy birthday, America.

When Trump was getting his start as a developer in New York in the 1980s, his attention to detail could be difficult to manage, Barbara Res, who oversaw construction for the Trump Organization and was placed in charge of building Trump Tower, told me. He kept tinkering with the design of his apartment, she said, making changes that stretched the patience of the architect. He didn't like the braille markers in the elevator and wanted them removed from the designs. (They ultimately stayed, she said.)

Plans for the Trump Tower atrium and lobby called for a collection of ficus trees, which Res said were grown in Florida for a year and a half, with an employee dispatched every so often to check on them. Workers constructed a special tunnel to bring the larger ones into the building, in Midtown Manhattan. Once Trump saw how the specially grown trees blocked views in the atrium, leaving those on higher floors unable to see the pink marble floor and indoor waterfall below, he realized that they were a mistake.

Read: Trump's other paint job

"One by one, he made us cut those trees," Res said. "We begged him, Don't cut down the last tree."

Every ficus tree in the atrium was gone, but Trump allowed four to remain in the lobby. Years later, when their leaves eventually fell off, workers attached fake leaves to the real trees. Trump was probably right that cutting down the trees made the atrium look better, Res recalled. "He interfered, is what he did," she said. "But he let us do our work. He respected us. Now he doesn't respect anyone."


Visitors look at the White House from behind fencing in Lafayette Square on June 25. (Caroline Gutman for The Atlantic)



In Washington, Trump's dreams have been slowed by lawsuits. The Cultural Landscape Foundation, Birnbaum's Washington-based nonprofit, has filed a challenge to Trump's renovations to the Reflecting Pool and joined as a co-plaintiff on suits related to the president's plans for the Kennedy Center and a "National Garden of American Heroes" in West Potomac Park. Trump's proposals for a ballroom and an arch also face legal challenges. Some of the suits are aimed at proving that the Trump administration is avoiding the normal review process for federal projects that would reshape the capital landscape in ways that it hasn't been in decades. Birnbaum said that he has been "gobsmacked" that the careful layout of the city and the legal protections that have been in place for more than a century are being upended.

The desire to give the nation's capital a fresh look for a big birthday is not unusual: When the United States celebrated its bicentennial, in 1976, the occasion became an accelerant for projects that reshaped the city. But in that case, it was the culmination of planning that had taken years. A reflecting pool in front of the U.S. Capitol building was completed in 1971, and the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden was finished in 1974. The Washington Metro system opened its initial, 4.6-mile line on March 27, 1976. The Constitution Gardens, a 50-acre park along the Mall, was dedicated as a bicentennial tribute in May 1976. The National Air and Space Museum opened to the public that July.

Trump has argued that his projects are an emergency and thus need to bypass certain rules that would typically apply. ("We knew the 250th was coming," Birnbaum countered dryly. "It didn't sneak up on us.") This is how the administration gave no-bid contracts for work on the Reflecting Pool, providing $14.7 million to the contractors that installed sealant that has been peeling away, and another $1.7 million for a "high-tech nanobubble ozone technology" that is supposed to combat the algae that grew so rapidly in recent weeks.

Trump is thinking like a developer, seeing open space not as part of a design feature but as real estate that he can try to build upon. White House officials disputed the notion that the nation's capital hasn't seen improvements and said that Trump has done plenty to spruce it up. They gave me a lengthy list of improvements that includes the removal of 154 homeless encampments, the rehabilitation of 1,143 benches, the fixing of 1,695 lights, and the cleaning of 28 statues and 45 monuments and memorials. The administration also boasted of installing 134 "rat-resistant trash cans."

Read: The YOLO presidency

Trump has been particularly proud of the improvements and repairs to 22 water fountains around the city and to the changes he's made to the White House complex itself. He paved over the Rose Garden's central lawn and added patio furniture, installed two 100-foot-tall flagpoles on the North and South Lawns, and repaved the colonnade with black granite (Trump said that he would pay for the repaving himself but has instead billed it to taxpayers, as my colleague Michael Scherer discovered). White House officials told me that the more ambitious projects--the ballroom and the arch--will take longer because of federal reviews and the amount of construction required.


A banner near the White House on June 25. (Caroline Gutman for The Atlantic)



"For the first time in decades, America's capital has been dramatically transformed thanks to President Trump's commitment to Making DC Safe and Beautiful Again," Taylor Rogers, a White House spokesperson, said in a statement.

Trump toured several of his projects on Sunday, looking at Lafayette Park and the restored fountains; going on a motorcade ride through Memorial Circle, where he wants to build the arch; and then inspecting the golf course that he wants to redesign. After his tour, he released a 589-word post on social media saying that progress was being was made throughout the city on statues, monuments, and fountains ("Truly beautiful, even nicer than the day they were built"); the Reflecting Pool ("The criminally made algae is gone"); and Lafayette Park ("Has not looked so good since its inception in 1820!"). "We will build one of the Greatest Golf Courses anywhere in the World," he wrote, saying that work would begin on September 1, although a federal judge has ordered work not to proceed without required approvals and notification.

Don Folden, a 73-year-old, has been stationing himself on the north side of the White House for six years, speaking to tourists through his microphone and trying to convince the crowds to "stop hating each other because you disagree." But lately, his message has been as much about spreading peace as it has been about handling disappointment. He's seen one of Washington's most sought-after photo backgrounds disappear behind fencing and other obstacles. The other day, he shouted: "You came at the wrong time! The other side is closed too!"

The construction has also made the White House, a symbol of American power, seem small. Much of Lafayette Square has been surrounded by fencing for most of the year, with crowds still gathering to get the best possible view they can, though it's not a good one. "Is that claw thing still here?" one woman wondered aloud during a recent visit, inquiring about the UFC cage that loomed over the White House like a giant spider.

"People are disappointed," Folden told me. "The one time they come to D.C., and people are surprised to find this. It is discouraging." He's hopeful that the end result will be a nicer park. But there have also been security concerns after a series of incidents, and the Secret Service is aiming to install a gating system to quickly secure the area if needed. The National Park Service wants to reopen the park by July 4, although it's unclear whether it will meet the deadline. When I stopped by yesterday morning, the fencing had been opened slightly to make more space for tourists. Behind the fences, the fountains are working and the grass is green, but I watched as a woman extended her selfie stick above to try to get an unobstructed view.

Read: What I saw inside the Kennedy Center


Two visitors look through temporary fencing on June 25. (Caroline Gutman)



Down by the Potomac River, the Kennedy Center has kept the wrapping over the entrance, where Trump's name was attached to the marble walls before a judge ordered it removed. A spokesperson for the Kennedy Center would not provide a timeline for when the covering might come down, telling me, "The scaffolding and tarp will remain up as crews address maintenance needs of the marble and soffit panels." The wrapping also just happens to restrict viewers from seeing that Trump's name is no longer there. The grand entrance to the building now identifies it as: THE JOHN F. ... ORMING ARTS. It's like an exhibit by Christo, only with scaffolding instead of polypropylene fabric.

Washington Mayor Muriel Bowser described the state of the National Mall as "different" from anything she has seen over her years living in the city, but, she added, "I've also never been alive for the 250th anniversary." On Monday, she urged residents and tourists who want to attend the July 4 celebration to plan ahead and be patient. The forecast is for sweltering temperatures and a possibility of rain. A heavy security presence is expected, and fireworks are not planned to begin until at least 10:30 p.m.--when they will illuminate the not-yet-transformed city below.
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Something Is Happening in the Democratic Base

Voters are over moderates and incumbents.

by Russell Berman, Elaine Godfrey

Wed, 01 Jul 2026




Something is happening in the Democratic base.

For a year and a half Democrats have been disgusted with President Trump. They've been similarly outraged by the fecklessness of their own party leaders. Now, after a handful of surprising primary elections last night in Colorado, a third observation is coming into focus: The Democratic base would like to shove the entire political establishment into a blade grinder.

In Colorado's deep-blue First Congressional District, a 29-year-old democratic socialist beat longtime Representative Diana DeGette; in the neighboring Eighth District, a young progressive trounced a more moderate Democrat and will go up against a Republican incumbent--who narrowly won his seat--in November. Statewide, one moderate officeholder won't get the job he wants: Longtime Senator Michael Bennet lost his primary for governor to Colorado's attorney general, who ran to his left.

Two years after Joe Biden's visible decline helped Trump return to the White House, these results are further evidence that the base is angry--at institutions, about Israel and ICE, and about its own leadership's handling of Trump. But more than using any specific set of policies as a litmus test, Democratic voters appear drawn to the candidates who most radiate disdain for the status quo. Maine's Graham Platner, with his sweatshirts and tattoos and the damning revelations about his past, was the first to demonstrate this desire, when he beat the establishment-backed Janet Mills. Last week, a pair of candidates endorsed by New York City Mayor Zohran Mamdani ousted incumbent Representatives Adriano Espaillat and Dan Goldman.

Read: New York's warning for Hakeem Jeffries and Chuck Schumer 

"If you look and sound like someone who should be in elected office," one Democratic strategist told us, "voters want nothing to do with you."

Like Espaillat in New York, the 68-year-old DeGette was slow to recognize the seriousness of the challenge she faced from Melat Kiros, a democratic socialist who was born a few months after DeGette began serving her first term in Congress. This is partly because DeGette is not exactly a mushy moderate. First elected in 1996, she has been a progressive voice close to the party leadership for decades--and she ran with the endorsement of a former Congressional Progressive Caucus chair, Representative Pramila Jayapal.

But last night, both DeGette and 74-year-old John Hickenlooper, who was able to beat back a challenge to his Senate seat, seemed to have underappreciated the Democratic base's desire for generational and political change. Kiros defeated DeGette by nearly 10 points; Hickenlooper's DSA-backed opponent came closer than expected. "Diana DeGette hasn't done anything wrong," but right now, "being in Congress really works against you," the Democratic strategist, who is affiliated with a race in Colorado, told us, speaking on the condition of anonymity to offer an unvarnished assessment.

DeGette's district, which encompasses almost all of Denver, is solidly Democratic and probably a guaranteed win for Kiros in November. This makes Kiros's victory similar to some of the progressive movement's victories last week in New York, where three Mamdani-backed candidates won in deep-blue districts.

But north of New York City, the Democratic establishment scored a big win: The party leadership's preferred candidate, Cait Conley, won her primary in a purple district now held by GOP Representative Mike Lawler. Her success allowed some senior Democrats to claim that where it really mattered--in the swing districts that will determine which party controls the House next year--the party's voters were sticking with candidates with more crossover appeal. DeGette's defeat in a safely Democratic district followed that logic. "Is it shocking that a further-left progressive candidate wins in a further-left progressive area? I'm not surprised by it," Representative Jason Crow, a Colorado Democrat who represents the Denver suburbs, told us as polls were closing last night.

Read: The Democratic base is angry

But at least one progressive victory in Colorado yesterday could have more significant ramifications for the national balance of power. Colorado's Eighth District, north of Denver, is not a liberal bastion. Republican Representative Gabe Evans beat a Democratic incumbent by about 2,500 votes two years ago, and he is now one of the Democrats' top targets this fall.

Many in the party establishment were rooting for Shannon Bird, a 57-year-old former state legislator, to win the primary. She secured the backing of The Bench, a new Democratic group that has prioritized electability over ideology, and touted her experience finding common ground to pass legislation. But progressives rallied around a much younger state legislator, Manny Rutinel, who has emphasized his working-class roots and vowed to fight the Trump administration aggressively. Yesterday, Rutinel captured the nomination handily.

Rutinel, who is 31, is not nearly as far left as Kiros or Darializa Avila Chevalier, the candidate who toppled Espaillat, the chair of the Congressional Hispanic Caucus, last week in New York City. (Rutinel touted an endorsement from Espaillat in his race.) Rutinel reportedly shifted his stance on a number of issues during the primary, moving away from progressive positions opposing fracking and supporting single-payer health care and student-debt cancellation. But some Democrats worry that those earlier views, as well as Rutinel's harsh critique of cattle farming--a big industry in the district--will make him a weaker choice than Bird in a general election.

Rutinel being the nominee "will hurt us writ large," the Democratic strategist said. The voters in a general election will not all be the same burn-it-down Democrats who weighed in last night; they'll be older, moderate Republicans and independents. His frank assessment: "We're not going to flip this seat now."

Not all Democrats share that fear. And Rutinel's race this fall is one of several across the country that could redefine what it means to be electable. When we asked Crow, a moderate who touts his national-security credentials as a former Army Ranger, whether he shared the strategist's concerns about Rutinel, he replied: "Whoever that consultant was doesn't know what the fuck they're talking about." Ideological labels, Crow argued, are less relevant to voters now than "whether or not somebody is a street fighter, whether they're willing to go to the mats for the people they represent."

After Democrats lost big in the 2024 election, some party members speculated that a Great Ideological Rejiggering was in order. One group of strategists launched a think tank to help encourage candidates to embrace "heterodox ideas" that make their candidacies more palatable to independent and Republican voters. On his podcast, Ezra Klein suggested that Democrats should consider running candidates who oppose abortion in red areas. Other strategists launched groups such as Majority Democrats to recruit and support more "electable" Democrats.

Read: The Democrats' heterodoxy problem

But the beauty of primary elections is that they reveal the preferences not of consultants or talking heads but of actual voters--albeit ones who tend to be more politically engaged. And this year, those highly engaged voters aren't as interested in heterodoxy as they are in total disruption.

Adam Green, a co-founder of the Progressive Change Campaign Committee, is delighted with Kiros's win over DeGette, and with the broader successes of insurgent Democrats so far this primary season. He predicts more of them to come, including in Michigan, where his organization has endorsed Abdul El-Sayed, the most progressive candidate running in the state's competitive Democratic Senate primary. Candidates such as Kiros and El-Sayed, Green says, will redefine the conventional wisdom about what kind of Democrat can win in what kind of place. "Milquetoast, boring Democrats," he said, "are not electable."

The party's base certainly feels this way. We'll find out in November if their instincts are right.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/07/democrats-colorado-primary-results-socialist-kiros/687762/?utm_source=feed
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The White House Considers Granting 250 Pardons for the Nation's Birthday

The idea has set off a frenzy of appeals for clemency.

by Sarah Fitzpatrick, Michael Scherer

Mon, 29 Jun 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.


This story was updated at 9:45 a.m. on June 30, 2026.

Presidents have generally treated their pardon power like an embarrassing secret, closely held among only a few trusted aides and exercised quietly in the final days of an administration. Some have signed clemency warrants just hours before boarding Marine One for their final flight.



But not Donald Trump.



Since returning to the White House for his second term, Trump has wielded his authority to grant clemency with abandon. He issued pardons or commuted the sentences of nearly 1,600 people associated with the January 6 Capitol riot on his first day back in office and has publicly mused since about preemptively pardoning aides and allies. Now the White House is discussing a possible announcement of presidential pardons as a centerpiece of the nation's semiquincentennial celebrations over the Fourth of July weekend, according to 14 people familiar with the conversations. The idea has been described as "250 pardons for 250 years," an initiative that would put one of the most politically fraught constitutional powers at the forefront of the country's birthday festivities.



The president had not been presented with the proposal as of Friday, and the idea may never rise to his level, a White House official told us. Trump's advisers are still split on whether mass pardons for the anniversary of American independence would be a good idea. One adviser said there had been polling that suggested that a mass pardon could benefit the president, but any action was unlikely by Independence Day. The Wall Street Journal reported last month that 250 pardons were being considered.



Advocates for the plan say that it would both underscore the president's singular authority and reinforce an image he has long sought to cultivate: "Trump the merciful," as a person close to the White House described it to us recently. Meanwhile, the prospect of a mass pardon has set off an international frenzy of lobbying and dealmaking, in which even slight proximity to the president can be monetized.



Five current and former administration officials and nine private-sector lawyers, lobbyists, and other individuals with ties to Trump's orbit told us that the jockeying among those seeking clemency for past crimes has been intense. One criminal-defense attorney called it "a three-ring circus," and a former administration official said that it was "batshit crazy." One lobbyist told us that he had started turning off his cellphone as the ""aggressive" requests from clients intensified in recent weeks. All spoke with us on the condition of anonymity to discuss sensitive matters with high stakes in the days ahead.



One former Trump associate who had been approached to help facilitate a pardon described the push to be included in the possible 250 for the celebration of American independence as distinctly different from what had occurred in Trump's first term. "Everything is now out in the open," he told me, drawing a contrast to previous attempts to keep plans under wraps and disguise the appearance of selling access. For those hoping to obtain a presidential pardon or other form of clemency, this person said, "now is the time."



The White House did not respond in detail to the reporting in this story. "President Trump takes his absolute constitutional power to issue pardons and commutations seriously," White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told us in a statement. "That's why we have a rigorous review process involving the Department of Justice and the White House Counsel's Office--a team of elite lawyers who carefully evaluate every request before it reaches the President's desk, and he serves as the final decision maker."



Attorneys and lobbyists told us that they had been inundated with requests to take on pardon cases in recent weeks as word of the possibility of 250 pardons circulated; some firms have struggled to keep up with the demand. "In 30 years of practicing law, I've never seen anything like this," another attorney told us wearily. "I'm exhausted."



The "250 for 250" mass-pardon effort has been supported in part by Alice Johnson, who became the nation's first "pardon czar" last February, as well as the Department of Justice pardon attorney Edward R. Martin Jr. and others in the president's orbit. (Martin was previously the interim U.S. attorney for Washington, D.C.) Advocates say that the idea is to link the July 4 theme of freedom with correcting what some view as overly punitive criminal sentences or the "weaponization" of the justice system by the president's Democratic predecessors.



The president's advisers differ as to whether a July 4 mass pardon would be politically helpful because it would shore up support among the president's allies, or harmful amid low approval ratings and weakening support among Republicans in Congress. Last month, members of Trump's party openly balked at a DOJ plan to pay out $1.776 billion to those who claim to have been targeted by the government.



Read: Trump isn't giving up on his slush fund



Those familiar with the pardon efforts said that although there had been indications by White House and Justice Department officials of "movement" in pardon cases in recent days, it was unclear what the president would ultimately decide if the plan was formally presented to him. "The list is ready when he asks for it," one attorney who has been in contact with the White House told us.



Three people familiar with the pardon discussions told us that among the individuals being considered are the Malaysian fugitive Low Taek Jho, also known as "Jho Low," who is wanted for his alleged role in an international financial-fraud scheme that diverted billions of dollars, involving a company known as 1MDB. Pras Michel, of the musical group the Fugees, is also being considered for a pardon after being convicted for conspiring with Jho Low and a Chinese-government official to carry out a lobbying campaign to end the U.S. criminal investigations into the scheme after the money was stolen. Another person being considered is Nicole Daedone, a co-founder of the OneTaste "orgasmic meditation" business, who was sentenced to nine years in prison for her role in a forced-labor conspiracy. The White House did not respond to this reporting before publication. After this story was published, a White House official said in a statement, "While the President is the final decision maker on all pardons, these individuals are not on the radar of the pardon team."



Juda S. Engelmayer, a spokesperson for OneTaste, told us that the company was familiar with the "250 for 250" discussions but that "we know people are advocating for us" on behalf of Daedone. Engelmayer said that the company had not received any communication from the White House or other official channels. David Tafuri, who is among the attorneys representing Michel in his post-conviction motions and potential legal appeal, told us in an email that "we have never had any involvement in any matters related to a potential pardon and have had zero discussions with anyone in the US Government about it." (Representatives for Low did not respond to a request for comment.)



One attorney familiar with the recent pardon efforts told us that there have been discussions involving "very rich, well-placed individuals" from India, Greece, Turkey, and France who were told that their cases were under consideration. Those who had recently spoken with the White House about potential pardons said that they were told that criminals sentenced by Barack Obama- or Joe Biden-appointed judges were viewed more favorably for pardons, and that those sentenced by Trump-appointed judges may be less likely to receive a pardon.



Two administration officials familiar with the "250 for 250" effort said that the White House could also consider individuals who had been charged under a law that imposes stiff mandatory minimum sentences for those in possession of firearms in relation to violent or drug-trafficking crimes.



In response to questions, a Justice Department spokesperson said, "Anyone is eligible to apply for a pardon and POTUS is the ultimate decider."



The established process of applying for pardons runs through the Department of Justice's Office of the Pardon Attorney, which is supposed to evaluate cases and compile a list of recommendations for the president. But people involved with the process told us that it has largely been replaced with an informal network of intermediaries to the White House. They use their connections to advocate for a pardon, in exchange for a fee.



"It is general knowledge in our practice that for $2 million, you can have a pardon," one prominent white-collar defense attorney told me. "The clients come to us and tell us, I've been told I need to go hire this specific person, and [then] I will get a pardon." Liz Oyer, who was the Justice Department's Pardon Attorney under Biden and during the initial months of Trump's second term, wrote to us that "Donald Trump has turned the pardon process into the Hunger Games." Leavitt told us that the president "finds it detestable that anyone would even attempt to profit off pardons."



We spoke with multiple people loosely affiliated with the Trump administration who had been approached in recent weeks by lawyers seeking pardons for clients as part of any Independence Day announcement. These people said they were told that they would make millions if they would use their connections to help facilitate the conversations necessary for a pardon--despite, in many cases, having no prior legal or lobbying experience. Most said that $1 million to $2 million was the going rate, though they were aware of clients offering many times that for more challenging cases.  Some established white-collar defense lawyers told us that they were unwilling to continue to advise those who pursued pardons in a way that could be viewed as a potential felony by a future Justice Department once Trump is no longer in office.



Some of the president's allies have been pushing for a mass-pardon announcement for more than a year. They came close to succeeding last year before the planned announcement was abruptly halted, two former administration officials told us. One former administration official told us that although previous administrations had focused on pardons at the end of the presidential term, officials wanted it known that the Trump White House Counsel's Office and Justice Department were "open for business" from the earliest days of the second term.



Among the president's advisers, some share the president's belief that he should use his pardon power widely to correct for the "weaponization" of past Justice Departments. They see his pardon authority as a mechanism, in part, for currying support with key parts of his base as the midterms approach. Other advisers have warned that issuing pardons at this juncture may backfire politically. Republicans in Congress have also expressed their concerns about mass pardons and say that any action could complicate Acting Attorney General Todd Blanche's already contentious confirmation process.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/06/trump-250-pardons-250th-birthday/687736/?utm_source=feed
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'Rush Project at Request of POTUS'

Money once used for crucial national-park repairs is now financing Trump's redecorating projects.

by Michael Scherer

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




The pathway that connects the White House residence to the Oval Office has long been paved in Tennessee flagstone. Every president since Harry Truman made the 45-second commute, and made it without complaint, until Donald Trump. The dun rock would not do. Instead, Trump wanted polished African granite, carved in Italy, with a flamed-finish stripe--slightly raised, to prevent slips--running down the middle. As workers tore up the flagstone in March, a reporter asked Trump who was paying for the enhancements. "Paid for by me," he replied.

But that wasn't true. Budget documents from the National Park Service that I obtained show that the walkway replacement cost taxpayers $689,232, and is part of a $1.3 million project that included repairing adjacent stone and masonry and providing new hardware for nearby doors. A year earlier, in a separate "Rush project at request of POTUS," the Park Service spent $347,503 to remove and replace the stucco on the colonnade wall, a project that cleared the way for Trump to affix gold frames and plaques mocking some of his predecessors.

This previously undisclosed spending is part of an enormous shift of taxpayer cash away from national parks around the country and into the Washington area. In order to pay for the president's projects, the parks have had to cancel needed repairs, slash their budgets, and operate with fewer employees. Taxpayer spending on projects in the National Capital Region has increased 92 percent over the past year, according to the budget documents. The windfall draws on revolving maintenance accounts and more than $100 million in fees collected almost entirely from national parks elsewhere. Trump has ordered the refurbishment of fountains, the lining of the Reflecting Pool, and a $1.6 million Fourth of July fireworks display on the National Mall. He has requested billions more from lawmakers, who thus far have refused. "I'm so proud of Washington, D.C.," Trump said Wednesday during a meeting in the Oval Office with the secretary-general of NATO. "It's become one of the hottest cities in the world."

But as Trump attempts to adorn his immediate surroundings with taxpayer-funded improvements, other parks are going without. Park Service employees I spoke with describe a quiet crisis unfolding as the Interior Department's regular budget shrinks and political appointees redirect the dwindling funds. More than 900 Park Service projects that were expected to be funded this year never received the money, according to internal records. They include a $1.5 million roof-replacement project at the Yellowstone Center for Resources to halt pest invasions and water leaks, more than $3 million to continue operating the free-bus system in Acadia National Park, and a roughly $424,000 guardrail replacement on the cliff edge of Black Canyon in Colorado's Gunnison National Park, a project needed to rectify a "significant safety hazard for visitors."

"The president is prioritizing D.C. at the expense of parks throughout the country," Emily Douce, a lobbyist for the National Parks Conservation Association, told me. "There is $24 billion of maintenance needs throughout the National Park Service system, and adding these new vanity projects just adds to the need."

Read: The YOLO presidency

The dozens of pages of budgetary documentation show an $854 million, or 68 percent, decrease in spending on projects in park regions outside the Washington area in the first eight and a half months of fiscal year 2026, compared with the full prior fiscal year. That includes a $235 million decrease in spending in Pacific West parks such as Yosemite, a $254 million decrease in the Intermountain Region parks such as Yellowstone, and a $33 million decrease in Alaska. During that same period, spending around Washington increased by about $100 million, not counting about $310 million in donations that the Park Service received from allies of the president, most of which is going to fund a new White House ballroom.

Park Service staff have been told, in some cases, that their 2026 projects are being defunded because the Trump administration has prioritized America's 250th birthday and other programs. A Park Service employee who was not authorized to speak publicly told me that some parks and projects have had "nearly 70 percent of their approved anticipated project funds pulled back," forcing them to delay making crucial repairs to historic structures, hiring interns, and ensuring that trails are wheelchair accessible. "It means that signage and exhibits won't be improved, youth programs can't be offered, that a trail is not improved," the employee said.

In response to my request for comment, a Department of the Interior spokesperson criticized spending by Barack Obama in his first term and boasted about collecting $2.4 million more in park fees during the first three months of this year by raising prices on foreign visitors. "The National Park Service has not only been focused on beautifying the district for the 250th celebrations in our nation's capital but has also been working on many deferred maintenance projects throughout the country," the spokesperson, whom the department would not identify, said in a statement.

The White House did not respond to a question about the source of funding for the new West Colonnade paving stones.

A memo distributed in March on behalf of the parks director, Jessica Bowron, warned employees of an "all-hands-on deck approach" for the semiquincentennial events that might make vacation time impossible over the summer. She also made clear that the employees may be required to take leave of their assigned posts for the events. "Resource sharing across parks and regions will be essential, and some staff may be called upon to support incident management teams or other mission-critical assignments," the memo announced.

Earlier this month, about 400 staff from approximately 180 parks had been redeployed to the Washington region for various tasks related to the nation's 250th celebrations, according to documents that I obtained. By this week, it had grown to about 450 staff from more than 200 parks. The cost of this deployment was not calculated in the documents. But under the park system's policies, home parks continue to pay for the eight-hour work days of their redeployed staff, while additional costs such as transportation, overtime, hotels, and a per diem are shouldered by other service accounts.

Read: Trump is setting the national parks up to fail

That loss of staffing comes as many parks are already operating with fewer employees. The Park Service has lost nearly a quarter of its staff since Trump returned to office in 2025, because of terminations, early retirements, and a federal buyout initiated by the Trump administration, according to the National Parks Conservation Association. The Interior Department spokesperson did not dispute the  major staffing cuts but attacked the National Parks Conservation Association, a nonpartisan group that advocates for increased national-park funding, for not donating a greater share of its revenue directly to the park system and for its current CEO's public support of Vice President Harris in the last election.

Trump has proposed reducing the staff at national parks even more. His 2027 budget proposes cutting 3,967 full-time employees, a 31 percent reduction from the 2025 staffing level. The proposal is not popular on Capitol Hill, and unlikely to make it into law. Last month, the Senate rejected Trump's request for $1 billion for "security enhancements" to the East Wing as it is reconstructed to make way for a new ballroom; Trump had tried to include that funding in an immigration-enforcement supplemental bill. The supplemental request to pay for the Iran war, which was released this week, includes $500 million in Park Service funding for D.C. projects such as a new seawall on the Potomac River. Trump's 2027 budget calls for $10 billion to continue to beautify the Washington area--a request that was nearly eight times as large as all National Park Service project spending in 2025. In late May, Republicans on the appropriations subcommittee that oversees the Interior budget marked up a version of the president's budget for consideration by the full committee. Trump's $10 billion was not included.

In April, Senator Angus King of Maine questioned Interior Secretary Doug Burgum about how the money would be spent. Burgum said it would not go to new projects, such as the 250-foot memorial arch Trump plans to build on the Potomac. But he did not offer details on what projects in the area would require so much funding. "D.C. is like a state, and it's not just the National Mall," Burgum said. "It is for the greater capital region."

