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What's Behind the Latest National Guard Surge in D.C.

The number of National Guardsmen in Washington, D.C., has jumped in recent weeks.

by Will Gottsegen

Fri, 10 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.

Donald Trump summoned the National Guard to Washington, D.C., last August in an attempt to "rescue" the city from "crime, bloodshed, bedlam and squalor and worse." Since then, the number of soldiers in the capital has ebbed and flowed as states have lent their own Guardsmen to the cause. A month ago, there were just under 3,000 members of the National Guard in the area; now there are more than 5,000.

Officially, this "summer surge" was framed as a way to address an anticipated spike in visitors and activity around the capital for America's ongoing 250th-birthday celebrations. But the National Guard is also involved in a much broader project known as the Safe and Beautiful mission--a federal initiative to clean up the city that Trump once described as a "rat-infested, graffiti-infested shithole." Troops from across the country are currently stationed in the city, but their remit is not entirely clear, and their effect on violent crime remains limited. Eleven months into Trump's experiment, they remain an ever-present symbol of the administration's power.

Last year, Trump declared a "crime emergency" in the city. Crime is a real problem in D.C., as it is in all cities. But the president's framing of the situation as an emergency meriting the immediate assistance of outside forces (which are usually called in for dramatic upticks in civic unrest) doesn't align with the numbers: Around the time when Trump first sent in the National Guard, violent crime in D.C. was hitting 30-year lows, in line with a national trend.

The precise tasks involved in keeping D.C. "safe and beautiful" have so far been ill-defined; troops have spent time directing traffic, clearing out homeless encampments, raking leaves, and mulching flower beds. Their presence has had mixed results on crime in the city. In May, the Niskanen Center released data showing that the deployment seemed to have decreased opportunistic property crime, such as theft, by 24 percent--a notable downturn. The data also showed that the deployment had had no measurable effect on violent crime, which had already been declining when the National Guard arrived. (The Guardsmen whom Trump deployed to D.C. are not authorized to make arrests, but they can detain individuals.) The advantage of the National Guard is its flexibility, Richard Hahn, one of the study's co-authors, told me. D.C. police have been "struggling to hire police officers for 10 years," he said, but with the Guard, "you can command these soldiers to go to the city and police it."

Trump's decision to deploy these soldiers has thoroughly spooked a populace that already distrusts the president. Roughly 80 percent of D.C. residents opposed the arrival of Guardsmen last year, according to one survey. The fear, as my colleagues Ashley Parker and Nancy A. Youssef put it at the time, is that "Washington is being used as a test case--the blueprint for Trump to deploy the National Guard across the country as a paramilitary police force--and that Americans are being conditioned to accept authoritarianism." In February, a report from the Senate Committee on Homeland Security indicated that the National Guard was using a variety of advanced data-collection tools (including the Defense Department's AI-enabled Maven Smart System) in support of its duties, raising "potential privacy and civil liberties concerns."

Ever since the National Guard arrived in D.C., troops have been criticized for seeming to spend a lot of time just standing around. Just standing around can be a component of law enforcement--being a visible presence on the street is one way to deter opportunistic crime--but it also generates unease. Jeffrey Butts, the director of the Research and Evaluation Center at the John Jay College of Criminal Justice, told me that the fear this deployment has created is likely part of the point. "This is not about crime, and it's not about policing," he argued. "It's politics and demonstrations of state power."

Many Republican-led states have dispatched their Guardsmen to the capital, but a few states with Democratic governors have also quietly lent their support. Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer sent approximately 170 of her state's Guardsmen to D.C. as part of the summer surge. This week, a coalition of watchdogs and observers signed a letter urging her to withdraw the state's troops and expressing concern that Guardsmen are carrying out operations unrelated to the July 4th celebrations. "When the governors put their Guard forces in the hands of the Trump administration, they are trusting the Trump administration not to misuse their Guard forces," Elizabeth Goitein, a contributor to The Atlantic and a senior director of the Brennan Center for Justice--an organization that signed the letter--told me. "The administration, to put it mildly, has not earned that trust."

Whitmer herself has expressed some skepticism about the administration's plans for the troops. About two weeks ago, she wrote her own letter to the head of the Michigan National Guard warning him to "take all necessary measures" to keep the state's troops focused on bolstering security for the festivities--and to keep them away from the more nebulous Safe and Beautiful mission. She added that if Michigan National Guard leadership is unwilling or unable to keep them focused solely on security for the anniversary festivities, she plans to withdraw the troops altogether.

Another blue-state governor, Tim Walz, recently made the decision to pull Minnesota's Guardsmen from D.C. earlier than expected, although a spokesperson for the state's National Guard told the AP that the decision was due to "the successful conclusion of festivities." The AP also reported this week that the one member of the Kentucky Guard who'd been sent to D.C. had been diverted away from the 250th-anniversary celebrations "without the knowledge or consent" of the state's governor or its Guard command, per a spokesperson for the Democratic governor. The Guardsman returned to Kentucky before the main events began. Hawaii's adjutant general, Major General Stephen F. Logan, confirmed to me that the state's troops, who began their duties in D.C. on Monday, will not be supporting the Safe and Beautiful mission either.

The longer these troops remain in the city, the more fear and anger they may inspire. The tension between the people and the troops has already exploded into violence; in November, two Guardsmen were shot and seriously injured. The deployment may have reduced some kinds of crime, but there's more than one way to measure its effect on the city.

Related:

	A terrible and avoidable tragedy in D.C.
 	Why is the National Guard in D.C.? Even they don't know. (From 2025)






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	CIA officers can sense the threat within.
 	The timidity of America's top generals
 	Believe the hype about teen takeovers.




Today's News

	The Trump administration has removed two members of the bipartisan Election Assistance Commission and accepted the resignation of another, leaving the independent election-oversight body without commissioners, the White House announced yesterday; the move, it said, was part of its effort to secure elections.
 	President Trump said that he will not sign a bipartisan housing bill despite its passage by Congress. The housing measure will still become law without his signature.
 	Trump said that the United States has agreed to Iran's request to continue talks but that the cease-fire is "over" after days of escalating strikes between the two countries. Qatari negotiators met with Iranian officials today to discuss traffic through the Strait of Hormuz, according to Reuters.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Emma Sarappo on what The Catcher in the Rye taught a teenage girl.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Robby and Michael visited their parents in prison for the last time on June 16, 1953. Bettmann / Getty



The Rosenberg Boys

By Amy Weiss-Meyer

For those old enough to remember, Michael and Robby Meeropol will always be the Rosenberg boys.
 I never knew them as such, but it's not hard to imagine what they were like, in part because there are so many pictures. In one, from June 1953, they are sitting outside the White House in shirts and ties, wool coats, and Brooklyn Dodgers caps. Six-year-old Robby holds his grandmother's hand; to his right stands a rabbi ...
 Out of the frame, but documented in other photos from that day, are the placards that protesters carried invoking Robby and Michael, the helpless boys made symbols of what many believed was a grave injustice about to be perpetrated against their parents. (Counterprotesters, carrying signs saying fry 'em and hang 'em, disagreed.) Similar scenes played out around the world. After Pope Pius XII called for clemency, the Vatican's newspaper cited the "two little innocents on whose soul and destiny the death of their parents would forever leave sinister scars."
 I learned the broad outlines of the events that followed--the electric chair, and the orphans it left behind--half a century later, on a weekend visit to the home of my parents' friends Robby and Elli in western Massachusetts.


Read the full article.
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Culture Break


Rafael Pavarotti / Warner Records



Listen. Madonna's new album is finally giving the world what it wants, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. Jordan Harper's new novel proves that noir can still channel the crises and neuroses of the moment, Carolyn Kellogg writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Sports Overload Is Here

More games are a good thing--up to a point.

by Jacob Stern

Fri, 10 Jul 2026




This summer's lineup of sporting events has been an embarrassment of riches. This morning, the No. 1 men's tennis player in the world (Jannik Sinner) and the winningest men's tennis player of all time (Novak Djokovic) played in the semifinal of the biggest tennis tournament in the world (Wimbledon). In the afternoon, Spain and Belgium are kicking off their World Cup quarterfinal match. If that wasn't enough, the evening brings a full slate of Major League Baseball games, plus NBA Summer League debuts for half the league's rookies. All of this comes after a packed June in which, at one point, the World Cup, the NBA finals, and the NHL finals all briefly overlapped.



If it feels like there is more sports to watch than ever before, that's because there is. This year's World Cup is the biggest ever, the tournament having jumped from 32 teams to 48. It may come around only every four years, but the sports calendar no longer stops. The MLB, NHL, and NBA have all added games over the past few years. In 2020, the NFL tacked on two extra playoff games; the following year, the league added an extra regular-season game for the first time in nearly 50 years. Since then, it has colonized ever more calendar territory, rescheduling games from its standard Sunday slate to the Wednesday before Thanksgiving, Black Friday, Christmas Day, and a number of late-season Saturdays. Every major league has expanded over the past few years, Stephen Master, an adjunct professor of sports media at NYU and the former global head of sports at Nielsen, told me: "There's not a league that hasn't been touched by it." And while this isn't the first time these leagues have grown, the recent across-the-board expansion surge is unusual, the experts I spoke with all said.



If you're a sports fan like me, more games to watch can seem like a good thing. You don't get the tiny African island nation of Cape Verde holding out for a miraculous draw against the mighty Spain without a 48-team World Cup. When leagues expand their playoffs--as, say, the MLB did in 2022--they give more teams a chance to qualify and more fans something to root for. But the glut of games can also be overwhelming, even if you aren't someone who binges three different leagues. There's simply too much.



The feeling of excess has to do in part with changes to the sports-media ecosystem. Before streaming, most viewers had access only to local, in-market games and a handful of national broadcasts each week. Now die-hard fans can watch everything (although doing so might require three separate streaming subscriptions on top of a cable package). If you want to consume all 570 hours of top-flight Spanish soccer over the course of a season, that is an option available to you.



But a good deal of blame falls on sports leagues themselves. More games means more money: more ticket sales, more corporate sponsorship opportunities, and more valuable media-rights packages. Master suspects that last factor in particular may go a long way in explaining the ballooning schedules. In 2005, 14 of the top 100 live TV broadcasts were sports, according to Nielsen; in 2025, they made up 95 of the top 100. As the bottom has fallen out of virtually all other live TV programming, networks have come to rely on sports--and they'll pay through the teeth to keep them. At same time, they're now competing for media rights against deep-pocketed streaming behemoths such as Netflix, Apple, and Amazon.



The more the value of TV deals swells, Master said, the more money leagues leave on the table by not expanding. In 2024, the NFL sold the rights to televise a few games to Netflix for $75 million apiece--this fall, Netflix will broadcast the first-ever NFL game on Thanksgiving Eve.



In aggregate, the expansions contribute to a feeling of oversaturation, of too-muchness. For a fanatic, either you're always missing something or sports take over your entire life. How are you supposed to have a regular, socially and familially acceptable Christmas Day while also keeping tabs on five prime NBA matchups and three NFL games? For a casual viewer, the proliferation of games can detract from the experience of watching any individual one.



Consider the NBA. The league introduced a pre-playoffs play-in tournament in 2021 and another in-season tournament in 2023. Yet for many years now, fans have complained that the 82-game season is too long, as have such leading lights as LeBron James and the Golden State Warriors coach Steve Kerr. To preserve their bodies, players end up taking semi-regular off nights ("load management," to use the term of art), making it next-to-impossible for fans to predict whether the player they're buying a ticket to see will even suit up that night. The length of the season and inclusiveness of the postseason (two-thirds of teams get in) ensure that most games have little meaning.



The nature and extent of the problem varies league to league. But the drive to grow is universal, and so is the resistance. The move to expand the World Cup generated serious backlash, in part because the group stage of the tournament has become lower stakes and hopelessly arcane. And seemingly no one favors the College Football Playoff's planned expansion from 12 to 24 teams, because it will render regular-season games less consequential and water down the quality of the playoff itself. A number of MLB stars, too, have called for a shorter season, because 162 games is just flat-out a lot. Unlike basketball or baseball, pro football is far from the point where regular-season contests become meaningless, but that hasn't stopped its fans from debating whether the NFL is sapping some of the magic that comes from football's scarcity.



Whatever fans think of these expansions, chances are they'll tune in. Sure, they'll complain about how the extra games are diluting the product, but "everyone says that," Master said. "And then the ratings come out and they're incredible." This is not a matter of fickleness; it's a fundamental misfiring of the free market. Generally, if a business offers a product and it sells, that means consumers want it. But when sports leagues add games, the experience for fans degrades in a way that doesn't always show up in the dollars and cents. Just because a fan watches the 82nd game of the NBA regular season doesn't mean they wouldn't prefer, say, a 70-game season in which every game was a little more competitive.



There's no going back. FIFA is considering further expanding the World Cup to 64 teams, and the generally strong showings from first-time participants at this year's tournament will only bolster that push. Despite having tripled just a couple of years ago, plans to double the size of the College Football Playoff already seem to be in motion. And NFL owners are pushing hard for another week of games. "In the NFL, there's a sense of inevitability that it'll go to 18 games," Scott Rosner, a sports-management professor at Columbia University, told me. "There's almost too much money at stake for it not to." Owners aren't going to walk away from an extra $1 billion in revenue, and many players aren't going to walk away from the extra salary. The experts I spoke with couldn't think of a single example of that happening.



Sports have always been a business, but it can feel these days as though we're moving into a hard-knuckled, wring-out-every-penny era. The ever-multiplying micro-sponsorships, the split-screen commercial breaks interrupting play, the carving up of media rights, the expanded schedules--it all chips away, little by little, at the viewing experience. Add all of that to the way betting is reshaping the landscape, and in the process something intangible about sports fandom is being lost. Ultimately, every business has one destiny: to grow.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/07/sports-leagues-expansion-world-cup/687882/?utm_source=feed
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The Hidden Cost of Optimizing Everything

How technology is disconnecting us from life's small pleasures

by Charlie Warzel

Fri, 10 Jul 2026




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube 

Modern life is built to make things easier, faster, and more efficient. But what if, in smoothing away life's everyday frictions, we've also lost something essential? This week on Galaxy Brain, Charlie Warzel talks with The Atlantic's Ian Bogost about his new book, The Small Stuff: How to Lead a More Gratifying Life, and why the tiny rituals, sensory pleasures, and routine interactions we tend to overlook may be the very things that make us feel connected--to one another, to the world around us, and to ourselves.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Ian Bogost: So think about this in, like, really simple terms: You're cooking dinner. Your goal is to produce a dinner. But the experience of cooking--of hearing the sizzling onions in the pan, or of chopping up the vegetables, or of opening and closing the refrigerator and feeling the gasket as you do so--all of that stuff, which is really gratifying, that's the experience of cooking. And it doesn't make sense to think about it in terms of goals and outcomes that you can optimize.


[Music]

Charlie Warzel: I'm Charlie Warzel, and this is Galaxy Brain, a show where today we're going to sweat the small stuff.

There's this line from the author Kurt Vonnegut that I love. It's from a 1995 interview in Inc. magazine where Vonnegut recounts, just as personal computing is really taking off, his love for doing things in a more analog way.

There's this one trip to the post office he talks about: heading to the newsstand, waiting in line, making small talk with the shopkeeper. The satisfaction of sealing the envelope and bringing it to the woman he has a crush on behind the counter. He ends the anecdote with the following: "I stamp the envelope and mail it in a mailbox in front of the post office, and I go home. And I've had a hell of a good time. And I tell you, we are here on Earth to fart around, and don't let anybody tell you any different."

That quote has been banging around in my head over the last few years, as the world continues to embrace the kind of technological progress that sands down the edges of our lives and keeps our faces in our screens. There's Amazon, Doordash, parking-lot pickup, which can be genuine godsends for people. But it's a convenience that also comes with a trade-off of not having to live in the world, among other people in the same way that we used to. In terms of farting around, our devices offer endless, engrossing distraction from the physical world. In part, our technologies have created this world where everything can be quantified. This has birthed this optimization culture and a broader obsession with metrics and efficiency.

My guest today argues that, while not all of this is bad, it can come at a genuine cost. Many people have, without really deciding on it, become more disconnected from a sense of place, from a sense of self, and from the tiny, visceral, sensory experiences of being present in the world just like Vonnegut describes.

Ian Bogost is my colleague here at The Atlantic, where he writes about technology. He's an author; a professor and administrator at Washington University in St. Louis; and a game designer. But he's also one of the keenest observers I've ever met: not just of how technology changes us but of all those little quirks that make up our lives.

And that, coincidentally, is what his new book, The Small Stuff, is about. In it, Ian makes the case that some of our societal obsessions--self-optimization, career satisfaction, this constant fixation on whether we are adequately happy or not--those are all aimed at the Big Stuff. But our lives are actually dominated by the Small Stuff: the Vonnegut-style farting around that gives texture to our days. This, he argues, is good news, because the Small Stuff is abundant, and it's actually much easier to notice, to control. And doing so can bring us a sense of genuine gratification, the kind that so many of our technologies just automate away.

Now, you may be thinking that this all sounds just a bit nostalgic--a couple of guys lamenting about the good old days. But Ian's argument in The Small Stuff isn't some screed against technology. It is, however--in a moment where AI is rapidly automating the world--a book about cultivating and strengthening the qualities that make us different than the machines, that bring us joy. That make us human. And so, Ian joins me now to talk about it all.



Sign up for Ordinary Extraordinary, Ian Bogost's guide to making everyday life vivid. You'll receive one edition every Saturday for the next eight weeks.




[Music]

Warzel: Ian, welcome to Galaxy Brain.

Ian Bogost: Thank you so much, Charlie.

Warzel: So we're here to talk about the small stuff. You have a book that is all about the small stuff. Can you tell me broadly what is the thesis here of paying attention to the small stuff?

Bogost: So the idea is that we have become disconnected from our sensory lives. That's sort of the thesis of the book. And this happened slowly over years and decades. It happened in part because of technology, but not entirely because of technology. And we kind of didn't notice that that was happening. And we maybe, we blamed smartphones instead of a whole host of other factors. But the result is that we feel disconnected, you know? Like, decoupled from the world that we live in, from the physical world.

And that connection, that sensory connection where you engage with the world with your senses, which is what I call gratification: We've lost a lot of that. We forgot about it. We were too busy optimizing, planning for the future, trying to make our lives more purposeful or happier, that we forgot how to be gratified. And that's what I think we should reclaim.

Warzel: You allude to some surveys. There's a lot of information out about this--

Bogost: There's a lot of them.

Warzel: That we're in a bit of a "happiness crisis," but--

Bogost: "Happiness crisis" is the way that it's always described, yeah.

Warzel: Right, yes. Which is a funny thing. I imagine a happiness factory, and there's just like red alarms going off and like minion-style workers pulling levers.

Bogost: Yeah, a wrench is in the happiness machine and is no longer able to produce happiness widgets for the masses.

Warzel: Exactly, which is a crisis by all accounts. Happiness, you also say, is this kind of amorphous thing. And you were just alluding to it there with gratification, but you have happiness, satisfaction, and gratification as these three types of things. Can you walk me through the differences in that?

Bogost: Yeah, totally. So at a high level, think of happiness as your overall sense of contentment with your life. How things are going, broadly speaking. And it's usually related to big stuff: to your connection to your family or your spouse or your kids. Your sense of satisfaction at work and whether you feel purpose at work. Whether you're connected to your community, whether your life means something and is worthwhile. It's really big stuff.

It's also very hard to define. I'm not sure that anyone really knows what happiness is, despite millennia of attempts to define it. And it's usually kind of like retrospective; like you sort of look back at happiness, or you plan forward for it. Like, How can I be happier? Oh, I need a different job; I need a different wife. Whatever it is. So that's happiness.

Satisfaction is a little simpler. It's more like pride in accomplishment. So the satisfaction test is like: You put your hands on your hips, and you look at something you've done. And you think, Oh, yeah; that was a good podcast I just recorded. That's satisfaction. And satisfaction is also a big-stuff kind of contentment. So you only feel satisfied when a project was big and worth doing. You know, like you finish a big woodworking project, or you write a book like I just did, or even you make a nice meal and you serve it to your family. And then you feel satisfied.

Gratification is weirder. It's much smaller. It's--I describe it as the sensory enchantment of everyday life. It's little tiny connections to the world. So the sound of my voice in your ears right now, or the feeling of a warm mug as you hold it in the morning, full of coffee. Or the texture of the shirt on my body when I touch it; the sound of leaves or twigs crunching under my feet when I walk; the feeling of the sun on my skin in the summer. Those are sensory encounters. And gratification is just the sort of connection, the sense of connectivity to the physical world that they deliver, that those encounters deliver.

Unlike happiness and unlike satisfaction, it happens right away. You either take it, or it's gone forever. Because it's instantaneous. It's in the moment. And they're usually tiny--like small scale. Because your senses are always receiving information from the world. It's also--there's a huge surplus of gratification, unlike happiness or satisfaction. You feel like there's only a limited amount of it. I better make the right choice. What if I move to the wrong city? What if I work on the wrong project? I'll miss out. But this idea of just being in the world every moment: I think we've massively underestimated the power of that.

Warzel: You argue, though, that gratification--and particularly instant gratification--get a very bad rap. Societally, culturally. Why do you think that is, and why do you disagree with that?

Bogost: Yeah. I trace this to a series of behavioral-science experiments that began in the late 1960s. A Stanford psychologist named Walter Mischel and some of his colleagues and then successors began running a series of experiments on young children. And they became known as the "marshmallow-test experiments." And what they would do is, they would take little kids from the Stanford preschool, and they'd put them in a room. And they'd have a researcher go in and offer them a small treat--usually a marshmallow, but sometimes it was a pretzel or something else--and tell them: You can have this treat now. Or if you wait, then you can have two of them. Or you can have a bigger one. And they used this experiment as a way to determine whether individuals with more self-control, or what they perceived to be more self-control, would be more successful in their lives.

But even, despite what the studies said about any of the individuals who participated, they introduced this idea that gratification is bad. And that instant gratification is indulgence--that it's kind of like sin, and that it's associated with addiction-like behaviors. Maybe not addiction writ large, but addiction-like behaviors. So, you know: eating too much, sex, gambling, alcohol, even the marshmallow itself, right? Which is a treat. You shouldn't have too many treats, should you, right? Like--why don't you wait? And you can eat something better later.

So that whole idea, I think, turned gratification into this bad word. And instead of focusing on the moment and what would be pleasurable in the moment, you should always delay. You should always defer. You should always wait 'til later. Something better is likely to come along if you withhold that indulgence in order to invest that effort, that time, what have you, in future outcomes. So I think that's completely wrong.

Warzel: Well so, we can get into why it is. But the immediate, like--as I'm listening to you talk about all of this--the immediate ideological analogue here is optimization culture, right? That, as you write, kind of splits the world into this binary of "productive and good" versus "dangerous and indulgent." Like you said, almost vice-esque. Where does optimization culture fit into the gratification argument?

Bogost: The forces that have disconnected us from everyday life--I have this name, dematerialization, for all of those different forces. Technology, bureaucracy, efficiency, even economic factors: They have been leaning toward optimization and efficiency for years and years and years now. And so we've been sort of slowly led to believe, so much that we don't even realize we're believing, that all that matters are outcomes. Especially measurable outcomes. And so anything that isn't focused on a future goal feels like it's not worth doing, or that it's less worth doing than something else. And one way to think about the gratification problem is in terms of the difference between goals or outcomes and experiences. Because the experiences are different from the outcomes that they might produce.

So think about this in, like, really simple terms: You're cooking dinner. Your goal is to produce a dinner. And you know, maybe you want to do it at a certain cost, or it has to taste a certain way, or you have to feed a certain number of people, or it has to be ready at a certain time. And there's all sorts of factors that go into it. And you hope it tastes good. You hope people enjoy it and they praise you, all that kind of stuff. But the experience of cooking--of hearing the sizzling onions in the pan, or of chopping up the vegetables, or of opening and closing the refrigerator and feeling the gasket as you do so--all of that stuff, which is really gratifying, that's the experience of cooking. And it doesn't make sense to think about it in terms of goals and outcomes that you can optimize. What would it mean to optimize the sound of onions sizzling? That you should like continuously do it? No; that doesn't make any sense. It's just a part of the experience.

And so, because we're so focused on goals--and so, like, singularly focused on goals and outcomes--optimization culture, efficiency culture plugs right into that idea. Which is also kind of the premise of happiness thinking. You know: Happiness is about future outcomes. It's about doing things that are worth doing, rather than things that feel good in the moment. You're supposed to set aside those things in order that you can produce a greater sense of purpose and ultimately happiness.

So you might think of optimization as the sort of like workhead version of happiness, in a way. It's like happiness, but for outcomes. And for that reason, it's related to that idea of missing out on what's happening in the moment in order to produce supposedly better future results. It just doesn't take much thinking to realize everybody realizes this all the time, right? You're like: Wait a minute; what am I doing, though? Why am I doing any of these things? What is the experience of doing them? And I think that disconnect, which all of us have all the time, is where we start feeling guilty instead of feeling good about the moments that we're having.

Warzel: And it's also just this very like puritanical way of being, right?

Bogost: Oh, yeah. Totally.

Warzel: Like, I think so much about all the influencers I see. You know, like they're not experiencing any of the life. They're, in a way, just speed-running it to get to the goal, right?

Bogost: Right. And then the goal only leads to another goal. One of the things that's been so confusing to me about the whole of, like, Silicon Valley-style success culture and wealth culture is that it never ends. And everyone I know personally or know of who's been immensely successful in business in the technology industry--which I think is driving a lot of that efficiency discourse that you're talking about--the moment they achieve massive success, financial success, renown, all of that, it's just: Well, what's next? What's your next play? There has to be more of it. They don't even like open a winery or a distillery or whatever it is. Like, something that's wasteful, right? It's like: We're gonna start up my new venture, invest in another fund, do more, more, more, more, more.

Warzel: Well, this actually happened. There was a thing that went viral the other day of Mark Zuckerberg talking about his farm that he has in Hawaii, where he's trying to become the absolute best, most efficient farmer. I want the absolute best cows possible. And he's talking about this experience of, you know, the macadamia trees, and all: And that's what we're gonna feed them, but then how do we process it so it's maximally efficient for these cows to eat? And the way he's describing it is in this "efficient" way, where it's like--this is this guy's hobby. And yet at the same time, it is just approached with what seems like zero joy. It's just: I have to get to the maximally efficient outcome.

Bogost: No, sure. Totally. Yeah.

Warzel: I want to talk a little bit about that. The dematerialization thing, and this disconnecting people from the physical world that they inhabit. What does that look like? Like, where do you feel that most acutely?

Bogost: The example I always go to first--the one that everyone understands immediately--is you go into a public restroom at an airport or a convention center or a hotel or wherever you are. Your office building. And the toilet flushes for you with a sensor, and the faucet turns on, maybe if you're lucky, with a sensor that you wave your hands under, and the soap is dispensed in a similar way. And when you need to dry your hands, you go and you wave them under another sensor. You're no longer engaging with those ordinary objects. And that kind of experience--which seems very unimportant. Like, do you really need to flush a toilet, especially in public? What are you telling me? But if you think of those little experiences that you no longer do, you no longer engage in, in the same deep-sensory way that you once did.

And while they seem tiny and immaterial, maybe, and unimportant and even silly to mention individually--in the aggregate, it all adds up to this sense of decoupling. Of disconnection. Some of them are technologized, you know? During the pandemic, we started scanning QR codes at restaurants so that we'd not have to touch stuff. And now, like most menus, or large number of menus, at restaurants are just QR codes. And now you don't get to touch that kind of thing anymore. That's not a part of your life any longer. You know, so there is sort of a giant pile of stuff like that, right?

Warzel: Yeah. Well, what's interesting too--like, just to use the QR-code one as an example--is the daisy-chain effect that happens with that, right? Where it's not just like, Yeah, it can be annoying, or I'm used to having a menu; I like the tactile feel of the menu. There's all that. But the QR code replaces the need for someone to come to the table and say, "Hey, what do you want?" Because you're ordering through the app, and then, with that you've lost that one interaction there. And then that continues to daisy-chain throughout the thing.

Bogost: And after a while you're like, Why, I don't need that. I clearly didn't need that. It's much more efficient to do it that way. So that must have been valueless the whole time. But it wasn't.

Warzel: Right. And you make another argument with remote work that's kind of similar, that I'd like to hear more about. Partially because I wrote a book about remote work a while back.

Bogost: Right.

Warzel: But this idea, that the sameness of knowledge work is part of the reason why people don't feel that pull to go in the office, right? I'm clacking on a keyboard doing the same thing there that I would be doing in my office with headphones on. Can you elaborate more on that, and how that's just like that "sameness" element, and how that's affecting how we move about the world?

Bogost: Yeah. So there's a category of workers, of white-collar workers, that I talk about in the book that are called professionals. We used to call them professionals. I know a professional just kind of means a white-collar worker now, but it used to mean someone who had to get, like, certification--like an architect or a doctor or a lawyer. And that's an interesting class to look at, because those people typically also had work lives that involved being in particular places. Maybe they had an office, but the doctor's also in the clinic or the hospital or moving from exam room to exam room. And the lawyer may have to go to a different office to do a deposition, or they have to go to court. And the architect has to be on a job site, for example, wearing their hard hat. Like you would see in a stock image or something like that. And even a journalist, right? Like, would have to be on site: reporting, talking to people, being in another space. tThat wasn't just them at their computer, making phone calls or sending emails.

And as more and more of those kinds of jobs that used to be really bound to specific places, in addition to the general like white-collar worker who's in office, you know, "email jobs," as we call them now. Everyone got to the point where they didn't choose not to do that. And it wasn't just because of work from home, COVID stuff. It was that all sorts of factors. Economics, in terms of it was much easier to just be on Zoom instead of going places.

That sort of stole away from us the ability to do all the stuff that comes with those kinds of movements through space and time that don't have anything to do with your job. If you were a court reporter or you were an attorney, and you ended up in the same courtroom or a series of different courtrooms. And you know, like, which one had the best coffee at the little coffee-vending machine, and then you get to press the button on the vending machine. Or go down a certain kind of stairway that had a certain feeling when you wore your heels against it. All of that gratifying experience of just moving in and being in the world has nothing to do with your job, actually. Nothing to do with your work, but through which you derive contentment. That just evaporates.

And I think because of all of those factors--some, not all--but some of the sense that we have of our work being meaningless, of not knowing why we're doing it or not knowing why we're doing it in an office versus at home, is that we don't know that we lost that. We haven't thought about that as a loss. Even in a normal office, you know, you'll hear line workers saying, Well, management just wants us here so they can control us. Right? Or because it's easier to manage, you know, if we're all in one place. 

But the truth is that all that weird stuff that happens when you're getting a Diet Coke, or you're getting coffee, or you're, you know, stumbling to lunch together, or you run into someone in the elevator--those kinds of experiences don't just produce more efficient or better work, although they might. They're also experiences of connectivity with your colleagues, with other people, with other materials in the world.

And you see, Charlie's got this, you know, interesting kind of plum-colored shirt on today. That's nice. So it looks like a nice texture. Where did you get that shirt, Charlie? Actually, what did you do this weekend? And I got this shirt. You have this--you see someone's eyes, and you see that, you hear their voice, and you're just engaged with them in a different way. You smell the cologne or perfume that they're wearing. You see the way that they walk to and from. You kind of feel their physical presence nearby you. All that stuff isn't just about, like, being more efficient or productive. It's also about being more alive in the world.

And so I think one of the reasons why our work feels just so stripped of meaning isn't just because the work itself is meaningless. Or isn't because, like, They're making me do it in the office, and I've got to trundle to work. You know, gotta get in the car, I gotta get in the subway. It's also because we stopped expecting those kinds of--we stopped looking for those kinds of experiences, even when we're having them. And nowadays, you can go into an office and it's just: Everybody's just in their headphones. Just alone, you know? They're not engaged with it anymore, because they kind of forgot that it was a part of their lives in the first place.

And I guess one thing I want to say here is, this kind of dematerialization effect--it's not your fault. Like, you didn't choose this. Nobody decided: You know what, I want to have a more efficient life. And so I no longer want to know what my colleagues are wearing, in order that I might see the colors of their garments. No one chose any of that. It happened slowly, and it happened in ways that we didn't really have a say in.

Warzel: Well, and the thing. I think some people might hear you talk about this and immediately their mind will go to: Well, I don't wanna make work my entire life. I don't wanna make this my--you know, I like the fact that it's completely decoupled. But I think what you're actually talking about in the journalism example, you know, is one that I've actually thought about quite a bit. And I think it's the same for a lot of different professions. But in journalism it actually, it has a different valence. You know, we have this erosion of local news in the world, right?

Bogost: Yeah.

Warzel: And as part of that, there's a lot fewer journalists who are going around in communities, right, in small-town communities. There's a lot of national journalists who will parachute into places, you know, like ourselves or whatnot. And something I've thought about, living in various small towns across America throughout my life, is that some of those people now have such resentment of the media. For reasons good or bad, or whatnot, in part because they don't have any relationship to these types of people, right? If I'm just calling it, if I'm not in the world doing my job--in the world with other people, having the mundane experiences, right? Like, someone kinda cut in front of me in line to get into the courtroom. And I'm like, No worries. Go ahead, you know. And someone goes, Wow, that's like; thanks. That's gracious, right? And just clocks something tiny, like that.

Just these interactions that mean "nothing." Those are the things that build these--they don't just make us happy too, but they build these other, like, societal bonds, right? They just link us in ways large and small. But that lack of gratification, broadly speaking, has this effect of kind of making us more distrustful, more suspicious of other people. Because we have less of those humanizing interactions.

Bogost: Yeah; one of the ways I think about gratification is as like a foundation. If you think about it as foundational. So it seems unimportant, because it's made of these little tiny bits. And it's easy to discount and discard it. But what you're saying is something related--which is that just being human, like being a part of the world, a full member of society, also means being in it physically with other things and with other people.

And the less that we do that, or the more that we scorn doing it, or the more that we think that it's kind of unimportant, because it would be much more efficient if I just got online to do it that way instead, or we just send a reporter into your small town to go to the local diner and pretend like they care about the people that they're talking to, right? Or whatever the joke is about how national reporters work. That then, we can just get the information, you know, like: Let's just get the story and then get back out again. When what you miss in that experience is the experience. You know, what is it like to be in this place? What does the air feel like?

And I don't know about you, but when I do this work as a journalist, when I go somewhere, it radically changes the story, right? It's a completely different experience, because you're engaged with the world in a holistic way. And that's just irreplaceable, in a way. You just, you can't end-run around it. You can't pursue efficiency in order to excise it, because the experience matters fundamentally.

Warzel: You write that "technology has allowed personal intimacy and connection to flourish too much, and anywhere." That struck me just as a sentence. But also because there is a way in which someone can read that, say that feels a little counterintuitive to your argument. So draw that out for me. Tell me a little bit more what you mean: Technology has allowed intimacy and connection to flourish too much and anywhere.

Bogost: Maybe the best way to sort of put a pin on it is--you know how at some point in the last 15 years, everybody you know, you can't make plans with anymore. Where it's like, Well, we'll see. And everyone's kind of waiting for something better to come along. And you're like, Yeah, no, I'll come out tonight. And then, I'm sorry, like I just can't make it. I'm tired. Or I'm sick. When really it's: I don't really feel like doing it, or There's this other thing, or even just I am watching Netflix instead. Because there's an enormous surplus of information online. We have too many choices and too many options.

I've written about this before for The Atlantic. You know, the sense that before the smartphone, we were pretty bored actually. Like, there wasn't as much to do. And you would like read the back of like, you know, whatever magazine was at the dentist's office or look at shampoo bottles or watch the clock spin. And that felt soul-destroying at the time, but it also engaged you more deeply with everything that was kind of outside of your head.

And now we live in this world of symbols, all the time, that we can generate and we can exchange. And I think that that gave us the sense that we--it's sort of like we don't need our physical bodies. Like, anything I want is in infospace. I can consume it as an idea. I can create it as an idea. And this is, to some extent, where like the singular singularitarian dream comes from. I can just upload my brain, and it doesn't matter that I have a body anymore. Because I can discard it and be the same person that I actually am. Because all that matters is my connection to information, like the most extreme version of it. But we kind of believe it on an ordinary day-to-day level too.

And it's just wrong. And you know it's wrong anytime you have a real earnest encounter with a person, or you're speaking to someone across a counter, and it's just you and them. And maybe you're even having dispute, and you're trying to resolve it, and you're looking into their eyes--and they're another human being and not just an account with an anime icon. And it forces you to live in a different headspace because you're in a different physical space. So like, the way that technology has changed us isn't just about the extent to which we use it. That's what you normally think: I'm just using this too much. But it's also that we use it differently. We live our lives differently because of it.

Warzel: I kind of agree with you here. But also there's an element that some people may uncharitably read as, you know, wanting the good old days back, right? So if someone's gonna approach you about the small-stuff argument and say, Yes, as you said, so much of this is frivolous, but it's also just--it's not coming back. I don't know, how do you approach that person?

Bogost: Yeah, right. There is a counter-response to this force, this force of dematerialization that's been going on for a little while, that sort of reads as nostalgia. Like the drive to kind of analog culture. Or we're gonna try to reclaim--I'm gonna have a dumb phone now instead of a smartphone, or I'm gonna spin vinyl. That drive comes from the same problem that I'm at, that I call dematerialization. But instead of moving forward, what it does is say: We have to go back again. And we'll try to reclaim these little bits that are available to us. That's the nostalgia version.

The "friction-maxxing" version, I think, is equally wrong in a different way. What it's saying is, like--if the problem is efficiency, if everything got too smooth and easy, then we should make it hard again. And that's even weirder as a conclusion to come to, because the thing about gratification that's so striking to me is how easy it is. It's not hard at all, or it doesn't have to be.

So the answer to the question is that we can't go back. You're right. But we don't have to.

This has been the hardest thing to get across and to try to convince people of, as I've been working on this project--that there's an enormous surplus of sensory life that's constantly available and happening all the time. Because we believe that we've lost it or that someone has taken it from us. Or that we're siphoning it into our smartphones, or that we used to have it, but now my job is too terrible, or I can't own a home anymore.

And those things are all true--but you're still a body in the world, and you're still engaged with that world at every moment of every day of your life. So that's a very different way of approaching the reclamation of this loss than, like, trying to lament the past or trying to invent new technologized and kind of efficiency-driven ways of procuring it in the future.

Warzel: I am someone who struggles pretty hard with ambition, being in my own head, constantly focusing on what you're calling the big stuff, right? I have a big-stuff-focused brain.

Bogost: Yeah, I think a lot of us do.

Warzel: Which also means that I'm constantly trying to do the opposite, right? I'm trying to do the work of focusing on gratitude, of being more present in moments to keep the other stuff at bay. And when I start doing it, I have this sensation that I'll be walking down the street, and it's a really nice day, and I hear the birds all of a sudden, right? Or I see a great cloud. And it brings me this level of what you will call gratification. But the sensation is small. I'm not overwhelmed by it, right?

And then the big-stuff part of my brain just takes over, and it goes: That's it? That's the "solution?" And this then just triggers the big-stuff brain to just start worrying away, with these promises of like: No, no; there's a stronger satisfaction. If you make this, you know, jump in your career, if you do this thing, like that's going to be the kind of satisfaction that makes your knees buckle. How do you square that and the small feeling of it with the promise that the big brain offers?

Bogost: I'm gonna give you the galaxy-brain answer to this question, which is that you can have both. I'm not asking you to choose between ambition or purpose, or even happiness and gratification--but to recognize that what are you gonna do instead of taking in that smell of the salty surf? Like, what would happen instead? What would you lose if you didn't? All that you'd lose is that gratifying experience of having done so.

You can keep on advancing in your career and trying to solve the problems in your marriage and trying to improve the lives of your children and trying to connect with your community through volunteership. Or whatever it is that you think will make you happy and give you purpose. You can keep doing that, and you can also feel the sand between your toes. Right. And you know, when I say this, it's like: Of course, duh. Like obviously. You can do that.

And yet, we've still kind of forgotten it, haven't we? Or we feel guilty about it in the way that you're describing. Or maybe it's not even guilt--maybe it's a sense of habit, or a sense that even that little shard of mental space that's processing my senses would be better spent planning my app, or whatever it is that you do for a living.

Warzel: Right, right. We're talking a lot about the embodied nature of things and paying attention to our bodies. And I wonder if you ever think about this book, and the arguments, in some ways as a kind of handbook for cultivating the things that make us different than the machines. Because some of the debates that we're having over artificial intelligence and superintelligence--and the differences between machines simulating human consciousness and human consciousness--is that we're the ones that have the bodies. We're in meatspace. We know what it feels like to get a sunburn. We know what it feels like to be caught in the rain.

Do you think about that as it relates to a future where we're going to be interacting a lot with things that simulate human intelligence or consciousness, but they're not embodied?

Bogost: Right. They simulate a certain kind of human intelligence that's decoupled from embodiment. Here's the weirdest thing, though, to me. The way that AI is pushing people, and maybe I'll just speak for myself, the way it's pushing me back into the physical world as much as it is continuing to undermine that connection to it. A lot of the work that I do with AI is me asking questions that then force me to do things with my hands, you know?

Warzel: Really?

Bogost: Yeah, like I'll give you an example. I have a new kitchen counter getting installed this week. Okay. And the stone guys, they had to move the range, and they knocked off the knob for the oven control. And because of the way my range is built, that means like a whole replacement of this whole thermostat assembly, because it was like just a piece of zinc that broke off.

And, you know, in the past I would have been like angry at the workers, or I would have been calling up, you know, my contractor or the appliance-repair people. And now I'm like: I mean, I wonder what part this is. I bet the chat can tell me, and it can tell me. And, you know, like how would I repair this if I wanted? You could go to YouTube and do that for you, but it's something different. Like, I'll take a picture and I'll show you. I see which one you have. 

And you know, it's trying to use what it can do as an information system in order to sort of push me, by invitation, to reengage with part of the physical world that was available to me the whole time--but that I had determined wasn't something that I knew how to engage with anymore. And I've had like just dozens, maybe hundreds of those kinds of experiences over the past couple of years. That aren't about, like, automating my work or stealing the experience of doing whatever it is I might be doing, communicating with other people, right? All the stuff people are worried about. But are more about reminding me that that world is out there. It's available to me.

And so in that way, I'm encouraged that this--almost like this dialectic of the info space and the physical space might still be traversable. That we might be able to move between them more readily and with greater fluency. There's some future of the AI thing that looks like that--and not where it steals all of our work and all of our connectivity with ourselves and with the world. I don't know if we'll be able to achieve that, but I certainly think there are signs that we could steer it in that direction.

Warzel: When I think about that, I think that there's a good point there. Which is when you're asking these types of machines, a computer that is truly interactive. Like, I can ask a follow-up question to computer, and computer can figure this thing out. That to me, when it's pointed towards the physical world: How do I fix this? How do I do this? You know, that seems to me to be very true. The concern is that so much of it also is like an accelerator for all of these other systems that push us into the disembodied zone, right?

Bogost: There's no question.

Warzel: It makes all of the things that make the knowledge work and the computerized bureaucracy bad. It's just like--it's a particle-accelerator situation for that.

But I wanna kinda land the plane here and just talk about practical solutions. We have stop and feel the sand between your toes. We have those types of things, which I'm not discounting at all. Give me some things that people can do to help the small stuff feel more present in their lives.

Bogost: One of the easiest things is just to talk about it, to give it voice. I think this sense of ridiculousness or embarrassment or smallness that "the small stuff" embodies, it makes it feel weird. I have a section of the book where I talk about peeling protective film off of products that come with it. And this is the kind of thing where I'm like: If I told anyone in the world, Hey, you know how, like, really gratifying it is to peel that protective film off? It'd be like, My gosh, you're totally right. Right? But it doesn't--you're not willing to take the first step, to take the leap into believing that and just talking about it.

Just saying, you know: Here's a gratifying experience that I'm having right now, and you're having with me, and let's just vocalize it. That does a lot. It normalizes it. It's really simple, too. It doesn't require that much work, and you can do it every day.

Another one is--I talk extensively about the internet. And the internet isn't bad. It's not like: "Put your phone down, get off of the internet." There's a lot of kind of vicarious gratification that the internet has to offer. And we've talked a little bit about it with those repair videos, the like TikTok drain-clearing videos I'm obsessed with. The way that like ASMR YouTubers pay attention to towels and garments and bottles, and those sorts of things. That's not an end in itself. But it is, again, a way of being introduced to this idea of being reminded that the sensory world is interesting and meaningful.

Another technique I think is really useful is do something that's physically different that involves a different kind of sensory life than your norm. And that might mean that like, if you work at a computer all day, then do something different with your hands. Make something, go garden, but treat it as a true hobby. And the hobby, it doesn't need to be related to the outcome: like having a good garden or knitting sweaters that you can sell or give away or what have you. It's really just about a different sensory activity than the one that you experience in your ordinary life. That's another thing you can do. Just introduce a diversity of sensory experiences as much as you can.

And I think one more thing that I'll throw out there is: Just take it. Just stop worrying so much about whether this stuff is good, or it's gonna, you know, prevent you from accessing some future version of yourself that's even better. The more that you know that these gifts are just here. These sensory gifts are available, if you accept them. The more you kind of exercise that mentality and carry it out, then the more familiar and comfortable you will be with it.

I know this sounds ridiculous, maybe, and it also sounds harder than it really is. But the sense of like, we say this all the time: Oh, it's a nice breeze that I'm feeling today. It's quite warm today. It's really chilly. That tastes a little different than I expected; there's a little more dill in that than I anticipated when I put it in my mouth. 

All of that--that's exactly, that's it. That's all the stuff you're already doing. But then just surfacing it and not worrying so much about whether it's weird, or whether you're cheating yourself out of some future version of yourself in order to encounter it. When really what you're losing if you don't is the experience of living in the moment.

Warzel: I think that's an excellent, excellent place to leave everything. This is all, I think, really beautiful. And thank you for sharing it. I really appreciate it.

Bogost: Yeah. It's so fun to talk positively about the world, you know, as a technology critic. To be like: You know what? It's actually okay. So thank you so much for talking to me about it.

[Music]

Warzel: That's it for us here. Thank you again to my guest, Ian Bogost. If you liked what you saw here, new episodes of Galaxy Brain drop every Friday. You can subscribe on The Atlantic's YouTube channel, or on Apple or Spotify or wherever it is that you get your podcasts. And if you want to support this work and the work of my fellow journalists, you can subscribe to the publication at TheAtlantic.com/Listener. That's TheAtlantic.com/Listener. Thanks so much, and I'll see you on the internet.

This episode of Galaxy Brain was produced by Renee Klahr and engineered by Miguel Carrascal. Our theme is by Rob Smierciak. Hadley Robinson is our senior supervising producer. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.
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The Timidity of America's Top Generals

Deference to civilian power is part of the job but can go too far.
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What is the role of a general in a democracy? Many of today's military leaders have a very particular answer: Focus on tactics, carry out orders, and otherwise shut up.

This is not what America's top officers have always done. The country's most senior generals and admirals are expected to provide unvarnished military counsel to the president and swear an oath to defend the Constitution. History is full of examples of officers who also spoke up about the ethics and strategic implications of the president's choices. But with a commander in chief who has stated that he prefers "the sort of generals that Hitler had," and a secretary of defense who has fired top officers for exhibiting insufficient loyalty, military leaders during the Trump presidency have defined their advisory role extremely narrowly.

Dan Caine, the general whom President Trump plucked out of retirement--and obscurity--to serve as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, has come to personify that circumspect approach. He presents military options and addresses tactical and force-related matters, but avoids big-picture questions of geopolitics and the probity of the administration's actions, provided the administration deems them legal. Other top officers have followed his example.

Caine articulated his stance to the graduates of the National Defense University last month. The future top ranks, he said, must be clear about the limits of their role when they advise senior leaders about the risks and benefits of potential operations. Can we go do this? is a military question, Caine told the officers sweltering in their dress uniforms, one "that the joint force answers." But "the should we? question lands at the policy level, and we don't do that in our business," he said.

Seen one way, Caine's studious deference to civilian authority is an appropriate correction from the generals in charge of America's wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, who were famously strident about what they thought the wars should be about and how they should be run. Top officers such as Caine serve at the pleasure of the president and can be relieved anytime; their jobs are to provide military counsel, not to shape preferred outcomes.

But looked at another way, Caine and other generals are being overly timid and deferential, in part because Pete Hegseth demands it. The secretary of defense has forced out more than 20 generals and admirals, including some of the most respected career officers in the forces: Caine's predecessor, Air Force General C. Q. Brown Jr.; two other members of the Joint Chiefs; and, most recently, Army General C. D. Donahue. Meanwhile, Hegseth has promoted less experienced officers. He has offered no explanation for each individual ouster, and the dismissals have fed a sense among his senior commanders that he prizes fealty and acquiescence over competence and experience.

Read: An Army shake-up in the middle of a war

Assertive generals, too, can offer bad advice. The Afghan and Iraq Wars, led by more outspoken military leaders, dragged on, cost trillions of dollars, and ended far short of victory. Yet the Iran war, led by more reticent brass, hasn't achieved the administration's stated objectives, either. Before the conflict started, commanders had crafted a contingency plan for the U.S. military to keep shipping moving through the Strait of Hormuz, which called for additional ships, troops, and other forces in anticipation that Tehran might attempt to close it. But the president chose a different course. Commanders faithfully executed the president's guidance and were careful not to criticize it publicly, only to see Iran close the strait to commercial traffic, disrupting global commerce and prompting the Trump administration to agree to a tenuous cease-fire and a (thus far futile) return to diplomacy.

All of which raises the question: How should the American public expect generals to behave?

The answer is made urgent by how Trump himself views the military. In his first term, Trump berated his Pentagon leaders as "dopes and babies"; after leaving office, he accused his chief military adviser of treason. In his second term, egged on by Hegseth, Trump has sent troops into U.S. cities and used the military for his legally dubious campaign against suspected drug traffickers in the Caribbean. He has also mused about deploying the military to monitor elections. That makes the balance that military leaders must strike--between deference to civilian leaders and their duty to the Constitution and the force they represent--an even thornier challenge. "If Trump 1.0 was the Olympic Games for these military leaders," Carrie Lee, a scholar who specializes in civil-military issues at the German Marshall Fund of the United States, a think tank, told us, "then Trump 2.0 is The Hunger Games."

Questions about how the military and its elected leaders should interact are older than the United States. General George Washington weighed in on policy with the Continental Congress during the Revolutionary War, repeatedly arguing that he did not have sufficient resources to defeat the British. When his pleas were rebuffed, he continued to advise the congress while adapting to what his civilian leaders wanted, with the goal of preserving the Continental Army. After victory, Washington famously resigned his military commission in 1783, before he became president.

One of the country's most successful examples of civilian-military partnership came decades later, when President Abraham Lincoln gave General Ulysses S. Grant broad operational latitude to lead Union forces in the Civil War and Grant accepted Lincoln's authority to set the conflict's political objectives.

Perhaps the greatest civilian-military controversy erupted in 1951 when President Harry Truman fired General Douglas MacArthur for publicly challenging the administration's approach to the Korean War. The president's decision to remove one of the nation's most celebrated (if outspoken) generals preserved the chain of command, even though many people believed that MacArthur had legitimate concerns about Truman's "limited war" strategy, which aimed to prevent escalation. Truman publicly explained his reasons for that decision, letting the rest of the force know what civilian leaders expected of them. (Historians generally agree that MacArthur, venerated battlefield leader though he was, had gone too far.)

This administration has been unique for its lack of transparency over why generals are ousted. And in the run-up to the war in Iran, there was no chance to hear from the generals and admirals who would lead that war. Americans heard much more forthright rationales from generals involved in the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Listen: The military Pete Hegseth wants

Before the 2003 Iraq invasion, General Eric Shinseki told members of Congress that he believed "something on the order of several hundred thousand soldiers" would be needed to occupy the country, an assessment that then-Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld rejected. General David Petraeus later made the case for surging forces into Iraq in a bid to take on a burgeoning insurgency. In that era, Petraeus and General Stanley McChrystal were nationally known figures who expounded on grand strategy, held forth with the media, and rallied the public around policies the military supported in ways that some civilian leaders believed was out of line.

When Joe Biden was vice president, he blamed generals such as McChrystal for attempting to "box in" President Obama on Afghanistan and force him into approving a massive troop increase. Obama wrote in his memoir that, as the Afghanistan debate came to a head, Biden leaned in close to the president's face and told him: "Don't let them jam you!" The White House wanted the Pentagon, officers joked darkly, to "shut up and color," like a kindergartner. (When Biden became president, he selected Lloyd Austin, a low-profile former general unlikely to challenge the White House, as his Pentagon chief.)

Many officers treat The Soldier and the State, by the political scientist Samuel Huntington, as their civil-military bible. The 1957 book advocates for civilian leaders to exercise "objective control" over a battle-hardened professional military class that remains apart from politics. But the most astute recognize the folly of the notion that the military can sidestep politics entirely. Particularly at the three- and four-star level, officers may refrain from engaging in partisan rhetoric and events, but they operate in the political realm, dealing with budgets, lawmakers, and the media.

America's Founders feared a military powerful enough to threaten democracy, so they vested ultimate authority in civilians. But they premised that system on the assumption that those civilians would use their power responsibly and with congressional oversight. During the first Trump administration, Pentagon leaders pushed back on the president's most egregious proposals. In 2020, Joint Chiefs Chairman Mark Milley was horrified when Trump suggested shooting unarmed protesters and deploying the military to police American streets. He and other Pentagon leaders worked behind the scenes to ensure a successful transition of power following the president's 2020 defeat.

Milley, a voluble Army general whom Trump hand-picked as military chief, epitomizes the assertive and politically confident officer, as comfortable with opinion makers and foreign leaders as he is with the average grunt. But some current and former officers we spoke with believe that Milley overstepped at times--for example, when he spoke in support of studying critical race theory before Congress, providing fodder for right-wing complaints about a woke military; or when he took what many saw as a veiled shot at Trump as a "wanna-be dictator" in his 2023 retirement speech. (Milley became such a bete noire for Trump that Biden, fearing the general would be prosecuted when Trump returned to power, gave Milley a preemptive pardon.)

From the November 2023 issue: How Mark Milley held the line 

Many of those same officers, who spoke on the condition of anonymity because of the sensitivity of the subject matter, now believe that Caine and others are overcorrecting for Milley's approach, especially in the face of Hegseth's stifling of dissent and his campaign to remake the military according to his vision of a hypermasculine, ultra-loyal force. The pendulum, these officers believe, has now swung back too far.

Kori Schake, a defense analyst and a contributing writer for The Atlantic who has also written a book about U.S. civil-military relations, told us that Hegseth's unexplained ousters, combined with a lack of public or congressional debate before military action in Iran, Venezuela, and the Caribbean, "have created a command climate that penalizes the honest evaluations of the military about issues on which the military is expert and the civilians are not." Vladimir Putin's cowed generals fostered the erroneous belief the Kremlin could score an easy victory in Ukraine; U.S. generals, Schake added, shouldn't have the same fear of speaking up. "That's very dangerous," she said. "That's how you lose wars."

Caine is known as an even-tempered, assiduous officer; he is awake by 3 a.m. and on his first call by 4:30. In his office hang images of the Stoic philosopher Marcus Aurelius, General George C. Marshall (a fellow Virginia Military Institute graduate), and the compound where U.S. forces hunted down the Islamic State leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. Caine has become one of Trump's closest aides, particularly because the president relies on just a small coterie of national security advisers. During his first 365 days on the job, Caine made more than 330 trips to the White House.

Caine's White House conversations remain private. His approach is "speaking truth to power, privately," one person familiar with his thinking told us. But speaking before Congress and the press, he has repeatedly ducked questions about the wisdom of Trump's controversial initiatives, including the deployment of National Guard troops in majority-Democrat cities and the decision to launch a war with Iran without congressional or public debate.

Read: Trump's new favorite general

Caine has often cited classified information or his need to "maintain trust" with his civilian bosses, among others, to explain why he won't publicly give even general assessments about major aspects of the war. Asked by Senator Dick Durbin, a Democrat from Illinois, during one hearing whether Operation Epic Fury, the code name for the Iran war, had achieved its goals, Caine replied: "Sir, only political leaders decide victory or defeat, and I'll leave it to them to opine on that." Detractors say that his background may explain some of his approach: Unlike past chairmen, Caine had not previously served at the four-star level, where officers gain valuable political experience, or headed a large command.

Some officers have been more forthright. General Gregory Guillot, the head of Northern Command, acknowledged to lawmakers that it would be illegal to place armed troops at polling places except in the case of an armed rebellion, even though the president has suggested he might do just that.

But other senior officers have followed Caine's tight-lipped lead, careful not to seem at odds with their bosses. Early in the Iran war, Hegseth declared that America would provide "no quarter" to its enemies. The military's own rules prohibit such orders or statements because they imply leaving no survivors on the battlefield or executing prisoners of war. In a congressional hearing in May, Representative Jason Crow, a Colorado Democrat and former Army Ranger, asked Admiral Brad Cooper, the head of U.S. Central Command, to affirm that the Law of War Manual prohibited such a declaration. "It's clear from a U.S. military perspective, we follow the law of armed conflict," Cooper demurred. He was trying not to enter the political fray by sparring with Democrats frustrated with Hegseth's comments, one of his defenders told us. But what message was he sending to the troops he oversees? Crow was incensed. "You're a combatant commander. You're one of our most senior military officers with tens of thousands of service members under your command," Crow said. "This is not leadership to not be able to say something as basic."

At the same hearing in May, Cooper answered another question the way Hegseth might have--by punching back. Representative Seth Moulton, a Marine veteran, pointed out to Cooper that the Iran war wasn't meeting its objectives. "I would like to know how many more Americans we have to ask to die for this mistake. Do you know?" Moulton, a Democrat, demanded. Cooper, perhaps because of Moulton's reference to fallen troops, was visibly furious. "It's an entirely inappropriate statement from you, sir," Cooper shot back.

In our combined decades of covering Pentagon leaders testifying before Congress, neither of us had ever seen a military leader push back against an elected official so forcefully. Officers, no matter how much they might resent congressional grandstanding, are supposed to sit there and take it. That's part of the job.

Cooper requested a follow-up conversation with Moulton after that hearing. The two men later huddled, in an encounter that hasn't previously been reported. Cooper was still riled, people familiar with the exchange told us, and told Moulton that his remarks had crossed a line; he believed that the congressman, as a veteran, should have risen above politics. Moulton responded that he likewise thought Cooper had been political and had failed to sufficiently answer lawmakers' questions. The two men shook hands before parting ways.

Read: Hegseth, Rubio, and Caine had an auto-deleting Signal chat

For a general who says he is not political, Caine briefly embraced an administration talking point on a key--and hotly disputed--element of the Iran conflict: What constitutes a broken cease-fire? Caine told reporters in May that Iran's repeated firing at commercial ships, despite Trump's declared cease-fire, fell "below the threshold of  restarting major combat operations at this point," a seemingly political judgment. But he quickly reined himself in. When asked what constituted "major combat operations," Caine said that such assessments were "above my pay grade."

Many people inside the Pentagon and on Capitol Hill have wondered whether Caine and other senior officers are hoarding their influence with Hegseth and Trump for when they really need it--during a constitutional crisis, for instance, such as an attempt to place troops at polling stations in 2026 or 2028. (Caine is due to step down in September 2027, but he may be extended.) Caine and other officers have promised to follow the law. But they are operating in an administration that has been willing to act first and litigate later.

History remembers both Washington and Marshall less for their tactical brilliance than for their strategic leadership. They astutely navigated the politics of their times, and their legacies were shaped not only by what they did in uniform but by the institutions they left behind. Caine and today's other senior brass may ultimately be remembered for their choices about when to quietly defer to civilian leadership--and when the moment demands they speak up.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national-security/2026/07/generals-deferential-military-trump/687822/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What <em>The Catcher in the Rye </em>Taught a Teenage Girl

J. D. Salinger's classic novel of teen alienation made me feel more connected to the world.

by Emma Sarappo

Fri, 10 Jul 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


Around the time I turned 15, I was convinced that the only person who really got me was a 17-year-old boy named Holden Caulfield. Although Holden is fictional, the protagonist of J. D. Salinger's classic novel The Catcher in the Rye felt three-dimensional to me. Yet in the 75 years since the book's publication, he has been flattened by pop culture into a character Salinger didn't create: an irritatingly male, misanthropic whiner. I think this depiction is unfair, and my colleague Lily Meyer agrees with me. Holden represents "a case against nihilism and a vision of a gentler sort of manhood," she wrote this week in The Atlantic. He's someone teenage boys can learn from, Meyer suggests; I know from experience that he has something to teach teenage girls too.

First, here are five new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	The end of reading is here.
 	Can tennis survive its new golden age?
 	The literary genre that thrives in hard times
 	"I Heard You Singing," a short story by Emily Ruskovich
 	"From Idaho B Roll," a poem by Brian Blanchfield


To be fair to his haters, Holden is fairly down on everyone he encounters. In his view, the boys at his school are phonies, as are pretty much all of the adults he knows. But Holden is not heedlessly pushing the world away. He's struggling with the knowledge that the values society is supposed to reward--honesty, most of all--are not what actually help people get ahead in life. He's grieving the loss of his brother Allie, who died of leukemia. He feels betrayed by his parents, who shipped him off to a military school several states away from home. When he puts his trust in a beloved teacher, his confidence is betrayed. He watches as boys his age learn how to manipulate girls, how to quash negative emotions, how to lie and use hypocrisy to come out on top. Holden hates it all.

As a similarly confused and unhappy teenager, I found in Holden--as I wrote in a ninth-grade assignment--"someone who is not quite a role model, but surely a relatable figure." Finally, one person was reacting in a way that may not have been exactly mature or ideal, but at least felt appropriate for the tumult and distress of adolescence. The great secret of Catcher, though--what gets lost in its reputation--is that Holden's attitude is itself phony. He's a tender kid who famously worries about the ducks in cold, icy Central Park, and who adores and hopes to protect his little sister, Phoebe. His indifferent attitude is just a self-protective persona he's trying on. As a 21st-century girl, I had an entirely different set of stressors, but it helped to see, even through fiction, that not every boy around me was satisfied by simply obsessing over sports or bragging about sex. Holden was an important reminder that on the inside, no teenager was exactly who they were pretending to be.

That year, I'd been employing defense mechanisms similar to Holden's--until I encountered Catcher's final lesson, which is that his armor can't block out his pain and fear. He has a breakdown, and although Salinger is too subtle a writer to give his book a tidy ending, Holden ends up more comfortable with the idea that we all have to grow up. Revisiting the novel 15 years later, I'm moved by the sense that life is very long. I'm no longer Holden's peer, and I feel almost maternal toward him. He'd never listen--and neither would my teenage self--but I want to tell him, with the benefit of hindsight, that he won't be stuck feeling this way forever.






The Wisdom of Holden Caulfield

By Lily Meyer

Beneath all the alienation, The Catcher in the Rye, which turns 75 this year, has a surprisingly hopeful--and ethical--outlook.

Read the full article.



What to Read

A Woman's Game: The Rise, Fall, and Rise Again of Women's Soccer, by Suzanne Wrack

In 2019, the U.S. women's national soccer team--a charismatic, politically active group that had openly feuded with President Donald Trump--took the pitch for the World Cup final against the Netherlands, and came out as heroic winners. America was watching: The match represented a modern pinnacle of popularity for the women's game in the U.S. and globally. Wrack's comprehensive history of women's soccer begins in the early 20th century, when it was so popular that England's Football Association, claiming that the sport was "unsuitable for females," actually banned women from playing for more than five decades. The book then continues to the present day, when the game has reached new heights. Wrack is straightforward in her storytelling, but she's clear about what the act of play truly means. Victory isn't the only thing on the line: Women playing elite soccer defy those who attempt to belittle their accomplishments--something the USWNT, who took constant heat from Trump, understands vividly. -- Will Leitch

From our list: Seven books that will change how you watch sports





Out Next Week

? Famous Men, by Julie Buntin

? Ada, by Mark Haber


? Not With a Bang, by Temi Oh




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Lewis Chamberlain



The Demon Next Door

By Stephanie McCrummen

"[Southland's] owner was Lisa Misosky, and she was chatting with customers one afternoon when she found out that people in town were accusing her of demonic activity, and not in a metaphorical way."