Read: The Cabinet secretary who wants his cookies freshly baked

Many of the president's projects are not onetime expenses, but will require increased funding on an ongoing basis. National Park Service managers in March approved using $32,095 from a maintenance account to care for the statues that Trump installed in his retrofitted Rose Garden. "The scope may be expanded in the future to include maintenance of any additional statues that are installed in the garden," the budget document stated. "Work includes cleaning, waxing, inspection for damage, and minor conservation treatments as needed."

When Trump began his renovation of the White House complex last year, the president said that he and his donors would bear the cost of his dreams. The Trust for the National Mall raised money to pave over the Rose Garden and put marble in the nearby Palm Room, a way station between the president's residence and the West Colonnade. But the details of the spending, including price tags and the identity of the donors, have been murky. There are a number of other renovation and decorating projects with no public accounting of the costs: Trump's marbling of a bathroom in the residence, his relocation of a copy of the Declaration of Independence to the Oval Office, his addition of gold filigree to the walls and coins on many of the internal doors.

Then there's the most expensive project, the demolition of the East Wing to make way for a ballroom. Trump has been adamant that the new ballroom would not cost the American people anything. "We didn't ask for any tax money. This is taxpayer free. We have no taxpayer putting up 10 cents," Trump said on April 1. "The ballroom is a donation." To date, $300 million of donations have been transferred to the National Park Service for the ballroom, according to the internal Park Service budget documents. But taxpayers will still likely need to chip in to pay for the broader project.

Read: Donald Trump's paint jobs

Recently unearthed contractor documents, revealed by The Washington Post, describe the true cost of the East Wing reconstruction as closer to $600 million, with more than half coming from taxpayer-funded accounts managed by the White House Military Office and the Secret Service. The White House budget office released $351.6 million to the Secret Service this month, a transfer first reported by Roll Call. The White House has not confirmed the purpose of the funds, but the transfer happened after senators refused a White House request for $1 billion in funding for the Secret Service for security enhancements at the White House, including the East Wing project. White House spokesperson Davis Ingle described the East Wing project in a statement as "inextricably tied to the security of the President," and said Trump was coordinating with "the White House Military Office and the United States Secret Service" on design and planning. Ingle said the president and his allies would fund the East Wing project "to the tune of approximately $400 million."

The next projects on Trump's agenda also lack clear funding sources or a defined budget. In addition to the memorial arch, Trump intends to rebuild the East Potomac golf course and install a new sculpture garden, and has floated plans to paint the Eisenhower Executive Office Building white, to match the West Wing next door. None of these projects has yet been added to the Park Service budget documents I reviewed.

Another project that is taking shape will be paid for by private donations with supervision by federal park officials: Trump plans to install a new landing pad on the South Lawn of the White House, which would allow the latest model of the president's Marine One helicopter to take off without burning the grass. According to the budget documents, the project will be funded by a $5 million donation from defense contractor Lockheed Martin--the maker of the new helicopter.
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The Meltdown

One day that captures how Trump has gone from unpredictable to chaotic<strong> </strong><strong> </strong>

by Jonathan Lemire, Russell Berman

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




A desultory, grievance-filled speech on what should have been a joyous occasion. The last-minute cancellation of a rare bipartisan bill signing in favor of yet another push for doomed, unpopular legislation. A loud confrontation with members of his own party followed by sneering remarks about some of the nation's oldest allies. And a nonsensical accusation that, if we have it right, blames the algae-filled Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool not on his rushed renovations but on knife-wielding vandals ... and maybe Barack Obama.

And that was just yesterday.

For President Trump, things aren't going great. He normally thrives in chaos, reveling in unpredictability to keep his opponents off-balance. But right now, he's just flailing. Despite his long-standing superpower of knowing how to control the national conversation and quickly change it, he has been unable to shake the consequences of a war with Iran that increased prices for Americans and weakened the country's standing in the world. Trump's poll numbers have plummeted. Republicans fear a November wipeout. Members of a panicked, fed-up GOP are beginning to defy their president. Trump, whose political image revolves around strength, finds himself diminished.

At this time roughly a year ago, Trump had overwhelmed Washington. He had slashed taxes, launched trade wars, angered longtime international allies, cracked down on border crossings, and eviscerated the federal government. The Democrats struggled to slow him down; Trump, meanwhile, openly mused about defying the Constitution to run for a third presidential term in 2028. On July Fourth, he punctuated the frenzy by signing a far-reaching and expensive piece of legislation--which he dubbed, in typical Trumpian fashion, the One Big Beautiful Bill Act--at an outdoor White House ceremony complete with a flyover by the B-2 bomber that had just clobbered Iran's nuclear facilities.

But as this Independence Day approaches--as the nation celebrates its semiquincentennial--Trump is unable to control the political narrative about a war that did not go the way he had hoped. A memorandum of understanding signed last week extended a shaky cease-fire and led to an initial round of negotiations involving Vice President Vance. A host of issues remains, including the fate of Iran's uranium-enrichment program and its control over the Strait of Hormuz. Negotiations could take many months.

Read: Trump in defeat

This is not something that Trump wants to hear. He's been bored of this war for a while, and in the West Wing, there was a race to be done with it. Allies have told us there are also quiet, behind-closed-doors doubts: What, exactly, did the conflict accomplish? Few, if any, of the president's goals were achieved. Iran could close the strait again. Yet Trump has frantically tried to spin this as a victory, even as he walks away from some of his stated objections. He has taken to Truth Social repeatedly this week to defend the deal and once again seethe about comparisons with the agreement that Obama struck more than a decade ago. Trump continued to waffle as to what could come next--even suggesting a resumption of the bombing campaign if Iran does not comply, a threat that few take seriously. His attempts at unpredictability were quite predictable, and Iran has proved itself to be anything but cowed.

Still, many in Trump's orbit tell us that they believe the war won't have much political staying power. Their focus, at least for now, is not the long-term ramifications on the Middle East or America's international relationships, but rather the political moment ahead of the midterms. They hope that the war will be soon forgotten--that the strait will reopen, that the price of gas will fall, that bombs will not need to fall again. Aides pointed us to a number of major events, including a series of Supreme Court decisions and even the World Cup, that could eclipse the war in the national consciousness. "The midterms are months away," one official told us. "We'll have lots of plot twists by then."

But so far, Trump's efforts aren't working. And when his frustrations exploded yesterday, he lashed out against senators who have faithfully served him--and whose support he can't afford to lose.

Tensions between Trump and Senate Republicans have been building for months. The president irked party leaders by endorsing a primary opponent to Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana, who lost his bid for a third term. Trump then infuriated them by snubbing Senator John Cornyn of Texas in favor of his scandal-plagued primary challenger, state Attorney General Ken Paxton--a move that appeared to seal Cornyn's doom in last month's primary runoff. Senate Majority Leader John Thune had strongly backed Cornyn, a former member of the Senate GOP leadership, and the party's campaign arm had spent millions of dollars to boost his candidacy before Trump undercut them.

Senate Republicans gave Trump much of what he wanted last year, but he now faces some resistance as the GOP's prospects in this year's midterms worsen. Egged on by loyalists such as Senator Mike Lee of Utah, Trump has tried to jawbone Republicans into scrapping or circumventing the filibuster's 60-vote threshold to pass legislation known as the SAVE America Act, which would require people to provide proof of citizenship when registering to vote and photo identification when casting their ballot. (It would also, in some versions, significantly curtail voting by mail.) Republicans have never had a majority that supports eliminating the filibuster, and Trump's refusal to accept that reality has frustrated senators.

On top of all that, Trump's efforts to force members of his own party into retirement have created what's become known as the "YOLO Caucus" in the Senate, as Republicans such as Cassidy, Cornyn, and Thom Tillis of North Carolina (who announced his retirement immediately after declaring his opposition to the One Big Beautiful Bill Act last year) have felt liberated to oppose and criticize the president in ways they would not have if they faced reelection. Tillis, in particular, has trashed some of Trump's ideas and appointees with a newfound zeal--he called Bill Pulte, the acting director of national intelligence, "an incompetent sycophant." And Cassidy decried the administration's deal with Iran as "the worst foreign policy blunder in decades."

Read: A serious debate about an unserious bill

The intraparty feud came to a head yesterday, when Trump abruptly canceled a ceremony to sign a major housing bill--a rare example of significant bipartisan legislation--and demanded that Republicans first pass the partisan SAVE America Act if they wanted his approval. Things devolved from there. During a meeting with Senate Republicans in the Capitol, Trump berated them for allowing (through a combination of defections and absences) the passage of a resolution seeking to constrain his ability to wage war on Iran. Cassidy confronted him over the deal he had struck, and the two got into a loud argument in which Trump at one point reportedly told the senator to sit down. "I make no apologies for standing up to the president," Cassidy told reporters afterward. "I am sticking up for the American people, even if I'm speaking to the president."

Naturally, Trump proclaimed the whole thing a success anyway. "We had a really great meeting," he told reporters. "We like our leader. We like our party. We like, really, everybody in the room--I don't like a few people, but that's okay." The president was flanked by three of his loyalists: Senators Rick Scott of Florida, John Barrasso of Wyoming, and Lee, all of whom wore a Trump-style red tie. Thune stood to the side, his blue tie appearing--intentionally or not--like a small declaration of independence. By nightfall, the friction between Trump and Senate Republicans seemed to ease a bit--at least for the moment. The chamber took a symbolic revote of the war-powers resolution and defeated it. Two Republicans flipped their votes; one of them was Cassidy. White House officials pointed to that as a sign of Trump's continued hold on the GOP.

When we reached out to the White House for comment, the spokesperson Taylor Rogers responded with a list of the president's accomplishments and added: "President Trump is the leader of the free world, and thanks to his bold leadership, the United States of America has never been stronger."

In the face of these struggles, Trump has continued to try to create his own reality. He returned to the White House from the Hill for a meeting with NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte. Yet even as Rutte lavished him with praise, Trump took the moment to attack some of NATO's key members for not helping with the Iran war, and he unleashed particular bile on Italy as part of a diplomatic spat that began when the president claimed that its prime minister, Giorgia Meloni, had "begged" him for a photo at the G7 summit last week. Meloni denied that, which infuriated Trump.

But Trump was far angrier about something closer to home. As part of his expansive effort to remake Washington in his own image, he took on a project to fix up the Reflecting Pool. What he got instead was an on-the-nose metaphor for the state of his presidency: a no-bid contract to a crony that went over budget, ended in failure, and resulted in the pool being policed by federal troops. The pool's liner has come apart, and the water has turned a brilliant, stubborn green--far from the "American-flag blue" that Trump intended. But rather than take responsibility, Trump has veered into conspiracy theories.

Read: What color is the Reflecting Pool? An investigation.

He has, predictably, turned America's birthday into a commemoration of himself. Plans for a concert on the National Mall to kick off the festivities turned into a pro-Trump rally, and most of the music acts backed out once they realized how partisan the event had become. Trump went ahead anyway, making himself last night's centerpiece with a few C-listers as his opening acts. But his heart didn't seem in it as he delivered a short speech that included some nods to the republic's founding and plenty of grievances. He spoke from behind bulletproof glass, and the crowd was small by Trump's standards. Social-media footage showed many people leaving while he was still speaking.

Trump, ever attuned to what is trending, posted on social media today that he had a massive crowd and that "everybody stayed right until the end of my Speech." He did not weigh in on the day's breaking news from the Middle East: Despite the cease-fire agreement, Iran fired upon a vessel trying to transit the Strait of Hormuz, which underscored the challenges that lay ahead in negotiations. Try as he might, Trump can't change the subject.
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The True Believers at the Great MAGA Fair

Falling approval ratings for the president haven't dimmed their enthusiasm.

by Marie-Rose Sheinerman

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




For one night, in the heart of deep-blue Washington, D.C., a fenced-off section of the National Mall became an oasis for members of the MAGA base. They had believed in President Trump from the beginning and carried him triumphantly back to power in 2024, and now they came to the grand opening of America's 250th-birthday celebration in red-white-and-blue headbands, draped in flags, and sporting dangly blue AMERICA earrings. Doubts about anything related to Trump--his abysmal approval ratings, inflation accelerated by the war he started in Iran, his clashes with Republican senators earlier in the day--were, for an evening, drowned out by the roar of fighter jets overhead.

Last night's festivities were meant to kick off two weeks in which Americans could come together and commemorate America's semiquincentennial. But a string of artists had pulled out of events in Washington amid concerns that the celebrations would become the Trump show. And indeed, the evening felt like a Trump rally, with a montage of hits that his most die-hard fans know and love, including Trump's favorite tenor singing "Ave Maria." The president declared that America is "the hottest country anywhere in the world" and rattled off a list of ways in which his administration continues to "Make America Great Again." "The best is yet to come!"

The crowd agreed. At this moment, attendees told me, when so much seems uncertain, the most logical thing for them to do is to put their faith in the president.

Read: Thank you for your attention to this birthday

Karen and Paul Depperschmidt are living the retirement they always dreamed about--road-tripping around America, visiting national parks. They live full-time in Wilmington, North Carolina, and they made the six-and-a-half-hour trip up to D.C. for the Great American State Fair--and the rally especially. The trip came with an added bonus--the chance to share RV parks with international visitors here for the World Cup. They met a family from Brazil and three Scottish tourists who were en route from Boston to Florida. "The nicest guys, they are having the best time," Karen told me. "They love this country."

The Trump rallies they'd previously attended--Karen's been to two, Paul to three--had been a blast, they said. "Everybody's so nice." And, as lifelong conservatives originally from Texas, they wanted to show support for a president who they believe is keeping his word. "A lot of people don't like it, but he is doing exactly what he said he was going to do," Paul said.

When I asked them about the cost of gas--a particular concern for those living the camper-van lifestyle--it didn't seem to matter: Prices at the pump are coming down, they said, which they knew would happen. More important, they told me, Trump was trying to eliminate the nuclear threat from Iran. When Paul finds himself questioning Trump's decision making, he reminds himself to back up; the president has information that isn't available to the public. "I think he's earned our trust," Paul told me. "I trust he's going to do the right thing, and he hasn't let us down yet." The couple said they appreciate the breadth of the administration's ambitions globally: across the Middle East and in China, Venezuela, and Cuba. In each place, Paul told me, he sees a president who's "not ashamed to use the power that we have economically to benefit us and, in the long run, benefit the world."

Rally attendees who didn't want to stand shoulder to shoulder or who didn't snag a chair close to the stage settled in on picnic blankets or broken-down cardboard boxes on the sidelines to take in nearly two hours of entertainment--including the U.S. Army's rock band riling up the crowd with "Sweet Caroline," Lee Greenwood singing "God Bless the U.S.A.," and Alexis Wilkins, a country singer who is FBI Director Kash Patel's girlfriend, performing the national anthem. Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy told the crowd that the night's musical acts were "way better than those libtards that canceled on us," to raucous cheers.

As I wove my way through the crowd before the show began, while many rally-goers were still making their way through security, it seemed that journalists and evangelists spreading the gospel were competing for families' attention. More than once, eyeing attendees to see if they'd be willing to chat with me, I realized they were already speaking with a reporter. Multiple conversations were interrupted by someone hoping to share that Jesus loves us.

Suzanne Jones and Joey Ervin flew to Washington from Chattanooga, Tennessee, yesterday morning to celebrate their son's birthday. They managed to squeeze in visits to both the National Air and Space Museum and the Washington Monument before arriving at the night's festivities. Their son, Alex, was particularly excited to see the president do "the dance"--pumping his arms to the Village People's "Y.M.C.A."

Jones told me that one of her biggest concerns going into the 2024 elections had been border security. She said she feels safer today than she did under President Biden, and she noted that the "disastrous" four years under him felt all too recent. "Having a president, somebody that's protecting my country, that can't even have a speech--that's rough. It makes me feel, you know, insecure," Ervin told me of Biden. He said that while he wasn't necessarily a fan of Trump's decision to go to war with Iran, "I'd prefer to do that than what we did when we withdrew out of Afghanistan--10 times out of 10."

Not everything, the couple concedes, is perfect. They bought their house before interest rates dropped and prices skyrocketed in 2020, and said they wouldn't move now, because the market is difficult and doesn't seem to be getting better. "My view of the economy is once stuff goes up, it's not coming back down--I don't care who's in charge." Gas prices, Ervin said, were high long before the Iran war. "We were in L.A. in 2024 and the gas prices were $7. That was before any of the Iran stuff started."

Read: Trump in defeat

Washington--where the president has called up the National Guard, put his mark on local parks, and turned the city's monumental core into a construction zone--is a bastion of opposition to Trump. But not everyone in D.C. is critical of the president. Jessica Greenfield and her husband, a D.C. police officer, moved to the city from Virginia in 2024. She said she's seen a "huge difference" in crime over the past year--the streets are clean, and there are fewer carjackings and robberies. She credits, in part, Trump's decision to deploy the Guard. "I haven't heard of crime in our neighborhood in a really long time," Greenfield said.

The 2024 election marked Greenfield's first time voting for Trump--a decision that put a strain on her relationship with some friends and family members. "It's gotten tough with some of my more liberal friends, where they'll really try to debate with me about it," she told me. "I'm not really into that." Greenfield said she reasons that "if I can have a nice street and walk my daughter and feel safe, that's what's important to me."

Even those in the crowd who weren't ardent Trump fans told me they appreciated that America's birthday was being headlined by a showman. And they felt lucky to be at the party. "Is President Trump my favorite person in the world?" Ervin said. "No. But he is a good president; he does a good job. So we're here to see him and put it on the bucket list: We saw the president."
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Science Has a Name for What's Plaguing the Reflecting Pool

Testing reveals that efforts to suppress one algal bloom seem to be fueling another.

by Matt Viser

Fri, 19 Jun 2026




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


Donald Trump has a new nemesis, with a name worthy of a supervillain: Scenedesmus.



The Reflecting Pool on the National Mall has become the country's most high-profile science experiment, with workers battling against nature. After a week of combat, they have essentially killed off one type of algae infesting the pool, only to create the conditions for a new type to take over. And Scenedesmus, a genus of green algae nicknamed "Skinny Dead Mouse" by scientists, is now flourishing, according to testing that was run at the request of The Atlantic.



The pool, at the moment, looks like a strange bit of modern art. As workers treat different sections, the areas where they succeed in reducing the algae turn lighter shades of green. In some places, the water is relatively clear. In others, it's an oily sludge. A quick glance, though, is enough to confirm that this is not the American-flag blue it was supposed to be.



Over the past few days, I've seen baby ducks swim through the pool; National Park Service workers wading around as they try to clean it; small children bending over to touch it. But none of the NPS workers at the site have been able to definitively tell me whether despite all of the algae--some species of which can be toxic--the water remains safe.



A spokesperson at the Department of Interior told me "there is ongoing water testing happening," but would not disclose the results of those tests. Requests to spokespeople at the NPS have gone unanswered. I have been in touch with scientists who have applied for permits to get into the pool and conduct their own tests, but those permits have yet to be granted.



With the lack of transparency from the federal government and no clarity on what's inside that murky water, I decided to dig--or dip--a little deeper myself. So late on Thursday morning, I filled several water bottles from different areas of the pool. Some were fairly clear, while other samples were dark green. My samples were delivered to two different scientists by that evening.


Algae from the Reflecting Pool seen under a microscope (Courtesy of Greg Boyer)



When algae first began to flourish in the Reflecting Pool, it appeared to be a blue-green cyanobacterial bloom that had taken over. Photos showed the kind of greenish surface film that can be indicative of that algae, which in some instances may produce neurotoxins harmful to people and pets. When Hans W. Paerl, a professor of marine and environmental sciences at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, opened the bottle of one of the samples I collected, he detected the distinctive earthy scents reminiscent of other cyanobacterial blooms he'd previously smelled. Under the microscope, he could see remnants of the previous bloom, but they were too degraded to identify. He attributed this, in part, to the endless jugs of hydrogen peroxide that workers had dumped into the pool to kill off the algae. "The guys dealing with peroxide treatment can pat themselves on the back," he told me. "But it doesn't really solve the overall problem."



In fact, it's created a new problem: The green algae, perhaps in the absence of the blue-green algae, are absolutely flourishing. "It is a pretty aggressive grower," Paerl said. "What's happened is they've just switched the players. And the green algae are just taking over."



"I've never seen it bloom quite this thick," Greg Boyer, a professor emeritus of biochemistry at the State University of New York, who analyzed our other samples, told me.



Read: What color is the Reflecting Pool? An investigation. 



Boyer ran additional tests that determined there was little to no blue-green algae in the samples, making it highly unlikely to be toxic. That is to be expected, he said, at least for the moment. "This is peak season for green algae," he said. "We're pretty early in the season for blue-green algae." In the next few weeks, by late July, that could change.



The treatments that NPS is now using to combat the bloom--hydrogen peroxide and nanobubble technology--are more effective at fighting blue-green algae. The green algae that are growing now, both Boyer and Paerl told me, are not likely to be discouraged by those methods, and so far they are proving to be resilient. Boyer was able to run tests to determine the current health of the algae. "They are stressed, but they are definitely not dead," he said. "If I was going to design a facility to grow algae, I would probably design a facility that had a lot of surface area and was very shallow, so you have sunlight down to the bottom. And put a lot of nutrients in it. And that's pretty much what the Reflecting Pool is. It's just a perfect facility for growing algae." The decision to paint the bottom a deep shade of blue, scientists have told me, raised the water temperature and accelerated the growth.



Bottom line? "The water will probably remain green for the foreseeable future," Paerl said.



For the past week, workers at the Reflecting Pool have attempted to vacuum algae from the bottom, with hoses connected to the vacuums pumping water down nearby drains. The work, apparently, has become something of an emergency, with an email going out to NPS employees asking for volunteers to work 12-hour shifts and help pump out the algae as part of "critical pre-July 4th operational needs." The email, which was reported by MeidasTouch Network, referred to the operation as a "regional and national priority."



Read: Inside America's ugly birthday battle



Yesterday evening, I saw several people in the center of the pool. They were dressed in the D.C. office uniform of khakis and a dress shirt, wearing waders as they vacuumed. As one of them ended a shift, handing his equipment back to NPS workers, he said he was "just doing my part."



But another problem has also emerged: The sealant at the bottom of the pool, which was the bulk of the $16.4 million renovation project, is beginning to peel off. By yesterday evening, a whole chunk was gone. Tourists and locals were converging on the site where Martin Luther King Jr. spoke and where protesters denounced the Vietnam War, just to catch a glimpse of the wayward sealant--or perhaps even a souvenir.



"Taking a piece of paint is like taking a piece of the Berlin Wall," one cyclist passing by told me. "It's a piece of history."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/06/reflecting-pool-algae-scientific-testing-trump/687649/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Politics | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Failed feed: ...
          
        

      

      Business | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Politics | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Failed feed: ...
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Business | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Global | The ...
          
        

      

      Failed feed: Culture | The Atlantic

      HTTP Error 404: Not Found


      
        
          	
            Business | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Global | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Failed feed: ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Technology | The ...
          
        

      

      Global | The Atlantic

      
        The Vultures Arrived Before the Rescue Teams
        Gisela Salim-Peyer

        Venezuela's government has managed to make a natural disaster even worse.

      

      
        
          	
            Failed feed: ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Technology | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Vultures Arrived Before the Rescue Teams

Venezuela's government has managed to make a natural disaster even worse.

by Gisela Salim-Peyer

Wed, 01 Jul 2026


People affected by the earthquake line up for food in La Guaira, Venezuela, on June 27. (Matias Delacroix / AP)



Big earthquakes flatten buildings into rubble the same way everywhere. Last Wednesday, when back-to-back quakes of magnitudes 7.5 and 7.2 rocked a large part of my native Venezuela, I found some dark consolation in the thought that such tragedies are impartial to place. The tectonic plates deep below had exerted their formidable powers because this is what they sometimes do. The suffering would be acute, but its precedents were universal and as old as the Earth.

But Venezuela's man-made disasters didn't take long to exacerbate the natural one. For 28 years and counting, Venezuela's rulers have stolen or squandered much of the oil revenue of the most oil-rich country in the world. Oligarchs pocketed the petrodollars of the late-aughts oil boom and left the nation somehow poorer and more indebted. In the hours just before the earthquakes struck, the regime released a total figure for the amount that it owed its creditors: $240 billion. The humanitarian consequences of this wastefulness were well documented before last Wednesday. Now they have acquired a fresh urgency.

In the crucial first 24 hours following the quakes, the government response was practically nonexistent. In an upscale neighborhood in Caracas, ill-equipped police officers illuminated the rubble with cellphone flashlights, and volunteers used their bare hands to clear debris. Elsewhere, people had to make do with even less. In La Guaira, a hard-hit coastal city near Caracas, some survivors waited days for help sifting through the wreckage to find out whether their family members were alive or dead. Some said they could hear the screams of their loved ones but were unable to reach them without heavy machinery, which did not come in time. An unusual number of vultures have been seen flying over what's left of La Guaira in recent days. The birds appear to have arrived in some disaster zones before the rescue teams.

Read: A search through the rubble of two towers in Venezuela

The lack of preparation is unforgivable. Worse, the regime led by Delcy Rodriguez--under the heavy-handed management of the Trump administration--has taken active steps to make matters worse. The government deployed the military to the disaster areas not to help but to diffuse any expression of public discontent. "Here there are more rifles than shovels," a volunteer reportedly shouted in despair. Civil-society groups pleaded for the government to unblock access to social media and censored news outlets, even if only temporarily, so that people could get information. Instead, Rodriguez announced that local and international journalists would be subjected to further restrictions.

International assistance has met with obstacles. On Friday, Caracas refused to authorize a rescue mission from the Dominican Republic. Spain and France, too, wanted to send first responders, but the Venezuelan government wouldn't grant them visas. Eventually the authorities did allow brigades from the United States, Chile, El Salvador, and many other countries to enter, but these forces have received little support from the Venezuelan government, which now requires official authorization from anyone entering La Guaira.

On Sunday, as the possibility of finding people still alive under the rubble grew slimmer by the hour, Rodriguez decided to interrupt the rescuers' work for a meet and greet: "We wanted to set you all aside from your tasks, which we know are so vital, just so that we could thank you on behalf of the Venezuelan people," she said. "These hours are critical for saving lives."

Nearly 44,000 of the people who have been reported missing on an online platform are still unaccounted for. The morgue that serves La Guaira is makeshift--a white tent on a dock lined with body bags and coffins. Some bodies have been covered in lime to slow down the rate of decay. The death toll has surpassed 1,700 and is still rising. And survivors are left with little recourse. The day after the earthquakes, some volunteers stumbled upon a 7-year-old boy named Mateo, shirtless and covered in debris, sitting by himself on a sidewalk in La Guaira. "The only one who survived the collapse was me," Mateo calmly explained in a video shot by volunteers. "My mother stopped breathing at 7:30 in the morning." Not far from where he sat, a woman showed reporters that she had hidden the bodies of her aunt and uncle behind some mattresses. She had been waiting for hours for the authorities to come and do something about them.

For many of us, this is a tragedy unfolding at a distance that carries its own kind of pain. In the past decade, one in four Venezuelans has left the country; nearly every family has been separated. And so millions of us around the world have been trying to reach family members, with no way of knowing whether certain calls go unanswered because of electrical outages, which are common even in ordinary times, or the unthinkable.

View: Rescue and recovery in Venezuela

Stephanie Fajardo, a Spanish teacher in Boston, told me she knew that her father was trapped in a collapsed apartment building in La Guaira, and she knew that he was alive, because people had heard him screaming the morning after the quakes. Neighbors managed to rescue his wife, but not him, and because the roads around his building were blocked, no rescue team was forthcoming. Stephanie made a guide on Instagram to assist anyone who might help her father. She posted his Google Maps coordinates and a picture annotated with a circle around the exact hole of rubble where her father's screams were last heard. She posted insistently and even offered a reward. But by the time her father was found, 72 hours after the quakes, he was dead.

I have been lucky. My family members have lost property, but not lives. But like many other Venezuelans, I am riveted by the pictures of endless rubble, of buildings whose facades have collapsed, displaying the rooms inside like dioramas of life before disaster.

Every time there is an aftershock--and there have been many--my mother calls me. They were scary at first, but now they seem more like reminders of the instability deep below, and of what it means to live under a regime that values its own permanence over the permanence of anything else.
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America Is Having MacBook Sticker Shock

Apple is charging you an AI tax.

by Hana Kiros

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




There are many things you can buy for $10,000: A nose job. With luck, a used car. A middling ticket to the World Cup final. Or you could purchase a MacBook Pro. That's how much the highest-end, fully loaded version of Apple's laptop now costs--$3,000 more than it did last week.



Maybe you don't need the most powerful MacBook Pro. But last Thursday, Apple announced price hikes on most of its products. Apple's cheapest laptop, the MacBook Neo, debuted for $600 just a few months ago. Now it's less of a steal at $700. Apple's base tablet model costs 30 percent more. Although iPhones are the same price (for now), every Mac and iPad model is now more expensive. So are other gadgets: Even the HomePod mini, a smart speaker that debuted six years ago, will set you back an extra $30. The day the new prices hit Apple's website, people ran to Costco and Best Buy hoping to take advantage of some lag between the new and old world.



The products are more expensive because they now cost more to make. Specifically, one particular component has become considerably more expensive: RAM, short for "random-access memory." RAM is essential in practically every electronic device. It's what allows you to toggle between the 30 different tabs you might have open right now. And this year, the price of RAM has quadrupled.



Blame the AI boom. Data centers use a gargantuan amount of memory chips. Amid the frenzied AI build-out, the world doesn't have enough to go around. In a statement issued the day of the price increases, Apple wrote that "the rapid expansion of AI data centers" had forced its hand: "We have never seen a component price increase this much, this quickly." Seemingly every laptop maker has already jacked up prices at this point. In October, Microsoft raised Xbox prices by up to $70; last week, the company announced another $100 hike. The effects of the memory shortage extend beyond laptops and gaming consoles. A coalition of trade groups recently wrote to the Trump administration that the memory shortage was jeopardizing the "production and availability of automobiles, medical devices, and other manufactured goods."



If there's one company that should have been able to weather this crisis, it's Apple. In the world of consumer electronics, Apple is "an 800-pound gorilla," Corey Cohen, a computer historian who authenticates vintage Apple products for museums, told me. The company is so big and exacting that it has long been able to essentially name its price for computing parts. Apple CEO Tim Cook has squeezed suppliers to secure better deals and sought to own as much of its production process as possible. Apple's custom chips also shunt around electrical signals much faster than its competition, so its devices can do more with less memory.



Now Apple's grip on the global supply chain is slipping. RAM is one of the most expensive components that Apple does not make itself. Instead of prioritizing Apple, RAM manufacturers are selling chips to AI companies that are willing to spend near-infinite amounts of money to acquire memory in the name of building more powerful bots. Apple's problem extends beyond memory chips to any product AI companies decide they need. In 2013, the CEO of Taiwan Semiconductor, the world's biggest chipmaker, spent $10 billion to invest in manufacturing Apple processors. Now AI companies are its most valuable customers, and Apple is reportedly fighting for enough production lines to fulfill its orders. Apple is reportedly low on a material known as T-glass, which is made almost exclusively by a single century-old Japanese textile company, and which AI companies have been buying up. (Apple did not respond to a request for comment.)





Compared with other electronics companies, Apple is still in an enviable position. Smaller tech companies are struggling to get memory manufacturers to even pick up their calls: GoPro, the action-camera maker, warned last month that it might go out of business because of the memory shortage. Apple enjoys margins fatter than most consumer-tech companies could dream of. "They're sitting on a pile of cash, right?" Cohen told me. "Apple could survive selling zero products for years and not be in the red." Raising prices is a choice by the company to cede as little ground on profits as possible.



No one enjoys paying more for the same thing. The ubiquity of Apple's products makes its price hikes feel especially noticeable, and analysts I spoke with expect prices on iPhones to rise soon. The iPhone 18, set to be released this fall, could be up to $200 more expensive than its predecessor. The increases can easily compound when you are stuck inside Apple's walled garden. Most iPhone users also own an iPad, and a third of Apple's customers own the holy trinity: tablet, smartphone, laptop. iPhone parents raise iPad babies who get Macs during Apple's annual back-to-school sale.



Memory prices may come down in the next few years as new RAM factories come online. But Apple's prices are unlikely to ever go back. "Prices generally are a one-way ratchet," Wamsi Mohan, an Apple analyst at Bank of America, told me. "Customers acclimate to paying more."



Many Americans already worry that AI will take their jobs, dry their rivers, and run up their utility bills. A pricier laptop may not be the greatest worry, but it's certainly not going to help sell anyone on the AI future.
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So Long to America's Favorite Everymensch

The internet couldn't get enough of "Freddy," a German tourist on an epic World Cup road trip. Why did he suddenly go silent?

by Will Oremus

Wed, 01 Jul 2026




Yesterday, Freddy woke up in a hotel room in downtown Boston that had been paid for by the celebrity chef Gordon Ramsay. Draped over one chair was an autographed chef's coat and a personal note from the Hell's Kitchen star: "Dear Freddy, Welcome to Boston!" For the past month, the German man who went by @FreddyLA7 on X was on the ride of his life. Crisscrossing the United States on an epic World Cup road trip, the pseudonymous soccer fan posted about the beauty of big-box chain stores and gas stations, projecting an infectious enthusiasm for American mass culture. Along the way, he racked up hundreds of thousands of followers; met famous singers, wrestlers, and astronauts; and was showered with swag and free hotel stays.



Then, within a span of 24 hours, Freddy's American fever dream ended as abruptly as it began. On Monday night, he watched his home country fall to Paraguay in a stunning upset. "Oh no Freddy ...," lamented JJ Watt, the former NFL star who had gifted him and his traveling companions a luxe hotel stay in Houston last month. Not everyone was as sympathetic. "Now that Germany is out, we can all admit Freddy is a fake account, right?" one user posted. Others suggested--either seriously or in jest--that Freddy was a CIA operative: "Back to Langley I'm afraid." Last night, he deactivated his X account.



No one has produced compelling evidence that Freddy was anything other than what he claimed. Yet something about him always seemed too good to be true. Behind the everymensch image was a skilled poster who knew which cultural signifiers would strike a chord with Americans. Behind each seemingly off-the-cuff post ("DUDE LMAO THIS IS A GAS STATION???") were careful choices about how to compose the shot for maximum virality. Atlanta, he observed, was "so green it's crazy. It feels like you're in a forest the whole time." A Taco Bell, where he sampled an electric-blue soda and nacho cheese, was "the Holy land." His starry-eyed enthusiasm held an obvious appeal: Here was a foreigner showing us with fresh eyes what's still to love about a country racked with anxiety that it's in decline.



Many of the other accounts that capitalized on the "overly enthusiastic World Cup tourist" trend were quickly revealed to be less than genuine. But Freddy, who didn't respond to several requests for comment, never quite fit the mold of the crypto-shilling influencer. He remained stubbornly anonymous and claimed to have no interest in monetizing his social-media success. Though he seemed to post casually and freely--capturing his meal at a Chili's in Chattanooga, Tennessee, and the view from his front-row seats to TNA Wrestling's Slammiversary--he omitted any details that would reveal his identity. He covered his face with an image of his favorite soccer player, the Portuguese star Cristiano Ronaldo.



Eschewing fame and fortune, however, turned out not to spare Freddy from the same scrutiny that awaits any other viral sensation. As the novelty of his appeal faded, it gave way to a backlash; tearing Freddy down became more interesting than building him up. While Freddy was in Boston mourning Germany's defeat, online sleuths excavated the least-savory tidbits from his X posting history. They unearthed a 2023 post in which Freddy had alluded to attending "some concerts in the USA," indicating that the World Cup trip was not his first visit to the country. The discovery, meant to stoke doubts about the authenticity of Freddy's wonderment at basic aspects of American life, soon led to a more damaging one. Freddy had defended a livestreamer who used a racial slur when singing along to rap lyrics. After deleting his X account last night, Freddy posted an explanation of sorts on Instagram. He said that things had turned "too toxic," and that people were digging through his past posts to "make me look like a bad person." He claimed that ultimately removing the account had been "the plan all along."



It's possible that Freddy really was just an ordinary guy. That could explain why none of the many officials and celebrities who met with him saw fit to unmask him. Spokespeople for the mayor of Houston and the Houston Police Department confirmed that Freddy was a real person, but declined to offer any more information about him. Representatives for Ramsay, Watt, and the country-music star Ella Langley--all of whom apparently interacted with Freddy--did not respond to requests for comment. An email to the astronaut Jessica Meir, who FaceTimed with Freddy from the International Space Station, returned an auto-response: "Please resend after I'm back on planet Earth!"



He does at least seem to have been from Germany. In late June, Freddy told the German newspaper Hamburger Abendblatt that he's a student in his 20s from Hamburg's Bergedorf district who is majoring in media management. He asked the publication to keep his name private so that he and his friends could continue their trip without being mobbed. Freddy's pre-viral social-media history appears more or less consistent with that backstory. He posted on X mostly in English but sometimes in German, occasionally commented on German politics, and in 2024 posted excitedly about a big soccer match in "my hometown Hamburg." At least twice, he posted receipts that blacked out his last name but revealed the first name Frederik. I did find a LinkedIn profile that matched the broad contours of what we know about him, but the profile's owner did not respond to a message. Nor did the CEO of a German sports-marketing firm where he had interned.



Freddy's anonymity fueled his success. A real person has a profession, a past, and politics. "Freddy from Germany" was less a person than a persona. One of Freddy's savviest decisions may have been to quietly turn down an invitation to the White House. He told the German newspaper that he would have liked to accept but didn't want to get involved in politics. Another internet-famous World Cup fan, Shaun from Scotland, got blowback from liberals for posing with Florida's Republican governor, Ron DeSantis.



Staying faceless made Freddy a mirror. Conservatives saw a reflection of American greatness. Liberals detected a sly continental wink at American excess. Optimists saw hope in a figure who had managed to unite the country in something other than outrage. Cynics saw an opportunist pandering to the gullible masses. Conspiracy theorists, of course, saw a CIA psyop.



Whether or not Freddy deserved to be hounded off the internet didn't really matter. By the time he had been Milkshake Ducked he had become polarizing in the way that everything popular on social media eventually must. Divisiveness doesn't have to be fatal; for canny influencers, it can be a path to even greater success. But the way for Freddy to prove his sincerity would have been to reveal his identity, and that would have made him real-world famous in just the way he apparently was trying to avoid. The rarest thing about him was his decision to forgo all that and return to the road with his friends.



Fittingly, the day before Freddy disappeared, another German World Cup fan began to go viral on X. "America, I am inside you! ???," posted Finn Agostinelli, a.k.a. Fiago. By yesterday morning, he was already gleefully cribbing from the Freddy playbook. "What is this sauce?" Agostinelli captioned a photo of himself holding a bottle of A1. "Never seen that one before is it like HP or Worcester Sauce?" Unlike with Freddy, there's no mystery over his identity--or his motivations. A soccer influencer with a popular YouTube channel, Agostinelli posted today that he's putting his sports analysis on hold until the German club season starts: "Until then I'm a full-time travel creator exploring the United States."
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A Tough Day for NPR

Are there any lessons to the newsroom's Supreme Court error?

by Charlie Warzel

Tue, 30 Jun 2026




It was all a "misunderstanding." That's the word that NPR Editor in Chief Thomas Evans used to describe why, today, the outlet erroneously published a report by the veteran Supreme Court reporter Nina Totenberg that Justice Samuel Alito had retired. According to an archived copy, available on the Wayback Machine, the 1,186-word story was published at 10:51 a.m. eastern time. In the story, Totenberg attributed her reporting to the Court itself, not to an anonymous source. Minutes later, the Supreme Court's public-information office said that the Court had not made any such announcement.



NPR, to its credit, quickly retracted the story, issued a correction, and apologized. Because NPR syndicates its reporting to hundreds of public-radio affiliates across the country, the incorrect news of Alito's retirement was picked up by numerous stations before needing to be retracted by them as well. At least one publication--Vox--followed NPR's reporting and also had to retract a story. The result: roughly an hour of speculation and unnecessary chaos on what was already an intense day of rulings for the Court, including a decision allowing states to bar transgender athletes from girls' and women's sports and a rejection of President Trump's executive order on birthright citizenship.



So what really happened here? NPR's public editor, Kelly McBride, wrote this afternoon that Totenberg had listened to Chief Justice John Roberts announcing retirements at the Court and misheard the statement. She then contacted her intern at the Court and the NPR executive editor who published the story. (NPR and the Supreme Court press office did not respond to a request for comment.) The New York Times reported that the story lacked extra steps of verification because it cited an announcement instead of an anonymous source.



According to McBride, much of the story had been prewritten in anticipation of Alito announcing retirement. This is a common practice for reporters who cover a specific beat; in some cases, as with high-profile elections, reporters write two versions of the same story, anticipating either outcome. Prewriting is also a common practice for obituaries. The archived story includes at least one flagrant typo, suggesting that perhaps the story was published before it was ready.



This is a scenario that reporters lose sleep thinking about. There are a number of potential lessons here: that a breakneck news cycle is forcing even the best reporters and editors to move too fast, that modern beat reporting itself has become too consumed with being first to report stories where the "exclusive" title adds little value. (Totenberg's story, which was packed with expert context and analysis, would have been valuable even if it had been published five minutes after a competitor.) You could also make an argument that such errors have never been costlier in an era when trust in media has never been lower, or that the very dynamics that push legacy news outlets to rush and lose credibility are the very ones that reward shock jocks and those peddling misleading information.



But, in attempting to document the fallout from the NPR story, I'm struck by how little there was. Outside of a confusing few minutes, very few people other than media critics and Court observers have seemed to care about the mistake. The right-wing media feeds that I monitor--full of people whose livelihoods depend on disparaging the mainstream media as "fake news"--barely registered the error, aside from a half-hearted post here and there. A few explanations seem to exist for this: First, NPR's quick retraction makes it harder to spin a convoluted conspiracy theory. Second, MAGA media is far more focused on the Court itself and the rejection of Trump's birthright-citizenship executive order. Third, it's just possible that on an internet dominated by gambling sites, news influencers, propagandists, slop, and gossip, it is not nearly as scandalous as it once was to be colossally wrong for a few minutes.



NPR's mistake is, by journalistic standards, a massive blunder. A valid question, though, is how many people still care about those standards. The lack of hand-wringing from outside legacy media may indicate a bigger shift. NPR sits squarely in what is known as the "mainstream" media. But the moniker is outdated for our current age. From newsroom missteps to swift, public corrections and contrition, the codified standards and practices of outlets such as NPR--namely, obsessions with accuracy, fairness, and public correction--are no longer quite so mainstream in a world dominated by nimble new media.



On my feed this afternoon, I saw one person post that perhaps Totenberg "was just trying to time the story release to hit just after placing her Kalshi bet on when Alito would retire." The post appears to be in jest, and, to be clear, there is absolutely zero evidence to suggest this. But the joke is not really about Totenberg. It is about the cynical nature of our current moment and the broader feeling of living in a low-trust society--one in which a U.S. soldier can be charged with betting on prediction markets using classified information and where news organizations such as CNN, Dow Jones, and CNBC are partnering with those same companies for polling insights. In a world where everyone is now constantly suspicious of insider trading, manipulation, and ulterior motives, it makes sense that NPR's mistaken report would barely register as a news story. For NPR, perhaps the only thing more unnerving than a giant misstep like this one is few people paying attention to it--and to the organization--at all.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/06/npr-alito-supreme-court-retraction/687750/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The New (And Slightly Smelly) Center of the AI Boom

San Francisco's brightest minds are stuffing themselves into hacker houses.

by Matteo Wong

Tue, 30 Jun 2026


The living room of the Accler8 hacker house in San Francisco, where the author stayed for a week. (Niki Williams for The Atlantic)



On a Friday in April, I hopped into an Uber to a fish market in San Francisco with a couple of tech founders on a mission to buy lobsters. Not for dinner, but for science: The duo dreamed of one day altering human consciousness, but they would start by toying around with some crustaceans. They intended to perform neurosurgery on the lobsters in the hopes of controlling them with an AI bot.



Leading the way was Elliot Roth, a bearded 32-year-old wearing a black T-shirt with Longevity printed across the chest and a silver chain with a double-helix pendant. To push the boundaries of the five senses, Roth has implanted a magnet in his left ring finger. He told me his nerves have grown around the magnet, giving him some sort of magnetoperception--he can feel when a microwave turns on in another room and sense when a radio tower is nearby. In the car, Roth took off his watch and allowed it to dangle, magnetized, from his finger.



Roth did not have any experience with lobster surgery, so he had enlisted a co-conspirator: William Joy, a lanky, 19-year-old redhead who also had never operated on a lobster but seemed confident in his fine motor skills. Joy would modify an off-the-shelf kit that can be used to remote-control a cockroach and implant the controlling device in the lobsters. If successful, Roth and Joy would then be able to send targeted electrical signals to direct the lobsters' movements and, hopefully, the pinching of their claws. The final step: connecting the lobsters to the popular AI agent OpenClaw, which uses a lobster for its logo (get it?), and allowing the bot itself to decide what the lobsters should do. Perhaps the lobsters could even be made to control OpenClaw, Joy excitedly told me. "I'm pretty sure it's going to be the first real instance of a complex AI agent interfacing with a biological organism," he said during the ride.



With two lobsters secured in a pink plastic bag, we returned to an office building in downtown San Francisco where Roth and Joy would conduct the experiment. They began setting up an aquarium tank, fiddling with the water's salinity and acidity. The duo claimed to be very concerned about animal welfare. "We are going to give a lot of thought to, How can we ensure that they don't suffer?" Joy said, adding that he would look into giving them some kind of anaesthesia. These particular animals were "already destined for the dinner table," Roth said, and they planned to later eat the lobsters out of respect.


William Joy in his bedroom at the Biopunk House. (Niki Williams for The Atlantic)



This experiment was eccentric but not outlandish--at least not to Roth and Joy's housemates. They both are residents of Biopunk House, a repurposed college dormitory inhabited by more than 20 aspiring entrepreneurs with dreams of curing aging and rewiring the human brain. In the lingo of San Francisco, this kind of co-living situation is called a "hacker house." Out of sheer convenience, if nothing else, young tech founders have long decided to band together to make rent in one of the most expensive parts of the country. Mark Zuckerberg and some other early Facebook executives famously lived together in the 2000s.



In recent years, hacker houses have become more deeply woven into the Bay Area's culture than ever before. During the AI boom, crashing in a group house is something like a rite of passage for any young AI founder. Across San Francisco, hacker houses are filling up with college dropouts and, in at least one case, exuberant tinkerers spending their Friday buying lobsters for science. They want to change the world and become spectacularly wealthy, but first they'll have to share a bathroom.



A couple of days before the lobster mission, I rolled my suitcase up to the front door of a slightly battered Victorian row house a few blocks from San Francisco's famous Painted Ladies. This was the Accelr8 house, where I would spend the next week among half-a-dozen entrepreneurs. What better way to understand the hacker-house scene than to live in it?

Accelr8 has a more modest setup than the Biopunk House. There's no theme other than trying to launch a tech company with little to no funding. After I'd settled into my room, which included a wobbly standing desk and a view of the adjacent building's wall, I got a brief tour of the house. It has two floors, each with three bedrooms, two bathrooms, and a kitchen. On the top level is a shared workspace with desks and a small bookshelf featuring Atlas Shrugged; The Art of Power, by Nancy Pelosi; some Foucault; and three vintage issues of Playboy. Below, a living room is crowded with couches, succulents, and kitschy art. Nearly every room in the house had an Amazon Basics odor eliminator (lavender), and red placards implored residents not to leave dishes in the sink, although dirty dishes were consistently there. That first day, as I put some yogurt away in a communal fridge, a faint sour smell wafted out. All things considered, this was one of the cleaner hacker houses I'd been to.



I soon began to meet the other residents. Michael Adams, a former rocket engineer with long, flowy hair, barged in while I was sitting in the workspace. "We're going to the moon!" he said, and showed me a livestream of Artemis II hurtling toward space. During the pandemic, Adams had become concerned about and then obsessed with the failures of San Francisco's local government. He quit his job at a space start-up and eventually built CivLab, a platform that, among other things, offers an interactive map that overlays local news, police reports, and community events across the city. Humans can comment on the site, and to further provide the atmosphere of a public forum, Adams had created a group of AI agents (with names such as "Max Entropy" and "Pearl Plexity") to post about various happenings.



Adams and most of my other housemates were in or around their 30s. Kai Song Eer and Jay Yen Lim, who had just moved here from another hacker house in San Francisco, were building an AI agent to automate sales calls. On my first day, they offered me some (delightful) roasted oolong brought from Malaysia. Alan VanToai, whose room was on my floor, had an awakening to the potential of AI about a year ago when taking a psychedelic. He had recently vibe coded an AI-guided-meditation app.



And then there was Daniel Morgan, a 30-year-old Texan who lived in the room below mine. Morgan co-founded the Accelr8 hacker house with his friend Patrick Santiago in 2024, and it's a sort of start-up in its own right. Each room in the house has a rent of about $3,000 a month, which Morgan told me was enough to basically break even on the lease and other expenses. Accelr8 has also launched another location, a "hacker hotel" that offers lower prices and fewer amenities, and it is where Santiago lives.



On my second evening at the house, I lounged in the backyard with Morgan and Santiago, surrounded by lawn furniture and a rusting barbell. It was a typical San Francisco evening: sitting outdoors to sip ginger beer, munch on sour-cream-and-onion Pringles, and talk about how AI is warping the world.



When it got cold, we went inside and settled on some couches in the living room. Morgan offered to cook what he described as "hacker-house slop bowls"--stir-fried noodles with eggs, mushrooms, and greens. While we waited, Santiago projected a YouTube show onto a large screen. It was a miniseries inspired by the residents of Crypto Castle, a hacker house from the 2010s. In one episode, a journalist visits and brings up Elizabeth Holmes, the Theranos founder who, at that point, had just been accused of running a massive scam. She may have made some mistakes, one resident of Crypto Castle said, but she "had a vision." The hacker-house residents beside me laughed.




Daniel Morgan and Patrick Santiago run the Accelr8 hacker house. (Niki Williams for The Atlantic)





Hacker houses are popping up everywhere in San Francisco. "You could just walk a few blocks" in many neighborhoods, Amber Yang, an investor at Lightspeed Venture Partners, told me, and "there'll probably be a few houses of start-ups."



People who want to found an AI company have little choice but to head to Silicon Valley. Nearly two-thirds of the world's AI-start-up investment, some $120 billion last year alone, is made in the Bay Area. The gold rush has made living in San Francisco even more difficult: Rents have risen roughly 15 percent over the past year and are likely to continue soaring as the public offerings of SpaceX, Anthropic, and OpenAI mint scores of AI millionaires. Adams put it bluntly: He and his partner could not afford their own one-bedroom apartment, so they moved into Accelr8. My stay at Accelr8 was itself motivated, in part, by a scramble to find a roof for a weeklong stretch between rentals in San Francisco. (I am not launching an AI company, but I did pay prorated rent.)



In the process, hacker houses themselves are changing. A number are becoming more professionalized and lavish. Down the block from Accelr8 is perhaps the most prestigious of them all, HF0, a mansion obscured by tall hedges that has raised a $100 million fund to invest in its residents. And the Biopunk House--where Roth and Joy, the two DIY lobster surgeons, live--is part of the Residency, a network of houses that counts Sam Altman as an adviser. The Residency collectively has an acceptance rate of 3 percent (and falling) and offers a three-month stay in homes where laundry, meal preparation, cleaning, social events, and basically any adult tasks are taken care of for you. "That's 20 hours a week" back to dedicate to your company, Nick Linck, who founded the Residency, told me. We sat in the media room of one of his houses, a Noguchi table between us and fake ivy on the shelves behind.

The house where I stayed was hardly luxurious, but it was still a major step up from Accelr8's original location, which had 15 bedrooms and a single kitchen for $1,500 a month. When I first met Morgan there last spring, I spotted a sign over the sink admonishing residents to Wash your pans or Sam Altman will get you. (Some things, I suppose, haven't changed all that much; Adams would later dub me the "dish fairy," on account of my putting away the dishes every morning on our floor.) Accelr8 just opened a second hacker hotel, which it markets as an all-inclusive residency--daily breakfast, full access to hotel amenities--and is trying to raise some $20 million to purchase another property to convert into a hacker house.



Too many companies, too many products, and too many venture capitalists are coursing through San Francisco. Hacker houses can help investors screen for genuine talent. Some houses and their investors take equity in residents' start-ups. So-called angels--wealthy people who use their own money to fund companies--can drop by a hacker house, chat with someone in the living room, and cut them a $100,000 check on the spot. Still more venture capitalists visit for product demos.



For all of the pragmatic benefits of a hacker house, there is also a more soulful draw. Starting a company is lonely, time consuming, and risky. I met hacker-house residents who were spending down their life savings or had asked friends and family for loans. Most of them will fail. At the Accelr8 house, between sprints of coding and sales calls, the founders sat on couches and chatted about good date spots, or wandered to the bar next door to watch basketball. They were friends as much as they were housemates.



On my fourth day at Accelr8, Morgan barged into the kitchen carrying an armful of mugs that had been left out the night before. He said he sometimes felt like a "hacker-house dad." After pouring himself coffee, Morgan took a gallon of 2 percent milk out of the fridge, smelled it, made a disgusted face, and put the jug right back where he found it. That afternoon, I ran into VanToai and Adams laughing in the kitchen. Adams was preparing coffee and had poured the remnants of a jug of 2 percent milk--that milk--into his glass without first smelling its contents. The milk, they joked, was "imbued" with the curdled whey. VanToai and I watched with incredulity as Adam tried to strain out the curdled bits. He gave up and reached for the instant coffee.



Every Sunday, the Accelr8 community members--both current and former residents--gather at the main house to demo their products at dinner. During my stay, it was hot-pot night. A couple dozen founders stood around two pots of simmering broth and ate thinly sliced beef, enoki mushrooms, and other fixings from paper bowls. With some, I discussed superintelligence and the coming automation of labor; with others, how superintelligence was mostly hype, AI is addictive, and sometimes agents "just make you feel like you're getting somewhere" without accomplishing much. But everyone was enthusiastic to pitch their start-up.



Tigran Voskanyan, who was staying in Accelr8's hotel, is developing an AI assistant that, he told me, centralizes your media, allowing you to access Spotify, Telegram, and so on in one place. Voskanyan asked me to pull out my iPhone and load his website so he could show me the program. This proved much slower than just opening my music app, and the bot had some voice-recognition difficulties. As I put my phone away, Voskanyan explained that his prototype is in its early stages, and he's still working out some technical issues. Suddenly, he was interrupted by a robotic voice emanating from my jeans pocket. Voskanyan's AI, despite being closed and my phone being asleep, was listening. I hurriedly revoked the bot's microphone access.



Other products I heard about that evening included the crypto-based payments system Fumav, for "Fuck you, Mastercard, American Express, and Visa," and a tool that was described to me, without irony, as "a new format" for the book. This turned out to be a text-based video-game app played on an e-reader, seemingly more akin to reinventing Oregon Trail. Matt Thompson, the founder who had made this tool, had hand-traced every illustration in his sample game to give it an artisan aesthetic. While we were cleaning up after dinner, Morgan told me that if he had the money, he would invest in Thompson's start-up immediately.



The earnestness within these hacker houses is at times endearing and frequently confounding. Here is an ecosystem of people who generally fear the path that AI could lead us down and yet are eager to sell AI products, who see the first step in making the world better as conquering it with their technology, who earnestly believe that avarice is a prerequisite to altruism. In this city, for an idea to matter, it must exist as a product. To improve the world, you must turn people into users. Scale is a means to an end, until it isn't. As Sourya Kakarla, a former Accelr8 resident I met at demo day, put it to me, he was "initially attracted to start-ups for the heart," and a few years ago built an app to help elders in rural India use smartphones. But right now, he said, he "has to navigate short-term market realities to keep the heart alive." He's doing AI-consulting gigs to make money, like so many founders I met.


The backyard of the Accelr8 house, where residents gather in the evenings to unwind. (Niki Williams for The Atlantic)





These tensions are baked into the hacker house itself, where young entrepreneurs scrap along together until they make enough money to leave the pack behind. Morgan was well aware of this dynamic, and expressed complex feelings about technology. One evening, walking back from dinner, Morgan lamented how in San Francisco, many people will stop mid-conversation and pull out their phone to request AI input. "How about what you, a human, have to say?" Morgan said, incensed. He would later tell me he's worried about the "ChatGPT babies" growing up dependent on AI. But at the same time, he is spinning up his own AI-consulting firm.



On my last full day at Accelr8, I watched Morgan take a call with executives at a boutique construction company. Seated at the living-room table and wearing a dress shirt tucked into sweatpants that were outside his camera's view, Morgan explained how he could build them a team of bespoke AI agents. "Sales people definitely need this," one of the executives told him.



By then, Accelr8 seemed to be crumbling around me. After hot-pot night, the sink clogged and the upstairs dishwashers broke (the one downstairs wasn't working when I arrived). I was holding my breath while opening the fridge. The morning I was set to leave, much of the crew gathered in the living room to see me off. I had graduated from Accelr8 and was added to an alumni group chat. Morgan handed me a souvenir, a glittering Accelr8 sticker for me to put anywhere. "Preferably a laptop," he said.