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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Photos of the Week: Rabbit Beach, Puffin Census, Wild Horses

An electronic-music festival in Germany, World Cup watch parties around the world, the running of the bulls in Spain, cave exploration in China, a heat wave in southern Europe, and much more

by Alan Taylor

Fri, 10 Jul 2026


Marseel Bahnan, originally from Iraq, poses with her face painted in the colors of the U.S. flag during a World Cup watch party in San Diego, California, as the United States played against Belgium on July 6, 2026. (Mike Blake / Reuters)




Lightning strikes behind the illuminated Washington Monument as people gather to watch the fireworks during Freedom 250's Salute to America as the United States celebrated its 250th anniversary on Independence Day, in Washington, D.C., on July 5, 2026. (Nathan Howard / Reuters)




A visitor poses while exploring in Yanzi Cave in Qiannan Bouyei and Miao autonomous prefecture, Guizhou Province, China, on July 5, 2026. (Qu Honglun / China News Service / Getty)




People stand in front of a coffee shop during a heat wave in the French Riviera city of Nice on July 6, 2026. (Valery Hache / AFP / Getty)




Participants run ahead of bulls from the Fuente Ymbro bull ranch during the first running of the bulls of the San Fermin festival in Pamplona, northern Spain, on July 7, 2026. (Jorge Guerrero / AFP / Getty)




A bull jumps into the sea after chasing runners during the traditional Bous a la Mar ("Bulls in the Sea") at Denia's harbor near Alicante, Spain, on July 6, 2026. (Jose Jordan / AFP / Getty)




Argentina's Lionel Messi is thrown in the air in celebration by teammates after a match as Argentina qualified for the quarterfinals of the World Cup by defeating Egypt on July 7, 2026, in Atlanta, Georgia. (Brett Davis / Imagn Images / Reuters)




Revelers celebrate as the traditional rocket marking the start of the San Fermin festival launches, kicking off nine days of uninterrupted festivities in Pamplona, on July 6, 2026. (Miguel Oses / AP)




Participants line up at the water's edge in the harbor of Parow near Stralsund, Germany, at the start of the International Sound Swim on July 4, 2026. (Stefan Sauer / DPA / Getty)




Tourists watch muddy water rushing out of the Xiaolangdi Dam on the Yellow River during a water-sediment regulation operation in Luoyang, Henan province, China, on July 5, 2026. (Huang Zhengwei / VCG / Getty)




People watch as a firefighting plane makes a drop, battling a fire near the A9 motorway near Beziers, France, on July 3, 2026. (Abdul Saboor / Reuters)




Heavy rainfall drops from the sky above Qianshan, Jiangxi province, China, on July 5, 2026. (Ding Minghua / VCG / Getty)




Water is sprayed to cool off people gathering to mourn Iran's slain supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei at the Grand Mosalla on the second day of funeral ceremonies in Tehran, on July 5, 2026. (Wakil Kohsar / AFP / Getty)




A person kicks a large banner depicting U.S. President Trump with a target on his head during funeral ceremonies for Iran's slain supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, in Tehran on July 5, 2026. Khamenei and members of his family were killed on February 28 during U.S.-Israeli strikes. (Majid Saeedi / Getty)




A man uses an angle grinder at the site of a collapsed building in the aftermath of the June 24 earthquakes in La Guaira, Venezuela, on July 4, 2026. (Adriano Machado / Reuters)




A dog rests as rescuers (not pictured) work at the site of a collapsed building in the aftermath of the June 24 earthquakes in La Guaira, Venezuela, on July 5, 2026. (Ricardo Arduengo / Reuters)




A tourist wearing an astronaut suit takes part in a space-roaming experience at Alien Valley Geopark in Sunan Yugur autonomous county, Gansu province, China, on July 6, 2026. (Li Yalong / China News Service / Getty)




A model presents a creation by Iris Van Herpen for the Women Haute Couture Fall/Winter 2026-27 collection, as part of Paris Fashion Week, on July 6, 2026. (Blanca Cruz / AFP / Getty)




A rescuer walks away from a burning factory during a wildfire near Oraiokastro, a suburb of Thessaloniki, Greece, on July 4, 2026. (Konstantinos Tsakalidis / Bloomberg / Getty)




People wade along Rabbit Beach on the Italian island of Lampedusa, a protected nature reserve with limited daily visitor access to avoid over-tourism, on July 6, 2026. (Tiziana Fabi / AFP / Getty)




Fishermen work at a marine ranch in the waters of Sansha Town on July 4, 2026, in Xiapu county, Fujian province, China. (Wang Wangwang / VCG / Getty)




Fans watch the World Cup Round of 16 soccer match between Colombia and Switzerland on a terrace rooftop in Bogota, Colombia, on July 7, 2026. (Sebastian Barros / AP)




A Mexico fan reacts as they watch the Mexico versus England World Cup match on a big screen in Mexico City on July 5, 2026. (Luis Cortes / Reuters)




A stuffed bear, (wearing a sign that reads "bear"), used as a target, stands in bushes during an emergency-response drill for bear and other wildlife intrusions, in Isehara, Kanagawa prefecture, Japan, on July 3, 2026. (Yuichi Yamazaki / AFP / Getty)




An Atlantic puffin, seen during the 2026 annual census, monitoring the seabirds' breeding population, on the Inner Farne Islands, Northumberland, England, on July 6, 2026 (Temilade Adelaja / Reuters)




A fish eagle, about five weeks old, is lifted out of its nest by a utility worker for banding in Neustadt-Glewe, Germany, on July 6, 2026. Bird experts are currently banding the chicks that hatched a few weeks ago, with support from the energy provider WeMag. (Jens Buttner / DPA / Getty)




An aloitador holds a wild horse during the first curro in Sabucedo, Spain, on July 4, 2026. The Rapa das Bestas of Sabucedo is a festival held every year during the first week of July, where aloitadors immobilize and cut the manes and tails of wild horses. (Samuel de Roman / Anadolu / Getty)




A dancer welcomes visitors to the airfield grounds at the Airbeat One electronic-music festival in Neustadt-Glewe, Germany, on July 9, 2026. About 200,000 electronic-music fans from more than 60 countries were expected to attend the festival. (Jens Buttner / DPA / Getty)
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CIA Officers Can Sense the Threat Within

A survey reveals concern among the rank and file that Trump-administration meddling is undermining intelligence work.

by Shane Harris

Fri, 10 Jul 2026




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

The CIA officer Ray Cline, who was the agency's chief analyst during the Cuban missile crisis, once observed that when it comes to intelligence analysis, "objectivity is the only virtue that really counts." By that standard, senior Trump-administration officials have fallen short, and they risk corrupting a system that's supposed to remain apolitical and grounded in facts, according to a recent survey of CIA analysts.



Since Donald Trump returned to office, the number of CIA employees who said they are concerned that the objectivity of analysis is being undermined by political influence has gone up significantly, according to the survey, which is conducted annually by the agency's ombudsman for analytic integrity. The results haven't been made public, but they were described to me by several people familiar with them.



It's not clear how many of the thousands of career employees involved in producing reports, briefings, and other materials for the president and his advisers responded. But their comments show how acutely some of them feel pressured to reach preferred outcomes instead of following the facts wherever they lead, the people familiar with the voluntary survey told me. They requested not to be identified by name so that they could speak candidly.



The survey, which covers last year and was sent to members of the agency's analytic workforce, combines multiple-choice questions with an open-ended section where respondents can give feedback in their own words. Most analysts who provided written responses objected specifically to actions by then-Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard, according to a person familiar with the survey.



Among the analysts' concerns was last year's dismissal of two senior career intelligence officers after one of Gabbard's deputies tried to rewrite their assessment that Venezuela was not directing a criminal gang, Tren de Aragua. The administration wanted to claim the opposite to create a legal basis for deporting Venezuelan immigrants.



Respondents also cited Gabbard's decision to revoke the security clearances of more than three dozen current and former national-security officials, without citing any evidence of wrongdoing. Some of them had worked on the intelligence community's investigation of Russian interference in the 2016 election, which Trump derisively refers to as "the Russia hoax." Gabbard, who left office last month, spent much of her time in office trying unsuccessfully to gin up evidence that intelligence leaders had engaged in a conspiracy to link Trump to Russia.



A majority of officers who responded to the survey said they were satisfied with how their own managers protected objectivity, according to a person familiar with the results. That indicates that at the rank-and-file level within the agency, integrity and adherence to standards remain generally intact, even if those principles have been put under pressure from above.



But the survey results should not be read narrowly as criticism of only Gabbard, people said. They reflect broader concerns about a political climate in which the president has routinely misrepresented intelligence to the public and directed his advisers to find evidence, however dubious, to support his claims about a stolen election in 2020.



"Trump ran on a platform, and ran his first term, in a way that made it clear that he saw the intelligence community more like a press and propaganda office," Steven Cash, a veteran intelligence officer who also served as a staff member on congressional oversight committees, told me. "That's fundamentally at odds with why there is an intelligence community."



CIA Director John Ratcliffe and other senior agency leaders are aware of the survey's findings. "CIA is committed to providing objective analysis to policymakers to ensure they always have a decisive strategic advantage, as evidenced by successful operations like Midnight Hammer and Absolute Resolve," Liz Lyons, the agency's director of public affairs, told me in a written statement. She was referring, respectively, to last year's U.S. air strikes on facilities associated with Iran's nuclear-weapons program and to the military operation that captured Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro.



Read: The real intelligence failure in Iran 



The strikes on Iran last year, however, offer another example of the cost that officers can pay for not toeing the administration's political line. The director of the Defense Intelligence Agency, Lieutenant General Jeffrey Kruse, was dismissed following a preliminary report that the air strikes had set back Iran's nuclear capabilities by only a few months. Trump had said they were "obliterated."



Generations of political leaders have been frustrated by analyses that don't come out the way they want. And analysts have long bridled at influence from the top. In an essay for Foreign Affairs in 1987, then-Deputy Director Robert Gates wrote, "Far from kowtowing to policymakers, there is sometimes a strong impulse on the part of intelligence officers to show that a policy or decision is misguided or wrong, to poke an analytical finger in the policy eye. Policymakers know this and understandably resent it." Gates, who went on to serve as CIA director and secretary of defense, wrote that in his experience, administration officials often tried to influence analysis by asking "carefully phrased questions" and, "on rare occasions," trying to intimidate officers. "The pressures can be enormous."



But intelligence officers have rarely had to worry that they might lose their job, or worse, for telling the truth. Officers whose names are not publicly disclosed have had their identities revealed and been harassed online. Some have told me that they worry that, in addition to losing their clearances, fanatical supporters of the president might show up at their home.



"In my time, I don't think anyone was afraid they'd get fired or your name would suddenly make your way to Laura Loomer's blog," Cash, who served at the CIA from the mid-1990s to the early 2000s, said.



Read: Trump has a Bill Pulte problem 



The results of the survey will be sent to Congress so that lawmakers charged with overseeing the intelligence community can judge for themselves whether the administration has brought undue influence to bear. The question could hardly be more timely. Trump has instructed his new acting director of national intelligence, Bill Pulte, to find and disclose evidence that he actually won the 2020 election. Pulte will have access to essentially all of the classified information in the government's possession, and will have the authority to selectively declassify reports. Lawmakers worry that he will give the public an incomplete picture of what really happened in the 2020 election, and that he will undermine confidence in the fairness of the midterms later this year.



The Senate is scheduled to hold a hearing later this month on Trump's nominee to permanently serve as DNI--U.S. Attorney for the Southern District of New York Jay Clayton. If senators want to know his views on the importance of objectivity, they could show Clayton what the officers he would lead have to say.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national-security/2026/07/cia-trump-intelligence-survey-gabbard/687865/?utm_source=feed
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Madonna Is Finally Giving the World What It Wants

The singer is known for pushing pop forward, but her most acclaimed album in years is playing it safe.

by Spencer Kornhaber

Fri, 10 Jul 2026




Madonna looks like she's hiding something on the cover of her 15th album, Confessions II. She's seated atop a speaker box with her leotard and legs peeking out from beneath a rippling veil of rich purple. The effect is regal, holy, sexual, and funereal--a chic update of her trademark sacred-profane flavor combo. But there's one twist: She's covering herself up.

Mystery isn't usually Madonna's thing. From the start, she's been determined to make the world look at her, all of her--in her bed, on a cross, cone-bra'd, bare. As a young woman conquering MTV, she found power in visibility; more recently, her insistence on staying in the frame has served as a dare. In 2023, my colleague Sophie Gilbert described Madonna's social-media presence--her surgically sculpted, sexagenarian face bobbing around on TikTok--as breaking the pact between the public and its female stars: "If you age in private, the deal goes, you can reemerge triumphantly as royalty in your silver era. But Madonna never signed up for dignified placating."

Confessions II is, at last, Madonna's turn to dignified placating. That may sound like a strange description for a club-friendly album marketed with a "Grindr Exxxclusive Picture Disc," but then again, hedonism has been her home base since "Like a Virgin." A sequel to her last great album, 2005's Confessions on a Dance Floor, Confessions II bounces along steadily and nostalgically, like the officially sanctioned biopic she's recently had to put on ice. Really the most interesting thing about the record is the acclaim it's generated (trust the New York Post to crudely clarify the cultural narrative: "Taylor Swift has a tacky MSG wedding and Madonna releases an amazing album--it's bizarro world"). Fans are raving that Madonna has tapped back into her essence--but unfortunately, a lot of her is missing.

As on the first Confessions album, which he helped create, the producer Stuart Price tours through a menagerie of dance styles: swinging house, rushing big beat, meditative drum and bass. Many of these subgenres were commercialized into hokum long ago--the jazzy breakbeats of "Betrayal" would kill over appetizers at Tao--but Price's touches are impressively refined. The songs develop in overlapping surges of sound, making listeners feel like they're surfing the curl of an endless wave.

But whereas the first Confessions had a molten brightness to its mood--recall the irrepressible, ABBA-sampling hit "Hung Up"--this one is frosty. The lead track, "I Feel So Free," opens with a synth pulsing like a lost satellite and Madonna whisper-rasping almost meekly. She feels like she can't trust people, and her antidote is the "safety in numbers" of the dance floor. She starts cooing in the manner of Donna Summers's "I Feel Love"--but the expected blastoff into ecstasy doesn't quite arrive. The track is about freedom, but it's making a statement about restraint.

One reason for that restraint is to highlight her words. Last year on the wellness influencer Jay Shetty's podcast, Madonna expressed her desire to spread the wisdom she's learned from Kabbalah; many of the ideas she conveyed in that conversation are now translated into songs, near verbatim. She commands listeners to focus on their intentions and to believe in love--beautiful notions that are also utterly hackneyed in pop music and rendered artlessly here. "Everything begins with consciousness," she says flatly on "Good for the Soul." Later, over drippy strings on "Everything," she paraphrases Saint John of the Cross and Harvey Dent: "Wherever there's the greatest amount of darkness / That's where you'll find the greatest light."

Real transcendence approaches only when she quits preaching and Price risks interrupting the breathing exercise. "Everything" and "Bring Your Love" emphasize propulsion and sonic surprise while Madonna plays a campy character, raging at modern phone culture in the former and giggling girlishly with Sabrina Carpenter in the latter. Even better, "Danceteria" reconstructs the titular nightclub where Madonna came up in the '80s. As she raps about rubbing shoulders with Jean-Michel Basquiat and hiding cocaine from the DJ, the arrangement shape-shifts: a hip-hop break here, an acid-house strobe there. Some listeners will call the track corny; others will love it as theater. The edge of taste--that's where she belongs.

Read: How Lizzo became one of pop culture's great flops

Later on the album, the tempo slows and she delivers personal revelations--with circumspection. "Bizarre" is a catchy cut apparently about holding a torch for Sean Penn; "Betrayal" dresses down her late mother-in-law. At this point in her life, Madonna's clearly wrenched by scores unsettled and closures denied, but one gets the sense that she's holding back her rawest feelings to avoid upsetting the flow. "Fragile" is the most effective ballad on the album because Madonna, movingly if gauzily, transmutes the 2024 death of her brother Christopher into her own self-actualization tale. Another highlight, "The Test," features her daughter Lola Leon singing with idiosyncratic cadences and word choices that demonstrate how generic her mother's have been.

The problem here isn't all the woo-woo. Madonna has been trying to enlighten us since 1998's Ray of Light, but back then--and for most of her career--her personal quest was tied to an artistic one. With her ear to the underground and her eye on the mainstream, Madonna has kept trying to push the sound of pop forward. Once, that entailed trip-hop and yoga mantras. What would it mean to make a modern Madonna album right now? Sort through forgotten efforts like the EDM-fried MDNA (2012) and the trap-tastic Rebel Heart (2015), and you'll find many botched answers to that question--but also, here and there, tracks so crazed with ambition that they make Confessions II sound like AI.

Trading her restless spark for pleasurable consistency theoretically could have at least won her some top-tier bangers, but one revisit to the first Confessions drives home how middling the songwriting is here. Nothing screams for another greatest-hits collection; nothing is likely to inspire the next wave of pop. Instead, she's given fans a perfectly okay summer soundtrack. Overrating that gift risks sending a sad message: that what the world ultimately wants from Madonna, and any bold performer in her vein, is the safest version of herself. Behind the veil, I suspect she's hiding her boredom.
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Believe the Hype About Teen Takeovers

Outdoor street parties are turning into violent rumbles in D.C. and other large cities.

by Robert F. Worth

Fri, 10 Jul 2026


Hundreds of young people gather near the Griffin Museum of Science and Industry in the Hyde Park neighborhood as Chicago police officers attempt to disperse them, Monday, May 25, 2026. (Armando L. Sanchez / Chicago Tribune / Tribune News Service / Getty)



They usually start with a harmless-looking social-media post: a call for teenagers to "pull up" and "shake some ass," as one online flyer put it. These get forwarded across the internet, and soon masses of young people are surging into an urban plaza or park, often terrifying any adult who happens to be nearby. Teen takeovers can be "amazing," like an outdoor street party, I was told by one 17-year-old named Jaden who said he had attended many of them--"but only until the fighting starts."

The fighting is what has made teen takeovers so polarizing in recent months. In Washington, D.C., they gained a new prominence in May, after a scuffle broke out in a Chipotle in the Navy Yard neighborhood. Within seconds, it flared into a violent rumble, with a group of young men in black hoodies throwing punches and hurling wooden high chairs at one another. The other customers cowered in the corners, while crowds formed at the windows outside, shrieking and recording the scene on their phones. By the time the police arrived, the combatants had fled and melted into a thick crowd of other young people in the darkness outside.

The phrase teen takeover became popular several years ago, when they began taking place in Chicago, Atlanta, Tampa, and a few other cities. The Chipotle brawl lasted less than a minute, and no one was seriously hurt. But its ferocity led right-wing broadcasters and influencers to start talking about a new kind of urban lawlessness enabled by liberal social policies. "Teen takeovers are plaguing Democrat-run cities across the country, including the nation's capital," reported The Daily Wire. Republican Senator Mike Lee of Utah has invoked "violence by teenage gangs" as a reason to withdraw D.C.'s right to govern itself. Donald Trump weighed in on Truth Social in May: "Teen takeover in Chicago. Five officers badly hurt. Mayor and governor are terrible. Should call for help!"

Clips of the Chipotle fight were shared tens of thousands of times, usually with pointed commentary urging the authorities to crack down hard. Some have tried: In May, Jeanine Pirro, the U.S. attorney for Washington, promised to "aggressively prosecute parents" of teenagers involved in takeovers (an idea that has been championed by liberals for the parents of children who commit gun crimes). The Chicago City Council drafted, but did not pass, an ordinance that would also allow the police to charge parents.

Some observers--especially on the left--dismiss the recent rush of commentary as vaguely racist media hype, or as the latest chapter in society's vain effort to quell the permanent volcano of adolescence. "We are sensationalizing teenagers, often lower-income children of color," Kristin Henning, the director of Georgetown Law School's Juvenile Justice Clinic and Initiative, said in an interview with NPR in May.

Quinta Jurecic: The coming D.C. crime boomerang

But after a few weeks of hanging around in D.C.'s takeover zones, I came to believe that something a little more troubling is going on, at least in some places. The people who are closest to the problem--parents, security guards, local businesspeople, and community activists--say that the current generation of teens is growing up in a world where truancy is far more common and where the isolation imposed by the coronavirus pandemic and social media has left a legacy of frustration.

"Some things changed in our society during that year or two we were all locked up--some of us moved on, others not," Emeka Moneme, an urban planner and the president of the business-improvement district in the Navy Yard, where many of D.C.'s takeovers have taken place, told me. "These kids think they can perform in everybody's space, and it's taking a toll. There may be a perception problem, but there's also a real problem, and we need to do something about it."

One night on U Street, I got my own little taste of the takeover experience when a huge crowd of very young-looking people began running back and forth, seemingly playing cat and mouse with a group of police officers who were shouting for them to go home. One subgroup of teenagers went racing down the street I was on, shouting and smashing into people, and a girl who looked about 14 years old stopped and began jabbing me in the gut with her fingers.

"Hey, take it easy," I said, fending her off as gently as I could. "How old are you?"

She stared back at me, glassy-eyed. "I'm drunk as fuck," she said.

This was pretty mild stuff, as takeovers go. In February, hundreds of teenagers stormed a mall in the Bronx as store and restaurant managers hid behind locked doors. In Chicago, two violent takeovers took place on successive days over Memorial Day weekend, with crowds of teenagers battling the police; more than 50 people were arrested.


Officers attempt to disperse a group during a "teen takeover," in the Auburn Gresham neighborhood Saturday June 6, 2026, in Chicago. (Armando L. Sanchez / Chicago Tribune / Tribune News Service / Getty)



Most of the takeover participants I met in May and June were from D.C.'s poorest southeast wards, but that is not where takeovers happen. Instead, they usually occur in wealthier and more affluent urban areas, sometimes in restaurant hubs or public parks. That contrast can give takeovers the appearance of a spontaneous revolt, one that illuminates the extreme economic disparities of our era. One of the videos that trended on X a few months ago was filmed through the glass wall of an upscale restaurant, where diners recoiled at the sight of disheveled teenagers careening wildly through the street outside.

The teenagers I met told me that they organized on Instagram, usually at the last minute to prevent cops or anyone else from thwarting them. The same goes for the other herd activities that have become more common in recent years, such as spontaneous swarms of kids on scooters and "car meet-ups" where participants drive in circles or do doughnuts, sometimes hundreds strong--"so many, the police don't know what to do," Alan Henney, a veteran D.C. crime reporter, told me.

Takeovers are at once a timeless illustration of the volatility of crowds--perhaps especially adolescent crowds--and of the much newer potentialities unleashed by the internet a few decades ago. The first flash mob appears to have taken place in 2003, when the journalist Bill Wasik, then an editor at Harper's, began sending emails to friends to create what he called "inexplicable mobs" in various places in New York City. His prank, only later dubbed a "flash mob," became a worldwide fad and was adopted for all kinds of purposes, including political protest and robbery.

Takeovers may be liberating, perhaps especially for kids who have been staring at a screen all day. But they have left a trail of bad feelings and economic worries in the neighborhoods where they recur. All of the local business owners I met at Washington's Navy Yard told me that they had suffered a noticeable drop in customers, which they attributed in large part to takeovers.

Violent crime has fallen sharply in D.C. and other major U.S. cities since a post-COVID high in 2023. Although takeovers have resulted in brawling and occasional looting, they do not seem to begin with criminal intent, unlike the semi-mythical gangs of "wilding" teenagers that haunted the urban imagination in the early 1990s. Even so, they have created an atmosphere of impunity and chaos that looms much larger than any measurable criminal consequences.

"It's honestly crazy," one restaurant manager who had rocks thrown at the door and who has witnessed fights and even some shooting told me (she asked that her name be withheld so as not to draw attention to her restaurant). "We have regular conversations with staff about what to do if we get attacked--lock the doors; keep ourselves and the customers safe." The servers I spoke with at several restaurants told me that they scan the social-media feeds of local crime reporters throughout their evening shifts, to be ready if something happens.

The takeovers seem to have affected the real-estate market too. One afternoon, near the Navy Yard metro station, I overheard two young men talking about the Chipotle brawl. When I spoke with them, they told me that they had been planning on moving to a new condominium in Navy Yard but were now having second thoughts because of the takeovers. Other people told me stories about local landlords offering months of free rent to keep tenants from leaving.

Most frustrated of all are the people tasked with policing the takeovers. In the videos that have circulated in recent months, you can see the exasperation on the faces of the cops and security guards who are struggling to hold back a tide of teenagers and are often reduced to shouting, "Go home!"

"I hate it," a security guard at the Nationals ballpark--one of Navy Yard's big tourist attractions--told me. She was a young Black woman who gave her name only as Danyelle. "I think it's really bringing the community down. These kids don't have respect for the elders, for authority, nothing." She said that she had moved to an apartment building in Navy Yard a few years ago and is now leaving because of the takeovers.

This groundswell of complaints, along with the telegenic scenes of urban disorder cycling through the internet, made teen takeovers a central issue during the D.C. Democratic mayoral primary this spring. The democratic socialist Janeese Lewis George criticized teen curfews--a mild measure endorsed by her centrist rival and the current mayor--as "dangerous," because the curfews might lead to encounters between teens and National Guardsmen or other federal officers.

Henry Grabar: The great crime decline is happening all across the country

Although Lewis George won the primary, progressives' skepticism about takeovers--and law enforcement generally--is becoming "a ball and chain around the Democratic brand," Chuck Thies, a Democratic political consultant in D.C., told me.

Teen takeovers have coincided with a sharp rise in truancy since the pandemic, and most of the people I spoke with saw a connection. As of 2024, chronic absenteeism rates were still 57 percent higher than pre-pandemic levels. D.C. has one of the highest rates in the country; in a quarter of the city's public high schools, more than 70 percent of students are chronically truant, meaning they have 10 or more unexcused absences in a school year.

Derrick Johnson, a freelance crime reporter who grew up in Southeast D.C., told me that he has witnessed the rise of truancy and social-media use among teenagers and believes that both factors are at the root of the takeovers. Social media, he said, simultaneously isolates kids and provides a forum that can nourish beefs among them; disputes can turn hostile when teenagers post improvised raps to boast or threaten rivals. These feuds have been especially dangerous in D.C., where gang-style neighborhood rivalries in the city's poorest wards can put teenagers who cross into enemy territory at risk. Such constraints can lead them into truancy and away from the authority figures in their life.

"There's something different about this generation," Johnson said. "They don't want to listen to anybody." Johnson can relate: He was once a "disengaged teen" (he is now 35), and it was reporting on his community that saved him, he said. But he and his peers would never have gone around in groups "messing up these establishments," even though violent crime was far worse in those days than it is now. "It seems like the internet is preventing them from learning how to talk about problems," Johnson said.

Unlike some of the policy wonks and academics who opine about teen takeovers, Johnson has dealt directly with these kids. "I sometimes post about missing teens," he said. "They message me back: 'I'm not missing.'" He asks them why they're not in school, and many of them say they need to make money because their parents don't provide much of a home.

Johnson has witnessed another trend that has shaped the takeover phenomenon: the transformation of crime reporting. He is one of a handful of holdouts against the decline of local news, as many small newspapers and channels go out of business. At the same time, reporters' access has been limited by the encryption of police-radio transmissions, which once allowed generations of reporters and photographers from Weegee onward to get to crime scenes right after the cops did. There are alternatives--the firefighters' radios are for the most part still on open channels--but they are less reliable.

The result is that much of our crime news tends to rely on two sources: official announcements from the authorities and sensational internet coverage, such as the viral posts that made the takeovers loom so large this past spring. There has been less reporting about the neighborhoods most affected by crime, which is where many of the kids involved in takeovers come from.

Early last month, I attended a meeting about teen takeovers and youth crime organized by a nonprofit called Together We Rise, in a church auditorium in D.C.'s crime-ridden Ward 7. The participants included a mix of parents and local activists, along with a local city-council member and a cop. There was widespread agreement in the room that the takeover issue had been reported in a sensational way that unfairly vilified teenagers. But most of the people I spoke with told me they believed that the problem was real.

There was far less unity about possible solutions. Several participants said that parents and community leaders needed to step up. "We all have to do more to reach these kids," a 72-year-old retired teacher, who went on to lament the absence of teenagers at the meeting, said. Others called on the city to provide more activities for youth, saying that there are fewer places, outside of home and school, for teenagers to hang out than in the past.

This has been a common refrain about takeovers, especially on the left--that they represent a failure of local government rather than of parenting. Eric Goulet, a lawyer and school-board member who has worked in D.C. politics for two decades, told me that he thinks the city should "find a way to incentivize businesses that cater to youth: roller skates, bowling, that kind of thing." Some cities have experimented with related measures--keeping parks open and staffed at night, say, or improving street lighting and urban design.

Charles Fain Lehman: New York City has lost control of crime

There is another possible remedy for teen takeovers: The authorities may get better at preempting them. D.C. already seems to have curtailed them in recent weeks by using localized emergency youth curfews, with large groups of officers patrolling frequent takeover zones and standing guard outside the nearest metro stops. The more effective avenue may be patrolling teens online. Police departments around the country are assigning more officers to monitor social media, with the goal of showing up at takeover sites before the kids do. AI could make the job easier.

"Teen takeovers were born of a change in technology," Robert J. Sampson, a sociologist at Harvard and an expert on delinquency, told me. "It seems likely that technology will provide the solution as well."

But the solution will depend on the root cause. If takeovers are ultimately about apps that help teenagers outwit their elders, better tech may be all we need. If takeovers are a symptom of deeper problems in the current generation of teens, they are likely to continue, even if under a different name.
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The Rosenberg Boys

When Ethel and Julius Rosenberg were executed by the U.S. government, they left behind two sons, ages 6 and 10. All these years later, Robby and Michael are still trying to make sense of what happened.

by Amy Weiss-Meyer

Fri, 10 Jul 2026


Robby and Michael Rosenberg went to the White House with a rabbi and their grandmother in June 1953 to ask President Eisenhower to spare their parents' lives. (Hank Walker / LIFE Picture Collection / Shutterstock)



For those old enough to remember, Michael and Robby Meeropol will always be the Rosenberg boys.

I never knew them as such, but it's not hard to imagine what they were like, in part because there are so many pictures. In one, from June 1953, they are sitting outside the White House in shirts and ties, wool coats, and Brooklyn Dodgers caps. Six-year-old Robby holds his grandmother's hand; to his right stands a rabbi.

The boys look uncomfortable, and solemn. Their parents, Ethel and Julius, have been convicted of spying for the Soviet Union and sentenced to death. Robby and Michael are there to ask President Dwight Eisenhower to spare their lives. Michael, who is 10, has written a letter that he will hand to a White House guard: "Please let my mommy and daddy go and not let anything happen to them. If they come home Robby and I will be very happy we will thank you very much."

Out of the frame, but documented in other photos from that day, are the placards that protesters carried invoking Robby and Michael, the helpless boys made symbols of what many believed was a grave injustice about to be perpetrated against their parents. (Counterprotesters, carrying signs saying FRY 'EM and HANG 'EM, disagreed.) Similar scenes played out around the world. After Pope Pius XII called for clemency, the Vatican's newspaper cited the "two little innocents on whose soul and destiny the death of their parents would forever leave sinister scars."

I learned the broad outlines of the events that followed--the electric chair, and the orphans it left behind--half a century later, on a weekend visit to the home of my parents' friends Robby and Elli in western Massachusetts. I was 8. I don't recall how the subject came up or exactly what I was told, but I remember trying to picture the electrocution, and that I couldn't sleep that night. I knew Robby mostly as the kind of adult who enjoys making bad puns and funny faces for kids' amusement. The notion that, as a kid himself, he had been orphaned by the United States government didn't seem to match his playful persona. I wondered, but didn't quite know how to ask, how anyone could go on living after something like that had happened. And how could he possibly seem so normal?

I later learned more: that Robby and Michael had been adopted after the executions, taken a new last name, and all but disappeared from the public eye. They went to college and graduate school, got married, had children of their own--only to reemerge as public figures in the 1970s, vowing to clear their parents' names. From then on, they'd never really stopped talking about Ethel and Julius, or pressing the government for answers about its evidence and motivations for seeking their death. By the time I was old enough to observe their advocacy firsthand--at a public event commemorating the executions' 50th anniversary, and later in a presentation Robby gave at my high school--I understood their basic posture to be one of resolute protest. Ethel and Julius, they maintained, had not been atomic spies. They had been scapegoated for their political allegiances, framed by prosecutors, and wrongfully killed.

This was not, I came to understand, an uncontroversial position. One year, my family's Yom Kippur break-fast meal was very nearly derailed when my dad got into an argument with one of our guests about the Rosenbergs. Julius and Ethel, this guest insisted, were both guilty as charged, and to pretend otherwise was a pinko fantasy. The incident left me with yet more questions about my parents' friend and the complicated historical legacy he'd inherited.

I've lately been able to ask Robby and Michael many of these questions directly--and to go beyond the abbreviated, textbook version of their family's story, deep into the countless primary and secondary sources that, for nearly 75 years, have helped shape an ever-evolving debate about what, in this case, constitutes truth, and what justice really means. The facts are messier and more resistant to facile conclusions than either side of the argument might care to acknowledge. Even now, new ones continue to emerge.


Michael ( left ) and Robby with items from the Rosenberg papers at Boston University, more than 70 years after the executions (Christopher Churchill for The Atlantic; Julius and Ethel Rosenberg collection at the Howard Gotlieb Archival Research Center, Boston University Libraries)



Since the fall of the Soviet Union 35 years ago, government files have been declassified and grand-jury testimonies unsealed; key players have made dramatic confessions. Robby and Michael, the old men who were once such young boys, have had to make their own sense of these revelations. Not all of them have been easy to accept.

In April of last year, I spent a day with the brothers in Cold Spring, New York, where Michael and his late wife, Ann, moved in 2009. The town sits on a hill overlooking the Hudson River, and I got off the train from New York City that morning with hikers who fanned out to the nearby trails.

Robby was waiting to pick me up at the station in his red Toyota; he'd arrived early, as he is apt to do. On the short drive to Michael's condo, we made easy small talk. I'd made clear that the article I was writing would be solely mine to shape, and they'd agreed that I could ask them anything. But I knew that once I turned my recorder on, I'd need to ask questions that might put me in league, in their minds, with the legions of other journalists they believed had fixated on the wrong angles, or missed the point of the Rosenberg case entirely.

Before I started reporting this story, I'd met Michael only in passing. We'd now talked on the phone a few times, and my main takeaway was that his being a retired economics professor made a lot of sense. His tendency was to carefully (and loquaciously) argue a point, and he had limitless enthusiasm for wading into the minutiae of legal details and chronology. Robby, by his own admission, preferred to focus on more general themes. As the three of us sat talking in Michael's living room, Robby pointed out that his brother, being four years older, had spent far more time with their father than he had. Robby seemed to think of Julius more as a historical figure he happened to be related to, while Michael, on some level, still mourned the father he'd lost as a 10-year-old.

Julius was a co-owner of a struggling machine shop on the Lower East Side. On weekends, he would take Michael to ride the New York City subways and elevated trains for hours on end; they would stand at the very front, where they could look out at the switching tracks. Ethel stayed home with Robby. She worked hard at being a good mother--she sang to her boys, read Parents' magazine, took a class in child psychology. In their small apartment near the Manhattan Bridge, the kids shared the lone bedroom while their parents slept in the living room.

Listening to Michael's descriptions, you could almost forget that his early years were different from those of other postwar American kids: "I'd have a wooden baseball bat and a Spalding ball or a tennis ball. He"--Julius--"would pitch it to me, and I would hit it." Michael was listening to The Lone Ranger on the radio when, one July night in 1950, FBI agents came to the door to arrest his father.

In his letters from jail and later prison, Julius tried to reassure his sons. "Don't you worry," he wrote; "we'll be playing games again as soon as I can straighten out this trouble I'm in." But on August 11, after Ethel appeared before the grand jury that had indicted Julius and refused to answer any questions, she, too, was arrested. Neither of them ever came home again.

After his mother's arrest, Michael told an aunt that he wanted to run into the street and get killed by a car. He stopped eating. He drew endless railroad tracks, switching and merging and looping but going nowhere. When he complained to his grandmother Tessie Greenglass, with whom he and Robby were staying, she told him to send Ethel a telegram. But he didn't want to upset his mother, so he said that he was "having a nice time. I miss you very much. Love, your son, Michael."

The boys were eventually sent to the Hebrew Children's Home in the Bronx, where attendants beat and ridiculed children. To Robby, it felt as if he and Michael were imprisoned, just like Ethel and Julius. He didn't understand what his parents had been accused of doing. Instead, he harbored an anxious sense that some menacing force had broken up his family--and stood ready to do more damage if given an opening. He would try to avoid attracting attention, lest "they" take notice and wreak more havoc. He also developed a coping mechanism that I sensed had become a lifelong habit: "Whenever something was really bad," he told me, "I always figured out some way to say, Oh, it's no big deal. It's not happening. It's a form of denial, I guess."

As I watched the brothers that day in Cold Spring, they struck me as, above all, brothers--by turns affectionate and peeved with one another, as likely to use a childhood nickname as to sigh in exasperation. They are fluent in the vigorous conversational cadence of older Jewish men raised in mid-century New York. "Verbal combat," Robby later said, was a favored family pastime. But neither of them seemed eager to undergo much emotional probing.

At one point that afternoon, Michael spent a few minutes recounting the songs his parents had played for them as kids, enjoying himself as he quoted what Julius had called "nonsense" lyrics from "Oh! Susanna" and other "camp songs." If not quite fully transported back in time, he appeared willing, at least, to try going there.

Without meaning to, I broke the spell. As Michael began to reflect on his relationship with Ethel, and his sense that he'd been a "bad boy," frequently misbehaving, I tried to prompt Robby to add his own recollections from that pre-arrest period. "I don't know," Robby said, and paused. Maybe it was too much to expect a 3-year-old to have formed clear memories. In any case, he quickly changed the subject back to their decades of advocacy work.

Before I boarded my return train to New York City, Michael reminded me to look out the window on my left. A few stops away, in Ossining, the barbed-wire fences and high turrets of Sing Sing towered over the tracks. In opting to spend his retirement near his grandkids, Michael had ended up living half an hour from the site of his parents' deaths.

Robby and Michael visited their parents in prison for the first time in the summer of 1951, after more than a year apart. By then, the boys had gotten used to the Hebrew Children's Home, and then they had gotten picked up from it. Now they were staying with their "Bubbie," Sophie Rosenberg, who played with them and cooked foods they liked. Still, they were eager to see their parents again.

Julius and Ethel were separated in prison, allowed to see each other only once a week or so. Mostly, they communicated through letters. Anxious to put the boys at ease, Julius wrote to Ethel that he planned to draw them pictures of trains, boats, and buses. "Hah! You can't make me jealous with your boats and trains," she replied. "I have an envelope full of rare specimens collected with painstaking care by that intrepid hunter of wild insects, namely, your wife!" She worried that Robby in particular "may be a little shy and strange with us."

In another letter to Julius, Ethel imagined how they might explain their situation to the boys. "Of course, we feel badly that we are separated from you but we also know that we are not guilty and that an injustice has been done to us by people who solved their own problems by lying about us," she wrote. "It's all right to feel any way you like about them, so long as your feelings don't give you pain and make you unhappy."

At Sing Sing, the boys saw Ethel first, then Julius. Determined to prove his fearlessness, Michael asked to see the electric chair for himself. Ethel had suggested that Julius describe its effect as "painless electrocution," similar to "a highly magnified electric shock that anybody might sustain."

"The fact is both children are disturbed," Julius wrote after the visit.

The executions had been set for May 1951, but the date kept getting pushed back as appeals made their way through the legal system. On subsequent visits, all four Rosenbergs were allowed to be together, and the mood of their reunions became lighter. As a family, they laughed and sang songs; sometimes, they played hangman. When Michael asked his parents if they were truly innocent, they assured him that they were.

"You boys are our greatest pleasure and joy in life and we love you more than anything else in the world," Julius wrote in one letter. And indeed, it's hard to read the letters, and the various accounts of these visits, and come to any conclusion other than that Ethel and Julius loved their sons. They agonized over the details of the boys' care and cursed the government for separating them.

But it's also hard not to question why they didn't do more to prevent their sons from being orphaned--why they chose not to take advantage of the numerous opportunities they were given to cooperate with the authorities, and to live.

Ethel's younger brother David Greenglass made a different choice. When Klaus Fuchs was arrested by the British in early 1950 for passing atomic plans to the Soviets, his testimony led American authorities to Harry Gold, a chemist. Gold in turn led them to David, who had been a machinist at Los Alamos during World War II, and his wife, Ruth.

The Greenglasses quickly confessed that they had been part of a spy ring led by Julius Rosenberg, through whom they said they had shared sketches of the atomic bomb's design with the Soviets in 1945. Ruth said that Julius had told her to recruit David, and that Ethel was there and had been encouraging.

The FBI was certain that Julius had more valuable information, and hoped that he would confess and name names, just as his brother- and sister-in-law had. But Julius denied everything, and refused to point a finger at anyone else. So J. Edgar Hoover decided to adopt a recommendation from a subordinate, who wrote that agents should "consider every possible means" to make Julius talk--including bringing charges against Ethel. Hoover wrote to the attorney general: "Proceeding against his wife might serve as a lever."

The Greenglasses' testimony gave the government enough evidence for an arrest warrant. But like Julius, Ethel told the authorities nothing--nor did her arrest have the intended effect on her husband. The trial, though, brought out new testimony from the Greenglasses, who said that Ethel hadn't just been a supportive bystander, but had typed up David's hard-to-read notes on classified atomic science. Now the death penalty seemed like a real possibility for both Rosenbergs.

At the sentencing, Judge Irving R. Kaufman said that he considered the couple's actions "worse than murder"--a crime with untold numbers of past and future victims. Russian access to the atomic bomb, Kaufman said, had "already caused, in my opinion, the Communist aggression in Korea, with the resultant casualties exceeding 50,000 and who knows but that millions more of innocent people may pay the price of your treason." Kaufman made clear that both husband and wife were to blame. "Julius Rosenberg was the prime mover in this conspiracy," he said, but Ethel was a "full-fledged partner." Both therefore deserved to die.

Subsequent revelations from multiple prosecutors in the case have shown that the judge didn't come to this conclusion entirely on his own. Roy Cohn, who was an assistant U.S. attorney on the case, later said that prosecutors had had clandestine phone conversations with Kaufman, "especially about whether Ethel should be sentenced to death."

The Rosenbergs' co-defendant, Morton Sobell, a former classmate of Julius's at City College, also claimed total innocence. Sobell was convicted of conspiracy to commit espionage and sentenced to 30 years in prison (he was spared the death penalty because no evidence tied him to sharing atomic secrets). David was sentenced to 15 years in prison and served less than 10. Ruth, who was never charged, stayed with their two young children.

A few weeks before their deaths, the Rosenbergs were visited at Sing Sing by James V. Bennett, the director of the Bureau of Prisons. Bennett said he'd been sent by the attorney general with an offer: If they were ready to talk, officials would recommend clemency.

Ethel was outraged. "I made it short and sweet," she wrote to her lawyer. "I was innocent, my husband was innocent, and neither of us knew anything about espionage." What right did the government have "to try to forcibly wring from us a false confession, by dangling our lives before us like bait before hapless fish! Pay the price we demand, or forfeit your lives, is that the idea?" Bennett pleaded with her to change her mind.

The deputy attorney general later said of Ethel, "She called our bluff."

In June 1953, the day after their 14th wedding anniversary, after several last-minute appeals--including to the U.S. Supreme Court--had failed, Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, ages 35 and 37, had one final afternoon together, separated by wire mesh. Ethel wrote a letter to their sons that they would both sign: "We wish we might have had the tremendous joy and gratification of living our lives out with you," it said. "Always remember that we were innocent and could not wrong our conscience. We press you close and kiss you with all our strength."

The letter would have a much wider audience than just Robby and Michael, who were by then living with family friends in New Jersey. The uncertain fate of the Rosenbergs had become global news, and the couple's letters were being distributed in dozens of countries via pamphlets and newspapers. From December 1952 to June 1953, 80 rallies in support of the Rosenbergs were held in Paris alone. One French diplomat told Secretary of State John Foster Dulles that the case was "the most troublesome issue affecting relations between the United States and Europe."


"PLEASE don't let my parents DIE. My little Brother and I need and miss them," Michael wrote in a letter to 
a left-wing weekly. (Christopher Churchill for The Atlantic)



Last summer, Robby, Michael, and I visited the archives at Boston University's library, where many of their parents' prison letters are housed. As we looked through the collection, Michael said that, when it comes to his mother's letters, he considers only two or three "really real"--that is, not written for public consumption. He has returned to one of these often.

Two days before the scheduled executions, Robby and Michael visited their parents for the last time. Michael left crying and screaming: "One more day to live, one more day to live!" But Ethel didn't cry. Later, she tried to explain her behavior in a note she sent her sons via her lawyer. To show emotion "would have been so easy, far too easy on myself," she told them. "I took the hard way instead of the easy, because I love you more than myself and because I knew you needed that love far more than I needed the relief of crying." She continued:

I know, sweethearts, an explanation of this kind cannot ever substitute for what we have been missing and for what we hope to be able to return to, nor do I intend it as any such thing. Only, as I say, we need to try to remain calm and free from panic so that we can do all we can to help one another to see this thing through!


Just after 8 p.m. on June 19, Julius followed Sing Sing's Jewish chaplain to the electric chair. As the rabbi prayed, the executioner secured the five leather straps. Before he delivered the fatal shocks, he put a leather face mask on Julius meant to prevent his eyes from popping out of his head. Julius was pronounced dead after he received three charges of electricity.

The rabbi then gave Ethel a final chance to live. Did she have any names to share? She said she did not: "I'm innocent; I'm prepared to die." She was strapped in and masked. The executioner delivered three shocks. But doctors found that the three charges had not been sufficient; Ethel's heart was still beating. It took two more jolts, and four and a half minutes total, to kill her.

Michael and Robby were watching a baseball game on TV when a news flash came on the screen announcing that their parents were about to be executed. The adults sent the boys out to play ball with friends. By the time they came back in, they were orphans.

I first read Robby's memoir, An Execution in the Family, soon after it was published, in 2004. I was 11 then, and gripped by the kid's-eye perspective of the early chapters. I retained two distinct mental images from the book. One was of the Hebrew Children's Home. The other was of a train set, which served as a partial answer to the question of how the boys could have turned out as well-adjusted as they had; there was, strange as it sounds, a happy part of this story.

On Christmas Eve 1953, the boys went to a party at the home of W. E. B. Du Bois, who had advocated for clemency for Ethel and Julius. Inside the largest house the boys had ever been in was an enormous Christmas tree with a pile of presents underneath it, all for them. This was where Michael and Robby first met Anne and Abel Meeropol, who asked them that night if they wanted to move in with them. Their own two sons had been stillborn, and Anne and Abel, now in their 40s, wanted badly to be parents.

By the start of 1954, Robby and Michael were living with the Meeropols in Manhattan; the couple were fun and loving, and the boys quickly began calling them Mommy and Daddy. But one night in mid-February, after Robby had gone to sleep, New York City police officers knocked on the door of the couple's apartment to demand that he and Michael be turned over immediately.

Ethel and Julius's lawyer had died of a heart attack before he could legally transfer guardianship to the Meeropols. Now two child-welfare groups had obtained a court order to remove Michael and Robby from the Meeropols' home, on the grounds that living with former Communist Party members was not in the boys' best interest. Abel refused to open the door and, in Michael's telling, informed the officers that, if they wanted to take Robby and Michael, they'd have to kill him first. Somehow, he and Anne were able to arrange with lawyers to keep the boys overnight.

The next day, a judge ruled that Robby and Michael should be considered wards of the state and sent them to an orphanage. But the day after that, the Meeropols and Sophie Rosenberg, the boys' grandmother, appealed to the New York Supreme Court, which gave Sophie temporary custody. For the next several months, Robby lived in fear of being sent back to the orphanage. Eventually, in September 1954, he and Michael were allowed to return to the Meeropols'. Recounting this turning point as we pored over the archives at Boston University, Michael began to cry. Anne later told him, he said, that she and Abel had plans to flee to the Soviet Union with the boys if they were not granted custody.

Michael and Robby started using the Meeropol name almost immediately, allowing them at last to slip back into private life, and they were formally adopted in 1957. The family's Washington Heights apartment was, as Michael and Robby remember it, always full of laughter, music, and funny voices; it had room for all of their toys, including a Lionel electric train set. The boys kept huge tanks of fish and had a cat named Fuzzy Shnooky Romeo. When Robby went away to camp, Abel drew him cartoon postcards with silly, smiling animals. "Daddy got us worms!" the fish exclaim in one. "Yum! Yum! Hooray!" Abel signed the postcards "Pop." Robby still has them.


In 1954, Robby and Michael went to live in Manhattan with Anne and Abel Meeropol, who later became their adoptive parents. (Christopher Churchill for The Atlantic; courtesy of the Meeropol family)



Both Abel and Anne had been public-school teachers; Abel had taught James Baldwin high-school English. Abel was also a songwriter--in the 1930s, he'd written the music and lyrics to "Strange Fruit," a song about lynching made popular by Billie Holiday--and had been successful enough that the couple could now live primarily off his royalties, in effect serving as full-time parents.

Anne and Abel rarely brought up the past with Michael and Robby, but when Ethel and Julius did come up, the Meeropols reinforced their sons' impression of them as brave, principled people who had been wrongly executed. As they grew into adulthood, Michael and Robby came to treat that final letter from June 1953 as gospel: Always remember that we were innocent and could not wrong our conscience.

In the years immediately following his parents' executions, Michael said, he didn't cry at all. But when he was 16, a work of fiction--a 1947 novel by Willard Motley--finally cracked the defensive shell he'd developed. In his journal, he wrote:

I read the end of Knock on Any Door which describes a man's feelings as he goes to his death in the chair. It shook me, and it broke me. I realized that the two dearest people in the world to me had gone through that agony and more. They probably worried about their "babies" and what would happen to them. My God was it awful. I cried and cried and cried so much. I feel terrible.


Oh to be half as courageous as those two wonderful people--Ethel and Julius Rosenberg. MY GOD


Abel saw him crying, and saw what he'd been reading, and gave him a long hug.

More than their childhood, Robby and Michael wanted to talk with me about the chapter of their lives that began in the 1970s, when they chose to "come out" as Rosenbergs after years of keeping quiet about who they were.

One night in early 1973, Michael heard that a trial lawyer named Louis Nizer, who had not been involved in the Rosenberg case, was reading out loud from his parents' prison letters on TV. Nizer had just published a popular book about the case, The Implosion Conspiracy, which concluded that the Rosenbergs were guilty as charged. Michael called Robby, upset. The brothers believed that they held the copyright to their parents' letters, which they saw as their sole inheritance. Why should Nizer be allowed to use them for his own biased ends?

On June 19, 1973, the 20th anniversary of their parents' deaths, they filed a lawsuit. "We are strongly reaffirming our identification with and respect for our murdered parents and what they did for us both in their role as citizens as well as in their relationship with us as parents," they wrote. It wasn't long before the press showed up. "All of a sudden we were public," Robby recalled. "And the sky didn't fall." In some ways, it was liberating to no longer be keeping such a big secret.

The legal bills were expensive, and they began traveling around the country to raise money, giving speeches under the auspices of a new National Committee to Reopen the Rosenberg Case. They planned to use the Freedom of Information Act to obtain the government's evidence, or lack thereof, about their parents. In 1974, Robby stood onstage at Carnegie Hall and declared, "In the next year we are going to blow the lid on this case."

Touring the country, they met well-wishers who were emotional about seeing "the boys" as grown men, people who cried and hugged them and hung around a little too long. Robby and Michael found this draining. Their preferred approach relied more on logic than emotion. They vowed to follow the facts. They would become experts; they would make an unimpeachable case. They wouldn't get carried away by anger or grief.

Still, revisiting the letters and reading the trial transcripts for the first time forced Michael to relive the pain of his parents' deaths, he told me. Publicly, he remained composed, but in private, for a year or so, he "cried, cursed, raged," struck anew by the pathos of his parents' correspondence and the could-have-beens of their complex appeals process. By the late 1970s, the brothers were exhausted by the work of being professional Rosenbergs, and starting to worry that the effort was futile. Their FOIA lawsuit had yielded hundreds of thousands of documents, but there was no smoking gun--maybe there never would be.

From the October 1983 issue: The Rosenberg file

Sometimes, Robby and Michael told me, they wondered if there might be more to their parents' story than what was in their letters. They never questioned that Ethel and Julius had been framed as atomic spies, but could they have committed some lesser offense that had made them government targets? Yet whenever the brothers asked Morton Sobell, their parents' co-defendant, to tell them the truth, all they got was the same one-line answer: They were innocent.

With the collapse of the Soviet Union, rumors started trickling out of Russia: According to erstwhile KGB agents now speaking openly for the first time, Julius Rosenberg had in fact been a spy, and a valuable one. But Soviet intelligence operatives aren't anyone's idea of reliable sources, and it was easy for Robby and Michael to brush their claims aside.

In July 1995, the U.S. government released a series of previously classified documents known as the Venona files. These decrypted Soviet communications from the 1940s told a similar story to that of the former KGB agents: Julius, along with Ruth and David Greenglass, had spied for the Soviet Union. The headlines crowed with the certainty of a fresh verdict: "NEW EVIDENCE PROVES COUPLE WERE SPIES, OFFICIALS SAY."

To Robby and Michael, suddenly seeing their parents in the news again as spies was painful. The whole thing felt like a disaster--"like a ton of bricks," as Robby put it to me. In a joint statement, they suggested that the NSA and the CIA had "cooked" the evidence to frame their parents. Venona, they insisted, changed none of their conclusions. One official release was not going to be enough to undo years of deep suspicion of the government.

Still, Robby and Michael parsed the new evidence carefully. The files, they noticed, contained only one mention of Ethel: She was politically aligned with her husband and aware of his activities, the decrypted text said, but "in view of delicate health does not work." This seemed like an important clue. If you interpreted "work" to mean "spy," as Robby and Michael did, that would suggest the damning typing story was pure invention on the Greenglasses' part.


Ethel's brother David Greenglass told authorities that he had been part of a spy ring led by Julius Rosenberg. (Ruth Morgan / New York Daily News Archive / Getty)



Slowly, more clues emerged. In 1999, a former KGB agent published a book revealing findings from Soviet archives that had briefly been opened a few years earlier. This, too, implicated Julius as a spy. Then, in a 2001 TV interview, David Greenglass (who had been living under an assumed name since he got out of prison and appeared on the program in disguise) admitted that he'd lied on the stand when he said that Ethel had typed his notes. "I don't know who typed it, frankly," he said. "To this day, I can't even remember that the typing took place."

Greenglass did not express remorse for having sent his sister to her death, citing her "stupidity" for not cooperating with authorities. He said his conscience was clean. When the interviewer asked him what he would say to Robby and Michael, whom he had not seen since they were children, he replied, "I'm sorry that your parents are dead."

Morton Sobell was the one person who could definitively answer Robby and Michael's questions about their parents. He had been Julius's friend since they'd met as engineering students at City College. He had stood trial with both Rosenbergs and, after getting out of prison in 1969, stayed in touch with Robby and Michael.

For nearly six decades, Sobell maintained his innocence. But in 2008, at the age of 91, he told a reporter that, yes, he and Julius had turned over military secrets to the Soviet Union during World War II. If you wanted to call that spying, then sure, they'd been spies. Ethel, he said, had known what Julius was doing. "But what was she guilty of? Of being Julius's wife." Robby and Michael felt as though, for the first time, a trusted source had stated it plainly: Julius was a spy, and Ethel was not.

The brothers were shocked by Sobell's sudden admission. They had asked him again and again to tell them the truth about their parents, even if only in private. Why had he lied? Michael still thinks about this, he said: "What if Morty had been honest with us?" He could have spared them so many years of uncertainty.

Even so, the brothers told me that finally learning the truth was a relief. They were in their 60s by then--both grandfathers--and had had more than a decade to consider the information in Venona. They now understood that their parents' prosecution hadn't been a senseless witch hunt, as they'd once believed. Ethel and Julius hadn't been targeted randomly, or simply for having been Jewish Communists during the McCarthy era. And because Sobell himself had been the one to say it publicly, Robby and Michael wouldn't have to do the uncomfortable job of breaking the news to the remaining Rosenberg true believers, who still thought that any talk of spying was a government hoax.

I was taken aback by their matter-of-factness. Was that really it? Could their ultimate reaction to learning that Julius had spied for the Soviet Union have been gratitude that they didn't have to be the messengers? I wanted to know how they felt about the actual spying--about the fact that their father had shared highly classified information in order to aid another, later hostile, country's militarization, destroying their family in the process.

When I pressed them on this, Michael and Robby conceded that perhaps Julius had been, as Robby put it, "kind of a cowboy," prone to taking big risks without much concern for the effect they might have. Maybe, Michael suggested, a more responsible choice for a spy would have been to not have children at all. Nonetheless, they both remain sympathetic toward their father, and continue to argue that he was unfairly prosecuted. Even if Julius was a spy, they maintain, he was not an atomic spy, and as such was not guilty of the charges for which he was executed.

Julius seems to have approached his spying with a sprightly, if naive, enthusiasm. He was 24 and working as a junior engineer for the Army Signal Corps in New York when he was recruited by Russian agents in 1942, drawn to the promise of helping defeat Hitler and the notion, however fanciful, that the Soviet Union represented a solution to America's social ills. He went on to provide thousands of documents containing valuable military-industrial information, and became an active recruiter. His Soviet handler Alexander Feklisov recalled in his memoir that Julius could sometimes "be as carefree as a teenager," such as when he greeted the Russian during an early street-corner meeting with a hearty "Hello comrade!" On another occasion, Feklisov wrote, Julius told him that, although he loved his wife and son (this was before Robby was born), his meetings with Feklisov were "among the happiest moments of my life."

Unlike Julius, Ethel was never given a code name in Venona, which Michael and Robby took to mean that she was not a spy. Why, then, should she have sacrificed herself, leaving her sons behind, particularly after Julius was executed and she was given one last chance to cooperate? Why did she choose death?

The question nagged at me for months; no single explanation--psychological, political, or otherwise--felt completely satisfying. Part of me wanted to see Ethel as a victim, caught between her husband's recklessness, the vindictiveness of powerful men who didn't care whether she lived or died, and the fear that she was already too far down a path of deception to allow the world, let alone her sons, to learn the messy truth. I thought about the toll that years of what was essentially solitary confinement, as the only woman on death row, would take on anyone; it seemed likely that she was not, by the end, thinking rationally. But that way of looking at it denied Ethel agency. It was possible, of course, that she'd made the choice to die of her own free will--as a martyr for the Communist cause, to make the United States look bad, out of loyalty to Julius.

When I raised the subject with Robby and Michael, they readily agreed that Ethel could have saved herself, had she wanted to. "She did have names," Robby said. "In fact, if she'd given the names of Sarant and Barr"--Alfred Sarant and Joel Barr, members of the spy ring who had already defected to the Soviet Union--"nothing would have happened."

"So should she have?" I asked.

Both brothers replied immediately and emphatically. "Oh no," Michael said. "I don't see why," Robby added. Making any choice other than the one she ultimately made, they argued, would have left Ethel with a permanent sense of guilt over turning on her husband and reversing her steadfast commitment to "see this thing through"--the battle she'd been waging, and the story of innocence she'd been telling her sons and the world for three years.

"Mom could've said, I knew Julius was a spy; I helped him a little bit. I knew the names of two of the people he worked with. That's all I know; take it or leave it," Michael said. "They would've taken it."

"Who knows," Robby muttered, but Michael's counterfactual scenario seemed plausible enough to me, and I let him keep talking as he imagined what might have happened next.

"She would have served some time in prison, and repudiated her marriage, and repudiated all the people who had supported them, and pulled the rug out from under Rob and me when they said that 'we were innocent.' And then shown up in our lives."

I knew he was trying to explain why this never would have worked. But even if their mother reappearing in their lives at a later date might have proved complicated, it was hard for me to believe that it would truly have been worse than not having her in their lives at all. "We might have grown up to hate her," Michael continued. He wasn't sure he could have forgiven her for turning on his father--or for exposing the reality, while she was still alive, that both parents had lied to their sons. "The thought of her living that life was so horrible that I think it was easier to just follow him into the grave."

Michael seemed to be saying that by admitting her dishonesty, Ethel would have ruined their childhood and poisoned any prospect of a future relationship with her. But wouldn't some people see the fact that she'd died for a story she knew was false--something the brothers were acknowledging--as a greater betrayal? Michael and Robby didn't seem willing to think about it that way. In their telling, Ethel had died, at least in part, to protect them.


Ethel at her arraignment in August 1950 (Hulton Archive / Getty)



For the brothers to wish for any other outcome would be for them to wish for an entirely different life than the one they've had and, against all odds, mostly enjoyed. It would be to wish that they'd had a childhood with no Meeropols, and an adulthood with more secrecy, less purpose. Faced with something--someone--so ultimately unknowable, perhaps the best that anyone can do is decide on their own version of the truth and stick to it.

I am not, I realize, the first to raise these contradictions. The ghost of Ethel Rosenberg has haunted American life for decades, by turns exasperating and enthralling those--psychiatrists, playwrights, novelists, scholars, journalists, relatives--who have tried to wrap their arms around the meaning of her life and death.

Few today would dispute that the government's case against Ethel was less than airtight. In 2015, after David Greenglass died, his 1950 grand-jury testimony was unsealed. "I said before, and say it again, honestly, this is a fact: I never spoke to my sister about this at all," Greenglass had said. If that was true, then he had likely perjured himself when later, at trial, he gave the evidence that led to Ethel's conviction and sentencing. To some, Ethel's alleged encouragement of David's recruitment is evidence enough of her active role in the conspiracy to commit espionage of which she was found guilty. But Robby and Michael argue that knowledge of a conspiracy is not the same as participation in it--and that the prosecution failed to produce any proof she did participate, beyond what came directly from the Greenglasses' unreliable accounts.

Whether or not you believe that the Rosenbergs deserved to die, there's no denying that the punishment they received was unusually severe. Harry Gold was convicted of conspiracy to commit espionage and got out of prison in time to work as a clinical chemist in a Philadelphia pathology lab before he died at 60. Ruth Greenglass confessed to being a courier at Los Alamos and never spent a single night in jail. And, indeed, the case against Ethel was especially thin.

All of this ought, I think, to count for something in any honest assessment of the legal and ethical validity of the Rosenberg verdict. But I wasn't sure that the injustice of the whole affair was enough to explain, logically or morally, the clarion confidence of Ethel's claim that "I was innocent, my husband was innocent, and neither of us knew anything about espionage." That was a lie.

Last summer, I visited Robby in western Massachusetts, where we sat in his sunny home office as his elderly gray cat threatened to knock over our water glasses. On the wall next to Robby's desk, I noticed a calendar from the Union of Concerned Scientists. The cartoon for that month showed a uniformed military official lounging coquettishly on a bed, phone in hand. The caption read: "No, you dismantle your nuclear arsenal first."

Other walls displayed framed mementos from the Rosenberg Fund for Children, the nonprofit Robby started in 1990 that supports the children of progressive activists who have lost their livelihood, been discriminated against, faced prison time, or died as a result of their activism (my parents have been longtime supporters of the RFC). Pointing to the images in his office, Robby told me that the organization has allowed him to connect with hundreds of kids and teenagers who can relate to what he experienced. They have sometimes asked why he's not angrier. His response has always been that he considers his work to be a form of "constructive revenge."

"My taste in vengeance is more intellectual than physical," Michael wrote in the '80s. Talking with him in the 2020s, I could see what he meant. Rather than cause for frustration, it seemed to be almost a source of comfort that there will always be another thread in the Rosenberg case to pull--more documents to uncover, more verbal combat to undertake.

Over the past decade, Robby and Michael have made a concerted push for Ethel's exoneration. In December 2016, the brothers again stood outside the White House, this time to deliver a petition asking President Obama to exonerate their mother in light of the newly released grand-jury testimony. They held a photograph of themselves there as boys, delivering the plea to Eisenhower that went unanswered. This one did, too.

But a newly declassified document released toward the end of Joe Biden's presidency once again gave them hope. In September 2024, the brothers received a copy, via their lawyer, of a handwritten 1950 memo by Meredith Gardner, the chief Venona code breaker. If the Venona files represented Gardner's translated decryptions of the original Russian messages, this document, they believed, showed his own takeaways from those decryptions, and were thus a better reflection of the U.S. government's top-level findings. Gardner wrote, for example, that Ruth Greenglass was known "to have been a Soviet agent." Just below that are his notes on Ethel:

MRS. JULIUS ROSENBERG--A message of 27 November 1944 stated that Mrs. Rosenberg was a party member, a devoted wife, and that she knew about her husbands work, but that due to ill health she did not engage in the work herself.


Unlike the earlier releases, which stated only that Ethel did not work, this one specified that she did not engage in the work--the spying.

To Michael and Robby, this was the smoking gun that they had spent 50 years hoping to find. The first time they read the memo, they told me, they high-fived; Michael cried. They called on the Biden administration to exonerate their mother. Again, they were disappointed.

One virtue of Julius and Ethel having been dead for nearly three-quarters of a century is that their sons will never have to confront them about what they now know; one difficulty is that they will never get to. This impossibility seems to act as a kind of buffer. They can shake their heads at their father's actions and tell themselves that their mother did the only thing she could, while reserving their deepest outrage for the one actor they still have the power to wrangle with: the United States government.

On several occasions over the course of my reporting, Michael brought up the petition that he and Robby had tried to deliver to Obama in 2016. Still eager for a reply, Michael sent a letter to the Obama Foundation in Chicago in the spring of 2025, and then another--by certified mail--to the foundation's office in Washington, D.C. He never heard back.

Recently, Michael told me that he had given up on trying to elicit a response from the former president. "I thought it was a bigger deal than other people did," he admitted. Robby, for his part, told me he preferred to look forward, not back. He is 79 now; his brother is 83.

But Robby didn't mean that he was ready to stop thinking about his parents' deaths or fighting for his mother's exoneration--only that he didn't want to waste any more time on old strategies that hadn't panned out. The brothers are working with Representative Jim McGovern, Robby's congressman, who last year made a floor speech in the House about Ethel and has advocated for her exoneration. They'd love to see a major Hollywood movie about their mother, they said, to reignite public interest in the case.

Listening to them, I thought about the train tracks Michael had drawn as a kid, endlessly looping back on themselves. Where, if anywhere, might these latest efforts lead? In some ways, the brothers have gotten much further in their quest than they ever anticipated they would; their deep satisfaction at the 2024 release of the Gardner memo came not just from its contents, but also from the somewhat improbable fact that they lived to see it, after 50 years of requests and lawsuits and petitions. It had given them a sense of forward motion, and a measure of vindication late in their lives. They knew far more than they once had. How could they stop now?



This article appears in the August 2026 print edition with the headline "The Rosenberg Boys."
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The MIA Caucus

Mitch McConnell isn't the first member of Congress to drop out of sight.

by Marie-Rose Sheinerman

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




Mitch McConnell has not been seen in public in almost a month. The senator from Kentucky and former majority leader was hospitalized on June 14, and his staff has declined to elaborate, instead recycling the same statement: "The Senator continues to improve, and is working closely with his staff on Kentucky and Senate matters while the Senate is out of session." Speculation, theories, and questions have filled the void this week, prompting McConnell's allies to share that they had recently spoken with him. But they've faced a deluge of doubts themselves. Yesterday, the Kentucky governor sent a formal letter requesting a health update from the senator, while President Trump told reporters he had "no idea" how McConnell was doing.

McConnell is hardly the first member of Congress to go MIA. Representative Tom Kean Jr. of New Jersey, a Republican running for reelection in a highly competitive district, disappeared for nearly four months this year and missed 142 House roll-call votes before resurfacing in late June. Kean explained that he had been receiving treatment for depression. In 2024, then-Representative Kay Granger of Texas, a Republican and former chair of the House Appropriations Committee, was absent from Congress for months before The Dallas Express reported that she was living in "a local memory care and assisted living home for some time after having been found wandering lost and confused." Senator Dianne Feinstein of California, who died in 2023, remained in office as her health rapidly deteriorated and her staff downplayed her condition.

Although a seat in Congress comes with baseline expectations of being on the job when the House or Senate is in session, there are no formal rules governing disclosure of medical conditions for lawmakers and no official procedures for declaring a member medically incapacitated and removing them. The norm on the Hill is to fiercely shield and protect the private lives of legislators--especially on matters as sensitive as mental or physical health. But in recent years, with Congress ruled by shifting and often thin majorities, it quickly becomes obvious when someone is missing, especially for key votes. And then the theories spread on social media.

Read: Mitch McConnell and the president he calls 'despicable'

McConnell's absence has prompted a flood of memes, some involving Ouija boards, AI-generated Mitch-zombies, Weekend at Bernie's-inspired scenes, and reports of the kid from The Sixth Sense having reached the senator. The leftist Twitch streamer Hasan Piker challenged McConnell to publicly deny that the two are engaged in a romantic tryst. Scott Jennings, a Republican pundit, attempted to combat the speculation by sharing that he had spoken with McConnell "for just shy of 20 minutes" about a range of issues including Iran and Ukraine--only to spawn a new type of meme in which others used his post as a Mad Libs-style template for reporting fake conversations with the senator. Representative Thomas Massie, a fellow Republican Kentuckian who recently lost his primary to a Trump-backed opponent, sarcastically wrote that he spoke with McConnell for "about 20 minutes" about how he's "really sorry about how my primary turned out." CNN mistakenly ran a screenshot of a parody account claiming to have spoken with the senator.

In November 1980, Maryland voters elected Gladys Spellman to a fourth term in the House. Days before Election Day, she had suffered a heart attack; she survived but fell into a coma and never regained consciousness. Through a first-of-its-kind House resolution, passed in February 1981, her seat was declared vacant. That April, in a special primary for the Democratic nomination, Spellman's husband, Reuben, finished second to Steny Hoyer, then a 41-year-old lawyer and former Maryland state senator. Gladys Spellman died seven years later. Hoyer climbed the ranks and spent two decades in top House Democratic leadership. Now in his 23rd term, he announced earlier this year he would not seek a 24th.