I did still have some unfinished business. A couple of weeks after the trip to the fish market, I checked in with Joy to see how the lobster surgery had gone. We sat down in the same room where he and Roth had set up their experiment, but the tank beside us was conspicuously empty of any life or, for that matter, liquid. The lobsters had died before surgery. Perhaps they'd gotten the salinity of the water wrong, Joy told me. He had conducted preliminary dissections on their carcasses, and he said he was going through an ethical crisis about "whether I should even be doing this." Nobody ate the lobsters.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/06/hacker-houses-ai-boom-san-francisco/687737/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What AI Will Do to Art

Holly Herndon and Mat Dryhurst believe the future doesn't have to belong to slop.

by Spencer Kornhaber

Tue, 30 Jun 2026


A hanging sculpture from "Attention Guild," an installation by Mat Dryhurst and Holly Herndon currently on display in Venice (Mattia Balsamini for The Atlantic)



The art was way too heavy.

In mid-March, the artists Holly Herndon and Mat Dryhurst were preparing an installation to coincide with the Venice Biennale, the prestigious international art festival, but the execution was becoming tricky. They wanted to suspend sculptures of a trippy cityscape upside down from the ceiling of an 18th-century palazzo. But the construction material they envisioned-- 3-D-printed sand--would weigh tons, which was more than the antique building could bear. The sculptures, they realized, might fall and crush someone.

This was a rather analog problem for a married couple widely seen as technological prophets. Herndon, 46, and Dryhurst, 41, have reached the upper echelons of the art world thanks to a media-spanning output--music, images, software, and reams of commentary--with a cybernetic bent. They are high culture's most influential exponents of artificial intelligence, an invention that many people believe spells doom for the arts but that they think could lead to a renaissance.

I met them on a cold, bright Tuesday in Berlin. Their studio resembled a co-working space, with one long table standing in a sparse room. Herndon sat dwarfed by an AI-generated portrait of herself, in which her red hair and light-blue eyes appeared to drift across her face like leaves in a pond. Dryhurst--bald, with round glasses--fiddled with a vape. They greeted me cheerfully but warned that they were scrambling to rethink their plans for the show, just seven weeks away. Working in Venice, Herndon said with a trace of twang from her native Tennessee, "is way harder to do, because everything's on boats."


Herndon and Dryhurst with their son in their Berlin studio (Mattia Balsamini for The Atlantic)



As we walked around their shabbily idyllic neighborhood--day cares kissed by graffiti, gleaming malls near World War II ruins--they described their backup idea: not an upside-down city but an "upside-down parliament," comprising rows of benches on the ground mirrored by rows of benches hanging from the ceiling. The space would be filled with the "voices" of four AI agents, talking with one another in a made-up, musical language akin to birdsong. As I struggled to picture how this would look and feel, Dryhurst spun a complex web of ideas about high-tech democracy and global knowledge-sharing. The artwork, he said, would suggest how AI might change public life and ask the question "How could you imagine living with the presence of these things?"

Read: We're witnessing the birth of a new artistic medium

For a while, I'd been turning over that same question with dread. AI poses challenges to the economy and the environment, but what keeps me up at night is its hideous aesthetic implications. The chirpy prose of ChatGPT; the exaggerated handsomeness of Grok-drawn characters; the cloying songs conjured by Suno--all of it can seem like a pitiless satire of human desire. Art forms that once expressed creators' personal visions are reduced to fulfilling the audience's cravings. In theory, I understand why some people say AI is just another creative tool, like the camera or the keyboard. In practice, that tool is filling our world with the ugly, frictionless, disposable content we've quickly come to call "slop."

I'm not alone in my revulsion. Although AI has achieved mass adoption--ChatGPT has nearly 1 billion weekly active users worldwide--and the entertainment industry has begun to integrate its efficiencies, large parts of the cultural establishment have taken a hard-line stance against it. Prominent painters, musicians, graphic designers, writers, and filmmakers, along with their associated trade organizations, have strongly objected to the way AI models are trained on human-made work without permission. The critic Hilton Als has written that it's difficult to think of people who "condone the use of AI sources in the creation of 'art' as artists themselves." The musician Jack Antonoff suggested another term: "godless whores."

Herndon and Dryhurst have nevertheless risen to prominence by using AI to make art about AI. At the 2024 Whitney Biennial, the definitive survey of the state of American art, they were the only artists out of 71 participants who used machine learning, training a model to create images of fantastical creatures and characters outfitted with Herndon's trademark ginger braids. The next year, a print from that show sold for nearly $100,000 at Christie's first auction devoted entirely to AI art--which drew condemnation in an open letter with thousands of signatures. When the music platform Bandcamp announced a ban on AI songs in January, Herndon was the only prominent artist to object publicly. Online backlash labeled her a "shill" and a "tech bro."

Shills are trying to sell something, and tech bros cheer progress at all costs, but Dryhurst and Herndon see themselves as realists. Because AI is already transforming our world, they think the way artists can help guide that transformation is to engage with it. Still, their ambitions are quite idealistic, even verging on evangelical. While many of their peers are worried about saving human culture from destruction, they're trying to build a new and greater one. At one point Herndon asked me, "What if everything you fear, but good?"

In 2018, before most people knew what generative AI was, Herndon and Dryhurst got a machine to sing. Kind of.

They played me their early experiments in AI music while we sat in their airy old-world apartment. Their 3-year-old son's toys were strewn across the wooden floor, and powerful Nvidia graphics processors lay on the dining table. One track seemed to blend wind chimes with the clicks of a predator from Predator and the gargle of a fork in a garbage disposal. It was far from the perfect pop that today's software can instantly whip up, but "at the time," Herndon said, "we were like, This is sick."

Read: AI can't make music

The two had long idolized the pioneers of early electronic music for discovering sounds that had never been heard before. Now, drawing on their limited coding skills and the expertise of a computer-programmer friend, Jules LaPlace, they were using rudimentary neural networks to do the same thing. Herndon realized, "Oh wow, I'm alive during one of these moments."

Both of them had spent much of their lives searching out novelty. Herndon grew up singing in Bible Belt church choirs, but "insane wanderlust" brought her to Berlin as an exchange student at age 16, and then, eventually, to a doctoral program in computer music at Stanford. Dryhurst, English by birth, was raised in Kuwait, where his free-spirit father had moved to teach in private schools. At 16, he relocated to London and began playing in extreme-metal bands. The two met in 2006, when Herndon emailed the record company that employed Dryhurst. She was seeking information about the label's work on a media format that was cutting-edge back then: podcasts.

Avant-garde figures have a reputation for severity or inscrutability, but Dryhurst and Herndon are talkative and friendly, like camp counselors. He tends to monologue while she maintains a knowing smile--before cutting in with a sharp, summarizing point. In our time together, they mostly just riffed off each other, trading references to thinkers and software that are household names only to them. Their brains, they joked, were fused into a "hive mind."

When they met, music culture was being revolutionized by software that made laptops into portable recording studios and mixing stations. But many artists still viewed digital production tools as an unfair shortcut. Parts of the music world were stuck in what Herndon saw as a "boring nostalgia loop," fetishizing vintage guitars and synths.

She set out to break that loop, using electronic music to probe the way technology had become an intimate part of human experience. Her 2011 mixtape, Car, was compiled from noises recorded while driving. (Who among us hasn't meditated upon the soothing timbre of power windows?) As Herndon's work began drawing acclaim--and opportunities such as opening for Radiohead--Dryhurst became her full-time collaborator. Her 2015 album, Platform, captured the chaos of internet life with beats assembled from browser notifications and snippets of Skype conversations. At concerts, she and Dryhurst projected the faces of attendees who'd Facebook-RSVP'd to the show.

Their early AI dabblings led to Herndon's landmark 2019 album, PROTO. It was recorded with a home-built neural network christened "Spawn," which sang in a tone that called to mind Enya trapped in a wormhole. Spawn had been fed samples of Herndon's voice and the voices of other singers who'd participated in "training ceremonies" at the artists' studio, concerts, and one majestically orchestrated event at a Berlin art museum. Eerie yet hopeful, blending radical sound design and appealing pop structures, PROTO earned rave reviews. But much of the coverage treated it as a sci-fi statement about some distant future, rather than a test run for the age of AI that was imminent.

As the technology moved to the center of the cultural conversation, Herndon and Dryhurst began to act less like musicians and more like inventors. They created a web platform called Holly+ that allowed anyone to transform their own voice to sound like Herndon's bell-clear soprano. They generated and sold portraits of her in a variety of styles--psychedelia, Renaissance painting, Futurama character--and published a tool that Herndon-ified any image the user wanted. When invited to test an unreleased early version of the now-popular image generator DALL-E, they spent days in a frenzy of inspiration, stitching small images together to make huge, mural-like landscapes. The process, they later wrote in an online essay, was "very challenging, quite like attempting to paint a wall sized work from the vantage point of a magnifying glass."

Much of this work existed only in digital form, but Herndon and Dryhurst also rendered their ideas in large-scale, interactive installations. For a 2024 exhibition at the Serpentine, in London--a renowned contemporary-arts space--they crisscrossed the United Kingdom to record local choirs. Those voices were fed into an AI that generated new music based on classic English hymns. Visitors could step up to a mic and sing with a ghostly backing band. The effect was to draw a parallel between the training of an AI and the formation of a folk canon--both have many contributors and no sole author.


A large-scale work that Herndon and Dryhurst produced using an early version of DALL-E, an AI image generator (Holly Herndon and Mathew Dryhurst)



Dryhurst and Herndon's work usually involves this kind of collective, largely unseen effort. Their artistic process entails endless calls and texts with coders, fabricators, sound engineers, and, frequently, their friends at the Berlin architecture company Sub, which is best known for the chic stage design of rappers and fashion houses. The data scientist Jordan Meyer--who was part of a team that won a $1 million prize from Zillow to improve its algorithm for estimating home prices--consults with them constantly, though he lives in North Carolina and still hasn't met either artist in person. "They talk aesthetic and I talk technical, and we kind of meet in the middle," Meyer told me. When I was in Berlin, the couple were auditioning a new studio assistant: an AI-powered WhatsApp bot that read their meeting transcripts. (It texted me, "Mat and Holly are working on the show's public-facing shape today--tightening the tone, clarity, and how the exhibition lands for people beyond a technical audience.")

Artists have relied on workshops and assistants for centuries, but Herndon and Dryhurst think that AI complicates the notion of authorship in new ways. A 2024 book cataloging their work, All Media Is Training Data, proposes maxims for an era of "infinite media." One, "Identity Play Is the New IP," suggests that trying on another persona, with its owner's consent, could be a new frontier for art (this was the idea behind Holly+). Another, "Creation Is Collective," encourages people to build new things out of a shared pool of knowledge, as an AI does. Great artists might create their own AI models or use existing ones in highly specific--and visionary--ways.

Their work is full of examples of what that might look like. In 2022, Herndon experienced nearly fatal complications after childbirth. As she recovered, Dryhurst recorded her talking about a dream she'd had while in a medically induced coma. He then fed photos he took in the hospital into an AI model and used it to generate a tender, fantastical short film. "One thing that the tools are really good at is illustrating a memory," Herndon told me.

As she and Dryhurst used their laptops to pull up example after example of their work, I pondered the aesthetic that unified all of it. Images, installations, software--each conveyed gentle wonder, often with swirling, soft blues and reds, as well as subtle strangeness (an installation in Berlin featured sculptures engraved with images of human teeth). Their art seemed to be made up of refracted bits of their personhoods--her religious background, her hair and eye colors, his geeky humor.

But when I tried to get them to describe their visual style, they seemed taken aback, like they'd never thought about it. "The aesthetic is more a product of the process," Dryhurst said, and the process usually involved feeding AI models information drawn from their lives and then instinctively messing around with the prompts. Software had distilled these two people into a rather lovely sensory language. I wondered what it would do for others.

On my second morning in Berlin, I had breakfast with a friend of Herndon and Dryhurst's who works under the name Lil Internet. He's had a Zelig-like career in the entertainment industry as a music producer and filmmaker, and once directed a Beyonce video. These days, he's focused on running the brainy arts publication New Models with his wife, Caroline Busta. Still, he presents himself with flash; when we met, he was wearing a baseball cap emblazoned with silver spikes and the word DUBAI.

In the past few years, Lil Internet has released two DJ mixes--Illegal Generation Vol. 1 and Vol. 2--of endorphin-raising dance music with careening tempos, wild stylistic juxtapositions, and lyrics in made-up languages. Jokey voice-overs narrate an imaginary future in which AI music is banned and heard only at underground raves. When I listened, I had a strange feeling: It was as if the music itself was alive, partying, and quite drunk.

He made the mixes to figure out for himself whether AI could create something original. After many days of experimenting with the popular music-making platform Udio, he determined that it could. He'd type in long spools of words to prompt sounds, and then tweak and retweak the results. (He wouldn't tell me what he'd typed--it was a proprietary blend.) The process seemed like hacking, not simply using, the software. AI models are full of "troughs or, like, gravity wells, where it'll always want to pull you towards kind of a trope," he said. To fight that pull, you have to "introduce incoherence" with your prompts.

In some ways, that process resembles how AI is being used in the tech world. Onetime coders have reimagined themselves as "prompt engineers," instructing AI to accomplish the kind of projects they used to painstakingly execute themselves. Prompt engineering is also happening in the mainstream music industry, in which hitmakers have praised AI as a shortcut for lyrics and arrangements. But Lil Internet flinched when I referred to AI as a "tool." "I mean, you're kind of interfacing with another ... mind?" he said. He was choosing his words carefully, leery of giving this technology the "metaphysical weight" that its truest believers ascribe to it. But I got his gist: A hammer doesn't offer advice about how to hit a nail; a guitar can't write its own riffs. "It is not a tool--it is a feedback loop, and it is changing you while you change it," he said. That loop can have dystopian implications--such as so-called AI psychosis, when a chatbot deepens a user's delusions or paranoia. But the creative possibilities were only beginning to become clear to me.

One night, I visited Berlin's famously intimidating, fortresslike nightclub Berghain. I was there to see Two Shell, an acclaimed U.K. duo that makes mischievous, overstimulating electronic music layered with surprising pockets of melancholy and irrepressible heights of joy. They've kept their identities secret and avoided traditional interviews. I suspected that they use AI because, in 2024, they put out songs that duped the voices of Taylor Swift and Chris Martin of Coldplay, though those tracks didn't stay online for long. To my surprise, the duo was willing to meet up at the club. Shouting in my ear by the DJ booth before the set, one of them spoke glowingly about the role AI has played in their process.

The conversation about AI can all too easily "get intellectualized," he said, "which can really take away from whether the actual thing makes you feel something." Conjuring sounds with AI is more like discovering them than inventing them, which is a freeing sensation: "Ownership feels like the opposite of the purpose of creativity sometimes--for me anyway."

He put on a mask with a pixelated print, like a face deliberately obscured on camera, and joined his partner behind the booth. A high-pitched disembodied voice squealed, "Let's go!" and a bass line trembled with quantum complexity. I'd enjoyed Two Shell's music for its strangeness; whoever the people behind it were, they seemed to have utterly unique ears. Now I wondered whether the music's quirks were just a glitchy side effect of a computer turning data into songs. But as the black-booted crowd got moving, those concerns fell away. DJing, Dryhurst often argues, shows why fears of AI replacing human artists are overblown. We've long been able to automate the job, yet people still want people behind the boards.

The longer I spent in Herndon and Dryhurst's Berlin, the more I felt my skepticism about AI art giving way to excitement. I was hanging out with people who are trying to do to AI what Jackson Pollock did to paint--misuse the medium, turn it into a serendipity engine, conjure meaning out of unpredictability. In the right hands, this technology is clearly capable of unleashing art we can't yet imagine.


Herndon and Dryhurst with their son at home (Mattia Balsamini for The Atlantic)



Yet I kept a reality check in my bag--the book Medium Hot: Images in the Age of Heat, by the German artist Hito Steyerl. It's a scathing tour through AI's dark externalities, including ballooning carbon emissions and potential displacement of workers. In a section titled " 'Creativity' as Pretext," Steyerl--a 60-year-old contemporary artist known for her playful video essays--argues that any artistic applications of AI just distract from the technology's more terrifying uses, such as autonomous weapons.

So I was surprised when, as we sat at a cafe, Dryhurst mentioned that Steyerl was a friend. He and Steyerl "spar," he said, but they also have mutual respect. Steyerl later confirmed this to me--both the respect and the sparring. Though she's deeply pessimistic about AI, she appreciates that Dryhurst and Herndon have tried to propose solutions to some of the problems surrounding it. "I mean," she said, "someone's got to try."

Their main efforts have involved trying to fix one of AI's thorniest issues: data rights. In 2022, Herndon, Dryhurst, Meyer, and the software engineer Patrick Hoepner founded a company called Spawning, which built a registry allowing content creators to flag their images to be removed from AI data sets. Venture capitalists invested $3 million, and at least 2 billion opt-out requests were soon logged.

Spawning would need AI firms to respect its opt-out list, and Dryhurst and Herndon told me the meetings they had with leaders in the industry were promising. But the artists soon began to realize that their initial vision of solving the copyright problem with a small start-up--rather than, say, through government enforcement--had been a bit naive. AI companies were "justifiably uneasy with the idea of committing to protocols/standards maintained by small groups of people who may disappear in a year or two," Dryhurst explained. In 2025, the firm shut down.

From the April 2026 issue: Matteo Wong on the dirty, dystopian world of AI data centers

The story might seem like a sad fable about how AI companies perform concern over the impacts of their technologies while still barreling ahead recklessly. But talking with me, Herndon and Dryhurst seemed more irritated by Spawning's critics in the creative community, who resented striking any deal with the tech industry at all. Such an unyielding stance, the couple think, abdicates the role that artists can play in helping shape AI's place in society. "We cede so much power when we're like, Oh no, you also solve the social-contract issue. You also solve the future of employment," Herndon said. "It should be on all of us."

For my last meeting with them in Berlin, I joined Herndon and Dryhurst while they took their son, Link, shopping for sticker books. He walked around a department store identifying every truck or train he saw, and Herndon described their parenting approach: They avoid sugar, they throw out high-tech toys that could be spying on him, and they are working on an AI clone of his voice, for sentimental reasons. (Seeing my expression after the last one, Herndon laughed: "You're like, That's so creepy.") What's crucial, Dryhurst said, "is he's not chained to a screen."

He was referring to one of the couple's most strongly held--and counterintuitive--beliefs: that AI can actually help free us from technological exploitation. As they see it, the past two decades of social media--the selfies, the influencer worship, the addictive apps--have pushed humanity in terribly stupid directions. They want Link to grow up in a better world. "The dream is that in 30 years' time, we look back and this was the uncivilized slop period," Dryhurst said.

The theory goes like this: Now that AI can imitate thirst-trappers, rage-baiters, and hacky pop stars, a flood of AI-generated entertainment will overwhelm the attention economy, and the most cynical content creators will see their influence fade. This might clear the way for, as Dryhurst put it, an "intention economy." Compared with scrolling through Facebook or TikTok, chatting with an AI is "civilized," he said: You ask for what you need and you get it, without the hidden agendas of recommendation algorithms. AI creation tools will enable everyday people to jam on personal art projects; what friends make together could become more important than what celebrities make to sell us.

Those shifts may bring a spiritual revolution of sorts. For most of human history, art wasn't something you admired at a gallery, but was woven into daily life, the work of craftspeople who were fulfilling a social role, whether by performing in taverns or painting cathedrals. In Dryhurst and Herndon's view, the recombinant nature of AI--"Creation Is Collective"--might dethrone the cult of the individual genius and restore the sense that art serves a shared purpose. It might, like the member of Two Shell suggested, erode the assumption that being creative means creating property.

Even after days of questioning Herndon and Dryhurst about it, I felt skeptical of this line of argument. If the major AI companies weren't interested in addicting users, their chatbots probably wouldn't be so sycophantic ("Great question!"). Deconstructing the concept of the author could be a path to paying artists even less for their work. And I just couldn't wrap my head around how such deconstruction would function in practice. The thing I love most about art and music is the way they can take me out of my own perspective and into someone else's.

The couple hardly denied that AI could worsen some of the internet's most corrosive effects. One nightmare scenario was that AI would send people into splinter realities--simulated versions of their own lives. "We are an insanely narcissistic species," Herndon said. But she and Dryhurst believe that art can help counter that danger, by pointing to healthier uses for the technology--uses that ground people more firmly in the real world, instead of pulling them out of it.

Outside the mall, as Herndon pushed Link in a stroller, the family grooved to a cheesy EDM song playing on Dryhurst's phone. It had been generated by Suno, and featured samples of the three of them singing about monster trucks, ice cream, and going to the market. "It's trash, but whatever," Dryhurst said. "It's fun."

When I arrived in Venice for the exhibition in early May, I'd just sat down for a jet-lagged, canal-side bite when I saw a few texts from Dryhurst. "Bit of drama," he wrote. "We will prob be here all night in case you want to come by."

"Here" was Palazzo Diedo, a handsome white-stone building with orderly balustrades outside and heavenly frescoes within. Its waterside facade was strung with a yellow banner reading STRANGE RULES, the title of a group exhibition Dryhurst and Herndon were co-curating, in which their installation would appear. It was set to open the next day. A security guard let me in a little past 8 p.m., and I found myself standing, at last, in the upside-down parliament.

It was like stepping into an M. C. Escher print with a goth twist. On the floor, tiers of benches resembling pews, three deep, faced each other to form an aisle, connecting the huge arched doors at each end of the palazzo's grand hall. Benches suspended from the ceiling formed a mirror image in the air above. I craned my neck to see small boxes carved with geometric angels and ornate microphones that dangled from the ceiling like hanging votives in a cathedral.

Read: The Venice Biennale and the art lover's dilemma

The tar-like color of the benches made Herndon's red hair stand out. She was seated on one of the benches and jiggling her leg under a laptop. When Dryhurst offered to give me a tour of the exhibition, she looked up with a grimace. "Don't let him procrastinate too long," she said to me.

Construction noises buzzed as people darted around the exhibition space, identifying crises and solving them. One artist had missed her scheduled pickup from the airport, and no one knew where she--or one of the robotic flowers she'd been set to bring to display--had gone. (Dryhurst soon located her via Telegram.) We stopped in front of a large and glowing face-like image created by Ken Stanley, a computer scientist who co-wrote a book encouraging tech workers to think more like artists. Dryhurst puzzled over what looked like a scuff on the display, unsure about whether it was part of the art. "There's just lots of little fucking things that people won't notice," he said.

What he wanted people to focus on were the ideas behind these oddities. "Strange Rules," which runs until November, explores "protocol art," a term for work that's created by--or about--rules and systems. He and Herndon are fascinated by the notion that AI is devaluing individual cultural works while pushing creativity "upstream," to the concepts and intentions behind those works. Designing software that generates images, for example, is more consequential than creating any single image--and possibly just as artistic.


Benches installed in Venice's Palazzo Diedo as part of Attention Guild (Mattia Balsamini for The Atlantic)



The protocols behind Dryhurst and Herndon's installation were intricate, to say the least. The angel statues contained speakers that broadcast the "voices" of the four AI agents, whose digital communications with one another were translated into the "birdsong" Dryhurst had told me about. Really the music resembled an electronic take on 20th-century minimalist composers--a meditative drone here, a plink or a plonk there. The agents had individual personalities--materialist, formalist, iconoclast, historian--with different sonic characteristics (the iconoclast skewed sharp and percussive; the historian made slow bass sounds).

The AIs were "talking" about projects Dryhurst had assigned them. One task was to develop an app that would scan users' phones for photos that could be donated to the public domain to help train AI models. The real challenge would be ensuring that people trust the software to not use "a picture you took in the shower," Dryhurst said. Another mission: conducting research for a book about protocol art. The book would incorporate insights from the installation's visitors, whose words were being recorded and transcribed.

This unseen wizardry was the point of the work, more than the benches. Dryhurst envisioned exhibition-goers sitting down and talking out loud to the agents: "Like when people first got earbuds, and you'd see them walking around taking meetings and they looked like crazy people." Wall text explained that the title of the installation, Attention Guild, "refers to a network of people and agents who coordinate attention, context, and computational resources toward a shared mission." The plaque ended with a line that seemed to sum up Herndon and Dryhurst's worldview: "When machines are capable of building anything, the most difficult question is understanding what we want and why."

But the guild needed some troubleshooting. Dryhurst and Herndon had realized that the agents' conversations with one another were pretty tedious--more C-SPAN than Crossfire. "They'll get stuck onto something very anal and procedural," Dryhurst said, and the effect was to make the music repetitive to listen to. So one task for the night was to reprogram the agents to "hurry the fuck up," Dryhurst said.

A bigger problem loomed. The walls behind the benches were supposed to be adorned with two screens. One would display transcriptions of anything that visitors said in the room, letting them know the AIs were listening. Another was supposed to show text snippets of the messages that the agents were sending to one another. But because of a shipping delay, the screens hadn't arrived yet. Herndon and Dryhurst hoped they would get there by 11 a.m. the next day, the beginning of the exhibition's press preview.

I showed up that morning to find Dryhurst and Herndon, along with their co-curators, Hans Ulrich Obrist and Adriana Rispoli, leading packs of journalists around the installations. When I caught a moment with Herndon, she smiled weakly. She had gone to bed at 1 a.m., and Dryhurst hadn't slept. The screens still hadn't arrived, and she could see visitors' eyes glaze over when she explained the AI mechanics behind Attention Guild. "I'm just a little bit sad that all of the nerd shit is not really visible," she said.

Yet the installation quickly proved its value as an old-fashioned public space. Over the course of the opening day, the palazzo got busier and busier with visitors. Before the official start of the evening cocktail party, the building was already packed, and soon a line of artsy socialites waited outside the door. Revelers sipping Bellinis sat on the benches, scuffing them with shoe prints. One couple used a bench to change their baby's diaper. I found Dryhurst merrily chain-smoking in a crowded courtyard. Despite the snafus, the reception seemed positive. He relayed feedback from a famous curator: "This is incredibly weird--and I love it!"

Still, Dryhurst told me, he was feeling something he often felt after completing a project: deflation. Attention Guild was meant to convey ideas that he felt were urgently important--ideas about transforming public spaces to become more interactive, and about bringing people and machines together to fix big problems. No one was complaining about the lack of screens, but also no one was having their mind blown about the potential of AI-assisted deliberative democracy. He described the "unreasonable expectations" he held for his work: "We're just one project away from the world completely transforming."

Looking to reorient myself, I later visited a more famous palazzo: the Doge's Palace on St. Mark's Square, the seat of the Venetian empire, the mercantile republic that dominated much of northern-Mediterranean trade for centuries. The palace's ceilings and upper walls are festooned with enormous paintings of naval battles and biblical scenes. Again craning my neck, I took in the incredible amount of detail and human drama above.

The creator of much of the artwork, Tintoretto, pioneered the prestezza technique of using rapid brushstrokes and blurred backgrounds--which allowed his workshop to turn out paintings on commission with unheard-of speed. He used apprentices to fill up his canvases, just as Herndon and Dryhurst had hired a contractor to manufacture their benches. Still, the magic of the paintings wasn't in the processes behind them. It was in the bulging muscles and agonized expressions, the blend of realism and exaggeration, the paint marks and the flaws--signs of humans' idiosyncratic vision and touch.

By this point, I'd started to worry that new technology is pulling the creative act too far upstream from the final product, away from matters of execution. This is true for slop merchants, who write prompts and then spam the internet with the results regardless of their merit. It was also true for many--not all, but many--of the AI works in "Strange Rules," which tended to make me think a lot about abstract ideas while feeling very little.


Herndon at her desk in Berlin (Mattia Balsamini for The Atlantic)



A video installation by the French artist Fabien Giraud had a fabulously interesting backstory: AI-operated cameras, set up in a forest, were programmed to film whatever happened there for the next thousand years. The artist had staged a scene for those cameras to capture, featuring actors playing medieval hermits getting high on psychoactive fungus. But the footage shown in the palazzo was deadly boring.

Another artist, Trevor Paglen, had set up private listening booths for visitors to experience AI-assisted hypnosis--the latest effort in his career-long exploration of surveillance and psyops (including photographing secret military bases, such as Area 51). I lay back in a chaise lounge and put a biometric reader on my finger, nervous about what was going to happen. But the voice in my headphones just led me through a hokey guided meditation about meeting my "future self," which was less entrancing than any given therapy app.

These works were, alas, closer to janky science experiments than powerful aesthetic objects. AI can automate the craft that once went into creating images, stories, and songs; it can also enable mind-bending new projects. But there's no shortcut to accomplishing the true task of art: bridging the creator's subjectivity and the viewer's, casting an emotional spell and communicating beyond language. When media are infinite, the details poured into any individual work matter more, not less.

By the time I came back to Palazzo Diedo on my last full day in Venice, the screens had finally arrived. They were rather puny and slender--like something that displays your order at a drive-through--and they were showing a distorted Linux desktop. Dryhurst explained that the screens were half the size he'd ordered, and had malfunctioned due to what he suspected was tampering just a few hours after they were mounted. ("In my heart of hearts, I'd love for it to be some protest gesture," he said. "It probably isn't.") He was considering taking the screens down entirely and letting the work exist as simply a sound installation.

With the palazzo largely empty of visitors that morning, I finally had time to closely contemplate Herndon and Dryhurst's work. Synthetic sounds whizzed and ricocheted through the air, creating a strange yet satisfying counterpoint and harmony. Every so often, the weather in the room seemed to change: from tense discordance, to rhythmic intensity, to heavenly arpeggios. Herndon had spent the previous month figuring out, with Claude Code's help, how to generate music based on the AIs' "conversations." It was challenging, she said, to give up the composer's prerogative to "control time": The agents decided what happened when, not her.

Even so, the results sounded--and felt--like her handiwork. Sitting on one of the benches, I couldn't tell whether the AIs were wise or unwise, helpful consultants or tyrannical overlords. But the art hummed with the same sense of anticipation and curiosity I'd often felt when speaking with Herndon and Dryhurst. Visually, the installation was closer to a chapel than a parliament. But it didn't feel like it existed for the worship of AI; rather, it conveyed belief in the prerogative to explore. I felt immersed in something larger than myself while also situated in an achingly specific time and place. I could have sat there for a long time.

Herndon, Dryhurst, and I went out for coffee and sat on a small bridge over a canal. Tourists stepped over us to take selfies in front of the gondolas below. We got to talking about the challenges--logistical, budgetary, personal--that always come with doing ambitious work, no matter the technological era. Their exhibition had been planned and created with all sorts of AI tools, but as Herndon put it, "there's a lot that you can't AI your way out of."

One "Strange Rules" work, by Simon Denny and Venkatesh Rao, was titled Monsters Between Worlds--a reference to a quotation often attributed to Antonio Gramsci: "The old world is dying, and the new world struggles to be born: Now is the time of monsters." That gap, Dryhurst said, is "being populated by scammers and idealists and utopians and really good people filling a vacuum left by a failing story of the 20th century that needs to be updated." But I'd come to suspect that AI will neither redeem nor destroy the old world, just spackle another layer of imperfect creation upon it--and maybe soon, with enough human care, a bit of greatness.



This article appears in the August 2026 print edition with the headline "What AI Will Do to Art."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/2026/08/ai-art-holly-herndon-mat-dryhurst/687619/?utm_source=feed
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The 13 Steps of a Trump Fiasco

The Reflecting Pool drama says everything about how the administration operates.

by Charlie Warzel

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.


If you wanted to make an argument that we are all living in some cruel simulation, a key piece of evidence might be that the news keeps providing us with absurd, occasionally quite alarming metaphors for what it's like to exist in 2026. To wit: The London School of Economics recently canceled an event on extreme heat because of an extreme-heat warning issued by the United Kingdom's Met Office.

Or, closer to home for Americans: Donald Trump, trying to renovate the Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool for America's 250th birthday and, instead, scoring a tax-payer-funded, $14 million-over-budget own goal in the form of a cracked and peeling, green-algae-riddled, potentially duck-killing militarized zone in the nation's capital. One of the firms hired for the renovation is named Greenwater Services.

This is the kind of stuff that AI might spit out if you offered a chatbot a lazy prompt for political satire. The shambolic spectacle has captivated the nation, despite the fact that the Obama administration spent $34 million and 18 months renovating the pool with mixed results. The fallout has reached New York Times push-alert status and become grist for the meme and culture-war mills online. Moreover, Poolgate seems to be bothering Trump more than past fiascoes, which is notable given that he's particularly embattled at the moment and staring down a defeat in Iran, low poll numbers, and a poor outlook for the midterms. He can't stop posting about the ordeal on Truth Social, accusing unnamed saboteurs of vandalism. At the White House's Great American State Fair on Wednesday night, part of the Freedom 250 celebrations, he ranted about the pool.

Trump's Reflecting Pool debacle is, by definition, a national embarrassment. But America is no stranger to self-inflicted humiliation these days. (See: Iran and the Strait of Hormuz, Qatar's gift of a luxury jet to Trump.) Why, then, is Trump crashing out so hard about the Reflecting Pool? Why does it stand out as the enduring metaphor for an incompetent administration that can't stop providing enduring metaphors of its own incompetence?

Some reasons are obvious. As my colleague Jonathan Chait notes, uncontrolled algae blooms at the Lincoln Memorial are lower stakes and, frankly, much funnier than, say, a war, a self-dealing cryptocurrency scheme, or the destruction of a wing of the White House. (One photo in particular gets me: Four men in camo waders are in the pool. Water, the color of fresh Mountain Dew, laps at their thighs as they dredge the bottom with poles like cranberry farmers on a faraway radioactive planet.) Lately, the saga has taken a more serious turn: The National Park Service alleges that the liner of the pool was cut with a sharp knife or razor earlier this month, causing damage to the pool's foam sealant. Trump has claimed that at least six people have been arrested and seven people have been cited for damaging the pool, and a spokesperson from the Interior Department reiterated to me today that "there have been seven arrests, seven federal citations and 18 police reports filed." According to a report yesterday by MS Now, public records show that only David Hearn, a former Olympic canoer, was arrested. (Hearn has said he was touching a floating piece of paint that had peeled off the pool.)

The spectacle has also been straightforwardly ridiculous, such as when Park Service workers were photographed dumping gallon jugs of hydrogen peroxide into the pool one at a time to quell the algae. But Poolgate is something more--a textbook example of how the Trump administration operates. It's a way that one can explore the anatomy of Trump debacles, which tend to unfold in a (roughly) 13-step process. The Reflecting Pool drama is not all the way through this process yet, but I'd bet good money we'll get there. It goes as follows:

1. Devise unnecessary spectacle.

The Reflecting Pool--one of the National Mall's best-known landmarks--is a big, obvious American symbol, and Donald Trump loves big, obvious symbols. Politics and policy are hard. Wars are even harder. But symbols are a layup. Drain that pool, slap some paint on it--be sure to give it a symbolic name: American-flag blue--and boom, you've made America great yet again. Extra points if President Obama made a similar move before you and you can claim you'll do it cheaper, faster, and better. On paper, it looks perfect.

2. Disregard expertise.

According to CNN, in March, the administration reached out to Sika Corporation, the group that provided the concrete and sealing products for the 2010 renovation. The administration stipulated an intense timeline to make the 250th anniversary and that the pool had to be painted blue. Sika said the project was "unfeasible."

3. Bypass normal procedures.

As The New York Times reported, Trump "handpicked" Atlantic Industrial Coatings for the renovation, giving the company what eventually became a $14.7 million no-bid contract by invoking an exemption "meant for urgent situations." Trump later alleged he did not know the firm. An Interior Department spokesperson told me, "The contracts and pricing reflects the effort necessary to expedite the timeline of completing the leak prevention coating project--more people, more materials, more equipment and longer hours ahead of our 250th."

4. Declare victory too early (bonus if done by AI-slop post).

On May 1, Trump posted an image on Truth Social of himself and other Cabinet members shirtless and swimming in the Reflecting Pool.

5. Spend way more than estimated.

"I have a guy who is unbelievable doing swimming pools up the road," Trump said at the outset of the project. His initial estimate for the price tag was $1.5 million, which he revised the next day to $2 million. He estimated the renovation would last "30, 40, 50 years." So far the project has cost an estimated $16.4 million.

6. Ignore the haters.

On June 3, as the project was coming in over budget, Trump invited press to the Oval Office to display a piece of poster board that extolled the pool's size. The caption read, Our Pool is Bigger than Skyscrapers.

7. Realize it is not going well.

Algae bloom. Send in the hydrogen-peroxide brigade.

8. Bypass normal procedures once again.

As The New York Times' David Fahrenthold reported, "The National Park Service bypassed the competitive-bidding process that is typically required" and instead gave a no-bid contract to Greenwater Services to install a filtration system to help with the algae. During construction Trump instructed the presidential motorcade to drive through the drained pool, shortly after the coating was applied, which has raised questions about whether the drive might have damaged the pool.

Taylor Rogers, a White House spokesperson, told me over email that the Greenwater contract, "was awarded by the Department of Interior" and that "the White House did not play any role in the selection process." She called the notion that the motorcade affected the pool "dumb and unfounded." (In all my dealings with the current administration, never before have its spokespeople been as responsive to or seemingly concerned about my impending article.)

9. Allege conspiracy and sabotage.

On Monday, Trump met with reporters and alleged that vandals put fertilizer in the water of the pool as well as cut the seal: "I can't help it if somebody goes in with a knife and starts hacking it up."

10. Redeclare victory.

Trump said on Wednesday that the pool "looks perfect already, but we're fixing it." Rogers told me that the pool is now "crystal clear and reflecting perfectly." The pool is currently cordoned off by fences and protected by the National Guard.

These recurrent steps extend beyond Trump into the broader MAGA coalition. Recently, Jared Holt, a senior researcher at Open Measures, an organization that tracks online extremism, used a generative-AI research tool to spot patterns in posts about the Reflecting Pool by right-wing accounts on a selection of right-wing social-media platforms such as Truth Social. The tool broke down more than 2,500 posts into three buckets:

Phase 1: Triumph and Restoration

Phase 2: Defending the Project

Phase 3: Sabotage and Culture War

"For the MAGA faithful, Trump's renovation of the Reflecting Pool was supposed to be a shining example of his efforts to restore America from its decaying state," Holt told me. "When it became clear the renovation had been a disaster, MAGA influencers shifted their talking points to instead portray the situation as being emblematic of their critics' depravity and derangement." The pattern, Holt noted, is similar to how the MAGA media system responded to the ICE killings in Minnesota earlier this year, or how it has tried to spin the war in Iran. "The primary function of this media ecosystem is to hype up and pacify Trump's base. And these days, as public support for the administration craters, it's doing a lot more of the latter."

This leaves three steps to come in the future. If patterns hold, we should expect 11. More blaming (one contractor told Politico the repairs to the lining will take weeks), followed by 12. Losing interest. And then, of course, the most important one of all. The foundation upon which every Trump debacle is built. The perpetual-motion device of a petulant president:

13. Pretend it never happened, and move on to the next thing.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/06/reflecting-pool-america-250-trump/687716/?utm_source=feed
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My New Life With the Palantir Chore Coat

I bought the most confusing jacket in America.

by Saahil Desai

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




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

Nothing about the Palantir chore coat makes any sense. Mine is a size small, though it's so oversize that I look like a teen wearing a hand-me-down. Then there's the color: a piercing blue that's nearing the shade of an iMessage bubble. The jacket is also the most comfortable and practical garment I own. It's buttery soft and as heavy as a blanket, with three massive patch pockets that each can hold a paperback book. The coat's plastic buttons--swirls of black and blue--are unlike any I have ever seen.

The Palantir chore coat is made by the same Palantir named in homage to Lord of the Rings, the same Palantir that has developed a reputation as ruthlessly committed to any number of national-security imperatives, and, yes, the same Palantir that builds AI tools for the military and tracks migrants for ICE. The mysterious tech giant now also wants to sell you outerwear. Only a tiny Palantir logo is embroidered into the coat's left breast pocket, but flip the coat inside out and you'll find a message from Palantir's CTO, Shyam Sankar, sewn into the lining. Ask yourself constantly, Am I winning? If the answer is yes, nothing else matters. Chaos is tolerable; pain is tolerable. The only thing that matters is to win.

When the chore coat was announced in April, it became an instant grail for Palantir's many devotees, who are drawn to the hard-core ethos of the CEO, Alex Karp (or "Daddy Karp," as he's sometimes known online). Palantir is proudly America First--Karp has said that his goal is "making America more lethal"--and sure enough, the company's marketing emphasizes that the jacket is made in America with 100 percent American-grown cotton. The jacket also has been easy to mock. Here is a foray into fashion from a nearly $300 billion company that is automating warfare. People have dubbed the coat "the worst clothing release this year" and darkly wondered, "Is this the uniform that will be issued after we are all put in labor camps?" In a ranking of despicability, New York magazine's "Approval Matrix" placed the Palantir chore coat near flesh-eating bacteria.

In the name of journalism, I decided to buy one. What would it be like to drape myself in the sartorial expression of one of the most polarizing companies in the United States? The minute that pre-orders went live, I refreshed Palantir's website, frantically typed out my credit-card number, and paid $252, including shipping and tax. Within hours, all of the coats had sold out. Mine arrived two weeks later in a giant box labeled SOFT WEAR COLLECTION. The package included a placard signed by Sankar, a SOFTWARE DOMINATION sticker, a postcard urging me to CHEW THE GLASS, and a luxurious cedar hangar embossed with Palantir's name and logo. A plastic card certified that this was a genuine Palantir chore coat, No. 191 of 200.

Over the past month, I've worn the chore coat essentially everywhere. It has accompanied me on subway rides and walks around my neighborhood in Brooklyn. I've worn it while perusing a gourmet gift shop stocked with elderberry kombucha, to a dive bar hosting a Friday-night drag show, and on a weekend trip to Woodstock, New York, surrounded by yoga studios and aging hippies. On a few occasions, strangers spotted the Palantir logo and did a double take. One dad scowled at me while he rolled a stroller down the sidewalk.




But for the most part, people just saw a blue coat. The logo is small and generic enough to pass notice, and the coat's internet infamy, it turns out, extends only so far into the real world. I received far more passing compliments than shocks of recognition. "Wow, love the color!" one colleague told me unprompted. I even wore the coat to a shift at my local food co-op (I know, I know), which felt akin to showing up to a PETA meeting with a bucket of KFC. In the store, I ran into an acquaintance who praised the buttons. When I told him who'd made the coat, he didn't know what to say.

The quality of the coat seemed genuinely high, at least to my untrained eye, so I showed it to Andrew Chen, a co-owner of 3sixteen, a menswear brand that makes its own chore coat. "It's not easy to make something like this in America," he told me as I modeled it for him outside a Manhattan coffee shop. (Even a 94-degree day was not going to stop me and my coat.) Chen described the fit as "a little funny" but told me that the "construction looks solid" and that "fabric-wise, it's a really nice blue."


A photographer joined me in SoHo, one of New York's most fashionable neighborhoods. When you look this good, why not perch on a mailbox? (Ali Cherkis for The Atlantic)



According to Eliano Younes, Palantir's head of strategic engagement, the exact shade of blue was personally picked out by Karp. "This is actually called 'Karp blue,'" he told me. Functionally, Younes, who is 37 years old, is Palantir's in-house fashion guy and meme lord. He spoke about the chore coat like a proud parent. I heard about the "American bull denim" made of cotton that's grown in Texas and North Carolina, the many weeks spent on getting the pockets just right, and the orders that have rushed in from countries around the world. (This includes France, where chore coats were first made for laborers in the 19th century; their famous blue color is where blue collar comes from. The irony was not lost on me as I wore the coat at my desk and typed away at my laptop.)



When we spoke on Zoom last week, Younes was decked out in full Palantir-branded apparel: black shorts, black shirt, black bucket hat. Palantir has started to push all kinds of merch. Its offerings include a T-shirt that says DOMINATE beneath a watercolor illustration of Karp in sunglasses ($75, plus tax and shipping); an off-white sweatshirt printed with SILICON VALLEY DROPOUTS on the back (a reference to the company's decision to move its headquarters out of the Bay Area); and a nylon tote bag that can accommodate up to a 17-inch laptop. Last month, when Palantir held an event in Tokyo to launch the bucket hat, people waited up to two hours in line to buy one. The hat comes with a poster that is printed with a full analysis of Karp's body composition (age: 58 years old; weight: 77.2 kilograms; body fat: 8 percent).

Younes is far from the first person in Silicon Valley who's thought of turning software into soft wear. Tech companies have long doled out corporate merch. In addition to the classics--branded T-shirts, water bottles, Patagonia vests, Google's propeller hat--tech companies sometimes hand out much weirder products to their clients and staff. Reddit has made moka pots branded with its logo. OpenAI's employee-only store has, at various points, stocked a rice cooker, a basketball, and, yes, a chore coat.



Essentially, none of this swag is actually sold to the public. Palantir, meanwhile, is explicitly trying to become a lifestyle brand. As Younes has put it on X: "Palantir is THE lifestyle brand. The most pro-west, meritocratic, winning obsessed, and based brand on the face of the earth." (On social media, he has called Palantir a "lifestyle brand" no fewer than 14 times.) To some degree, it is working. "Oh shit, that's the Palantir chore coat!" a young guy in a white T-shirt and a gold chain yelled at me as I walked down a street in Lower Manhattan. A Palantir fan who refused to give me his name, he had heard about the coat and wanted one for himself.


This stunt was funny until I ran into a model doing an actual photo shoot. (Ali Cherkis for The Atlantic)



Palantir's strategy is familiar: The company makes a new product in limited quantities, hypes it up before a pre-announced release, and then proceeds to quickly sell out of it. (On eBay, Palantir coats are going for $600.) The same trick of juicing artificial scarcity is everywhere. In November, when Starbucks dropped special-edition teddy-bear coffee cups, police officers had to break up fights between adults trying to scoop them up. Earlier this month, when Zohran Mamdani announced New York City-branded World Cup jerseys, people started lining up at 1 a.m to buy one. The point is not only to make money (though it's also that) but to get attention.

Palantir needs neither. The company is so notoriously opaque and does such sensitive government work that even its own employees can't always describe what it does. Palantir's software can feel incomprehensible and intangible, if not dystopian. But therein lies the appeal of a well-made coat. By selling merch, Palantir comes off as a smaller and more human operation. (Younes, who said he's one of two employees focused on the company's store, told me with apparent earnestness: "I feel like I'm running a small family-owned-and-operated business.") Perhaps it's no wonder that other tech companies have recently started doing the same, if in more strained ways than Palantir. Anduril has collaborated on a custom video-game console made from the metal it uses in its attack drones. Late last year, Nvidia posted a job listing for a director of "gear and merchandise" with a salary of roughly $200,000; in March, the company dropped a green knit sweater printed with an avatar of Nvidia's CEO, Jensen Huang.







Palantir has little to lose in this game. If American-made chore coats and water-repellent bucket hats endear people to Palantir, the company wins. If the merch serves only to provoke Palantir's detractors, then, well, perhaps the company still wins. Online, Younes has not always taken kindly to people who have poked fun at his creations. Could the coats "be operated remotely? detonated?" one X user posted. "Here for the shitposting but I need to see better from you," Younes replied. "This is unoriginal and not funny." Younes told me that he is tuning out the "negative noise," yet he seems to recognize that soliciting reactions is partly the point. The chore coats were a success not just because they sold out but also because of the "chatter," Younes said. Palantir fans were eager to buy one, "and so they're sharing and talking about it," he said. "And then you have people who are also criticizing it because they might not like the company. That creates sort of this viral reaction." If nothing else, the Palantir chore coat is an elaborate troll.

In that sense, the jacket is perfect. No other product better encapsulates how exhausting and predictable it is to be online right now. The merch-industrial complex has come so far from KFC-branded clogs and Panera's baguette purse that even a company like Palantir is hawking swag for the likes and lolz. Next month, Palantir plans to release a tennis skirt and, to celebrate America's 250th birthday, boxing gloves. One day, Younes said, he wants to drop a Palantir espresso machine. Sure, why not? It's more than a bit sad. But so is the alternative, in which Palantir disappears entirely into the shadows. At least online, Palantir is just like everyone else.
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What Trump's Efforts to Change D.C. Reveal

Panelists joined to discuss the president's ongoing projects in the nation's capital.

by The Editors

Sat, 27 Jun 2026




Donald Trump's efforts to change the architecture of Washington, D.C. have included projects such as repainting the Reflecting Pool, tearing down the East Wing of the White House, and proposing the construction of a triumphal arch. Last night on Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists joined to discuss what this may reveal about the president's governing style, and more.

Trump's ongoing discussions about these projects often focus on interior design and his desire to rebuild structures in his own vision. Trump is "a hobbyist who happens to be president," Michael Scherer, a staff writer at The Atlantic, argued last night. "He's getting to do his hobby with public taxpayer dollars to whatever extent he wants."

The president "conflates national greatness with what he can do, and that's part of his identity; it's part of his politic," Scherer said. D.C. will see "project after project, because it really is the thing that captures his imagination."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Leigh Ann Caldwell, a chief Washington correspondent at Puck; Stephen Hayes, the editor of The Dispatch; Scherer; Nancy Youssef, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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At Least You're Not Playing in the World Cup Right Now

The athletes train for this heat, but even elite-level acclimation only goes so far.

by Nancy Walecki

Thu, 02 Jul 2026




Last June, England's men's national soccer team went to Spain for a training camp. Next to the pitch were tents artificially heated to a minimum of 95 degrees Fahrenheit, where players completed fitness tests on exercise bikes while staff measured their performance. Each player swallowed a biometric tablet, about the size of a large vitamin, so that scientists could see how well his body cooled itself. At the time, England's head coach, Thomas Tuchel, told reporters, "I will be very surprised if we do not suffer" at the 2026 World Cup in North America, where his athletes would be tested not just against other teams but against the hot and humid summer.



The weather in the United States in the coming days will provide such a test--for World Cup athletes and for millions of Americans alike. The heat wave sweeping across the country will hit several World Cup locations, including New Jersey, Kansas City, and Philadelphia, where stadiums lack roofs and air-conditioning. The last time North America hosted the World Cup, in 1994, games were infamously hot, and this tournament could give it a run for its money. Tomorrow, temperatures in Kansas City, Missouri, are expected to reach into the 90s, and they'll get close to 100 in Philadelphia when the city hosts a game on Saturday. Both cities have been placed under extreme-heat warnings by the National Weather Service. If we mere mortals are made miserable by the heat, these footballers will be miserable and vigorously exercising--they usually run about seven miles during a game, Orlando Laitano, a professor of applied physiology and kinesiology at the University of Florida who works with Brazil's national team, told me.



For months, teams have strategized about how best to prepare their athletes for this kind of heat and humidity--with post-training saunas, hot-water immersion, sweaty outdoor workouts, and heat-training camps. In an ideal world, athletes would spend about 15 days working out in the heat to get used to a region's climate in the lead-up to the tournament, Lee Taylor, an exercise and environmental physiologist at Loughborough University who consults with several soccer teams competing in the World Cup, told me. Many teams try to do exactly that. Norway's squad--probably especially in need of some heat training--went to Greensboro, North Carolina, where, at one point, it got so hot that the coaches reportedly cut practice short. Brazil's team, meanwhile, decamped to Orlando, Florida, where Laitano affixed players with sweat-collection patches and analyzed their fluid and electrolyte loss during workouts to concoct a hydration regimen for each person.



But many players get less than 15 days of acclimatization time. Although England's team held a 10-day training camp in Miami ahead of the World Cup, some players arrived late because they were busy with the Champions League finals. Laitano still ruminates over Brazil's loss in the 2014 World Cup, which the country hosted not long after he started working with the team. Brazil chose to train in the mountains of Rio de Janeiro, a region that, during the Southern Hemisphere's winter, was colder than the other parts of the country where they'd be playing, he told me. Germany, which won the tournament, trained in Brazil's sweltering state of Bahia. "I can't say they won only because they stayed in the heat," Laitano said, "but they did choose to have their base in a hot environment, because they knew it could be an edge for them."



Acclimatized or not, players are still dragged down by the heat. Research has shown that athletes generally don't play as intensely during hot matches--not sprinting as often, for instance--and just as a heat wave can zap a person's energy over multiple days, the fatiguing effects of heat accumulate during the tournament. Still, trainers have a few tricks that can help athletes--or anyone, really--withstand the heat. To lower their core body temperature, athletes might don an ice-filled vest (admittedly, not a household item) or, before a match, dunk themselves in an ice bath (easier to try at home). FIFA has mandated periodic hydration breaks throughout this year's games, too, during which players can drink ice slurries and wrap themselves in cold towels. (Again--not a bad idea when air-conditioning leaves something to be desired.)



For those of us who haven't spent months preparing for heat under the care of dozens of experts, the options are somewhat limited. People take about eight to 10 days to get well acclimated to heat, Michael Sawka, an exercise physiologist and heat-adaptation expert at Georgia Tech, told me. When heat waves come on suddenly, people have little chance to acclimatize, and many of the areas affected this week, such as New York City, have had fairly reasonable temperatures recently, Carol Ewing Garber, an exercise physiologist at Columbia University's Teachers College, told me. Most people will just have to get through it. Garber suggests that those of us not competing in the World Cup follow a few basics: In lieu of a mandated uniform, we should wear breathable clothing; entire nations are not fiercely anticipating our performance on a soccer pitch, so we can choose to spend time in the shade and to exercise in the cooler hours of the day. And on one count, the advice is the same for both normies and World Cup players: Take frequent water breaks.
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The Beef Administration's Blind Spot

Should RFK Jr. be more open to the idea of eating manatees?

by David Merritt Johns

Sat, 27 Jun 2026




If there's one message that Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s campaign to redefine healthy eating has imparted, it's that Americans need to eat their beef. In January, the health secretary rolled out the new food pyramid--with a marbled rib eye in the pole position. Weeks later, Kennedy modeled good beef-eating behavior, posing for a pic on his 72nd birthday while tucking in to a bone-in steak decked out with candles. In February, he dropped by the trade show CattleCon and begged the assembled ranchers to increase the size of their herds. "I eat beef every day, twice a day," Kennedy boasted to the hooting crowd.

The secretary's beef-intensive diet, which is shared by other members of the Cabinet, including Vice President Vance, is informed by the idea that people should be eating as our prehistoric ancestors did. When the Department of Health and Human Services put out its update to the food pyramid, it also published a 90-page document laying out the "scientific foundation" for the new advice. The report cited several papers on the benefits of the Paleo diet. One specifically endorses eating wild game, and argues that every person should strive to change their diet to "become a 21st-century hunter-gatherer."

This mode of thinking can be traced back to at least the 19th century, but its current incarnation--the version that has wormed its way inside the U.S. government--dates to the 1970s, when the growing plague of heart disease and obesity was starting to receive sustained attention on Capitol Hill. That's also when a Seattle gastroenterologist named Walter Voegtlin published a pale volume with a drawing of a loincloth-wearing hominid on the cover. His book was called The Stone Age Diet, and on the title page was a modest proclamation: "It's Safe, It's Sane, It's Simple, and It Really Works!"

Voegtlin's approach to nutrition may not have been any of those things, but it set the model for the glut of Paleo-diet books that were to come. The book laid out its author's odd ideas and strong opinions, such as his profound loathing of "baleful salads" and especially the garlicky Caesar, which he regarded as a "gastric atrocity." Beef, on the other hand, is an excellent source of protein, Voegtlin said. He noted that the man who eats a roast-beef sandwich gets all the amino acids he needs while the peanut-butter-sandwich eater does not. But Voegtlin wasn't wedded to any single flavor of carnivory. In fact, he had some beef misgivings. Eating cows might not be sustainable, he argued, in a world teeming with billions of slavering Homo sapiens.

Perhaps another beast could be used for making hamburgers instead. Voegtlin had a notion: Instead of land cows, we should eat sea cows, or manatees. And he was not the first American scientist--and far from the most famous one--to hit on this very notion. In fact, schemes to radically expand the nation's deli counter have been a strange motif in U.S. history.

Voegtlin's book laid out the premise for the modern Paleo diet. According to its basic theory,  Homo sapiens as a species moved so rapidly from hunting and gathering to buying food at supermarkets that our genes never caught up. We're Stone Agers on the inside, built to eat whatever could be plucked from the bushes or clubbed to death on the savanna, but now we're marooned in a sickening landscape of nachos and pizza. The goal, for Voegtlin and the people he inspired, was to get back to eating whatever it was that our primitive ancestors ate. The challenge was to figure out what exactly appeared on the caveman food pyramid.

Given the patchy nature of Paleolithic evidence, this matter has provoked many disagreements, which began long before the publication of The Stone Age Diet. In his 1913 book, My Life With the Eskimo, Vilhjalmur Stefansson, an Arctic explorer and anthropologist, described how he believed an Inuit community he'd met in Canada's far North provided a window into the lifestyles and dietary habits of our Stone Age ancestors. Stefansson's polar adventures made him famous, especially for the all-meat diet he ate while camping in an igloo: seal flipper and whale tongue; raw and boiled caribou; grizzly-bear jerky and polar-bear steaks; blood soup and tallow-dipped ptarmigan feathers; and, on one desperate occasion, his own bootlaces.