That resolution remains the lone example in modern memory of House members taking action to formally remove and replace a colleague who is unable to perform the job as a result of a medical crisis. To longtime observers, McConnell's and Kean's recent absences are not unprecedented or even that unusual; they're par for the course. There is a long history of staff members attempting to shield ailing legislators from the prying eyes of journalists and political opponents, even if it comes at the expense of transparency with constituents. "This is a story as old as Congress itself," Jim Manley, a longtime aide to Harry Reid who spent more than two decades on the Hill, told me.

Senator Carter Glass of Virginia spent his last four years in office, in the 1940s, absent from public view due to illness before dying in 1946; he did not answer a single Senate roll call after 1942. Senator Karl Mundt of South Dakota suffered a stroke in 1969 and did not appear on the Senate floor for almost three years before deciding not to seek reelection in 1972. When John F. Kennedy served in the House and the Senate, as well as during his campaign for president, he hid his diagnosis of Addison's disease--an adrenal insufficiency--from voters.

Numerous lawmakers in more recent years have stuck to their offices even as they grew visibly frail or as their mental capacity was called into question--and as their staff members demurred or outright denied that anything was amiss. Aides around Senator Robert Byrd of West Virginia--who died in 2010 at age 92 and was the longest-serving senator in history--were especially tight-lipped as the lawmaker's health declined. Mississippi Senator Thad Cochran's frailness and disorientation were an open secret before he decided to step down in 2018, a year before his death.

Read: A different kind of fading president 

There's always the possibility that these recent headline-grabbing cases of mysterious disappearances might mark a turning point toward reform. Congress returns from recess on Monday, and if McConnell's absence continues, it could complicate the Senate's business--particularly attempts to meet the late-September deadline to fund the government for the next fiscal year. McConnell sits on the powerful Appropriations Committee and leads the Defense Appropriations Subcommittee, which is responsible for military spending. Steven Smith, a social-sciences professor at Arizona State University who studies Congress, told me there should be a rule obligating members' chiefs of staff or others to report their bosses' absences, given that they are employees of taxpayers: "It could still be vague, but there ought to be some requirement to indicate that so-and-so is literally not on the job." Scott Tillman of U.S. Term Limits, a group pushing for putting constraints on the number of times an incumbent can hold a seat, told me that the recent cases involving McConnell and Kean have made their case more salient. "People are really being deprived of representation--they elected someone to be there, and they're not being represented," he said.

Others are less hopeful that any of this will change anytime soon. "Each seat is extraordinarily valuable, as is each vote in the House and Senate," Julian Zelizer, a Princeton University historian of modern American politics, told me. "This leads to keeping these issues as secret as possible." Plus, when it comes to protecting members' privacy, staffers' jobs are on the line. "As long as God created staff," Manley said, "there's always going to be folks that are going to try and do what they can to keep this stuff out of the media."
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What Happens When the Public Record Shrinks

Since last year, the Trump administration has been dramatically reducing the amount of federal data available to Americans.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 09 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.

Twice a day, all across the country, the National Weather Service launches a fleet of latex balloons into the stratosphere to collect what's known as "upper-air data"--detailed measurements of temperature, humidity, and pressure. Before they pop, the balloons collect information that guides the world's forecasters, and helps the rest of us figure out how to prepare for the days ahead. Lately, though, the NWS has reportedly been sending up fewer balloons than it once did, eroding meteorologists' confidence in their own predictions.

These lapses point to a broader phenomenon. Partly as a result of staffing cuts and funding reductions, government-sourced information has been slowly disappearing. Some organizations have halted surveys and tracking projects; others have deleted archives and databases. Taken together, this new reality risks clouding our understanding of the economy, public health, and the environment--all of which could make it harder to assess the state of the country and the world.

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), which houses the National Weather Service, lost about 15 percent of its staffers last year through layoffs and buyouts. Meteorologists told Politico that those cuts have affected the schedule of NWS weather-balloon launches in the western United States, creating "sizable data holes for crafting severe weather forecasts." CBS News reported that similar reductions in weather-balloon launches have been happening elsewhere across the country, and that meteorologists now have fewer data to work with.

Accurate forecasts are essential in preparing for large-scale disasters; they can even save lives. Alan Gerard, a weather analyst and former NWS meteorologist, emphasized on his Substack earlier this week that although the precise impact of these launch changes remains unclear, "meteorologists' confidence in the models and their own ability to analyze some situations has been damaged by the lack of upper air data." (A NOAA spokesperson told me that "the majority of upper air sites are operating on schedule," that "any sites conducting fewer launches are due to temporary resource or equipment constraints," and that "NOAA's weather model performance shows no evidence of overall degradation on any approved launch schedule.")

The administration's cost-cutting has also affected some of the global data collection that the U.S. used to fund. When the Trump administration pulled funding for some foreign-assistance programs last year (this is estimated to have resulted in the deaths of hundreds of thousands of people worldwide), the United Nations' Food and Agriculture Organization ended up cutting more than 100 of its programs. Some were focused on monitoring outbreaks of disease and infestation among animals--and among the pests its investments helped track was a parasitic fly called the New World screwworm, which has been disrupting cattle farming in Central America and Mexico over the past few years. Last month, it crossed into the United States, endangering the country's already dwindling supply of beef. Monitoring alone may not have stopped the screwworm's spread--and there is no evidence to suggest that U.S. funding cuts led to the current outbreak--but cataloging these flies' movements has long been a crucial part of prevention.

In making certain data private or changing collection methodologies on the orders of the president, this administration is effectively punching holes in the public record. Data.gov removed nearly 3,400 data sets during the first month of Donald Trump's second term, scrubbing information from the Census Bureau, the Office of Justice Programs, the CDC, and more. The CDC tracks pregnancy risk in the U.S. in an effort to prevent infant mortality; staffing reductions have reportedly made that information inaccessible. Since 1995, the USDA has been tracking the number of American households experiencing food insecurity; the Trump administration discontinued a survey of that data in September, claiming in a press release that this information was "politicized" and "costly" to produce, and did "nothing more than fear monger."

The government's data are far from infallible (and, as history has shown, can be manipulated). But the cumulative effect of these recent changes is an erosion of public understanding--and potentially of good policy making. The Federal Reserve, for example, bases its interest-rate decisions around the Bureau of Labor Statistics' jobs data, among other sources. Last year, when the government shutdown delayed the release of that data, then-Fed Chair Jerome Powell likened the experience to "driving in the fog." It was the first time in 77 years that the BLS failed to release the U.S. unemployment rate. Relying solely on private data, the Fed was forced to cut rates without a comprehensive read of the American labor force.

Earlier this year, when the Trump administration axed an online archive called the CIA World Factbook, which compiled information about countries around the world, my colleague David A. Graham wrote that its demise was yet another component of the White House's broader war on information. "Democracy," he explained, "requires voters having access to accurate and shared information so that they can assess the claims that the government makes." When missing balloons magnify inaccuracies in weather forecasts, they lend credence to the idea that the government's information may be getting more unreliable--and that, just maybe, we don't need to keep funding NOAA after all.

In this way, partial information blackouts can generate more and more distrust in American institutions, creating a vacuum where conspiracy theories can thrive. Transparency may not put a full stop to misinformation, but it can be a powerful remedy.

Related:

	America is losing the facts that hold it together.
 	Donald Trump's war on reality




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The MIA caucus
 	What if it's not the phones?
 	Trump's war-not-war is doing something odd to the economy.
 	Platner just made things harder for Democrats. 




Today's News

	Last night, the Democratic Senate candidate Graham Platner suspended his campaign after being accused of sexual assault (which he denied). Democrats will choose a replacement nominee to challenge Republican Senator Susan Collins.
 	The U.S. and Iran exchanged fire for a second successive day, with both sides expanding their attacks as the fragile cease-fire continued to unravel.
 	The family of a Mexican man fatally shot by an ICE officer on Tuesday in Houston is demanding an independent investigation. Federal agents claimed that he tried to ram an ICE agent with his vehicle, but didn't provide additional evidence.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Jake Lundberg on how New York fits into the American story.
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The Newest Way to Go Analog

By Nancy Walecki

When the iPod Nano was first released, in 2005, it cost $199 and was sold on the promise of limitlessness. This year, Celeste Stange bought her magenta 8-gigabyte model on eBay for $69 and the exact opposite reason. Every time she'd pick a song on Spotify to stream, she'd think about the millions of other songs she could listen to instead and get paralyzed by musical FOMO, she told me. "Now I only have what's on here."


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Silicon Valley wants to save you from AI layoffs.
 	Eliot A. Cohen: America still needs France.
 	Alexandra Petri: If other jobs were like a U.S. senator's
 	Radio Atlantic: Who can hold ICE accountable?
 	Another fatal ICE shooting
 	Charlie Warzel: Something incredible every single game.




Culture Break
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Debate. Louis C.K. is stuck in the past, Vikram Murthi argues. The comedian's new special, Ridiculous, lacks the honesty of his best work.

Explore. Can tennis survive its new golden age? On the court, the next generation of elite players is delivering astonishing play. Off the court, they aren't entirely happy, Josh Levin writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A New Phase of the AI-Jobs Panic

Silicon Valley is making a show of helping prepare the country for AI layoffs.

by Lila Shroff

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




In late March, I started receiving daily texts from the federal government about AI. "??AI is changing how we work and live," one message read. "You might feel curious, skeptical, or unsure--that's normal." I had enrolled in an AI-literacy course from the Labor Department created to help workers succeed in the ChatGPT economy. The weeklong program, created in partnership with an AI start-up and delivered by text message, was supposed to equip Americans with "foundational AI skills," according to an agency press release. But the government's texts were not reassuring. One message encouraged me to ask a bot for "side hustle ideas." Another suggested that I brush up on my AI skills by doodling: "Grab a friend and see whose drawing of a hippo AI can recognize ... and whose it mistakes for a lumpy potato. ?."



When it comes to AI's threat to jobs, America has acted like a deer in headlights. For all the catastrophic messaging about looming layoffs, efforts to prepare for a major transition have lagged. After speaking with a roster of the nation's top business and political leaders, my colleague Josh Tyrangiel concluded earlier this year that no one seemed to have a plan for how to proceed. Government efforts to shore up the labor market have been largely underwhelming. AI-literacy courses like the one I took are hardly a sufficient response if you believe that mass job loss is forthcoming; the Trump administration announced a goal last year to expand apprenticeship programs, but progress on that front has been middling. Meanwhile, the tech industry has barreled ahead in its efforts to develop more capable models. Earlier this year, Anthropic's Dario Amodei warned that "AI isn't a substitute for specific human jobs but rather a general labor substitute for humans."



But over the past several weeks, politicians and tech executives have started to make a show of more seriously preparing the country for a future of AI layoffs. As promising as these new efforts are, many of them also end up serving the interests of Silicon Valley.



Consider a flashy proposal for state ownership of AI companies. Last month, Senator Bernie Sanders proposed the AI Sovereign Wealth Fund Act, which would give the federal government a 50 percent stake in major AI companies including Anthropic and OpenAI. The act would also give an appointed commission voting shares to help "stop bad decisions that will reap massive job loss," Sanders said on a press call. The legislation, which calls for the tech industry to hand over trillions of dollars worth of stock, is unsurprising coming from Sanders, who regularly takes aim at "Big Tech oligarchs." What's surprising is the fact that at least one of the alleged Big Tech oligarchs is on board with a watered-down version of Sanders's proposal.



After Sanders first announced his plan, Sam Altman requested to meet with the senator. The OpenAI CEO reportedly told Sanders that although he does not endorse the exact plan, he supports the idea of public ownership of AI companies. Altman has been flirting with such ideas since even before ChatGPT was launched, and in April, OpenAI endorsed the creation of a "public wealth fund" that would give every citizen "a stake in AI-driven economic growth." More recently, according to the Financial Times, Altman has had recent conversations with the Trump administration about public ownership of OpenAI and its competitors; the company is reportedly floating giving up a 5 percent stake.

Read: Why everyone is suddenly talking about 'universal basic capital'

Still, it's difficult to imagine a future in which our dysfunctional Congress passes a law to take a stake in AI companies, and then the government seamlessly redistributes the earnings to the rest of us. And regardless, such arrangements are unlikely to save a flailing labor market. Sanders's aggressive wealth fund, for example, aims to start by paying roughly $1,000 to each American annually--which is not trivial, but is also far from a solution to mass unemployment. And private companies don't give away equity out of altruism. If the government were to seize control of AI companies, the country could end up responsible for bailouts (although Sanders's bill prohibits use of the fund for such purposes), and public ownership could dilute the demand for more onerous regulation. Perhaps that's why Gwynne Shotwell, the president of SpaceX, home to Elon Musk's AI efforts, announced this week that she and her husband would give stock to Trump Accounts, the savings accounts for children that just launched. Anthropic has also said that it would like to invest in researching "AI sovereign wealth funds" as a possible response to extreme unemployment.



AI companies are eager to be seen as supporting other initiatives too. In May, OpenAI's nonprofit foundation, which owns roughly a quarter of the AI company, announced that it would spend $250 million on grants and partnerships to support the forthcoming economic transition, while also building its own team to seed new ideas. And last month, Anthropic committed $350 million toward similar efforts, much of which will fund "major research trials and program evaluation on promising public policies." Specifics are still being worked out, but both organizations have noted an interest in, for example, investing in efforts to better measure how AI is affecting labor markets, as well as unemployment-insurance reform. (Anthropic declined to comment; a representative for the OpenAI Foundation pointed me to the company's April policy paper.)



Economists, for their part, remain unsure about what types of policy interventions could best mitigate future problems, or really how big those problems are likely to be. AI has not yet led to widespread job losses, and many economists aren't convinced that a jobs apocalypse is inevitable. But even absent the extreme, if moderate labor displacement occurs quickly, America could be in for a real shock. In that light, one new nonprofit, Raise Us, launched last month with the intention of testing out different policies to see what works. Led by Gina Raimondo, Joe Biden's commerce secretary, and Eric Holcomb, a former Republican governor of Indiana, the organization has already raised more than $500 million from private companies and philanthropies (including the Rockefeller Foundation; Melinda French Gates's group,  Pivotal; and Emerson Collective, which is the majority owner of The Atlantic). Some of that funding comes straight from Silicon Valley: Anthropic, Amazon, Microsoft, and the OpenAI Foundation have contributed cash to the effort and are among the organization's founding partners.



Raimondo, who worked extensively on AI policy during the Biden administration, told me that she hopes that by doing smaller-scale experiments now at the state level, the organization will gather data on which interventions are most effective, helping inform federal policy efforts down the line. (A set of both red and blue states--Utah, Connecticut, Arkansas, and Maryland--have signed on as initial government partners.) For example, the group is interested in testing wage insurance. Under such a policy, if someone loses a job and accepts work at lower pay, wage insurance would aim to temporarily fill some of the gap. There is "some positive evidence" in favor of the policy, David Autor, an MIT economist who serves as an unpaid adviser to Raise Us, told me, but it has "never been done at any significant scale in the United States." The group also plans to invest in a slew of other interventions, including apprenticeship programs and career-navigation tools. Overall, the group's efforts will likely be useful in generating real-world policy evidence that is "undersupplied" and "extremely valuable," Susan Athey, a Stanford economist who is not affiliated with Raise Us, told me.

Read: The AI backlash could get very ugly

At the same time, the tech industry's association with Raise Us is also a play to boost its flagging reputation. Brad Smith, the vice chair and president of Microsoft, told me that the Raise Us coalition is similar to the public-private partnerships that formed in response to the pandemic. It's a compelling comparison, but a flawed one: Imagine if the vaccine companies involved with Operation Warp Speed were also engineering more sophisticated viruses. Silicon Valley has wedged itself into a strange position. AI companies are racing to automate work while simultaneously preparing to parachute in as saviors.



Of course, shepherding a smooth labor transition is in Silicon Valley's self-interest. An AI backlash is brewing, and tech companies' reputations will only further degrade if layoffs mount. The industry also has reason to worry about the federal government taking far more dramatic action against it. But all this hullabaloo around wealth funds and public-private partnerships is about much more than just optics. AI companies are leveraging the current anxiety over layoffs to induce greater dependence on their bots. Several industry-supported efforts to ward off a jobs crisis involve training people to better use AI. In Maryland, for example, Raise Us is supporting the launch of a start-up-accelerator program, which will provide displaced workers with financial assistance--and access to AI tools to help them start businesses. And almost half of Anthropic's $350 million commitment will go toward creating a national fellowship called Claude Corps. Through the program, Anthropic will pay early-career workers $85,000 each to spend a year working to integrate Claude across at least 400 nonprofits. The solution to Claude's threatening entry-level workers' jobs: Hire young people to further evangelize Claude.
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A City That Explains America

The late historian Mike Wallace showed how the country's story unfolds in New York.

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.


In the eyes of its many critics, New York City has always been both too American and not American enough. It's the place where the pursuit of profit curdles into greed--where hustlers, financiers, and real-estate speculators conjure fortunes out of thin air. Just as often, it's dismissed as too crowded, too diverse, and too entangled with the wider world to fit the vision of a mythical "real America." The complaints are as old as the republic itself. During New York City's brief turn as the first American capital under the Constitution, a Boston newspaper dubbed it "a vortex of folly and dissipation." Again and again, to outsiders, New York has presented an exaggerated vision of what the country is becoming--or worse, what it might already be.

New York's many champions have always found something much deeper beneath the myths and caricatures. One, the historian Mike Wallace, died this past week. In 1976, Wallace and Edwin G. Burrows (who died in 2018) set out to write the definitive chronicle of their city. Their work produced one co-authored volume, the Pulitzer Prize-winning Gotham: A History of New York City to 1898 (1999), and two more by Wallace alone, Greater Gotham (2017) and Gotham at War (2025), covering the city's history through 1945.

Taken as a whole, the project marks one of the great feats of American historical scholarship and writing. The books are encyclopedic in scale and ambition, but never in feel. They're wry, intensely readable, and alive with a Whitman-esque delight in the city's people and places, all while remaining clear-eyed and unflinching. Wallace and Burrows achieve what people have been trying to do since the city's beginnings: They make New York legible in all of its contradictions.

As the authors explain in a chapter on "Seeing New York" in the first volume, the mere act of witnessing the city is a complicated task. There was the problem of coming to grips with New York's many transformations through time--from a peripheral trading post in the 17th century to a colonial seaport in the 18th to the center of national finance, culture, and manufacturing in the 19th and beyond.

Then there was the disorientation wrought by so many people and goods moving through the city. Many observers, such as Henry Theodore Tuckerman, who recounted a stroll down Broadway in The Atlantic in 1866, couldn't help reaching for metaphors of oceans, rivers, and tides to describe the relentless motion of humanity. As Tuckerman noted, the global bazaar of goods seemed to match the global composition of the people: "Persian carpets, Lyons silks, Genoa velvets, ribbons from Coventry and laces from Brussels, the furs of the Northwest, glass of Bohemia, ware of China, nuts from Brazil, silver of Nevada mines, Sicily lemons, Turkey figs," and on and on. Writers rattled off such lists not just because New York was big, but because it contained too much to be understood all at once.

Another impression of New York was what Burrows and Wallace call "a stark, indeed shocking, contrast between the new social classes: a monied aristocracy of debauched nouveaux riches and a threatening mass of degenerate immigrants." In confronting this reality, many writers argued that the worlds of the wealthy and the poor each contained their own forms of corruption and moral danger. All of this became a kind of Rorschach test, producing rival pronouncements on the city and the nation that it seemed to be destroying or elevating. There was the rural upstate doctor, Joel Ross, who lamented in 1851 the city's "trials, losses, frowns, failures, pestilence, poverty, and hypocrisy," warning that New York was "to dwellers in the country, very like what white lights at night are to flies--brilliant and attractive, but certain ruin." And there were the boosters, who championed New York as the nation's great economic engine ("the locomotive of these United States," one man bragged in 1857) and a multiethnic marvel ("a mixture of many materials makes the best mortar," a historian wrote in 1859).

The Gotham series explains these competing visions by revealing the historical conditions that shaped them. The currents of people and goods coursing down Broadway become comprehensible once you understand how quickly New York became a hub of so much economic activity and cultural capital. The city's worlds of dazzling wealth and desperate poverty become intelligible if you've followed Burrows and Wallace into a merchant prince's drawing room and through the heterogeneous warrens of the Five Points slums.

Burrows and Wallace teach readers to see New York not as an exception to the American story, but as one of the places where it unfolds most vividly. As they observe in the introduction to Gotham, entire realms of national life are referred to using city addresses: Wall Street for finance, Ellis Island for immigration, Broadway for entertainment. Within New York's tight spaces, the country's recurring arguments over commerce and inequality, immigration and identity, openness and belonging are most visible, sometimes uncomfortably so. It's all there, if you choose to look.
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If Other Jobs Were Like a U.S. Senator's

No one has seen or heard from your dentist in months, but he has been making stock trades.

by Alexandra Petri

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




It's time for your scheduled open-heart surgery. Unfortunately, no one has seen or heard from the surgeon in weeks, since the Incident. The nurse says that she spoke with him at length on a wide variety of important subjects and that he had never been more eloquent. "Will he be along shortly?" you ask. "I hired him to perform a specific job, and I would like him to do that." The nurse is appalled by this disrespect for the doctor's privacy. You lie there for several weeks, your chest flaps held open by clamps.

*

You visit the zoo. THE RHINO IS IN, a large sign informs you. But you don't see any rhinoceroses, just some zookeepers crawling around in a rhino suit. "We've worked with the rhinoceros for years," the zookeepers explain, when confronted. "We know exactly what he'd do in this situation."

"Do we need to get another rhino, though?" you ask. "Is there a rhino in this zoo, currently?" No one answers. You don't deserve an answer.

*

Your child's babysitter has not been heard from in weeks. First Lady Edith Wilson is answering all correspondence on her behalf. "That's fine," you say. "There's precedent for this."

*

You are watching the Olympics. The gymnasts simply don't show up! An ESPN commentator assures you that he called one of them and spoke for 20 minutes about the situation in Iran. "Did you get any response?" you ask. "Or did you just talk to them?" Everyone says this question is rude and ill-timed.

*

You are at the dentist's office. No one has seen or heard from the dentist in months, but he's been making stock trades. "That's something," you and the receptionist agree. "Should I wait?" you ask.

"He'll tell you what's going on in due time," the receptionist says stiffly. You wait. Your tooth aches.

"I've finished all the Far Side compilations," you tell the receptionist. "Should I keep waiting?" She shrugs.

*

You have called the fire department. "Don't worry," the 911 dispatcher tells you. "The firefighters are thriving!"

"That's great!" you say. "And they'll be here soon, to put out the fire?" There is a long pause on the other end of the line. "Because if they won't," you say, "I'd really like to know."

*

You call your senator to complain about all these goings-on. "Hi," you say. "I just think there's a certain standard of, well, presence to which you should be able to hold people in important positions!"

"The senator agrees," the staffer answers. "He was just saying so at length this afternoon. Unfortunately, I couldn't get any video footage of it." You sigh. Seems about right.
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Trump's War-Not-War Is Doing Something Odd to the Economy

Businesses and consumers are struggling with a bizarre conflict that is simultaneously happening and not happening.

by Idrees Kahloon

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




Yesterday, the International Monetary Fund happily reported that the world had weathered the recently settled Iran war surprisingly well. That same day, President Trump declared the cease-fire "over" and promised, "We're going to hit them hard again tonight." The United States resumed bombing Iran. For months, businesses and consumers all around the world have been trying to deal with a bizarre situation in which Trump's war is both happening and not happening at once.

In quantum mechanics, alternate states of the world can be said to exist together in superposition--Schrodinger's famous cat is both alive and dead at the same time. Contemporary geopolitics has a similar weirdness. The Strait of Hormuz has been declared simultaneously open and closed. Cease-fires coexist with intermittent bombings. America has decisively won the war, the Trump administration has insisted many times; all the while, it has been negotiating a diplomatic settlement that Iran both does and does not seem to want.

Tom Nichols: Iran, not Trump, is in control of this war

Many countries have been muddling along anyway. Unlike in its pessimistic April report, which had warned of a potential global recession, the IMF was sanguine yesterday in declaring that "the global economy as a whole has, so far, weathered the shock from the war better than feared." Global GDP growth is now forecast to be 3 percent--less than the 3.3 percent forecast before the war actually began, but not much worse than the IMF's April projection. Global inflation should be 4.7 percent, mostly because of the war-induced increases in oil and natural-gas prices. Even economies in Europe and Asia that were dependent on imported energy from the Middle East performed surprisingly well, for two reasons: Energy importers tapped their oil and gas reserves, preventing shortages, and the artificial-intelligence boom has kept equipment exporters such as China and South Korea growing much faster than expected.

Strikingly, the United States, a net exporter of energy, has inflicted war-related costs on the rest of the world without harming its growth trajectory at all. It is one of the few advanced economies that the IMF expects to grow faster in 2026 than it did in 2025. American consumers have grumbled about higher gas prices, but the S&P 500 is up almost 9 percent since the joint American-Israeli operation that started the war in February. Perhaps that is why, after delivering one stress test to the rest of the world, Trump is willing to deliver another by resuming hostilities. But a few more months of war-not-war could have more dire effects. The natural-gas reserves that Europe typically builds up in anticipation of winter are now very low. Reserves acted to dampen price pressure at the start of the war; now the impetus to refill them as the cold months approach could act to accelerate price pressure.

A protracted conflict could produce a disjunction, in which the global economy is both harmed and unharmed at the same time. The IMF's headline growth projection yesterday, 3 percent, is not terrible. Yet the projection is a blend of two opposing states. Most countries will actually experience only one or the other. Economies involved in the AI boom will shrug off the effects of the war as equipment sales, rising stock indexes, and perhaps even growing worker productivity promote confidence among businesses and consumers. But for poorer economies uninvolved in technology supply chains and dependent on imported energy, the harms of war will be impossible to overlook. These economies will likely suffer shortages in the case of further oil and gas scarcity as reserves run out and they are outbid on the remaining supply. Food supplies could even be endangered. The Strait of Hormuz is a key conduit for materials needed for agricultural fertilizer--the cost of which has already surged. If these prices become even steeper, the IMF warns, South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa could experience serious food shortages.

Read: 'We may sleepwalk our way back to war'

Complicating matters further, war tends to increase inflation (as is currently happening) and increase debt, which pushes central banks of big economies to raise rates to stave off overheating, slowing down overall growth in those countries. The Federal Reserve has held rates steady this year instead of cutting; it may increase rates later in the year if the inflation risk seems large enough. These rate moves also draw investment to rich countries and away from emerging-market economies such as Egypt and Pakistan.

The grim reality may come to pass, because the memorandum of understanding that Iran and the United States signed last month appears to have unraveled. American sanctions on Iranian oil, temporarily lifted, have now snapped back into place. "Reescalation of geopolitical tensions would hurt growth and compound inflationary pressures," the IMF warned, including new trade tensions and heightened risk of "social unrest and domestic political instability." Then again, things can both be and not be. Shortly after America began its promised bombing run yesterday, Trump told reporters that the Iranians were begging for mercy. "They called a little while ago. They want to make a deal so badly," he said. "I just don't know if they're worthy of making a deal."
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The Newest Way to Go Analog

Digital devices from a less connected era are getting a second life.

by Nancy Walecki

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




When the iPod Nano was first released, in 2005, it cost $199 and was sold on the promise of limitlessness. This year, Celeste Stange bought her magenta 8-gigabyte model on eBay for $69 and the exact opposite reason. Every time she'd pick a song on Spotify to stream, she'd think about the millions of other songs she could listen to instead and get paralyzed by musical FOMO, she told me. "Now I only have what's on here."



Stange, who is 29, is part of a recent "analog" movement in which people--usually those in Gen Z--opt for less distracting alternatives to their "everything" device. Those alternatives are not always, in fact, analog, but are in many cases older digital devices: an iPod, a digital Canon PowerShot, a DVD player. Tiffany Ng, the 25-year-old author of the newsletter Cyber Celibate, now has a first-generation iPhone, an 11-year-old iPod, two CD players, a Walkman radio, and a 1986 Macintosh Plus that takes 45 seconds to load the "Welcome to Macintosh" screen.



Ng lives in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, where 20 years ago, the word analog would've conjured hipsters getting into vinyl. The argument then was that a record player produced real, textured music in a way an iPod's digital files could not. But today, people are "going analog," as they call it, to escape devices that offer endless options, in favor of those that offer a modicum of constraint.



The iPod's original tagline--"1,000 songs in your pocket"--suggested that you could dance like the carefree silhouettes in the ads because you didn't have to lug around CDs. This was the era when technology was "convenient, but not connected," Tony Fadell, a former senior vice president at Apple who is known as the "father of the iPod," told me; then the iPod became the iPhone, which soon had an app store, and convenience and connectivity became inextricably linked. People had their library of songs, but now they also had app notifications and Angry Birds and Instagram posts from that girl they went to middle school with. Eventually, streamable Apple Music replaced iTunes, and tens of thousands of songs became 100 million songs. "I can't go through all of it," Stange said.



Stange could still carve out her own corner of Spotify through playlists, but on her Nano, she truly has only music she chooses, with artist photos she uploads manually. For many people, that little bit of added friction is part of the appeal. Jess Fisher, a 29-year-old actor in Los Angeles, now buys new CDs each month, which she puts on her Innioasis Y1, an iPod-esque MP3 player that the company started making in 2023, after users complained that their touch-screen MP3 devices were too distracting. "I am more excited about music because I am restricting myself from it," she told me. When we spoke, she'd just gotten a new CD. "I'm going to sit down and listen to it and relish it, because I've been waiting a week to get it." She also looks forward to the five free weekly MP3 downloads she gets with her library card, through a music site called Freegal. She has an alert set to repeat every Monday: "It's Freegal Time!"



I spoke with nearly a dozen people trying out similar technology. Isaac Mosna, who creates YouTube videos about tech under the handle Canoopsy, started taking photographs on a first-generation iPhone because he was nostalgic for a time when "everything was a little more physical and real." (The older camera also makes the pictures look warmer, he said.) Others told me about their Nintendo DSes and emulators they'd filled with vintage games, so they could play without distractions. These choices have become popular enough that they're juicing secondhand markets for older tech. On eBay, people searched iPod 1,300 times an hour on average last year, and prices of certain models are up by more than 50 percent, according to data provided by the site. Back Market, a refurbished-technology company, started carrying iPods, Game Boys, and other retro tech after a limited run of Nokia 3310 phones (which can basically be used only to call, text, and play Snake) sold out much faster than expected, Thibaud Hug de Larauze, the company's CEO, told me.



For at least some people buying into this trend, the logic goes something like: I get a DVD player, therefore I learn how to exist comfortably in the present moment. Ng has been replacing a different modern piece of technology with its older counterpart every month, an experiment she began after her iPhone broke. For the five or so hours that the Genius Bar was repairing it, she "felt so, so stupid." She didn't have a way to tell time. She didn't know how to get around Manhattan without Google Maps. She decided then that she wanted to know she could live without modern technology. When she posted a newsletter titled "I chained my phone to a wall for a week," people DMed her to ask where she'd bought the chain. (It was an old belt.)



Going "analog" is also one of the few ways to own an actual copy of a song, a movie, or a game these days. And buying those products means a person has to commit to their own taste more than they would by just pressing "Play" on "Fun Upbeat Mix" curated by Spotify.   It has given Stange the ability to say, "I'm not going to pretend that Geese is the second coming of God" just because everyone else is listening to them. She'd gotten so used to streaming, though, that she wasn't sure what to put on her iPod at first. She looked up a Rolling Stone "Greatest Albums" list and downloaded some of the recommendations. Fisher did the same.



A CD or DVD is more work to buy and can physically break down in a way a Spotify playlist cannot, but the people I spoke with generally framed those inconveniences as part of the experience. "If I want to listen to an album that I really love, it involves me spending maybe $20 on a CD, it involves me putting that CD on, it involves me using the physical remote," Mosna said--it's "an experience." (Cleaning and maintaining his CD player is a bit of a pain, though.) Dan Cohen, a 24-year-old fashion designer, told me his professors couldn't imagine why anyone would want the cross-body CD holder he'd made for his undergraduate thesis: They'd lived through the annoyance of CDs getting scratched, iPods crashing and deleting music, and DVDs getting stuck on their menu pages for eternity. And some of these devices were outmoded for a reason. Ng, the newsletter writer, got the 1986 Macintosh in part to play around with PageMaker and its word processor, but she's still trying to figure out exactly how to use the computer.



After all, modern "analog" enthusiasts still have backups. Everyone I talked with had kept their smartphone. When Stange and I met, she took out her magenta Nano and her laptop, to show me how she downloaded her music onto the iPod. The Nano promptly died. She plugged it into the laptop to charge, but still, no dice. "I'm pretty sure it broke on the way here," she said, and told me she'd need to figure out how to fix it. She sounded a little excited about the challenge. In the meantime, she still had her Spotify subscription.



*Illustration sources: Adam Rountree / Bloomberg / Getty; Jaap Arriens / NurPhoto / Getty; Jacobs Stock Photography / Getty; liangpv / Getty; Nick Dolding / Getty; trumzz / Getty; Yoshikazu Tsuno / AFP / Getty.
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Louis C.K. Is Stuck in the Past

The comedian's new special, <em>Ridiculous</em>, lacks the honesty of his best work.

by Vikram Murthi

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




Nearly halfway through his latest special, Ridiculous, Louis C.K. asks his audience to help out with a joke. When he announces "I'm so old!," the crowd is meant to respond in unison, "How old are you?" Another comedian might answer with an exaggerated zinger. Instead, C.K. deadpans a series of grim realities about aging that are funny by way of being uncomfortably candid. How old is C.K.? "I am so old that I live in the present for the first time," he answers, "not from wisdom or courage but from fear, because there's too much of the past and not enough of the future."

C.K.'s well-honed, self-deprecating style ties together much of the material in Ridiculous, which interweaves coarse throwaway bits about provocative subject matter--child molestation, the Holocaust, and AIDS (the latter is mentioned several times)--with observational humor from his own life, such as relocating his father to a nursing home. It's a recognizable mixture of ideas that he's riffed on for multiple decades, conveyed as a monologue that feels familiar for those acquainted with C.K.'s comedy.

What makes Ridiculous notable is that it's his first special released on Netflix since the company publicly cut ties with him in the fall of 2017, after The New York Times published allegations from five women who reported unwanted sexual attention from the comedian. ("The hardest regret to live with is what you've done to hurt someone else," C.K. said in a statement about the allegations. "And I can hardly wrap my head around the scope of hurt I brought on them.") In the interim eight and a half years, C.K. has not so much staged a big comeback as he has quietly reclaimed a smaller portion of the enormous spotlight he once held. He's continued to regularly perform live stand-up--both at drop-ins at the Comedy Cellar and at much larger venues such as Madison Square Garden--and pursued non-comedy projects including an audio series of conversations with his former girlfriend Blanche Gardin and Ingram, a picaresque novel published last year about a farm boy enduring interminable hardship, seemingly inspired by the works of Mark Twain and Flannery O'Connor.

C.K.'s career is more or less back on track, even if some people still put an asterisk beside his name. So I wasn't exactly surprised that he doesn't mention the nearly decade-old allegations in the new special. But the elision makes certain portions of Ridiculous tough to buy, such as when C.K. cracks about his dating life that "nobody gets to 58 single without a horrible fuckin' life." There's some abstract truth in that statement, sure, but it's missing some pretty crucial context--and although the audience may know what he's leaving out, the joke ends up unsatisfyingly hollow, as does much of the special.



In April 2020, C.K. self-released a filmed stand-up special, Sincerely Louis C.K.--his first since the Times investigation--without advance notice. At the top of the show, which eventually won a Grammy for Best Comedy Album, the comic cheekily addressed the allegations: "How was your last couple of years? Anybody else get in global amounts of trouble?"

Toward the end, he offered some humorous "advice": "If you ever ask somebody 'May I jerk off in front of you?' and they say, 'Yes,' just say, 'Are you sure?' That's the first part. And then if they say yes, just don't fuckin' do it." He proceeded to bemoan the fact that everyone knows about his kink before underlining the importance of frequent communication during sex. ("To assume that she likes it is like if they heard slaves singing in the fields and you're like, Hey, they're having a great time out there!") C.K.'s prevaricating, hesitant delivery of these jokes complicated any hard-line interpretations of his real feelings. He didn't sound completely penitent, but he certainly seemed uncomfortable talking about what happened, even when he leaned into being a stinker. Nevertheless, it was a far cry from, say, the way Aziz Ansari talked about facing an accusation of being sexually aggressive during a date with a younger woman--with remorse, and no wisecracks--in his 2019 special, Aziz Ansari: Right Now. C.K.'s follow-up special, Sorry, also didn't contain an explicit apology, making the title a glib meta joke.

Read: Sorry/Not Sorry and the paradox of Louis C.K.

Anyone hoping for a look inside C.K.'s head might have been more intrigued by his fourth feature film, 2022's Fourth of July. The film is about Jeff, a recovering alcoholic jazz pianist struggling to confront his dysfunctional family about the emotional abuse he suffered as a child. Self-financed by C.K. and co-written with the comedian Joe List (who also stars as Jeff), Fourth of July isn't especially successful for mundane reasons: The writing and direction are inconsistent; the ensemble lacks chemistry. The film is, however, an earnest examination of apologies--the value of them, and what it means to want one and not receive it.

The disarming streak of honesty in Fourth of July is based less on C.K.'s personal struggles and more on List's real-life sobriety, the mechanics of 12-step programs, and the lingering effects of hands-off, tough-love parents. Still, it's difficult not to connect Jeff's desperate attempt to get his family to simply acknowledge their casually cruel, emotionally erratic behavior with C.K.'s public difficulties. In the movie, C.K. plays Jeff's therapist, who at one point proposes that Jeff isn't suffering enough to actually improve his outlook on life. "If you were in more pain and enough pain," he says, "you might seek a real solution. That's how some people might view it."

Whether C.K. has suffered enough, or whether a "real solution" even exists, is not for me to decide. But he has inched toward a deeper contrition. In an interview with the podcaster Theo Von last September, C.K. reflected at length on his life post-allegations. He explained that he felt free after the news broke, because he had been lying to himself about what he was doing. He admitted that if his reputation hadn't been damaged, his behavior would've likely gotten worse. He acknowledged that he hurt his loved ones and the women who accused him, accepted that many people will never forgive him, and discussed the amends he has attempted to make.

In some ways, this podcast appearance was the apology many people desired--and felt was missing from his 2017 statement, in which he said he was only then digesting the impact of his actions. (C.K. implies in the interview that he wasn't emotionally capable of going deeper then.) To my ears, his remarks exhibited genuine shame, though it's certainly possible to read them as opportunistic self-pity. Regardless, the gap between his earlier, carefully worded comments and his more considered, lengthy reflection on a popular podcast is notable.

This type of transparency would've certainly made for a different Netflix special. Instead, one of the two best jokes in Ridiculous is about chicken breasts. C.K. explains how much he loves the soaker pad that comes in a package of chicken, likening it to "a Maxi Pad but soaked in raw chicken water" and suggesting that the object is proof that we don't live in a simulation. "That pad would not be in the Matrix," he says. "That's people." He imagines a factory in an Ohio town that produces these pads, and the fictional billionaire smugly saying that he's "making a fortune on those chicken tampons."

The second joke is about Buddhism and features C.K.'s take on an old Chinese parable. A baby is born in a village and, as a small child, permanently injures his leg, which eventually keeps him from fighting in a brutal war. After each joyous or horrible event, a Buddhist master wisely comments, "We'll see." C.K. then adds his own spin about the boy's father getting drunk and decapitating his child, leaving the monk at a loss. After pausing for the right amount of time, he says, "The point of the story is that Buddhism is limited."

The strong parts of Ridiculous usually fall along these fantastical or absurdist lines. Some nonchalant one-liners pack a snort-level punch. C.K. still excels at cantankerous turns of phrase, like when he exaggerates the depressing conditions of his father's nursing home, describing how the patients are "jackknifed around the halls" in wheelchairs, like "a game of bumper cars where they turned the power off ... and then everybody died."

Yet Ridiculous remains uninvolving compared with C.K.'s pre-2017 specials, which fits a pattern: His post-allegation jokes just aren't as memorable as his most acclaimed routines, such as when he described fielding a series of quasi-Socratic questions from his young daughter that culminated in him deconstructing the precepts of reality. Where, in an earlier era, audiences adored C.K. in part because of how authentically himself he seemed onstage, the actual distance between C.K.'s offstage identity and his onstage persona has now become unavoidable. In his interview with Von, for example, C.K. seemed to recognize this underlying tension in his current comedy. As he much as he wants to "come out and tell people I'm fuckin' sorry," he told the podcaster, he believes that process is a "private thing," not a "famous-guy act." In his eyes, the stage isn't an appropriate venue for such discussion, because his words might be used by other people for their own ends; the implication is that, despite how "raw" he feels in front of a crowd, whatever he says will be inevitably misunderstood.

C.K.'s decision to eschew a more confessional mode in his act is obviously his right; he doesn't owe his audience anything more than what he's willing to give. But I can't ignore the fact that I--and many others--initially fell for his stand-up, as well as his television shows Louie and Horace and Pete, because he put his own life into his confrontational, oft-incendiary material. He frequently implicated himself, and his audience, with stories of his personal failures and moral limitations in service of answering big questions about contemporary life--all while making people laugh.

His choice to reckon with his actions mostly in private might be a needed act of self-preservation, but it results in work that's stunted by design. Per his own words, it feels stuck in the past, not looking toward the future.
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Who Can Hold ICE Accountable?

A new shooting in Texas. Still no proper investigations into the shootings in Minnesota.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




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

On Tuesday, an ICE officer shot and killed Lorenzo Salgado Araujo during an attempted arrest in Houston. The agency immediately issued a statement explaining the officer's use of lethal force, providing nearly the same description of events that it used when Renee Good was shot and killed in Minneapolis in January. The man, ICE wrote, "weaponized his vehicle in an attempt to run over an ICE law enforcement officer resulting in our officer firing his weapon in self-defense," but did not immediately offer any evidence.

In Good's case, and in the case of Alex Pretti, the other American citizen killed by federal agents in Minnesota, videos contradicted the government's account. In the Houston case, information is still emerging about what happened. Given the government's track record in Minnesota, the public may not get real answers about what happened anytime soon.

Six months after the shootings of Good and Pretti, the federal government hasn't properly investigated either one. And it has stood in the way of state agents trying to find out what happened--failing, for example, to give state investigators access to Good's car. The face of this federal response is Todd Blanche, Trump's former personal lawyer and the acting attorney general, who faces a Senate confirmation hearing next week.

On Radio Atlantic this week, The Atlantic's staff writer Quinta Jurecic discusses the Good and Pretti investigations, exactly how Blanche has warped the Justice Department, and how state prosecutors and federal judges are pushing back.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: This week, an ICE officer shot and killed Lorenzo Salgado Araujo during a traffic stop in Houston. The first time immigration agents have shot and killed someone since the deaths of Renee Good and Alex Pretti in Minnesota. We don't have videos of the Houston incident yet, and we don't fully know what happened, but the agency has already released a conclusive statement about the incident, and the words were familiar.

The man they wrote, quote, "weaponized his vehicle in an attempt to run over an ICE law enforcement officer resulting in our officer firing his weapon in self-defense," which is very similar to the story ICE told about Renee Good and very different from what the videos showed happened to her that day.

[Music]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Six months after the two shootings in Minnesota, the federal government hasn't properly investigated either one. They actually appear to be making it harder, not easier, for state officials looking into the shootings.

And the face of these noninvestigations is Todd Blanche, currently the acting attorney general, who next week will testify at a Senate hearing to be confirmed in the permanent role.

But something else has also happened in those six months. Minnesota has pushed back and is looking into filing charges against the federal agents, and states around the country will be watching to see if they, too, can hold federal agents accountable when the federal government won't.

To explain what the federal government isn't doing, what that says about the current Justice Department, and how states are pushing back, I'm joined by Atlantic staff writer Quinta Jurecic, who writes about law and democracy.

Quinta, welcome back to the show.

Quinta Jurecic: Thank you for having me.

Rosin: So Renee Good and Alex Pretti were shot and killed in Minneapolis in January. It's now July. How would the DOJ normally have responded by now?

Jurecic: What we would normally expect is that the Justice Department's Civil Rights Division would be conducting a criminal civil-rights investigation into what happened to Renee Good and Alex Pretti, whether their rights were violated in these shootings.

Instead, what has happened is that DOJ immediately closed down the possibility of a civil-rights investigation into Renee Good's death. And while DOJ has said that it is conducting an investigation into Alex Pretti's death, we haven't seen any information that suggests that that is moving forward in any serious way.

Now, perhaps things could be happening behind the scenes, but it is worth noting some reporting from CBS in the spring that indicated that the lawyers assigned to that case are not the people who you would normally expect. You know, the criminal section of the Civil Rights Division has or used to have some real experts in investigating these cases of potential law-enforcement abuses.

You know, it's a specialty. Instead, what we saw is that the people assigned to this investigation were newcomers to the Civil Rights Division. One of the people assigned, Robert Keenan, previously made headlines when early in the Trump administration, after he'd moved to the Civil Rights Division, argued that a judge should sentence a police officer being prosecuted in the Breonna Taylor case to a single day in jail.

Rosin: Hmm.

Jurecic: So I think that is indicative of the fact that the Civil Rights Division does not seem to be treating this investigation with the seriousness and alacrity that it perhaps deserves.

Rosin: And would you characterize how they're going about it? I can't tell from what you're describing if they're just slowing things down tremendously or really getting in the way of a real investigation.

Jurecic: I think it's both. What we see is that two things have happened. One is that the federal government, to the extent that it is conducting investigations, seems to be moving very slowly and not with particular interest or focus. So we have this DOJ investigation. There is also a DHS internal investigation into the conduct of the ICE agent who shot Renee Good and the [Customs and Border Protection] officers who shot Alex Pretti.

DHS told me that those investigations are ongoing, but we don't have any information about what that might look like. The other thing that's happening is that the federal government is affirmatively blocking state and local investigators from conducting their own separate probes.

What happened in the Renee Good case was that initially, things happened like they normally would. You had federal and state and local investigators working alongside one another to collect evidence. Then what happened is that the Justice Department suddenly said: Actually, we don't wanna collaborate with you. You don't have access to any of this material.

In the Pretti case, what happened is that federal officials just blocked state and local officials from accessing the evidence and the scene to begin with. And so now the Minnesota and the Hennepin County Attorney's Office, which is the county where Minneapolis sits, is suing the federal government and federal court in D.C. to access this evidence that has been withheld from them and that the federal government is still refusing to turn over.

Rosin: So there's some tension there. I do wanna know more about what the states are doing, but first I wanna understand how unusual this federal-government behavior is, because we are used to, at least in cases of alleged police misconduct, the DOJ being the active entity holding local police departments accountable--like, if you think of Michael Brown in Ferguson or Laquan McDonald in Chicago, and of course George Floyd in Minneapolis. So that's the pattern we are used to seeing.

So how unusual is it what the federal government is doing in the cases of Pretti and Good?

Jurecic: I think what we're seeing is almost an inversion of the pattern that we might expect, where, as you say, typically if there is a case of a law-enforcement killing that seems to in some way be concerning--potentially might have involved, you know, a violation of somebody's rights--even if local or state law enforcement is not particularly interested in pursuing that case, the federal government is the entity that will often come in and really sort of take the lead on those investigations.

And even in cases where state and local law enforcement are interested, the federal government will be a collaborator. So you mentioned the George Floyd case, which, of course, also happened in Minneapolis in 2020. In that instance, federal investigators looked at that case alongside state investigators, and the police officer who was later found to have murdered George Floyd, Derek Chauvin, was prosecuted in both state and federal court.

What we're seeing now is that this is kind of turned inside out. The federal government, which has, you know, at least since the civil-rights movement, been kind of playing this role of the protector of civil rights, is now affirmatively slow-walking and blocking the ability of the state to conduct these investigations.

And so I think what we find is that, while we're not in completely uncharted waters--and we can talk about that a little bit--we are now in a situation that is not immediately familiar.

Rosin: Right. Okay. This situation is a little bit different because it's a federal agent you're trying to hold accountable--

Jurecic: That's right.

Rosin: --not a police officer. So that does make a difference. So what is the state trying to do? Because it is a reversal. It's like the state trying to protect one of its citizens, and the actor here is a federal agent.

Jurecic: The state is doing a couple things. One: As I mentioned, both Minnesota and the Hennepin County Attorney's Office are suing the federal government, trying to get access to the information that has been withheld. And so the evidence they're trying to access is the evidence in the Renee Good case, including just, you know, basic things like--

Rosin: The car.

Jurecic: The car, yeah, which is, as far as Minnesota knows, still in a FBI evidence facility that has been untouched. It's trying to get information in the Alex Pretti case, and again, there's been so little information shared about that, that the federal government has not even confirmed the identities of the officers who shot Pretti.

It's also trying to get information in a third case that involves the shooting of a Venezuelan immigrant, Julio Sosa-Celis. An ICE agent fired a gun into Sosa-Celis's house after a chase and wounded him in the leg. Again, the state and county were really limited in the evidence they were able to obtain, and they're suing for that information too.

So that's one category. The other category is--

Rosin: And when you say they're suing, they're suing who? The federal government?

Jurecic: They're suing the federal government, yes.

Rosin: Okay.

Jurecic: They are suing the Justice Department and the Department of Homeland Security.

Rosin: Interesting. Okay.

Jurecic: So that's one category. The other category is seeing what the state and the county can do on their own without the evidence that the federal government is refusing to hand over.

We have actually seen one case filed in state court. This is in the Sosa-Celis case. The county filed criminal charges against Christian Castro, the ICE agent who shot Sosa-Celis. It's also actually filed charges in another case involving a road-rage incident. It filed charges against an ICE agent in that.

And then in the Good and Pretti cases, I spoke to Hennepin County attorney Mary Moriarty, and she told me that the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension, the state investigative agency, is currently conducting its own investigation into the Good and Pretti cases, looking at the evidence available to the state, which includes a lot of the video evidence filmed by onlookers, and that Moriarty was expecting that the state would hand her office information about what they were able to determine and that her office will then make a decision about whether or not they believe that the evidence that they have shows that a crime was committed.

If they do think that they can prove that case beyond a reasonable doubt, then they may go forward and charge those cases. But she did emphasize to me that her office has not yet reached a decision about whether crimes were committed in those instances.

Rosin: Okay. So you have the state moving on various fronts. How unusual is it for the state to take the lead? I have in my head here Ruby Ridge, another case where federal agents were the defendants.

So it's not the very first time that you have tension between the state and federal agents. So this dynamic that we're now seeing with ICE agents in Minneapolis, how unusual is it?

Jurecic: I would say it's not unprecedented, but it is unusual. So you mentioned the Ruby Ridge case. This was a Idaho State court case filed by a county prosecutor against an FBI agent over deaths that occurred in the Ruby Ridge standoff in 1992. That case took a decade to litigate, and it was eventually dropped when a new county prosecutor took over and decided not to move forward with the charges.

Now, there are other less, kind of, ripped-from-the-headlines cases. But Ruby Ridge, I think, is a useful touchpoint for a couple reasons.

One is that it shows how hard these cases can be to prosecute.

Rosin: Mm.

Jurecic: That litigation took a really long time, and the county eventually decided that it simply wasn't worth it. I think Ruby Ridge is also useful because it is an example of why it is that states tend to bring these cases.

I spoke with Bryna Godar, who's a staff attorney with the State Democracy Research Initiative at the University of Wisconsin Law School. She studies, among other things, these kinds of state prosecutions of federal officials. And one point she made to me is that we tend to see these kinds of efforts by states to prosecute federal officials when you see friction or disagreement between states and the federal government over what to prioritize in law enforcement.

And so Ruby Ridge is a case where the federal government wanted to protect and backed this FBI agent. Idaho felt differently, and so you had this kind of clash. And her point was that we typically haven't seen that many of those clashes recently, because generally, with some exceptions like Ruby Ridge, the states and the federal government have been more or less aligned.

But what we're seeing here is that when the federal government is really driving hard on immigration enforcement in ways that have led to pretty shocking violence, we again see this divergence between state and federal priorities, and that's why we're seeing states start to experiment with bringing these cases.

Rosin: The principles underneath all this that then will be explored and tested in this period, one of them is immunity. In the days after Good was killed, various Trump officials said some version of ICE officers have immunity, and they've walked that back. There's been the phrase qualified immunity, which I'm familiar with from police officers.

So how is that concept? Because I think that's the important concept here, is: How much immunity do ICE agents have? Which taps into the larger question of: How do you hold federal agents and the federal government accountable? So can you just talk through how that could be explored in these cases that are about to come up?

Jurecic: So as you say, I think listeners might be familiar with the idea of qualified immunity. This is in some ways similar and in some ways different. So, like qualified immunity, it is a form of immunity that protects you from legal accountability, protects law-enforcement officers. Qualified immunity applies in, you know, a civil lawsuit.

You know: I sue a police officer because I feel that they violated my rights in some way, and it protects them from my attempting to hold them accountable in court, whether state or federal--whether that law enforcement is state, local, federal.

Rosin: And it protects them because in the course of duty, like, there's just a certain expectation of what police work is? Or how does it protect them?

Jurecic: Yeah. So it's a doctrine that has been sort of engineered by federal courts with the idea that you wanna give officers wiggle room, essentially--

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Jurecic: --to do what they need to do. You don't want officers to be held, you know, terrified to make a move.

Rosin: Right.

Jurecic: What we're talking about here is something that's called supremacy-clause immunity, and that's different from qualified immunity because it applies only in a situation where you have a state criminal prosecution of a federal official.

Rosin: Okay. Which is what's happening.

Jurecic: Exactly.

Rosin: Yeah.

Jurecic: And so the idea is that under the Constitution's supremacy clause, federal law is the supreme law of the land. So you can't have a state, you know, trying to criminalize a federal official just carrying out their normal duties. And so the idea is the legal standard essentially says that when an officer is carrying out their duties as authorized by federal law, and when their actions are necessary and proper in fulfilling their federal duties, then they are immune from criminal prosecution in state court.

Rosin: Right. I can think of cases like desegregating schools in the South, when you'd have federal agents desegregating schools, you know, by Supreme Court edict. You wouldn't want state officials to be able to prosecute them for following the federal law.

Jurecic: That's right.

Rosin: Okay. Got it.

Jurecic: What we're gonna see now is: How far can states get by arguing that supremacy-clause immunity does not apply? And so the state, in this case--so Hennepin County in the Christian Castro and in the road-rage case, maybe possibly in the Good and Pretti cases if they do decide to move forward with a criminal case--they're going to argue that the conduct alleged by these federal officials is not within the scope of their duties as federal officials, or that it is not necessary and proper to carrying out those duties, that essentially they were acting outside their federal responsibilities or that they breached the boundaries of acceptable behavior by a federal officer.

And what is gonna be tested, in probably federal court, potentially state court as well, is: How is it that judges are going to evaluate those arguments? And I think that is particularly important right now, because federal courts have traditionally been pretty friendly to the federal government in these cases.

But what happens now when we have federal judges who are frankly fed up with the Justice Department? You know, this case, if federal judges end up hearing it in Minnesota, this is a group of judges who have had to deal with all kinds of things coming out of the Justice Department, coming out of Operation Metro Surge, including some pretty egregious violations of rights of people who are held in immigration detention by ICE.

Rosin: And I also remember those six federal prosecutors in Minnesota who reportedly resigned because the Justice Department wanted to push to investigate Good's widow. So there's already a sort of tension there.

Jurecic: That's exactly right. And so I think my big question is, you know, does the increased skepticism that we have seen from federal judges toward the conduct of the Justice Department and the conduct of the federal government, might that extend to the arguments that are going to be made here, presumably by these officers, such that judges will be more open to allowing state prosecutors to move forward with these cases?

Rosin: Right, and if it succeeds in Minnesota, you can see a situation where it begins to restrict how ICE agents can behave all over the country as states start to bring similar lawsuits.

Okay, I wanna ask you about something in the news, another similar case. This week, an ICE agent shot and killed a man in Houston. That's the first time that's happened since Minnesota. How do you expect what's happening in Minnesota to affect how the Houston situation plays out?

Jurecic: We don't know much about what happened in Houston yet. So ICE has said that the man, a Mexican immigrant named Lorenzo Salgado Araujo, attempted to run over an agent during a vehicle stop.

I think we've seen--among other cases, in the Sosa-Celis case--that ICE is not always reliable in stating what happened after one of these interactions. So we will have to wait for more information to come out. I think what this shows is the patchwork nature of relying on local law enforcement to investigate these cases.

When you have, you know, the Justice Department's Civil Rights Division investigating them, there is one agency that is responsible for looking into all of these things, and you can expect some level of, you know, a single standard that is being applied. When you have state and local officials, it may vary by who is in charge, the particular politics, the particular environment in that state, what the laws are in that state.

In Minnesota, we have, you know, this very aggressive county prosecutor in Hennepin County that was really motivated to move forward with these prosecutions. And so I think there are additional questions just because the political situation in Texas is different than it is in Minnesota, and that kind of shows you what the limitations are of this sort of more local approach.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, I ask Quinta about Todd Blanche, the acting attorney general who's been overseeing these noninvestigations and whose confirmation hearing is next week.

[Break]

Rosin: Okay. Quinta, who is Todd Blanche?

Jurecic: Todd Blanche is the acting attorney general for the Justice Department. He was confirmed by the Senate as the deputy attorney general, then elevated to acting after Pam Bondi resigned, and he is now also Trump's nominee to serve as the Senate-confirmed attorney general.

He is also, not coincidentally, Trump's former defense attorney. He represented him in the criminal cases against Trump over the 2020 election, over the Mar-a-Lago case, and also in the New York State prosecution regarding Trump's interactions with Stormy Daniels.

Rosin: And how involved has he been in the cases that we've been discussing as acting AG?

Jurecic: Blanche has really been the face of the Justice Department's decision making here. So he said after Renee Good's death that DOJ would not be conducting an investigation. He also said after Alex Pretti's death that it would be conducting a criminal civil-rights investigation, although he also sort of tried to play it down at the same time.

He said in a press conference, and I quote, "I don't want the takeaway to be that there's a massive civil-rights investigation that's happening. This is what I would describe as a standard investigation by the FBI."

Rosin: Wow. Right. So he's just trying to describe it as business as usual, even though it's, in fact, extremely unusual.

Now, Pam Bondi, who came before him, she was also the face of a lot of these statements when the original shootings happened. So is there anything distinctive about how he's been doing things at the Justice Department?

Jurecic: After Bondi left, I think what we started to see is that the degree of politicization that Bondi had carried out in the Justice Department, a lot of lawyers thought, you know, This is terrible. This is the worst it's ever been.

It turns out it could get worse, and that Blanche really launched this kind of campaign, I would argue--and I think, there's a fair amount of reporting that indicates this--to kind of audition for Trump to nominate him as attorney general in the permanent role.

There were a lot of prosecutions brought on extremely thin grounds. So the [James] Comey "86-47" case is among them, cases that DOJ had previously looked at and thrown out as simply meritless. And so the fact that Blanche is sort of emphasizing his willingness to do whatever Trump wants, to make Trump happy by going after his enemies, I think is striking.

Rosin: Is there another example of that?

Jurecic: There's also the indictment of the Southern Poverty Law Center, which is a left-leaning anti-extremism group. The Justice Department unveiled this case against it, essentially arguing that SPLC had been defrauding its donors by paying informants within far-right groups who were infiltrating those groups. SPLC would say, This infiltration was part of our anti-extremism work.

DOJ is saying that this is actually a fraud on its donors, something that the SPLC is obviously fighting. The organization has said that the prosecution is part of a retribution campaign and accused President Trump of using the DOJ as a political weapon to go after his political enemies.

I will say that people I talked to who are former prosecutors were extremely dubious about this case in a number of different directions. And as with the "86-47" case, I think it's just an example of Blanche really willing to cut corners and do anything that he can to get the headline, even if the case will ultimately not hold up in court.

Rosin: And when you talk to people in the Justice Department, professionals, or even when you look at this as a legal expert, is the difference that he's willing to take on cases that have ever-flimsier evidence? Is the difference that he's the president's personal attorney, and so he just has a different degree of loyalty? Is the difference that he's less experienced in this kind of work?

Jurecic: I think it's a combination of being willing to do absolutely anything for Trump and to make Trump happy, and that is definitely, you know, hard not to read that in conjunction with Blanche's history as Trump's defense attorney. I think it is also a new willingness to bring cases that just simply make no sense. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Jurecic: Previously what we saw is, you know, cases that didn't really meet the legal standard, but the DOJ would maybe stretch the facts to conform to the law. We saw this, for example, in the first Comey case, where DOJ really was kind of stretching things to argue that Comey had lied in front of Congress.

These cases, I think what we're seeing--just the SPLC and "86-47"--is stretching the law itself, arguing that things are crimes that aren't even crimes. And so it's a new way of kind of trying to force a square peg into a round hole in order to make Trump happy.

Rosin: Okay. So Todd Blanche's confirmation hearings are next week. What do you expect from those hearings?

Jurecic: One of the lessons I think that we've all learned in the second Trump administration is to simply never say never. So if Blanche does manage to, you know, secure enough votes to make it through, I unfortunately would not be surprised.

That said, I also think it is the case that Blanche's willingness to basically do anything to please Trump may well have really harmed his ability to get confirmed. He has so thoroughly kind of smashed through any guardrail that was preventing DOJ from being politicized by the president.

He has just sort of warped the department's priorities in so many ways that he seems like a much weaker candidate. And then that is combined with the fact that we're heading into the midterms. We have a number of senators, including two in the Judiciary Committee, Thom Tillis and John Cornyn, who are Republicans who have real beef with Trump, are not happy with him at all--

Rosin: And are leaving.

Jurecic: --and are leaving. So they don't have to consider the same kind of electoral issues that they did previously. Tillis because he's retiring, and Cornyn because he lost the Republican Senate primary after Trump endorsed against him. And so that signals to me that, you know, if these senators wanted to make a stand, Blanche is potentially one that you might expect them to make and draw a line in the sand and say: This is unacceptable.

Rosin: Also, Amy Klobuchar, who's a Democrat, is on the committee, and she represents Minnesota and has been very critical of DOJ's actions. So she couldn't prevent his confirmation, but she certainly could bring up a lot of things.

Jurecic: Lot of things. That's right. And I think that, you know, the Minnesota cases are a useful additional example to what we've been talking about in terms of the Justice Department under Blanche bringing cases that are totally meritless. That's one category, and then there's the cases in Minnesota, where DOJ isn't investigating cases that you would really want them to investigate. So it's this sort of one-two punch of looking into things where there's nothing there and refusing to take seriously cases that you really actually would want DOJ to pursue.

Rosin: Okay. I wanna go beyond Todd Blanche, the Trump administration here.

As we've talked about, Ruby Ridge took years and years to work itself out. As we've also talked about, there are new precedents being set about accountability in states and the federal government. As you look on the long horizon--like, let's say these Minnesota cases stretch way beyond Trump and the questions of immunity and accountability due to--what are the things that you're gonna be watching that you think  could provide lasting, lasting shifts?

And we haven't even talked about the changes in the Civil Rights Division, which could also provide lasting shifts. But what are you looking at as the lasting effects of either the way the Justice Department is operating or the way the states are operating newly?

Jurecic: What has been really striking to me is how much law is being made right now at the district-court and appellate-court level that is profoundly skeptical of the Justice Department. DOJ has really been operating in this environment where, as I've said, judges are willing to take what the DOJ says at face value, cut them some slack.

There's a level of, kind of, institutional trust that was there, and that trust is just being chipped away and chipped away and chipped away at, to a point where you have started to really see judges simply say, You know, I don't trust you anymore.

Rosin: Mm.

Jurecic: Right? You have to prove everything that you're about to say to me. Come, you know, bring the U.S. attorney to court to tell this to me in person, and only then am I gonna believe you.

And that is a real change. And so, you know, I think you could imagine a similar shift, let's say, in the law of supremacy-clause immunity, where if judges are skeptical that they might wanna give states, you know, a little more leeway in pursuing these cases against federal officials.

And so the question to me is: Is this kind of destruction of the integrity and of the skill and care of the Justice Department going to have a really long tail, not only in terms of the Justice Department's sort of institutional capacity, but also in really eating away at the federal government's ability to bring cases, get the trust of judges?

You know, are we gonna come out of this seeing actually a federal government that has been really weakened in some ways?

Rosin: So that's something to track in the future. And I guess my last question on that scenario: Does that mean the states will take a greater role in holding government agents accountable?

Jurecic: I think you could absolutely imagine that depending on, you know, how this litigation unfolds. And taking a step back, I think it makes sense to see this fight over supremacy-clause immunity as one aspect of this much bigger rebalancing of power that's gonna come out of this administration. You know, in the same way that judges are more skeptical toward federal prosecutors, maybe they'll also be inclined to allow states to prosecute federal officials.

And so in that way, the Trump administration's aggression has upended a lot of the traditional assumptions that kind of were the backbone of the legal system, and now we're gonna see what comes next. And in some ways that's, you know, unexpected and uncertain. And in other ways, it's also part of a long back-and-forth of expansion and contraction of federal and state power that's taken place over the course of American history, and really for as long as the U.S. government has existed, and even before that.

And so these fights are important. They have a lot at stake. They're not abstract. It raises questions about, you know, how we protect civil rights. Is it the state protecting you from the federal government, or the other way around? And right now, I think the question is not only what this balance might look like at the end of the Trump era, but whether we might see some kind of rebalancing again after Trump and Blanche are gone, and how that might shape our thinking about the responsibility and the role of government.

Rosin: Well, Quinta, thank you so much for joining us today.

Jurecic: Thank you for having me.

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid. Sam Fentress fact-checked. Rob Smierciak engineered and provided original music. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic Audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

And a reminder, Radio Atlantic now comes out twice a week. You'll hear my co-host, Adam Harris, on Mondays. You can also watch him on YouTube.

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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What if It's Not the Phones?

An evolutionary psychologist is challenging the popular understanding of kids and technology.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




When the 82-year-old psychologist Peter Gray describes the way he grew up, he punctuates the anecdotes by saying that modern parents would be arrested for letting a child have such fun. When he was 4 years old, he would walk to a store in Minneapolis to buy cigarettes for his grandmother. When he was 11, he would sometimes stay home from school in Hill City, Minnesota, to operate a newspaper printing press owned by his mother and stepfather.

His parents were not arrested, and that's because the childhood they permitted him to have was basically normal at the time, even if his family did have a newspaper printing press in the house. As a boy, Peter was obsessed with fishing and baseball; neighborhood friends taught him how to ride his bike and catch grasshoppers. Although Gray's career as a scientist would begin with laboratory studies of rat hormones, he eventually found his way to writing about his childhood, in a fashion. Over the course of his 30 years in the psychology department at Boston College, he mixed principles of biology and anthropology to put together an evolutionary theory of play.