From the November 1945 issue: Vilhjalmur Stefansson reports on the dental benefits of an all-meat diet

Tales of Stefansson's gastronomical feats circulated at a moment when Americans were also exploring new kinds of food. The First World War brought meat shortages and a national austerity campaign, launched in 1917, that encouraged "Meatless Tuesdays" and "Porkless Thursdays." For years, naturalists with the American Museum of Natural History, which funded some of Stefansson's expeditions, had been arguing that Americans should really eat more whale. During the war, the U.S. government got on board, promoting the consumption of fresh and canned leviathan and explaining that because these sea monsters were mammals, their flesh tasted like beef or venison, not fish. The feds published a bulletin with 32 cetacean recipes, including "Stuffed Roast Whale," "Whale Croquettes," and "Corned Porpoise." And the museum hosted a widely publicized "whale steak luncheon," which more than one newspaperman described as sweet revenge for poor Jonah.

Read: I ate whale meat

Meanwhile, Alexander Graham Bell, the renowned inventor and a co-founder of the American Telephone and Telegraph Company, was out with a related plan for solving America's meat crisis. In a statement published in the Journal of Heredity, Bell suggested that the government should look into the possibility of domesticating manatees. Although Florida lawmakers had recently criminalized the killing of these charismatic animals, which one 1891 children's-book author had called "as amiable, mild, gentle, playful, kindly a creature as ever drew breath," Bell noted that the sea cow offered "many points of superiority" over even such a promising candidate for husbandry as the pygmy hippopotamus, which the journal had previously considered. "Dr. Bell wants to see the south dotted with manatee ranches," The Augusta Herald reported in an article about the idea that included recipes for broiled, stewed, and curried manatee, and explained that the sea cow's tail was usually pickled and served cold.

This was not a bonkers notion. Manatees had been a coveted food source for the Seminole peoples and for southern Americans extending into even the 20th century. "The fattest, juiciest Tennessee beef is by no means equal to it and I doubt if there is anything in the animal kingdom that is so utterly delicious," one manatee enthusiast wrote in 1885. Bell's scheme, presented in a journal devoted to eugenics and geared toward optimizing dietary protein, would later resurface at another moment of food anxiety, when Walter Voegtlin was inventing the Paleo diet in the 1970s.

After training as a doctor and specializing in gastroenterology, Voegtlin had devoted most of his career to trying to find a cure for alcoholism. But on the side he was a nutritional contrarian, arguing in talks that human digestion is better suited to a diet rich in fat and protein than one based on carbohydrates. To prove this point, he cited Stefansson's tales of Stone Age eating and his own early lab research on dogs.

Voegtlin's anti-starch opinions spread, at first, on the basis of these lectures. By the 1950s, they were being touted in Prevention, a magazine known for its back-to-nature ethos and openness to vaccine-skeptical views. The Stone Age Diet, his first and only published work on caveman nutrition, did not come out until 1975, just months before his death. Voegtlin saw Mother Nature's food chain in simple terms: Herbivores eat plants, and carnivores eat herbivores. Humans are in the latter group, with digestive tracts that are "practically identical" to those of dogs, he said. (Voegtlin conceded that omnivores exist, but he argued they are merely "transitional forms.") But if man is a "pure carnivore," as Voegtlin claimed, he is flexible as to what kinds of meat ought to go in the tank. Bugs, snails, worms, snakes, leeches, monkeys, lizards, the stomach contents of sharks: All are regarded as delicacies by some human societies, according to the book.

Indeed, for Voegtlin, the future of the species might depend on man's willingness to broaden his horizons with respect to meat. Writing at a time when concerns about the impending human "population bomb" were widespread, Voegtlin thought the world was not harvesting enough protein to fend off malnutrition. He argued that people might need to start eating up the world's predators, because they competed with humans for flesh. "There are four thousand tigers left in India and each tiger eats six thousand pounds of meat each year," Voegtlin noted with alarm. Alligators, crocodiles, lions, tigers, and bears might have to become supper. Ocean predators such as the seal, whale, dolphin, and walrus would be hunted down and made into supermarket steaks. And in the brutal, man-eat-dog world of the book's imagination, human populations, too, would need to be controlled: Voegtlin proposed that reproduction should be limited to "superior types of individuals" under the watch of an "omnipotent Bureau of World Census."

As for nature's mermaid--the gentle, seagrass-chewing sea cow--she might carry on her lineage in water farms, domesticated as a novel form of floating livestock. "This marine mammal, as does its dry land counterpart, eats only vegetation, totally unfit for human consumption," Voegtlin noted. Sea cows are superior to land cows, Voegtlin suggested, because land cows eat grains, which humans could survive on in a pinch. Since manatees live on baleful sea-salads and don't deplete the world's meat supply, they could live alongside humans in peace--until such time as they were ground into meatballs.

Voegtlin's book did not initially garner much attention. One of its few reviews, in the journal Medical History, described it as full of "opinions that oppose accepted belief and substantiated fact." Academics who promoted Paleolithic nutrition in the 1980s called for plenty of plant foods in the diet and ignored Voegtlin, perhaps on account of his endorsement of eugenics. But by the time the Paleo world was coalescing online in the '90s, Voegtlin's book was cited as a pioneering work. Its message would be channeled through the 2010s as the Paleo lifestyle became associated with zealous meat-eating and an emerging band of popular "meatfluencers."

But as it turned out, the archaeology would prove Voegtlin wrong: It wasn't true that Stone Age humans never touched a processed grain. Starch residue found on 30,000-year-old grinding stones indicates that Paleolithic peoples may have eaten bread. Ancient bits of DNA suggest that genes for starch-digesting enzymes might have been proliferating as early as 800,000 years ago, when cave-chefs started roasting primordial potatoes. Marlene Zuk, an evolutionary biologist and the author of a 2013 book that debunked some of Voegtlin's arguments, recalled how the Paleo community dealt with this evidence that challenged their largely carb-avoidant worldview. "They liked the word tuber," Zuk told me. "The word tuber was very popular because it sounded more caveman-y."

Read: How close are manatees to extinction?

Even for its time, The Stone Age Diet missed the mark with its sharp dichotomy between herbivores and carnivores (and its bizarre denial of omnivores). These distinctions can be fuzzy: Crocodilians, for example, may eat kumquats and pond apples in the wild, while cows and sheep will snack on baby birds. Even the kindly Florida manatee, connoisseur of bayou seagrass, sometimes flies into a carnivorous rage, snapping up fish and gnashing them in its terrible teeth.

Yet no branch of science has debunked the idea that humans are neglecting lots of opportunities for ingesting animals. Indeed, the notion that we should be eating strange meats has been backed by a range of influential authorities. Voegtlin got his vision of sea-cow cuisine not directly from Bell but from Scientific American, which had proposed that we domesticate not just the manatee but also the "palatable" capybara, and from The Journal of the American Medical Association, which lent its weight to the idea of building enormous blue-whale farms in the Pacific Ocean, fenced in by coral reefs. More recently, advocates of livestock alternatives have zeroed in on smaller animals: In 2013, the United Nations released a report on global food security that argued for the mass cultivation of edible insects. The report noted that various groups have made a habit of consuming beetles, caterpillars, wasps, mealworms, and dragonflies.

I'm not here to suggest that the logic of evidence-based nutrition demands that we consume more manatee meatloaf or chili con capybara or dragonfly dumplings. But there's something ho-hum about the fact that a norm-breaking MAHA administration, led by a carnivorous health secretary who has boasted that he's a "very adventurous eater" and will "eat virtually anything," has stuck so monotonously to beef. It's not as if beef has been shown to be healthier than any other meat. Examined through a political lens, though, Kennedy's bovine-forward dietary approach makes perfect sense, Amy Bentley, a food historian, told me. The burger is the quintessential American meal, and beef-related imagery calls to mind the virile cowboys who drove cattle and made America great by filling its larders with sirloin. There's a resonance between this sentimentality for the Old West and the Paleo-nostalgia that animates the carnivore community, she said, in that both are romantic fantasies about a time when men were unapologetic warriors. "When gender roles are being questioned, there's often renewed interest in the vitality-giving properties of animal flesh," Adrienne Bitar, a food scholar who has written about Voegtlin, told me.

Proposals to put manatees or mealworms on the food pyramid would face challenges. On the left, a plan to farm sea cows would enrage conservationists, even though Trichechus manatus has in recent years been downgraded from "endangered" to "threatened." On the right, the UN's edible-insect report sparked an "I will not eat the bugs" campaign from skeptics of climate-driven policies. Perhaps that's why, for all of the MAHA bluster about remaking the American diet, the architects of our new dietary guidelines have turned out to be picky eaters when it comes to meat. We're all a bit afraid to try new things. That tendency, which may have been with us since the Stone Age, today serves the interests of our cumbersome friends in the Florida Everglades. For now, at least, pickled manatee tail is off the table.
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Europe's Come-to-AC Moment

The heat is changing the continent's interest in cooling technologies of all kinds.

by Beth Gardiner

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




In stifling apartments and sweaty row houses in England, Germany, and even Scandinavia, some Europeans are considering a very American idea: They really need an air conditioner.

One of their most accessible options, though, might feel unfamiliar to anyone accustomed to central air. Among Europe's commonly used types of air-conditioning is a clunky, inefficient unit that stands a few feet high and has a wide exhaust tube meant to go out a window. Such units are typically "a panic-buy on a hot weekend," Brian Motherway, the head of energy efficiency at the International Energy Agency, told me. People grab the first machine they see and end up living with it for a decade, he said. Many people leave the window gap around the exhaust tube uncovered, letting hot air right back in. Walking down a Paris street last week, I saw three different stores where such units stood beside a door propped open by the tube.

Sales of air conditioners of all sorts are climbing in Britain too. I've lived in London for 25 years, and I don't recall ever hearing anyone talk about buying a home air conditioner--until three acquaintances mentioned, unprompted, on the same sweltering day, that they had purchased one, or were considering it.

Much of Europe wasn't built for air-conditioning, or for coping with hot weather at all. In Britain, for instance, which has been long accustomed to cool summers and dark, rainy winters, older houses like mine are poorly insulated and often leave inhabitants baking when outside temperatures climb. But many newer buildings are designed to retain heat and maximize sunlight, making them also poorly suited for the new normal, Andy Love, a sustainability consultant who founded Shade the UK, an advocacy group that presses for smarter building regulations, told me. However sleek and modern the big glass apartment towers going up around London look, he said that many residents are "moving into those flats in the winter to then find out in the summer, it's a furnace." Britain's Climate Change Committee, which advises the government, put the problem bluntly in a report in May: "The UK was built for a climate that no longer exists."

All across the continent, Europeans enduring heat waves that are growing more frequent and intense are coming to similar realizations about their own buildings and cities. The zinc roofs that top nearly four-fifths of Parisian apartment buildings, for instance, create baking conditions for those beneath. Temperatures are brutal, too, in the concrete towers on the city's poorer outskirts, where high electricity prices make some people wary even of running fans. France's housing minister, Vincent Jeanbrun, said that one in three dwellings in the country was "like a thermal kettle." Many European nations have worked hard to improve buildings' energy efficiency, but although insulation can help modulate temperatures in summer as well as winter, many homes have also been made airtight to retain heat.

Now Europeans urgently need ways to cool down. Although climate change will cause the biggest absolute increases in heat in African nations, eight of the 10 countries likely to see the most "dramatic relative increases in the number of days that require cooling" are in northwestern Europe, a study by researchers from the University of Oxford and the University of Bristol found. That list includes Switzerland, Britain, and Norway, and all of those places, the study warns, are unprepared.

Already this summer, two major heat waves have broiled Europe. During the first, Ireland, France, and the United Kingdom sweated through their hottest-ever May temperatures. A month later, France notched its two hottest days and its hottest night since records began: Thermometers soared past 110 degrees Fahrenheit in the west and 104 degrees in Paris. Spain reported its two hottest June days since at least 1950, and Britain, where temperatures reached 99 degrees, recorded its three hottest June days. The temperature in Basel, Switzerland, hit 100 degrees. Germany and Austria are enduring heat in the 90s, and braced for worse as the weather moves east. Temperatures this high can be life-threatening: More than 200,000 people have died because of heat in Europe in just the past four years, the World Health Organization estimates.

The imperative of reducing that toll prompted Britain's Climate Change Committee to warn that although installing shades, awnings, and shutters can and should help lower temperatures, air-conditioning and other cooling systems will be needed in many homes, hospitals, long-term-care facilities, and schools. That need couldn't have been clearer this week, as patients sweltered and radiation and MRI machines broke down in hospitals just as emergency rooms were swamped with heat-stricken arrivals.

Making changes like those the committee recommends will take money--potentially $10 billion annually between now and 2050--and time. A 2021 report estimated that less than 5 percent of U.K. homes had air-conditioning, although one market survey reported more recently that the number with an AC had doubled in the past three years. Even so, air-conditioning the country will take decades. The climate panel recommended that temperatures be kept to safe levels in all hospitals by 2035, in long-term-care facilities by  2040, and in schools and prisons by 2050.

The shift to AC is happening across Europe, where only about 20 percent of homes currently have air-conditioning. (Compare that with about 90 percent in the United States.) Ownership is skewed toward the south of Europe--about half of homes in Italy and 40 percent in Spain use it, for example. But a survey in Germany found that AC ownership jumped by 6 percent between 2023 and 2024. Even residents of Scandinavia and the Baltic countries are buying air conditioners, Simon Pezzutto, who studies cooling demand at the Institute for Renewable Energy at Eurac Research, in Northern Italy, told me.

Those clunky portable units do ease discomfort, at least; another widely available air-conditioning option, known as a split unit, is typically more efficient, but also more expensive and harder to install. Reversible air-to-air heat pumps, which are gaining popularity, are an even more efficient option and can both heat homes in winter and cool them in summer.

In Europe, where electricity prices are significantly higher than in the United States and incomes are typically lower, the price of cooling can mean a painful surprise when the power bill comes. If air-conditioning use spikes rapidly, it could also burden a grid that is not yet ready for big new peaks. In a taste of that possible future, tens of thousands of French homes lost power during this week's brutal heat. Electricity prices spiked as demand climbed, and some nuclear reactors had to curtail generation. Britain's grid operator coughed up an estimated $13 million to get extra generation online.

Roxana Slavcheva, a buildings expert at the World Resources Institute, told me that the continent would benefit from making sure that the air conditioners it does use are as efficient as possible. But it also needs to prioritize less energy-hungry cooling measures, including better ventilation and more shade for both streets and buildings, she said. In southern Europe, Italy's wooden shutters and the Greek islands' thick white walls moderate temperatures, Anna Mavrogianni, a built-environment professor at University College London, told me. Street trees, pergolas, and parks can make being outside more enjoyable, and even help reduce the urban heat-island effect, which makes cities hotter than surrounding areas. Awnings stop heat before it gets inside, as does orienting new homes to minimize direct sunlight on big windows. Light-colored or reflective paint keeps temperatures down, and ceiling fans help too.

Such upgrades aren't all easy--or quick. In Paris, for instance, officials sometimes decline permission to modify those hot zinc roofs because they're part of the city's distinctive look. Elsewhere, too, local planning rules aimed at preserving historic buildings' aesthetics can mire exterior changes in red tape. In Britain, windows that typically open out instead of in mean that external shutters can't be installed. Love, the sustainability consultant, knows that retrofitting millions of homes and thousands of neighborhoods is a daunting project that will take years, if it happens at all. Done right, the changes he envisions could make Britain "feel a little bit more Mediterranean than we're currently used to," he said. But with the heat here today, "people now just want solutions."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2026/06/europe-air-conditioning/687711/?utm_source=feed
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Venezuelans Were Sorting Through the Rubble Alone

"It was just us, the relatives, the neighbors," one woman who was searching for her family said.

by Joshua Partlow

Tue, 30 Jun 2026






The Conjunto Residencial Belo Horizonte, twin apartment towers in the Venezuelan state of La Guaira, stood 16 stories high and offered sweeping views of the Caribbean Sea. Erick Rosas, a few weeks shy of his college graduation, was living with his family on the third floor, but when the shaking started on Wednesday, he was visiting his uncle, about 15 miles up the coast. It was a national holiday, commemorating a 19th-century battle that led to Venezuela's independence, and Rosas was in the swimming pool.



In those first terrifying moments of back-to-back earthquakes, more powerful than any the country had experienced in more than a century, Rosas could think of little but escape, he told me. He pulled himself from the water and leapt from the pool deck over a concrete wall that dropped about 10 feet to the street. Apartment buildings behind him, and to his left and right, were falling to the ground. Shirtless, in flip-flops, he set out to find his family. To reach the Belo Horizonte, he walked and caught rides on the backs of motorcycles through dust and smoke, amid the clamor and confusion of the trapped and wounded, past rubble and burning wreckage of once-familiar streets. It took him five hours to get home, only to discover that much of the tower had pancaked and collapsed.


The Belo Horizonte residential complex was damaged by the earthquakes in La Guaira, Venezuela. (Matias Delacroix / AP)



Near the end of the first week of one of Latin America's worst natural disasters in years, at least 1,700 people have been confirmed dead, some 5,000 are injured, and more are missing. The death toll is sure to climb. The hardest-hit state of La Guaira is teeming with search-and-rescue workers and humanitarian help from dozens of countries, including the United States. The United Nations is coordinating more than 2,000 rescue workers out of a command center in a stadium. American military forces have helped reopen the nearby international airport that serves Caracas. And a Navy warship, the USS Fort Lauderdale, is docked on the coast.

But much of this help came well after the most crucial period, when residents of the Belo Horizonte and the hundreds of other destroyed buildings were urgently attempting to rescue survivors in critical condition. In those first days, the people closest to the disaster felt acutely the absence of any assistance from their own government. "It was just us, the relatives, the neighbors," Zuleica Perez, a 66-year-old Caracas resident who searched for her family in the rubble of the Belo Horizonte, told me.

Along the Venezuelan coast, and especially in La Guaira, the evening of the earthquakes was primed to be a festive one. The area was hosting the feast of San Juan, an important Afro-Venezuelan celebration, during which the image of Saint John is placed on a public altar. People sing and dance; drumming fills the streets. Perez's nephew, Christopher Pineda, was at work at a nearby beach club. Pineda's wife, Maria Eugenia Garcia de Pineda, a high-school math and physics teacher, was home with their two children in their penthouse apartment on the 14th floor of the Belo Horizonte's Tower A. The World Cup match between Brazil and Scotland was starting, and they were watching the game.



When the shaking subsided, Perez could not reach her nephew, or his wife, by phone. She drove from Caracas to the coast to find out what happened. Hundreds of buildings collapsed that evening; videos from the beach show one nearby building fall as people scream and wail. But Tower A didn't fall flat; it crumbled into parts and fell to the side. A few lower floors held. By the time Perez arrived, it was dark, and the power was out. The rubble towered over her in a heap of broken concrete and twisted metal. She could find no sign of Maria or her children.



Rosas arrived at the downed towers late that night as well, after his escape from the swimming pool. His mother, he told me, had chosen that apartment tower in large part because she considered it safe. Her prior home had been washed away in the floods in La Guaira in 1999, in which thousands had died. Now more than 10 stories of the building had tumbled down. Their third-floor apartment had been destroyed. But it didn't fall. Rosas's family had survived.



He joined the throngs of people in the street trying to help pull out any survivors. "The truth is the neighbors were the ones who were going through the rubble; they were doing this work of rescuing," he said. "It was an acquaintance, a neighbor, a friend, a relative."


Similar scenes were playing out up and down the coast. Those first days, residents from Caracas and elsewhere rushed to help as they could, driving in on motorbikes and carrying water, diapers, generators, and tools to help people digging out the wreckage. Many complained that the government lacked heavy machinery to move rubble. By the weekend, government authorities would restrict access to people visiting La Guaira, asking for papers to show permission to be there. This helped bring some order to the search for survivors but also restricted the flow of assistance to people who had suddenly lost their homes and were sleeping outside, Lexys Rendon, the director of the human-rights group Laboratorio de Paz, told me. People in La Guaira had trouble communicating with those outside the area. Daniela Ropero, 38, who was helping mothers find lost children, did not want to leave, in case she couldn't return, so she slept on floors in strangers' homes, she told me over the phone. She stood by a truck with a Starlink internet connection, not far from the Belo Horizonte, to make calls. "There's no running water. There is garbage everywhere now. There's no public bathrooms. Between that and the smell of corpses--" she said before the connection broke up.



For the first three days, a crucial period to find survivors, the crowd of neighbors and relatives connected to the Belo Horizonte did what they could. In street clothes, many without helmets or masks or tools, they climbed into the rubble, risking their own safety to find those still alive. Videos posted on social media of this effort show people trapped high in the wreckage who showed signs of life but could not be reached. In one video, which Rosas told me captured what remained of his building's fifth floor, the camera zooms in on a woman lying face down in the space between two collapsed floors and moving slightly. "She's alive. She's still alive," the person filming says.


Family members and volunteers search through the rubble at the Belo Horizonte towers. (Diko Betancourt / Anadolu / Getty)



As the neighbors searched, they taped to a wall a handwritten list, more than 10 pages long, with the names and phone numbers of people who lived in the building. An Instagram account compiled dozens of photographs of residents from the building who were missing or deceased. Rosas told me the crowd managed to extract some people alive, but many more of the people they recovered were dead.



During the 48 hours that Perez and her relatives searched, she talked with others about the same grim mission: the 12th-floor family, two floors below her own apartment, and the husband who had gone out to buy bread minutes before the earthquake. "His wife and his daughter were entombed in there, and he was left out in the street," Perez said.



By Friday evening, her nephew had found a pink teddy bear that belonged to his own daughter, Eugenia, beneath slabs of concrete. When they found the girl, she was in her mothers arms; both had died, along with his son, who was in sixth grade. Extracting them took hours of strenuous work. As Perez recounted the ordeal, she was agonized. "They couldn't pull out the girl," she told me. "They're not rescue experts." It was late at night by the time they loaded all three bodies into a truck and drove through La Guaira to find a hospital.



Across the city, green spaces and parking lots had turned into improvised camps filled with displaced families. Others had taken shelter in stadiums and sports fields. On the streets, bodies were covered with sheets, lime scattered over them to soften the smell.



This country has long been in decline, under the repressive authoritarian rule of Nicolas Maduro, who took over after Hugo Chavez's death in 2013. Venezuelans have endured food shortages and hunger; rampant inflation; protests by tens of thousands of people, who were beaten back by tear gas, water cannons, and worse. After the Trump administration overthrew Maduro in January, many Venezuelans expressed hope for better days ahead. But even though the economy has shown signs of life under Delcy Rodriguez's leadership, "Venezuela is still in a profound crisis," the economist Asdrubal Oliveros told me. The earthquakes have "overwhelmed the capacity of the state."



International search-and-rescue teams started arriving in La Guaira on the day Perez's relatives were pulled from the Belo Horizonte. When Rosas eventually saw them, with their acoustic sensors and specialized tools, he felt as if they were coming not just from another country but another time. "We are taking out bodies with our bare hands, without gloves, and they show up with thermal cameras," he told me.



These teams spread out amid the wreckage, far and wide beyond the Conjunto Residencial Belo Horizonte, and a new phase of the recovery began.



Mariana Zuniga contributed reporting from La Guaira.
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A Long-Standing Theory of Childbirth Is a Myth

Delivering a human baby is not uniquely difficult.

by Katherine J. Wu

Mon, 29 Jun 2026




As billions of people can attest, giving birth is hard for humans. Our infants have an exceptionally large head for their body size and yet have to squeeze through a very narrow pelvis. Appendages can get stuck; bones can fracture. At worst, the consequences can be lethal for mothers or babies. Until recently, many researchers believed that our species weathered that particular hardship alone: Other primates, they supposed, didn't need to strike the same compromise between super-brains and walking upright, and so could birth babies with relative ease. But new evidence has started to challenge the notion that human childbirth is uniquely dangerous.



A new paper published today in Nature Ecology & Evolution offers one of the most compelling cases to date against that assumption--showing that other primates, too, must push their babies through some seriously restricted spaces, contributing to infant-death rates that can exceed 34 percent. Humans have long put ourselves on an evolutionary pedestal--"We always think we are special," Nicole Webb, an evolutionary biologist at the Senckenberg Research Institute and Natural History Museum, in Germany, who wasn't involved in the new research, told me. But the more scientists have looked across the animal kingdom, the more the biological realities of other animals have upended this narrative.



The assumption that people have it especially rough during childbirth can largely be traced back to a scientist named Adolph Schultz. Schultz's research was revolutionary: Nearly a century ago, he was the first to gather evidence on the pelvic proportions of several primate species as a proxy for how easily their babies would fit. But his approach also had serious flaws, Nicole Torres-Tamayo, an anthropologist at the Miquel Crusafont Catalan Institute of Paleontology, in Spain, and one of the new study's authors, told me. Schultz was wrong about the orientation in which the fetal head of different primates moved through the birth canal. He also incorrectly assumed that the measurements that scientists had taken of the human birth canal would be the most relevant ones to take for other species.



Generally, the most limited section of the human birth canal is the section between the upper part of the sacrum and the front of the pelvis. But in other primates, the birth canal narrows farther down than that. Those errors led Schultz to overestimate just how much room other primates had to shepherd their babies through the birth canal.



So a few years ago, Torres-Tamayo and her colleagues decided to take a new set of measurements with a more open-minded approach. After surveying more than two dozen primate species, they found that humans were far from alone in having to squish babies through an unaccommodating pelvis. According to their research, we're not even the most disadvantaged among primates. Human babies have heads almost exactly as big as the mother's pelvis--a squeeze by any standard and a tighter fit than other great apes. But some other primates, including tamarins and bush babies, must birth infants whose head is almost twice as large as what their mom's pelvis seems to accommodate.



Squirrel monkeys--a petite, chirruping, tree-climbing species whose dark muzzle gives the impression of permanent 5 o'clock shadow--have to deal with that proportional dilemma, too. Although they're one of the smallest primates around, they can give birth to babies that, overall, weigh as much as 15 percent of what the mother does. (For a 150-pound human, that'd be the equivalent of vaginally delivering a 22.5-pound infant--a feat that, historically, does not end well.) Some data suggest that, at least in captivity, more than a third of squirrel-monkey babies may die, Lia Betti, an anthropologist at University College London and one of the study's authors, told me. In one study from the 1990s, a researcher observing seven squirrel-monkey births watched two of the babies get stuck; neither survived.



And yet humans, squirrel monkeys, and all other still-living primates have somehow made it work, in large part by evolving anatomical work-arounds. Many primates, for instance, emerge from the birth canal not with the crown of the baby's head popping out first, as humans do, but face-first--a position that seems to put the head in the least obtrusive position as it transits through the pelvis. Squirrel monkeys are also able to successfully birth babies by completely dislocating their pelvis during delivery--and their infants have been documented pulling themselves out of the birth canal once their shoulders are in the clear.



These particular options aren't available to humans, though. Our erect posture and the position of the spine makes it very risky--and uncomfortable--to deliver babies face-first. For us, a baby who is delivered head down and is facing the mother's spine, with their chin tucked toward their chest, has the easiest path out. And for us, a strong, solid pelvis is thought to be key to supporting our weight as we walk upright, nixing the option of keeping those bones loose and fully dislocatable, Betti told me.



Making these kinds of comparisons, though, can tell researchers only so much. Each species has such a unique anatomy, physiology, and evolutionary history that no single metric or measurement can fully capture the complexity of birth. Anna Warrener, an anthropologist at the University of Colorado at Denver who wasn't involved in the new paper, also pointed out that most serious human-birth complications actually don't involve babies getting stuck: They instead get dangerous when a mother starts to bleed uncontrollably, or suffers complications from an infection. Birth is probably treacherous for many, many animals in ways that humans don't yet appreciate.



Ultimately, what sets humans apart the most may be our ability to cope with birth in creative ways. Humans monitor pregnancies closely and attend one another's births; we can intervene to minimize bleeding and infection, and extract babies surgically. Many experts have cautioned against the dangers of over-intervening during delivery; at the same time, the availability of clinical care, when properly deployed, has clearly saved countless lives. And even outside of that clinical assistance, "from a grand evolutionary perspective, our species has done a pretty good job," Warrener said. Difficult births aren't necessarily unsuccessful ones--and certainly, she added, "there wouldn't be 8 billion of us if we hadn't cracked the code."
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The Father of American Pop Music Turns 200

Stephen Foster wrote some of the most enduring American songs, invented the role of songwriter, and served as a cautionary tale for his successors.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 02 Jul 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.


Two-hundred years ago, on July 4, 1826, the United States celebrated its 50th birthday. Thomas Jefferson and John Adams died. And another enduring voice was born: the songwriter Stephen Foster.

The timing is fitting, for Foster is a quintessentially American figure. His name is not as famous as it once was--nor as famous as successors such as Cole Porter or Irving Berlin--but his influence on music remains huge. Songs like "Oh! Susanna," "Camptown Races," and "Old Folks at Home" remain familiar, even if many assume that they are traditional folk songs. Foster effectively invented the idea of a professional songwriter; founded the American songbook and pioneered the now-standard verse-chorus structure; and inspired the intellectual-property law of music. His untimely death set the template for the doomed, dissolute musician. Meanwhile, the racist elements of his music, and the racial dynamics of his era, continue to complicate his legacy. What could be more American than that?