Gray's academic work defines play as a self-directed activity done only for its own sake. This, he came to believe, enables kids to figure out how to solve their own problems, nurture their own relationships, make their own rules, and manage their own disappointments. But he says that our society has spent the past 70 years or so interfering with that process. We've made it harder and harder for kids to do anything: They're kept indoors for greater portions of the day and given less unstructured time; they play organized sports supervised by adults; they don't go anywhere alone. Gray grew certain that this loss of independence has been harmful to their mental health.

Gray's theory, which he laid out in a 2013 book called Free to Learn, quickly found a welcome audience. The book was celebrated by advocates of free-range parenting and won endorsement from academic luminaries such as Steven Pinker. When Gray's fellow psychologist Jonathan Haidt and his co-author Greg Lukianoff published their 2018 best seller on the threat of safetyism, The Coddling of the American Mind, they used the title of Gray's popular TEDx talk "The Decline of Play" as a chapter header. Haidt, who is an Atlantic contributor, told me that Gray was "the star academic" in the section of his book that deals with play. "I wish every school in America could hear a talk by Peter Gray," he said.

Only recently has Gray expanded his idea in a way that is not quite so crowd-pleasing. Children's need for unstructured play and exploration (guided by some safety rules and common sense) applies not just to vacant lots and city parks and backyards in the suburbs, he says, but to other settings too. It now extends to the wild spaces of the internet. "To grow up well, children have to be able to play in the world that they're growing up in," he told me when we spoke at his home in late winter. Kids should be free to play without their parents' supervision, Gray insists, even when they go online.

Gray has always been a playful academic. As a graduate student at Rockefeller University during the late 1960s, he once filled every mailbox at the school with a note proclaiming that neckties were no longer required in the dining hall because they stifled thought by cutting off circulation to the brain. But the turning point in his career came a decade later, when his son, Scott, took up the mantle of rebelling at his school. Gray and his now-late wife moved him to a nontraditional school in Framingham, Massachusetts, where children received no formal coursework and directed their own education.

Scott thrived in his new environment, and Gray, who saw how much happier and more engaged his son became, pivoted from doing lab experiments on rats to making more philosophical explorations of play and learning. He also studied his son's new school, publishing survey data on the careers and lives of its alumni, as well as detailed observations of how its students played.

Eventually, Gray would have enough of structured academia himself. By 2002, he'd made sufficient money off of a well-regarded psychology textbook that he was able to resign from Boston College and live comfortably in the small town of Millis, Massachusetts. The back of the wood-paneled house that he shares with his second wife is made entirely of glass, providing a broad view of the Charles River. By his account, his retirement has been as idyllic as his childhood. Gray sometimes kayaks against the current, up the river, for exercise.

When I visited him on a frigid day in March, he was wearing the uniform of a practical person--simple shoes, navy trousers, light layers topped with a grandpa cardigan. David Sloan Wilson, an evolutionary biologist and friend of Gray's who is a professor emeritus at Binghamton University, described him to me as an old man with a "very boyish look." I would say he is more like a child's drawing of a nice old man: pure-white hair, a reedy frame, smile lines.

Wilson also described his friend as a pied piper, apparently intending this as a compliment. And from his riverside retreat, Gray has been involved in leading a movement. In 2017, he joined up with Haidt and two others to found the nonprofit Let Grow. The organization, which raised about $2 million in contributions in 2024, encourages parents and teachers to stop watching kids so intently, and tries to fight "neglect" laws that frame a lack of child supervision as criminal or reckless behavior. Let Grow has also developed a program called Play Club, through which schools can offer age-mixed free-play time when the kids (mostly) supervise themselves.

Gray and Haidt both served on the group's board of directors. They had a collegial relationship, even though there were some minor differences in approach and worldview. The first of those was on the subject of kids and video games: Gray thought that video games provided kids with fruitful ways to play without adult control and was adamant about their value; Haidt respected that position but wasn't so sure. The two psychologists also disagreed, from time to time, on whether kids should be using social media. But these seemed, at first, like secondary issues.

Then, in 2023, Haidt sent Gray a prepublication copy of his next book. The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an Epidemic of Mental Illness opens with an extended metaphor comparing smartphone and tablet use to a spine-melting trip to Mars, and goes on to make the case that personal technology has caused a full-scale youth-mental-health crisis. Its argument seemed to fit the moment: Children were reporting that they didn't like how much time they spent on social media and didn't feel like they were in control of their habits; some were truly suffering. The Anxious Generation gave them--and their parents--language to describe what was happening.

Read: End the phone-based childhood now

Haidt's book went on to spend more than two years on the New York Times best-seller list. It was translated into dozens of languages and excerpted in this magazine. And the policies that it suggests, to remove smartphones from schools and bar kids younger than 16 from social media, quickly came to seem like obvious solutions. (In the past few years, they've been taken up by legislators in the United States and abroad.)

But when Gray first read the manuscript in his lofted study overlooking the river, he was appalled. "The book frankly makes me mad," he told me. "I have to say that. I think it's unethical." Although The Anxious Generation goes on at length about the benefits of free play, and even makes specific mention of Let Grow, its message overall was for Gray inimical to the nonprofit's mission. As he sees it, the analysis improbably suggests that taking away phones would prompt kids to run around exploring as their grandparents had done. The few freedoms that kids had left were private communications with their friends and some independent movement, permitted only so long as they could be tracked and called. More than that, Haidt's book implies that kids cannot be trusted to delve into the online world on their own, or even taught to do it safely. The internet is too dangerous for children--too full of scary strangers and powerful temptations--much in the same way that parents and pundits had decried the perils of the physical world generations before. Haidt had wanted feedback on the manuscript. Gray told him he disagreed with its premise.

Months later, after the book came out, Gray stepped down from the Let Grow board so that the other members wouldn't feel caught in the middle of a conflict. Then he posted a critique to his Substack. Gray wrote that he took "no pleasure" in rebutting his colleague's work. "I have tried to avoid it but no longer can," he wrote. "As a society we have almost a knee-jerk reaction to believe that the solution to any problem experienced by kids is to deprive them of yet one more freedom, and this book is helping to jerk some of those knees even further."

The two men haven't spoken a word to each other since their falling-out. "Jonathan Haidt is a likable person," Gray told me. "He's polite. He's generous." Gray said he is a fan of Haidt's previous work: "His strong point has always been kind of large, somewhat philosophical arguments based on general observations and a certain amount of evidence, and he's very good at that." But Gray viewed Haidt's newest large, somewhat philosophical argument as not only incorrect but immoral.

The first time we spoke, Gray referred to social-media age minimums as a violation of human rights. When we met in person, I asked him whether that was truly his position. He repeated that it was. Before The Anxious Generation was published, Gray had been working on another book about the broad topic of play. But he scrapped that one after posting his rebuttal, and instead began to write a full-length counterpoint to Haidt's ideas for an imprint at Penguin Random House. That book, titled Restoring Childhood: How to Set Kids Free in the Age of Anxiety, is due to publish in September.

The new book will argue that the mental-health crisis affecting children is real, but has nothing whatsoever to do with what Gray describes as the "moral panic" over smartphones and social media. The real problem, he says, has to do with schools--and in particular with the 2010 rollout of the Common Core standards, which narrowed teachers' options for creative curricula and increased the amount of time that the average American student spent taking tests.

To make that case, Gray points to the American Psychological Association's annual Stress in America study, which surveyed kids in 2009, just before Common Core was introduced, and in 2013, just after. In 2009, 43 percent of U.S. teenagers said that performing well in school was a source of stress in their lives. In 2013, this number jumped to 83 percent. Gray found analogous survey data from before and after similar educational reforms in Sweden and England were put in place.

Read: The flip-phone cleanse

School policies were not the only things that changed from 2009 to 2013; smartphone use, for example, skyrocketed across the same few years. But lots of evidence affirms the notion that in America, at least, children are more stressed out by school than by any other aspect of their lives. Young people often say that they hate school, and youth suicides are far more common during the school year. In 2024, 68 percent of U.S. teenagers surveyed by Pew Research Center said that they felt a great deal or fair amount of pressure to get good grades--significantly more than those who said they felt pressure to look good or fit in. Studies of teens in North America and parts of Europe also suggest that school pressure has increased more for girls than it has for boys over the past two decades, which is consistent with the fact that, in some respects, the teen-mental-health crisis has been more intense for girls.

Restoring Childhood goes on to make another, even more surprising argument: It says that computers and video games have actually been responsible for improving children's mental health. Teen suicides rose in every decade from the 1950s through the 1980s, Gray writes, as restrictions were increased on children's freedoms. Anxiety and depression seem to have been rising too. But that trend was temporarily reversed by the arrival of the digital world. Suddenly, kids had a new place where they could connect with one another, make their own rules, and solve their own problems. They were among the early adopters of the new technologies, and so became authorities in their households, giving them a chance to feel competent and helpful. Teen-suicide rates never went back down to the levels of the 1950s, but they did decline by about 40 percent from 1990 to 2010. "Everybody was ignoring that," Gray said. "Nobody was writing about that."

Just two years ago, Penguin Random House put out The Anxious Generation. Now the publisher seems confident that people are ready for a counternarrative: Gray says that he received a $500,000 advance for his newest book. Wilson, the Binghamton professor and Gray's friend, told me that he read the book in manuscript form and found himself convinced. "I want it to have the exact same exposure and impact as Jonathan's book," he said. "I would like it to be as splashy as it could be and to set up conversations at every level as to which of these interpretations is correct."

You will not be surprised to hear that Haidt has a very different reading of the evidence. When I asked him what he made of the claim that computers were actually a boon to children's mental health from 1990 to 2010, he instead proposed that any improvement during that period might have resulted from the phasing out and banning of leaded gasoline. (Lead exposure has been tied to developmental disorders and mental-health problems.) As for Gray's critique of his smartphone-and-social-media hypothesis, Haidt said that it was overly reliant on the dissenting opinion of what he characterized as a minority of researchers. In particular, he mentioned Candice Odgers, a psychology professor at UC Irvine, and Christopher Ferguson, a psychology professor at Stetson University.

Gray does feature Odgers and Ferguson in Restoring Childhood, but these are not the only scholars who have taken issue with the science as presented in The Anxious Generation. I spoke with more than a dozen people who study technology and child development, and many expressed concern that Haidt overstates the strength of correlational findings and suggests causation where it hasn't been proved. (A 2024 report on teenagers' use of social media from the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine concludes that "the scientific literature on the health effects of social media use is mixed and inconclusive.") Several of them also quibbled--as did Gray--with Haidt's emphasis on controlled experiments that found people's mental health improved after breaks from social media. They said these are flawed because participants consciously or subconsciously know the results that are expected of them. (Haidt, when I put this to him, replied: "If all you can say is, Well, maybe they could guess the hypothesis, then you basically are saying all psychological research is useless.")

Read: What did people do before smartphones?

But if the quality of Haidt's arguments and evidence is up for debate, the same is true of Gray's. The dangers facing kids on social media, for instance--in an ecosystem that was specifically designed to capture their attention for profit--aren't quite analogous to those they'd find offline. Or take the crucial data from the Stress in America surveys, which are presented in Restoring Childhood as a meaningful signal of the harmful effects of Common Core reforms. Reported levels of school stress did double from 2009 to 2013, according to that work, but the numbers roughly doubled for other common stressors, too, including family finances--so any school-related effect on stress does not appear to be unique. When I asked Gray about this issue, he said it had been "nagging" at him, and that he was going to add a footnote to the book about it before publication. I pointed out to him a few weeks later that the surveyors had also changed their methodology between 2009 and 2013. The phrasing of the questions had shifted; the first survey had asked respondents to select their top two stressors, but the second one asked them to assign scores to a list of possible stressors. Gray was caught off guard by this, and he went on to ask his publisher to adjust or remove any reference to the Stress in America surveys. That request arrived too late to change the print edition, but Gray said he plans to make the edit to the ebook and audiobook.

Restoring Childhood does offer other lines of evidence, though. "I think there's a reasonable hypothesis here," Ferguson told me when I asked about Gray's book, which he had read in advance, and blurbed. He said he thinks that focusing on schools as the source of children's mental-health decline makes sense, but added that he would like to see more evidence that the school environment had gotten that much worse. "My memory of schools in the '70s and '80s was: They also sucked," he said.

Odgers, who also provided an endorsement for Restoring Childhood, told me that she appreciates the fact that the book is "broadening the conversation" about children's mental health to include "a major stressor as reported by young people, that we actually see in the data." But she expressed frustration at the logic used by Gray and Haidt alike. She noted their shared willingness to apply one explanation (video games, unleaded gas) to the mental-health improvements of the 1990s and 2000s, and then a completely different one (Common Core, social media) to a later section of the same trend line. No serious epidemiologist would reason in this way, she said. Both Gray and Haidt tended to downplay other obvious factors, such as the severe adult-mental-health crisis that unfolded during the same years. "Caregiver mental health is by far the strongest predictor of childhood mental health," Odgers said.

Pete Etchells, a professor of psychology and science communication at Bath Spa University, also pushed back on the idea that Common Core is the primary cause of mental-health problems among American kids. "This is a common trap that we fall into when trying to figure out what's going on with those declines," he told me. "We try to answer the question of 'What one big thing can explain this?' The answer, in my view, is that there isn't one big thing." This was generally the thesis of Etchells's own book Unlocked: The Real Science of Screen Time (And How to Spend It Better), which came out the week before The Anxious Generation did, sold only a few thousand copies, and received hardly any attention at all.

Come September, the fight over that "one big thing" will be renewed. Which change that happened 15 years ago was the real source of so much misery for children? "You can't run experiments on history," Haidt said, so we'll never be able to prove that smartphones and social media caused the steep decline in youth mental health. "We just have to say which hypothesis is more plausible," he said--and he's yet to hear one more plausible than his own.

When I met with Gray, he said that he has total confidence in his idea: "The evidence is really very overwhelming." Later on, I tried to press the issue: Couldn't there be some other factors in the mix? What if Common Core had been just one of many causes of the problem? "It would be nice" if there really weren't any one big thing, he said, but he simply didn't feel that this was the case. "So far, I haven't heard of any other possibility that has the same plausibility." He'd been studying the numbers and considering the alternatives, and he didn't see how his theory could be wrong.
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Can Tennis Survive Its New Golden Age?

The next generation of elite players has arrived. On the court, they are delivering astonishing play. Off the court, they aren't entirely happy.

by Josh Levin

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




The golden age of tennis didn't end with a whimper. After Roger Federer walked off the court for the final time, at the 2022 Laver Cup, he broke into full-on sobs. Federer's doubles partner at that event in London, his longtime rival Rafael Nadal, seemed to understand that he was staring down his own tennis mortality as well. After the match, the two players, their faces streaked with tears, touched hands as they sat side by side. It felt at once like a private moment between intimates and a communal wake for a sport they'd helped define for decades.

Another of the game's 21st-century icons also got weepy when she played at that year's U.S. Open. In an essay for Vogue, Serena Williams confessed that she felt "no happiness" as she said farewell. Williams refused to use the word retirement, preferring to say that she was "evolving away from tennis."

As these champions left the scene, their sport clearly needed to evolve too. Tennis was entering a rebuilding phase during which the legends of the past would make way for ... someone, hopefully, at some point. The roster at that Laver Cup, an all-star competition on the men's circuit, was littered with hyped young players, such as Stefanos Tsitsipas, Felix Auger-Aliassime, and Taylor Fritz, who had yet to win one of tennis's four major tournaments (the Australian Open, the French Open, Wimbledon, and the U.S. Open). At the 2022 U.S. Open, a pair of women seen as Williams's potential heirs--the tournament's previous two winners, the then-teenage phenom Emma Raducanu and the four-time major champion Naomi Osaka--each lost in the first round.

Tennis fans, it seemed, had no choice but to be patient. This next generation needed time to grow into consistent championship form. But in fact, tennis's new wave was already crashing ashore.

At that same U.S. Open, a couple of European neophytes--19-year-old Carlos Alcaraz and 21-year-old Jannik Sinner--slugged it out for a grueling five hours and 15 minutes before Alcaraz struck the final blow at 2:50 a.m. Their marathon quarterfinal featured a running behind-the-back forehand (by Alcaraz), a saved match point (Alcaraz again), and shot-making so absurd that it felt extraterrestrial. The following night, 21-year-old Iga Swiatek and 24-year-old Aryna Sabalenka faced each other for the first time in a Grand Slam. In a semifinal match replete with punishing ground strokes and astonishing all-court defending, Swiatek earned a comeback three-set victory.

Before that tournament, this tennis quartet had claimed two major titles, both won by Swiatek. Less than four years later, they're up to 21--seven for Alcaraz, six for Swiatek, and four each for Sinner and Sabalenka. Only two other players have won more than a single major during this time: Novak Djokovic--the greatest male player ever, still battling the youngsters at age 39--and Coco Gauff, whose talent and drive have her in position to join tennis's new pantheon.

The rapid emergence of this cohort of stars is the inciting event in The Cruelest Game: Chasing Greatness in Professional Tennis, the journalist Matthew Futterman's account of the thrilling and grueling lives of the tennis elite. Reaching the summit of a sport played by 100 million people worldwide is close to impossible. Staying at the top isn't much easier. Even as these exhilarating talents have reenergized the game and risen above their peers, they've been brought low by injuries, doping scandals, and self-doubt. After Gauff lost in January's Australian Open, she was caught on camera obliterating her racket in what she thought was a hidden corridor. She immediately bemoaned the breach of privacy, suggesting that "maybe some conversations can be had" about the burdens of life in the tennis panopticon. Swiatek was less politic, asking in a press conference, "Are we tennis players, or are we animals in the zoo, where they're observed even when they poop?"

The tennis ecosystem has unexpectedly thrived in the absence of Federer, Nadal, and Williams, but the gains--for the sport and for its marquee players--are far from secure. Although Futterman adeptly surveys tennis's stressors, the shape of the crisis that tennis faces, and its stakes, eludes him. Everything about the professional game--the way it's played, structured, and consumed--seems ripe for transformation.

Futterman, who covers the pro circuit for The Athletic, wants us to understand that tennis is incredibly hard, perhaps especially for those who make it look easy. "There is no instruction manual," he writes, "to help someone navigate their way through a sport and a culture seemingly designed to mess with their brains."

Much of that torment is intrinsic to the game. Every sport has moments of tension, but in tennis the anxiety is metronomic. The stress starts early--flinch on a break chance two minutes in and the whole first set might be gone--and it never really stops. On the court, there's no such thing as running out the clock or calling for a sub.

Anger, isolation, and exhaustion are endemic to each tennis era, as much a part of the game as the fuzz on the balls. Just ask the perpetually tortured John McEnroe or his cooler-headed Scandinavian rival, Bjorn Borg, who packed up his rackets in his mid-20s and became, in Futterman's view, "the canary in the coal mine" for tennis burnout. Another early-'80s sensation, the prodigy Andrea Jaeger, retired at 20 and later became a nun. World No. 1 Ashleigh Barty abruptly quit in 2022, saying simply, "I am spent." And Andre Agassi, the sport's bard of introspection, said this in his autobiography, Open: "I hate tennis, hate it with a dark and secret passion, and always have."

At the risk of undercutting an all-time great: I love tennis. Plenty of players love it too--at least when they're winning. (No one is more delighted by a beautiful Carlos Alcaraz drop shot than Carlos Alcaraz.) Whether I'm watching matches, listening to press conferences, or scrolling on Instagram, I'm struck that it's never been better to be one of the best tennis players in the world. It's also never been worse.

Read: Tennis explains everything

Financially speaking, this is the sport's golden era. Borg, an 11-time major champion, collected $3.6 million in career prize money. Alcaraz and Sabalenka won $5 million each for their victorious runs at the 2025 U.S. Open. For women especially, the allure of professional tennis is easy to quantify. Forbes's 2025 list of the world's highest-paid female athletes features Gauff in the No. 1 spot, with $33 million in on- and off-court income. She's followed immediately by Sabalenka ($30 million), Swiatek ($25 million), and six more tennis players in the top 12. (The leading basketball player on the list, Caitlin Clark, is No. 11, sandwiched between American tennis stars Jessica Pegula and Amanda Anisimova.)

Tennis players are essentially their own small business, with ever-expanding retinues--not just agents, managers, coaches, and trainers, but dietary advisers and sports psychologists to tune up their bodies and minds. Futterman gets his best material from these support staffers. Sabalenka's "high-performance coach," Jason Stacy, a practitioner of Brazilian jiu-jitsu who professes to "know nothing about tennis," taught her breathing exercises that, according to Futterman, he "used to follow when an opponent would have him in an upside-down headlock." (He also called in a biomechanics expert to fix her balky serve; that same specialist now works with Gauff.)

Deep insights from the athletes themselves, in The Cruelest Game and in press coverage generally, are scant. Top players now cultivate their image primarily via social media, affording meaningful (and not so meaningful) access only to their own videographers. A recent "unfiltered" Q&A on Sinner's personal YouTube channel featured such questions as "How many hours do you usually sleep?" and "Which shoe do you tie first?" The three-month ban that Sinner served last year after testing positive for an anabolic steroid did not come up. (Tennis's anti-doping authorities ruled that Sinner was not at fault, accepting his explanation that trace amounts of the drug had been rubbed into his body during a massage. Swiatek, too, got a finding of "no significant fault" and a light suspension when she tested positive for the banned substance trimetazidine in 2024.)

Friendly YouTube Q&As notwithstanding, life online can be perilous for players, especially women. Tennis has become a hotbed of online harassment, a phenomenon fueled by omnipresent legalized gambling. Thanks to the sport's international reach, its huge inventory of matches, and its continual discrete action--FanDuel and DraftKings both accept wagers on individual points--tennis is particularly popular with bettors worldwide, ranking behind only soccer and basketball by some estimates. For years now, high-profile women on tour have been speaking out about the torrent of sexualized and violent threats they receive from angry gamblers. Still, nothing seems to change. This past March, two women reported getting texts demanding that they lose a match; those messages were accompanied by a photo of a gun and the names of their family members.

Although this variety of cruelty goes unaddressed in The Cruelest Game, Futterman does highlight the unprecedented physical toll of tennis circa 2026. Thanks to modern fitness regimes and equipment--high-tech rackets and strings that make any shot possible from anywhere on the court--the sport is far more demanding than it was in Agassi's day, let alone McEnroe and Borg's. From the couch or the stands, high-level tennis can appear weightless. At ground level, it's a brutal struggle, an hours-long series of leg-churning, lung-bursting sprints, punctuated by torquing, full-body whips of the racket, often in close-to-boiling temperatures. (Sinner's two toughest opponents in recent years have been Alcaraz and the sun.) That ordeal has a cost: strained muscles, twisted knees, stretched and torn ligaments.

From the January 1938 issue: Inside tennis

Tennis isn't just getting tougher from shot to shot. The tour itself is a multinational grind, with key events in Australia, the Middle East, North America, Europe, and East Asia. Tennis also has a shockingly short offseason--about a month for highly ranked players. The superstars aren't happy. Sabalenka said earlier this year that the schedule "is definitely insane, and that's not good for all of us, as you see so many players getting injured." In 2024, Alcaraz said with a resigned chuckle, "Probably they are going to kill us in some way." A year later, he pleaded with tennis authorities "to do something," because there's no "good period of time that we can practice, we can rest." This year, he finally got some extended time off: He missed the French Open and Wimbledon because of an injured right wrist.

Overwork is a perverse consequence of success: The more you win, the more matches you play, the more your joints get pulverized--and the more prize money you make. There's an uneasy synergy in tennis between pain and profit. Although Alcaraz made it sound like he was powerless to resist the unremitting tennis calendar, players are able to opt out. In 2023, the 21-year-old Amanda Anisimova announced on Instagram that her life on tour had "become unbearable," and that she was stepping away to prioritize her mental health.

Anisimova, who'd been tapped as a can't-miss star when she made the French Open semifinals at 17, threw herself into painting and worked with a therapist who specialized in trauma. She came back to tennis after eight months away, and with the help of a Swedish Canadian physiotherapist--Futterman calls her "the chief operating officer of Anisimova's body"--transformed from an injury-riddled athlete into a strong, confident title contender. Last year, she made the finals of both Wimbledon and the U.S. Open.

Although male players have become more open about their mental-health struggles, the sport's leading men rarely go on leave. "There were months when I thought about taking a complete break from tennis to cleanse my mind," Nadal said in a post-retirement essay for The Players' Tribune. "I conquered it by always moving forward." For cultural and biological reasons, female tennis players far more commonly take sabbaticals. Maja Chwalinska, a surprise finalist at this year's French Open, took a hiatus in 2021 after, she said, the sport became a source of "pressure, stress, and crying." Williams, Osaka, and Elina Svitolina are among the many women who have returned to the tour after giving birth. (Williams, who "evolved away" from tennis as she prepared to have her second child, has now launched another comeback, at age 44.) That path is slightly less arduous now that players have succeeded in pushing the WTA Tour to make accommodations for women who want to start families--paid leave, grants for fertility treatments, ranking protection during time off.

Women have been battling for just policies since the creation of modern pro tennis in the late 1960s. Billie Jean King and eight others fought against pay disparities by forming their own tour. Thanks to the efforts of King and Venus Williams, who's still competing at 46, female players as of 2007 receive prize money equal to men's at all four Grand Slams. Now they're pushing to get even bigger checks, for themselves and their male peers. At a press conference in May, Sabalenka raised the prospect of a Grand Slam boycott if players don't get a larger portion of tournament revenue. Gauff backed her up, saying, "If everyone were to move as one and collaborate, then yeah, I can 100 percent see that."

I can't quite picture players walking out of a Grand Slam, and tennis's lack of a formally recognized players' union has historically made collective action difficult. But that could be changing: Sabalenka, Gauff, Swiatek, Sinner, and other highly ranked men and women came together at the French Open, cutting short their initial media obligations as part of their protest over prize money. The balkanization of tennis could also be a source of leverage. The men's and women's tours are distinct entities, as are the sport's four major tournaments. If one of the tours cuts down on the number of mandatory events, or one of the Grand Slams ratchets up its payouts, the others might feel compelled to follow suit.

It's also possible that, as King did more than half a century ago, the players could create something new, in partnership with or in opposition to the existing tour and Grand Slam leadership. Rumors have circulated for years about a combined "Premier Tour" for the sport's top tier, with fewer events and a real offseason. Part of tennis's appeal comes from its connection to history--the fact that players have been stepping onto the grass at Wimbledon since the 1800s. The new elite have shown no sign that they want to abandon tradition, but they also won't be cowed by it. Federer, Nadal, and Williams left an unmatched tennis legacy. This generation could reshape the entire sport.



This article appears in the August 2026 print edition with the headline "Tennis's New Golden Age."
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Our Oldest Ally

America still needs France.

by Eliot A. Cohen

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




There is no easier city in the world for an American to love than Paris. So it has been since the time of Benjamin Franklin. Love, though, comes with spats and fits of temper, ruptures and reconciliations. So, too, with the United States and France. A recent visit reminded me, however, of why the American relationship with France remains, whatever its difficulties, one to cherish.

Take the ways in which Britain and France deal with the Second World War. The British are busily removing Winston Churchill from their banknotes, replacing him with an engraving of a hedgehog. Meanwhile, the French are flocking to see a two-part, five-hour-long movie, La Bataille de Gaulle, which retells the story--both anguished and heroic--of defeat, collaboration, resistance, and liberation. In elegant Parisian bookstores, you will find tables filled with works by and about Marc Bloch, a gentle historian of the Middle Ages who wrote a stinging account of the defeat after he was demobilized in 1940. He became a hero of the underground, and was taken, tortured, and executed less than two weeks after D-Day. A trembling 16-year-old boy, sentenced to be shot at the same time, asked, "Will this hurt?" The 57-year-old Bloch gently took his hand and said, "No, my boy," before shouting "Vive la France!" and dying riddled by Nazi bullets.

On June 26 of this year, Bloch, a Jew who identified as such only when dealing with anti-Semites, was interred in the Pantheon, the final resting place of so many of France's great literary and cultural figures.

The distinctive memories of World War II linger even in music. If for Britain the melodies that still evoke the war are Vera Lynn's gentle "The White Cliffs of Dover" and "We'll Meet Again," in France the anthem is the "Chant des Partisans," a much grimmer and relentless song of people waking from slumber, of comrades stepping out of the shadows to replace the fallen, of suffering and revenge.

Read: Europe without America

World War II shaped modern France, producing not only the Fifth Republic that Charles de Gaulle created around a powerful presidency and elitist institutions but the contradictions inherent in the stories of resistance and the no-less-important tale of collaboration. Bloch's Strange Defeat is selling; so is a recent biography of Jacques Benoist-Mechin, a brilliant intellectual who served as a minister in the Vichy government, was sentenced to death after the war and then pardoned, and went on to a successful postwar literary and political career as an expert on Middle East affairs.

France eventually forsook formal empire, but not an imperial self-understanding; it reflected de Gaulle's wariness of the Anglo-Saxon powers that had attempted to control or even subvert him; it retains to this day a sense of itself as a multidimensional power, rooted in a deep literary culture. The admirable Library of America collection of American classics is modeled on the older and rather more elegant French Pleiade library, whose complete sets (unlike the American equivalent) are ubiquitous; they're found in bookstores, on private bookshelves, and even on the French president's desk.

American statesmen have always found France an ambivalent ally, but as much because of their own behavior as that of their counterparts. French money underwrote the American Revolution, bankrupting Louis XVI's government and paving the way for their own revolution within a decade of the end of the American war. There were almost as many French troops at Yorktown as Americans, and French-provided weapons, gunpowder, and expertise, not to mention timely French naval power, sealed the American victory. France's reward was vengeance on Great Britain for the defeat of the Seven Years War--and betrayal by Americans willing to cut a separate peace with King George III.

Over the following years, the Franco-American relationship fluctuated. An informal Quasi-War flared during the administration of John Adams; in the immediate aftermath of the Civil War, when William Tecumseh Sherman was nearly ordered to evict Napoleon III's soldiers from Mexico, the crisis could easily have led to war. Many Americans rooted for a besieged Paris during France's catastrophic war with Prussia in the 1870s, and General John Pershing's aide told a desperate France in 1917: "Lafayette, we are here."

During the Second World War, Franklin D. Roosevelt attempted to undermine de Gaulle, preferring to work with establishment figures, including those in the collaborationist Vichy government. American and French soldiers and sailors killed one another during the 1942 landings in North Africa--and then went off to war together in Italy and the South of France. The United States aided the French in the Indochina War, bullied it during the 1956 Suez crisis, and leaned on it to abandon Algeria a few years later; France supported the United States during the Cuban Missile Crisis, but French demonstrators denounced the Vietnam War, and a particularly damaging rupture occurred during the run-up to the 2003 Iraq War. Yet American troops fought side by side with French soldiers in Afghanistan, and behind the scenes, the intelligence services shared information and even cooperated in the shadows. Lingering French gratitude is evident in the various museums honoring the D-Day landings.

Adam Serwer: Trashing American allies turns out to be bad for national security

France still matters as a great power. Its defense budget is somewhat smaller than that of Great Britain, but it gets considerably more bang for its euro. Its nuclear deterrent is modernized and efficient; its army is larger, and its navy far more deployable than that of its British counterpart. "The British do us a favor by showing us the mistakes to avoid," a worried French bureaucrat told me. (My conversations with him and others were held under an assumption of confidentiality.) France is a minor but not an inconsequential Pacific power, and if it has been humiliatingly driven out of Africa, where it retained for many decades a shadowy, quasi-imperial role, it still has reach.

Today's French officials are calmer in their appraisal of the Trump administration than are many of their European counterparts. "It's because we never really trusted you," a French diplomat remarked to me with a grin over our breakfast croissants. Their chief concerns are more immediate. For the first time in many years, the 2025 French national-security-strategy document is focused on a conventional threat in Europe. Russia is unambiguously the chief adversary, and the possibility of all-out war by 2030 is considered severe. French national-security officials are seeking to build resiliency against that threat--including against hybrid warfare of sabotage, cyberattack, and assassination--as well as against Islamist terrorism, which has struck their country repeatedly.

France's resources are scantier than its needs. Its deficit is more than 5 percent of GDP, and debt servicing, as in other countries, eats at what is available for defense. And, as in other countries, there is internal turmoil on both the populist right and the populist left. President Emmanuel Macron is limping to the end of his administration as an unpopular and more and more ineffective-looking figure.

Despite all this, France remains vital not only to NATO but to the broader West, including the United States. In few other countries is the sense of cultural heritage so powerful, and it reaches across the Atlantic. My visit to France began at the Chateau de Tocqueville, not much more than half an hour from Utah Beach. Through many activities, including a thoughtful annual conference, the family carries on the legacy of Alexis de Tocqueville, the wisest and still one of the most relevant commentators on what America is and can be, and what it means for the democratic world. Like the best of today's Frenchmen, he was shrewd. He saw America's weaknesses and failures but also its tremendous strengths. And he understood, as we should on this side of the Atlantic as well, that the fates of both countries are tied together.
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Platner Just Made Things Harder for Democrats

The party now has an even bigger mess to clean up in Maine.

by Elaine Godfrey, Russell Berman

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




Updated on July 9 at 8:52 a.m. ET 

The Nazi tattoo wasn't bad enough to force Graham Platner to abandon his Senate bid, his defenders argued earlier this year. Any young Marine, under the powerful influence of alcohol and immaturity, might see a skull and crossbones and think: Badass. The now-deleted Reddit posts mocking rural white people, insulting cops, and making light of assault? Well, chalk that up to the same. Extramarital sexting is not ideal, of course, but then there was Platner's wife assuring us that the couple had healed. And never mind the allegations of volatile behavior from a couple of past girlfriends; one of them is a Republican activist.



But when Politico reported on Monday that a woman had accused Platner of rape, even his most steadfast supporters began to call for his exit. And last night, the oysterman finally gave in: "For the movement to continue, it can't be me. For that reason, we are suspending campaign operations," he said in a video posted to social media. But Platner added to the problems facing Democrats as he exited the race. He fervently denied the sexual-assault allegations--and seemed to imply that the party establishment was somehow responsible. "We did it the right way. We did it the way that we were told we are supposed to make change," he said. "And now they are not going to let us have it."



Democrats were never going to win easily in Maine, where for nearly 30 years the electorally sturdy Susan Collins has hung on to her Senate seat. But pile up all of Platner's baggage, and defeating her might have been an especially difficult project. Now Democrats have a chance to replace Platner with a new candidate--someone who is, perhaps, less encumbered--and redouble their efforts to flip Collins's seat.



But each silver lining has its corresponding cumulonimbus, and in this case, it's that Platner has assembled a powerful grassroots coalition in Maine that may or may not be transferable. It depends on whom the party replaces him with--and how. "They may get a mulligan," the political analyst Charlie Cook, who lives in Maine, told us. "That doesn't mean they'll hit it well."



The implosion of Platner's candidacy--first bit by bit and then all at once--has Democrats nationwide throwing up their hands in exasperation. The party must flip at least four GOP-held Senate seats in November to capture the majority, and this particular seat has long been considered the party's most important, and maybe most feasible, pickup opportunity: Maine is the only state that Kamala Harris won in 2024 where an incumbent Republican senator is now up for reelection. Collins, who is running for a sixth term, is something of a unicorn in these polarized times. In 2020, she defeated a well-funded Democrat, Sara Gideon, by nearly nine points even as Joe Biden carried the state by roughly the same amount. But Collins is now 73 years old, and lately, her approval ratings have slumped.



For months last year, Democrats in Maine and in Washington were waiting for Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer's preferred candidate, the two-term Governor Janet Mills, to decide whether she was going to run. Mills initially expressed ambivalence about the race and put off a decision until last fall. Other battle-tested Democrats were uninterested or opted for other races.



Read: A 79-year-old freshman senator? 



Into the void charged Platner, who emerged last fall seemingly out of nowhere but with a well-connected and well-choreographed campaign rollout managed by advisers who had worked with high-profile insurgent candidates: John Fetterman for Senate in Pennsylvania, in 2022 (before his more recent shift rightward), and Zohran Mamdani for mayor of New York City in 2025. They saw Platner as a gruff but charismatic oyster farmer with a military-combat record who could channel both the left's progressive energy and the electorate's growing distaste for establishment politicians. By the time Mills finally declared her candidacy, in October, many of the voters she would have relied on in a primary had already decided to support Platner.



Platner led Mills in nearly all public polling, sometimes by wide margins and despite the revelations about his past. At the end of April, Mills, who is 78, suspended her campaign, essentially conceding the Democratic nomination to Platner.



Establishment Democrats were irritated, and not only because they found Platner's behavior both personally offensive and politically damaging. They saw a campaign that seemed to make little effort to vet a first-time candidate, and a candidate who did not appear to have been honest with his own campaign. "If we're going to start running people that are unconventional, we have to be even more strict in the way that they run their campaigns," Yemisi Egbewole, a Democratic strategist who worked in the Biden White House, told us a few weeks ago. "We can pluck people out of obscurity, but it's the responsibility of the candidates themselves and also the people that are running this candidate to frame an accurate narrative."



Other Democrats questioned whether Platner was really the "authentic" working-class outsider he claimed to be. He had been educated at expensive private schools in New England and, like many future congressional candidates, had worked as a staffer on Capitol Hill. Possibly the biggest customer for his oyster business is a nearby restaurant owned by his mother. Matt Bennett, a co-founder of the moderate think tank Third Way, who'd backed Mills, told us in an interview last month that Platner "feels like a D.C. person's idea of a working-class candidate."



The crumbling of Platner's campaign forced a reckoning for his most loyal backers. And reckon they did: Senators Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren, the leftist streamer Hasan Piker, and many other progressives who had stuck with Platner through the drip-drip-drip of allegations rescinded their support for him this week after Platner's ex-girlfriend alleged that he had entered her home in 2021 and raped her. (Platner has called the allegation "categorically untrue.")



"The bottom line is, there's no secrets in politics," Joseph Geevarghese, the executive director of Our Revolution, a Sanders-aligned group, told us this week. "Candidates should be transparent with the electorate. We grassroots organizers invest a lot of time and energy to advance a cause in this movement, and it's disappointing when we are let down by our standard-bearers." Did he feel betrayed by Platner? "It is a punch in the gut, given the level of energy and enthusiasm that he engendered," Geevarghese said. "You feel deeply, deeply disappointed."



The question now is how the party responds. "It is really important that Democrats act with confidence and with clarity in deciding on their strategy moving forward," David Farmer, a Maine Democratic strategist, told us. "The longer this carries on, the weaker position we will be in come November." Who will replace Platner as the party's nominee--and can that candidate reassemble the coalition that, until recently, seemed at least fairly well positioned to give the Democrats a must-win Senate seat?



Perhaps just as important: How will that replacement be chosen? State law requires that a replacement candidate be named by July 27, so the state party must settle quickly on a process for selecting him or her. They seem to have done so: Last night, the Maine Democrats announced that they would hold a nominating convention with 600 delegates chosen by county committees to choose Platner's successor. Expect the convention to be controversial, as it puts the decision of Platner's successor squarely within the control of the so-called Democratic establishment, rather than with Maine voters directly, as a caucus or a mini-primary might have. Platner's video last night, which was perhaps the antithesis of conciliatory, certainly won't help to assuage his supporters' frustrations about this.

Already, Democrats have picked their horses. Some of Platner's supporters quickly endorsed Troy Jackson, the former state-Senate president who had earned Sanders's endorsement in his bid for governor earlier this year. Jackson, who finished third in that race, filed papers to run for Senate this week and declared his candidacy shortly after Platner's announcement. His backers included Our Revolution, which had endorsed Platner last fall and, in calling for his exit on Monday, warned the Democratic establishment against replacing him with "another status-quo candidate."

Platner, too, was trying to influence whom the party might select to replace him before agreeing to bow out. "The ballot line belongs to the people of Maine," he said in his statement last night. A few hours earlier, his campaign had been asking volunteers to weigh in on Platner's next move, writing that the Democratic Party "must consult the feedback and proposals of the people who built" the movement. But some in the party worried that giving Platner a say in the decision would undercut the new nominee. Republicans clearly relish this prospect. "The Democrat candidate in Maine will either be an alleged rapist with a Nazi tattoo, or someone he selects with the same 'values and vision,'" Senator Tim Scott of South Carolina, the chair of the National Republican Senatorial Committee, said in a statement.



Others suggest that perhaps this moment presents an opportunity for Democrats to move more toward the middle. Recent polling of the Maine Senate race showed Platner running behind a generic Democratic nominee. Although Platner "had consolidated the Democratic base, no question about it, his problem was reaching beyond it," Cook said.



Read: The Democratic base is angry



Maybe, Cook and other analysts suggested, another candidate could better appeal to independents in Maine who are tired of Collins but aren't particularly eager to embrace populism. Someone like the centrist Representative Jared Golden--who has recently taken himself out of contention for the job--or Mills. Or maybe that person is Nirav Shah, the former director of Maine's CDC, who came in second in the nomination fight for governor and announced his Senate candidacy this morning.



Cook said that a generic Democrat could win in Maine. But especially these days, the Democratic base isn't interested in generic--or safe or milquetoast or whatever synonym we're using these days for moderate. The base wants fire and fury. And this puts Democrats in Maine somewhere between a rock and a cliff: Replace Platner with an ideologically adjacent progressive, and you've probably got the base, but you might not attract Maine independents. Replace him with a Mills-adjacent electability candidate, and many dejected base voters might stay home in November.



Platner's resignation gives Democrats some relief--but also a brand-new problem.
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Another Fatal ICE Shooting

Lorenzo Salgado Araujo of Houston is the latest person to be killed by officers shooting into cars.

by Nick Miroff

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




Lorenzo Salgado Araujo, a 52-year-old construction contractor and father of three, was a "man of routine," according to his sons. He woke up at 5 a.m. every day, ate a big breakfast prepared by his wife, and left home at sunrise to build houses in the Houston area. Salgado Araujo came across the border from Mexico as a teenager and had been working without legal status for 35 years. Yesterday he left in his work van to pick up his brother and two other men en route to a job. A team of ICE officers, traveling in two unmarked SUVs, was looking for one of the men. Exactly what happened next is unclear.

As the officers attempted to stop the van, according to the Department of Homeland Security, Salgado Araujo ignored their commands and smashed into their vehicles. An officer drew his weapon and shot Salgado Araujo in the stomach. A video posted to social media showed a man face down in the street and moaning in pain, with his hands behind his back and two officers over him. Salgado Araujo died at a Houston hospital hours later.

DHS, in a brief statement, said that Salgado Araujo "rammed an ICE law enforcement vehicle, refused to follow multiple verbal commands, and weaponized his vehicle in an attempt to run over an ICE law enforcement officer resulting in our officer firing his weapon in self-defense."

The killing was the first fatal shooting by ICE officers since the death of Renee Good in Minneapolis on January 7. (Another protester, Alex Pretti, was killed by border agents two weeks later.) This time, Trump-administration officials did not rush to blame the dead for acts of "domestic terrorism," as they did following the Good and Pretti shootings. They have announced an internal DHS investigation into the ICE officer's actions, as well as an FBI probe to determine whether Salgado Araujo committed assault before he was shot.

Senior ICE officials I spoke with said they have received few details about what happened. The ICE officer who shot Salgado Araujo was a veteran with more than two decades' experience, a senior ICE official told me. DHS did not respond to questions about the officer's identity.

Immigration advocates and Democratic officials in Houston said today that they don't believe DHS's claims, and some groups are offering a cash reward for video footage. "Remember Minneapolis? Remember Renee Good? Has ICE learned nothing from that experience?" asked Sylvia Garcia, a Democrat who represents a Houston congressional district, during a press conference today with Salgado Araujo's adult sons.

White House "Border Czar" Tom Homan, DHS Secretary Markwayne Mullin, and the other administration officials leading President Trump's mass-deportation campaign have insisted in recent months that they've shifted away from the kind of roving street patrols that triggered clashes in Minneapolis. ICE teams have returned to the "targeted enforcement" tactics the agency has traditionally used, they say. It's a more deliberate approach in which officers plan their operations in advance and attempt to take suspects into custody as safely as possible.

What's different about targeted operations now is that they're more often aimed at people in vehicles, according to senior ICE officials I spoke with. Officers used to rely more on a tactic they called "knock and talk," in which they would arrive at a suspect's home and coax them to open the door. But word has gotten out--through legal clinics, advocacy organizations, and social media--that officers need a judicial warrant to force their way inside. Almost no one opens their door for ICE anymore.

Read: How do you prove your citizenship?

That has left ICE officers attempting to make more arrests by catching their targets leaving homes or heading to work, usually in cars. Some large police departments have vehicle-pursuit policies with guidelines for when deadly force is appropriate. Homeland Security Investigations, a division of ICE, trains its agents using an Emergency Driving Handbook. But ICE Enforcement and Removal Operations, the branch responsible for immigration arrests and deportations, doesn't have a handbook, let alone a vehicle-pursuit policy, relying instead on broad use-of-force guidelines. ICE officers receive less training in conducting vehicle stops than most police officers, the officials told me. One senior ICE official--who, like others, wasn't authorized to speak to reporters--acknowledged that it's a problem.

"Our operations are not at residences any longer. They're more out in the open," he told me. "Our tactics and our training and our policies all have to be looked at because the majority of our operations used to be more controlled, at residences, and you had less of these issues to worry about."

ICE's street-level arrest operations have traditionally been handled by specialized teams. But the administration has been ramping up enforcement for the president's mass-deportation campaign and sending far more officers into the streets. Last week, arrests averaged roughly 2,000 a day nationwide, nearly double the pace of this spring, ICE officials told me. Trump officials say they are prioritizing "the worst of the worst," meaning those with violent criminal histories, but Homan said on Fox News on Monday that only about half of those taken into custody have criminal records. "ICE has broken historic records every single day," he said. "We're going to add more resources, and we're going to add more targeting. We've got millions of people we need to find."

Read: The truth about ICE's recruiting push

After a hiring spree last fall, ICE has doubled its number of deportation officers, but they receive relatively little training in vehicle stops, two officials told me. They're working in plainclothes and driving unmarked cars, and they're authorized to shoot to kill if they think a suspect is driving in a way that poses a threat.

There have been at least 16 ICE shootings involving vehicles, four of them fatal, since Trump returned to office, according to records. In March 2025, an ICE officer killed 23-year-old Ruben Ray Martinez, a U.S. citizen, as he maneuvered aggressively through a late-night checkpoint on South Padre Island, in Texas. In September, as Trump sent border agents into Chicago, an ICE officer fatally shot a 38-year-old cook and father of two from Mexico, Silverio Villegas Gonzalez, who tried to drive away during a traffic stop, dragging an officer. DHS officials said the officer was severely injured, but body-camera footage released later showed him telling colleagues that he was not seriously hurt.

In several of the other shooting incidents involving vehicles, not all of which resulted in injuries, the government has used similar language to justify officers' use of force. DHS says that drivers "weaponize" vehicles by attempting to ram or run over federal law-enforcement officers. There have been several incidents similar to Good's killing: a split-second encounter involving a vehicle moving at a low speed and a driver who appears to be trying to get away from officers, not run them down.

Customs and Border Protection officers and border agents have shot at five others while carrying out Trump's crackdown in U.S. cities, including Marimar Martinez, the Chicago preschool worker who was shot five times by an agent who later bragged about it to his friends. The Trump administration accused her of trying to attack the agents, then dropped the charges when its case fell apart.

Paul Hunker, ICE's former chief counsel in Dallas, told me that federal law affords broad protections to officers who can demonstrate they acted in self-defense. "Deadly force can be used when such force is necessary to protect the designated immigration officer or other persons from imminent danger of death or serious physical injuries," he said. "That's the standard."

Many law-enforcement agencies have issued more specific use-of-force guidelines when vehicles are involved. Shooting at moving cars is considered especially risky because errant bullets can strike bystanders. CBP, whose border agents generally have broader latitude to use force to prevent potentially dangerous individuals from entering the country, issued new guidelines during the Biden administration discouraging dangerous high-speed pursuits. Trump rescinded the policies when he retook office.

The Supreme Court ruled in the landmark 1985 decision in Tennessee v. Garner that officers can shoot at a fleeing, unarmed suspect if they believe that their safety or public safety is at serious, imminent risk. "All of it hinges on whether the officer believes there is a danger to someone," a senior ICE official told me. In 1989, the Court ruled in Graham v. Connor that officers' actions--including the use of deadly force--must be evaluated on the basis of whether they are "objectively reasonable" given the full circumstances of an incident.

In a statement, ICE told me that its officers "are trained to use the minimum amount of force necessary to resolve dangerous situations" and that they are "highly trained in de-escalation tactics and regularly receive ongoing use of force training."

Read: 'Maybe DHS was a bad idea' 

DHS has not said whether it possesses body-camera footage of Salgado Araujo's killing. The department has not published photos of vehicles allegedly damaged by his attempt to flee, and videos posted to social media do not appear to show dents or major damage at the scene.

Ronaldo Salgado said he believes that his father panicked when two unmarked dark SUVs suddenly tried to box him in. Speaking to reporters in Houston this morning, he said neither his father nor his uncle had a criminal record, and his father had been instructed on how to comport himself during an encounter with ICE. "Had my father seen any emblems on those cars, he would have complied, he would have stopped," Ronaldo said, referring to the agency's use of unmarked cars. "He only wanted to get back to work, and back to us."

Ronaldo said he thinks his father believed he was being assaulted by thieves. "He feared someone would take his tools," Ronaldo said, because they were "how he made his livelihood."

Ronaldo said that he and his brother Lorenzo Salgado Jr. are American citizens with college degrees, and their younger brother is now getting a degree. For the past year, they'd been trying to help their father obtain U.S. work authorization. He'd put them through college and built a large new family home, achieving his dream, they said, knowing it could be gone in a flash. They found out about their father's death from social media, Ronaldo said--"not the hospital, not law enforcement." The other men who were riding in the van with their father are now in ICE custody, he said, including their uncle.

Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed to this report.
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Something Incredible Every Single Game

Inside America's World Cup fever dream

by Charlie Warzel

Wed, 08 Jul 2026




Two hundred fifty years and two days into the American experiment, a 55-year-old bespectacled bald man from Liverpool enters a sterile hotel conference room in Atlanta, shaking his head. "It's all gone to hell, hasn't it?" he mutters.

In 14 hours, the United States men's soccer team is scheduled to play Belgium in the World Cup Round of 16, a match that ought to be a celebration of the U.S.'s triumphant, and somewhat unexpected, run in the world's biggest sporting event. But Folarin Balogun, Team USA's star striker, was given a red card during the previous match with Bosnia-Herzegovina--he stepped on another player's ankle--that made him ineligible to play. This led President Trump to petition FIFA to review the penalty, which, of course, triggered allegations of collusion and corruption: International lawyers were summoned to draft appeals, and a joyous sporting event started to look more like a legal drama.

For Roger Bennett, the scandal threatened to overshadow every value he has been working 16 years to promote. "This is not why we watch," he told me just after 6 a.m., settling into a chair for what would be almost two straight hours of TV appearances. "It's antithetical to the beauty we are trying to protect."

If this kind of language about sports turns you off, you will likely not enjoy Bennett or the many hundreds of pieces of World Cup content that his company, the Men in Blazers Media Network, has put out over the past month. In the broadest terms, Bennett is a soccer podcaster and new-media executive. A better description of him might be: America's chief soccer evangelist. Before we knew that the U.S. would get crushed by Belgium 4-1, before the team's chances for World Cup glory died on the field, Bennett declared that Monday, July 6, would be the most important day in the country's history. In theory, he was joking--but honestly, I wasn't sure.


Roger Bennett during a live show before the FIFA World Cup 2026 (Andrew J. Clark / ISI Photos / Getty)



Ever since Bennett started his podcast, on a whim in 2010, he has been monomaniacally devoted to getting Americans not just to enjoy soccer but to become emotionally invested in it. For Bennett, the sport is a way to access the big, complex feelings and topics that typical sports fans don't always talk about: community, love, agony, joy, Emily Dickinson's poetry. A box of tissues emblazoned with the phrase Cry Proudly is prominently displayed in his podcast studio.

I first met Bennett in 2014, when his stint covering the World Cup for ESPN made him a niche celebrity among the set of weirdos in America (me) obsessing over soccer and waking up before dawn to cheer on clubs from English towns they'd never been to. Bennett was certain that the United States would soon embrace soccer--an intoxicating but tenuous idea that now reads as prescient. Millions of Americans have watched the men's team make a run in the World Cup this year--the first time the country has hosted the men's tournament since 1994. In fact, Monday's game against Belgium reportedly pulled in more viewers than the 2025 World Series and Game 5 of the NBA Finals.

Listen: How the World Cup explains the world

This is a moment of vindication for Men in Blazers, but it also has a greater meaning for Bennett, who became an American citizen in 2018. He routinely ends his podcast monologues with the phrase "I love America" and openly expresses his patriotism. "I grew up in the dying embers of the English class system," he told me. "I felt very trapped. America always felt like the opposite, like opportunity. For me, that was life-affirming, life-saving."

Maybe that all sounds cheesy. But it's been hard to miss the collective enthusiasm and sense of American community emanating from the tournament: the initial delights of watching Scotland's Tartan Army drink and bagpipe its way through New England, winning over steely Bostonians along the way; or the residents of Lawrence, Kansas, embracing the Algerian team with marching-band pep rallies. There was the viral pleasure and even pride in seeing foreigners encounter Buc-ee's with reverential appreciation or giddily experience industrial quantities of Mountain Dew Baja Blast at Taco Bell.

Then there were the games themselves, seemingly broadcast on every available public television in America. Over the past month, I've seen strangers in the airport rapturously celebrating over last-second goals, gaggles of men and women kicking soccer balls on city streets while clad in a veritable United Nations of jerseys. People in my life who are normally allergic to sports have come over for marathon World Cup viewing sessions. At one point I found myself--a man from Cleveland--wearing a Senegal jersey, sweatily embracing a Senegalese man after a spectacular volley sent the ball to the back of the net. It felt like a dream.

Dreams always end, and in a way, that's what happened on Monday. But Bennett's larger ideology, that soccer is the "most important, least important thing," may yet endure. There's a reason he hired more than 100 people and retrofitted a coach bus into a mobile podcasting studio--a reason he spent the past month traveling across the country for a series of rowdy pre-match shows with fans. Moments like these forge bonds that don't easily break.

Before the sun is up, I watch as Bennett goes on Morning Joe and CBS Mornings, and rips through a slew of radio and podcast hits. He calls nearly everyone he works with on these shows "a beautiful human being" and ends every interview with the same sign-off: "Big, big love to you."

Bennett pops up from his table the instant his last interview ends. Within 30 seconds he's on his phone, rifling off voice memos to people on his staff and agents of players he's trying to book. "When's Jon Stewart coming on?" he asks his producer, who pulls up a booking sheet a mile long. He completes seven phone calls in as many minutes just after 9 a.m., and tells each person on the other end that he loves them before hanging up. By 9:30, we're in a production meeting for that day's Men in Blazers live show; Bennett is Zooming in from his phone, because he's outside picking up coffees for his team. A staffer on the call informs him that they've made a giant cardboard cutout of a lemon-pepper-wet chicken wing--an Atlanta delicacy--for somebody in the crowd to wave. "You could not be a more beautiful soul. You make the world a better place," Bennett replies.

The day moves on. A detailed planning meeting is convened to discuss next summer's Women's World Cup. Men in Blazers is already pitching sponsors based on its online engagement numbers--according to Blinkfire, a marketing-analytics firm, the company has almost twice the engagement per follower across social media this tournament than the World Cup's official broadcast partner, Fox Sports. Bennett out-hustles more established outlets by relentlessly blanketing the internet with instant-reaction clips, multiple daily podcasts, and memes; he then uses that attention to drive people to Men in Blazers' frequent live shows, building an army of loyal obsessives. Listening to Bennett articulate this strategy and then jump into another TV interview, I'm struck by the realization that this whole operation resembles a political campaign as much as a media company. It's hope and change and a bright new vision for America complete with stoppage time and hydration breaks.

Listen: How short-form clips took over the internet

Somewhere around coffee No. 5, Bennett and a few people from his team head to Busy Bee, a legendary soul-food cafe in Atlanta, to document some of the World Cup host city's culture--another page from the campaign playbook, though Bennett's excitement for the chicken and waffles is palpable. Outside next to the parking lot, sitting on a swelteringly hot picnic table, Bennett attempts to explain why he's been averaging just three and a half hours of sleep a day for the past 26 days. He argues that what many people have been feeling over the past month, with each watch party or viral video of fans going crazy, is what the sociologist Emile Durkheim calls collective effervescence--a feeling of unity that emerges from a shared experience.


Men in Blazers fans gather in Atlanta. (Courtesy of Charlie Warzel)



Bennett's theory is that the World Cup, a rare monocultural event in today's fragmented world, is one of the few reliable producers of such effervescent spectacles; it's good for the internet, but also good for the soul. His media-distribution system ties it all together: "When Congo scores that goal, they need the immediate reaction, then they need the Congo fans across America; they need the scene in Kinshasa, the postgame on the field and the tears, the locker room, the Congo fans in Queens or Brooklyn," he said. "It's just incredible and it's happening every single game."


I can see why one would get swept up in what Bennett describes as "a very profound moment for the nation, which is so busy falling back in love with the world, and the world falling back in love with America." The entire event feels at times like a summer vacation, a much-needed reprieve from harrowing world events. A cynic could see it as artificial or inauthentic--geopolitics, only without all the horrific stuff. And yet the moments are authentic, which may be why the White House intervention and FIFA's arbitrary and unusual red-card suspension felt so jarring, even offensive, to die-hard fans of the tournament. It was a reminder that politics always lurk in the background, and that the euphoria is fragile. A U.S. loss would be a stress test.


About an hour into the game, with the U.S. down 2-1 to Belgium and looking positively shell-shocked, Bennett distracts himself by asking another Men in Blazers host, Becky Sauerbrunn, a former U.S. women's team captain and two-time World Cup champion, what it feels like when you get scored on by your opponent immediately after you score. (Not good is the answer.) Later, when a flub by the U.S. goalkeeper puts Belgium up 3-1, Bennett yells at the television: "Not like this!" The agony is genuine. A close, competitive U.S. loss would hurt, but maybe it would be fine. This result, though--an impotent, scared team that is clearly not ready for the moment--feels like two steps forward and one very large step back. "This is not good for business," Bennett said to me, cracking a weak smile.

What I'll remember most about the game is how quickly confidence turned into insecurity. Shortly after the final whistle, announcers on Fox offered a sheepish plea to their massive broadcast audience: This doesn't have to be the last game you watch. Sitting in a room with Bennett and Sauerbrunn and others like them, people who have devoted their lives to the sport, you could sense just how precarious the moment felt to them. How can you promise hope and change if the results stay the same?

Bennett was adamant that the Men in Blazers' YouTube livestream start the minute the game ended, as if to avoid giving the audience too much time to think about what they'd seen. For almost two hours, Bennett and his co-hosts, plus special guests including the The Fault in Our Stars author John Green, dissected the match, which Bennett dubbed "a cup of tears and darkness, self-loathing, fear, and human agony." As far as podcasting goes, the show should have been a grueling, dismal spectacle. But Bennett, who had been up early enough to text me at 4:35 a.m., was slaphappy, making jokes about Thomas the Tank Engine and quoting lines about pain from Dante's Inferno. All the while, listeners poured into the stream, which became a strange, beautiful form of catharsis. "Football," Green said one hour into the show, "is not about destinations; that's the thing that we mistake all the time. It's about journeys. Because if it was about destinations, no one would like it."

After the show, Bennett rallied half a dozen people--many of whom had been up for almost a full 24 hours--for a midnight Waffle House excursion. "I'll always remember this night and being with all of you," he told the group. The pep talk reminded me of an anecdote Bennett had told me earlier. His mother-in-law had become obsessed with taking family photos at every get-together, no matter how inconvenient or annoying. "What she's realized is that photographs and memories are inextricably connected," he said. "I'm very aware of how memory is formed. And in this moment, this tournament, memory is being formed." Suddenly, it clicked: Bennett is obsessively documenting the insanity, the joy, the collective effervescence so that we remember how this all felt. So we don't lose it.

I had plans to meet Bennett early the next morning, but I slept through my alarm. When I texted to apologize, he confessed that he had almost missed a morning TV hit, having fallen asleep, laptop on his chest. Political campaigns are exhausting. But Bennett wasn't defeated. Too much progress had been made. "As I speak to you, I am headed to Atlanta Stadium to watch Lionel Messi face Mo Salah," he texted back. "The streets are packed. Football is here and thousands of people are ready to make memories again."
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CIA Officers Can Sense the Threat Within

A survey reveals concern among the rank and file that Trump-administration meddling is undermining intelligence work.

by Shane Harris

Fri, 10 Jul 2026




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

The CIA officer Ray Cline, who was the agency's chief analyst during the Cuban missile crisis, once observed that when it comes to intelligence analysis, "objectivity is the only virtue that really counts." By that standard, senior Trump-administration officials have fallen short, and they risk corrupting a system that's supposed to remain apolitical and grounded in facts, according to a recent survey of CIA analysts.



Since Donald Trump returned to office, the number of CIA employees who said they are concerned that the objectivity of analysis is being undermined by political influence has gone up significantly, according to the survey, which is conducted annually by the agency's ombudsman for analytic integrity. The results haven't been made public, but they were described to me by several people familiar with them.



It's not clear how many of the thousands of career employees involved in producing reports, briefings, and other materials for the president and his advisers responded. But their comments show how acutely some of them feel pressured to reach preferred outcomes instead of following the facts wherever they lead, the people familiar with the voluntary survey told me. They requested not to be identified by name so that they could speak candidly.



The survey, which covers last year and was sent to members of the agency's analytic workforce, combines multiple-choice questions with an open-ended section where respondents can give feedback in their own words. Most analysts who provided written responses objected specifically to actions by then-Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard, according to a person familiar with the survey.



Among the analysts' concerns was last year's dismissal of two senior career intelligence officers after one of Gabbard's deputies tried to rewrite their assessment that Venezuela was not directing a criminal gang, Tren de Aragua. The administration wanted to claim the opposite to create a legal basis for deporting Venezuelan immigrants.



Respondents also cited Gabbard's decision to revoke the security clearances of more than three dozen current and former national-security officials, without citing any evidence of wrongdoing. Some of them had worked on the intelligence community's investigation of Russian interference in the 2016 election, which Trump derisively refers to as "the Russia hoax." Gabbard, who left office last month, spent much of her time in office trying unsuccessfully to gin up evidence that intelligence leaders had engaged in a conspiracy to link Trump to Russia.



A majority of officers who responded to the survey said they were satisfied with how their own managers protected objectivity, according to a person familiar with the results. That indicates that at the rank-and-file level within the agency, integrity and adherence to standards remain generally intact, even if those principles have been put under pressure from above.



But the survey results should not be read narrowly as criticism of only Gabbard, people said. They reflect broader concerns about a political climate in which the president has routinely misrepresented intelligence to the public and directed his advisers to find evidence, however dubious, to support his claims about a stolen election in 2020.



"Trump ran on a platform, and ran his first term, in a way that made it clear that he saw the intelligence community more like a press and propaganda office," Steven Cash, a veteran intelligence officer who also served as a staff member on congressional oversight committees, told me. "That's fundamentally at odds with why there is an intelligence community."



CIA Director John Ratcliffe and other senior agency leaders are aware of the survey's findings. "CIA is committed to providing objective analysis to policymakers to ensure they always have a decisive strategic advantage, as evidenced by successful operations like Midnight Hammer and Absolute Resolve," Liz Lyons, the agency's director of public affairs, told me in a written statement. She was referring, respectively, to last year's U.S. air strikes on facilities associated with Iran's nuclear-weapons program and to the military operation that captured Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro.



Read: The real intelligence failure in Iran 



The strikes on Iran last year, however, offer another example of the cost that officers can pay for not toeing the administration's political line. The director of the Defense Intelligence Agency, Lieutenant General Jeffrey Kruse, was dismissed following a preliminary report that the air strikes had set back Iran's nuclear capabilities by only a few months. Trump had said they were "obliterated."



Generations of political leaders have been frustrated by analyses that don't come out the way they want. And analysts have long bridled at influence from the top. In an essay for Foreign Affairs in 1987, then-Deputy Director Robert Gates wrote, "Far from kowtowing to policymakers, there is sometimes a strong impulse on the part of intelligence officers to show that a policy or decision is misguided or wrong, to poke an analytical finger in the policy eye. Policymakers know this and understandably resent it." Gates, who went on to serve as CIA director and secretary of defense, wrote that in his experience, administration officials often tried to influence analysis by asking "carefully phrased questions" and, "on rare occasions," trying to intimidate officers. "The pressures can be enormous."



But intelligence officers have rarely had to worry that they might lose their job, or worse, for telling the truth. Officers whose names are not publicly disclosed have had their identities revealed and been harassed online. Some have told me that they worry that, in addition to losing their clearances, fanatical supporters of the president might show up at their home.



"In my time, I don't think anyone was afraid they'd get fired or your name would suddenly make your way to Laura Loomer's blog," Cash, who served at the CIA from the mid-1990s to the early 2000s, said.



Read: Trump has a Bill Pulte problem 



The results of the survey will be sent to Congress so that lawmakers charged with overseeing the intelligence community can judge for themselves whether the administration has brought undue influence to bear. The question could hardly be more timely. Trump has instructed his new acting director of national intelligence, Bill Pulte, to find and disclose evidence that he actually won the 2020 election. Pulte will have access to essentially all of the classified information in the government's possession, and will have the authority to selectively declassify reports. Lawmakers worry that he will give the public an incomplete picture of what really happened in the 2020 election, and that he will undermine confidence in the fairness of the midterms later this year.



The Senate is scheduled to hold a hearing later this month on Trump's nominee to permanently serve as DNI--U.S. Attorney for the Southern District of New York Jay Clayton. If senators want to know his views on the importance of objectivity, they could show Clayton what the officers he would lead have to say.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national-security/2026/07/cia-trump-intelligence-survey-gabbard/687865/?utm_source=feed
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The Rosenberg Boys

When Ethel and Julius Rosenberg were executed by the U.S. government, they left behind two sons, ages 6 and 10. All these years later, Robby and Michael are still trying to make sense of what happened.

by Amy Weiss-Meyer

Fri, 10 Jul 2026


Robby and Michael Rosenberg went to the White House with a rabbi and their grandmother in June 1953 to ask President Eisenhower to spare their parents' lives. (Hank Walker / LIFE Picture Collection / Shutterstock)



For those old enough to remember, Michael and Robby Meeropol will always be the Rosenberg boys.

I never knew them as such, but it's not hard to imagine what they were like, in part because there are so many pictures. In one, from June 1953, they are sitting outside the White House in shirts and ties, wool coats, and Brooklyn Dodgers caps. Six-year-old Robby holds his grandmother's hand; to his right stands a rabbi.

The boys look uncomfortable, and solemn. Their parents, Ethel and Julius, have been convicted of spying for the Soviet Union and sentenced to death. Robby and Michael are there to ask President Dwight Eisenhower to spare their lives. Michael, who is 10, has written a letter that he will hand to a White House guard: "Please let my mommy and daddy go and not let anything happen to them. If they come home Robby and I will be very happy we will thank you very much."

Out of the frame, but documented in other photos from that day, are the placards that protesters carried invoking Robby and Michael, the helpless boys made symbols of what many believed was a grave injustice about to be perpetrated against their parents. (Counterprotesters, carrying signs saying FRY 'EM and HANG 'EM, disagreed.) Similar scenes played out around the world. After Pope Pius XII called for clemency, the Vatican's newspaper cited the "two little innocents on whose soul and destiny the death of their parents would forever leave sinister scars."

I learned the broad outlines of the events that followed--the electric chair, and the orphans it left behind--half a century later, on a weekend visit to the home of my parents' friends Robby and Elli in western Massachusetts. I was 8. I don't recall how the subject came up or exactly what I was told, but I remember trying to picture the electrocution, and that I couldn't sleep that night. I knew Robby mostly as the kind of adult who enjoys making bad puns and funny faces for kids' amusement. The notion that, as a kid himself, he had been orphaned by the United States government didn't seem to match his playful persona. I wondered, but didn't quite know how to ask, how anyone could go on living after something like that had happened. And how could he possibly seem so normal?

I later learned more: that Robby and Michael had been adopted after the executions, taken a new last name, and all but disappeared from the public eye. They went to college and graduate school, got married, had children of their own--only to reemerge as public figures in the 1970s, vowing to clear their parents' names. From then on, they'd never really stopped talking about Ethel and Julius, or pressing the government for answers about its evidence and motivations for seeking their death. By the time I was old enough to observe their advocacy firsthand--at a public event commemorating the executions' 50th anniversary, and later in a presentation Robby gave at my high school--I understood their basic posture to be one of resolute protest. Ethel and Julius, they maintained, had not been atomic spies. They had been scapegoated for their political allegiances, framed by prosecutors, and wrongfully killed.

This was not, I came to understand, an uncontroversial position. One year, my family's Yom Kippur break-fast meal was very nearly derailed when my dad got into an argument with one of our guests about the Rosenbergs. Julius and Ethel, this guest insisted, were both guilty as charged, and to pretend otherwise was a pinko fantasy. The incident left me with yet more questions about my parents' friend and the complicated historical legacy he'd inherited.

I've lately been able to ask Robby and Michael many of these questions directly--and to go beyond the abbreviated, textbook version of their family's story, deep into the countless primary and secondary sources that, for nearly 75 years, have helped shape an ever-evolving debate about what, in this case, constitutes truth, and what justice really means. The facts are messier and more resistant to facile conclusions than either side of the argument might care to acknowledge. Even now, new ones continue to emerge.


Michael ( left ) and Robby with items from the Rosenberg papers at Boston University, more than 70 years after the executions (Christopher Churchill for The Atlantic; Julius and Ethel Rosenberg collection at the Howard Gotlieb Archival Research Center, Boston University Libraries)



Since the fall of the Soviet Union 35 years ago, government files have been declassified and grand-jury testimonies unsealed; key players have made dramatic confessions. Robby and Michael, the old men who were once such young boys, have had to make their own sense of these revelations. Not all of them have been easy to accept.

In April of last year, I spent a day with the brothers in Cold Spring, New York, where Michael and his late wife, Ann, moved in 2009. The town sits on a hill overlooking the Hudson River, and I got off the train from New York City that morning with hikers who fanned out to the nearby trails.

Robby was waiting to pick me up at the station in his red Toyota; he'd arrived early, as he is apt to do. On the short drive to Michael's condo, we made easy small talk. I'd made clear that the article I was writing would be solely mine to shape, and they'd agreed that I could ask them anything. But I knew that once I turned my recorder on, I'd need to ask questions that might put me in league, in their minds, with the legions of other journalists they believed had fixated on the wrong angles, or missed the point of the Rosenberg case entirely.

Before I started reporting this story, I'd met Michael only in passing. We'd now talked on the phone a few times, and my main takeaway was that his being a retired economics professor made a lot of sense. His tendency was to carefully (and loquaciously) argue a point, and he had limitless enthusiasm for wading into the minutiae of legal details and chronology. Robby, by his own admission, preferred to focus on more general themes. As the three of us sat talking in Michael's living room, Robby pointed out that his brother, being four years older, had spent far more time with their father than he had. Robby seemed to think of Julius more as a historical figure he happened to be related to, while Michael, on some level, still mourned the father he'd lost as a 10-year-old.

Julius was a co-owner of a struggling machine shop on the Lower East Side. On weekends, he would take Michael to ride the New York City subways and elevated trains for hours on end; they would stand at the very front, where they could look out at the switching tracks. Ethel stayed home with Robby. She worked hard at being a good mother--she sang to her boys, read Parents' magazine, took a class in child psychology. In their small apartment near the Manhattan Bridge, the kids shared the lone bedroom while their parents slept in the living room.

Listening to Michael's descriptions, you could almost forget that his early years were different from those of other postwar American kids: "I'd have a wooden baseball bat and a Spalding ball or a tennis ball. He"--Julius--"would pitch it to me, and I would hit it." Michael was listening to The Lone Ranger on the radio when, one July night in 1950, FBI agents came to the door to arrest his father.

In his letters from jail and later prison, Julius tried to reassure his sons. "Don't you worry," he wrote; "we'll be playing games again as soon as I can straighten out this trouble I'm in." But on August 11, after Ethel appeared before the grand jury that had indicted Julius and refused to answer any questions, she, too, was arrested. Neither of them ever came home again.

After his mother's arrest, Michael told an aunt that he wanted to run into the street and get killed by a car. He stopped eating. He drew endless railroad tracks, switching and merging and looping but going nowhere. When he complained to his grandmother Tessie Greenglass, with whom he and Robby were staying, she told him to send Ethel a telegram. But he didn't want to upset his mother, so he said that he was "having a nice time. I miss you very much. Love, your son, Michael."

The boys were eventually sent to the Hebrew Children's Home in the Bronx, where attendants beat and ridiculed children. To Robby, it felt as if he and Michael were imprisoned, just like Ethel and Julius. He didn't understand what his parents had been accused of doing. Instead, he harbored an anxious sense that some menacing force had broken up his family--and stood ready to do more damage if given an opening. He would try to avoid attracting attention, lest "they" take notice and wreak more havoc. He also developed a coping mechanism that I sensed had become a lifelong habit: "Whenever something was really bad," he told me, "I always figured out some way to say, Oh, it's no big deal. It's not happening. It's a form of denial, I guess."

As I watched the brothers that day in Cold Spring, they struck me as, above all, brothers--by turns affectionate and peeved with one another, as likely to use a childhood nickname as to sigh in exasperation. They are fluent in the vigorous conversational cadence of older Jewish men raised in mid-century New York. "Verbal combat," Robby later said, was a favored family pastime. But neither of them seemed eager to undergo much emotional probing.

At one point that afternoon, Michael spent a few minutes recounting the songs his parents had played for them as kids, enjoying himself as he quoted what Julius had called "nonsense" lyrics from "Oh! Susanna" and other "camp songs." If not quite fully transported back in time, he appeared willing, at least, to try going there.

Without meaning to, I broke the spell. As Michael began to reflect on his relationship with Ethel, and his sense that he'd been a "bad boy," frequently misbehaving, I tried to prompt Robby to add his own recollections from that pre-arrest period. "I don't know," Robby said, and paused. Maybe it was too much to expect a 3-year-old to have formed clear memories. In any case, he quickly changed the subject back to their decades of advocacy work.

Before I boarded my return train to New York City, Michael reminded me to look out the window on my left. A few stops away, in Ossining, the barbed-wire fences and high turrets of Sing Sing towered over the tracks. In opting to spend his retirement near his grandkids, Michael had ended up living half an hour from the site of his parents' deaths.

Robby and Michael visited their parents in prison for the first time in the summer of 1951, after more than a year apart. By then, the boys had gotten used to the Hebrew Children's Home, and then they had gotten picked up from it. Now they were staying with their "Bubbie," Sophie Rosenberg, who played with them and cooked foods they liked. Still, they were eager to see their parents again.

Julius and Ethel were separated in prison, allowed to see each other only once a week or so. Mostly, they communicated through letters. Anxious to put the boys at ease, Julius wrote to Ethel that he planned to draw them pictures of trains, boats, and buses. "Hah! You can't make me jealous with your boats and trains," she replied. "I have an envelope full of rare specimens collected with painstaking care by that intrepid hunter of wild insects, namely, your wife!" She worried that Robby in particular "may be a little shy and strange with us."

In another letter to Julius, Ethel imagined how they might explain their situation to the boys. "Of course, we feel badly that we are separated from you but we also know that we are not guilty and that an injustice has been done to us by people who solved their own problems by lying about us," she wrote. "It's all right to feel any way you like about them, so long as your feelings don't give you pain and make you unhappy."

At Sing Sing, the boys saw Ethel first, then Julius. Determined to prove his fearlessness, Michael asked to see the electric chair for himself. Ethel had suggested that Julius describe its effect as "painless electrocution," similar to "a highly magnified electric shock that anybody might sustain."

"The fact is both children are disturbed," Julius wrote after the visit.

The executions had been set for May 1951, but the date kept getting pushed back as appeals made their way through the legal system. On subsequent visits, all four Rosenbergs were allowed to be together, and the mood of their reunions became lighter. As a family, they laughed and sang songs; sometimes, they played hangman. When Michael asked his parents if they were truly innocent, they assured him that they were.

"You boys are our greatest pleasure and joy in life and we love you more than anything else in the world," Julius wrote in one letter. And indeed, it's hard to read the letters, and the various accounts of these visits, and come to any conclusion other than that Ethel and Julius loved their sons. They agonized over the details of the boys' care and cursed the government for separating them.

But it's also hard not to question why they didn't do more to prevent their sons from being orphaned--why they chose not to take advantage of the numerous opportunities they were given to cooperate with the authorities, and to live.

Ethel's younger brother David Greenglass made a different choice. When Klaus Fuchs was arrested by the British in early 1950 for passing atomic plans to the Soviets, his testimony led American authorities to Harry Gold, a chemist. Gold in turn led them to David, who had been a machinist at Los Alamos during World War II, and his wife, Ruth.

The Greenglasses quickly confessed that they had been part of a spy ring led by Julius Rosenberg, through whom they said they had shared sketches of the atomic bomb's design with the Soviets in 1945. Ruth said that Julius had told her to recruit David, and that Ethel was there and had been encouraging.

The FBI was certain that Julius had more valuable information, and hoped that he would confess and name names, just as his brother- and sister-in-law had. But Julius denied everything, and refused to point a finger at anyone else. So J. Edgar Hoover decided to adopt a recommendation from a subordinate, who wrote that agents should "consider every possible means" to make Julius talk--including bringing charges against Ethel. Hoover wrote to the attorney general: "Proceeding against his wife might serve as a lever."

The Greenglasses' testimony gave the government enough evidence for an arrest warrant. But like Julius, Ethel told the authorities nothing--nor did her arrest have the intended effect on her husband. The trial, though, brought out new testimony from the Greenglasses, who said that Ethel hadn't just been a supportive bystander, but had typed up David's hard-to-read notes on classified atomic science. Now the death penalty seemed like a real possibility for both Rosenbergs.

At the sentencing, Judge Irving R. Kaufman said that he considered the couple's actions "worse than murder"--a crime with untold numbers of past and future victims. Russian access to the atomic bomb, Kaufman said, had "already caused, in my opinion, the Communist aggression in Korea, with the resultant casualties exceeding 50,000 and who knows but that millions more of innocent people may pay the price of your treason." Kaufman made clear that both husband and wife were to blame. "Julius Rosenberg was the prime mover in this conspiracy," he said, but Ethel was a "full-fledged partner." Both therefore deserved to die.

Subsequent revelations from multiple prosecutors in the case have shown that the judge didn't come to this conclusion entirely on his own. Roy Cohn, who was an assistant U.S. attorney on the case, later said that prosecutors had had clandestine phone conversations with Kaufman, "especially about whether Ethel should be sentenced to death."

The Rosenbergs' co-defendant, Morton Sobell, a former classmate of Julius's at City College, also claimed total innocence. Sobell was convicted of conspiracy to commit espionage and sentenced to 30 years in prison (he was spared the death penalty because no evidence tied him to sharing atomic secrets). David was sentenced to 15 years in prison and served less than 10. Ruth, who was never charged, stayed with their two young children.

A few weeks before their deaths, the Rosenbergs were visited at Sing Sing by James V. Bennett, the director of the Bureau of Prisons. Bennett said he'd been sent by the attorney general with an offer: If they were ready to talk, officials would recommend clemency.

Ethel was outraged. "I made it short and sweet," she wrote to her lawyer. "I was innocent, my husband was innocent, and neither of us knew anything about espionage." What right did the government have "to try to forcibly wring from us a false confession, by dangling our lives before us like bait before hapless fish! Pay the price we demand, or forfeit your lives, is that the idea?" Bennett pleaded with her to change her mind.

The deputy attorney general later said of Ethel, "She called our bluff."

In June 1953, the day after their 14th wedding anniversary, after several last-minute appeals--including to the U.S. Supreme Court--had failed, Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, ages 35 and 37, had one final afternoon together, separated by wire mesh. Ethel wrote a letter to their sons that they would both sign: "We wish we might have had the tremendous joy and gratification of living our lives out with you," it said. "Always remember that we were innocent and could not wrong our conscience. We press you close and kiss you with all our strength."

The letter would have a much wider audience than just Robby and Michael, who were by then living with family friends in New Jersey. The uncertain fate of the Rosenbergs had become global news, and the couple's letters were being distributed in dozens of countries via pamphlets and newspapers. From December 1952 to June 1953, 80 rallies in support of the Rosenbergs were held in Paris alone. One French diplomat told Secretary of State John Foster Dulles that the case was "the most troublesome issue affecting relations between the United States and Europe."


"PLEASE don't let my parents DIE. My little Brother and I need and miss them," Michael wrote in a letter to 
a left-wing weekly. (Christopher Churchill for The Atlantic)



Last summer, Robby, Michael, and I visited the archives at Boston University's library, where many of their parents' prison letters are housed. As we looked through the collection, Michael said that, when it comes to his mother's letters, he considers only two or three "really real"--that is, not written for public consumption. He has returned to one of these often.

Two days before the scheduled executions, Robby and Michael visited their parents for the last time. Michael left crying and screaming: "One more day to live, one more day to live!" But Ethel didn't cry. Later, she tried to explain her behavior in a note she sent her sons via her lawyer. To show emotion "would have been so easy, far too easy on myself," she told them. "I took the hard way instead of the easy, because I love you more than myself and because I knew you needed that love far more than I needed the relief of crying." She continued:

I know, sweethearts, an explanation of this kind cannot ever substitute for what we have been missing and for what we hope to be able to return to, nor do I intend it as any such thing. Only, as I say, we need to try to remain calm and free from panic so that we can do all we can to help one another to see this thing through!


Just after 8 p.m. on June 19, Julius followed Sing Sing's Jewish chaplain to the electric chair. As the rabbi prayed, the executioner secured the five leather straps. Before he delivered the fatal shocks, he put a leather face mask on Julius meant to prevent his eyes from popping out of his head. Julius was pronounced dead after he received three charges of electricity.

The rabbi then gave Ethel a final chance to live. Did she have any names to share? She said she did not: "I'm innocent; I'm prepared to die." She was strapped in and masked. The executioner delivered three shocks. But doctors found that the three charges had not been sufficient; Ethel's heart was still beating. It took two more jolts, and four and a half minutes total, to kill her.

Michael and Robby were watching a baseball game on TV when a news flash came on the screen announcing that their parents were about to be executed. The adults sent the boys out to play ball with friends. By the time they came back in, they were orphans.

I first read Robby's memoir, An Execution in the Family, soon after it was published, in 2004. I was 11 then, and gripped by the kid's-eye perspective of the early chapters. I retained two distinct mental images from the book. One was of the Hebrew Children's Home. The other was of a train set, which served as a partial answer to the question of how the boys could have turned out as well-adjusted as they had; there was, strange as it sounds, a happy part of this story.

On Christmas Eve 1953, the boys went to a party at the home of W. E. B. Du Bois, who had advocated for clemency for Ethel and Julius. Inside the largest house the boys had ever been in was an enormous Christmas tree with a pile of presents underneath it, all for them. This was where Michael and Robby first met Anne and Abel Meeropol, who asked them that night if they wanted to move in with them. Their own two sons had been stillborn, and Anne and Abel, now in their 40s, wanted badly to be parents.

By the start of 1954, Robby and Michael were living with the Meeropols in Manhattan; the couple were fun and loving, and the boys quickly began calling them Mommy and Daddy. But one night in mid-February, after Robby had gone to sleep, New York City police officers knocked on the door of the couple's apartment to demand that he and Michael be turned over immediately.

Ethel and Julius's lawyer had died of a heart attack before he could legally transfer guardianship to the Meeropols. Now two child-welfare groups had obtained a court order to remove Michael and Robby from the Meeropols' home, on the grounds that living with former Communist Party members was not in the boys' best interest. Abel refused to open the door and, in Michael's telling, informed the officers that, if they wanted to take Robby and Michael, they'd have to kill him first. Somehow, he and Anne were able to arrange with lawyers to keep the boys overnight.

The next day, a judge ruled that Robby and Michael should be considered wards of the state and sent them to an orphanage. But the day after that, the Meeropols and Sophie Rosenberg, the boys' grandmother, appealed to the New York Supreme Court, which gave Sophie temporary custody. For the next several months, Robby lived in fear of being sent back to the orphanage. Eventually, in September 1954, he and Michael were allowed to return to the Meeropols'. Recounting this turning point as we pored over the archives at Boston University, Michael began to cry. Anne later told him, he said, that she and Abel had plans to flee to the Soviet Union with the boys if they were not granted custody.

Michael and Robby started using the Meeropol name almost immediately, allowing them at last to slip back into private life, and they were formally adopted in 1957. The family's Washington Heights apartment was, as Michael and Robby remember it, always full of laughter, music, and funny voices; it had room for all of their toys, including a Lionel electric train set. The boys kept huge tanks of fish and had a cat named Fuzzy Shnooky Romeo. When Robby went away to camp, Abel drew him cartoon postcards with silly, smiling animals. "Daddy got us worms!" the fish exclaim in one. "Yum! Yum! Hooray!" Abel signed the postcards "Pop." Robby still has them.


In 1954, Robby and Michael went to live in Manhattan with Anne and Abel Meeropol, who later became their adoptive parents. (Christopher Churchill for The Atlantic; courtesy of the Meeropol family)



Both Abel and Anne had been public-school teachers; Abel had taught James Baldwin high-school English. Abel was also a songwriter--in the 1930s, he'd written the music and lyrics to "Strange Fruit," a song about lynching made popular by Billie Holiday--and had been successful enough that the couple could now live primarily off his royalties, in effect serving as full-time parents.

Anne and Abel rarely brought up the past with Michael and Robby, but when Ethel and Julius did come up, the Meeropols reinforced their sons' impression of them as brave, principled people who had been wrongly executed. As they grew into adulthood, Michael and Robby came to treat that final letter from June 1953 as gospel: Always remember that we were innocent and could not wrong our conscience.

In the years immediately following his parents' executions, Michael said, he didn't cry at all. But when he was 16, a work of fiction--a 1947 novel by Willard Motley--finally cracked the defensive shell he'd developed. In his journal, he wrote:

I read the end of Knock on Any Door which describes a man's feelings as he goes to his death in the chair. It shook me, and it broke me. I realized that the two dearest people in the world to me had gone through that agony and more. They probably worried about their "babies" and what would happen to them. My God was it awful. I cried and cried and cried so much. I feel terrible.


Oh to be half as courageous as those two wonderful people--Ethel and Julius Rosenberg. MY GOD


Abel saw him crying, and saw what he'd been reading, and gave him a long hug.

More than their childhood, Robby and Michael wanted to talk with me about the chapter of their lives that began in the 1970s, when they chose to "come out" as Rosenbergs after years of keeping quiet about who they were.

One night in early 1973, Michael heard that a trial lawyer named Louis Nizer, who had not been involved in the Rosenberg case, was reading out loud from his parents' prison letters on TV. Nizer had just published a popular book about the case, The Implosion Conspiracy, which concluded that the Rosenbergs were guilty as charged. Michael called Robby, upset. The brothers believed that they held the copyright to their parents' letters, which they saw as their sole inheritance. Why should Nizer be allowed to use them for his own biased ends?

On June 19, 1973, the 20th anniversary of their parents' deaths, they filed a lawsuit. "We are strongly reaffirming our identification with and respect for our murdered parents and what they did for us both in their role as citizens as well as in their relationship with us as parents," they wrote. It wasn't long before the press showed up. "All of a sudden we were public," Robby recalled. "And the sky didn't fall." In some ways, it was liberating to no longer be keeping such a big secret.

The legal bills were expensive, and they began traveling around the country to raise money, giving speeches under the auspices of a new National Committee to Reopen the Rosenberg Case. They planned to use the Freedom of Information Act to obtain the government's evidence, or lack thereof, about their parents. In 1974, Robby stood onstage at Carnegie Hall and declared, "In the next year we are going to blow the lid on this case."

Touring the country, they met well-wishers who were emotional about seeing "the boys" as grown men, people who cried and hugged them and hung around a little too long. Robby and Michael found this draining. Their preferred approach relied more on logic than emotion. They vowed to follow the facts. They would become experts; they would make an unimpeachable case. They wouldn't get carried away by anger or grief.

Still, revisiting the letters and reading the trial transcripts for the first time forced Michael to relive the pain of his parents' deaths, he told me. Publicly, he remained composed, but in private, for a year or so, he "cried, cursed, raged," struck anew by the pathos of his parents' correspondence and the could-have-beens of their complex appeals process. By the late 1970s, the brothers were exhausted by the work of being professional Rosenbergs, and starting to worry that the effort was futile. Their FOIA lawsuit had yielded hundreds of thousands of documents, but there was no smoking gun--maybe there never would be.

From the October 1983 issue: The Rosenberg file

Sometimes, Robby and Michael told me, they wondered if there might be more to their parents' story than what was in their letters. They never questioned that Ethel and Julius had been framed as atomic spies, but could they have committed some lesser offense that had made them government targets? Yet whenever the brothers asked Morton Sobell, their parents' co-defendant, to tell them the truth, all they got was the same one-line answer: They were innocent.

With the collapse of the Soviet Union, rumors started trickling out of Russia: According to erstwhile KGB agents now speaking openly for the first time, Julius Rosenberg had in fact been a spy, and a valuable one. But Soviet intelligence operatives aren't anyone's idea of reliable sources, and it was easy for Robby and Michael to brush their claims aside.

In July 1995, the U.S. government released a series of previously classified documents known as the Venona files. These decrypted Soviet communications from the 1940s told a similar story to that of the former KGB agents: Julius, along with Ruth and David Greenglass, had spied for the Soviet Union. The headlines crowed with the certainty of a fresh verdict: "NEW EVIDENCE PROVES COUPLE WERE SPIES, OFFICIALS SAY."

To Robby and Michael, suddenly seeing their parents in the news again as spies was painful. The whole thing felt like a disaster--"like a ton of bricks," as Robby put it to me. In a joint statement, they suggested that the NSA and the CIA had "cooked" the evidence to frame their parents. Venona, they insisted, changed none of their conclusions. One official release was not going to be enough to undo years of deep suspicion of the government.

Still, Robby and Michael parsed the new evidence carefully. The files, they noticed, contained only one mention of Ethel: She was politically aligned with her husband and aware of his activities, the decrypted text said, but "in view of delicate health does not work." This seemed like an important clue. If you interpreted "work" to mean "spy," as Robby and Michael did, that would suggest the damning typing story was pure invention on the Greenglasses' part.


Ethel's brother David Greenglass told authorities that he had been part of a spy ring led by Julius Rosenberg. (Ruth Morgan / New York Daily News Archive / Getty)



Slowly, more clues emerged. In 1999, a former KGB agent published a book revealing findings from Soviet archives that had briefly been opened a few years earlier. This, too, implicated Julius as a spy. Then, in a 2001 TV interview, David Greenglass (who had been living under an assumed name since he got out of prison and appeared on the program in disguise) admitted that he'd lied on the stand when he said that Ethel had typed his notes. "I don't know who typed it, frankly," he said. "To this day, I can't even remember that the typing took place."

Greenglass did not express remorse for having sent his sister to her death, citing her "stupidity" for not cooperating with authorities. He said his conscience was clean. When the interviewer asked him what he would say to Robby and Michael, whom he had not seen since they were children, he replied, "I'm sorry that your parents are dead."

Morton Sobell was the one person who could definitively answer Robby and Michael's questions about their parents. He had been Julius's friend since they'd met as engineering students at City College. He had stood trial with both Rosenbergs and, after getting out of prison in 1969, stayed in touch with Robby and Michael.

For nearly six decades, Sobell maintained his innocence. But in 2008, at the age of 91, he told a reporter that, yes, he and Julius had turned over military secrets to the Soviet Union during World War II. If you wanted to call that spying, then sure, they'd been spies. Ethel, he said, had known what Julius was doing. "But what was she guilty of? Of being Julius's wife." Robby and Michael felt as though, for the first time, a trusted source had stated it plainly: Julius was a spy, and Ethel was not.

The brothers were shocked by Sobell's sudden admission. They had asked him again and again to tell them the truth about their parents, even if only in private. Why had he lied? Michael still thinks about this, he said: "What if Morty had been honest with us?" He could have spared them so many years of uncertainty.

Even so, the brothers told me that finally learning the truth was a relief. They were in their 60s by then--both grandfathers--and had had more than a decade to consider the information in Venona. They now understood that their parents' prosecution hadn't been a senseless witch hunt, as they'd once believed. Ethel and Julius hadn't been targeted randomly, or simply for having been Jewish Communists during the McCarthy era. And because Sobell himself had been the one to say it publicly, Robby and Michael wouldn't have to do the uncomfortable job of breaking the news to the remaining Rosenberg true believers, who still thought that any talk of spying was a government hoax.

I was taken aback by their matter-of-factness. Was that really it? Could their ultimate reaction to learning that Julius had spied for the Soviet Union have been gratitude that they didn't have to be the messengers? I wanted to know how they felt about the actual spying--about the fact that their father had shared highly classified information in order to aid another, later hostile, country's militarization, destroying their family in the process.

When I pressed them on this, Michael and Robby conceded that perhaps Julius had been, as Robby put it, "kind of a cowboy," prone to taking big risks without much concern for the effect they might have. Maybe, Michael suggested, a more responsible choice for a spy would have been to not have children at all. Nonetheless, they both remain sympathetic toward their father, and continue to argue that he was unfairly prosecuted. Even if Julius was a spy, they maintain, he was not an atomic spy, and as such was not guilty of the charges for which he was executed.

Julius seems to have approached his spying with a sprightly, if naive, enthusiasm. He was 24 and working as a junior engineer for the Army Signal Corps in New York when he was recruited by Russian agents in 1942, drawn to the promise of helping defeat Hitler and the notion, however fanciful, that the Soviet Union represented a solution to America's social ills. He went on to provide thousands of documents containing valuable military-industrial information, and became an active recruiter. His Soviet handler Alexander Feklisov recalled in his memoir that Julius could sometimes "be as carefree as a teenager," such as when he greeted the Russian during an early street-corner meeting with a hearty "Hello comrade!" On another occasion, Feklisov wrote, Julius told him that, although he loved his wife and son (this was before Robby was born), his meetings with Feklisov were "among the happiest moments of my life."

Unlike Julius, Ethel was never given a code name in Venona, which Michael and Robby took to mean that she was not a spy. Why, then, should she have sacrificed herself, leaving her sons behind, particularly after Julius was executed and she was given one last chance to cooperate? Why did she choose death?

The question nagged at me for months; no single explanation--psychological, political, or otherwise--felt completely satisfying. Part of me wanted to see Ethel as a victim, caught between her husband's recklessness, the vindictiveness of powerful men who didn't care whether she lived or died, and the fear that she was already too far down a path of deception to allow the world, let alone her sons, to learn the messy truth. I thought about the toll that years of what was essentially solitary confinement, as the only woman on death row, would take on anyone; it seemed likely that she was not, by the end, thinking rationally. But that way of looking at it denied Ethel agency. It was possible, of course, that she'd made the choice to die of her own free will--as a martyr for the Communist cause, to make the United States look bad, out of loyalty to Julius.

When I raised the subject with Robby and Michael, they readily agreed that Ethel could have saved herself, had she wanted to. "She did have names," Robby said. "In fact, if she'd given the names of Sarant and Barr"--Alfred Sarant and Joel Barr, members of the spy ring who had already defected to the Soviet Union--"nothing would have happened."

"So should she have?" I asked.

Both brothers replied immediately and emphatically. "Oh no," Michael said. "I don't see why," Robby added. Making any choice other than the one she ultimately made, they argued, would have left Ethel with a permanent sense of guilt over turning on her husband and reversing her steadfast commitment to "see this thing through"--the battle she'd been waging, and the story of innocence she'd been telling her sons and the world for three years.

"Mom could've said, I knew Julius was a spy; I helped him a little bit. I knew the names of two of the people he worked with. That's all I know; take it or leave it," Michael said. "They would've taken it."

"Who knows," Robby muttered, but Michael's counterfactual scenario seemed plausible enough to me, and I let him keep talking as he imagined what might have happened next.

"She would have served some time in prison, and repudiated her marriage, and repudiated all the people who had supported them, and pulled the rug out from under Rob and me when they said that 'we were innocent.' And then shown up in our lives."

I knew he was trying to explain why this never would have worked. But even if their mother reappearing in their lives at a later date might have proved complicated, it was hard for me to believe that it would truly have been worse than not having her in their lives at all. "We might have grown up to hate her," Michael continued. He wasn't sure he could have forgiven her for turning on his father--or for exposing the reality, while she was still alive, that both parents had lied to their sons. "The thought of her living that life was so horrible that I think it was easier to just follow him into the grave."

Michael seemed to be saying that by admitting her dishonesty, Ethel would have ruined their childhood and poisoned any prospect of a future relationship with her. But wouldn't some people see the fact that she'd died for a story she knew was false--something the brothers were acknowledging--as a greater betrayal? Michael and Robby didn't seem willing to think about it that way. In their telling, Ethel had died, at least in part, to protect them.


Ethel at her arraignment in August 1950 (Hulton Archive / Getty)



For the brothers to wish for any other outcome would be for them to wish for an entirely different life than the one they've had and, against all odds, mostly enjoyed. It would be to wish that they'd had a childhood with no Meeropols, and an adulthood with more secrecy, less purpose. Faced with something--someone--so ultimately unknowable, perhaps the best that anyone can do is decide on their own version of the truth and stick to it.

I am not, I realize, the first to raise these contradictions. The ghost of Ethel Rosenberg has haunted American life for decades, by turns exasperating and enthralling those--psychiatrists, playwrights, novelists, scholars, journalists, relatives--who have tried to wrap their arms around the meaning of her life and death.

Few today would dispute that the government's case against Ethel was less than airtight. In 2015, after David Greenglass died, his 1950 grand-jury testimony was unsealed. "I said before, and say it again, honestly, this is a fact: I never spoke to my sister about this at all," Greenglass had said. If that was true, then he had likely perjured himself when later, at trial, he gave the evidence that led to Ethel's conviction and sentencing. To some, Ethel's alleged encouragement of David's recruitment is evidence enough of her active role in the conspiracy to commit espionage of which she was found guilty. But Robby and Michael argue that knowledge of a conspiracy is not the same as participation in it--and that the prosecution failed to produce any proof she did participate, beyond what came directly from the Greenglasses' unreliable accounts.

Whether or not you believe that the Rosenbergs deserved to die, there's no denying that the punishment they received was unusually severe. Harry Gold was convicted of conspiracy to commit espionage and got out of prison in time to work as a clinical chemist in a Philadelphia pathology lab before he died at 60. Ruth Greenglass confessed to being a courier at Los Alamos and never spent a single night in jail. And, indeed, the case against Ethel was especially thin.

All of this ought, I think, to count for something in any honest assessment of the legal and ethical validity of the Rosenberg verdict. But I wasn't sure that the injustice of the whole affair was enough to explain, logically or morally, the clarion confidence of Ethel's claim that "I was innocent, my husband was innocent, and neither of us knew anything about espionage." That was a lie.

Last summer, I visited Robby in western Massachusetts, where we sat in his sunny home office as his elderly gray cat threatened to knock over our water glasses. On the wall next to Robby's desk, I noticed a calendar from the Union of Concerned Scientists. The cartoon for that month showed a uniformed military official lounging coquettishly on a bed, phone in hand. The caption read: "No, you dismantle your nuclear arsenal first."

Other walls displayed framed mementos from the Rosenberg Fund for Children, the nonprofit Robby started in 1990 that supports the children of progressive activists who have lost their livelihood, been discriminated against, faced prison time, or died as a result of their activism (my parents have been longtime supporters of the RFC). Pointing to the images in his office, Robby told me that the organization has allowed him to connect with hundreds of kids and teenagers who can relate to what he experienced. They have sometimes asked why he's not angrier. His response has always been that he considers his work to be a form of "constructive revenge."

"My taste in vengeance is more intellectual than physical," Michael wrote in the '80s. Talking with him in the 2020s, I could see what he meant. Rather than cause for frustration, it seemed to be almost a source of comfort that there will always be another thread in the Rosenberg case to pull--more documents to uncover, more verbal combat to undertake.

Over the past decade, Robby and Michael have made a concerted push for Ethel's exoneration. In December 2016, the brothers again stood outside the White House, this time to deliver a petition asking President Obama to exonerate their mother in light of the newly released grand-jury testimony. They held a photograph of themselves there as boys, delivering the plea to Eisenhower that went unanswered. This one did, too.

But a newly declassified document released toward the end of Joe Biden's presidency once again gave them hope. In September 2024, the brothers received a copy, via their lawyer, of a handwritten 1950 memo by Meredith Gardner, the chief Venona code breaker. If the Venona files represented Gardner's translated decryptions of the original Russian messages, this document, they believed, showed his own takeaways from those decryptions, and were thus a better reflection of the U.S. government's top-level findings. Gardner wrote, for example, that Ruth Greenglass was known "to have been a Soviet agent." Just below that are his notes on Ethel:

MRS. JULIUS ROSENBERG--A message of 27 November 1944 stated that Mrs. Rosenberg was a party member, a devoted wife, and that she knew about her husbands work, but that due to ill health she did not engage in the work herself.


Unlike the earlier releases, which stated only that Ethel did not work, this one specified that she did not engage in the work--the spying.

To Michael and Robby, this was the smoking gun that they had spent 50 years hoping to find. The first time they read the memo, they told me, they high-fived; Michael cried. They called on the Biden administration to exonerate their mother. Again, they were disappointed.

One virtue of Julius and Ethel having been dead for nearly three-quarters of a century is that their sons will never have to confront them about what they now know; one difficulty is that they will never get to. This impossibility seems to act as a kind of buffer. They can shake their heads at their father's actions and tell themselves that their mother did the only thing she could, while reserving their deepest outrage for the one actor they still have the power to wrangle with: the United States government.

On several occasions over the course of my reporting, Michael brought up the petition that he and Robby had tried to deliver to Obama in 2016. Still eager for a reply, Michael sent a letter to the Obama Foundation in Chicago in the spring of 2025, and then another--by certified mail--to the foundation's office in Washington, D.C. He never heard back.

Recently, Michael told me that he had given up on trying to elicit a response from the former president. "I thought it was a bigger deal than other people did," he admitted. Robby, for his part, told me he preferred to look forward, not back. He is 79 now; his brother is 83.

But Robby didn't mean that he was ready to stop thinking about his parents' deaths or fighting for his mother's exoneration--only that he didn't want to waste any more time on old strategies that hadn't panned out. The brothers are working with Representative Jim McGovern, Robby's congressman, who last year made a floor speech in the House about Ethel and has advocated for her exoneration. They'd love to see a major Hollywood movie about their mother, they said, to reignite public interest in the case.

Listening to them, I thought about the train tracks Michael had drawn as a kid, endlessly looping back on themselves. Where, if anywhere, might these latest efforts lead? In some ways, the brothers have gotten much further in their quest than they ever anticipated they would; their deep satisfaction at the 2024 release of the Gardner memo came not just from its contents, but also from the somewhat improbable fact that they lived to see it, after 50 years of requests and lawsuits and petitions. It had given them a sense of forward motion, and a measure of vindication late in their lives. They knew far more than they once had. How could they stop now?



This article appears in the August 2026 print edition with the headline "The Rosenberg Boys."
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The Sports Overload Is Here

More games are a good thing--up to a point.

by Jacob Stern

Fri, 10 Jul 2026




This summer's lineup of sporting events has been an embarrassment of riches. This morning, the No. 1 men's tennis player in the world (Jannik Sinner) and the winningest men's tennis player of all time (Novak Djokovic) played in the semifinal of the biggest tennis tournament in the world (Wimbledon). In the afternoon, Spain and Belgium are kicking off their World Cup quarterfinal match. If that wasn't enough, the evening brings a full slate of Major League Baseball games, plus NBA Summer League debuts for half the league's rookies. All of this comes after a packed June in which, at one point, the World Cup, the NBA finals, and the NHL finals all briefly overlapped.



If it feels like there is more sports to watch than ever before, that's because there is. This year's World Cup is the biggest ever, the tournament having jumped from 32 teams to 48. It may come around only every four years, but the sports calendar no longer stops. The MLB, NHL, and NBA have all added games over the past few years. In 2020, the NFL tacked on two extra playoff games; the following year, the league added an extra regular-season game for the first time in nearly 50 years. Since then, it has colonized ever more calendar territory, rescheduling games from its standard Sunday slate to the Wednesday before Thanksgiving, Black Friday, Christmas Day, and a number of late-season Saturdays. Every major league has expanded over the past few years, Stephen Master, an adjunct professor of sports media at NYU and the former global head of sports at Nielsen, told me: "There's not a league that hasn't been touched by it." And while this isn't the first time these leagues have grown, the recent across-the-board expansion surge is unusual, the experts I spoke with all said.



If you're a sports fan like me, more games to watch can seem like a good thing. You don't get the tiny African island nation of Cape Verde holding out for a miraculous draw against the mighty Spain without a 48-team World Cup. When leagues expand their playoffs--as, say, the MLB did in 2022--they give more teams a chance to qualify and more fans something to root for. But the glut of games can also be overwhelming, even if you aren't someone who binges three different leagues. There's simply too much.



The feeling of excess has to do in part with changes to the sports-media ecosystem. Before streaming, most viewers had access only to local, in-market games and a handful of national broadcasts each week. Now die-hard fans can watch everything (although doing so might require three separate streaming subscriptions on top of a cable package). If you want to consume all 570 hours of top-flight Spanish soccer over the course of a season, that is an option available to you.



But a good deal of blame falls on sports leagues themselves. More games means more money: more ticket sales, more corporate sponsorship opportunities, and more valuable media-rights packages. Master suspects that last factor in particular may go a long way in explaining the ballooning schedules. In 2005, 14 of the top 100 live TV broadcasts were sports, according to Nielsen; in 2025, they made up 95 of the top 100. As the bottom has fallen out of virtually all other live TV programming, networks have come to rely on sports--and they'll pay through the teeth to keep them. At same time, they're now competing for media rights against deep-pocketed streaming behemoths such as Netflix, Apple, and Amazon.



The more the value of TV deals swells, Master said, the more money leagues leave on the table by not expanding. In 2024, the NFL sold the rights to televise a few games to Netflix for $75 million apiece--this fall, Netflix will broadcast the first-ever NFL game on Thanksgiving Eve.



In aggregate, the expansions contribute to a feeling of oversaturation, of too-muchness. For a fanatic, either you're always missing something or sports take over your entire life. How are you supposed to have a regular, socially and familially acceptable Christmas Day while also keeping tabs on five prime NBA matchups and three NFL games? For a casual viewer, the proliferation of games can detract from the experience of watching any individual one.



Consider the NBA. The league introduced a pre-playoffs play-in tournament in 2021 and another in-season tournament in 2023. Yet for many years now, fans have complained that the 82-game season is too long, as have such leading lights as LeBron James and the Golden State Warriors coach Steve Kerr. To preserve their bodies, players end up taking semi-regular off nights ("load management," to use the term of art), making it next-to-impossible for fans to predict whether the player they're buying a ticket to see will even suit up that night. The length of the season and inclusiveness of the postseason (two-thirds of teams get in) ensure that most games have little meaning.



The nature and extent of the problem varies league to league. But the drive to grow is universal, and so is the resistance. The move to expand the World Cup generated serious backlash, in part because the group stage of the tournament has become lower stakes and hopelessly arcane. And seemingly no one favors the College Football Playoff's planned expansion from 12 to 24 teams, because it will render regular-season games less consequential and water down the quality of the playoff itself. A number of MLB stars, too, have called for a shorter season, because 162 games is just flat-out a lot. Unlike basketball or baseball, pro football is far from the point where regular-season contests become meaningless, but that hasn't stopped its fans from debating whether the NFL is sapping some of the magic that comes from football's scarcity.



Whatever fans think of these expansions, chances are they'll tune in. Sure, they'll complain about how the extra games are diluting the product, but "everyone says that," Master said. "And then the ratings come out and they're incredible." This is not a matter of fickleness; it's a fundamental misfiring of the free market. Generally, if a business offers a product and it sells, that means consumers want it. But when sports leagues add games, the experience for fans degrades in a way that doesn't always show up in the dollars and cents. Just because a fan watches the 82nd game of the NBA regular season doesn't mean they wouldn't prefer, say, a 70-game season in which every game was a little more competitive.



There's no going back. FIFA is considering further expanding the World Cup to 64 teams, and the generally strong showings from first-time participants at this year's tournament will only bolster that push. Despite having tripled just a couple of years ago, plans to double the size of the College Football Playoff already seem to be in motion. And NFL owners are pushing hard for another week of games. "In the NFL, there's a sense of inevitability that it'll go to 18 games," Scott Rosner, a sports-management professor at Columbia University, told me. "There's almost too much money at stake for it not to." Owners aren't going to walk away from an extra $1 billion in revenue, and many players aren't going to walk away from the extra salary. The experts I spoke with couldn't think of a single example of that happening.



Sports have always been a business, but it can feel these days as though we're moving into a hard-knuckled, wring-out-every-penny era. The ever-multiplying micro-sponsorships, the split-screen commercial breaks interrupting play, the carving up of media rights, the expanded schedules--it all chips away, little by little, at the viewing experience. Add all of that to the way betting is reshaping the landscape, and in the process something intangible about sports fandom is being lost. Ultimately, every business has one destiny: to grow.
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What's Behind the Latest National Guard Surge in D.C.

The number of National Guardsmen in Washington, D.C., has jumped in recent weeks.

by Will Gottsegen

Fri, 10 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.

Donald Trump summoned the National Guard to Washington, D.C., last August in an attempt to "rescue" the city from "crime, bloodshed, bedlam and squalor and worse." Since then, the number of soldiers in the capital has ebbed and flowed as states have lent their own Guardsmen to the cause. A month ago, there were just under 3,000 members of the National Guard in the area; now there are more than 5,000.

Officially, this "summer surge" was framed as a way to address an anticipated spike in visitors and activity around the capital for America's ongoing 250th-birthday celebrations. But the National Guard is also involved in a much broader project known as the Safe and Beautiful mission--a federal initiative to clean up the city that Trump once described as a "rat-infested, graffiti-infested shithole." Troops from across the country are currently stationed in the city, but their remit is not entirely clear, and their effect on violent crime remains limited. Eleven months into Trump's experiment, they remain an ever-present symbol of the administration's power.

Last year, Trump declared a "crime emergency" in the city. Crime is a real problem in D.C., as it is in all cities. But the president's framing of the situation as an emergency meriting the immediate assistance of outside forces (which are usually called in for dramatic upticks in civic unrest) doesn't align with the numbers: Around the time when Trump first sent in the National Guard, violent crime in D.C. was hitting 30-year lows, in line with a national trend.

The precise tasks involved in keeping D.C. "safe and beautiful" have so far been ill-defined; troops have spent time directing traffic, clearing out homeless encampments, raking leaves, and mulching flower beds. Their presence has had mixed results on crime in the city. In May, the Niskanen Center released data showing that the deployment seemed to have decreased opportunistic property crime, such as theft, by 24 percent--a notable downturn. The data also showed that the deployment had had no measurable effect on violent crime, which had already been declining when the National Guard arrived. (The Guardsmen whom Trump deployed to D.C. are not authorized to make arrests, but they can detain individuals.) The advantage of the National Guard is its flexibility, Richard Hahn, one of the study's co-authors, told me. D.C. police have been "struggling to hire police officers for 10 years," he said, but with the Guard, "you can command these soldiers to go to the city and police it."

Trump's decision to deploy these soldiers has thoroughly spooked a populace that already distrusts the president. Roughly 80 percent of D.C. residents opposed the arrival of Guardsmen last year, according to one survey. The fear, as my colleagues Ashley Parker and Nancy A. Youssef put it at the time, is that "Washington is being used as a test case--the blueprint for Trump to deploy the National Guard across the country as a paramilitary police force--and that Americans are being conditioned to accept authoritarianism." In February, a report from the Senate Committee on Homeland Security indicated that the National Guard was using a variety of advanced data-collection tools (including the Defense Department's AI-enabled Maven Smart System) in support of its duties, raising "potential privacy and civil liberties concerns."

Ever since the National Guard arrived in D.C., troops have been criticized for seeming to spend a lot of time just standing around. Just standing around can be a component of law enforcement--being a visible presence on the street is one way to deter opportunistic crime--but it also generates unease. Jeffrey Butts, the director of the Research and Evaluation Center at the John Jay College of Criminal Justice, told me that the fear this deployment has created is likely part of the point. "This is not about crime, and it's not about policing," he argued. "It's politics and demonstrations of state power."

Many Republican-led states have dispatched their Guardsmen to the capital, but a few states with Democratic governors have also quietly lent their support. Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer sent approximately 170 of her state's Guardsmen to D.C. as part of the summer surge. This week, a coalition of watchdogs and observers signed a letter urging her to withdraw the state's troops and expressing concern that Guardsmen are carrying out operations unrelated to the July 4th celebrations. "When the governors put their Guard forces in the hands of the Trump administration, they are trusting the Trump administration not to misuse their Guard forces," Elizabeth Goitein, a contributor to The Atlantic and a senior director of the Brennan Center for Justice--an organization that signed the letter--told me. "The administration, to put it mildly, has not earned that trust."

Whitmer herself has expressed some skepticism about the administration's plans for the troops. About two weeks ago, she wrote her own letter to the head of the Michigan National Guard warning him to "take all necessary measures" to keep the state's troops focused on bolstering security for the festivities--and to keep them away from the more nebulous Safe and Beautiful mission. She added that if Michigan National Guard leadership is unwilling or unable to keep them focused solely on security for the anniversary festivities, she plans to withdraw the troops altogether.

Another blue-state governor, Tim Walz, recently made the decision to pull Minnesota's Guardsmen from D.C. earlier than expected, although a spokesperson for the state's National Guard told the AP that the decision was due to "the successful conclusion of festivities." The AP also reported this week that the one member of the Kentucky Guard who'd been sent to D.C. had been diverted away from the 250th-anniversary celebrations "without the knowledge or consent" of the state's governor or its Guard command, per a spokesperson for the Democratic governor. The Guardsman returned to Kentucky before the main events began. Hawaii's adjutant general, Major General Stephen F. Logan, confirmed to me that the state's troops, who began their duties in D.C. on Monday, will not be supporting the Safe and Beautiful mission either.

The longer these troops remain in the city, the more fear and anger they may inspire. The tension between the people and the troops has already exploded into violence; in November, two Guardsmen were shot and seriously injured. The deployment may have reduced some kinds of crime, but there's more than one way to measure its effect on the city.

Related:

	A terrible and avoidable tragedy in D.C.
 	Why is the National Guard in D.C.? Even they don't know. (From 2025)






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	CIA officers can sense the threat within.
 	The timidity of America's top generals
 	Believe the hype about teen takeovers.




Today's News

	The Trump administration has removed two members of the bipartisan Election Assistance Commission and accepted the resignation of another, leaving the independent election-oversight body without commissioners, the White House announced yesterday; the move, it said, was part of its effort to secure elections.
 	President Trump said that he will not sign a bipartisan housing bill despite its passage by Congress. The housing measure will still become law without his signature.
 	Trump said that the United States has agreed to Iran's request to continue talks but that the cease-fire is "over" after days of escalating strikes between the two countries. Qatari negotiators met with Iranian officials today to discuss traffic through the Strait of Hormuz, according to Reuters.
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	The Books Briefing: Emma Sarappo on what The Catcher in the Rye taught a teenage girl.
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Evening Read


Robby and Michael visited their parents in prison for the last time on June 16, 1953. Bettmann / Getty



The Rosenberg Boys

By Amy Weiss-Meyer

For those old enough to remember, Michael and Robby Meeropol will always be the Rosenberg boys.
 I never knew them as such, but it's not hard to imagine what they were like, in part because there are so many pictures. In one, from June 1953, they are sitting outside the White House in shirts and ties, wool coats, and Brooklyn Dodgers caps. Six-year-old Robby holds his grandmother's hand; to his right stands a rabbi ...
 Out of the frame, but documented in other photos from that day, are the placards that protesters carried invoking Robby and Michael, the helpless boys made symbols of what many believed was a grave injustice about to be perpetrated against their parents. (Counterprotesters, carrying signs saying fry 'em and hang 'em, disagreed.) Similar scenes played out around the world. After Pope Pius XII called for clemency, the Vatican's newspaper cited the "two little innocents on whose soul and destiny the death of their parents would forever leave sinister scars."
 I learned the broad outlines of the events that followed--the electric chair, and the orphans it left behind--half a century later, on a weekend visit to the home of my parents' friends Robby and Elli in western Massachusetts.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Galaxy Brain: The hidden cost of optimizing everything
 	The sports overload is here.
 	A new phase of the AI-jobs panic
 	The MIA caucus




Culture Break


Rafael Pavarotti / Warner Records



Listen. Madonna's new album is finally giving the world what it wants, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. Jordan Harper's new novel proves that noir can still channel the crises and neuroses of the moment, Carolyn Kellogg writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What <em>The Catcher in the Rye </em>Taught a Teenage Girl

J. D. Salinger's classic novel of teen alienation made me feel more connected to the world.

by Emma Sarappo

Fri, 10 Jul 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


Around the time I turned 15, I was convinced that the only person who really got me was a 17-year-old boy named Holden Caulfield. Although Holden is fictional, the protagonist of J. D. Salinger's classic novel The Catcher in the Rye felt three-dimensional to me. Yet in the 75 years since the book's publication, he has been flattened by pop culture into a character Salinger didn't create: an irritatingly male, misanthropic whiner. I think this depiction is unfair, and my colleague Lily Meyer agrees with me. Holden represents "a case against nihilism and a vision of a gentler sort of manhood," she wrote this week in The Atlantic. He's someone teenage boys can learn from, Meyer suggests; I know from experience that he has something to teach teenage girls too.

First, here are five new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	The end of reading is here.
 	Can tennis survive its new golden age?
 	The literary genre that thrives in hard times
 	"I Heard You Singing," a short story by Emily Ruskovich
 	"From Idaho B Roll," a poem by Brian Blanchfield


To be fair to his haters, Holden is fairly down on everyone he encounters. In his view, the boys at his school are phonies, as are pretty much all of the adults he knows. But Holden is not heedlessly pushing the world away. He's struggling with the knowledge that the values society is supposed to reward--honesty, most of all--are not what actually help people get ahead in life. He's grieving the loss of his brother Allie, who died of leukemia. He feels betrayed by his parents, who shipped him off to a military school several states away from home. When he puts his trust in a beloved teacher, his confidence is betrayed. He watches as boys his age learn how to manipulate girls, how to quash negative emotions, how to lie and use hypocrisy to come out on top. Holden hates it all.

As a similarly confused and unhappy teenager, I found in Holden--as I wrote in a ninth-grade assignment--"someone who is not quite a role model, but surely a relatable figure." Finally, one person was reacting in a way that may not have been exactly mature or ideal, but at least felt appropriate for the tumult and distress of adolescence. The great secret of Catcher, though--what gets lost in its reputation--is that Holden's attitude is itself phony. He's a tender kid who famously worries about the ducks in cold, icy Central Park, and who adores and hopes to protect his little sister, Phoebe. His indifferent attitude is just a self-protective persona he's trying on. As a 21st-century girl, I had an entirely different set of stressors, but it helped to see, even through fiction, that not every boy around me was satisfied by simply obsessing over sports or bragging about sex. Holden was an important reminder that on the inside, no teenager was exactly who they were pretending to be.

That year, I'd been employing defense mechanisms similar to Holden's--until I encountered Catcher's final lesson, which is that his armor can't block out his pain and fear. He has a breakdown, and although Salinger is too subtle a writer to give his book a tidy ending, Holden ends up more comfortable with the idea that we all have to grow up. Revisiting the novel 15 years later, I'm moved by the sense that life is very long. I'm no longer Holden's peer, and I feel almost maternal toward him. He'd never listen--and neither would my teenage self--but I want to tell him, with the benefit of hindsight, that he won't be stuck feeling this way forever.






The Wisdom of Holden Caulfield

By Lily Meyer

Beneath all the alienation, The Catcher in the Rye, which turns 75 this year, has a surprisingly hopeful--and ethical--outlook.

Read the full article.



What to Read

A Woman's Game: The Rise, Fall, and Rise Again of Women's Soccer, by Suzanne Wrack

In 2019, the U.S. women's national soccer team--a charismatic, politically active group that had openly feuded with President Donald Trump--took the pitch for the World Cup final against the Netherlands, and came out as heroic winners. America was watching: The match represented a modern pinnacle of popularity for the women's game in the U.S. and globally. Wrack's comprehensive history of women's soccer begins in the early 20th century, when it was so popular that England's Football Association, claiming that the sport was "unsuitable for females," actually banned women from playing for more than five decades. The book then continues to the present day, when the game has reached new heights. Wrack is straightforward in her storytelling, but she's clear about what the act of play truly means. Victory isn't the only thing on the line: Women playing elite soccer defy those who attempt to belittle their accomplishments--something the USWNT, who took constant heat from Trump, understands vividly. -- Will Leitch

From our list: Seven books that will change how you watch sports





Out Next Week

? Famous Men, by Julie Buntin

? Ada, by Mark Haber


? Not With a Bang, by Temi Oh




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Lewis Chamberlain



The Demon Next Door

By Stephanie McCrummen

"[Southland's] owner was Lisa Misosky, and she was chatting with customers one afternoon when she found out that people in town were accusing her of demonic activity, and not in a metaphorical way."

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.
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The Timidity of America's Top Generals

Deference to civilian power is part of the job but can go too far.

by Missy Ryan, Nancy A. Youssef

Fri, 10 Jul 2026




What is the role of a general in a democracy? Many of today's military leaders have a very particular answer: Focus on tactics, carry out orders, and otherwise shut up.

This is not what America's top officers have always done. The country's most senior generals and admirals are expected to provide unvarnished military counsel to the president and swear an oath to defend the Constitution. History is full of examples of officers who also spoke up about the ethics and strategic implications of the president's choices. But with a commander in chief who has stated that he prefers "the sort of generals that Hitler had," and a secretary of defense who has fired top officers for exhibiting insufficient loyalty, military leaders during the Trump presidency have defined their advisory role extremely narrowly.

Dan Caine, the general whom President Trump plucked out of retirement--and obscurity--to serve as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, has come to personify that circumspect approach. He presents military options and addresses tactical and force-related matters, but avoids big-picture questions of geopolitics and the probity of the administration's actions, provided the administration deems them legal. Other top officers have followed his example.

Caine articulated his stance to the graduates of the National Defense University last month. The future top ranks, he said, must be clear about the limits of their role when they advise senior leaders about the risks and benefits of potential operations. Can we go do this? is a military question, Caine told the officers sweltering in their dress uniforms, one "that the joint force answers." But "the should we? question lands at the policy level, and we don't do that in our business," he said.

Seen one way, Caine's studious deference to civilian authority is an appropriate correction from the generals in charge of America's wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, who were famously strident about what they thought the wars should be about and how they should be run. Top officers such as Caine serve at the pleasure of the president and can be relieved anytime; their jobs are to provide military counsel, not to shape preferred outcomes.

But looked at another way, Caine and other generals are being overly timid and deferential, in part because Pete Hegseth demands it. The secretary of defense has forced out more than 20 generals and admirals, including some of the most respected career officers in the forces: Caine's predecessor, Air Force General C. Q. Brown Jr.; two other members of the Joint Chiefs; and, most recently, Army General C. D. Donahue. Meanwhile, Hegseth has promoted less experienced officers. He has offered no explanation for each individual ouster, and the dismissals have fed a sense among his senior commanders that he prizes fealty and acquiescence over competence and experience.

Read: An Army shake-up in the middle of a war

Assertive generals, too, can offer bad advice. The Afghan and Iraq Wars, led by more outspoken military leaders, dragged on, cost trillions of dollars, and ended far short of victory. Yet the Iran war, led by more reticent brass, hasn't achieved the administration's stated objectives, either. Before the conflict started, commanders had crafted a contingency plan for the U.S. military to keep shipping moving through the Strait of Hormuz, which called for additional ships, troops, and other forces in anticipation that Tehran might attempt to close it. But the president chose a different course. Commanders faithfully executed the president's guidance and were careful not to criticize it publicly, only to see Iran close the strait to commercial traffic, disrupting global commerce and prompting the Trump administration to agree to a tenuous cease-fire and a (thus far futile) return to diplomacy.

All of which raises the question: How should the American public expect generals to behave?

The answer is made urgent by how Trump himself views the military. In his first term, Trump berated his Pentagon leaders as "dopes and babies"; after leaving office, he accused his chief military adviser of treason. In his second term, egged on by Hegseth, Trump has sent troops into U.S. cities and used the military for his legally dubious campaign against suspected drug traffickers in the Caribbean. He has also mused about deploying the military to monitor elections. That makes the balance that military leaders must strike--between deference to civilian leaders and their duty to the Constitution and the force they represent--an even thornier challenge. "If Trump 1.0 was the Olympic Games for these military leaders," Carrie Lee, a scholar who specializes in civil-military issues at the German Marshall Fund of the United States, a think tank, told us, "then Trump 2.0 is The Hunger Games."

Questions about how the military and its elected leaders should interact are older than the United States. General George Washington weighed in on policy with the Continental Congress during the Revolutionary War, repeatedly arguing that he did not have sufficient resources to defeat the British. When his pleas were rebuffed, he continued to advise the congress while adapting to what his civilian leaders wanted, with the goal of preserving the Continental Army. After victory, Washington famously resigned his military commission in 1783, before he became president.

One of the country's most successful examples of civilian-military partnership came decades later, when President Abraham Lincoln gave General Ulysses S. Grant broad operational latitude to lead Union forces in the Civil War and Grant accepted Lincoln's authority to set the conflict's political objectives.

Perhaps the greatest civilian-military controversy erupted in 1951 when President Harry Truman fired General Douglas MacArthur for publicly challenging the administration's approach to the Korean War. The president's decision to remove one of the nation's most celebrated (if outspoken) generals preserved the chain of command, even though many people believed that MacArthur had legitimate concerns about Truman's "limited war" strategy, which aimed to prevent escalation. Truman publicly explained his reasons for that decision, letting the rest of the force know what civilian leaders expected of them. (Historians generally agree that MacArthur, venerated battlefield leader though he was, had gone too far.)

This administration has been unique for its lack of transparency over why generals are ousted. And in the run-up to the war in Iran, there was no chance to hear from the generals and admirals who would lead that war. Americans heard much more forthright rationales from generals involved in the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Listen: The military Pete Hegseth wants

Before the 2003 Iraq invasion, General Eric Shinseki told members of Congress that he believed "something on the order of several hundred thousand soldiers" would be needed to occupy the country, an assessment that then-Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld rejected. General David Petraeus later made the case for surging forces into Iraq in a bid to take on a burgeoning insurgency. In that era, Petraeus and General Stanley McChrystal were nationally known figures who expounded on grand strategy, held forth with the media, and rallied the public around policies the military supported in ways that some civilian leaders believed was out of line.

When Joe Biden was vice president, he blamed generals such as McChrystal for attempting to "box in" President Obama on Afghanistan and force him into approving a massive troop increase. Obama wrote in his memoir that, as the Afghanistan debate came to a head, Biden leaned in close to the president's face and told him: "Don't let them jam you!" The White House wanted the Pentagon, officers joked darkly, to "shut up and color," like a kindergartner. (When Biden became president, he selected Lloyd Austin, a low-profile former general unlikely to challenge the White House, as his Pentagon chief.)

Many officers treat The Soldier and the State, by the political scientist Samuel Huntington, as their civil-military bible. The 1957 book advocates for civilian leaders to exercise "objective control" over a battle-hardened professional military class that remains apart from politics. But the most astute recognize the folly of the notion that the military can sidestep politics entirely. Particularly at the three- and four-star level, officers may refrain from engaging in partisan rhetoric and events, but they operate in the political realm, dealing with budgets, lawmakers, and the media.

America's Founders feared a military powerful enough to threaten democracy, so they vested ultimate authority in civilians. But they premised that system on the assumption that those civilians would use their power responsibly and with congressional oversight. During the first Trump administration, Pentagon leaders pushed back on the president's most egregious proposals. In 2020, Joint Chiefs Chairman Mark Milley was horrified when Trump suggested shooting unarmed protesters and deploying the military to police American streets. He and other Pentagon leaders worked behind the scenes to ensure a successful transition of power following the president's 2020 defeat.

Milley, a voluble Army general whom Trump hand-picked as military chief, epitomizes the assertive and politically confident officer, as comfortable with opinion makers and foreign leaders as he is with the average grunt. But some current and former officers we spoke with believe that Milley overstepped at times--for example, when he spoke in support of studying critical race theory before Congress, providing fodder for right-wing complaints about a woke military; or when he took what many saw as a veiled shot at Trump as a "wanna-be dictator" in his 2023 retirement speech. (Milley became such a bete noire for Trump that Biden, fearing the general would be prosecuted when Trump returned to power, gave Milley a preemptive pardon.)

From the November 2023 issue: How Mark Milley held the line 

Many of those same officers, who spoke on the condition of anonymity because of the sensitivity of the subject matter, now believe that Caine and others are overcorrecting for Milley's approach, especially in the face of Hegseth's stifling of dissent and his campaign to remake the military according to his vision of a hypermasculine, ultra-loyal force. The pendulum, these officers believe, has now swung back too far.

Kori Schake, a defense analyst and a contributing writer for The Atlantic who has also written a book about U.S. civil-military relations, told us that Hegseth's unexplained ousters, combined with a lack of public or congressional debate before military action in Iran, Venezuela, and the Caribbean, "have created a command climate that penalizes the honest evaluations of the military about issues on which the military is expert and the civilians are not." Vladimir Putin's cowed generals fostered the erroneous belief the Kremlin could score an easy victory in Ukraine; U.S. generals, Schake added, shouldn't have the same fear of speaking up. "That's very dangerous," she said. "That's how you lose wars."

Caine is known as an even-tempered, assiduous officer; he is awake by 3 a.m. and on his first call by 4:30. In his office hang images of the Stoic philosopher Marcus Aurelius, General George C. Marshall (a fellow Virginia Military Institute graduate), and the compound where U.S. forces hunted down the Islamic State leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. Caine has become one of Trump's closest aides, particularly because the president relies on just a small coterie of national security advisers. During his first 365 days on the job, Caine made more than 330 trips to the White House.

Caine's White House conversations remain private. His approach is "speaking truth to power, privately," one person familiar with his thinking told us. But speaking before Congress and the press, he has repeatedly ducked questions about the wisdom of Trump's controversial initiatives, including the deployment of National Guard troops in majority-Democrat cities and the decision to launch a war with Iran without congressional or public debate.

Read: Trump's new favorite general

Caine has often cited classified information or his need to "maintain trust" with his civilian bosses, among others, to explain why he won't publicly give even general assessments about major aspects of the war. Asked by Senator Dick Durbin, a Democrat from Illinois, during one hearing whether Operation Epic Fury, the code name for the Iran war, had achieved its goals, Caine replied: "Sir, only political leaders decide victory or defeat, and I'll leave it to them to opine on that." Detractors say that his background may explain some of his approach: Unlike past chairmen, Caine had not previously served at the four-star level, where officers gain valuable political experience, or headed a large command.

Some officers have been more forthright. General Gregory Guillot, the head of Northern Command, acknowledged to lawmakers that it would be illegal to place armed troops at polling places except in the case of an armed rebellion, even though the president has suggested he might do just that.

But other senior officers have followed Caine's tight-lipped lead, careful not to seem at odds with their bosses. Early in the Iran war, Hegseth declared that America would provide "no quarter" to its enemies. The military's own rules prohibit such orders or statements because they imply leaving no survivors on the battlefield or executing prisoners of war. In a congressional hearing in May, Representative Jason Crow, a Colorado Democrat and former Army Ranger, asked Admiral Brad Cooper, the head of U.S. Central Command, to affirm that the Law of War Manual prohibited such a declaration. "It's clear from a U.S. military perspective, we follow the law of armed conflict," Cooper demurred. He was trying not to enter the political fray by sparring with Democrats frustrated with Hegseth's comments, one of his defenders told us. But what message was he sending to the troops he oversees? Crow was incensed. "You're a combatant commander. You're one of our most senior military officers with tens of thousands of service members under your command," Crow said. "This is not leadership to not be able to say something as basic."

At the same hearing in May, Cooper answered another question the way Hegseth might have--by punching back. Representative Seth Moulton, a Marine veteran, pointed out to Cooper that the Iran war wasn't meeting its objectives. "I would like to know how many more Americans we have to ask to die for this mistake. Do you know?" Moulton, a Democrat, demanded. Cooper, perhaps because of Moulton's reference to fallen troops, was visibly furious. "It's an entirely inappropriate statement from you, sir," Cooper shot back.

In our combined decades of covering Pentagon leaders testifying before Congress, neither of us had ever seen a military leader push back against an elected official so forcefully. Officers, no matter how much they might resent congressional grandstanding, are supposed to sit there and take it. That's part of the job.

Cooper requested a follow-up conversation with Moulton after that hearing. The two men later huddled, in an encounter that hasn't previously been reported. Cooper was still riled, people familiar with the exchange told us, and told Moulton that his remarks had crossed a line; he believed that the congressman, as a veteran, should have risen above politics. Moulton responded that he likewise thought Cooper had been political and had failed to sufficiently answer lawmakers' questions. The two men shook hands before parting ways.

Read: Hegseth, Rubio, and Caine had an auto-deleting Signal chat

For a general who says he is not political, Caine briefly embraced an administration talking point on a key--and hotly disputed--element of the Iran conflict: What constitutes a broken cease-fire? Caine told reporters in May that Iran's repeated firing at commercial ships, despite Trump's declared cease-fire, fell "below the threshold of  restarting major combat operations at this point," a seemingly political judgment. But he quickly reined himself in. When asked what constituted "major combat operations," Caine said that such assessments were "above my pay grade."