Foster was born into a prominent family in Pittsburgh. He had neither the interest nor aptitude for business or much else, but he managed to find a niche writing songs, often either for minstrel bands or to be sold as sheet music. "All he had was his ability to create poetry and melody and put them together," Deane L. Root, a professor emeritus of music at the University of Pittsburgh and a Foster scholar, told me. By doing that, he created the model for the professional songwriters who have followed--Tin Pan Alley, the Brill Building, Motown's Holland-Dozier-Holland team, Nashville's Music Row, and modern-day hitmakers such as Max Martin.

The guitarist Bill Frisell has been recording Foster's music since the early 1990s and even named a group "Beautiful Dreamers" after the Foster composition, but he first encountered the songs as a young child. "It's just the perfect model for what a melody and the form of a song can be," he told me. "There's a million other composers, but just thinking of popular-song form, in a way this seems like ground zero for so much stuff that we have now." Frisell has recorded "Hard Times" as both a rollicking swing tune and a wistful lament, which he said is a testament to the song's craftsmanship. "The melody just gets so deep down in you. It's like the trunk of a tree, or the roots of the tree, and then you can start climbing around up there."

Musical skill, then as now, was not enough to guarantee financial stability. Early in his career, Foster had a major hit with "Oh! Susanna" in 1847. But despite writing dozens of songs, he struggled to earn a consistent living, making $10 to $15 a song--$400 to $500 today. "He didn't have an agent, he didn't have a lawyer who could work this for him. He didn't have somebody who knew the business on his behalf, writing up contracts with publishers and theater owners and all the rest," Root said. Foster died destitute in 1864, after falling and injuring himself in the bathroom of a hotel on the Bowery, becoming perhaps the first of many famous wastrels in American popular music. According to legend, Foster was drunk, though experts dispute this.

Foster's songs became ubiquitous--people sometimes mistook them for folk songs even during his lifetime--and were performed everywhere from back porches to opera houses, in every genre imaginable. But the man himself became best known only after his death, thanks to a fierce reputation-building effort by his brother. In the 1890s, Root told me, Foster became the first American composer to have his work collected in a book. This raised his profile and made him a model for a new generation of songwriters, who copied his verse-chorus structure. When Berlin and others formed ASCAP, now the leading performance-rights organization, to handle royalties in 1914, they had Foster in mind as a cautionary tale.

Speaking about Foster without talking about race is impossible. Frisell told me he'd lain awake the night before we spoke, thinking about how difficult it was to discuss. The leading popular music of the era was minstrelsy, which, as the musician Melvin Gibbs writes in his new book, How Black Music Took Over the World, "presented the version of Blackness that white audiences were willing to accept." White minstrel musicians would either commercialize Black culture (a pattern that persists in popular music) or else perform exaggerated stereotypes of it. Many of Foster's songs were written for Christy's Minstrels, a major minstrel troupe of the 1840s and 1850s that performed in blackface, and his lyrics traffic in slurs, pro-Confederate sentiments, and revisionism about the horrors of slavery, even though he'd witnessed it himself. (Foster's personal politics are tough to pin down; he also wrote pro-Union songs, and he seems to have been most interested in getting a paycheck.)

"My Old Kentucky Home" is that commonwealth's state song, and it's a staple of the Kentucky Derby. The lyrics describe the sorrows of a family separated by slavery, and Frederick Douglass praised the song for awakening abolitionist sentiments. Yet the words also include a slur that was sanitized in 1986--jarringly late. Some of the many Looney Tunes segments that feature his music were later withdrawn from circulation because of their offensive material. But the great Black bass-baritone and civil-rights activist Paul Robeson also recorded "My Old Kentucky Home" in its unexpurgated form, forcing listeners to confront the original content and context.

The musician-scholar Rhiannon Giddens, a leading interpreter of 19th-century American songs, told me that discussing Foster's context is difficult because minstrel entertainment is so little understood today. "I don't know if he was any more racist than the average person" of his time, she said. "He was just trying to make a buck." She finds Foster more interesting for what he represents than who he was as an individual.

For a May concert at Carnegie Hall, part of commemorations of the nation's 250th anniversary, she closed a set with "Hard Times." Giddens doesn't perform Foster's music much, looking to spotlight lesser-known work, but she decided it was the right piece for the moment. For me and for many others, it's Foster's finest work. The song is untainted by dialect, with a memorable tune and powerful lyrics, and I have found it a salve during recent hard times. Whatever the flaws of Foster and his music, Giddens said, "The man could write a tune." When she and her backing group played "Hard Times," it brought down the house, just as it has done for some 170 years now.

Related:

	Stephen C. Foster and Negro minstrelsy (From 1867)
 	Track of the year: "Hard Times Come Again No More" (From 2016)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The capital is a mess.
 	Why everyone is suddenly talking about "universal basic capital"
 	Pete Buttigieg's ordeal is a frightening new form of political harassment.




Today's News

	Russia hit Kyiv with almost 500 drones in a large-scale attack last night that killed at least 21 people and wounded 85 more, according to the city's mayor.
 	At least 2,295 people are confirmed to have died in the Venezuelan earthquakes, and nearly 50,000 people remain missing.
 	A U.S. Olympian was indicted for destruction of property after he was arrested for allegedly touching a chunk of detached coating in the Reflecting Pool last month. The Olympian says he did not remove or destroy any of the coating.




More From The Atlantic

	America is having MacBook sticker shock.
 	At least you're not playing in the World Cup right now.
 	American history as Rorschach test
 	What would Mark Twain think of America at 250?




Culture Break


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



Debate. A film critic's new book attacks the medium for diminishing culture. Rarely has David Thomson been more wrong, Michael O'Donnell argues.

Investigate. The internet couldn't get enough of "Freddy," a German tourist on an epic World Cup road trip, Will Oremus writes. Why did he suddenly go silent?

Play our daily crossword.



PS

Though Foster's renown grew in the decades after his death, Atlantic readers (then as now) would have been better informed. In 1867, three years after he died, the magazine published a remembrance by Robert P. Nevin, who knew Foster from Pittsburgh. Nevin remembered the songwriter as a melancholic genius, and insisted that Foster did not merely caricature Black Americans but used their vernacular to convey universal themes. "May the time be far in the future ere lips fail to move to its music, or hearts to respond to its influence," Nevin wrote. That time has not come yet.

-- David

Stephanie Bai 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 Supreme Court Decision That Might Improve Politics

The recent campaign-finance ruling is actually good. Or at least, it's not bad.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 01 Jul 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.


No sooner had the Supreme Court issued its opinion in a big campaign-finance case yesterday than my inbox began filling up with nongovernmental organizations and Democratic leaders decrying the ruling.

In the case, National Republican Senatorial Committee v. Federal Election Commission, the justices struck down a law limiting the amount of money that political parties can use for coordinated spending on candidates. On first glance, the ruling is yet another in a string of cases in which the Court's conservative majority has overturned laws that try to regulate the flow of money in politics, citing the right to free speech.

"Today's ruling is a win for billionaire donors and special interests who want more influence over the GOP agenda and an invitation for corruption," the leaders of the Democratic National Committee, Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee, and Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee thundered in a statement. Michael Waldman, head of the left-leaning Brennan Center for Justice, took a similar line: "Today's campaign finance ruling is part of the Roberts Court's 16-year drive to destroy anti-corruption laws." The Elias Law Group, a top Democratic law firm, said that the decision "needlessly overturns its own precedent to destroy a long-standing pillar of federal campaign finance law."

The bleakest predictions about the decision may yet come true--contemporary American politics seldom disappoints pessimists--but I think another interpretation is more likely. NRSC will help empower the political parties, reduce the appeal of super PACs, and potentially even improve transparency, all of which are positive changes. The conservative majority may have unintentionally stumbled into a good result for election law, at least within the bounds of the deeply broken status quo.

The law in question is, like all campaign-finance rules, arcane. Individuals are permitted to give only a set amount to candidates, and the statute was designed to keep donors from funneling greater sums by passing them through the parties. It set a limit on how much parties can spend in coordination with candidates--$65,300 in most House races in 2026. Meanwhile, the Court has issued many decisions demolishing existing campaign-finance laws over the past couple of decades, including Citizens United v. FEC, which struck down limits on outside spending, as did a lower court with its decision in SpeechNOW.Org v. FEC, which paved the way for super PACs, both in 2010. That shift means that far more money is sloshing around, but instead of going to parties, it's going into independent groups such as super PACs, which have comparatively little regulation or disclosure rules.

The idea that political parties should be stronger may be counterintuitive to most Americans, who hold both the Democratic and Republican Parties in low esteem. But many political scientists have argued that one reason American politics is such a mess is that the party organizations have been weakened for decades, through steps that include the deregulation of campaign-finance and also "good governance" reforms such as choosing candidates via transparent primaries rather than in smoke-filled rooms. Weak parties are less able to squash candidates whose positions come from the fringes of their coalitions, or massively wealthy candidates--or both, in the case of Donald Trump, whom the GOP establishment disdained but proved powerless to stop in 2016.

"Unlike Superpacs, the political parties are accountable to the voters," Rick Pildes, a professor at the New York University School of Law, told me in an email. "They aggregate a broad array of interests, unlike ideological Superpacs; the money to parties is fully transparent, unlike Superpacs; and political parties are the major vehicle through which voters get messages about a governing agenda." He added, "Even if you believe there's too much money in politics, it's better to have that money flow through the political parties than these unaccountable, outside groups that are often narrowly focused."



Lifting the ban on coordination won't eliminate super PACs, which raised $5 billion in the 2024 election, but it will make them less alluring to donors. Money can be used more efficiently if it's going directly to a party and candidate, rather than to a super PAC that is legally barred from coordinating with a candidate.



One reason Democrats reacted angrily to the ruling is that, in the immediate term, the GOP will likely benefit. (This is also the reason Republicans brought the suit.) Bloomberg notes that Republican committees have more money in their coffers than their Democratic counterparts do, even as many Democratic candidates are out-raising their opponents. In the long run, though, both parties will benefit.



Like a huge majority of Americans, I would prefer a far more restrictive campaign-finance regime, one that made money less important, thus freeing elected officials of the need to spend astonishing amounts of time fundraising, and reduced the political sway of billionaires and wealthy special interests alike. This spring, The New York Times reported that one-fifth of federal-campaign donations in 2024 came from billionaires and their immediate family members--a total of more than $3 billion. But the current Supreme Court has demonstrated that it will strike down almost any law that attempts to restrict this type of spending as an infringement on the First Amendment--as it did in this case.



Bruce Cain, a political scientist at Stanford, wrote in an email that he agreed with the "core argument" of the NRSC ruling, but added, "The problem of mega-donors and independent spending will not go away because of this decision." In its other recent jurisprudence, he said, "the Court has ruled that independent spending cannot corrupt the way a direct contribution can. This is a ludicrous legal assumption, but it will not be changed soon."



NRSC v. FEC does nothing to fix these broader systemic problems with money in elections, but it's a baby step toward a more functional politics.



Related:

	Trump exposes the holes in campaign-finance laws.
 	Small donors still aren't as important as wealthy ones.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Anne Applebaum on Trump's anti-patriotic trap
 	Jonathan Chait: There's nothing democratic about these socialists.
 	Putin is slipping into delusion.
 	Alexandra Petri: "I went to the Great American State Fair and I may never sleep again."




Today's News

	President Trump announced that the United States will not renew the United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement on trade, which he had negotiated and signed in 2018.
 	Trump's financial disclosure yesterday revealed that he made almost $1.2 billion from his cryptocurrency businesses last year, putting his net-worth estimate at $6 billion, up from $2.3 billion in 2024.
 	A couple were arrested after scaling to the top of the needle on the Empire State Building in New York City, where they were filmed apparently getting engaged.




Evening Read


People affected by the earthquake line up for food in La Guaira, Venezuela, on June 27. Matias Delacroix / AP



The Vultures Arrived Before the Rescue Teams

By Gisela Salim-Peyer

Big earthquakes flatten buildings into rubble the same way everywhere. Last Wednesday, when back-to-back quakes of magnitudes 7.5 and 7.2 rocked a large part of my native Venezuela, I found some dark consolation in the thought that such tragedies are impartial to place. The tectonic plates deep below had exerted their formidable powers because this is what they sometimes do. The suffering would be acute, but its precedents were universal and as old as the Earth.
 But Venezuela's man-made disasters didn't take long to exacerbate the natural one.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Young Republican activists are turning against Trump.
 	Something is happening in the Democratic base.
 	The Kennedy Center's latest defense raises a new mystery.
 	The Supreme Court's utterly mainstream ruling on women's sports
 	A tough day for NPR




Culture Break


llustration by The Atlantic. Source: Kurt Iswarienko / FX.



Watch. The Bear's series finale (streaming on Hulu) bids a profoundly warm farewell, Shirley Li writes.

Play on. To understand the history of America, look to the history of its sports, Sally Jenkins writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

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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I Went to the Great American State Fair and I May Never Sleep Again

A day at the fair featuring patriotic energy drinks, a George Washington impersonator, and lots of ABBA

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 01 Jul 2026




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

It's MAHA Monday at the Great American State Fair, and I am drinking a Phorm Energy Screamin' Freedom (16 ounces for $6). The fair also offered normal drinks for $5 (Coke, Diet Coke, Sprite, lemonade), but I figured that for an extra dollar, it would be worth it to know the taste of freedom. Screamin' Freedom, specifically. This drink offers "natural energy," "mental focus," "hydration," "zero sugar," "200 MG caffeine," and a picture of an eagle. The concessions worker warns me that the beverage emphasizes "screamin'" because it has the caffeine content of two Red Bulls. The flavor ("cherry, lemon, & blueberry flavored with other natural flavors") evokes a melted rocket pop but gets somehow worse with every sip. It is in a can, so I will never know the color of this drink, but over the course of MAHA Monday, I will drink the entire thing.

Everything that follows may be a hallucination!

Consider the state booths. Some are Official State Presentations; others are very much not. Florida includes a cannon, a manatee, and a drawing of Juan Ponce de Leon at the Fountain of Youth, labeled "Drawing of Juan Ponce de Leon at the Fountain of Youth." Georgia is proud to have originated the Waffle House! (Happy MAHA Day?)

Washington State has no official presence, but like many other states without an official presence, that has not stopped some graphic designer from conjuring up a nightmare on its behalf, this one in the form of an elk posing proudly with an Amazon package.

In West Virginia, you can whack a simulated car into a guardrail while belting "Take Me Home, Country Roads." Yes, of course!

Nebraska's booth features a Union Pacific Railroad corner with a train simulator that, as far as I can tell, does not give you any actual control over the train. I push a lot of buttons and levers, and nothing about the train's speed or trajectory changes at all! This feels spiritually correct.

James Madison begins his Legacy Stage talk at 1 p.m. by announcing that the year is 1811 (this feels like he is just trying to get out of having to answer questions about the War of 1812, but it does not work; the audience asks them anyway) and then spends most of his time talking about how Thomas Jefferson did a good job writing the Declaration of Independence. Madison keeps thinking his time is up and being told that he, in fact, has more time.

The woman next to me asks Madison why he, the Father of the Constitution, has spent all of his time talking about Jefferson and the Declaration of Independence. Madison says that this is the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, and that at the time of the Declaration he (Madison) was more involved in local politics. This raises more questions than it answers, foremost among them: If this is true, why not just invite Jefferson? Was he not available? Did he drop out, like Milli Vanilli? Did he drop out because he heard Milli Vanilli was dropping out? We will never know, just as I will never know the color of my beverage.

After Madison, lunch!

The most MAHA lunch I can find at this fair is a whole turkey leg, so that is what I eat. Between this and the Phorm, I am now surging with raw strength and potential and decide it is time to test my power at the Never Surrender USA tent. I manage to do an arm hang for a whole ... 36 seconds! The record is, I think, a minute and 20 seconds? (My phorm needs work.)

I am still drinking the Phorm, but it is unpleasantly warm now. With each sip, my regret increases. Lana Del Rey's "Summertime Sadness" plays, and it feels personal. I take what is objectively a very sad video of myself drinking more Phorm while this song plays. This will be great for social media!

I may be remembering the musical vibe of state fairs incorrectly, but I do not recall there being so much Elton John and ABBA at these events. To get the full picture of the Great American State Fair experience, imagine that every word James Madison says is fighting to be heard over "Tiny Dancer." The closest we come to something patriotic or thematically appropriate is Miley Cyrus's "Party in the USA" and Katy Perry's "Firework."

The Department of Education, or what's left of it, is represented by a booth manned by two interns sitting behind a sign offering you a chance to win "a copy of the original draft of the Declaration of Independence." Wow, a copy! Maybe this one will say "sacred" instead of "self-evident"! The booth also features some handy charts from an organization called the American Journey Experience that explain that it looked at 15,000 political documents from the American founding era, and 34 percent of them cited the Bible! Things at the Department of Education seem like they're going well.

The Department of Commerce has a picture of George Washington dressed like Steve Jobs. Why not!


On the left, an elk posing with an Amazon package at the Washington State booth; on the right, George Washington dressed as Steve Jobs (Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Alexandra Petri.)



At 2:41 p.m., Dr. Oz is talking with ... Dean Cain? About Medicare fraud? No time! I can't risk missing George Washington!

At 2:45, back on the Legacy Stage, we hear from George Washington! He reads a speech slowly from prepared, printed notes. He also calls John Adams "the man with the mouth." (I do not know what this refers to.) Later, while I'm wandering around the fairgrounds, he tells me that a cop informed him that this part of D.C. is a "top-free" zone and, due to this special zoning situation, it would be fine to sunbathe topless here. "A woman could walk past the White House with nothing on but a thong," he continues, as I type into my Notes app, nodding intently. Fun fact from General Washington!

Two hours later, I realize that this was the same impersonator who portrayed Abraham Lincoln at my wedding reception, in 2018! I wrote a toast for Lincoln to deliver in character--there were several jokes about how we were slow to get engaged, like George B. McClellan--and he mingled with guests. We found out only afterward that he kept going up to people and volunteering the information that he thought Lincoln would have kept slavery to preserve the Union, so the surprise intel about the National Mall being a top-free zone was actually only the second-most-alarming remark I've heard him emit unprompted. He is available for parties and also does Dean Martin, or Dean Martin as Abraham Lincoln. (This is one of those paragraphs that really makes you rethink your entire life and all of your choices leading up to this point!)

It's 3:45. I am back at the stage where Dr. Oz is holding forth, addressing the crowd with recommendations for healthy snacks. "I never travel without nuts in my pocket," Dr. Oz is saying. "Nuts are baby trees."

I start to feel vaguely ill, despite the "natural energy" in my drink. My editor has asked me to keep her apprised of my heart rate.

More states! I am going to visit them all, so help me.

How's Oklahoma doing? "We're OK!" the lady at the booth answers. (But are we OK? I am not!)

Arizona is an immersive experience involving darkness, birdsong, and the scent of pine. Have I passed out? Is this the end? I stagger back out into the sunlight.

Before I go, I can't forget to visit the painter Scott LoBaido. "I have flirted eye to eye with Mona Lisa in Paris. I have touched the thick painful brushstrokes of Van Gogh, and I gasped in awe at Michelangelo's Sistine Chapel, yet still to this day, my favorite work of art is ... The Star Spangled Banner," reads a quote from Scott LoBaido on the wall. Below that quote, a screen plays a video featuring another quote by Scott LoBaido: "The greatest work of art in the history of civilization is undoubtedly the Star Spangled Banner." Tell us how you really feel about the star-spangled banner, Scott LoBaido!

Then, around the corner, you can watch Scott LoBaido painting--this will knock you over with a feather--the star-spangled banner!

My last stop of the day is Shredded Cheddar. This turns out to be a band, not a comestible. It is the last listed performer on the Legacy Stage; its cover of "Fast Car" strikes a poignant note as I make my way away from the fairgrounds with a wildly beating heart and a budding sunburn. I am relieved not to have taken off my top, despite what George Washington recommended. Happy MAHA Day!
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The Most Surprising Part of the Birthright-Citizenship Decision

A conversation with Quinta Jurecic about how the recent rulings will affect the president's power

by Will Gottsegen

Tue, 30 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.


This week, the Supreme Court handed down the final seven opinions of its term. The rulings paint a complicated picture; some broadly affirm the president's executive power, and others seem to rebuff his agenda. Today, the justices struck down the executive order that sought to end birthright citizenship for the children of noncitizens--but the vote was in some ways far closer than expected. In today's newsletter, The Atlantic's staff writer Quinta Jurecic breaks down the decisions.

Will Gottsegen: What surprised you most about the Supreme Court's decisions this week?

Quinta Jurecic: The big-ticket items were Trump v. Slaughter and Trump v. Cook, which involved the president's ability to fire Senate-confirmed leadership at independent agencies. And in those cases, the Court ruled that the president does have a very wide-ranging ability to fire, under a theory that is known as the "unitary executive." But the justices carved out an exception for the Federal Reserve by ruling that Governor Lisa Cook can stay in her job for now. I don't think anybody was surprised by either of those decisions.

I was similarly not surprised that the Court struck down Donald Trump's executive order ending birthright citizenship for the children of some immigrants. What shocked me is that the ruling was, depending on how you count, 6-3 on the question of whether the executive order could stand, or 5-4 on the question of whether the Fourteenth Amendment requires a broad understanding of birthright citizenship. Very few people had thought that it would be anywhere near that close. I certainly did not.

Will: Brett Kavanaugh joined the liberal justices in striking down Trump's birthright-citizenship order, but he joined the conservatives in saying that the order didn't violate the Fourteenth Amendment. The Court also decided 5-4 yesterday that mail-in ballots postmarked by Election Day can be counted. What do the slim margins in some of these opinions say about where the Court is at today?

Quinta: After listening to oral arguments in April, I probably would have said that the Court would rule against the Trump administration in the birthright-citizenship case 8-1 or 7-2, with Clarence Thomas and possibly Samuel Alito dissenting. I did not get indications that Kavanaugh and Neil Gorsuch were going to go that way as well, and it's notable because even though they're both Trump appointees, whatever Trump wants tends to be less of a north star for them than it is for Alito and Thomas. And so the fact that Kavanaugh and Gorsuch voted this way, I think, says a lot about the extent to which the Court is willing to give Trump a pass.

Will: Trump has already said that he'll continue to fight the Cook ruling. Is the door still open for him to fire other Fed governors in the future? And why is the Fed somewhat protected from his new power to fire top officials at independent agencies?

Quinta: It is not hard for me to imagine that Trump would continue to try to get rid of Cook, because the administration seems to really love touching a hot stove. I will say that the fact that the Court engineered this carve-out for the Fed pretty definitively suggests to me that the justices are firm in their desire to protect the Fed's independence in a way that is not true for any other independent agency. But the justices really hedged on why. Their answer is basically, Because we said so.

So, theoretically, yes, there could absolutely still be efforts at interference. Practically speaking, it is a little hard for me to imagine that those efforts could actually succeed after this ruling.

Will: In a 6-3 ruling, the justices upheld two state bans preventing trans women and girls from playing on school sports teams that match their gender identity. This comes about a year after the Court ruled that states can ban trans minors from receiving gender-affirming medical care. Can you tell me more about how this Court has engaged with culture-war issues and whether any patterns or themes have emerged?

Quinta: As you say, the Court's main involvement with culture-war issues this term has been through its rulings on trans-rights issues. Today's decisions allow Idaho and West Virginia to exclude trans students from competing on sports teams aligned with their gender identity, under both Title IX and the equal-protection clause of the Constitution.

The majority opinion by Kavanaugh skirts any hard-core culture-warrior rhetoric--at the end, he includes a somewhat awkwardly phrased sentence declaring, "No student-athlete on either side of the issue, whether a biological female or transgender, deserves to be ostracized or vilified." But Thomas's concurrence has some fairly vicious language insisting that transgender women and girls are not women and girls "even if they believe they are." Gorsuch, meanwhile, gets himself tied in knots trying to explain how his concurrence here is actually consistent with his previous opinion in Bostock v. Clayton County that Title VII's prohibition on sex discrimination at work also prohibits discrimination against transgender people.

Will: How is the president's power being affirmed by this batch of decisions? And how is it in some ways being undercut?

Quinta: The Slaughter case is a huge win for Trump and for the conservative movement. In his Truth Social post reacting to the decision, the president said that "90 years of precedent has been COMPLETELY AND UNEQUIVOCALLY OVERRULED, greatly increasing Presidential Power at a time when it is most needed!" He is making it very clear that This is great for me--it means that I get to do what I want. Where the conservatives on the Court have framed it as a matter of fidelity to the Constitution and to our constitutional history, Trump is more straightforward about how this helps him.

The birthright-citizenship case is certainly a loss for Trump. I would not interpret it as batting back his overreach, just because the ruling was so narrow. But there is no ambiguity about what the Fourteenth Amendment says, and the fact that the administration seems to have been able to convince four justices that there is some ambiguity there is troubling. It is a real warning sign for the influence of Trump and the far right on the Court.

Related:

	The ultimate triumph of the unitary executive
 	The Supreme Court won't explain itself.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	A false pretense of judicial modesty
 	Ukraine's plan to unnerve Putin
 	A search through the rubble of two towers in Venezuela
 	Hegseth, Rubio, and Caine had an auto-deleting Signal chat.




Today's News

	The Supreme Court removed federal limits on how much political parties can spend on campaigning expenses in coordination with candidates.
 	White House officials secretly awarded a no-bid contract worth up to $500 million to a construction company last year to build the East Wing ballroom, according to The Washington Post.
 	Representative Thomas Kean Jr., a Republican from New Jersey who disappeared from public office without explanation for almost four months this year, announced that he had been away because he was diagnosed with and receiving treatment for depression.




More From The Atlantic

	The new (and slightly smelly) center of the AI boom
 	An "originalist" Court overturns an originalist decision.
 	The White House considers granting 250 pardons for the nation's birthday.




Evening Read


Illustration by Weronika Marianna



The Incredible Freedom of Not Trying to Look Good
 
 By Ilana Masad

No one explicitly told me that long hair was beautiful, but even as a child, I knew it was. My Barbies had it. Disney princesses had it. The American Girl dolls I coveted had it. So I had it too, even though it was a literal pain. "One must suffer to be beautiful," my dad would quip when I yelped and jerked away from my mother pulling a comb through my always-tangled hair. Cutting it short would have been more practical. But I wanted to be beautiful--of course I did ...
 Good looks and their benefits are widely known and openly discussed, but there's far less talk about the experience of not being attractive. In 2022, the philosopher Thomas J. Spiegel wrote about the uncomfortable reality that discrimination based on looks is a kind of injustice, one with both psychological and material consequences. The writer Stephanie Fairyington has been thinking about Spiegel's work, and the concept of attractiveness, for a long time. What, and who, is it all supposed to be for, anyway? What is it meant to achieve?


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Alisa Gao / The Atlantic



Consider this. AI doesn't have to eviscerate the future of art, according to Holly Herndon and Mat Dryhurst. Spencer Kornhaber speaks with the two artists about why they believe the future doesn't have to belong to slop.

Dig in. Rumors are flying about a possible Taylor Swift-Travis Kelce wedding this week--and fans are doing exactly the kind of sleuthing that the pop star has always encouraged, Julie Beck writes.

Play our daily crossword.

Stephanie Bai 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 Watergate Every Week

J. D. Vance contends that the scandal would be "a 12-hour news story" today. He's probably correct, but the lesson isn't what he claims.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 29 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.


Back in 2016, before he converted to the MAGA cause, J. D. Vance was deeply wary of Donald Trump. He wrote to a law-school classmate that he went "back and forth between thinking Trump is a cynical asshole like Nixon who wouldn't be that bad (and might even prove useful) or that he's America's Hitler."

For most people, "cynical asshole" would seem pejorative, but perhaps Vance meant it as something to aspire to. Late last week, the vice president visited the Richard Nixon Presidential Library and Museum, in Yorba Linda, California, and quipped, "Young senator, vice president, writes some best-selling books, is hated by the media. It kind of sounds like J.D. Vance. I've always liked Richard Nixon."

Vance went on to suggest that the scandal that toppled Nixon was no big deal, and that the 37th president was a victim of nefarious forces. "If Watergate happened tomorrow, it would be, like, a 12-hour news story," he said. "The idea that it would have taken down a presidency is crazy."

Vance is correct about how Watergate would've landed today, but the lesson is not what he claims. Since 1974, Americans have become pessimistic about their leaders, deeply polarized in their partisanship, and distrustful of the media--all of which means that Watergate very well might pass quickly in today's environment. The best evidence is that the Trump administration weathers scandals on the Watergate level routinely. As Representative Jim McGovern, a Massachusetts Democrat, wrote of Vance's remark, "'We do a Watergate twice a day' is a crazy way to confess your own corruption."