Many people inside the Pentagon and on Capitol Hill have wondered whether Caine and other senior officers are hoarding their influence with Hegseth and Trump for when they really need it--during a constitutional crisis, for instance, such as an attempt to place troops at polling stations in 2026 or 2028. (Caine is due to step down in September 2027, but he may be extended.) Caine and other officers have promised to follow the law. But they are operating in an administration that has been willing to act first and litigate later.

History remembers both Washington and Marshall less for their tactical brilliance than for their strategic leadership. They astutely navigated the politics of their times, and their legacies were shaped not only by what they did in uniform but by the institutions they left behind. Caine and today's other senior brass may ultimately be remembered for their choices about when to quietly defer to civilian leadership--and when the moment demands they speak up.
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Believe the Hype About Teen Takeovers

Outdoor street parties are turning into violent rumbles in D.C. and other large cities.

by Robert F. Worth

Fri, 10 Jul 2026


Hundreds of young people gather near the Griffin Museum of Science and Industry in the Hyde Park neighborhood as Chicago police officers attempt to disperse them, Monday, May 25, 2026. (Armando L. Sanchez / Chicago Tribune / Tribune News Service / Getty)



They usually start with a harmless-looking social-media post: a call for teenagers to "pull up" and "shake some ass," as one online flyer put it. These get forwarded across the internet, and soon masses of young people are surging into an urban plaza or park, often terrifying any adult who happens to be nearby. Teen takeovers can be "amazing," like an outdoor street party, I was told by one 17-year-old named Jaden who said he had attended many of them--"but only until the fighting starts."

The fighting is what has made teen takeovers so polarizing in recent months. In Washington, D.C., they gained a new prominence in May, after a scuffle broke out in a Chipotle in the Navy Yard neighborhood. Within seconds, it flared into a violent rumble, with a group of young men in black hoodies throwing punches and hurling wooden high chairs at one another. The other customers cowered in the corners, while crowds formed at the windows outside, shrieking and recording the scene on their phones. By the time the police arrived, the combatants had fled and melted into a thick crowd of other young people in the darkness outside.

The phrase teen takeover became popular several years ago, when they began taking place in Chicago, Atlanta, Tampa, and a few other cities. The Chipotle brawl lasted less than a minute, and no one was seriously hurt. But its ferocity led right-wing broadcasters and influencers to start talking about a new kind of urban lawlessness enabled by liberal social policies. "Teen takeovers are plaguing Democrat-run cities across the country, including the nation's capital," reported The Daily Wire. Republican Senator Mike Lee of Utah has invoked "violence by teenage gangs" as a reason to withdraw D.C.'s right to govern itself. Donald Trump weighed in on Truth Social in May: "Teen takeover in Chicago. Five officers badly hurt. Mayor and governor are terrible. Should call for help!"

Clips of the Chipotle fight were shared tens of thousands of times, usually with pointed commentary urging the authorities to crack down hard. Some have tried: In May, Jeanine Pirro, the U.S. attorney for Washington, promised to "aggressively prosecute parents" of teenagers involved in takeovers (an idea that has been championed by liberals for the parents of children who commit gun crimes). The Chicago City Council drafted, but did not pass, an ordinance that would also allow the police to charge parents.

Some observers--especially on the left--dismiss the recent rush of commentary as vaguely racist media hype, or as the latest chapter in society's vain effort to quell the permanent volcano of adolescence. "We are sensationalizing teenagers, often lower-income children of color," Kristin Henning, the director of Georgetown Law School's Juvenile Justice Clinic and Initiative, said in an interview with NPR in May.

Quinta Jurecic: The coming D.C. crime boomerang

But after a few weeks of hanging around in D.C.'s takeover zones, I came to believe that something a little more troubling is going on, at least in some places. The people who are closest to the problem--parents, security guards, local businesspeople, and community activists--say that the current generation of teens is growing up in a world where truancy is far more common and where the isolation imposed by the coronavirus pandemic and social media has left a legacy of frustration.

"Some things changed in our society during that year or two we were all locked up--some of us moved on, others not," Emeka Moneme, an urban planner and the president of the business-improvement district in the Navy Yard, where many of D.C.'s takeovers have taken place, told me. "These kids think they can perform in everybody's space, and it's taking a toll. There may be a perception problem, but there's also a real problem, and we need to do something about it."

One night on U Street, I got my own little taste of the takeover experience when a huge crowd of very young-looking people began running back and forth, seemingly playing cat and mouse with a group of police officers who were shouting for them to go home. One subgroup of teenagers went racing down the street I was on, shouting and smashing into people, and a girl who looked about 14 years old stopped and began jabbing me in the gut with her fingers.

"Hey, take it easy," I said, fending her off as gently as I could. "How old are you?"

She stared back at me, glassy-eyed. "I'm drunk as fuck," she said.

This was pretty mild stuff, as takeovers go. In February, hundreds of teenagers stormed a mall in the Bronx as store and restaurant managers hid behind locked doors. In Chicago, two violent takeovers took place on successive days over Memorial Day weekend, with crowds of teenagers battling the police; more than 50 people were arrested.


Officers attempt to disperse a group during a "teen takeover," in the Auburn Gresham neighborhood Saturday June 6, 2026, in Chicago. (Armando L. Sanchez / Chicago Tribune / Tribune News Service / Getty)



Most of the takeover participants I met in May and June were from D.C.'s poorest southeast wards, but that is not where takeovers happen. Instead, they usually occur in wealthier and more affluent urban areas, sometimes in restaurant hubs or public parks. That contrast can give takeovers the appearance of a spontaneous revolt, one that illuminates the extreme economic disparities of our era. One of the videos that trended on X a few months ago was filmed through the glass wall of an upscale restaurant, where diners recoiled at the sight of disheveled teenagers careening wildly through the street outside.

The teenagers I met told me that they organized on Instagram, usually at the last minute to prevent cops or anyone else from thwarting them. The same goes for the other herd activities that have become more common in recent years, such as spontaneous swarms of kids on scooters and "car meet-ups" where participants drive in circles or do doughnuts, sometimes hundreds strong--"so many, the police don't know what to do," Alan Henney, a veteran D.C. crime reporter, told me.

Takeovers are at once a timeless illustration of the volatility of crowds--perhaps especially adolescent crowds--and of the much newer potentialities unleashed by the internet a few decades ago. The first flash mob appears to have taken place in 2003, when the journalist Bill Wasik, then an editor at Harper's, began sending emails to friends to create what he called "inexplicable mobs" in various places in New York City. His prank, only later dubbed a "flash mob," became a worldwide fad and was adopted for all kinds of purposes, including political protest and robbery.

Takeovers may be liberating, perhaps especially for kids who have been staring at a screen all day. But they have left a trail of bad feelings and economic worries in the neighborhoods where they recur. All of the local business owners I met at Washington's Navy Yard told me that they had suffered a noticeable drop in customers, which they attributed in large part to takeovers.

Violent crime has fallen sharply in D.C. and other major U.S. cities since a post-COVID high in 2023. Although takeovers have resulted in brawling and occasional looting, they do not seem to begin with criminal intent, unlike the semi-mythical gangs of "wilding" teenagers that haunted the urban imagination in the early 1990s. Even so, they have created an atmosphere of impunity and chaos that looms much larger than any measurable criminal consequences.

"It's honestly crazy," one restaurant manager who had rocks thrown at the door and who has witnessed fights and even some shooting told me (she asked that her name be withheld so as not to draw attention to her restaurant). "We have regular conversations with staff about what to do if we get attacked--lock the doors; keep ourselves and the customers safe." The servers I spoke with at several restaurants told me that they scan the social-media feeds of local crime reporters throughout their evening shifts, to be ready if something happens.

The takeovers seem to have affected the real-estate market too. One afternoon, near the Navy Yard metro station, I overheard two young men talking about the Chipotle brawl. When I spoke with them, they told me that they had been planning on moving to a new condominium in Navy Yard but were now having second thoughts because of the takeovers. Other people told me stories about local landlords offering months of free rent to keep tenants from leaving.

Most frustrated of all are the people tasked with policing the takeovers. In the videos that have circulated in recent months, you can see the exasperation on the faces of the cops and security guards who are struggling to hold back a tide of teenagers and are often reduced to shouting, "Go home!"

"I hate it," a security guard at the Nationals ballpark--one of Navy Yard's big tourist attractions--told me. She was a young Black woman who gave her name only as Danyelle. "I think it's really bringing the community down. These kids don't have respect for the elders, for authority, nothing." She said that she had moved to an apartment building in Navy Yard a few years ago and is now leaving because of the takeovers.

This groundswell of complaints, along with the telegenic scenes of urban disorder cycling through the internet, made teen takeovers a central issue during the D.C. Democratic mayoral primary this spring. The democratic socialist Janeese Lewis George criticized teen curfews--a mild measure endorsed by her centrist rival and the current mayor--as "dangerous," because the curfews might lead to encounters between teens and National Guardsmen or other federal officers.

Henry Grabar: The great crime decline is happening all across the country

Although Lewis George won the primary, progressives' skepticism about takeovers--and law enforcement generally--is becoming "a ball and chain around the Democratic brand," Chuck Thies, a Democratic political consultant in D.C., told me.

Teen takeovers have coincided with a sharp rise in truancy since the pandemic, and most of the people I spoke with saw a connection. As of 2024, chronic absenteeism rates were still 57 percent higher than pre-pandemic levels. D.C. has one of the highest rates in the country; in a quarter of the city's public high schools, more than 70 percent of students are chronically truant, meaning they have 10 or more unexcused absences in a school year.

Derrick Johnson, a freelance crime reporter who grew up in Southeast D.C., told me that he has witnessed the rise of truancy and social-media use among teenagers and believes that both factors are at the root of the takeovers. Social media, he said, simultaneously isolates kids and provides a forum that can nourish beefs among them; disputes can turn hostile when teenagers post improvised raps to boast or threaten rivals. These feuds have been especially dangerous in D.C., where gang-style neighborhood rivalries in the city's poorest wards can put teenagers who cross into enemy territory at risk. Such constraints can lead them into truancy and away from the authority figures in their life.

"There's something different about this generation," Johnson said. "They don't want to listen to anybody." Johnson can relate: He was once a "disengaged teen" (he is now 35), and it was reporting on his community that saved him, he said. But he and his peers would never have gone around in groups "messing up these establishments," even though violent crime was far worse in those days than it is now. "It seems like the internet is preventing them from learning how to talk about problems," Johnson said.

Unlike some of the policy wonks and academics who opine about teen takeovers, Johnson has dealt directly with these kids. "I sometimes post about missing teens," he said. "They message me back: 'I'm not missing.'" He asks them why they're not in school, and many of them say they need to make money because their parents don't provide much of a home.

Johnson has witnessed another trend that has shaped the takeover phenomenon: the transformation of crime reporting. He is one of a handful of holdouts against the decline of local news, as many small newspapers and channels go out of business. At the same time, reporters' access has been limited by the encryption of police-radio transmissions, which once allowed generations of reporters and photographers from Weegee onward to get to crime scenes right after the cops did. There are alternatives--the firefighters' radios are for the most part still on open channels--but they are less reliable.

The result is that much of our crime news tends to rely on two sources: official announcements from the authorities and sensational internet coverage, such as the viral posts that made the takeovers loom so large this past spring. There has been less reporting about the neighborhoods most affected by crime, which is where many of the kids involved in takeovers come from.

Early last month, I attended a meeting about teen takeovers and youth crime organized by a nonprofit called Together We Rise, in a church auditorium in D.C.'s crime-ridden Ward 7. The participants included a mix of parents and local activists, along with a local city-council member and a cop. There was widespread agreement in the room that the takeover issue had been reported in a sensational way that unfairly vilified teenagers. But most of the people I spoke with told me they believed that the problem was real.

There was far less unity about possible solutions. Several participants said that parents and community leaders needed to step up. "We all have to do more to reach these kids," a 72-year-old retired teacher, who went on to lament the absence of teenagers at the meeting, said. Others called on the city to provide more activities for youth, saying that there are fewer places, outside of home and school, for teenagers to hang out than in the past.

This has been a common refrain about takeovers, especially on the left--that they represent a failure of local government rather than of parenting. Eric Goulet, a lawyer and school-board member who has worked in D.C. politics for two decades, told me that he thinks the city should "find a way to incentivize businesses that cater to youth: roller skates, bowling, that kind of thing." Some cities have experimented with related measures--keeping parks open and staffed at night, say, or improving street lighting and urban design.

Charles Fain Lehman: New York City has lost control of crime

There is another possible remedy for teen takeovers: The authorities may get better at preempting them. D.C. already seems to have curtailed them in recent weeks by using localized emergency youth curfews, with large groups of officers patrolling frequent takeover zones and standing guard outside the nearest metro stops. The more effective avenue may be patrolling teens online. Police departments around the country are assigning more officers to monitor social media, with the goal of showing up at takeover sites before the kids do. AI could make the job easier.

"Teen takeovers were born of a change in technology," Robert J. Sampson, a sociologist at Harvard and an expert on delinquency, told me. "It seems likely that technology will provide the solution as well."

But the solution will depend on the root cause. If takeovers are ultimately about apps that help teenagers outwit their elders, better tech may be all we need. If takeovers are a symptom of deeper problems in the current generation of teens, they are likely to continue, even if under a different name.
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Trump's War-Not-War Is Doing Something Odd to the Economy

Businesses and consumers are struggling with a bizarre conflict that is simultaneously happening and not happening.

by Idrees Kahloon

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




Yesterday, the International Monetary Fund happily reported that the world had weathered the recently settled Iran war surprisingly well. That same day, President Trump declared the cease-fire "over" and promised, "We're going to hit them hard again tonight." The United States resumed bombing Iran. For months, businesses and consumers all around the world have been trying to deal with a bizarre situation in which Trump's war is both happening and not happening at once.

In quantum mechanics, alternate states of the world can be said to exist together in superposition--Schrodinger's famous cat is both alive and dead at the same time. Contemporary geopolitics has a similar weirdness. The Strait of Hormuz has been declared simultaneously open and closed. Cease-fires coexist with intermittent bombings. America has decisively won the war, the Trump administration has insisted many times; all the while, it has been negotiating a diplomatic settlement that Iran both does and does not seem to want.

Tom Nichols: Iran, not Trump, is in control of this war

Many countries have been muddling along anyway. Unlike in its pessimistic April report, which had warned of a potential global recession, the IMF was sanguine yesterday in declaring that "the global economy as a whole has, so far, weathered the shock from the war better than feared." Global GDP growth is now forecast to be 3 percent--less than the 3.3 percent forecast before the war actually began, but not much worse than the IMF's April projection. Global inflation should be 4.7 percent, mostly because of the war-induced increases in oil and natural-gas prices. Even economies in Europe and Asia that were dependent on imported energy from the Middle East performed surprisingly well, for two reasons: Energy importers tapped their oil and gas reserves, preventing shortages, and the artificial-intelligence boom has kept equipment exporters such as China and South Korea growing much faster than expected.

Strikingly, the United States, a net exporter of energy, has inflicted war-related costs on the rest of the world without harming its growth trajectory at all. It is one of the few advanced economies that the IMF expects to grow faster in 2026 than it did in 2025. American consumers have grumbled about higher gas prices, but the S&P 500 is up almost 9 percent since the joint American-Israeli operation that started the war in February. Perhaps that is why, after delivering one stress test to the rest of the world, Trump is willing to deliver another by resuming hostilities. But a few more months of war-not-war could have more dire effects. The natural-gas reserves that Europe typically builds up in anticipation of winter are now very low. Reserves acted to dampen price pressure at the start of the war; now the impetus to refill them as the cold months approach could act to accelerate price pressure.

A protracted conflict could produce a disjunction, in which the global economy is both harmed and unharmed at the same time. The IMF's headline growth projection yesterday, 3 percent, is not terrible. Yet the projection is a blend of two opposing states. Most countries will actually experience only one or the other. Economies involved in the AI boom will shrug off the effects of the war as equipment sales, rising stock indexes, and perhaps even growing worker productivity promote confidence among businesses and consumers. But for poorer economies uninvolved in technology supply chains and dependent on imported energy, the harms of war will be impossible to overlook. These economies will likely suffer shortages in the case of further oil and gas scarcity as reserves run out and they are outbid on the remaining supply. Food supplies could even be endangered. The Strait of Hormuz is a key conduit for materials needed for agricultural fertilizer--the cost of which has already surged. If these prices become even steeper, the IMF warns, South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa could experience serious food shortages.

Read: 'We may sleepwalk our way back to war'

Complicating matters further, war tends to increase inflation (as is currently happening) and increase debt, which pushes central banks of big economies to raise rates to stave off overheating, slowing down overall growth in those countries. The Federal Reserve has held rates steady this year instead of cutting; it may increase rates later in the year if the inflation risk seems large enough. These rate moves also draw investment to rich countries and away from emerging-market economies such as Egypt and Pakistan.

The grim reality may come to pass, because the memorandum of understanding that Iran and the United States signed last month appears to have unraveled. American sanctions on Iranian oil, temporarily lifted, have now snapped back into place. "Reescalation of geopolitical tensions would hurt growth and compound inflationary pressures," the IMF warned, including new trade tensions and heightened risk of "social unrest and domestic political instability." Then again, things can both be and not be. Shortly after America began its promised bombing run yesterday, Trump told reporters that the Iranians were begging for mercy. "They called a little while ago. They want to make a deal so badly," he said. "I just don't know if they're worthy of making a deal."
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Madonna Is Finally Giving the World What It Wants

The singer is known for pushing pop forward, but her most acclaimed album in years is playing it safe.

by Spencer Kornhaber

Fri, 10 Jul 2026




Madonna looks like she's hiding something on the cover of her 15th album, Confessions II. She's seated atop a speaker box with her leotard and legs peeking out from beneath a rippling veil of rich purple. The effect is regal, holy, sexual, and funereal--a chic update of her trademark sacred-profane flavor combo. But there's one twist: She's covering herself up.

Mystery isn't usually Madonna's thing. From the start, she's been determined to make the world look at her, all of her--in her bed, on a cross, cone-bra'd, bare. As a young woman conquering MTV, she found power in visibility; more recently, her insistence on staying in the frame has served as a dare. In 2023, my colleague Sophie Gilbert described Madonna's social-media presence--her surgically sculpted, sexagenarian face bobbing around on TikTok--as breaking the pact between the public and its female stars: "If you age in private, the deal goes, you can reemerge triumphantly as royalty in your silver era. But Madonna never signed up for dignified placating."

Confessions II is, at last, Madonna's turn to dignified placating. That may sound like a strange description for a club-friendly album marketed with a "Grindr Exxxclusive Picture Disc," but then again, hedonism has been her home base since "Like a Virgin." A sequel to her last great album, 2005's Confessions on a Dance Floor, Confessions II bounces along steadily and nostalgically, like the officially sanctioned biopic she's recently had to put on ice. Really the most interesting thing about the record is the acclaim it's generated (trust the New York Post to crudely clarify the cultural narrative: "Taylor Swift has a tacky MSG wedding and Madonna releases an amazing album--it's bizarro world"). Fans are raving that Madonna has tapped back into her essence--but unfortunately, a lot of her is missing.

As on the first Confessions album, which he helped create, the producer Stuart Price tours through a menagerie of dance styles: swinging house, rushing big beat, meditative drum and bass. Many of these subgenres were commercialized into hokum long ago--the jazzy breakbeats of "Betrayal" would kill over appetizers at Tao--but Price's touches are impressively refined. The songs develop in overlapping surges of sound, making listeners feel like they're surfing the curl of an endless wave.

But whereas the first Confessions had a molten brightness to its mood--recall the irrepressible, ABBA-sampling hit "Hung Up"--this one is frosty. The lead track, "I Feel So Free," opens with a synth pulsing like a lost satellite and Madonna whisper-rasping almost meekly. She feels like she can't trust people, and her antidote is the "safety in numbers" of the dance floor. She starts cooing in the manner of Donna Summers's "I Feel Love"--but the expected blastoff into ecstasy doesn't quite arrive. The track is about freedom, but it's making a statement about restraint.

One reason for that restraint is to highlight her words. Last year on the wellness influencer Jay Shetty's podcast, Madonna expressed her desire to spread the wisdom she's learned from Kabbalah; many of the ideas she conveyed in that conversation are now translated into songs, near verbatim. She commands listeners to focus on their intentions and to believe in love--beautiful notions that are also utterly hackneyed in pop music and rendered artlessly here. "Everything begins with consciousness," she says flatly on "Good for the Soul." Later, over drippy strings on "Everything," she paraphrases Saint John of the Cross and Harvey Dent: "Wherever there's the greatest amount of darkness / That's where you'll find the greatest light."

Real transcendence approaches only when she quits preaching and Price risks interrupting the breathing exercise. "Everything" and "Bring Your Love" emphasize propulsion and sonic surprise while Madonna plays a campy character, raging at modern phone culture in the former and giggling girlishly with Sabrina Carpenter in the latter. Even better, "Danceteria" reconstructs the titular nightclub where Madonna came up in the '80s. As she raps about rubbing shoulders with Jean-Michel Basquiat and hiding cocaine from the DJ, the arrangement shape-shifts: a hip-hop break here, an acid-house strobe there. Some listeners will call the track corny; others will love it as theater. The edge of taste--that's where she belongs.

Read: How Lizzo became one of pop culture's great flops

Later on the album, the tempo slows and she delivers personal revelations--with circumspection. "Bizarre" is a catchy cut apparently about holding a torch for Sean Penn; "Betrayal" dresses down her late mother-in-law. At this point in her life, Madonna's clearly wrenched by scores unsettled and closures denied, but one gets the sense that she's holding back her rawest feelings to avoid upsetting the flow. "Fragile" is the most effective ballad on the album because Madonna, movingly if gauzily, transmutes the 2024 death of her brother Christopher into her own self-actualization tale. Another highlight, "The Test," features her daughter Lola Leon singing with idiosyncratic cadences and word choices that demonstrate how generic her mother's have been.

The problem here isn't all the woo-woo. Madonna has been trying to enlighten us since 1998's Ray of Light, but back then--and for most of her career--her personal quest was tied to an artistic one. With her ear to the underground and her eye on the mainstream, Madonna has kept trying to push the sound of pop forward. Once, that entailed trip-hop and yoga mantras. What would it mean to make a modern Madonna album right now? Sort through forgotten efforts like the EDM-fried MDNA (2012) and the trap-tastic Rebel Heart (2015), and you'll find many botched answers to that question--but also, here and there, tracks so crazed with ambition that they make Confessions II sound like AI.

Trading her restless spark for pleasurable consistency theoretically could have at least won her some top-tier bangers, but one revisit to the first Confessions drives home how middling the songwriting is here. Nothing screams for another greatest-hits collection; nothing is likely to inspire the next wave of pop. Instead, she's given fans a perfectly okay summer soundtrack. Overrating that gift risks sending a sad message: that what the world ultimately wants from Madonna, and any bold performer in her vein, is the safest version of herself. Behind the veil, I suspect she's hiding her boredom.
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The End of Reading Is Here

Optimists once believed that universal literacy was inevitable. Now it seems that the age of reading might be a short anomaly in human history.

by Rose Horowitch

Wed, 08 Jul 2026




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

Twenty-three hundred years ago, the legend goes, King Ptolemy I of Egypt asked his court adviser to assemble a comprehensive collection of the world's written works. Ptolemy, who had served under Alexander the Great, envisioned a library that would safeguard the sum total of humanity's knowledge. His successors inherited this mandate. Royal forces ransacked every ship that arrived at Alexandria, searching for scrolls. These were stored at the Mouseion, a shrine to the Muses modeled after Aristotle's Lyceum. Aristotle's own book collection was said to be among the holdings.

Much of the history of the Library of Alexandria has been lost. But we know that it was the site of many of the premodern world's greatest intellectual achievements. The king paid scholars to live and work in the library, and the collection was available to anyone "eager to study, an encouragement for the entire city to gain wisdom," a visiting Greek rhetorician wrote. It was at the library that Eratosthenes calculated Earth's circumference and Zenodotus edited the earliest manuscripts of Homer's epics. Euclid, who wrote the Elements of geometry, may have studied there as well.

This run of scholarship would not last. By 400 C.E., the library had disappeared. Many scholars regard its destruction as the greatest loss of knowledge in history and the beginning of the Dark Ages. Historians have spent centuries parsing fragments of papyrus in an effort to understand what went wrong.

Traditionally, the answer was believed to be war. During the Siege of Alexandria, in 48 B.C.E., Julius Caesar started a fire that incinerated at least 40,000 scrolls. The library survived in diminished form until the fourth century C.E., when followers of the archbishop of Alexandria sacked the pagan temple that housed the remaining manuscripts. But contemporary historians tend to dismiss the importance of these dramatic incidents in favor of a more mundane cause of death: negligence.

Maintaining the collection was an enormous expense. Humidity, mice, and insects slowly ate away at the papyrus scrolls. Scribes had to continually copy old texts before they deteriorated and became illegible. Eventually, the challenges of maintaining the library became greater than the will to preserve it. "It is not that the disappearance of a library led to a dark age, nor that its survival would have improved those ages," the classics scholar Roger Bagnall has written. The fact that the library was allowed to die showed that the dark age had already arrived.

Some 2,000 years later, under very different circumstances, the darkness is gathering again. Americans, once members of a proudly literate society, read much less than they used to. According to the National Endowment for the Arts, which conducts the most comprehensive survey of the nation's reading habits, fewer than half of all adults reported having read a book of any kind in 2022. Only 38 percent read a novel or short story. A study analyzing 236,000 responses to the American Time Use Survey found that the proportion of Americans who read for pleasure on any given day fell from 28 percent in 2004 to 16 percent in 2023. (The study looked at people who had read a book, magazine, or newspaper; listened to an audiobook; or read an e-book.) Gambling has become a more common leisure activity than reading a book: Last year, 57 percent of Americans placed a bet.

The decline in reading cuts across age groups, gender, and education levels. Even the demographics that traditionally read the most--retirees, women, and college graduates--have seen a collapse.

The books that people do read are simpler than they used to be. New York Times best sellers today have sentences that are about one-third shorter than they were a century ago. Longer sentences aren't inherently better. But their former ubiquity suggests an age when Americans had the inclination and ability to read serious works of literature. In 1958, the English translation of Boris Pasternak's Doctor Zhivago was the best-selling novel of the year, according to Publishers Weekly. Pasternak writes in long, complex sentences: "On that warm gray morning in the mountains, Zhivago felt sorry for the Tsar, was disturbed at the thought that such diffident reserve and shyness could be the essential characteristics of an oppressor, that a man so weak could imprison, hang, or pardon."

Last year's top-selling novel was Sunrise on the Reaping, the latest in the Hunger Games young-adult series. Brian Bannon, the chief librarian at the New York Public Library, told me that young-adult fiction is one of the library's most popular offerings--including among decidedly not-young adults. (Other titles in the top 10 include the children's books Partypooper, the 20th installment in the Diary of a Wimpy Kid series, and Dog Man: Big Jim Believes.) The most popular novel written for adults was the romantasy adventure Onyx Storm. Whatever the book's pleasures, it isn't Pasternak: "A muscle in his square jaw ticks as he stares down at me, rippling the tawny-brown skin of his stubbled cheek."

Americans also get much less of their news through reading than they once did. In 1975, about half of 20-somethings said they read the newspaper every day. Today less than 10 percent do. Most Americans now get the news on their phones and laptops, and 40 percent say they prefer to watch or listen to online news rather than read it.

This shift is often referred to as a literacy crisis. And it's true that Americans' basic reading skills are declining. Fourth- and eighth-grade reading scores have slid for the past decade. Amanda Kordeliski, who is on the board of the American Association of School Librarians, told me that she and her fellow librarians have had to buy new books to accommodate students' diminished reading levels. Some of the most popular are graphic novels: updated classics such as the Magic Tree House series for elementary-school students, and manga for middle and high schoolers.

In 2024, in a national test, just 35 percent of high-school seniors were "proficient" at skills such as analyzing complex fictional themes and evaluating the effectiveness of an author's argument. About the same number scored below "basic," meaning that they may struggle to draw conclusions from concepts explicitly included in a text, or to use context clues to determine the meaning of an unknown word. Adult-literacy scores have also dropped: Nearly 30 percent of American adults cannot paraphrase or make inferences from a multipage text. In 2017, that number was less than 20 percent.

And yet, strangely, Americans are probably reading more words than ever before. What has changed is what they read, and how. People are bombarded with emails, text messages, X posts, Reddit threads, Instagram captions. This explosion of textual fragments has come at the expense of devoting sustained attention to longer written works that convey rich and complicated information. Maryanne Wolf, a cognitive neuroscientist at UCLA, argues that people are losing the ability to think deeply about writing. That doesn't mean they are forgetting how to decode individual words. Rather, they are losing the higher-order abilities of comprehension and synthesis. America, in other words, isn't illiterate. It's postliterate.

Things are about to get worse, and fast. The next generation reads much less than today's adults did when they were kids. Kindergarten teachers say that many of their students don't know nursery rhymes or fairy tales, Benjamin Powers, the director of Yale and the University of Connecticut's Haskins Global Literacy Hub, told me. (In the study of 236,000 American adults, only 2 percent read to a child on a given day.) From 1984 to 2025, the percentage of 13-year-olds who said they rarely or never read for fun rose from 8 to 29 percent. Every year older a child gets, the less they like to read. Robert Townsend, a program director at the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, recently ran focus groups asking high-school students how they felt about reading for pleasure. He told me that most thought of it as an alien practice.

Reading has come to seem extraneous even to some of the best-educated members of society. Margaret Rennix, Harvard's assistant director for humanities and social-sciences support, told me she'd spoken with a student who was struggling to read a book written in Old English. The culprit: Anthony Burgess's 1962 novel A Clockwork Orange. (The student used ChatGPT to "translate" the book into easier language.) Not long ago, a Harvard sociology professor, troubled by course evaluations in which students said they resented the amount of dense reading they were assigned, asked Rennix to speak to his class in defense of reading. She had to explain--to students at America's most elite university, taking a course in a discipline rooted in written observation, argumentation, and analysis--that excerpts and summaries cannot capture the depth and sophistication of a complete primary text. Rennix told me that some students now view reading as an unnecessarily burdensome way of acquiring knowledge. "By asking them to read," she said, "professors are arbitrarily withholding information from students by forcing them to get it through this more difficult medium."

From the November 2024 issue: Rose Horowitch on the elite college students who can't read books




It may seem self-serving for a writer at a 169-year-old magazine to carry a torch for reading. But the people who make a living from words are not the only ones who lose out in a postliterate age. Reading is more than a skill, or one mode of communication among many. The media we use to interact with one another shape the world we inhabit. Early humans spent millennia communicating only by voice. The advent of reading and writing transformed society. It altered people's consciousness and politics, along with the intellectual feats they were capable of. The decline of reading will bring about changes of the same magnitude. It will affect our innermost thoughts, our society's politics and culture, and how we tell the history of our civilization. If we look closely, we can see that these changes have already begun.

Reading has never been natural. Humans have no innate cognitive machinery designed to string letters into words and connect them to their real-world analogues. To read, people had to repurpose regions of their brain used for speech and object recognition. The practice first emerged 6,000 years ago in Mesopotamia. For millennia afterward, most of the population was illiterate. Literacy became a mass phenomenon relatively recently, after Johannes Gutenberg invented the printing press in 1440.

The written word is fundamentally different from oral language. Writing detaches the message from the messenger, allowing for a more dispassionate spread of information than was possible in oral societies. Because writing a phrase takes longer than speaking it, writing forces the author to slow down and reflect. Written language tends to employ more complex sentence structures and vocabulary than spoken language. And unlike speech, it doesn't disappear into the ether. Readers can return to a text and plumb it for new meaning and understanding. Because writing endures, individuals can temporarily forget what they've written but trust that it won't be lost forever. This frees up the mind to think of new ideas and make new discoveries.

"More than any other single invention, writing has transformed human consciousness," Walter J. Ong, a historian and Jesuit priest, wrote in his 1982 book, Orality and Literacy. He argued that literacy created the conditions for inner concentration, extended focus, and logical deduction. It allowed for a new kind of rational, linear, and analytical thought.

Ong cited case studies by the neuropsychologist Alexander Luria, who traveled to remote villages in Uzbekistan and Kirghizia in the 1930s, when peasants were starting to receive rudimentary reading and writing instruction. Luria met his subjects at teahouses, in field camps, and around evening fires. There, he posed a number of questions designed to elucidate differences in how illiterate and literate peasants thought. Luria told the peasants: "In the Far North, all bears are white. Novaya Zemlya is in the Far North." He then asked them the color of bears in Novaya Zemlya. The literate peasants were able to complete the syllogism. But the illiterate ones refused to try, explaining that they had never been to the north and thus couldn't answer. Achieving literacy seemed to have conveyed an ability to think logically and abstractly, not simply to read words.

Later scholars would attribute some of these new modes of thinking to other aspects of living in a literate society, not to reading alone. But Ong's larger argument stands: Print cultures value lengthy, organized arguments. "Writing freezes speech and in so doing gives birth to the grammarian, the logician, the rhetorician, the historian, the scientist--all those who must hold language before them so that they can see what it means, where it errs, and where it is leading," Neil Postman wrote in 1985. The advent of reading and writing was a precondition for philosophy, modern science, history as an academic enterprise, art criticism.

These changes were hugely destabilizing. As literacy spread through societies, it contributed to political upheaval and revolutions. In the American colonies, the leaders of the patriot cause employed newspapers and pamphlets to foment anti-British sentiment. "The ancient Roman and Greek Orators could only speak to the Number of Citizens capable of being assembled within the Reach of Their Voice," Benjamin Franklin wrote in 1782. "Now by the Press we can speak to Nations; and good Books & well written Pamphlets have great and general Influence."

America's Founders used a print document to construct their new nation and believed that the system they had devised would work precisely because citizens would be informed readers. Franklin was himself a newspaper publisher and established America's first lending library. "These libraries have improved the general conversation of the Americans," he wrote in his autobiography, and "made the common tradesmen and farmers as intelligent as most gentlemen from other countries." Early on, Americans came to see staying informed as a civic and even moral imperative.

Of course, the new republic was not always a haven for sober analysis. The Founding Fathers attacked their enemies in the papers, spreading lies to incite the public against their opponents. One ally of Thomas Jefferson's called John Adams "a hideous hermaphroditical character which has neither the force and firmness of a man, nor the gentleness and sensibility of a woman."

Nor was access to reading evenly distributed. For a long time, large numbers of Americans couldn't pass the federal government's literacy test--especially in the South, where preventing Black literacy was a pillar of white-supremacist government.

But from the beginning, literature was a crucial source of entertainment, meaning, and connection for many Americans. They shared a set of references from the Bible and English literature. Charles Dickens was sufficiently beloved by American readers that when he got his hair cut during a visit to New York City in 1842, admirers flocked to collect clippings from the barber.

In the 19th century, composing a letter was an art form, and even correspondence with loved ones was written in an elegant, formal style. "It's weird for us to see it now: a Civil War soldier writing to his wife, and he's covered with mud in this tent, and he writes as if he's Shakespeare," John McWhorter, a linguist at Columbia University, told me. "And you think, Can't he loosen up with his own wife? But the thing is, that is him basically sending her roses."

Samuel D. Lougheed served in the 8th Regiment of the Union's Missouri Volunteer Infantry, which fought at Shiloh and the Siege of Vicksburg. In October 1862, he wrote to his wife: "Tis hard to lie down covered with your own gore on a battle field and die. Tis hard to see the mighty prancing war horse, trampling the dying and dead beneath their merciless feet. No dear wife, near to speak a word of comfort. No living sister or Mother to administer relief in that hour the most sad in the history of humanity. O the humanity. O the horrors of war."

In 1962, Marshall McLuhan, the patron saint of media theorists, predicted that the Western world would become what he called "post-literate." In The Gutenberg Galaxy, published that year, he suggested that such an age had already begun--that electronic media were already supplanting the written word. At the time, 90 percent of homes had a television, compared with 9 percent only a decade earlier. Television was becoming Americans' main source of news. The average household spent more than five hours a day in front of the TV set.

Viewed from the present, the America of the 1950s and '60s doesn't seem postliterate. After the war, the nation had become wealthier and more highly educated at a remarkable pace. Its appetite for the written word and its veneration of the intellectuals who produced it seemed poised to grow and grow. In 1964, Time, which then had a circulation of more than 3 million, ran a cover story on John Cheever, the author known for his dark fables of suburban malaise. The article, "Ovid in Ossining," opened with an extended quotation from the invocation of Metamorphoses. In Cheever's famous story "The Five-Forty-Eight," the protagonist boards the titular train and is greeted by a then-familiar, now-exotic sight: a car full of commuters reading the evening newspaper.

But television was changing the rhythms and habits of American life. In 1985, Postman, a friend and disciple of McLuhan's, published Amusing Ourselves to Death. He argued that television had hijacked Americans' attention and turned politics into cheap entertainment. "The problem is not that television presents us with entertaining subject matter but that all subject matter is presented as entertaining," Postman wrote. "Television is our culture's principal mode of knowing about itself." At the time, the average American household watched more than seven hours of television every day, a number that would rise to nearly nine hours by 2010.

If TV crowded out the silent time necessary for reading, broadband internet and the smartphone make it nearly impossible. Not too long ago, at-home screen entertainment was finite. Shows aired on a certain day, at a certain time. If you wanted to watch an old movie, you had to put your shoes on and go to a video store. Books could compete in that environment. Some people, at least, would turn off the TV and read a book before falling asleep.

Now entertainment is limitless. There's no hard stop--one show bleeds into the next. People watch TV with their phone in hand, monitoring social media or texting with friends. Netflix has reportedly told directors and screenwriters to assume that the audience isn't paying attention and to constantly remind viewers what's going on. In this environment, people have to be really determined to read. Most aren't.

When people do read, they might find that they're absorbing less information. That's especially true if they read on their phone. The endless scroll, hyperlinks, and notifications invite surface-level reading, with constant invitations to look elsewhere. Studies have shown that people comprehend less when reading on a digital device than on paper, perhaps because of all these distractions. Devoting extended, undivided attention to a text can now feel like too much to ask. Audiobooks have become a popular alternative to print books at least in part because listening to a book allows for multitasking: You can read while doing the dishes or driving to work.

Faced with shrinking attention spans and declining comprehension, schools might have been expected to resist the impulse toward shorter passages and shallower reading. Instead, they spurred it on. A 2025 survey found that most middle- and high-school English teachers assigned zero to four books a year. Successive waves of education reforms have led districts to favor short passages over full books, the better to mimic multiple-choice reading-comprehension exams. Many of the most popular school curricula now rely on excerpts. Annemarie Cortez, the principal at an elementary school in Corona, California, told me that many administrators are instructing teachers not to assign full books; they're supposed to be running discrete reading drills with short excerpts.

Meanwhile, digital devices have flooded American classrooms. In a New York Times survey, more than 80 percent of elementary-school teachers said students receive a school-issued device by the time they enter kindergarten. Lupita Villalobos, who teaches 3-year-olds at a pre-K in Duncanville, Texas, told me that the district gives each student a tablet to use during school. She's prevented her students from using the devices, as she knows how much time they spend on them at home. "I had a student who had a very strong reaction to starting school," she said. "Typically, students cry maybe the first couple weeks and say they want their mom. But this student would cry for her tablet."

In the recent past, people were at least reading something online, but that's changing fast. Social media, once mainly text-based, has been overrun with short-form videos. TikTok, YouTube Shorts, and Instagram Reels dominate the attention economy, especially among young people. According to a recent data analysis by Jean Twenge, a psychology professor who studies generational change, by eighth grade, the average kid spends four and a half hours a day on social media. For much of that time, it appears, they are watching videos, often at 2x speed. Even text messages have taken on characteristics of the spoken word. People use all caps to indicate heightened emotion and avoid the formality of proper punctuation, which now seems stilted, even stern. Like many 20-somethings, my friends and I have mostly moved on from texts, preferring to send one another voice recordings instead.

The written word has survived for thousands of years and overcome successive challenges from new technologies. It's clearly resilient. Reading rates might fluctuate, but optimists argue that the long arc of history points toward universal literacy. Martin Puchner, a comparative-literature professor at Harvard, studies how literature has shaped history. He's spent decades tracing how communication technologies have changed, and the panics those changes have triggered. For much of his career, he was skeptical of fears about the end of reading. "If the long history of changes in writing technologies has taught me anything, I think it's that one should always resist the kind of doomsday scenarios," he told me.

And yet, even Puchner now believes that the doomsday scenario has arrived: A return to text, away from video, seems awfully unlikely. Maybe McLuhan and Postman weren't wrong in predicting that our society would become postliterate. They were merely early. The world that these theorists foresaw half a century ago is now here. The literate era will prove to be a brief interlude between the oral and digital ages.

Reading shaped the modern mind. Its disappearance will reshape it. Cognitive scientists are starting to understand what these changes might look like. I asked a dozen of them what happens to our brains when we stop reading. Several were amused by my rudimentary question. "Everything that happens to you changes the brain," Dan Willingham, a professor at the University of Virginia, told me. "Literally reading a word changes your brain for a few hours at least--and, if you know how to measure it right, for much longer than that." He was trying to reassure me: If everything changes the brain, then almost no single action matters all that much.

But what if you consistently replace one kind of action (reading a word) with another (watching an Instagram Reel)? One of the most robust findings in neuroscience is that people's brains master what they practice. If we fill our time with short-form videos instead of books, our reading skills atrophy. We have less background knowledge to aid comprehension. There's no danger of spontaneous mass illiteracy, but the complex cognitive skills that reading fosters start to degrade. The library of the mind falls into disrepair.

Reading books is a workout for the attention span. The more you read, the easier it is to read, and the more you're rewarded with new understanding. Eventually the process is more pleasurable than it is challenging. But as with physical exercise, the converse is true as well: The less you read, the more difficult it is to read, and the rockier the path to acquiring knowledge.

Social media offers instant gratification. John Hutton, a pediatrics professor at UT Southwestern Medical Center, compares scrolling TikTok to a lab rat pushing a button and getting a dose of cocaine: Eventually, all you want to do is push the button. In 2004, the average attention span on a screen was two and a half minutes, Gloria Mark, a psychologist at UC Irvine, told me. By 2012, it had dropped to 75 seconds. Five years ago, it fell to about 47 seconds. "We become accustomed to having content change rapidly," Mark said.

Watching videos is a more passive form of engagement than reading. Hutton recently collected brain images of children, all 3 to 5 years old, as they took in stories in different formats. When children watched an animated video of a story, they used the region of the brain associated with imagination about half as much as they did when looking at static illustrations while listening to an audio recording. Children also used their cerebellum--a part of the brain associated with learning--less when watching a video. "They don't really have to use their imagination as much, because things are happening on the screen," Hutton told me. "The brain's just doing less work to understand and learn from what they're seeing in the animated, compared to the illustrated."

The paradox is that although video contains more information than text--not just language but sounds and moving images--it does not stimulate deeper thinking. To the contrary, video thrusts so much information at the viewer at once that it's difficult to focus on any one piece of it. The frames keep changing regardless of how much the viewer has noticed or comprehended. Few people pause and rewind to reflect on what they might have missed.

Young people today have never experienced a world without ubiquitous short-form video. In other studies, Hutton found that children who had more screen time and spent less time reading had less well-developed white matter in areas associated with executive function and language. This suggests that they were less accustomed to using those skills. Benjamin Powers, at the Haskins Global Literacy Hub, told me that students arrive in elementary school with a poor ability to maintain focus and a low tolerance for mental exertion. "In classrooms, this shows up as students who can decode or retrieve information but struggle with comprehension that requires inference, synthesis, or holding ideas in mind across longer texts," he said.

In a 2024 survey of third-to-eighth-grade teachers, more than 80 percent said that their students' reading stamina had declined since 2019. Scores on the ACT's reading and English sections have been falling for the past seven years. They're now at their lowest level in more than three decades. SAT reading and writing scores have declined too, even as administrators have shortened and simplified the passages assessing reading-comprehension skills.

When these students get to college, their professors find that they have to teach them how to comprehend a text--in other words, how to think. "I'm teaching in German, so we've always been used to teaching them how to read, which is something that people in English departments are now realizing that they have to do," Jonathan Fine, a German-studies professor at Brown University, told me. "Before you can even get to 'What's the larger point?,' it's: 'Is this ironic?,' what a metaphor might mean, just trying to get the very words and grammar to get them to notice everything, so that they can hopefully then make the larger connections."

That may sound like an exaggeration, but higher education will almost certainly have to become more remedial. In a study of English and English-education majors at two regional universities in Kansas, published in 2024, researchers asked students to read the first seven paragraphs of Dickens's Bleak House. The novel follows members of the Jarndyce family through a lengthy legal dispute over their inheritance. It begins:

London. Michaelmas term lately over, and the Lord Chancellor sitting in Lincoln's Inn Hall. Implacable November weather. As much mud in the streets, as if the waters had but newly retired from the face of the earth, and it would not be wonderful to meet a Megalosaurus, forty feet long or so, waddling like an elephantine lizard up Holborn Hill.


The researchers quoted students' attempts to parse the passage. "So it's like, um, the mud was all in the streets, and we were, no ... so everything's been, like, kind of washed around and we might find Megalosaurus bones but he says they're waddling, um, all up the hill," one student said. At least a quarter of the subjects interpreted the figures of speech literally, leading to the inference that dinosaurs walked the streets of 19th-century London. Dickens continues by describing the Lord Chancellor as he is "addressed by a large advocate with great whiskers, a little voice, and an interminable brief." Another student interpreted this passage as "describing him in a room with an animal I think? Great whiskers? A cat?"




That students would struggle with unfamiliar references is not surprising. But the researchers gave them access to the entire internet. They could have looked up Michaelmas term or Lord Chancellor or Lincoln's Inn Hall if they had chosen to do so. Students didn't even know how to go about figuring out what they didn't understand, or they didn't bother. Most of them did not realize that the passage takes place in a court of law. Only 5 percent had an accurate, detailed understanding of what they'd read.

These changes aren't confined to college campuses. American adults' ability to answer logic questions, reason effectively, and analyze patterns declined from 2006 to 2018. American adults also tend to have a smaller vocabulary than those with an equivalent level of education did half a century ago. Recent studies suggest that the Flynn effect--the steady rise in IQ between generations since the 1930s--has reversed over the past two decades. Average IQ scores are declining by about three points a decade, Elizabeth Dworak, a research psychologist at Northwestern's medical school, told me.

The cognitive shifts aren't all negative. Dworak's research finds that American adults are improving in certain forms of spatial reasoning. Postliterate culture could convey advantages that we don't yet understand. In Plato's Phaedrus, Socrates famously argues that the advent of writing "will create forgetfulness in the learners' souls, because they will not use their memories; they will trust to the external written characters and not remember of themselves." He was right. But as writing eroded individuals' memories, the media theorist Andrey Mir has observed, it improved society's collective memory.

Could the generations growing up with their brains hooked to endless video feeds be developing some kind of novel, as-yet-undetectable cognitive brilliance? Perhaps. But for now, the decline of reading seems to be ushering in a less rational, analytical, and sophisticated mode of thinking. It's difficult to see any advantages in that.

In 1982, Walter J. Ong observed that modern civilization was entering a phase of "secondary orality," in which a once-literate society reverts back to some of the conventions of preliterate cultures. Because spoken words disappear as soon as they're uttered, oral cultures value repetition to aid memory. Bards in oral societies make use of stock phrases and mnemonics to keep track of their train of thought. They traffic in epithets and "enthusiastic description of physical violence," in Ong's words, because conflict is more memorable than dispassionate discussion. Speakers can't edit their words the way writers can, so they press on without admitting their mistakes. If they later contradict themselves, they don't expect the audience to recall their earlier statements. Meaning depends on the identity of the speaker, not on any concept of objective truth.

It is unlikely that Donald Trump has familiarized himself with Orality and Literacy. But if he did, he might recognize himself in Ong's description. Trump's communication style is perfectly suited to an oral society. He employs epithets--"Low-Energy Jeb," "Little Marco," "Sleepy Joe"--that are easy to remember and repeat. He contradicts himself as though there is no record of his previous statements. Even his writing is almost indistinguishable from his speech. (It makes sense; Trump reportedly prefers dictation to composition.) His online posts are full of idiosyncratically placed punctuation, capital letters, and exclamation points. Many are memes with little text: One featured an image of an American warship hitting an Iranian airplane with a laser beam and included the phrase "Lasers: Bing, Bing, GONE!!!"

Trump is our first postliterate president. It is difficult to imagine him being elected leader of a country where information is primarily spread through text. Ahead of the 2024 election, an NBC News poll of 1,000 voters found that Joe Biden had a 49-point lead among respondents who read newspapers. Trump has pioneered a style of communication that exploits our distracted, disputatious age. "So many people, particularly in the academic and journalistic circles, think of him as a political revolutionary," Roderick Hart, a communications professor emeritus at the University of Texas at Austin, told me. "And I see him much more as a rhetorical revolutionary."

In the 1985 book No Sense of Place, the media theorist Joshua Meyrowitz observed that television and other electronic media inundated Americans with new kinds of information about their prospective leaders. Print media gave the public access only to politicians' polished remarks; video let Americans see their presidents sweat, sneeze, and stammer. Voters began to focus on "dating criteria" instead of "resume criteria," he told me.

"More than in the past, authorities today must often 'look and sound good' rather than write and reason well," Meyrowitz wrote in No Sense of Place. He predicted that the decline of print and rise of electronic media would ultimately push people toward populist leaders. They would shun authority and institutions in favor of the candidate who made good television. He published his book soon after Ronald Reagan, a former actor, had won reelection.

"I reread the book recently and I kept going, Holy shit, this is even more true than when I wrote it," Meyrowitz said. Social-media platforms give Americans unprecedented opportunities to watch their representatives' every move. Their algorithms reward simplistic, inflammatory, emotionally resonant content over complexity, nuance, and rigor. Ideas that comport with folk theories of politics--all leaders are equally corrupt ; immigrants steal jobs; policy problems have easy, commonsense solutions--prevail over the findings of subject-matter experts.

Politicians on the right and the left have figured out how to exploit these new platforms. Reihan Salam, the president of the conservative-leaning Manhattan Institute, described to me how this plays out. "You name an enemy and you polarize the public," he said. "You don't allow for nuance, because nuance is just a confusion when you're in a struggle for power."

Politicians who promote the distrust of institutions and elites do better under such circumstances. "You create this fantasy that, actually, it's all really, really simple, and one charismatic person can just achieve these wins that are visually compelling and emotionally compelling," Salam said. This is precisely the kind of demagogic figure the Founders hoped a well-read populace would see through. "When you think about our constitutional order, how it was meant to work, it absolutely cuts against that," Salam said.

Marshall McLuhan once said, "The liberal world by definition is literate." The inverse appears to be true as well.

If Trump is the first postliterate president, he won't be the last. The political strategist David Plouffe, an architect of Barack Obama's presidential campaigns, recently argued that candidates should focus each day on content creation. He advised shrinking every idea into something short enough for screen-addled voters to concentrate on. "If it can't be communicated in an Instagram post or 10-second TikTok, go back to the drawing board," Plouffe wrote in a New York Times op-ed. That may very well be good advice on how to campaign for office in the postliterate era. As a way to practice informed self-government, it portends disaster.




I haven't even mentioned artificial intelligence yet. A number of digital technologies have hijacked attention and made focused reading all but impossible. Generative AI is the first tool to threaten the continued existence of writing.

Writing is hard. Orwell likened the experience to a "long bout of some painful illness." AI promises a simple remedy. The trouble is that writing is not merely the act of transcribing fully formed thoughts--if it were, it wouldn't be hard. Writing is the way people figure out what they think, and how to convey those thoughts to someone who doesn't already share them. Cal Newport, a computer-science professor at Georgetown University, argues that the process of writing forces people to think in an orderly, linear fashion. It exposes flabby thoughts and shoddy reasoning. And the time and focus it takes to form thoughts into words, sentences, and paragraphs allow the author to make new connections and discover new insights.

This feels true to me. My job is to write. With apologies to Orwell, the prospect of a painful illness fills me with less dread than a blank page. But there's satisfaction in the struggle. The writing process is how I refine and formalize inchoate ideas and gain new understanding. By evaluating my arguments and discarding those that aren't convincing, I find the ones that are. Writing is hard because the writer is learning. If AI eliminates the challenge, it also eliminates the learning.

Early studies have suggested that this is exactly what happens when people use AI to write. The process is easier. The product is often better than what someone could compose on their own. But it comes at the expense of mental development. One study in Brazil determined that undergraduates who used AI for studying performed significantly worse on a surprise test than those who studied without AI. The students trailed their peers even on questions that demanded reflection and effort instead of specific knowledge. Another study of hundreds of individuals in Britain found that frequent AI use for cognitive tasks is negatively associated with critical-thinking abilities.

Modern life demands a lot of tedious writing. Some of it can surely be offloaded to machines without too great a cost. But a career spent studying the historical adoption of new technologies has convinced Newport that it's almost impossible to automate away one problem without creating others. Over and over, people think they're using a tool to bypass a single tiresome task. "And then there's all these unexpected second-order impacts," he told me. Email was supposed to be a more convenient substitute for faxes, phone calls, and meetings. Instead, responding to emails became an immense time suck of its own. These unforeseen consequences end up transforming intellectual life.

The skill of deep thinking will likely become rarer and rarer in a world where much of the population uses AI to avoid writing. It will also become more and more important. AI is creating a superabundance of text. It has led to a threefold increase in the number of books released on Amazon each month since 2022, when ChatGPT was launched. Over the same period, scientific-journal submissions have also surged. Many were written at least in part by artificial intelligence.

AI produces crisp, professional prose. Presented with human- and AI-produced text side by side, even M.F.A. candidates have been shown to prefer the work of the machines. If AI writing is pleasing and convincing, however, it is also unoriginal, often inaccurate, or both. People will therefore need their powers of discernment and comprehension more than ever. They will need to know what they think and how to make their own judgments. These are the exact skills that the use of AI threatens to erode.

What's at risk is nothing less than the ability to think for oneself. If people become overreliant on AI to write for them, they could lose the capacity to interrogate or even develop their own views. These are quintessentially human capacities. "If we gave those up," the NYU philosopher Kwame Anthony Appiah told me, "we'd stop being the kind of humans that we are. We'd be very different creatures."

One hundred twenty-six years ago, The Atlantic published an essay by Arthur Reed Kimball describing "one of the most serious of the unchallenged changes of modern American life." The ability of the nation's citizens to write well and think deeply was under attack. The enemy of eloquence and sustained attention? The newspaper. In "The Invasion of Journalism," Kimball argued that the daily paper, with its sports pages and gossip columns, its miscellaneous items and slang, was eclipsing the book and the literary magazine. Even those who claim to read the newspaper to learn of pressing events in Washington or Europe, he argued, will turn first "to some interesting 'story,' perhaps a curious bicycle adventure, perhaps the capture of a clever burglar."

From the July 1900 issue: The invasion of journalism

Before the newspaper, the novel was seen as a threat to good reading habits and moral stature. Thomas Jefferson thought that one of the greatest obstacles to educating women was their passion for fiction, which seduced them away from "wholesome reading." Once a woman has fallen for novels, he wrote, "nothing can engage attention unless dressed in all the figments of fancy."

Those inclined to dismiss the present assault on reading point to this venerable tradition: decrying some new technology or medium as distracting and debasing the American people. Perhaps, 126 years from now, this essay will seem like the latest such exercise in hand-wringing. Looking back at these laments, I noticed that the people most invested in the old modes are usually the quickest to predict that all will be lost.

By some measures at least, books continue to thrive. Last year, print-book sales were higher than they were a decade ago. Barnes & Noble opened more than 60 new stores. Almost 400 independent bookstores sprang up in 2025. Substack has seen an explosion of subscriptions for long-form writing. Celebrities such as Dua Lipa and Reese Witherspoon have used their fame and influence to launch wildly successful book clubs. Audiobooks have become a billion-dollar industry.

But the optimists overlook a crucial thread in the data: Text is thriving among a dwindling proportion of the population. Just 20 percent of adults accounted for more than 80 percent of all books read last year. "It's becoming a kind of niche hobby, like stamp collecting or growing orchids," Leah Price, a historian of reading at Rutgers University, told me. Readers spend more time reading each day than they did two decades ago. They appear to be even more passionate about print than their predecessors. But the people devoted to text, who derive cultural understanding and intellectual connection from the written word, are now part of a subculture. The fact that you are reading this article almost certainly makes you a member of it.

Now that being a reader is optional, it can function as an identity marker. When you see someone on the train reading printed matter, it feels like a statement. Perhaps inevitably, such statements have become the stuff of online ridicule: Brandish a book too ostentatiously in public, and you might find yourself accused of "performative reading." The label presumes the person is only trying to telegraph that they are highly educated or possess superior literary taste--why else would they lug a book around?

We've been here before. When society first transitioned from orality to literacy, only a small minority could read. As the only individuals who possessed this valuable skill, they occupied a privileged position, and were paid handsomely for their work. At the Library of Alexandria, scholars in residence lived in the city's royal complex.

Today, reading is again clustered among a small minority of the population, but being a person of letters confers less status than it once did. The remaining readers are marginalized, mocked, and in many ways irrelevant. For most people, a life of letters is an economic dead end. Employment at newspapers has fallen by 75 percent in the past two decades. Job openings for academics in the humanities are likewise in decline, and fewer and fewer of the remaining positions are tenure-track. In 2024, only 8 percent of college graduates earned a bachelor's degree in a humanities discipline. That year, both English and history departments awarded 40 percent fewer degrees than they did in 2012. There's a fear among historians, whispered during panels and conferences, that they will be the final generation to systematically examine the past.

The notion of a popular literary figure appearing on the cover of a print newsweekly read by millions of Americans is impossible to imagine today. There is no such figure, and there are no such widely read newsweeklies. Instead, many Americans are proudly postliterate. The president has spoken about his taste for bullet-pointed briefings, and aides have said he likes pictures and charts. The world's richest men brag about getting their information from X posts, podcasts, and conversations with chatbots. Young people who seek wealth and influence are encouraged to mimic them.

Cultural and economic power tends to flow to people who are skilled at using the most popular communications technology. Today, those people are streamers, podcasters, and influencers. Joe Rogan commands the kind of audience that journalists could only dream of. He has more than 14 million followers on Spotify and more than 20 million subscribers on YouTube. MrBeast, a YouTuber who stages elaborate stunts, such as a real-life Squid Game, regularly gets hundreds of millions of views. Video-game streamers such as IShowSpeed and TheBurntPeanut are among the most popular media figures in the country. These personalities shape what young people aspire to and talk about, and even how they speak.

Books used to be an essential source of knowledge, memory, wisdom, and morality. They were written by older generations and passed down to the young in a vertical transmission of culture, the social psychologist Jonathan Haidt told me. Now information moves horizontally, from young person to young person. This dynamic makes figures such as MrBeast and TheBurntPeanut the guardians of American culture. The decline of reading didn't turn the world upside down. It turned the world sideways.

Young people want to pursue jobs that will catapult them into the elite--which today means that people coming of age want to be influencers. A 2023 Morning Consult poll found that almost 60 percent of Gen Z respondents said they would be a social-media personality if they could. Amanda Kordeliski, of the American Association of School Librarians, is also a librarian in Oklahoma, where she has set up recording studios for students. "Podcasting is the hottest, most popular thing. I could buy a million microphones and there would still be a waitlist to get into the audio labs," she told me. "Everybody wants to be an influencer."

In September, Syracuse University launched its Center for the Creator Economy, and will soon offer its inaugural minor for aspiring influencers. "This center speaks directly to the aspirations of current and prospective students," Mark J. Lodato, the dean of the university's Newhouse School of Public Communications, said in a press release. "It's about meeting them where they are--and preparing them to lead in the world that's coming."

The arrival of that world isn't yet a certainty. Some people have noticed what we're giving up, and they're choosing a different path. Nearly two dozen states have banned cellphones during the school day. After Texas's ban went into effect at the start of this past academic year, a Dallas school district saw 200,000 more library books checked out compared with the year before, a nearly 25 percent increase. Rex Ovalle, a high-school English teacher in the Chicago suburbs and a member of the National Council of Teachers of English, told me he's seen pushback against excerpts; some teachers are adding whole books back into their curriculum. Felton Thomas Jr., the executive director of the Cleveland Public Library, said that its youngest patrons have joined senior citizens in preferring print books to digital copies. If these acts of defiance against a postliterate culture seem futile, the holdouts lose nothing by trying.

I was raised in the postliterate era. I was born shortly after the dot-com bubble burst and entered first grade around the time the iPhone was released. In seventh grade, I got my first phone and promptly made an Instagram account. If you make an internet reference--any internet reference--I will (regrettably) almost always get it. Most of my knowledge of a world premised on reading comes from what I've read in books.

I had the advantage of growing up in a family of readers. My dad read to me almost every night, all the way through middle school. (As the father of a moody daughter, he often didn't know what words to say to me. When we read together, he could borrow someone else's.) My older sisters couldn't wait to recruit me into their book club. Our favorite was The Boxcar Children, about four orphaned siblings who create a home in an abandoned train car. In the book, the children have scarcely found food and shelter before the two sisters decide to teach their younger brother to read. They carve wood chips into letters and use blackberry juice for ink. When I turned 10, my mom passed down her childhood copies of Rabbit Hill and Johnny Tremain. She had written her signature on the inside cover when she got them. I added my own.




During high school, I got it in my head that I should read the classics. My teachers kept recommending their favorite books. I wanted to share in their knowledge and understand their references. I slogged through Jane Eyre and fell for Anna Karenina. Although I was alone while reading, I didn't feel that way. These books contained the wisdom of generations. As James Baldwin said (in a 1963 Life profile, just a week after he appeared on the cover of Time): "You think your pain and your heartbreak are unprecedented in the history of the world, but then you read. It was Dostoevsky and Dickens who taught me that the things that tormented me most were the very things that connected me with all the people who were alive, or who ever had been alive." I felt like I was part of an unbroken chain of knowledge and culture.

In the years since--I'm not quite sure when--the habit slipped. The change was subtle. I became busier. I started scrolling on my phone before bed instead of reading. My attention began to wander every few pages. What did it matter if I read less? No one was checking on my progress. And the books would always be there. I could pick them up later.

When the Library of Alexandria disappeared, the knowledge inscribed on its scrolls was lost forever. We can only guess what else Eratosthenes and Euclid might have written. The text turned to dust. That won't happen today; all of the words in the great library could be stored on a single computer chip. Nowadays, even the most obscure academic monographs are scanned and digitized. Google Books and the Internet Archive represent libraries of unfathomable proportions. We can navigate to them with a few keystrokes, not a perilous journey across the Mediterranean. There's little risk of their texts succumbing to humidity or mice.

But the threat of apathy remains. What we're losing is the ability and inclination to read those texts. An astonishing wealth of information and wisdom has been bequeathed to us. What we'll do with this inheritance is up to us.



This article appears in the August 2026 print edition with the headline "The Age of Reading Is Over." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What if It's Not the Phones?

An evolutionary psychologist is challenging the popular understanding of kids and technology.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




When the 82-year-old psychologist Peter Gray describes the way he grew up, he punctuates the anecdotes by saying that modern parents would be arrested for letting a child have such fun. When he was 4 years old, he would walk to a store in Minneapolis to buy cigarettes for his grandmother. When he was 11, he would sometimes stay home from school in Hill City, Minnesota, to operate a newspaper printing press owned by his mother and stepfather.

His parents were not arrested, and that's because the childhood they permitted him to have was basically normal at the time, even if his family did have a newspaper printing press in the house. As a boy, Peter was obsessed with fishing and baseball; neighborhood friends taught him how to ride his bike and catch grasshoppers. Although Gray's career as a scientist would begin with laboratory studies of rat hormones, he eventually found his way to writing about his childhood, in a fashion. Over the course of his 30 years in the psychology department at Boston College, he mixed principles of biology and anthropology to put together an evolutionary theory of play.

Gray's academic work defines play as a self-directed activity done only for its own sake. This, he came to believe, enables kids to figure out how to solve their own problems, nurture their own relationships, make their own rules, and manage their own disappointments. But he says that our society has spent the past 70 years or so interfering with that process. We've made it harder and harder for kids to do anything: They're kept indoors for greater portions of the day and given less unstructured time; they play organized sports supervised by adults; they don't go anywhere alone. Gray grew certain that this loss of independence has been harmful to their mental health.

Gray's theory, which he laid out in a 2013 book called Free to Learn, quickly found a welcome audience. The book was celebrated by advocates of free-range parenting and won endorsement from academic luminaries such as Steven Pinker. When Gray's fellow psychologist Jonathan Haidt and his co-author Greg Lukianoff published their 2018 best seller on the threat of safetyism, The Coddling of the American Mind, they used the title of Gray's popular TEDx talk "The Decline of Play" as a chapter header. Haidt, who is an Atlantic contributor, told me that Gray was "the star academic" in the section of his book that deals with play. "I wish every school in America could hear a talk by Peter Gray," he said.

Only recently has Gray expanded his idea in a way that is not quite so crowd-pleasing. Children's need for unstructured play and exploration (guided by some safety rules and common sense) applies not just to vacant lots and city parks and backyards in the suburbs, he says, but to other settings too. It now extends to the wild spaces of the internet. "To grow up well, children have to be able to play in the world that they're growing up in," he told me when we spoke at his home in late winter. Kids should be free to play without their parents' supervision, Gray insists, even when they go online.

Gray has always been a playful academic. As a graduate student at Rockefeller University during the late 1960s, he once filled every mailbox at the school with a note proclaiming that neckties were no longer required in the dining hall because they stifled thought by cutting off circulation to the brain. But the turning point in his career came a decade later, when his son, Scott, took up the mantle of rebelling at his school. Gray and his now-late wife moved him to a nontraditional school in Framingham, Massachusetts, where children received no formal coursework and directed their own education.

Scott thrived in his new environment, and Gray, who saw how much happier and more engaged his son became, pivoted from doing lab experiments on rats to making more philosophical explorations of play and learning. He also studied his son's new school, publishing survey data on the careers and lives of its alumni, as well as detailed observations of how its students played.

Eventually, Gray would have enough of structured academia himself. By 2002, he'd made sufficient money off of a well-regarded psychology textbook that he was able to resign from Boston College and live comfortably in the small town of Millis, Massachusetts. The back of the wood-paneled house that he shares with his second wife is made entirely of glass, providing a broad view of the Charles River. By his account, his retirement has been as idyllic as his childhood. Gray sometimes kayaks against the current, up the river, for exercise.

When I visited him on a frigid day in March, he was wearing the uniform of a practical person--simple shoes, navy trousers, light layers topped with a grandpa cardigan. David Sloan Wilson, an evolutionary biologist and friend of Gray's who is a professor emeritus at Binghamton University, described him to me as an old man with a "very boyish look." I would say he is more like a child's drawing of a nice old man: pure-white hair, a reedy frame, smile lines.

Wilson also described his friend as a pied piper, apparently intending this as a compliment. And from his riverside retreat, Gray has been involved in leading a movement. In 2017, he joined up with Haidt and two others to found the nonprofit Let Grow. The organization, which raised about $2 million in contributions in 2024, encourages parents and teachers to stop watching kids so intently, and tries to fight "neglect" laws that frame a lack of child supervision as criminal or reckless behavior. Let Grow has also developed a program called Play Club, through which schools can offer age-mixed free-play time when the kids (mostly) supervise themselves.

Gray and Haidt both served on the group's board of directors. They had a collegial relationship, even though there were some minor differences in approach and worldview. The first of those was on the subject of kids and video games: Gray thought that video games provided kids with fruitful ways to play without adult control and was adamant about their value; Haidt respected that position but wasn't so sure. The two psychologists also disagreed, from time to time, on whether kids should be using social media. But these seemed, at first, like secondary issues.

Then, in 2023, Haidt sent Gray a prepublication copy of his next book. The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an Epidemic of Mental Illness opens with an extended metaphor comparing smartphone and tablet use to a spine-melting trip to Mars, and goes on to make the case that personal technology has caused a full-scale youth-mental-health crisis. Its argument seemed to fit the moment: Children were reporting that they didn't like how much time they spent on social media and didn't feel like they were in control of their habits; some were truly suffering. The Anxious Generation gave them--and their parents--language to describe what was happening.

Read: End the phone-based childhood now

Haidt's book went on to spend more than two years on the New York Times best-seller list. It was translated into dozens of languages and excerpted in this magazine. And the policies that it suggests, to remove smartphones from schools and bar kids younger than 16 from social media, quickly came to seem like obvious solutions. (In the past few years, they've been taken up by legislators in the United States and abroad.)

But when Gray first read the manuscript in his lofted study overlooking the river, he was appalled. "The book frankly makes me mad," he told me. "I have to say that. I think it's unethical." Although The Anxious Generation goes on at length about the benefits of free play, and even makes specific mention of Let Grow, its message overall was for Gray inimical to the nonprofit's mission. As he sees it, the analysis improbably suggests that taking away phones would prompt kids to run around exploring as their grandparents had done. The few freedoms that kids had left were private communications with their friends and some independent movement, permitted only so long as they could be tracked and called. More than that, Haidt's book implies that kids cannot be trusted to delve into the online world on their own, or even taught to do it safely. The internet is too dangerous for children--too full of scary strangers and powerful temptations--much in the same way that parents and pundits had decried the perils of the physical world generations before. Haidt had wanted feedback on the manuscript. Gray told him he disagreed with its premise.

Months later, after the book came out, Gray stepped down from the Let Grow board so that the other members wouldn't feel caught in the middle of a conflict. Then he posted a critique to his Substack. Gray wrote that he took "no pleasure" in rebutting his colleague's work. "I have tried to avoid it but no longer can," he wrote. "As a society we have almost a knee-jerk reaction to believe that the solution to any problem experienced by kids is to deprive them of yet one more freedom, and this book is helping to jerk some of those knees even further."

The two men haven't spoken a word to each other since their falling-out. "Jonathan Haidt is a likable person," Gray told me. "He's polite. He's generous." Gray said he is a fan of Haidt's previous work: "His strong point has always been kind of large, somewhat philosophical arguments based on general observations and a certain amount of evidence, and he's very good at that." But Gray viewed Haidt's newest large, somewhat philosophical argument as not only incorrect but immoral.

The first time we spoke, Gray referred to social-media age minimums as a violation of human rights. When we met in person, I asked him whether that was truly his position. He repeated that it was. Before The Anxious Generation was published, Gray had been working on another book about the broad topic of play. But he scrapped that one after posting his rebuttal, and instead began to write a full-length counterpoint to Haidt's ideas for an imprint at Penguin Random House. That book, titled Restoring Childhood: How to Set Kids Free in the Age of Anxiety, is due to publish in September.

The new book will argue that the mental-health crisis affecting children is real, but has nothing whatsoever to do with what Gray describes as the "moral panic" over smartphones and social media. The real problem, he says, has to do with schools--and in particular with the 2010 rollout of the Common Core standards, which narrowed teachers' options for creative curricula and increased the amount of time that the average American student spent taking tests.

To make that case, Gray points to the American Psychological Association's annual Stress in America study, which surveyed kids in 2009, just before Common Core was introduced, and in 2013, just after. In 2009, 43 percent of U.S. teenagers said that performing well in school was a source of stress in their lives. In 2013, this number jumped to 83 percent. Gray found analogous survey data from before and after similar educational reforms in Sweden and England were put in place.

Read: The flip-phone cleanse

School policies were not the only things that changed from 2009 to 2013; smartphone use, for example, skyrocketed across the same few years. But lots of evidence affirms the notion that in America, at least, children are more stressed out by school than by any other aspect of their lives. Young people often say that they hate school, and youth suicides are far more common during the school year. In 2024, 68 percent of U.S. teenagers surveyed by Pew Research Center said that they felt a great deal or fair amount of pressure to get good grades--significantly more than those who said they felt pressure to look good or fit in. Studies of teens in North America and parts of Europe also suggest that school pressure has increased more for girls than it has for boys over the past two decades, which is consistent with the fact that, in some respects, the teen-mental-health crisis has been more intense for girls.

Restoring Childhood goes on to make another, even more surprising argument: It says that computers and video games have actually been responsible for improving children's mental health. Teen suicides rose in every decade from the 1950s through the 1980s, Gray writes, as restrictions were increased on children's freedoms. Anxiety and depression seem to have been rising too. But that trend was temporarily reversed by the arrival of the digital world. Suddenly, kids had a new place where they could connect with one another, make their own rules, and solve their own problems. They were among the early adopters of the new technologies, and so became authorities in their households, giving them a chance to feel competent and helpful. Teen-suicide rates never went back down to the levels of the 1950s, but they did decline by about 40 percent from 1990 to 2010. "Everybody was ignoring that," Gray said. "Nobody was writing about that."

Just two years ago, Penguin Random House put out The Anxious Generation. Now the publisher seems confident that people are ready for a counternarrative: Gray says that he received a $500,000 advance for his newest book. Wilson, the Binghamton professor and Gray's friend, told me that he read the book in manuscript form and found himself convinced. "I want it to have the exact same exposure and impact as Jonathan's book," he said. "I would like it to be as splashy as it could be and to set up conversations at every level as to which of these interpretations is correct."

You will not be surprised to hear that Haidt has a very different reading of the evidence. When I asked him what he made of the claim that computers were actually a boon to children's mental health from 1990 to 2010, he instead proposed that any improvement during that period might have resulted from the phasing out and banning of leaded gasoline. (Lead exposure has been tied to developmental disorders and mental-health problems.) As for Gray's critique of his smartphone-and-social-media hypothesis, Haidt said that it was overly reliant on the dissenting opinion of what he characterized as a minority of researchers. In particular, he mentioned Candice Odgers, a psychology professor at UC Irvine, and Christopher Ferguson, a psychology professor at Stetson University.

Gray does feature Odgers and Ferguson in Restoring Childhood, but these are not the only scholars who have taken issue with the science as presented in The Anxious Generation. I spoke with more than a dozen people who study technology and child development, and many expressed concern that Haidt overstates the strength of correlational findings and suggests causation where it hasn't been proved. (A 2024 report on teenagers' use of social media from the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine concludes that "the scientific literature on the health effects of social media use is mixed and inconclusive.") Several of them also quibbled--as did Gray--with Haidt's emphasis on controlled experiments that found people's mental health improved after breaks from social media. They said these are flawed because participants consciously or subconsciously know the results that are expected of them. (Haidt, when I put this to him, replied: "If all you can say is, Well, maybe they could guess the hypothesis, then you basically are saying all psychological research is useless.")

Read: What did people do before smartphones?

But if the quality of Haidt's arguments and evidence is up for debate, the same is true of Gray's. The dangers facing kids on social media, for instance--in an ecosystem that was specifically designed to capture their attention for profit--aren't quite analogous to those they'd find offline. Or take the crucial data from the Stress in America surveys, which are presented in Restoring Childhood as a meaningful signal of the harmful effects of Common Core reforms. Reported levels of school stress did double from 2009 to 2013, according to that work, but the numbers roughly doubled for other common stressors, too, including family finances--so any school-related effect on stress does not appear to be unique. When I asked Gray about this issue, he said it had been "nagging" at him, and that he was going to add a footnote to the book about it before publication. I pointed out to him a few weeks later that the surveyors had also changed their methodology between 2009 and 2013. The phrasing of the questions had shifted; the first survey had asked respondents to select their top two stressors, but the second one asked them to assign scores to a list of possible stressors. Gray was caught off guard by this, and he went on to ask his publisher to adjust or remove any reference to the Stress in America surveys. That request arrived too late to change the print edition, but Gray said he plans to make the edit to the ebook and audiobook.

Restoring Childhood does offer other lines of evidence, though. "I think there's a reasonable hypothesis here," Ferguson told me when I asked about Gray's book, which he had read in advance, and blurbed. He said he thinks that focusing on schools as the source of children's mental-health decline makes sense, but added that he would like to see more evidence that the school environment had gotten that much worse. "My memory of schools in the '70s and '80s was: They also sucked," he said.

Odgers, who also provided an endorsement for Restoring Childhood, told me that she appreciates the fact that the book is "broadening the conversation" about children's mental health to include "a major stressor as reported by young people, that we actually see in the data." But she expressed frustration at the logic used by Gray and Haidt alike. She noted their shared willingness to apply one explanation (video games, unleaded gas) to the mental-health improvements of the 1990s and 2000s, and then a completely different one (Common Core, social media) to a later section of the same trend line. No serious epidemiologist would reason in this way, she said. Both Gray and Haidt tended to downplay other obvious factors, such as the severe adult-mental-health crisis that unfolded during the same years. "Caregiver mental health is by far the strongest predictor of childhood mental health," Odgers said.

Pete Etchells, a professor of psychology and science communication at Bath Spa University, also pushed back on the idea that Common Core is the primary cause of mental-health problems among American kids. "This is a common trap that we fall into when trying to figure out what's going on with those declines," he told me. "We try to answer the question of 'What one big thing can explain this?' The answer, in my view, is that there isn't one big thing." This was generally the thesis of Etchells's own book Unlocked: The Real Science of Screen Time (And How to Spend It Better), which came out the week before The Anxious Generation did, sold only a few thousand copies, and received hardly any attention at all.

Come September, the fight over that "one big thing" will be renewed. Which change that happened 15 years ago was the real source of so much misery for children? "You can't run experiments on history," Haidt said, so we'll never be able to prove that smartphones and social media caused the steep decline in youth mental health. "We just have to say which hypothesis is more plausible," he said--and he's yet to hear one more plausible than his own.

When I met with Gray, he said that he has total confidence in his idea: "The evidence is really very overwhelming." Later on, I tried to press the issue: Couldn't there be some other factors in the mix? What if Common Core had been just one of many causes of the problem? "It would be nice" if there really weren't any one big thing, he said, but he simply didn't feel that this was the case. "So far, I haven't heard of any other possibility that has the same plausibility." He'd been studying the numbers and considering the alternatives, and he didn't see how his theory could be wrong.
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The MIA Caucus

Mitch McConnell isn't the first member of Congress to drop out of sight.

by Marie-Rose Sheinerman

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




Mitch McConnell has not been seen in public in almost a month. The senator from Kentucky and former majority leader was hospitalized on June 14, and his staff has declined to elaborate, instead recycling the same statement: "The Senator continues to improve, and is working closely with his staff on Kentucky and Senate matters while the Senate is out of session." Speculation, theories, and questions have filled the void this week, prompting McConnell's allies to share that they had recently spoken with him. But they've faced a deluge of doubts themselves. Yesterday, the Kentucky governor sent a formal letter requesting a health update from the senator, while President Trump told reporters he had "no idea" how McConnell was doing.

McConnell is hardly the first member of Congress to go MIA. Representative Tom Kean Jr. of New Jersey, a Republican running for reelection in a highly competitive district, disappeared for nearly four months this year and missed 142 House roll-call votes before resurfacing in late June. Kean explained that he had been receiving treatment for depression. In 2024, then-Representative Kay Granger of Texas, a Republican and former chair of the House Appropriations Committee, was absent from Congress for months before The Dallas Express reported that she was living in "a local memory care and assisted living home for some time after having been found wandering lost and confused." Senator Dianne Feinstein of California, who died in 2023, remained in office as her health rapidly deteriorated and her staff downplayed her condition.

Although a seat in Congress comes with baseline expectations of being on the job when the House or Senate is in session, there are no formal rules governing disclosure of medical conditions for lawmakers and no official procedures for declaring a member medically incapacitated and removing them. The norm on the Hill is to fiercely shield and protect the private lives of legislators--especially on matters as sensitive as mental or physical health. But in recent years, with Congress ruled by shifting and often thin majorities, it quickly becomes obvious when someone is missing, especially for key votes. And then the theories spread on social media.

Read: Mitch McConnell and the president he calls 'despicable'

McConnell's absence has prompted a flood of memes, some involving Ouija boards, AI-generated Mitch-zombies, Weekend at Bernie's-inspired scenes, and reports of the kid from The Sixth Sense having reached the senator. The leftist Twitch streamer Hasan Piker challenged McConnell to publicly deny that the two are engaged in a romantic tryst. Scott Jennings, a Republican pundit, attempted to combat the speculation by sharing that he had spoken with McConnell "for just shy of 20 minutes" about a range of issues including Iran and Ukraine--only to spawn a new type of meme in which others used his post as a Mad Libs-style template for reporting fake conversations with the senator. Representative Thomas Massie, a fellow Republican Kentuckian who recently lost his primary to a Trump-backed opponent, sarcastically wrote that he spoke with McConnell for "about 20 minutes" about how he's "really sorry about how my primary turned out." CNN mistakenly ran a screenshot of a parody account claiming to have spoken with the senator.

In November 1980, Maryland voters elected Gladys Spellman to a fourth term in the House. Days before Election Day, she had suffered a heart attack; she survived but fell into a coma and never regained consciousness. Through a first-of-its-kind House resolution, passed in February 1981, her seat was declared vacant. That April, in a special primary for the Democratic nomination, Spellman's husband, Reuben, finished second to Steny Hoyer, then a 41-year-old lawyer and former Maryland state senator. Gladys Spellman died seven years later. Hoyer climbed the ranks and spent two decades in top House Democratic leadership. Now in his 23rd term, he announced earlier this year he would not seek a 24th.

That resolution remains the lone example in modern memory of House members taking action to formally remove and replace a colleague who is unable to perform the job as a result of a medical crisis. To longtime observers, McConnell's and Kean's recent absences are not unprecedented or even that unusual; they're par for the course. There is a long history of staff members attempting to shield ailing legislators from the prying eyes of journalists and political opponents, even if it comes at the expense of transparency with constituents. "This is a story as old as Congress itself," Jim Manley, a longtime aide to Harry Reid who spent more than two decades on the Hill, told me.

Senator Carter Glass of Virginia spent his last four years in office, in the 1940s, absent from public view due to illness before dying in 1946; he did not answer a single Senate roll call after 1942. Senator Karl Mundt of South Dakota suffered a stroke in 1969 and did not appear on the Senate floor for almost three years before deciding not to seek reelection in 1972. When John F. Kennedy served in the House and the Senate, as well as during his campaign for president, he hid his diagnosis of Addison's disease--an adrenal insufficiency--from voters.

Numerous lawmakers in more recent years have stuck to their offices even as they grew visibly frail or as their mental capacity was called into question--and as their staff members demurred or outright denied that anything was amiss. Aides around Senator Robert Byrd of West Virginia--who died in 2010 at age 92 and was the longest-serving senator in history--were especially tight-lipped as the lawmaker's health declined. Mississippi Senator Thad Cochran's frailness and disorientation were an open secret before he decided to step down in 2018, a year before his death.

Read: A different kind of fading president 

There's always the possibility that these recent headline-grabbing cases of mysterious disappearances might mark a turning point toward reform. Congress returns from recess on Monday, and if McConnell's absence continues, it could complicate the Senate's business--particularly attempts to meet the late-September deadline to fund the government for the next fiscal year. McConnell sits on the powerful Appropriations Committee and leads the Defense Appropriations Subcommittee, which is responsible for military spending. Steven Smith, a social-sciences professor at Arizona State University who studies Congress, told me there should be a rule obligating members' chiefs of staff or others to report their bosses' absences, given that they are employees of taxpayers: "It could still be vague, but there ought to be some requirement to indicate that so-and-so is literally not on the job." Scott Tillman of U.S. Term Limits, a group pushing for putting constraints on the number of times an incumbent can hold a seat, told me that the recent cases involving McConnell and Kean have made their case more salient. "People are really being deprived of representation--they elected someone to be there, and they're not being represented," he said.

Others are less hopeful that any of this will change anytime soon. "Each seat is extraordinarily valuable, as is each vote in the House and Senate," Julian Zelizer, a Princeton University historian of modern American politics, told me. "This leads to keeping these issues as secret as possible." Plus, when it comes to protecting members' privacy, staffers' jobs are on the line. "As long as God created staff," Manley said, "there's always going to be folks that are going to try and do what they can to keep this stuff out of the media."
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Louis C.K. Is Stuck in the Past

The comedian's new special, <em>Ridiculous</em>, lacks the honesty of his best work.

by Vikram Murthi

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




Nearly halfway through his latest special, Ridiculous, Louis C.K. asks his audience to help out with a joke. When he announces "I'm so old!," the crowd is meant to respond in unison, "How old are you?" Another comedian might answer with an exaggerated zinger. Instead, C.K. deadpans a series of grim realities about aging that are funny by way of being uncomfortably candid. How old is C.K.? "I am so old that I live in the present for the first time," he answers, "not from wisdom or courage but from fear, because there's too much of the past and not enough of the future."

C.K.'s well-honed, self-deprecating style ties together much of the material in Ridiculous, which interweaves coarse throwaway bits about provocative subject matter--child molestation, the Holocaust, and AIDS (the latter is mentioned several times)--with observational humor from his own life, such as relocating his father to a nursing home. It's a recognizable mixture of ideas that he's riffed on for multiple decades, conveyed as a monologue that feels familiar for those acquainted with C.K.'s comedy.

What makes Ridiculous notable is that it's his first special released on Netflix since the company publicly cut ties with him in the fall of 2017, after The New York Times published allegations from five women who reported unwanted sexual attention from the comedian. ("The hardest regret to live with is what you've done to hurt someone else," C.K. said in a statement about the allegations. "And I can hardly wrap my head around the scope of hurt I brought on them.") In the interim eight and a half years, C.K. has not so much staged a big comeback as he has quietly reclaimed a smaller portion of the enormous spotlight he once held. He's continued to regularly perform live stand-up--both at drop-ins at the Comedy Cellar and at much larger venues such as Madison Square Garden--and pursued non-comedy projects including an audio series of conversations with his former girlfriend Blanche Gardin and Ingram, a picaresque novel published last year about a farm boy enduring interminable hardship, seemingly inspired by the works of Mark Twain and Flannery O'Connor.

C.K.'s career is more or less back on track, even if some people still put an asterisk beside his name. So I wasn't exactly surprised that he doesn't mention the nearly decade-old allegations in the new special. But the elision makes certain portions of Ridiculous tough to buy, such as when C.K. cracks about his dating life that "nobody gets to 58 single without a horrible fuckin' life." There's some abstract truth in that statement, sure, but it's missing some pretty crucial context--and although the audience may know what he's leaving out, the joke ends up unsatisfyingly hollow, as does much of the special.



In April 2020, C.K. self-released a filmed stand-up special, Sincerely Louis C.K.--his first since the Times investigation--without advance notice. At the top of the show, which eventually won a Grammy for Best Comedy Album, the comic cheekily addressed the allegations: "How was your last couple of years? Anybody else get in global amounts of trouble?"

Toward the end, he offered some humorous "advice": "If you ever ask somebody 'May I jerk off in front of you?' and they say, 'Yes,' just say, 'Are you sure?' That's the first part. And then if they say yes, just don't fuckin' do it." He proceeded to bemoan the fact that everyone knows about his kink before underlining the importance of frequent communication during sex. ("To assume that she likes it is like if they heard slaves singing in the fields and you're like, Hey, they're having a great time out there!") C.K.'s prevaricating, hesitant delivery of these jokes complicated any hard-line interpretations of his real feelings. He didn't sound completely penitent, but he certainly seemed uncomfortable talking about what happened, even when he leaned into being a stinker. Nevertheless, it was a far cry from, say, the way Aziz Ansari talked about facing an accusation of being sexually aggressive during a date with a younger woman--with remorse, and no wisecracks--in his 2019 special, Aziz Ansari: Right Now. C.K.'s follow-up special, Sorry, also didn't contain an explicit apology, making the title a glib meta joke.

Read: Sorry/Not Sorry and the paradox of Louis C.K.

Anyone hoping for a look inside C.K.'s head might have been more intrigued by his fourth feature film, 2022's Fourth of July. The film is about Jeff, a recovering alcoholic jazz pianist struggling to confront his dysfunctional family about the emotional abuse he suffered as a child. Self-financed by C.K. and co-written with the comedian Joe List (who also stars as Jeff), Fourth of July isn't especially successful for mundane reasons: The writing and direction are inconsistent; the ensemble lacks chemistry. The film is, however, an earnest examination of apologies--the value of them, and what it means to want one and not receive it.

The disarming streak of honesty in Fourth of July is based less on C.K.'s personal struggles and more on List's real-life sobriety, the mechanics of 12-step programs, and the lingering effects of hands-off, tough-love parents. Still, it's difficult not to connect Jeff's desperate attempt to get his family to simply acknowledge their casually cruel, emotionally erratic behavior with C.K.'s public difficulties. In the movie, C.K. plays Jeff's therapist, who at one point proposes that Jeff isn't suffering enough to actually improve his outlook on life. "If you were in more pain and enough pain," he says, "you might seek a real solution. That's how some people might view it."

Whether C.K. has suffered enough, or whether a "real solution" even exists, is not for me to decide. But he has inched toward a deeper contrition. In an interview with the podcaster Theo Von last September, C.K. reflected at length on his life post-allegations. He explained that he felt free after the news broke, because he had been lying to himself about what he was doing. He admitted that if his reputation hadn't been damaged, his behavior would've likely gotten worse. He acknowledged that he hurt his loved ones and the women who accused him, accepted that many people will never forgive him, and discussed the amends he has attempted to make.

In some ways, this podcast appearance was the apology many people desired--and felt was missing from his 2017 statement, in which he said he was only then digesting the impact of his actions. (C.K. implies in the interview that he wasn't emotionally capable of going deeper then.) To my ears, his remarks exhibited genuine shame, though it's certainly possible to read them as opportunistic self-pity. Regardless, the gap between his earlier, carefully worded comments and his more considered, lengthy reflection on a popular podcast is notable.

This type of transparency would've certainly made for a different Netflix special. Instead, one of the two best jokes in Ridiculous is about chicken breasts. C.K. explains how much he loves the soaker pad that comes in a package of chicken, likening it to "a Maxi Pad but soaked in raw chicken water" and suggesting that the object is proof that we don't live in a simulation. "That pad would not be in the Matrix," he says. "That's people." He imagines a factory in an Ohio town that produces these pads, and the fictional billionaire smugly saying that he's "making a fortune on those chicken tampons."

The second joke is about Buddhism and features C.K.'s take on an old Chinese parable. A baby is born in a village and, as a small child, permanently injures his leg, which eventually keeps him from fighting in a brutal war. After each joyous or horrible event, a Buddhist master wisely comments, "We'll see." C.K. then adds his own spin about the boy's father getting drunk and decapitating his child, leaving the monk at a loss. After pausing for the right amount of time, he says, "The point of the story is that Buddhism is limited."

The strong parts of Ridiculous usually fall along these fantastical or absurdist lines. Some nonchalant one-liners pack a snort-level punch. C.K. still excels at cantankerous turns of phrase, like when he exaggerates the depressing conditions of his father's nursing home, describing how the patients are "jackknifed around the halls" in wheelchairs, like "a game of bumper cars where they turned the power off ... and then everybody died."

Yet Ridiculous remains uninvolving compared with C.K.'s pre-2017 specials, which fits a pattern: His post-allegation jokes just aren't as memorable as his most acclaimed routines, such as when he described fielding a series of quasi-Socratic questions from his young daughter that culminated in him deconstructing the precepts of reality. Where, in an earlier era, audiences adored C.K. in part because of how authentically himself he seemed onstage, the actual distance between C.K.'s offstage identity and his onstage persona has now become unavoidable. In his interview with Von, for example, C.K. seemed to recognize this underlying tension in his current comedy. As he much as he wants to "come out and tell people I'm fuckin' sorry," he told the podcaster, he believes that process is a "private thing," not a "famous-guy act." In his eyes, the stage isn't an appropriate venue for such discussion, because his words might be used by other people for their own ends; the implication is that, despite how "raw" he feels in front of a crowd, whatever he says will be inevitably misunderstood.

C.K.'s decision to eschew a more confessional mode in his act is obviously his right; he doesn't owe his audience anything more than what he's willing to give. But I can't ignore the fact that I--and many others--initially fell for his stand-up, as well as his television shows Louie and Horace and Pete, because he put his own life into his confrontational, oft-incendiary material. He frequently implicated himself, and his audience, with stories of his personal failures and moral limitations in service of answering big questions about contemporary life--all while making people laugh.

His choice to reckon with his actions mostly in private might be a needed act of self-preservation, but it results in work that's stunted by design. Per his own words, it feels stuck in the past, not looking toward the future.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/2026/07/louis-ck-ridiculous-netflix-review/687854/?utm_source=feed
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The Hidden Cost of Optimizing Everything

How technology is disconnecting us from life's small pleasures

by Charlie Warzel
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Modern life is built to make things easier, faster, and more efficient. But what if, in smoothing away life's everyday frictions, we've also lost something essential? This week on Galaxy Brain, Charlie Warzel talks with The Atlantic's Ian Bogost about his new book, The Small Stuff: How to Lead a More Gratifying Life, and why the tiny rituals, sensory pleasures, and routine interactions we tend to overlook may be the very things that make us feel connected--to one another, to the world around us, and to ourselves.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Ian Bogost: So think about this in, like, really simple terms: You're cooking dinner. Your goal is to produce a dinner. But the experience of cooking--of hearing the sizzling onions in the pan, or of chopping up the vegetables, or of opening and closing the refrigerator and feeling the gasket as you do so--all of that stuff, which is really gratifying, that's the experience of cooking. And it doesn't make sense to think about it in terms of goals and outcomes that you can optimize.


[Music]

Charlie Warzel: I'm Charlie Warzel, and this is Galaxy Brain, a show where today we're going to sweat the small stuff.

There's this line from the author Kurt Vonnegut that I love. It's from a 1995 interview in Inc. magazine where Vonnegut recounts, just as personal computing is really taking off, his love for doing things in a more analog way.

There's this one trip to the post office he talks about: heading to the newsstand, waiting in line, making small talk with the shopkeeper. The satisfaction of sealing the envelope and bringing it to the woman he has a crush on behind the counter. He ends the anecdote with the following: "I stamp the envelope and mail it in a mailbox in front of the post office, and I go home. And I've had a hell of a good time. And I tell you, we are here on Earth to fart around, and don't let anybody tell you any different."

That quote has been banging around in my head over the last few years, as the world continues to embrace the kind of technological progress that sands down the edges of our lives and keeps our faces in our screens. There's Amazon, Doordash, parking-lot pickup, which can be genuine godsends for people. But it's a convenience that also comes with a trade-off of not having to live in the world, among other people in the same way that we used to. In terms of farting around, our devices offer endless, engrossing distraction from the physical world. In part, our technologies have created this world where everything can be quantified. This has birthed this optimization culture and a broader obsession with metrics and efficiency.

My guest today argues that, while not all of this is bad, it can come at a genuine cost. Many people have, without really deciding on it, become more disconnected from a sense of place, from a sense of self, and from the tiny, visceral, sensory experiences of being present in the world just like Vonnegut describes.

Ian Bogost is my colleague here at The Atlantic, where he writes about technology. He's an author; a professor and administrator at Washington University in St. Louis; and a game designer. But he's also one of the keenest observers I've ever met: not just of how technology changes us but of all those little quirks that make up our lives.

And that, coincidentally, is what his new book, The Small Stuff, is about. In it, Ian makes the case that some of our societal obsessions--self-optimization, career satisfaction, this constant fixation on whether we are adequately happy or not--those are all aimed at the Big Stuff. But our lives are actually dominated by the Small Stuff: the Vonnegut-style farting around that gives texture to our days. This, he argues, is good news, because the Small Stuff is abundant, and it's actually much easier to notice, to control. And doing so can bring us a sense of genuine gratification, the kind that so many of our technologies just automate away.

Now, you may be thinking that this all sounds just a bit nostalgic--a couple of guys lamenting about the good old days. But Ian's argument in The Small Stuff isn't some screed against technology. It is, however--in a moment where AI is rapidly automating the world--a book about cultivating and strengthening the qualities that make us different than the machines, that bring us joy. That make us human. And so, Ian joins me now to talk about it all.



Sign up for Ordinary Extraordinary, Ian Bogost's guide to making everyday life vivid. You'll receive one edition every Saturday for the next eight weeks.




[Music]

Warzel: Ian, welcome to Galaxy Brain.

Ian Bogost: Thank you so much, Charlie.

Warzel: So we're here to talk about the small stuff. You have a book that is all about the small stuff. Can you tell me broadly what is the thesis here of paying attention to the small stuff?

Bogost: So the idea is that we have become disconnected from our sensory lives. That's sort of the thesis of the book. And this happened slowly over years and decades. It happened in part because of technology, but not entirely because of technology. And we kind of didn't notice that that was happening. And we maybe, we blamed smartphones instead of a whole host of other factors. But the result is that we feel disconnected, you know? Like, decoupled from the world that we live in, from the physical world.

And that connection, that sensory connection where you engage with the world with your senses, which is what I call gratification: We've lost a lot of that. We forgot about it. We were too busy optimizing, planning for the future, trying to make our lives more purposeful or happier, that we forgot how to be gratified. And that's what I think we should reclaim.

Warzel: You allude to some surveys. There's a lot of information out about this--

Bogost: There's a lot of them.

Warzel: That we're in a bit of a "happiness crisis," but--

Bogost: "Happiness crisis" is the way that it's always described, yeah.

Warzel: Right, yes. Which is a funny thing. I imagine a happiness factory, and there's just like red alarms going off and like minion-style workers pulling levers.

Bogost: Yeah, a wrench is in the happiness machine and is no longer able to produce happiness widgets for the masses.

Warzel: Exactly, which is a crisis by all accounts. Happiness, you also say, is this kind of amorphous thing. And you were just alluding to it there with gratification, but you have happiness, satisfaction, and gratification as these three types of things. Can you walk me through the differences in that?

Bogost: Yeah, totally. So at a high level, think of happiness as your overall sense of contentment with your life. How things are going, broadly speaking. And it's usually related to big stuff: to your connection to your family or your spouse or your kids. Your sense of satisfaction at work and whether you feel purpose at work. Whether you're connected to your community, whether your life means something and is worthwhile. It's really big stuff.

It's also very hard to define. I'm not sure that anyone really knows what happiness is, despite millennia of attempts to define it. And it's usually kind of like retrospective; like you sort of look back at happiness, or you plan forward for it. Like, How can I be happier? Oh, I need a different job; I need a different wife. Whatever it is. So that's happiness.

Satisfaction is a little simpler. It's more like pride in accomplishment. So the satisfaction test is like: You put your hands on your hips, and you look at something you've done. And you think, Oh, yeah; that was a good podcast I just recorded. That's satisfaction. And satisfaction is also a big-stuff kind of contentment. So you only feel satisfied when a project was big and worth doing. You know, like you finish a big woodworking project, or you write a book like I just did, or even you make a nice meal and you serve it to your family. And then you feel satisfied.

Gratification is weirder. It's much smaller. It's--I describe it as the sensory enchantment of everyday life. It's little tiny connections to the world. So the sound of my voice in your ears right now, or the feeling of a warm mug as you hold it in the morning, full of coffee. Or the texture of the shirt on my body when I touch it; the sound of leaves or twigs crunching under my feet when I walk; the feeling of the sun on my skin in the summer. Those are sensory encounters. And gratification is just the sort of connection, the sense of connectivity to the physical world that they deliver, that those encounters deliver.

Unlike happiness and unlike satisfaction, it happens right away. You either take it, or it's gone forever. Because it's instantaneous. It's in the moment. And they're usually tiny--like small scale. Because your senses are always receiving information from the world. It's also--there's a huge surplus of gratification, unlike happiness or satisfaction. You feel like there's only a limited amount of it. I better make the right choice. What if I move to the wrong city? What if I work on the wrong project? I'll miss out. But this idea of just being in the world every moment: I think we've massively underestimated the power of that.

Warzel: You argue, though, that gratification--and particularly instant gratification--get a very bad rap. Societally, culturally. Why do you think that is, and why do you disagree with that?

Bogost: Yeah. I trace this to a series of behavioral-science experiments that began in the late 1960s. A Stanford psychologist named Walter Mischel and some of his colleagues and then successors began running a series of experiments on young children. And they became known as the "marshmallow-test experiments." And what they would do is, they would take little kids from the Stanford preschool, and they'd put them in a room. And they'd have a researcher go in and offer them a small treat--usually a marshmallow, but sometimes it was a pretzel or something else--and tell them: You can have this treat now. Or if you wait, then you can have two of them. Or you can have a bigger one. And they used this experiment as a way to determine whether individuals with more self-control, or what they perceived to be more self-control, would be more successful in their lives.

But even, despite what the studies said about any of the individuals who participated, they introduced this idea that gratification is bad. And that instant gratification is indulgence--that it's kind of like sin, and that it's associated with addiction-like behaviors. Maybe not addiction writ large, but addiction-like behaviors. So, you know: eating too much, sex, gambling, alcohol, even the marshmallow itself, right? Which is a treat. You shouldn't have too many treats, should you, right? Like--why don't you wait? And you can eat something better later.

So that whole idea, I think, turned gratification into this bad word. And instead of focusing on the moment and what would be pleasurable in the moment, you should always delay. You should always defer. You should always wait 'til later. Something better is likely to come along if you withhold that indulgence in order to invest that effort, that time, what have you, in future outcomes. So I think that's completely wrong.

Warzel: Well so, we can get into why it is. But the immediate, like--as I'm listening to you talk about all of this--the immediate ideological analogue here is optimization culture, right? That, as you write, kind of splits the world into this binary of "productive and good" versus "dangerous and indulgent." Like you said, almost vice-esque. Where does optimization culture fit into the gratification argument?

Bogost: The forces that have disconnected us from everyday life--I have this name, dematerialization, for all of those different forces. Technology, bureaucracy, efficiency, even economic factors: They have been leaning toward optimization and efficiency for years and years and years now. And so we've been sort of slowly led to believe, so much that we don't even realize we're believing, that all that matters are outcomes. Especially measurable outcomes. And so anything that isn't focused on a future goal feels like it's not worth doing, or that it's less worth doing than something else. And one way to think about the gratification problem is in terms of the difference between goals or outcomes and experiences. Because the experiences are different from the outcomes that they might produce.

So think about this in, like, really simple terms: You're cooking dinner. Your goal is to produce a dinner. And you know, maybe you want to do it at a certain cost, or it has to taste a certain way, or you have to feed a certain number of people, or it has to be ready at a certain time. And there's all sorts of factors that go into it. And you hope it tastes good. You hope people enjoy it and they praise you, all that kind of stuff. But the experience of cooking--of hearing the sizzling onions in the pan, or of chopping up the vegetables, or of opening and closing the refrigerator and feeling the gasket as you do so--all of that stuff, which is really gratifying, that's the experience of cooking. And it doesn't make sense to think about it in terms of goals and outcomes that you can optimize. What would it mean to optimize the sound of onions sizzling? That you should like continuously do it? No; that doesn't make any sense. It's just a part of the experience.

And so, because we're so focused on goals--and so, like, singularly focused on goals and outcomes--optimization culture, efficiency culture plugs right into that idea. Which is also kind of the premise of happiness thinking. You know: Happiness is about future outcomes. It's about doing things that are worth doing, rather than things that feel good in the moment. You're supposed to set aside those things in order that you can produce a greater sense of purpose and ultimately happiness.

So you might think of optimization as the sort of like workhead version of happiness, in a way. It's like happiness, but for outcomes. And for that reason, it's related to that idea of missing out on what's happening in the moment in order to produce supposedly better future results. It just doesn't take much thinking to realize everybody realizes this all the time, right? You're like: Wait a minute; what am I doing, though? Why am I doing any of these things? What is the experience of doing them? And I think that disconnect, which all of us have all the time, is where we start feeling guilty instead of feeling good about the moments that we're having.

Warzel: And it's also just this very like puritanical way of being, right?

Bogost: Oh, yeah. Totally.

Warzel: Like, I think so much about all the influencers I see. You know, like they're not experiencing any of the life. They're, in a way, just speed-running it to get to the goal, right?

Bogost: Right. And then the goal only leads to another goal. One of the things that's been so confusing to me about the whole of, like, Silicon Valley-style success culture and wealth culture is that it never ends. And everyone I know personally or know of who's been immensely successful in business in the technology industry--which I think is driving a lot of that efficiency discourse that you're talking about--the moment they achieve massive success, financial success, renown, all of that, it's just: Well, what's next? What's your next play? There has to be more of it. They don't even like open a winery or a distillery or whatever it is. Like, something that's wasteful, right? It's like: We're gonna start up my new venture, invest in another fund, do more, more, more, more, more.

Warzel: Well, this actually happened. There was a thing that went viral the other day of Mark Zuckerberg talking about his farm that he has in Hawaii, where he's trying to become the absolute best, most efficient farmer. I want the absolute best cows possible. And he's talking about this experience of, you know, the macadamia trees, and all: And that's what we're gonna feed them, but then how do we process it so it's maximally efficient for these cows to eat? And the way he's describing it is in this "efficient" way, where it's like--this is this guy's hobby. And yet at the same time, it is just approached with what seems like zero joy. It's just: I have to get to the maximally efficient outcome.

Bogost: No, sure. Totally. Yeah.

Warzel: I want to talk a little bit about that. The dematerialization thing, and this disconnecting people from the physical world that they inhabit. What does that look like? Like, where do you feel that most acutely?

Bogost: The example I always go to first--the one that everyone understands immediately--is you go into a public restroom at an airport or a convention center or a hotel or wherever you are. Your office building. And the toilet flushes for you with a sensor, and the faucet turns on, maybe if you're lucky, with a sensor that you wave your hands under, and the soap is dispensed in a similar way. And when you need to dry your hands, you go and you wave them under another sensor. You're no longer engaging with those ordinary objects. And that kind of experience--which seems very unimportant. Like, do you really need to flush a toilet, especially in public? What are you telling me? But if you think of those little experiences that you no longer do, you no longer engage in, in the same deep-sensory way that you once did.

And while they seem tiny and immaterial, maybe, and unimportant and even silly to mention individually--in the aggregate, it all adds up to this sense of decoupling. Of disconnection. Some of them are technologized, you know? During the pandemic, we started scanning QR codes at restaurants so that we'd not have to touch stuff. And now, like most menus, or large number of menus, at restaurants are just QR codes. And now you don't get to touch that kind of thing anymore. That's not a part of your life any longer. You know, so there is sort of a giant pile of stuff like that, right?

Warzel: Yeah. Well, what's interesting too--like, just to use the QR-code one as an example--is the daisy-chain effect that happens with that, right? Where it's not just like, Yeah, it can be annoying, or I'm used to having a menu; I like the tactile feel of the menu. There's all that. But the QR code replaces the need for someone to come to the table and say, "Hey, what do you want?" Because you're ordering through the app, and then, with that you've lost that one interaction there. And then that continues to daisy-chain throughout the thing.

Bogost: And after a while you're like, Why, I don't need that. I clearly didn't need that. It's much more efficient to do it that way. So that must have been valueless the whole time. But it wasn't.

Warzel: Right. And you make another argument with remote work that's kind of similar, that I'd like to hear more about. Partially because I wrote a book about remote work a while back.

Bogost: Right.

Warzel: But this idea, that the sameness of knowledge work is part of the reason why people don't feel that pull to go in the office, right? I'm clacking on a keyboard doing the same thing there that I would be doing in my office with headphones on. Can you elaborate more on that, and how that's just like that "sameness" element, and how that's affecting how we move about the world?

Bogost: Yeah. So there's a category of workers, of white-collar workers, that I talk about in the book that are called professionals. We used to call them professionals. I know a professional just kind of means a white-collar worker now, but it used to mean someone who had to get, like, certification--like an architect or a doctor or a lawyer. And that's an interesting class to look at, because those people typically also had work lives that involved being in particular places. Maybe they had an office, but the doctor's also in the clinic or the hospital or moving from exam room to exam room. And the lawyer may have to go to a different office to do a deposition, or they have to go to court. And the architect has to be on a job site, for example, wearing their hard hat. Like you would see in a stock image or something like that. And even a journalist, right? Like, would have to be on site: reporting, talking to people, being in another space. tThat wasn't just them at their computer, making phone calls or sending emails.

And as more and more of those kinds of jobs that used to be really bound to specific places, in addition to the general like white-collar worker who's in office, you know, "email jobs," as we call them now. Everyone got to the point where they didn't choose not to do that. And it wasn't just because of work from home, COVID stuff. It was that all sorts of factors. Economics, in terms of it was much easier to just be on Zoom instead of going places.

That sort of stole away from us the ability to do all the stuff that comes with those kinds of movements through space and time that don't have anything to do with your job. If you were a court reporter or you were an attorney, and you ended up in the same courtroom or a series of different courtrooms. And you know, like, which one had the best coffee at the little coffee-vending machine, and then you get to press the button on the vending machine. Or go down a certain kind of stairway that had a certain feeling when you wore your heels against it. All of that gratifying experience of just moving in and being in the world has nothing to do with your job, actually. Nothing to do with your work, but through which you derive contentment. That just evaporates.

And I think because of all of those factors--some, not all--but some of the sense that we have of our work being meaningless, of not knowing why we're doing it or not knowing why we're doing it in an office versus at home, is that we don't know that we lost that. We haven't thought about that as a loss. Even in a normal office, you know, you'll hear line workers saying, Well, management just wants us here so they can control us. Right? Or because it's easier to manage, you know, if we're all in one place. 

But the truth is that all that weird stuff that happens when you're getting a Diet Coke, or you're getting coffee, or you're, you know, stumbling to lunch together, or you run into someone in the elevator--those kinds of experiences don't just produce more efficient or better work, although they might. They're also experiences of connectivity with your colleagues, with other people, with other materials in the world.

And you see, Charlie's got this, you know, interesting kind of plum-colored shirt on today. That's nice. So it looks like a nice texture. Where did you get that shirt, Charlie? Actually, what did you do this weekend? And I got this shirt. You have this--you see someone's eyes, and you see that, you hear their voice, and you're just engaged with them in a different way. You smell the cologne or perfume that they're wearing. You see the way that they walk to and from. You kind of feel their physical presence nearby you. All that stuff isn't just about, like, being more efficient or productive. It's also about being more alive in the world.

And so I think one of the reasons why our work feels just so stripped of meaning isn't just because the work itself is meaningless. Or isn't because, like, They're making me do it in the office, and I've got to trundle to work. You know, gotta get in the car, I gotta get in the subway. It's also because we stopped expecting those kinds of--we stopped looking for those kinds of experiences, even when we're having them. And nowadays, you can go into an office and it's just: Everybody's just in their headphones. Just alone, you know? They're not engaged with it anymore, because they kind of forgot that it was a part of their lives in the first place.

And I guess one thing I want to say here is, this kind of dematerialization effect--it's not your fault. Like, you didn't choose this. Nobody decided: You know what, I want to have a more efficient life. And so I no longer want to know what my colleagues are wearing, in order that I might see the colors of their garments. No one chose any of that. It happened slowly, and it happened in ways that we didn't really have a say in.

Warzel: Well, and the thing. I think some people might hear you talk about this and immediately their mind will go to: Well, I don't wanna make work my entire life. I don't wanna make this my--you know, I like the fact that it's completely decoupled. But I think what you're actually talking about in the journalism example, you know, is one that I've actually thought about quite a bit. And I think it's the same for a lot of different professions. But in journalism it actually, it has a different valence. You know, we have this erosion of local news in the world, right?

Bogost: Yeah.

Warzel: And as part of that, there's a lot fewer journalists who are going around in communities, right, in small-town communities. There's a lot of national journalists who will parachute into places, you know, like ourselves or whatnot. And something I've thought about, living in various small towns across America throughout my life, is that some of those people now have such resentment of the media. For reasons good or bad, or whatnot, in part because they don't have any relationship to these types of people, right? If I'm just calling it, if I'm not in the world doing my job--in the world with other people, having the mundane experiences, right? Like, someone kinda cut in front of me in line to get into the courtroom. And I'm like, No worries. Go ahead, you know. And someone goes, Wow, that's like; thanks. That's gracious, right? And just clocks something tiny, like that.

Just these interactions that mean "nothing." Those are the things that build these--they don't just make us happy too, but they build these other, like, societal bonds, right? They just link us in ways large and small. But that lack of gratification, broadly speaking, has this effect of kind of making us more distrustful, more suspicious of other people. Because we have less of those humanizing interactions.

Bogost: Yeah; one of the ways I think about gratification is as like a foundation. If you think about it as foundational. So it seems unimportant, because it's made of these little tiny bits. And it's easy to discount and discard it. But what you're saying is something related--which is that just being human, like being a part of the world, a full member of society, also means being in it physically with other things and with other people.

And the less that we do that, or the more that we scorn doing it, or the more that we think that it's kind of unimportant, because it would be much more efficient if I just got online to do it that way instead, or we just send a reporter into your small town to go to the local diner and pretend like they care about the people that they're talking to, right? Or whatever the joke is about how national reporters work. That then, we can just get the information, you know, like: Let's just get the story and then get back out again. When what you miss in that experience is the experience. You know, what is it like to be in this place? What does the air feel like?

And I don't know about you, but when I do this work as a journalist, when I go somewhere, it radically changes the story, right? It's a completely different experience, because you're engaged with the world in a holistic way. And that's just irreplaceable, in a way. You just, you can't end-run around it. You can't pursue efficiency in order to excise it, because the experience matters fundamentally.

Warzel: You write that "technology has allowed personal intimacy and connection to flourish too much, and anywhere." That struck me just as a sentence. But also because there is a way in which someone can read that, say that feels a little counterintuitive to your argument. So draw that out for me. Tell me a little bit more what you mean: Technology has allowed intimacy and connection to flourish too much and anywhere.

Bogost: Maybe the best way to sort of put a pin on it is--you know how at some point in the last 15 years, everybody you know, you can't make plans with anymore. Where it's like, Well, we'll see. And everyone's kind of waiting for something better to come along. And you're like, Yeah, no, I'll come out tonight. And then, I'm sorry, like I just can't make it. I'm tired. Or I'm sick. When really it's: I don't really feel like doing it, or There's this other thing, or even just I am watching Netflix instead. Because there's an enormous surplus of information online. We have too many choices and too many options.

I've written about this before for The Atlantic. You know, the sense that before the smartphone, we were pretty bored actually. Like, there wasn't as much to do. And you would like read the back of like, you know, whatever magazine was at the dentist's office or look at shampoo bottles or watch the clock spin. And that felt soul-destroying at the time, but it also engaged you more deeply with everything that was kind of outside of your head.

And now we live in this world of symbols, all the time, that we can generate and we can exchange. And I think that that gave us the sense that we--it's sort of like we don't need our physical bodies. Like, anything I want is in infospace. I can consume it as an idea. I can create it as an idea. And this is, to some extent, where like the singular singularitarian dream comes from. I can just upload my brain, and it doesn't matter that I have a body anymore. Because I can discard it and be the same person that I actually am. Because all that matters is my connection to information, like the most extreme version of it. But we kind of believe it on an ordinary day-to-day level too.

And it's just wrong. And you know it's wrong anytime you have a real earnest encounter with a person, or you're speaking to someone across a counter, and it's just you and them. And maybe you're even having dispute, and you're trying to resolve it, and you're looking into their eyes--and they're another human being and not just an account with an anime icon. And it forces you to live in a different headspace because you're in a different physical space. So like, the way that technology has changed us isn't just about the extent to which we use it. That's what you normally think: I'm just using this too much. But it's also that we use it differently. We live our lives differently because of it.

Warzel: I kind of agree with you here. But also there's an element that some people may uncharitably read as, you know, wanting the good old days back, right? So if someone's gonna approach you about the small-stuff argument and say, Yes, as you said, so much of this is frivolous, but it's also just--it's not coming back. I don't know, how do you approach that person?

Bogost: Yeah, right. There is a counter-response to this force, this force of dematerialization that's been going on for a little while, that sort of reads as nostalgia. Like the drive to kind of analog culture. Or we're gonna try to reclaim--I'm gonna have a dumb phone now instead of a smartphone, or I'm gonna spin vinyl. That drive comes from the same problem that I'm at, that I call dematerialization. But instead of moving forward, what it does is say: We have to go back again. And we'll try to reclaim these little bits that are available to us. That's the nostalgia version.

The "friction-maxxing" version, I think, is equally wrong in a different way. What it's saying is, like--if the problem is efficiency, if everything got too smooth and easy, then we should make it hard again. And that's even weirder as a conclusion to come to, because the thing about gratification that's so striking to me is how easy it is. It's not hard at all, or it doesn't have to be.

So the answer to the question is that we can't go back. You're right. But we don't have to.

This has been the hardest thing to get across and to try to convince people of, as I've been working on this project--that there's an enormous surplus of sensory life that's constantly available and happening all the time. Because we believe that we've lost it or that someone has taken it from us. Or that we're siphoning it into our smartphones, or that we used to have it, but now my job is too terrible, or I can't own a home anymore.

And those things are all true--but you're still a body in the world, and you're still engaged with that world at every moment of every day of your life. So that's a very different way of approaching the reclamation of this loss than, like, trying to lament the past or trying to invent new technologized and kind of efficiency-driven ways of procuring it in the future.

Warzel: I am someone who struggles pretty hard with ambition, being in my own head, constantly focusing on what you're calling the big stuff, right? I have a big-stuff-focused brain.

Bogost: Yeah, I think a lot of us do.

Warzel: Which also means that I'm constantly trying to do the opposite, right? I'm trying to do the work of focusing on gratitude, of being more present in moments to keep the other stuff at bay. And when I start doing it, I have this sensation that I'll be walking down the street, and it's a really nice day, and I hear the birds all of a sudden, right? Or I see a great cloud. And it brings me this level of what you will call gratification. But the sensation is small. I'm not overwhelmed by it, right?

And then the big-stuff part of my brain just takes over, and it goes: That's it? That's the "solution?" And this then just triggers the big-stuff brain to just start worrying away, with these promises of like: No, no; there's a stronger satisfaction. If you make this, you know, jump in your career, if you do this thing, like that's going to be the kind of satisfaction that makes your knees buckle. How do you square that and the small feeling of it with the promise that the big brain offers?

Bogost: I'm gonna give you the galaxy-brain answer to this question, which is that you can have both. I'm not asking you to choose between ambition or purpose, or even happiness and gratification--but to recognize that what are you gonna do instead of taking in that smell of the salty surf? Like, what would happen instead? What would you lose if you didn't? All that you'd lose is that gratifying experience of having done so.

You can keep on advancing in your career and trying to solve the problems in your marriage and trying to improve the lives of your children and trying to connect with your community through volunteership. Or whatever it is that you think will make you happy and give you purpose. You can keep doing that, and you can also feel the sand between your toes. Right. And you know, when I say this, it's like: Of course, duh. Like obviously. You can do that.

And yet, we've still kind of forgotten it, haven't we? Or we feel guilty about it in the way that you're describing. Or maybe it's not even guilt--maybe it's a sense of habit, or a sense that even that little shard of mental space that's processing my senses would be better spent planning my app, or whatever it is that you do for a living.

Warzel: Right, right. We're talking a lot about the embodied nature of things and paying attention to our bodies. And I wonder if you ever think about this book, and the arguments, in some ways as a kind of handbook for cultivating the things that make us different than the machines. Because some of the debates that we're having over artificial intelligence and superintelligence--and the differences between machines simulating human consciousness and human consciousness--is that we're the ones that have the bodies. We're in meatspace. We know what it feels like to get a sunburn. We know what it feels like to be caught in the rain.

Do you think about that as it relates to a future where we're going to be interacting a lot with things that simulate human intelligence or consciousness, but they're not embodied?

Bogost: Right. They simulate a certain kind of human intelligence that's decoupled from embodiment. Here's the weirdest thing, though, to me. The way that AI is pushing people, and maybe I'll just speak for myself, the way it's pushing me back into the physical world as much as it is continuing to undermine that connection to it. A lot of the work that I do with AI is me asking questions that then force me to do things with my hands, you know?

Warzel: Really?

Bogost: Yeah, like I'll give you an example. I have a new kitchen counter getting installed this week. Okay. And the stone guys, they had to move the range, and they knocked off the knob for the oven control. And because of the way my range is built, that means like a whole replacement of this whole thermostat assembly, because it was like just a piece of zinc that broke off.

And, you know, in the past I would have been like angry at the workers, or I would have been calling up, you know, my contractor or the appliance-repair people. And now I'm like: I mean, I wonder what part this is. I bet the chat can tell me, and it can tell me. And, you know, like how would I repair this if I wanted? You could go to YouTube and do that for you, but it's something different. Like, I'll take a picture and I'll show you. I see which one you have. 

And you know, it's trying to use what it can do as an information system in order to sort of push me, by invitation, to reengage with part of the physical world that was available to me the whole time--but that I had determined wasn't something that I knew how to engage with anymore. And I've had like just dozens, maybe hundreds of those kinds of experiences over the past couple of years. That aren't about, like, automating my work or stealing the experience of doing whatever it is I might be doing, communicating with other people, right? All the stuff people are worried about. But are more about reminding me that that world is out there. It's available to me.

And so in that way, I'm encouraged that this--almost like this dialectic of the info space and the physical space might still be traversable. That we might be able to move between them more readily and with greater fluency. There's some future of the AI thing that looks like that--and not where it steals all of our work and all of our connectivity with ourselves and with the world. I don't know if we'll be able to achieve that, but I certainly think there are signs that we could steer it in that direction.

Warzel: When I think about that, I think that there's a good point there. Which is when you're asking these types of machines, a computer that is truly interactive. Like, I can ask a follow-up question to computer, and computer can figure this thing out. That to me, when it's pointed towards the physical world: How do I fix this? How do I do this? You know, that seems to me to be very true. The concern is that so much of it also is like an accelerator for all of these other systems that push us into the disembodied zone, right?

Bogost: There's no question.

Warzel: It makes all of the things that make the knowledge work and the computerized bureaucracy bad. It's just like--it's a particle-accelerator situation for that.

But I wanna kinda land the plane here and just talk about practical solutions. We have stop and feel the sand between your toes. We have those types of things, which I'm not discounting at all. Give me some things that people can do to help the small stuff feel more present in their lives.

Bogost: One of the easiest things is just to talk about it, to give it voice. I think this sense of ridiculousness or embarrassment or smallness that "the small stuff" embodies, it makes it feel weird. I have a section of the book where I talk about peeling protective film off of products that come with it. And this is the kind of thing where I'm like: If I told anyone in the world, Hey, you know how, like, really gratifying it is to peel that protective film off? It'd be like, My gosh, you're totally right. Right? But it doesn't--you're not willing to take the first step, to take the leap into believing that and just talking about it.

Just saying, you know: Here's a gratifying experience that I'm having right now, and you're having with me, and let's just vocalize it. That does a lot. It normalizes it. It's really simple, too. It doesn't require that much work, and you can do it every day.

Another one is--I talk extensively about the internet. And the internet isn't bad. It's not like: "Put your phone down, get off of the internet." There's a lot of kind of vicarious gratification that the internet has to offer. And we've talked a little bit about it with those repair videos, the like TikTok drain-clearing videos I'm obsessed with. The way that like ASMR YouTubers pay attention to towels and garments and bottles, and those sorts of things. That's not an end in itself. But it is, again, a way of being introduced to this idea of being reminded that the sensory world is interesting and meaningful.

Another technique I think is really useful is do something that's physically different that involves a different kind of sensory life than your norm. And that might mean that like, if you work at a computer all day, then do something different with your hands. Make something, go garden, but treat it as a true hobby. And the hobby, it doesn't need to be related to the outcome: like having a good garden or knitting sweaters that you can sell or give away or what have you. It's really just about a different sensory activity than the one that you experience in your ordinary life. That's another thing you can do. Just introduce a diversity of sensory experiences as much as you can.

And I think one more thing that I'll throw out there is: Just take it. Just stop worrying so much about whether this stuff is good, or it's gonna, you know, prevent you from accessing some future version of yourself that's even better. The more that you know that these gifts are just here. These sensory gifts are available, if you accept them. The more you kind of exercise that mentality and carry it out, then the more familiar and comfortable you will be with it.

I know this sounds ridiculous, maybe, and it also sounds harder than it really is. But the sense of like, we say this all the time: Oh, it's a nice breeze that I'm feeling today. It's quite warm today. It's really chilly. That tastes a little different than I expected; there's a little more dill in that than I anticipated when I put it in my mouth. 

All of that--that's exactly, that's it. That's all the stuff you're already doing. But then just surfacing it and not worrying so much about whether it's weird, or whether you're cheating yourself out of some future version of yourself in order to encounter it. When really what you're losing if you don't is the experience of living in the moment.

Warzel: I think that's an excellent, excellent place to leave everything. This is all, I think, really beautiful. And thank you for sharing it. I really appreciate it.

Bogost: Yeah. It's so fun to talk positively about the world, you know, as a technology critic. To be like: You know what? It's actually okay. So thank you so much for talking to me about it.

[Music]

Warzel: That's it for us here. Thank you again to my guest, Ian Bogost. If you liked what you saw here, new episodes of Galaxy Brain drop every Friday. You can subscribe on The Atlantic's YouTube channel, or on Apple or Spotify or wherever it is that you get your podcasts. And if you want to support this work and the work of my fellow journalists, you can subscribe to the publication at TheAtlantic.com/Listener. That's TheAtlantic.com/Listener. Thanks so much, and I'll see you on the internet.

This episode of Galaxy Brain was produced by Renee Klahr and engineered by Miguel Carrascal. Our theme is by Rob Smierciak. Hadley Robinson is our senior supervising producer. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.
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The Newest Way to Go Analog

Digital devices from a less connected era are getting a second life.

by Nancy Walecki

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




When the iPod Nano was first released, in 2005, it cost $199 and was sold on the promise of limitlessness. This year, Celeste Stange bought her magenta 8-gigabyte model on eBay for $69 and the exact opposite reason. Every time she'd pick a song on Spotify to stream, she'd think about the millions of other songs she could listen to instead and get paralyzed by musical FOMO, she told me. "Now I only have what's on here."



Stange, who is 29, is part of a recent "analog" movement in which people--usually those in Gen Z--opt for less distracting alternatives to their "everything" device. Those alternatives are not always, in fact, analog, but are in many cases older digital devices: an iPod, a digital Canon PowerShot, a DVD player. Tiffany Ng, the 25-year-old author of the newsletter Cyber Celibate, now has a first-generation iPhone, an 11-year-old iPod, two CD players, a Walkman radio, and a 1986 Macintosh Plus that takes 45 seconds to load the "Welcome to Macintosh" screen.



Ng lives in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, where 20 years ago, the word analog would've conjured hipsters getting into vinyl. The argument then was that a record player produced real, textured music in a way an iPod's digital files could not. But today, people are "going analog," as they call it, to escape devices that offer endless options, in favor of those that offer a modicum of constraint.



The iPod's original tagline--"1,000 songs in your pocket"--suggested that you could dance like the carefree silhouettes in the ads because you didn't have to lug around CDs. This was the era when technology was "convenient, but not connected," Tony Fadell, a former senior vice president at Apple who is known as the "father of the iPod," told me; then the iPod became the iPhone, which soon had an app store, and convenience and connectivity became inextricably linked. People had their library of songs, but now they also had app notifications and Angry Birds and Instagram posts from that girl they went to middle school with. Eventually, streamable Apple Music replaced iTunes, and tens of thousands of songs became 100 million songs. "I can't go through all of it," Stange said.



Stange could still carve out her own corner of Spotify through playlists, but on her Nano, she truly has only music she chooses, with artist photos she uploads manually. For many people, that little bit of added friction is part of the appeal. Jess Fisher, a 29-year-old actor in Los Angeles, now buys new CDs each month, which she puts on her Innioasis Y1, an iPod-esque MP3 player that the company started making in 2023, after users complained that their touch-screen MP3 devices were too distracting. "I am more excited about music because I am restricting myself from it," she told me. When we spoke, she'd just gotten a new CD. "I'm going to sit down and listen to it and relish it, because I've been waiting a week to get it." She also looks forward to the five free weekly MP3 downloads she gets with her library card, through a music site called Freegal. She has an alert set to repeat every Monday: "It's Freegal Time!"



I spoke with nearly a dozen people trying out similar technology. Isaac Mosna, who creates YouTube videos about tech under the handle Canoopsy, started taking photographs on a first-generation iPhone because he was nostalgic for a time when "everything was a little more physical and real." (The older camera also makes the pictures look warmer, he said.) Others told me about their Nintendo DSes and emulators they'd filled with vintage games, so they could play without distractions. These choices have become popular enough that they're juicing secondhand markets for older tech. On eBay, people searched iPod 1,300 times an hour on average last year, and prices of certain models are up by more than 50 percent, according to data provided by the site. Back Market, a refurbished-technology company, started carrying iPods, Game Boys, and other retro tech after a limited run of Nokia 3310 phones (which can basically be used only to call, text, and play Snake) sold out much faster than expected, Thibaud Hug de Larauze, the company's CEO, told me.



For at least some people buying into this trend, the logic goes something like: I get a DVD player, therefore I learn how to exist comfortably in the present moment. Ng has been replacing a different modern piece of technology with its older counterpart every month, an experiment she began after her iPhone broke. For the five or so hours that the Genius Bar was repairing it, she "felt so, so stupid." She didn't have a way to tell time. She didn't know how to get around Manhattan without Google Maps. She decided then that she wanted to know she could live without modern technology. When she posted a newsletter titled "I chained my phone to a wall for a week," people DMed her to ask where she'd bought the chain. (It was an old belt.)



Going "analog" is also one of the few ways to own an actual copy of a song, a movie, or a game these days. And buying those products means a person has to commit to their own taste more than they would by just pressing "Play" on "Fun Upbeat Mix" curated by Spotify.   It has given Stange the ability to say, "I'm not going to pretend that Geese is the second coming of God" just because everyone else is listening to them. She'd gotten so used to streaming, though, that she wasn't sure what to put on her iPod at first. She looked up a Rolling Stone "Greatest Albums" list and downloaded some of the recommendations. Fisher did the same.



A CD or DVD is more work to buy and can physically break down in a way a Spotify playlist cannot, but the people I spoke with generally framed those inconveniences as part of the experience. "If I want to listen to an album that I really love, it involves me spending maybe $20 on a CD, it involves me putting that CD on, it involves me using the physical remote," Mosna said--it's "an experience." (Cleaning and maintaining his CD player is a bit of a pain, though.) Dan Cohen, a 24-year-old fashion designer, told me his professors couldn't imagine why anyone would want the cross-body CD holder he'd made for his undergraduate thesis: They'd lived through the annoyance of CDs getting scratched, iPods crashing and deleting music, and DVDs getting stuck on their menu pages for eternity. And some of these devices were outmoded for a reason. Ng, the newsletter writer, got the 1986 Macintosh in part to play around with PageMaker and its word processor, but she's still trying to figure out exactly how to use the computer.



After all, modern "analog" enthusiasts still have backups. Everyone I talked with had kept their smartphone. When Stange and I met, she took out her magenta Nano and her laptop, to show me how she downloaded her music onto the iPod. The Nano promptly died. She plugged it into the laptop to charge, but still, no dice. "I'm pretty sure it broke on the way here," she said, and told me she'd need to figure out how to fix it. She sounded a little excited about the challenge. In the meantime, she still had her Spotify subscription.



*Illustration sources: Adam Rountree / Bloomberg / Getty; Jaap Arriens / NurPhoto / Getty; Jacobs Stock Photography / Getty; liangpv / Getty; Nick Dolding / Getty; trumzz / Getty; Yoshikazu Tsuno / AFP / Getty.
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The Wonder of Everyday Life

Welcome to Ordinary Extraordinary, our new, eight-week newsletter series.

by Ian Bogost

Tue, 07 Jul 2026




Sign up for Ordinary Extraordinary, Ian Bogost's guide to making everyday life vivid again. You'll receive one edition every Saturday for the next eight weeks.


What if your life could be richer and more delightful without your having to change anything you're currently doing?

For most of us, when we think about making our lives better and happier, we think of meaningful work, healthy bodies, and thriving interpersonal relationships. Those goals are important. But they can also take years to achieve, and it's hard to know if and when you've even succeeded. Other types of pleasures also exist. Simpler, smaller, and easily achievable ones--the delights of experiencing the moments life offers by connecting ourselves to the physical world.

Some time ago, I wrote an ode to the stick-shift car. I thought it was a trifle, but a surprisingly large number of you read it. The small, seemingly insignificant experience of controlling an automobile by clutching and levering its gears turned out to be deeply meaningful. I became infatuated with what that discovery meant.

In the four years since publishing that article, I wrote a book about the topic: The Small Stuff: How to Lead a More Gratifying Life. It's about the sensory enchantment of everyday life: acts such as shifting a car's gears, holding a mug of tea, or hearing the crunch of a twig underfoot. I learned so much about what makes these small pleasures delightful, why they can feel rare, and why we might struggle to take them seriously.

Now I want to help you rediscover the experiences you are already having--experiences from which you might not have thought to derive joy. Ordinary Extraordinary is my new newsletter series here at The Atlantic. The lessons we'll explore together are easy, because they don't require you to change your habits or reinvent yourself. You just need to learn how to accept the sensory gifts the world offers you, all the time.

We will look at familiar topics--including nature and health, family and social life, and even running errands--but in a slightly unfamiliar way. Instead of assuming that you have to change your life to make it better, we will focus on living the life you already have, just a little differently. Along the way, I hope you will ask questions and share ideas with me directly, too.

Sign up to receive one edition every Saturday morning for the next eight weeks. Join me as we inhabit the world more fully together.
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What Happens When the Public Record Shrinks

Since last year, the Trump administration has been dramatically reducing the amount of federal data available to Americans.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 09 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.

Twice a day, all across the country, the National Weather Service launches a fleet of latex balloons into the stratosphere to collect what's known as "upper-air data"--detailed measurements of temperature, humidity, and pressure. Before they pop, the balloons collect information that guides the world's forecasters, and helps the rest of us figure out how to prepare for the days ahead. Lately, though, the NWS has reportedly been sending up fewer balloons than it once did, eroding meteorologists' confidence in their own predictions.

These lapses point to a broader phenomenon. Partly as a result of staffing cuts and funding reductions, government-sourced information has been slowly disappearing. Some organizations have halted surveys and tracking projects; others have deleted archives and databases. Taken together, this new reality risks clouding our understanding of the economy, public health, and the environment--all of which could make it harder to assess the state of the country and the world.