Vance, who has previously admitted to making up stories for political purposes, also offered a bogus history of what happened in Watergate: "If you look at the story of how the deep state took down Richard Nixon, it's not all that different from what the same groups of people, the same institutions, tried to do to Donald Trump in the first Trump administration." (As the journalist Ed Kilgore notes, the same revisionism has been peddled by the Vance-allied propagandist Christopher Rufo.)

Once again, Vance is right to draw a comparison but takes the wrong lesson. Trump's first impeachment, for soliciting foreign interference from Ukraine in the 2020 election, and Nixon's downfall share two important things: First, both men did what they were accused of, though both insisted that their actions had been fine. (Trump: "a perfect conversation." Nixon: "When the president does it, that means that it is not illegal.") Second, the most damning evidence against both of them came not from "deep state" bureaucrats but from their own appointed political aides. The question of accountability is where the stories start to differ: Nixon was forced to resign by Republicans dismayed by his behavior; today, lockstep partisanship means that many GOP members of Congress pulled their punches in Trump's two impeachment trials. Now Trump, like Nixon before him, is using the muscle of the federal government to bully and persecute his political adversaries.

More than one year ago, my colleague Anne Applebaum described the Trump administration as the most corrupt in American history, and the headlines routinely provide attestation. Over the weekend, for example, The New York Times reported on how Trump and Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick struck a deal with the Kazakh government to give an American company access to Kazakh tungsten deposits, and to provide $1.6 billion in financing; the sons of both Trump and Lutnick now stand to profit from business arrangements based on the deal. A week before this, the Times reported that the administration killed an investigation into how a convicted fraudster had obtained clemency from the president--only one of many cases of what look like pay-to-play commutations and pardons.

The Wall Street Journal recently delved into how the billionaire Larry Ellison's roughly $45 million donation to a Trump-supporting nonprofit in the 2024 election helped facilitate his son David's acquisition of Paramount, the corporate parent of CBS News, which he has moved to make a media ally of the White House, and pending acquisition of CNN. (A Paramount spokesperson told the Journal that the company had made no commitments to any government body about coverage.) The Washington Post reported earlier this month that more than half of the publicly identified donors to Trump's intended White House ballroom have won new or larger federal contracts in recent months--totaling more than $50 billion. The president is aiming to host a major international conference at his own property--a step scandalous enough that he was forced to back down by Republicans when he tried it during his first term. No wonder the FBI has dissolved its public-corruption unit.

This is not an exhaustive list, even for the past few weeks, which is part of the point: Watergate shocked the conscience because it was so rare to have such a fetid scandal break into view. But by following Steve Bannon's maxim to "flood the zone with shit," Trump has avoided the monthslong drip-drip of Watergate revelations, overwhelmed the press, and desensitized the public. Hardly anyone can maintain a mental list of all the improprieties.

Ironically, Watergate paved the way for this. It was not the first instance of awful behavior by a president, but it led to a new era of close scrutiny of politicians, which turned up many scandals. This in turn numbed the public to any individual example, even as it deepened their dim impression of politicians as a whole. If it's true that Watergate wouldn't make a dent today, that is a reason to lament the fallen state of politics, not to conclude that Watergate was just fine.

This would be a powerful argument coming from the vice president, who has worried about what he sees as insufficient morality in American society and has said that his role is "to try to apply moral principles in ways that get the best outcomes." Instead, Vance has concluded that his best chance at political advancement is to hitch himself to the corrupt and unethical Trump. Such cynicism would do Nixon proud.

Related:

	Sorry, Richard Nixon (From 2024)
 	Why Trump gets away with it (From 2025)




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The White House considers granting 250 pardons for the nation's birthday.
 	Trump gets roasted on Bill Maher's night.
 	A long-standing theory of childbirth is a myth.
 	David Brooks on the people who will thrive in the AI age




Today's News

	In a slate of Supreme Court decisions, the justices declined to consider an appeal by President Trump regarding a civil judgment that found he had sexually abused and defamed E. Jean Carroll, meaning that he will have to pay her $5 million. They also upheld a law allowing mail-in ballots that are postmarked by Election Day to be counted; found that Lisa Cook, a Federal Reserve governor, should not be fired by the Trump administration for now; and radically expanded the president's powers by striking down Humphrey's Executor v. United States.
 	The United States and Iran appeared to pause strikes against each other after a weekend of hostilites, and each announced that it will send delegations to Qatar this week. But Tehran has insisted that it will not negotiate the terms of the interim peace deal directly with the U.S.
 	More than 1,700 people have died in Venezuela after a pair of earthquakes last week collapsed buildings and damaged infrastructure in the country.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Rafaela Jinich on the lost art of leisure--and why doing nothing can feel surprisingly difficult.
 	The Weekly Planet: Thomas Chatterton Williams on the overlooked reason Europe doesn't have AC.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



More From The Atlantic

	The Great American State Fair isn't very great.
 	The man who saw AI coming
 	The "two ships" theory of American history




Evening Read


"Bicycle Wheel," 1951 Private Collection, France / (c) 2026 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / ADAGP, Paris / Estate of Marcel Duchamp



Did Marcel Duchamp Ruin Art?

By Sebastian Smee

Something about art disgusted Marcel Duchamp. Expression, taste, aesthetic intention--anything that gave off a whiff of the precious, he recoiled from. He was modern. He relished the impersonal operations of chance. He loved jokes and sex and the movements of modern machinery. "Painting is finished," he said to the Romanian sculptor Constantin Brancusi at an air show in Paris in 1912, when he was 25. "Who will do any better than that propeller?"
 The next year, Duchamp mounted a bicycle wheel onto an upside-down fork fixed to a wooden stool.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


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



Keep scrolling. Instagram Plus is a new low, Annie Joy Williams argues. "Drive yourself crazy for the low price of $3.99 a month!"

Laugh along. Mel Brooks turned 100 yesterday. Adrienne LaFrance pays homage "to the funniest man who's ever lived."

Play our daily crossword.

Stephanie Bai 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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Five Animated Movies That Grow Up With You

Even as we get older, we don't have to abandon certain comfort watches.

by Stephanie Bai

Sun, 28 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.


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition.

Any movie can be a time capsule, but the fantastical nature of animated movies makes them particularly ripe for nostalgia. Revisiting them can be a reminder that although we may grow up, we don't have to grow out of certain comforts. Here are five recommendations from The Atlantic's writers and editors for animated movies that have stuck with them long after the first watch.



Kiki's Delivery Service (streaming on HBO Max)

My parents would reject the notion that they were tastemakers, but they often did an excellent job at identifying quality children's cinema. Or perhaps they were just taken with the back-of-the-box description of Kiki's Delivery Service, a VHS tape of which they brought home when I was still too young to tie my own shoes.

The Studio Ghibli film, directed by Hayao Miyazaki, stands in contrast to the Disney princess movies that captivated my fellow preschoolers in the mid-'90s. Unlike the glamorous Ariel and Belle, Kiki is a short-haired teen witch who wears a shapeless dress; she embarks on a journey of self-discovery with nothing but a broomstick and a chatty black cat. As a child, I found her determination to prove herself worthy of her magical gifts appealing, but Kiki's anxiety about failing at this task was what resonated with me most. (I was known all over town as an incredibly anxious kid.) A scene in which she experiences some serious ego death and, in response, plops face down on her bed is still the best portrait of a depressive episode I've ever experienced. Of Miyazaki's many coming-of-age stories about girlhood, Kiki's Delivery Service has always been my favorite; it's a masterpiece of storytelling that feels at once intimate and grand, and is affecting at any age.

-- Allegra Frank, senior editor

***

Waking Life (streaming on Prime Video)

I don't recall when exactly I first watched Waking Life. But I do remember that I first came across it when I was searching for answers to the things I felt inside. I was an obsessive philosophy student then; when my professor assigned a few sections of Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit, which she emailed us--169 to 199, for those curious--I ended up buying the whole book and rifling through it with ... suspect levels of comprehension.

Naturally, my desire to engage more deeply with philosophical ideas led me to search for the movies and documentaries they'd inspired. I found Astra Taylor's 2008 documentary, Examined Life, and followed that up with Waking Life, a surrealist animated film by Richard Linklater from 2001. The plot is somewhat meandering: A man passes through different dreams and talks about the universe with different characters. Every time I watch it, I'm reminded of the wide net of cast members (Alex Jones and Ethan Hawke make an appearance). But I'd argue that the film's brilliance--the reason I can't shake it--lies in how it makes me feel. To find Waking Life was to discover an elegant, entrancing call to the act of thinking, an attempt to articulate the things we know to be true.

-- Adam Harris, podcast host

***

Fantastic Mr. Fox (streaming on Disney+)

I was 14 years old when I first watched Wes Anderson's Fantastic Mr. Fox, and I was instantly mesmerized. It was the first time I truly understood that animated movies aren't just for kids. It was also the first time--as far as I can remember--that a piece of art made me wish I could be that creative. I was fascinated by how Anderson was able to cultivate such a distinct aesthetic, with his symmetrical shots, quirky soundtracks, and color palettes. How cool was it to watch a movie and immediately know who made it? Could I experience that with other directors too?

Mr. Fox didn't exactly turn me into a movie nerd, but it did surprise me and bring me a sense of joy that outlasted the trip to the theater. It also started a lifelong hobby of going down internet rabbit holes after I watch films. (And for that, I have to thank the behind-the-scenes video of George Clooney voicing the main character.)

-- Mariana Labbate, assistant editor

***

Only Yesterday (streaming on HBO Max)

Before I first saw Only Yesterday, I had, like many who have long passed their cartoon-watching days, assumed that animation was largely for kids. This movie completely undid my sense of what that type of filmmaking could be. Slow, bucolic, and reflective, the Studio Ghibli film by Isao Takahata follows Taeko, a burned-out office worker, who ventures out to the Japanese countryside to reset. As she meets locals and bonds with distant relatives while helping with the safflower harvest on their farm, she feels newly in touch with her more whimsical, spirited, and awkward 10-year-old self, who appears during her trip and whose own story and struggles are told interspliced with Taeko's rural retreat. This film is for anyone who has, in life's stressful moments, sought dialogue with a younger, less jaded version of themselves. In placing two versions of Taeko beside each other, the movie shows us the subtle, iridescent wisdom of being young--and how, sometimes, to grow and move forward, we first have to go back.

-- Kelsey Ables, staff writer

***

Inside Out (streaming on Disney+)

I was 20 years old when Inside Out was released, and although we all know that the best Pixar movies are just as affecting for adults as they are for kids, I felt a strong conviction, sitting in the theater, that the movie was meant specifically for me. The film anthropomorphizes emotion, creating an army of colorful feeling-creatures such as Joy, Sadness, and Anger who guide an 11-year-old girl named Riley after her family moves to a new town. There was something genuinely healing about seeing each emotion exist as its own person, with its own needs and desire to be heard, and then watching them collaborate to make up the fullness of a human being.

When I was a young adult, the movie was an opportunity for me to make room for the emotions I had come to suppress. But for even younger viewers, it was an early lesson in what it means to feel. Watching the closing scene, in which Riley finally accepts her own mixed emotions, a small child next to me in the theater turned to his mom and asked incredulously, "You can feel happy and sad at the same time?" I could hear the wheels turning in that little brain, and the whole world opening up.

-- Isabel Fattal, senior editor



Here are four Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	The 13 steps of a Trump fiasco
 	The president is draining the national parks to pay for his projects.
 	First the Kennedy Center, now the Smithsonian
 	Americans are in denial about elder care.




Essay


Empty concrete RV pads at the Blue Oak RV Park, a property along the Guadalupe River that was devastated by the July 4 flood last year. (Tamir Kalifa for The Atlantic)



The 10,000-Year Flood

By Sean Flynn

David and Cheryl Chambers bought their property along the Guadalupe River in 2008, the day the for-sale sign went up. They kept it wild and green, a private retreat in the Texas Hill Country where they could lounge in the bed of a pickup and watch the birds and the deer, until just a few years ago, when they decided to convert it into an RV park ...
 By the evening of Thursday, July 3, 25 guests had checked in. The forecast called for rain, possibly a lot. At 1:18 that afternoon, in fact, the National Weather Service had issued a flood watch for the Hill Country. But that wasn't necessarily a bad thing, considering the drought that had been baking central Texas for the past four years. The summer before had been so dry that the Guadalupe briefly stopped flowing, and David had to tell his guests not to splash around in the stagnant river.
 The hard rain didn't fall that evening; it waited until the early morning. And then, in the dark hours before dawn, it fell faster and harder that anyone could recall. Faster and harder, really, than anyone could have imagined.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Vanilla Ice knows when America was great.
 	Supergirl crashes and burns.
 	What The Bear has always been driving toward
 	America's greatest food export
 	The strange, explicable appeal of Train Dog




Photo Album


The half-woman, half-scorpion mechanical machine "The Guardian of Darkness," from the Hellfest rock and heavy-metal festival, in Clisson, France (Sebastien Salom-Gomis / AFP / Getty)



Take a look at these photos of the week, depicting medieval armored combat in France, an early harvest in Romania, and more.



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 Lost Art of Leisure

Why doing nothing can feel surprisingly difficult

by Rafaela Jinich

Sat, 27 Jun 2026




This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.


For something that sounds so simple, leisure can be surprisingly difficult. Give people an hour with nothing scheduled, and many fill it with thoughts of to-dos: the unanswered email, the errand that's been put off, the project due next week. Free time is sometimes less a chance to rest than an opportunity to take inventory of our obligations.

Maybe that's because leisure feels worthwhile only when it accomplishes something--if a walk counts as exercise, a hobby builds a skill, or a vacation leaves us recharged enough to work harder when we return. But several recent Atlantic articles argue for a different approach: Time off does not need to earn its keep. Today's newsletter explores what happens when people stop treating leisure as a means to an end, and allow it to be valuable on its own.



On Leisure

Why Your Leisure Time Is in Danger

By Krzysztof Pelc

Stop treating your time off as a productivity hack. (From 2021)


Read the article.

How to Embrace Doing Nothing

By Arthur C. Brooks

Absolute idleness is both harder and more rewarding than it seems. (From 2022)


Read the article.

The Logic of the '9 to 5' Is Creeping Into the Rest of the Day

By Julie Beck

How free time gets conscripted into the service of work (From 2025)


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Workism is making Americans miserable. For the college-educated elite, work has morphed into a religious identity--promising transcendence and community, but failing to deliver, Derek Thompson argued in 2019.
 	How much leisure time do the happiest people have? Too little, and people tend to get stressed. Too much, and people tend to feel idle, Joe Pinsker explored in 2019.




Other Diversions

	I trained as a dancer. Then I saw the robots move.
 	Fruit is too sweet.
 	Driving in America is headlight hell.
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The Housing Solution Trump Is Avoiding

He's applying a real-estate developer's mindset to the nation's highest office. But who is he building for?

by Will Gottsegen

Fri, 26 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.


If there's one thing Donald Trump wants Americans to understand, it's that he knows how to build.

At a Pennsylvania petrochemical plant in 2019, he told workers, "I was a good builder. I built good. I love building." Talking to reporters in the spring: "What I do best in life is build." During last year's Kennedy Center Honors, Trump joked that he has "two jobs"--the second being, naturally, construction.

Even as past ventures have flopped, Trump continues to position himself as the kind of big-shot developer who blasts through red tape and never takes no for an answer. This is the president who once wooed voters by promising to build a "big, beautiful" wall along the southern border. Who, he argued on the 2016 campaign trail, was better positioned to make it happen? In his second term, he's been focused on redesigning the landscape of Washington, D.C., in his own image.

But earlier this week, Trump showed he's willing to delay the construction of something that Americans have clearly indicated they need. On Tuesday, lawmakers passed the biggest housing bill in a generation, the 21st Century ROAD to Housing Act. Co-sponsored by Senators Elizabeth Warren and Tim Scott, it's a bipartisan omnibus with reforms meant to encourage development and push down prices. Trump needs the win; at the moment, most Americans disapprove of the president's handling of the economy. But on Wednesday, Trump abruptly canceled the signing ceremony for the bill. It will remain canceled, he wrote on Truth Social, until Congress passes the SAVE America Act, a completely unrelated and highly controversial piece of voter-ID legislation. (He's called it his "No. 1 priority" ahead of the midterm elections.)

The stalled bill targets a pressing national concern. About a third of American households spend more than a third of their income on rent and mortgage payments, and almost four out of five voters identify the cost of housing as an extremely or very important issue. That Trump halted the signing shows that he's willing to use a bipartisan bill as collateral--even if it means sacrificing the prospect of affordable housing for Americans. Although the move is within his procedural rights, it's also toothless: Because the bill has passed both the House and the Senate, it is set to become law in 10 days with or without the president's signature. And even if Trump decides to veto it, Congress (barring a sudden reversal) has the supermajority required to override a veto. Plus, the president can't unilaterally force the passage of the SAVE America Act, which faces staunch opposition from Democrats.

Quantifying the extent of the country's housing crisis is difficult (some analysts think the United States is short 6 million units, whereas others think the number is closer to 2 million), but experts tend to agree that building more housing in high-need areas could help. The ROAD to Housing Act isn't a panacea, and many of its proposals will take effect only in the long term. But by fast-tracking environmental reviews and encouraging legislators to loosen zoning restrictions, among other proposals, the bill aims to incentivize new construction.

Trump has delivered mixed messages on housing affordability throughout his second term. White House press releases make passing mention of increasing housing supply, and Trump released an executive order in March directing agencies to loosen regulatory barriers to building homes. His push for Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac to buy up mortgage bonds turned out to have little lasting effect on rates. But lately, the president's own comments have focused on the needs of existing homeowners. "I don't want to drive housing prices down; I want to drive housing prices up for people that own their homes," he said earlier this year. Homeowners of course do want their investments protected, but the housing bill's incentives for developers to build would not automatically depress the value of all American homes. And in some cases, encouraging more construction could promote economic growth and increase land values in the long run.

Although the administration has taken steps to address the housing crisis, its efforts have at times been misdirected. In an attempt to protect individual landlords (known as mom-and-pop owners), who currently dominate the real-estate market, Trump issued an executive order in January aimed at curbing the influence of institutional investors--a nebulous umbrella term for some larger firms. Parts of the housing bill echo this idea. But, as my colleagues have explained, the panic over institutional buying's effect on housing prices seems to be overblown. Although big corporate landlords pose a real problem in certain communities (corporations are more likely to evict tenants, and can neglect maintenance and upkeep), institutional investors own less than 1 percent of single-family homes nationwide.

Whether Trump is a "good" builder is a question best left to architecture critics, and perhaps to his creditors. But it's undeniable that he builds. With his proposed triumphal arch, his modifications to the Reflecting Pool, and his renovation of the White House, he has attempted to reorganize the seat of government around his own aesthetic preferences. His recently announced presidential library, which may also be a hotel, could permanently alter the Miami skyline.

The ROAD to Housing Act may still be a victory for this administration--and the president may even claim credit for the effort to make housing more affordable. But he has yet to prove to the American people that he will build for them, and not just for himself.

Related:

	Trump's giant face is everywhere.
 	The latest ploy to help Republicans win elections




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Jonathan Lemire and Russell Berman on Trump's meltdown
 	Trump is draining the national parks to pay for his projects.
 	The Supreme Court's era of meaningless rights
 	Here come Trump's "Freedom Trucks."




Today's News

	The United States struck Iranian missile and drone-storage locations in response to Iran's drone attack on a ship in the Strait of Hormuz yesterday.
 	John Bolton, a former adviser to President Trump and the author of a book criticizing him, pleaded guilty to a charge of illegally retaining classified information.
 	A judge declared a mistrial in the case against a man accused of committing an act of arson that later became the Palisades Fire; federal prosecutors said that they will retry him.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Charles Darwin's story isn't as simple as it seems, Emma Sarappo writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



More From The Atlantic

	Americans deserve answers from Hegseth.
 	Trump's peeling green gift to America
 	Europe's come-to-AC moment
 	The record executive who understood the power of ego




Evening Read



 Julia Demaree Nikhinson / AP



The True Believers at the Great MAGA Fair
 
 By Marie-Rose Sheinerman

For one night, in the heart of deep-blue Washington, D.C., a fenced-off section of the National Mall became an oasis for members of the MAGA base. They had believed in President Trump from the beginning and carried him triumphantly back to power in 2024, and now they came to the grand opening of America's 250th-birthday celebration in red-white-and-blue headbands, draped in flags, and sporting dangly blue "America" earrings. Doubts about anything related to Trump--his abysmal approval ratings, inflation accelerated by the war he started in Iran, his clashes with Republican senators earlier in the day--were, for an evening, drowned out by the roar of fighter jets overhead.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Warner Bros.



Watch (or skip). Supergirl (out now in theaters) is the newest installment in the DC Universe--and it struggles to live up to its predecessor, David Sims writes.

Check out. Train Dog, a weird, awkwardly fused creature, has somehow become the meme of the summer, Megan Garber writes.

Play our daily crossword.

Stephanie Bai 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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Darwin's Story Isn't as Simple as It Seems

The best writing leads us to a more complex and more honest understanding of the past.

by Emma Sarappo

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


This week, I learned that Charles Darwin didn't exactly come up with the theory of evolution by cataloging the finches of the Galapagos Islands. Contrary to the simplified version I'd grown up believing, Darwin spent only a few weeks in the islands that he mentioned in his world-changing book, On the Origin of Species, and he wasn't labeling his specimens with enough precision to really prove that they exhibited subtle differences based on which island they came from. I found out the complicated truth about Darwin's journey aboard the H.M.S. Beagle by reading Helen Lewis's dispatch from the archipelago, recently published in The Atlantic as the latest entry in our series "The Writer's Way."

After some reflection, I'm not surprised that the research that brought evolution to light in the 19th century wasn't as straightforward as I'd thought it was. It reminds me of the first time I realized how the famous Scopes "monkey trial" came to pass in Dayton, Tennessee. While growing up in the state, I'd assumed that the 1925 showdown between the firebrand lawyer Clarence Darrow and the pious William Jennings Bryan had resulted from some government raid on the classroom of the unsuspecting teacher John T. Scopes. In reality, Scopes had volunteered to be a test case after the American Civil Liberties Union made clear its intent to challenge Tennessee's ban on teaching evolution in state-funded schools. What set me straight in that instance was Brenda Wineapple's 2024 book, Keeping the Faith.

Darwin, the man who set the stage for the scientific revolution that would lead to the Scopes trial, was no less deliberate in his work than Darrow was. A serious thinker and, as Lewis writes, "above all an empiricist," he didn't just stumble into a eureka moment--any more than Isaac Newton simply got hit in the head by an apple. And like the vainglorious Darrow, he was an imperfect messenger. By 21st-century standards, he was a strange specimen of naturalist. His logs from his voyage on the Beagle "amount to an animal-murder manual," Lewis writes, although they have ironically "inspired subsequent generations to keep as many animals alive as they can." Lewis saw the incredibly diverse fauna and flora of the Galapagos in a totally different way than Darwin did. The scientist "lived in a world where, whatever you did, more animals would be along in a minute," she adds. In 2026, with global biodiversity in mortal danger, the Galapagos aren't just a cradle of incredible variation. They're a symbol of how much we've discovered, and how much we've destroyed, in the span of hardly more than a century.

Anyone with even a passing interest in Earth's beauty might feel jealous of Lewis's sojourn with plentiful tortoises, iguanas, sea lions, and birds, and possibly even more jealous of Darwin's trip. That's part of the article's charm, but Lewis's real feat is correcting oversimplifications--of how the theory of evolution was shared with the world, of how Darwin traveled to the islands, and what he did there. Like the work of the empiricist who inspired Lewis's trip, this contemporary story leads us to a more complex and more honest understanding of the past.






Paradise Revisited

By Helen Lewis

What Darwin saw in the Galapagos

Read the full article.



What to Read

Small Town Girl, by LaVyrle Spencer

While researching the country-music career of her main character, Spencer interviewed Reba McEntire to understand the life of an industry star, and the parts of this 1997 novel set in Nashville feel like a behind-the-curtain peek at Music Row. But when Tess--known as "Mac" to colleagues and fans, if not to her family--is forced to take time off from recording her latest album to care for her mother after surgery, she struggles to fit into the role of the novel's title. At home, she falls back into childhood dynamics with her mother and sisters. Adding to her disorientation is Kenny, the nerdy boy next door who's now a single father and beloved member of the community. When Tess takes on the role of mentoring Kenny's daughter, a talented country singer in her own right, the two get reacquainted. As in any good romance novel, their talking turns to flirting, which turns to kissing, which leads to tense conversations about how to merge their very different lives, which ends in--well, you know the rest.  -- Karen Ostergren

From our list: Eight romance novels for romance skeptics





Out Next Week

? Sex on Murder Island, by Jo Firestone

? July Sun, by Aamina Ahmad


? Dead but Dreaming of Electric Sheep, by Paul Tremblay




Your Weekend Read


Mark Sennet / Getty



The Truth About Steven Spielberg's Alien Obsession

By Shirley Li

The director seems to rely on extraplanetary visitors as catalysts for particularly heady stories, positioning them as intellectual superiors and at times moral compasses. Whereas Spielberg's other blockbusters involving impressive creatures--the dinosaurs of Jurassic Park, the great white of Jaws--contend with the question of how to control them, his alien stories consider what humanity can learn from them.

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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One Metaphor to End Them All

The Reflecting Pool is an image so perfect, it feels as though symbolism as a whole gave up and decided to sign off.

by Alexandra Petri

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




So long, metaphor. We had a good run. Goodbye, "All the world's a stage." Farewell, "She's a brick house." See you later, the swamp (drained or undrained). Now we have a symbolic black hole in the middle of Washington, D.C., that is pulling all other symbols into its orbit and devouring them, one by one.



I am, of course, talking about the Reflecting Pool. That is what everyone is talking about, even and especially the president. Nothing is ever going to top it except, of course, the thin green coat of algae that Greenwater Solutions--seems nominally determinative, in a bad way--is trying to spritz with nanobubbles. ("It's magic!" the man operating the hose assured me yesterday when I walked by.)



The Reflecting Pool is a metaphor so perfect, it feels almost valedictory, as though symbolism as a whole gave up and decided to sign off. On its way out, it killed a duck.



"Our pool is bigger than skyscrapers," Donald Trump boasted a few weeks ago. With a chart! This is one of those things that, living in 2026, you get inured to but shouldn't. Imagine, if you will, any other president or world leader holding up a sign that says, "Our pool is bigger than skyscrapers." You would say, "This man's brain is bad." You would say, "What is this man talking about?" You would say, "Is this a riddle? If I get this right, will I wake up?"



This is the kind of shallow, surface-level concern (a bit on the nose, isn't it?) that the president loves to fixate on. He has never seen a problem so intractable that he cannot pay one of his cronies to make it immediately and obviously worse. That is why the pool is full of ozone and tax dollars, forming a thick slurry in which algae can grow more vigorously. If they become sentient and we play our cards right, they might even be prevailed upon to perform at Freedom 250!



Go home, everyone! We are all full up on symbolism, thanks. Trump is building a triumphal arch that will effectively frame Robert E. Lee's mansion? No, no thank you. We have all the metaphor we need. We're planning to give welcome bags to refugees from South Africa with PragerU materials that downplay the horrors of slavery? No, again, stop. We understand. You have already done the storytelling. This is overkill.



This metaphor has everything. A reflective, decorative pool from 1923, intended to show off our American monuments. That pool has some structural and cosmetic problems that have grown only worse with time and have resisted easy fixes. And Trump tried an easy fix, and that easy fix didn't work? And now he's blaming the failure of the lining on saboteurs who come by night and stab the pool with knives? Saboteurs, and also President Obama! Great. And the media. Wonderful! The gang's all here!



The best metaphors gently move you away from what you are looking at so that you can see it more clearly. The Iliad is awash in farming metaphors. The wholesale slaughter on the plains outside Troy is constantly likened to harvest, planting, herding flocks. You would think this might soften what it's describing, but it actually makes it more wrenching, jerking the reader out of the killing fields into fields where what gets buried in the earth might sprout again.



The Reflecting Pool is not that kind of metaphor. The thing it points to is just more of the same. It is so aggressively stupid in such a perfectly predictable way that it makes the routine stupidity of everything feel somehow fresh and surprising. Here, let's destroy a physical manifestation of the country's pride using the same bulletproof techniques that we've used to destroy its metaphorical institutions! Once more, as farce! Once more, with algae!



But usually, when the Trump administration supplies us with such an obvious, on-the-nose metaphor, there are people trapped inside it. That's the seductiveness of the Reflecting Pool. It's the rare example where everything goes wrong but no one gets hurt, except maybe a duck or two. Perhaps this makes it easier to look at. All fun and games, at least until the saboteurs start getting arrested.



Or perhaps it's not that deep. Maybe not being that deep is what makes the pool so good a metaphor.
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