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), which houses the National Weather Service, lost about 15 percent of its staffers last year through layoffs and buyouts. Meteorologists told Politico that those cuts have affected the schedule of NWS weather-balloon launches in the western United States, creating "sizable data holes for crafting severe weather forecasts." CBS News reported that similar reductions in weather-balloon launches have been happening elsewhere across the country, and that meteorologists now have fewer data to work with.

Accurate forecasts are essential in preparing for large-scale disasters; they can even save lives. Alan Gerard, a weather analyst and former NWS meteorologist, emphasized on his Substack earlier this week that although the precise impact of these launch changes remains unclear, "meteorologists' confidence in the models and their own ability to analyze some situations has been damaged by the lack of upper air data." (A NOAA spokesperson told me that "the majority of upper air sites are operating on schedule," that "any sites conducting fewer launches are due to temporary resource or equipment constraints," and that "NOAA's weather model performance shows no evidence of overall degradation on any approved launch schedule.")

The administration's cost-cutting has also affected some of the global data collection that the U.S. used to fund. When the Trump administration pulled funding for some foreign-assistance programs last year (this is estimated to have resulted in the deaths of hundreds of thousands of people worldwide), the United Nations' Food and Agriculture Organization ended up cutting more than 100 of its programs. Some were focused on monitoring outbreaks of disease and infestation among animals--and among the pests its investments helped track was a parasitic fly called the New World screwworm, which has been disrupting cattle farming in Central America and Mexico over the past few years. Last month, it crossed into the United States, endangering the country's already dwindling supply of beef. Monitoring alone may not have stopped the screwworm's spread--and there is no evidence to suggest that U.S. funding cuts led to the current outbreak--but cataloging these flies' movements has long been a crucial part of prevention.

In making certain data private or changing collection methodologies on the orders of the president, this administration is effectively punching holes in the public record. Data.gov removed nearly 3,400 data sets during the first month of Donald Trump's second term, scrubbing information from the Census Bureau, the Office of Justice Programs, the CDC, and more. The CDC tracks pregnancy risk in the U.S. in an effort to prevent infant mortality; staffing reductions have reportedly made that information inaccessible. Since 1995, the USDA has been tracking the number of American households experiencing food insecurity; the Trump administration discontinued a survey of that data in September, claiming in a press release that this information was "politicized" and "costly" to produce, and did "nothing more than fear monger."

The government's data are far from infallible (and, as history has shown, can be manipulated). But the cumulative effect of these recent changes is an erosion of public understanding--and potentially of good policy making. The Federal Reserve, for example, bases its interest-rate decisions around the Bureau of Labor Statistics' jobs data, among other sources. Last year, when the government shutdown delayed the release of that data, then-Fed Chair Jerome Powell likened the experience to "driving in the fog." It was the first time in 77 years that the BLS failed to release the U.S. unemployment rate. Relying solely on private data, the Fed was forced to cut rates without a comprehensive read of the American labor force.

Earlier this year, when the Trump administration axed an online archive called the CIA World Factbook, which compiled information about countries around the world, my colleague David A. Graham wrote that its demise was yet another component of the White House's broader war on information. "Democracy," he explained, "requires voters having access to accurate and shared information so that they can assess the claims that the government makes." When missing balloons magnify inaccuracies in weather forecasts, they lend credence to the idea that the government's information may be getting more unreliable--and that, just maybe, we don't need to keep funding NOAA after all.

In this way, partial information blackouts can generate more and more distrust in American institutions, creating a vacuum where conspiracy theories can thrive. Transparency may not put a full stop to misinformation, but it can be a powerful remedy.
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Our Oldest Ally

America still needs France.

by Eliot A. Cohen

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




There is no easier city in the world for an American to love than Paris. So it has been since the time of Benjamin Franklin. Love, though, comes with spats and fits of temper, ruptures and reconciliations. So, too, with the United States and France. A recent visit reminded me, however, of why the American relationship with France remains, whatever its difficulties, one to cherish.

Take the ways in which Britain and France deal with the Second World War. The British are busily removing Winston Churchill from their banknotes, replacing him with an engraving of a hedgehog. Meanwhile, the French are flocking to see a two-part, five-hour-long movie, La Bataille de Gaulle, which retells the story--both anguished and heroic--of defeat, collaboration, resistance, and liberation. In elegant Parisian bookstores, you will find tables filled with works by and about Marc Bloch, a gentle historian of the Middle Ages who wrote a stinging account of the defeat after he was demobilized in 1940. He became a hero of the underground, and was taken, tortured, and executed less than two weeks after D-Day. A trembling 16-year-old boy, sentenced to be shot at the same time, asked, "Will this hurt?" The 57-year-old Bloch gently took his hand and said, "No, my boy," before shouting "Vive la France!" and dying riddled by Nazi bullets.

On June 26 of this year, Bloch, a Jew who identified as such only when dealing with anti-Semites, was interred in the Pantheon, the final resting place of so many of France's great literary and cultural figures.

The distinctive memories of World War II linger even in music. If for Britain the melodies that still evoke the war are Vera Lynn's gentle "The White Cliffs of Dover" and "We'll Meet Again," in France the anthem is the "Chant des Partisans," a much grimmer and relentless song of people waking from slumber, of comrades stepping out of the shadows to replace the fallen, of suffering and revenge.

Read: Europe without America

World War II shaped modern France, producing not only the Fifth Republic that Charles de Gaulle created around a powerful presidency and elitist institutions but the contradictions inherent in the stories of resistance and the no-less-important tale of collaboration. Bloch's Strange Defeat is selling; so is a recent biography of Jacques Benoist-Mechin, a brilliant intellectual who served as a minister in the Vichy government, was sentenced to death after the war and then pardoned, and went on to a successful postwar literary and political career as an expert on Middle East affairs.

France eventually forsook formal empire, but not an imperial self-understanding; it reflected de Gaulle's wariness of the Anglo-Saxon powers that had attempted to control or even subvert him; it retains to this day a sense of itself as a multidimensional power, rooted in a deep literary culture. The admirable Library of America collection of American classics is modeled on the older and rather more elegant French Pleiade library, whose complete sets (unlike the American equivalent) are ubiquitous; they're found in bookstores, on private bookshelves, and even on the French president's desk.

American statesmen have always found France an ambivalent ally, but as much because of their own behavior as that of their counterparts. French money underwrote the American Revolution, bankrupting Louis XVI's government and paving the way for their own revolution within a decade of the end of the American war. There were almost as many French troops at Yorktown as Americans, and French-provided weapons, gunpowder, and expertise, not to mention timely French naval power, sealed the American victory. France's reward was vengeance on Great Britain for the defeat of the Seven Years War--and betrayal by Americans willing to cut a separate peace with King George III.

Over the following years, the Franco-American relationship fluctuated. An informal Quasi-War flared during the administration of John Adams; in the immediate aftermath of the Civil War, when William Tecumseh Sherman was nearly ordered to evict Napoleon III's soldiers from Mexico, the crisis could easily have led to war. Many Americans rooted for a besieged Paris during France's catastrophic war with Prussia in the 1870s, and General John Pershing's aide told a desperate France in 1917: "Lafayette, we are here."

During the Second World War, Franklin D. Roosevelt attempted to undermine de Gaulle, preferring to work with establishment figures, including those in the collaborationist Vichy government. American and French soldiers and sailors killed one another during the 1942 landings in North Africa--and then went off to war together in Italy and the South of France. The United States aided the French in the Indochina War, bullied it during the 1956 Suez crisis, and leaned on it to abandon Algeria a few years later; France supported the United States during the Cuban Missile Crisis, but French demonstrators denounced the Vietnam War, and a particularly damaging rupture occurred during the run-up to the 2003 Iraq War. Yet American troops fought side by side with French soldiers in Afghanistan, and behind the scenes, the intelligence services shared information and even cooperated in the shadows. Lingering French gratitude is evident in the various museums honoring the D-Day landings.

Adam Serwer: Trashing American allies turns out to be bad for national security

France still matters as a great power. Its defense budget is somewhat smaller than that of Great Britain, but it gets considerably more bang for its euro. Its nuclear deterrent is modernized and efficient; its army is larger, and its navy far more deployable than that of its British counterpart. "The British do us a favor by showing us the mistakes to avoid," a worried French bureaucrat told me. (My conversations with him and others were held under an assumption of confidentiality.) France is a minor but not an inconsequential Pacific power, and if it has been humiliatingly driven out of Africa, where it retained for many decades a shadowy, quasi-imperial role, it still has reach.

Today's French officials are calmer in their appraisal of the Trump administration than are many of their European counterparts. "It's because we never really trusted you," a French diplomat remarked to me with a grin over our breakfast croissants. Their chief concerns are more immediate. For the first time in many years, the 2025 French national-security-strategy document is focused on a conventional threat in Europe. Russia is unambiguously the chief adversary, and the possibility of all-out war by 2030 is considered severe. French national-security officials are seeking to build resiliency against that threat--including against hybrid warfare of sabotage, cyberattack, and assassination--as well as against Islamist terrorism, which has struck their country repeatedly.

France's resources are scantier than its needs. Its deficit is more than 5 percent of GDP, and debt servicing, as in other countries, eats at what is available for defense. And, as in other countries, there is internal turmoil on both the populist right and the populist left. President Emmanuel Macron is limping to the end of his administration as an unpopular and more and more ineffective-looking figure.

Despite all this, France remains vital not only to NATO but to the broader West, including the United States. In few other countries is the sense of cultural heritage so powerful, and it reaches across the Atlantic. My visit to France began at the Chateau de Tocqueville, not much more than half an hour from Utah Beach. Through many activities, including a thoughtful annual conference, the family carries on the legacy of Alexis de Tocqueville, the wisest and still one of the most relevant commentators on what America is and can be, and what it means for the democratic world. Like the best of today's Frenchmen, he was shrewd. He saw America's weaknesses and failures but also its tremendous strengths. And he understood, as we should on this side of the Atlantic as well, that the fates of both countries are tied together.
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How Lizzo Became One of Pop Culture's Great Flops

The singer is experiencing a new form of downward mobility--and she's not alone.

by Spencer Kornhaber

Sun, 05 Jul 2026




This past May, the globally famous pop star Lizzo was spotted on the side of a busy road in Los Angeles, putting up her own posters. Wearing a white crop top and a tiny skirt, she dipped a long brush into a bucket of paste and then used her body to press her new album cover onto a wall. A passing car stopped, and its driver told her that his mom was a big fan. Lizzo asked, "Did she presave my album?"

This grunt work, captured in a video posted to Lizzo's social-media accounts, was part of a marketing campaign emphasizing her own unpopularity. Leading up to the release of her fifth studio album, Bitch, early last month, the 38-year-old singer flooded the internet with posts expressing her irritation that her music wasn't finding its audience. She accused her label, Atlantic Records, of shirking its promotional duties. She also complained that algorithms, her personal enemies, and the decline of radio were all hindering her success. In the end, Bitch indeed floundered, selling just 2,650 copies in its first week and missing the Billboard 200 albums chart entirely.

That's quite a fall from her previous studio album, Special, which debuted at No. 2 in the summer of 2022 and generated the double-platinum disco bop "About Damn Time." And although entertainers fading from glory is a classic story, Lizzo's problems come at a time when pop culture--especially in the music world--seems fascinated by failure. Fans, pundits, and even artists lately seem to be talking about flops more than successes.

Among highly online pop obsessives, perhaps the defining slang of the era is Khia Asylum: an imaginary jail containing divas who can't reliably land a hit. It's named for the singer Khia, who never had much success after her 2002 smash, "My Neck, My Back (Lick It)." (Khia has never commented on being memorialized so rudely.) Bebe Rexha, a singer who's bounced around the industry for a while without ever achieving broad name recognition, recently posted a TikTok of herself in high heels on a treadmill--a joke about the grueling life of an asylum dweller. Earlier this year, Charli XCX--a critically acclaimed but commercially niche artist until the mainstream breakthrough of her 2024 album Brat--said on an influencer's chat show that she was "so happy to be out" of the asylum, "but just 'cause you get out once, it doesn't mean you're not going back."

Other genres are hosting similar conversations. Hip-hop media has an ongoing debate about why so few new rappers have broken through in recent years. Titans such as Drake and Kendrick Lamar have endured intense scrutiny about whether their reach has been inflated by bots and psyops. Last year, the streamer turned emcee DDG publicized the fact that his new album had sold only a few hundred copies (thereby drawing attention to his music and inspiring one popular X post about how "DDG is the first rapper to ever fake a flop").

Even in the supposedly sales-agnostic indie world, latent performance anxiety has bubbled up. Just look at the resentful backlash to the revelation that the marketing firm Chaotic Good had created astroturfed social-media campaigns for a number of buzz bands. The songwriter Eliza McLamb wrote that she wished she'd been able to fake a hype wave for herself; around the same time, the rock artist Hiroki Tanaka aired his frustration with his new album racking up just 2,000 streams after he'd hustled to market himself on social media, just as his managers had advised him to do. Last month, the electronic artist James Blake summed up the mood across music when he posted consoling words for artists who feel like no one's tuning in: "You're probably doing better than you think."

Is that true? Many of pop culture's most legendary flops have indicated clear-cut shifts in public tastes. Sunset Boulevard's antiheroine Norma Desmond was a silent actress left behind by the talkies; the narrative of A Star Is Born is about the eternal cycle of ingenues upstaging veterans; the flash in the pan Vanilla Ice, I was recently reminded, marked the turn from the earnest '80s to the jaded '90s. But today's struggling stars and their fans seem perplexed by what's going on. They blame larger systems; they sometimes resort to conspiracy thinking; they seem, well, trapped in an asylum. A new nightmare of downward mobility is in the air: fear of betrayal by the attention economy.



Lizzo's downfall in particular has the makings of a cautionary myth. She was once the ultimate example of how the internet had redefined popularity by upending old ideas of how a star could look and sound.

When she launched her career, in the early 2010s, streaming and social-media networks were new on the scene, and their effects were still being understood. Platforms such as Spotify rewarded music that was useful--ready to be playlisted for workouts and party nights. Facebook and Instagram boosted entertainers who could be relatable--welcome additions to a feed filled with friends, brands, and memes. An underground rapper with a knack for motivational speech (and a charming talent for playing the flute), Lizzo hit the strike zone: personally specific, broadly appealing, able to inspire laughs and dancing at once. She began building a fan base, but, much more important, she built a following: lots of people who were happy for her to be an ingredient in their algorithmically shaped digital diets.

Another technological sea change, the rise of short-form video, propelled her first smash hit, "Truth Hurts." TikTok had only recently launched, blowing up in the United States in 2018, and it immediately compressed music consumption and online distraction into one addictive pastime. Lizzo proved a natural fit for it: Her songs were full of catchphrases and micro-comedy, and she had the kind of innate charisma that could draw millions of people to watch her shake a salad. "Truth Hurts" had been released in 2017 but didn't break through until 2019--a lag that demonstrated the unpredictable way virality was starting to work. The track had been featured in a Netflix rom-com, which caused it to go viral on TikTok, where it inspired a trend in which users pretended to take a DNA test (like Lizzo sings about) to confirm their identity (a French TikToker took a test and held up a baguette).

The same technological developments that fueled Lizzo's rise seemed to converge with a sociopolitical shift: the rise of so-called woke culture. (In fact, technology largely drove this change by connecting different identity groups in new ways.) A proudly fat Black woman singing about loving herself for who she was, Lizzo made body positivity, anti-racism, feminism, and queer allyship central to her brand. Those attributes once would have marked her as an outsider to the mainstream, but now she was an obvious favorite of the cultural establishment--heard in commercials, seen at award shows, and anchoring her own Amazon reality series about plus-size dancers.

But that rise was soon jolted by scandal. A 2023 lawsuit from three backup dancers alleged that she had created a hostile working environment, including by pressuring them to touch nude performers at a strip club in Amsterdam and by giving feedback that one plaintiff described as "weight shaming." Lizzo denied the allegations, and portions of the suit were dismissed by a judge (others are still proceeding). But much of the publicity surrounding the case carried a clear implication: Lizzo's uplifting, inclusive shtick might be a front.

Her commercial struggles since then--her 2025 mixtape, My Face Hurts From Smiling, didn't chart--now seem to make for a tidy narrative about Lizzo as the victim of a cultural mood swing, like Pat Boone after the Beatles. Her image was dinged just around the time that the progressive pop-culture wave of the 2010s seemed to be receding. Donald Trump's 2024 reelection had been interpreted as the ultimate rebuke of wokeness; Lizzo had now been expelled from the spotlight; QED.

The story can't possibly be that simple, though. The lawsuit may well have turned some of her core fans away, and the culture wars may have also scared off some casual ones. But Lizzo wasn't just a social symbol; she was a musical force. Her songs are (still) in wedding-DJ rotation not because they serve some political ideal but because they are sticky, sassy smashes that people of all stripes can enjoy. At a time when everyone understood that popular culture was fracturing into pieces, she was still making songs for the center. And now her new stuff is nowhere.

Lizzo's own rollout for Bitch has hinted at shadowy explanations for why she doesn't have the juice (ha) she once did. "It's like, I have people who want to buy my album--but how they gonna buy it if they don't know it's for sale?" she said in a social-media video in which she spoke to the camera and rubbed her face, exasperated. "It's actually driving me crazy. I actually don't know how much more of this I can take."

The energy she was giving off--of a woman driven mad by the system--resembled how lots of other musicians have been feeling lately. Conspiratorial framings of how popularity is awarded and denied can be seen in the Chaotic Good fracas, in widespread panic over AI replacing human creators, and in the pervasive belief that TikTok's algorithm has changed insidiously since an investor group including Larry Ellison's Oracle took it over. James Blake thinks that critics, influencers, and even fans can't be trusted anymore--they might be paid off, or they might be simulated. "If you're an artist," he wrote on Instagram, "remember that in 2026 there's not a single part of the system that isn't faked."

Read: The technology that actually runs our world

Some of this paranoia is warranted. But if fakery--long part of the music-promo equation--seems especially prominent right now, that's because of a dreary underlying truth: This era of the internet is becoming stale, and the trajectory it set culture upon is reaching a terminal point. After years of explosive expansion, U.S. growth for Spotify and TikTok has shown signs of slowing, likely because of market saturation. Gatekeepers and institutional kingmakers have been so steadily undermined that they might as well not exist. The revolution has been won--the audience is in charge. And what the audience wants to do, at mass scale, is scroll.

After all, the very same technologies that stars like Lizzo benefited from--especially web video--also functionally compete with music consumption. As of this year, YouTube streams no longer count for the Billboard charts; TikTok plays never have. And though some combination of utility and relatability appeared to drive pop stardom early in the Spotify age, those attributes seem to have decoupled over time. Many of today's musical figures are far more "followed" than they are listened to, effectively acting as influencers. And many popular songs these days have little personality--relatable or not--attached at all.

This is why the Billboard Hot 100 over the past few years has largely become a repository for easy-listening music by the low-drama likes of Bruno Mars and the rising U.K. soul singer Olivia Dean. Exceptions--hitmakers foregrounding personal pizzazz and narrative--of course exist, and artists that have truly devoted fandoms are doing okay. But even Taylor Swift seems to be calibrating for the audience's growing disinterest and distraction. Last year's The Life of a Showgirl broke records through brazen promotional tactics--such as encouraging fans to buy many copies of the album--that made it difficult to gauge how popular her music still was by traditional metrics. It was, in effect, an attempt to convert, by brute force, Swift's incredible social-media reach into equally incredible sales figures.

Whatever you might say about Lizzo, she was an expert at demanding attention, both musically and meta-musically. Her songs could scan as mall-friendly background noise, but they had comedy and color and even a little edge. Bitch pushes that edge ever so slightly. The album cover is a not-so-metaphorical middle finger; the songs are darker and more resentful than what she's known for. It asks a tiny bit more of its listeners than her past albums--and, judging by the commercial performance, many of her followers were only ever lightly attached to her. Some former listeners may have heard the new singles and hit "Next." Many others probably never got to that point because, as she suspects, whatever she's doing isn't algorithmically palatable.

Lizzo now seems to be reckoning with that fact in a clear-eyed way. After her album bombed, she gave an interview to the YouTube music critic Swiftologist in which he asked, blankly: "Lizzo, are you in the Khia Asylum?" She said no--she's too famous, with too many previous achievements, for that.

But she also struck a conciliatory tone about the record company she'd previously lambasted. She relayed a story about asking her label why her album was performing so poorly even though she had been making lots of noise on social media. The answer was: "Well, that's in the hands of the people." The real nightmare--for her and so many others who are anxious about flopping right now--is not that she's being blocked from the market, but rather that the market is all there is.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/2026/07/music-flop-era/687785/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Photos of the Week: Rabbit Beach, Puffin Census, Wild Horses

An electronic-music festival in Germany, World Cup watch parties around the world, the running of the bulls in Spain, cave exploration in China, a heat wave in southern Europe, and much more

by Alan Taylor

Fri, 10 Jul 2026


Marseel Bahnan, originally from Iraq, poses with her face painted in the colors of the U.S. flag during a World Cup watch party in San Diego, California, as the United States played against Belgium on July 6, 2026. (Mike Blake / Reuters)




Lightning strikes behind the illuminated Washington Monument as people gather to watch the fireworks during Freedom 250's Salute to America as the United States celebrated its 250th anniversary on Independence Day, in Washington, D.C., on July 5, 2026. (Nathan Howard / Reuters)




A visitor poses while exploring in Yanzi Cave in Qiannan Bouyei and Miao autonomous prefecture, Guizhou Province, China, on July 5, 2026. (Qu Honglun / China News Service / Getty)




People stand in front of a coffee shop during a heat wave in the French Riviera city of Nice on July 6, 2026. (Valery Hache / AFP / Getty)




Participants run ahead of bulls from the Fuente Ymbro bull ranch during the first running of the bulls of the San Fermin festival in Pamplona, northern Spain, on July 7, 2026. (Jorge Guerrero / AFP / Getty)




A bull jumps into the sea after chasing runners during the traditional Bous a la Mar ("Bulls in the Sea") at Denia's harbor near Alicante, Spain, on July 6, 2026. (Jose Jordan / AFP / Getty)




Argentina's Lionel Messi is thrown in the air in celebration by teammates after a match as Argentina qualified for the quarterfinals of the World Cup by defeating Egypt on July 7, 2026, in Atlanta, Georgia. (Brett Davis / Imagn Images / Reuters)




Revelers celebrate as the traditional rocket marking the start of the San Fermin festival launches, kicking off nine days of uninterrupted festivities in Pamplona, on July 6, 2026. (Miguel Oses / AP)




Participants line up at the water's edge in the harbor of Parow near Stralsund, Germany, at the start of the International Sound Swim on July 4, 2026. (Stefan Sauer / DPA / Getty)




Tourists watch muddy water rushing out of the Xiaolangdi Dam on the Yellow River during a water-sediment regulation operation in Luoyang, Henan province, China, on July 5, 2026. (Huang Zhengwei / VCG / Getty)




People watch as a firefighting plane makes a drop, battling a fire near the A9 motorway near Beziers, France, on July 3, 2026. (Abdul Saboor / Reuters)




Heavy rainfall drops from the sky above Qianshan, Jiangxi province, China, on July 5, 2026. (Ding Minghua / VCG / Getty)




Water is sprayed to cool off people gathering to mourn Iran's slain supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei at the Grand Mosalla on the second day of funeral ceremonies in Tehran, on July 5, 2026. (Wakil Kohsar / AFP / Getty)




A person kicks a large banner depicting U.S. President Trump with a target on his head during funeral ceremonies for Iran's slain supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, in Tehran on July 5, 2026. Khamenei and members of his family were killed on February 28 during U.S.-Israeli strikes. (Majid Saeedi / Getty)




A man uses an angle grinder at the site of a collapsed building in the aftermath of the June 24 earthquakes in La Guaira, Venezuela, on July 4, 2026. (Adriano Machado / Reuters)




A dog rests as rescuers (not pictured) work at the site of a collapsed building in the aftermath of the June 24 earthquakes in La Guaira, Venezuela, on July 5, 2026. (Ricardo Arduengo / Reuters)




A tourist wearing an astronaut suit takes part in a space-roaming experience at Alien Valley Geopark in Sunan Yugur autonomous county, Gansu province, China, on July 6, 2026. (Li Yalong / China News Service / Getty)




A model presents a creation by Iris Van Herpen for the Women Haute Couture Fall/Winter 2026-27 collection, as part of Paris Fashion Week, on July 6, 2026. (Blanca Cruz / AFP / Getty)




A rescuer walks away from a burning factory during a wildfire near Oraiokastro, a suburb of Thessaloniki, Greece, on July 4, 2026. (Konstantinos Tsakalidis / Bloomberg / Getty)




People wade along Rabbit Beach on the Italian island of Lampedusa, a protected nature reserve with limited daily visitor access to avoid over-tourism, on July 6, 2026. (Tiziana Fabi / AFP / Getty)




Fishermen work at a marine ranch in the waters of Sansha Town on July 4, 2026, in Xiapu county, Fujian province, China. (Wang Wangwang / VCG / Getty)




Fans watch the World Cup Round of 16 soccer match between Colombia and Switzerland on a terrace rooftop in Bogota, Colombia, on July 7, 2026. (Sebastian Barros / AP)




A Mexico fan reacts as they watch the Mexico versus England World Cup match on a big screen in Mexico City on July 5, 2026. (Luis Cortes / Reuters)




A stuffed bear, (wearing a sign that reads "bear"), used as a target, stands in bushes during an emergency-response drill for bear and other wildlife intrusions, in Isehara, Kanagawa prefecture, Japan, on July 3, 2026. (Yuichi Yamazaki / AFP / Getty)




An Atlantic puffin, seen during the 2026 annual census, monitoring the seabirds' breeding population, on the Inner Farne Islands, Northumberland, England, on July 6, 2026 (Temilade Adelaja / Reuters)




A fish eagle, about five weeks old, is lifted out of its nest by a utility worker for banding in Neustadt-Glewe, Germany, on July 6, 2026. Bird experts are currently banding the chicks that hatched a few weeks ago, with support from the energy provider WeMag. (Jens Buttner / DPA / Getty)




An aloitador holds a wild horse during the first curro in Sabucedo, Spain, on July 4, 2026. The Rapa das Bestas of Sabucedo is a festival held every year during the first week of July, where aloitadors immobilize and cut the manes and tails of wild horses. (Samuel de Roman / Anadolu / Getty)




A dancer welcomes visitors to the airfield grounds at the Airbeat One electronic-music festival in Neustadt-Glewe, Germany, on July 9, 2026. About 200,000 electronic-music fans from more than 60 countries were expected to attend the festival. (Jens Buttner / DPA / Getty)
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A New Phase of the AI-Jobs Panic

Silicon Valley is making a show of helping prepare the country for AI layoffs.

by Lila Shroff

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




In late March, I started receiving daily texts from the federal government about AI. "??AI is changing how we work and live," one message read. "You might feel curious, skeptical, or unsure--that's normal." I had enrolled in an AI-literacy course from the Labor Department created to help workers succeed in the ChatGPT economy. The weeklong program, created in partnership with an AI start-up and delivered by text message, was supposed to equip Americans with "foundational AI skills," according to an agency press release. But the government's texts were not reassuring. One message encouraged me to ask a bot for "side hustle ideas." Another suggested that I brush up on my AI skills by doodling: "Grab a friend and see whose drawing of a hippo AI can recognize ... and whose it mistakes for a lumpy potato. ?."



When it comes to AI's threat to jobs, America has acted like a deer in headlights. For all the catastrophic messaging about looming layoffs, efforts to prepare for a major transition have lagged. After speaking with a roster of the nation's top business and political leaders, my colleague Josh Tyrangiel concluded earlier this year that no one seemed to have a plan for how to proceed. Government efforts to shore up the labor market have been largely underwhelming. AI-literacy courses like the one I took are hardly a sufficient response if you believe that mass job loss is forthcoming; the Trump administration announced a goal last year to expand apprenticeship programs, but progress on that front has been middling. Meanwhile, the tech industry has barreled ahead in its efforts to develop more capable models. Earlier this year, Anthropic's Dario Amodei warned that "AI isn't a substitute for specific human jobs but rather a general labor substitute for humans."



But over the past several weeks, politicians and tech executives have started to make a show of more seriously preparing the country for a future of AI layoffs. As promising as these new efforts are, many of them also end up serving the interests of Silicon Valley.



Consider a flashy proposal for state ownership of AI companies. Last month, Senator Bernie Sanders proposed the AI Sovereign Wealth Fund Act, which would give the federal government a 50 percent stake in major AI companies including Anthropic and OpenAI. The act would also give an appointed commission voting shares to help "stop bad decisions that will reap massive job loss," Sanders said on a press call. The legislation, which calls for the tech industry to hand over trillions of dollars worth of stock, is unsurprising coming from Sanders, who regularly takes aim at "Big Tech oligarchs." What's surprising is the fact that at least one of the alleged Big Tech oligarchs is on board with a watered-down version of Sanders's proposal.



After Sanders first announced his plan, Sam Altman requested to meet with the senator. The OpenAI CEO reportedly told Sanders that although he does not endorse the exact plan, he supports the idea of public ownership of AI companies. Altman has been flirting with such ideas since even before ChatGPT was launched, and in April, OpenAI endorsed the creation of a "public wealth fund" that would give every citizen "a stake in AI-driven economic growth." More recently, according to the Financial Times, Altman has had recent conversations with the Trump administration about public ownership of OpenAI and its competitors; the company is reportedly floating giving up a 5 percent stake.

Read: Why everyone is suddenly talking about 'universal basic capital'

Still, it's difficult to imagine a future in which our dysfunctional Congress passes a law to take a stake in AI companies, and then the government seamlessly redistributes the earnings to the rest of us. And regardless, such arrangements are unlikely to save a flailing labor market. Sanders's aggressive wealth fund, for example, aims to start by paying roughly $1,000 to each American annually--which is not trivial, but is also far from a solution to mass unemployment. And private companies don't give away equity out of altruism. If the government were to seize control of AI companies, the country could end up responsible for bailouts (although Sanders's bill prohibits use of the fund for such purposes), and public ownership could dilute the demand for more onerous regulation. Perhaps that's why Gwynne Shotwell, the president of SpaceX, home to Elon Musk's AI efforts, announced this week that she and her husband would give stock to Trump Accounts, the savings accounts for children that just launched. Anthropic has also said that it would like to invest in researching "AI sovereign wealth funds" as a possible response to extreme unemployment.



AI companies are eager to be seen as supporting other initiatives too. In May, OpenAI's nonprofit foundation, which owns roughly a quarter of the AI company, announced that it would spend $250 million on grants and partnerships to support the forthcoming economic transition, while also building its own team to seed new ideas. And last month, Anthropic committed $350 million toward similar efforts, much of which will fund "major research trials and program evaluation on promising public policies." Specifics are still being worked out, but both organizations have noted an interest in, for example, investing in efforts to better measure how AI is affecting labor markets, as well as unemployment-insurance reform. (Anthropic declined to comment; a representative for the OpenAI Foundation pointed me to the company's April policy paper.)



Economists, for their part, remain unsure about what types of policy interventions could best mitigate future problems, or really how big those problems are likely to be. AI has not yet led to widespread job losses, and many economists aren't convinced that a jobs apocalypse is inevitable. But even absent the extreme, if moderate labor displacement occurs quickly, America could be in for a real shock. In that light, one new nonprofit, Raise Us, launched last month with the intention of testing out different policies to see what works. Led by Gina Raimondo, Joe Biden's commerce secretary, and Eric Holcomb, a former Republican governor of Indiana, the organization has already raised more than $500 million from private companies and philanthropies (including the Rockefeller Foundation; Melinda French Gates's group,  Pivotal; and Emerson Collective, which is the majority owner of The Atlantic). Some of that funding comes straight from Silicon Valley: Anthropic, Amazon, Microsoft, and the OpenAI Foundation have contributed cash to the effort and are among the organization's founding partners.



Raimondo, who worked extensively on AI policy during the Biden administration, told me that she hopes that by doing smaller-scale experiments now at the state level, the organization will gather data on which interventions are most effective, helping inform federal policy efforts down the line. (A set of both red and blue states--Utah, Connecticut, Arkansas, and Maryland--have signed on as initial government partners.) For example, the group is interested in testing wage insurance. Under such a policy, if someone loses a job and accepts work at lower pay, wage insurance would aim to temporarily fill some of the gap. There is "some positive evidence" in favor of the policy, David Autor, an MIT economist who serves as an unpaid adviser to Raise Us, told me, but it has "never been done at any significant scale in the United States." The group also plans to invest in a slew of other interventions, including apprenticeship programs and career-navigation tools. Overall, the group's efforts will likely be useful in generating real-world policy evidence that is "undersupplied" and "extremely valuable," Susan Athey, a Stanford economist who is not affiliated with Raise Us, told me.

Read: The AI backlash could get very ugly

At the same time, the tech industry's association with Raise Us is also a play to boost its flagging reputation. Brad Smith, the vice chair and president of Microsoft, told me that the Raise Us coalition is similar to the public-private partnerships that formed in response to the pandemic. It's a compelling comparison, but a flawed one: Imagine if the vaccine companies involved with Operation Warp Speed were also engineering more sophisticated viruses. Silicon Valley has wedged itself into a strange position. AI companies are racing to automate work while simultaneously preparing to parachute in as saviors.



Of course, shepherding a smooth labor transition is in Silicon Valley's self-interest. An AI backlash is brewing, and tech companies' reputations will only further degrade if layoffs mount. The industry also has reason to worry about the federal government taking far more dramatic action against it. But all this hullabaloo around wealth funds and public-private partnerships is about much more than just optics. AI companies are leveraging the current anxiety over layoffs to induce greater dependence on their bots. Several industry-supported efforts to ward off a jobs crisis involve training people to better use AI. In Maryland, for example, Raise Us is supporting the launch of a start-up-accelerator program, which will provide displaced workers with financial assistance--and access to AI tools to help them start businesses. And almost half of Anthropic's $350 million commitment will go toward creating a national fellowship called Claude Corps. Through the program, Anthropic will pay early-career workers $85,000 each to spend a year working to integrate Claude across at least 400 nonprofits. The solution to Claude's threatening entry-level workers' jobs: Hire young people to further evangelize Claude.
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A City That Explains America

The late historian Mike Wallace showed how the country's story unfolds in New York.

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.


In the eyes of its many critics, New York City has always been both too American and not American enough. It's the place where the pursuit of profit curdles into greed--where hustlers, financiers, and real-estate speculators conjure fortunes out of thin air. Just as often, it's dismissed as too crowded, too diverse, and too entangled with the wider world to fit the vision of a mythical "real America." The complaints are as old as the republic itself. During New York City's brief turn as the first American capital under the Constitution, a Boston newspaper dubbed it "a vortex of folly and dissipation." Again and again, to outsiders, New York has presented an exaggerated vision of what the country is becoming--or worse, what it might already be.

New York's many champions have always found something much deeper beneath the myths and caricatures. One, the historian Mike Wallace, died this past week. In 1976, Wallace and Edwin G. Burrows (who died in 2018) set out to write the definitive chronicle of their city. Their work produced one co-authored volume, the Pulitzer Prize-winning Gotham: A History of New York City to 1898 (1999), and two more by Wallace alone, Greater Gotham (2017) and Gotham at War (2025), covering the city's history through 1945.

Taken as a whole, the project marks one of the great feats of American historical scholarship and writing. The books are encyclopedic in scale and ambition, but never in feel. They're wry, intensely readable, and alive with a Whitman-esque delight in the city's people and places, all while remaining clear-eyed and unflinching. Wallace and Burrows achieve what people have been trying to do since the city's beginnings: They make New York legible in all of its contradictions.

As the authors explain in a chapter on "Seeing New York" in the first volume, the mere act of witnessing the city is a complicated task. There was the problem of coming to grips with New York's many transformations through time--from a peripheral trading post in the 17th century to a colonial seaport in the 18th to the center of national finance, culture, and manufacturing in the 19th and beyond.

Then there was the disorientation wrought by so many people and goods moving through the city. Many observers, such as Henry Theodore Tuckerman, who recounted a stroll down Broadway in The Atlantic in 1866, couldn't help reaching for metaphors of oceans, rivers, and tides to describe the relentless motion of humanity. As Tuckerman noted, the global bazaar of goods seemed to match the global composition of the people: "Persian carpets, Lyons silks, Genoa velvets, ribbons from Coventry and laces from Brussels, the furs of the Northwest, glass of Bohemia, ware of China, nuts from Brazil, silver of Nevada mines, Sicily lemons, Turkey figs," and on and on. Writers rattled off such lists not just because New York was big, but because it contained too much to be understood all at once.

Another impression of New York was what Burrows and Wallace call "a stark, indeed shocking, contrast between the new social classes: a monied aristocracy of debauched nouveaux riches and a threatening mass of degenerate immigrants." In confronting this reality, many writers argued that the worlds of the wealthy and the poor each contained their own forms of corruption and moral danger. All of this became a kind of Rorschach test, producing rival pronouncements on the city and the nation that it seemed to be destroying or elevating. There was the rural upstate doctor, Joel Ross, who lamented in 1851 the city's "trials, losses, frowns, failures, pestilence, poverty, and hypocrisy," warning that New York was "to dwellers in the country, very like what white lights at night are to flies--brilliant and attractive, but certain ruin." And there were the boosters, who championed New York as the nation's great economic engine ("the locomotive of these United States," one man bragged in 1857) and a multiethnic marvel ("a mixture of many materials makes the best mortar," a historian wrote in 1859).

The Gotham series explains these competing visions by revealing the historical conditions that shaped them. The currents of people and goods coursing down Broadway become comprehensible once you understand how quickly New York became a hub of so much economic activity and cultural capital. The city's worlds of dazzling wealth and desperate poverty become intelligible if you've followed Burrows and Wallace into a merchant prince's drawing room and through the heterogeneous warrens of the Five Points slums.

Burrows and Wallace teach readers to see New York not as an exception to the American story, but as one of the places where it unfolds most vividly. As they observe in the introduction to Gotham, entire realms of national life are referred to using city addresses: Wall Street for finance, Ellis Island for immigration, Broadway for entertainment. Within New York's tight spaces, the country's recurring arguments over commerce and inequality, immigration and identity, openness and belonging are most visible, sometimes uncomfortably so. It's all there, if you choose to look.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/07/new-york-american-story-mike-wallace/687861/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Best of The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Business | The ...
          
        

      

      Politics | The Atlantic

      
        The MIA Caucus
        Marie-Rose Sheinerman

        Mitch McConnell isn't the first member of Congress to drop out of sight.

      

      
        Platner Just Made Things Harder for Democrats
        Russell Berman

        The party now has an even bigger mess to clean up in Maine.

      

      
        Another Fatal ICE Shooting
        Nick Miroff

        Lorenzo Salgado Araujo of Houston is the latest person to be killed by officers shooting into cars.

      

      
        Perhaps the Nazi Tattoo Was a Clue
        Mike Nelson

        Graham Platner's unfitness for office was clear long ago.

      

      
        The Demon Next Door
        Stephanie McCrummen

        A growing number of charismatic Christians see themselves as waging a spiritual battle against the forces of Satan. Sometimes those forces are right across the street.

      

      
        The Other Celebration of America
        Jonathan Lemire

        The World Cup has provided the unity that was lacking from the official 250th celebrations.

      

      
        With Graham Platner, Democrats Got Drunk on the Beer Test
        Jonathan Chait

        He said there wouldn't be any more scandals, but a new Politico report threatens to end his Senate campaign in Maine.

      

      
        The 'Consumer Socialism' Trap
        Idrees Kahloon

        The wrong way to solve the affordability crisis

      

      
        The Alabamafication of National Politics
        Howell Raines

        What the race between Doug Jones and Tommy Tuberville says about America's past and future

      

      
        Trump Is Getting Tired of Losing Election Cases
        Toluse Olorunnipa

        Even the judges he appointed aren't buying the arguments.

      

      
        
          	
            Best of The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Business | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The MIA Caucus

Mitch McConnell isn't the first member of Congress to drop out of sight.

by Marie-Rose Sheinerman

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




Mitch McConnell has not been seen in public in almost a month. The senator from Kentucky and former majority leader was hospitalized on June 14, and his staff has declined to elaborate, instead recycling the same statement: "The Senator continues to improve, and is working closely with his staff on Kentucky and Senate matters while the Senate is out of session." Speculation, theories, and questions have filled the void this week, prompting McConnell's allies to share that they had recently spoken with him. But they've faced a deluge of doubts themselves. Yesterday, the Kentucky governor sent a formal letter requesting a health update from the senator, while President Trump told reporters he had "no idea" how McConnell was doing.

McConnell is hardly the first member of Congress to go MIA. Representative Tom Kean Jr. of New Jersey, a Republican running for reelection in a highly competitive district, disappeared for nearly four months this year and missed 142 House roll-call votes before resurfacing in late June. Kean explained that he had been receiving treatment for depression. In 2024, then-Representative Kay Granger of Texas, a Republican and former chair of the House Appropriations Committee, was absent from Congress for months before The Dallas Express reported that she was living in "a local memory care and assisted living home for some time after having been found wandering lost and confused." Senator Dianne Feinstein of California, who died in 2023, remained in office as her health rapidly deteriorated and her staff downplayed her condition.

Although a seat in Congress comes with baseline expectations of being on the job when the House or Senate is in session, there are no formal rules governing disclosure of medical conditions for lawmakers and no official procedures for declaring a member medically incapacitated and removing them. The norm on the Hill is to fiercely shield and protect the private lives of legislators--especially on matters as sensitive as mental or physical health. But in recent years, with Congress ruled by shifting and often thin majorities, it quickly becomes obvious when someone is missing, especially for key votes. And then the theories spread on social media.

Read: Mitch McConnell and the president he calls 'despicable'

McConnell's absence has prompted a flood of memes, some involving Ouija boards, AI-generated Mitch-zombies, Weekend at Bernie's-inspired scenes, and reports of the kid from The Sixth Sense having reached the senator. The leftist Twitch streamer Hasan Piker challenged McConnell to publicly deny that the two are engaged in a romantic tryst. Scott Jennings, a Republican pundit, attempted to combat the speculation by sharing that he had spoken with McConnell "for just shy of 20 minutes" about a range of issues including Iran and Ukraine--only to spawn a new type of meme in which others used his post as a Mad Libs-style template for reporting fake conversations with the senator. Representative Thomas Massie, a fellow Republican Kentuckian who recently lost his primary to a Trump-backed opponent, sarcastically wrote that he spoke with McConnell for "about 20 minutes" about how he's "really sorry about how my primary turned out." CNN mistakenly ran a screenshot of a parody account claiming to have spoken with the senator.

In November 1980, Maryland voters elected Gladys Spellman to a fourth term in the House. Days before Election Day, she had suffered a heart attack; she survived but fell into a coma and never regained consciousness. Through a first-of-its-kind House resolution, passed in February 1981, her seat was declared vacant. That April, in a special primary for the Democratic nomination, Spellman's husband, Reuben, finished second to Steny Hoyer, then a 41-year-old lawyer and former Maryland state senator. Gladys Spellman died seven years later. Hoyer climbed the ranks and spent two decades in top House Democratic leadership. Now in his 23rd term, he announced earlier this year he would not seek a 24th.

That resolution remains the lone example in modern memory of House members taking action to formally remove and replace a colleague who is unable to perform the job as a result of a medical crisis. To longtime observers, McConnell's and Kean's recent absences are not unprecedented or even that unusual; they're par for the course. There is a long history of staff members attempting to shield ailing legislators from the prying eyes of journalists and political opponents, even if it comes at the expense of transparency with constituents. "This is a story as old as Congress itself," Jim Manley, a longtime aide to Harry Reid who spent more than two decades on the Hill, told me.

Senator Carter Glass of Virginia spent his last four years in office, in the 1940s, absent from public view due to illness before dying in 1946; he did not answer a single Senate roll call after 1942. Senator Karl Mundt of South Dakota suffered a stroke in 1969 and did not appear on the Senate floor for almost three years before deciding not to seek reelection in 1972. When John F. Kennedy served in the House and the Senate, as well as during his campaign for president, he hid his diagnosis of Addison's disease--an adrenal insufficiency--from voters.

Numerous lawmakers in more recent years have stuck to their offices even as they grew visibly frail or as their mental capacity was called into question--and as their staff members demurred or outright denied that anything was amiss. Aides around Senator Robert Byrd of West Virginia--who died in 2010 at age 92 and was the longest-serving senator in history--were especially tight-lipped as the lawmaker's health declined. Mississippi Senator Thad Cochran's frailness and disorientation were an open secret before he decided to step down in 2018, a year before his death.

Read: A different kind of fading president 

There's always the possibility that these recent headline-grabbing cases of mysterious disappearances might mark a turning point toward reform. Congress returns from recess on Monday, and if McConnell's absence continues, it could complicate the Senate's business--particularly attempts to meet the late-September deadline to fund the government for the next fiscal year. McConnell sits on the powerful Appropriations Committee and leads the Defense Appropriations Subcommittee, which is responsible for military spending. Steven Smith, a social-sciences professor at Arizona State University who studies Congress, told me there should be a rule obligating members' chiefs of staff or others to report their bosses' absences, given that they are employees of taxpayers: "It could still be vague, but there ought to be some requirement to indicate that so-and-so is literally not on the job." Scott Tillman of U.S. Term Limits, a group pushing for putting constraints on the number of times an incumbent can hold a seat, told me that the recent cases involving McConnell and Kean have made their case more salient. "People are really being deprived of representation--they elected someone to be there, and they're not being represented," he said.

Others are less hopeful that any of this will change anytime soon. "Each seat is extraordinarily valuable, as is each vote in the House and Senate," Julian Zelizer, a Princeton University historian of modern American politics, told me. "This leads to keeping these issues as secret as possible." Plus, when it comes to protecting members' privacy, staffers' jobs are on the line. "As long as God created staff," Manley said, "there's always going to be folks that are going to try and do what they can to keep this stuff out of the media."
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Platner Just Made Things Harder for Democrats

The party now has an even bigger mess to clean up in Maine.

by Elaine Godfrey, Russell Berman

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




Updated on July 9 at 8:52 a.m. ET 

The Nazi tattoo wasn't bad enough to force Graham Platner to abandon his Senate bid, his defenders argued earlier this year. Any young Marine, under the powerful influence of alcohol and immaturity, might see a skull and crossbones and think: Badass. The now-deleted Reddit posts mocking rural white people, insulting cops, and making light of assault? Well, chalk that up to the same. Extramarital sexting is not ideal, of course, but then there was Platner's wife assuring us that the couple had healed. And never mind the allegations of volatile behavior from a couple of past girlfriends; one of them is a Republican activist.



But when Politico reported on Monday that a woman had accused Platner of rape, even his most steadfast supporters began to call for his exit. And last night, the oysterman finally gave in: "For the movement to continue, it can't be me. For that reason, we are suspending campaign operations," he said in a video posted to social media. But Platner added to the problems facing Democrats as he exited the race. He fervently denied the sexual-assault allegations--and seemed to imply that the party establishment was somehow responsible. "We did it the right way. We did it the way that we were told we are supposed to make change," he said. "And now they are not going to let us have it."



Democrats were never going to win easily in Maine, where for nearly 30 years the electorally sturdy Susan Collins has hung on to her Senate seat. But pile up all of Platner's baggage, and defeating her might have been an especially difficult project. Now Democrats have a chance to replace Platner with a new candidate--someone who is, perhaps, less encumbered--and redouble their efforts to flip Collins's seat.



But each silver lining has its corresponding cumulonimbus, and in this case, it's that Platner has assembled a powerful grassroots coalition in Maine that may or may not be transferable. It depends on whom the party replaces him with--and how. "They may get a mulligan," the political analyst Charlie Cook, who lives in Maine, told us. "That doesn't mean they'll hit it well."



The implosion of Platner's candidacy--first bit by bit and then all at once--has Democrats nationwide throwing up their hands in exasperation. The party must flip at least four GOP-held Senate seats in November to capture the majority, and this particular seat has long been considered the party's most important, and maybe most feasible, pickup opportunity: Maine is the only state that Kamala Harris won in 2024 where an incumbent Republican senator is now up for reelection. Collins, who is running for a sixth term, is something of a unicorn in these polarized times. In 2020, she defeated a well-funded Democrat, Sara Gideon, by nearly nine points even as Joe Biden carried the state by roughly the same amount. But Collins is now 73 years old, and lately, her approval ratings have slumped.



For months last year, Democrats in Maine and in Washington were waiting for Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer's preferred candidate, the two-term Governor Janet Mills, to decide whether she was going to run. Mills initially expressed ambivalence about the race and put off a decision until last fall. Other battle-tested Democrats were uninterested or opted for other races.



Read: A 79-year-old freshman senator? 



Into the void charged Platner, who emerged last fall seemingly out of nowhere but with a well-connected and well-choreographed campaign rollout managed by advisers who had worked with high-profile insurgent candidates: John Fetterman for Senate in Pennsylvania, in 2022 (before his more recent shift rightward), and Zohran Mamdani for mayor of New York City in 2025. They saw Platner as a gruff but charismatic oyster farmer with a military-combat record who could channel both the left's progressive energy and the electorate's growing distaste for establishment politicians. By the time Mills finally declared her candidacy, in October, many of the voters she would have relied on in a primary had already decided to support Platner.



Platner led Mills in nearly all public polling, sometimes by wide margins and despite the revelations about his past. At the end of April, Mills, who is 78, suspended her campaign, essentially conceding the Democratic nomination to Platner.



Establishment Democrats were irritated, and not only because they found Platner's behavior both personally offensive and politically damaging. They saw a campaign that seemed to make little effort to vet a first-time candidate, and a candidate who did not appear to have been honest with his own campaign. "If we're going to start running people that are unconventional, we have to be even more strict in the way that they run their campaigns," Yemisi Egbewole, a Democratic strategist who worked in the Biden White House, told us a few weeks ago. "We can pluck people out of obscurity, but it's the responsibility of the candidates themselves and also the people that are running this candidate to frame an accurate narrative."



Other Democrats questioned whether Platner was really the "authentic" working-class outsider he claimed to be. He had been educated at expensive private schools in New England and, like many future congressional candidates, had worked as a staffer on Capitol Hill. Possibly the biggest customer for his oyster business is a nearby restaurant owned by his mother. Matt Bennett, a co-founder of the moderate think tank Third Way, who'd backed Mills, told us in an interview last month that Platner "feels like a D.C. person's idea of a working-class candidate."



The crumbling of Platner's campaign forced a reckoning for his most loyal backers. And reckon they did: Senators Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren, the leftist streamer Hasan Piker, and many other progressives who had stuck with Platner through the drip-drip-drip of allegations rescinded their support for him this week after Platner's ex-girlfriend alleged that he had entered her home in 2021 and raped her. (Platner has called the allegation "categorically untrue.")



"The bottom line is, there's no secrets in politics," Joseph Geevarghese, the executive director of Our Revolution, a Sanders-aligned group, told us this week. "Candidates should be transparent with the electorate. We grassroots organizers invest a lot of time and energy to advance a cause in this movement, and it's disappointing when we are let down by our standard-bearers." Did he feel betrayed by Platner? "It is a punch in the gut, given the level of energy and enthusiasm that he engendered," Geevarghese said. "You feel deeply, deeply disappointed."



The question now is how the party responds. "It is really important that Democrats act with confidence and with clarity in deciding on their strategy moving forward," David Farmer, a Maine Democratic strategist, told us. "The longer this carries on, the weaker position we will be in come November." Who will replace Platner as the party's nominee--and can that candidate reassemble the coalition that, until recently, seemed at least fairly well positioned to give the Democrats a must-win Senate seat?



Perhaps just as important: How will that replacement be chosen? State law requires that a replacement candidate be named by July 27, so the state party must settle quickly on a process for selecting him or her. They seem to have done so: Last night, the Maine Democrats announced that they would hold a nominating convention with 600 delegates chosen by county committees to choose Platner's successor. Expect the convention to be controversial, as it puts the decision of Platner's successor squarely within the control of the so-called Democratic establishment, rather than with Maine voters directly, as a caucus or a mini-primary might have. Platner's video last night, which was perhaps the antithesis of conciliatory, certainly won't help to assuage his supporters' frustrations about this.

Already, Democrats have picked their horses. Some of Platner's supporters quickly endorsed Troy Jackson, the former state-Senate president who had earned Sanders's endorsement in his bid for governor earlier this year. Jackson, who finished third in that race, filed papers to run for Senate this week and declared his candidacy shortly after Platner's announcement. His backers included Our Revolution, which had endorsed Platner last fall and, in calling for his exit on Monday, warned the Democratic establishment against replacing him with "another status-quo candidate."

Platner, too, was trying to influence whom the party might select to replace him before agreeing to bow out. "The ballot line belongs to the people of Maine," he said in his statement last night. A few hours earlier, his campaign had been asking volunteers to weigh in on Platner's next move, writing that the Democratic Party "must consult the feedback and proposals of the people who built" the movement. But some in the party worried that giving Platner a say in the decision would undercut the new nominee. Republicans clearly relish this prospect. "The Democrat candidate in Maine will either be an alleged rapist with a Nazi tattoo, or someone he selects with the same 'values and vision,'" Senator Tim Scott of South Carolina, the chair of the National Republican Senatorial Committee, said in a statement.



Others suggest that perhaps this moment presents an opportunity for Democrats to move more toward the middle. Recent polling of the Maine Senate race showed Platner running behind a generic Democratic nominee. Although Platner "had consolidated the Democratic base, no question about it, his problem was reaching beyond it," Cook said.



Read: The Democratic base is angry



Maybe, Cook and other analysts suggested, another candidate could better appeal to independents in Maine who are tired of Collins but aren't particularly eager to embrace populism. Someone like the centrist Representative Jared Golden--who has recently taken himself out of contention for the job--or Mills. Or maybe that person is Nirav Shah, the former director of Maine's CDC, who came in second in the nomination fight for governor and announced his Senate candidacy this morning.



Cook said that a generic Democrat could win in Maine. But especially these days, the Democratic base isn't interested in generic--or safe or milquetoast or whatever synonym we're using these days for moderate. The base wants fire and fury. And this puts Democrats in Maine somewhere between a rock and a cliff: Replace Platner with an ideologically adjacent progressive, and you've probably got the base, but you might not attract Maine independents. Replace him with a Mills-adjacent electability candidate, and many dejected base voters might stay home in November.



Platner's resignation gives Democrats some relief--but also a brand-new problem.
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Another Fatal ICE Shooting

Lorenzo Salgado Araujo of Houston is the latest person to be killed by officers shooting into cars.

by Nick Miroff

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




Lorenzo Salgado Araujo, a 52-year-old construction contractor and father of three, was a "man of routine," according to his sons. He woke up at 5 a.m. every day, ate a big breakfast prepared by his wife, and left home at sunrise to build houses in the Houston area. Salgado Araujo came across the border from Mexico as a teenager and had been working without legal status for 35 years. Yesterday he left in his work van to pick up his brother and two other men en route to a job. A team of ICE officers, traveling in two unmarked SUVs, was looking for one of the men. Exactly what happened next is unclear.

As the officers attempted to stop the van, according to the Department of Homeland Security, Salgado Araujo ignored their commands and smashed into their vehicles. An officer drew his weapon and shot Salgado Araujo in the stomach. A video posted to social media showed a man face down in the street and moaning in pain, with his hands behind his back and two officers over him. Salgado Araujo died at a Houston hospital hours later.

DHS, in a brief statement, said that Salgado Araujo "rammed an ICE law enforcement vehicle, refused to follow multiple verbal commands, and weaponized his vehicle in an attempt to run over an ICE law enforcement officer resulting in our officer firing his weapon in self-defense."

The killing was the first fatal shooting by ICE officers since the death of Renee Good in Minneapolis on January 7. (Another protester, Alex Pretti, was killed by border agents two weeks later.) This time, Trump-administration officials did not rush to blame the dead for acts of "domestic terrorism," as they did following the Good and Pretti shootings. They have announced an internal DHS investigation into the ICE officer's actions, as well as an FBI probe to determine whether Salgado Araujo committed assault before he was shot.

Senior ICE officials I spoke with said they have received few details about what happened. The ICE officer who shot Salgado Araujo was a veteran with more than two decades' experience, a senior ICE official told me. DHS did not respond to questions about the officer's identity.

Immigration advocates and Democratic officials in Houston said today that they don't believe DHS's claims, and some groups are offering a cash reward for video footage. "Remember Minneapolis? Remember Renee Good? Has ICE learned nothing from that experience?" asked Sylvia Garcia, a Democrat who represents a Houston congressional district, during a press conference today with Salgado Araujo's adult sons.

White House "Border Czar" Tom Homan, DHS Secretary Markwayne Mullin, and the other administration officials leading President Trump's mass-deportation campaign have insisted in recent months that they've shifted away from the kind of roving street patrols that triggered clashes in Minneapolis. ICE teams have returned to the "targeted enforcement" tactics the agency has traditionally used, they say. It's a more deliberate approach in which officers plan their operations in advance and attempt to take suspects into custody as safely as possible.

What's different about targeted operations now is that they're more often aimed at people in vehicles, according to senior ICE officials I spoke with. Officers used to rely more on a tactic they called "knock and talk," in which they would arrive at a suspect's home and coax them to open the door. But word has gotten out--through legal clinics, advocacy organizations, and social media--that officers need a judicial warrant to force their way inside. Almost no one opens their door for ICE anymore.

Read: How do you prove your citizenship?

That has left ICE officers attempting to make more arrests by catching their targets leaving homes or heading to work, usually in cars. Some large police departments have vehicle-pursuit policies with guidelines for when deadly force is appropriate. Homeland Security Investigations, a division of ICE, trains its agents using an Emergency Driving Handbook. But ICE Enforcement and Removal Operations, the branch responsible for immigration arrests and deportations, doesn't have a handbook, let alone a vehicle-pursuit policy, relying instead on broad use-of-force guidelines. ICE officers receive less training in conducting vehicle stops than most police officers, the officials told me. One senior ICE official--who, like others, wasn't authorized to speak to reporters--acknowledged that it's a problem.

"Our operations are not at residences any longer. They're more out in the open," he told me. "Our tactics and our training and our policies all have to be looked at because the majority of our operations used to be more controlled, at residences, and you had less of these issues to worry about."

ICE's street-level arrest operations have traditionally been handled by specialized teams. But the administration has been ramping up enforcement for the president's mass-deportation campaign and sending far more officers into the streets. Last week, arrests averaged roughly 2,000 a day nationwide, nearly double the pace of this spring, ICE officials told me. Trump officials say they are prioritizing "the worst of the worst," meaning those with violent criminal histories, but Homan said on Fox News on Monday that only about half of those taken into custody have criminal records. "ICE has broken historic records every single day," he said. "We're going to add more resources, and we're going to add more targeting. We've got millions of people we need to find."

Read: The truth about ICE's recruiting push

After a hiring spree last fall, ICE has doubled its number of deportation officers, but they receive relatively little training in vehicle stops, two officials told me. They're working in plainclothes and driving unmarked cars, and they're authorized to shoot to kill if they think a suspect is driving in a way that poses a threat.

There have been at least 16 ICE shootings involving vehicles, four of them fatal, since Trump returned to office, according to records. In March 2025, an ICE officer killed 23-year-old Ruben Ray Martinez, a U.S. citizen, as he maneuvered aggressively through a late-night checkpoint on South Padre Island, in Texas. In September, as Trump sent border agents into Chicago, an ICE officer fatally shot a 38-year-old cook and father of two from Mexico, Silverio Villegas Gonzalez, who tried to drive away during a traffic stop, dragging an officer. DHS officials said the officer was severely injured, but body-camera footage released later showed him telling colleagues that he was not seriously hurt.

In several of the other shooting incidents involving vehicles, not all of which resulted in injuries, the government has used similar language to justify officers' use of force. DHS says that drivers "weaponize" vehicles by attempting to ram or run over federal law-enforcement officers. There have been several incidents similar to Good's killing: a split-second encounter involving a vehicle moving at a low speed and a driver who appears to be trying to get away from officers, not run them down.

Customs and Border Protection officers and border agents have shot at five others while carrying out Trump's crackdown in U.S. cities, including Marimar Martinez, the Chicago preschool worker who was shot five times by an agent who later bragged about it to his friends. The Trump administration accused her of trying to attack the agents, then dropped the charges when its case fell apart.

Paul Hunker, ICE's former chief counsel in Dallas, told me that federal law affords broad protections to officers who can demonstrate they acted in self-defense. "Deadly force can be used when such force is necessary to protect the designated immigration officer or other persons from imminent danger of death or serious physical injuries," he said. "That's the standard."

Many law-enforcement agencies have issued more specific use-of-force guidelines when vehicles are involved. Shooting at moving cars is considered especially risky because errant bullets can strike bystanders. CBP, whose border agents generally have broader latitude to use force to prevent potentially dangerous individuals from entering the country, issued new guidelines during the Biden administration discouraging dangerous high-speed pursuits. Trump rescinded the policies when he retook office.

The Supreme Court ruled in the landmark 1985 decision in Tennessee v. Garner that officers can shoot at a fleeing, unarmed suspect if they believe that their safety or public safety is at serious, imminent risk. "All of it hinges on whether the officer believes there is a danger to someone," a senior ICE official told me. In 1989, the Court ruled in Graham v. Connor that officers' actions--including the use of deadly force--must be evaluated on the basis of whether they are "objectively reasonable" given the full circumstances of an incident.

In a statement, ICE told me that its officers "are trained to use the minimum amount of force necessary to resolve dangerous situations" and that they are "highly trained in de-escalation tactics and regularly receive ongoing use of force training."

Read: 'Maybe DHS was a bad idea' 

DHS has not said whether it possesses body-camera footage of Salgado Araujo's killing. The department has not published photos of vehicles allegedly damaged by his attempt to flee, and videos posted to social media do not appear to show dents or major damage at the scene.

Ronaldo Salgado said he believes that his father panicked when two unmarked dark SUVs suddenly tried to box him in. Speaking to reporters in Houston this morning, he said neither his father nor his uncle had a criminal record, and his father had been instructed on how to comport himself during an encounter with ICE. "Had my father seen any emblems on those cars, he would have complied, he would have stopped," Ronaldo said, referring to the agency's use of unmarked cars. "He only wanted to get back to work, and back to us."

Ronaldo said he thinks his father believed he was being assaulted by thieves. "He feared someone would take his tools," Ronaldo said, because they were "how he made his livelihood."

Ronaldo said that he and his brother Lorenzo Salgado Jr. are American citizens with college degrees, and their younger brother is now getting a degree. For the past year, they'd been trying to help their father obtain U.S. work authorization. He'd put them through college and built a large new family home, achieving his dream, they said, knowing it could be gone in a flash. They found out about their father's death from social media, Ronaldo said--"not the hospital, not law enforcement." The other men who were riding in the van with their father are now in ICE custody, he said, including their uncle.

Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed to this report.
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Perhaps the Nazi Tattoo Was a Clue

Graham Platner's unfitness for office was clear long ago.

by Mike Nelson

Tue, 07 Jul 2026




The Senate race in Maine looks significantly different than it did 48 hours ago. Yesterday, Politico reported a credible allegation of sexual assault against the Democratic nominee, Graham Platner. In a video posted after the story broke, Platner denied the accusation but said that his campaign would explore the best way forward, opening the door to what seems like an inevitable withdrawal from the race.

Now the voices that had most vehemently defended Platner during previous scandals or vouched for the necessity of his folksy progressivism have withdrawn their endorsements, one after another, and called for him to drop out. Among those voices are Senators Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren, Representative Ro Khanna, and Pod Save America's Jon Favreau. No doubt, none of these Democratic politicians, party power brokers, or podcasters were aware of the alleged rape when they made and maintained their endorsements. Nearly everyone who previously supported Platner seems to have since reversed course. Credible allegations of sexual assault do, indeed, go too far.

But the question remains: Why was this horrific allegation the threshold when Platner had so obviously transgressed so many times before? Perhaps Platner's Nazi tattoo should have been a sufficient indicator that he lacked the character to be a senator. Perhaps maintaining that SS logo for two decades, covering it up only when it became politically inconvenient, demonstrated that he lacked the judgment for national office. Perhaps a multiyear history of not just having abhorrent views about women and minorities, but feeling the need to post them for the world to see, could have told us that he is not the person to be Maine's voice in Washington. Maybe a well-documented history of contemptible behavior in his personal life should have been enough, when taken with everything else, for Democrats to conclude that Platner was exactly the person he appeared to be.

Jonathan Chait: With Graham Platner, Democrats got drunk on the beer test

When Platner emerged last year as the Democrats' shiny new object--DSA sensibilities with a gruff voice and working-class clothes--many who favored his brand of leftist populism rallied to help him defeat Democratic centrism. He managed to do so when his primary opponent, Governor Janet Mills, suspended her campaign before votes were cast. Platner's backers hoped that he could do the same against Susan Collins this fall. But when a clear pattern of Platner's bad behavior and bad judgment emerged, these Democrats held firm, using their positions of prominence to assure voters that what we all could see was somehow not as it seemed. This latest allegation was not a black-swan event--a shocking and unexpected revelation from an otherwise strong candidate. Rather, it was the most recent in a steady drumbeat of disqualifying revelations.

It's good that those who have changed their mind about Platner are now telling the woman who spoke with Politico, Jenny Racicot, that they will not stand with her alleged victimizer. But why were the Jews who were targeted by the organization whose logo he bore not worthy of the same support? And was Lyndsey Fifield, a conservative woman who alleged that Platner had engaged in emotional and physical abuse (also denied by Platner), less worthy because of her politics? What does it say about Platner's defenders that his other horrible behavior was within their range of acceptability?

Those who waited until this week to rescind their endorsements had all the indicators they needed to surmise that Platner was a problem. And pretending otherwise required a willful denial of the facts. For instance, they claimed that he hadn't known the significance of his tattoo until recently, despite the fact that at least three people said they'd had conversations with Platner about the image prior to its public disclosure.

We have spent months listening to spin from Democrats arguing that what was clear about Platner's character was somehow more nuanced and explainable, all because progressives had found a candidate in Carhartt. The idea that a candidate could have a Nazi tattoo and stay in the race sounds more like a subplot from Veep than the reality upon which several prominent Democrats staked their reputations.

Elizabeth Bruenig: Yet more damning revelations about Graham Platner

When the Platner campaign comes to its ignominious end, as it almost certainly will whether he withdraws or not, the value of conducting a postmortem will not be about Platner himself, a deeply flawed person worthy of neither the office he sought nor the support he received. It will be about those who gave him that support. Not only did they stand by Platner; they expressed outrage toward those of us who said he was unfit. And contemptibly, they attacked one of Platner's accusers, Fifield. "Believe women," it seems, does not extend to victims who commit the unforgivable sin of having voted for Republicans.

Perhaps next time these officeholders, influencers, advocates, and organizations will think twice before throwing their full-throated support behind someone they do not actually know or, at a minimum, withhold support from those who are clearly unacceptable. They lied to voters, either by vouching for the virtue of a candidate about whom they did not have specific knowledge, or by claiming that someone they knew to be detestable was not. Perhaps now voters will think twice before heeding the advice of Sanders, Warren, Khanna, Favreau, and others, or of Veterans for Responsible Leadership, the advocacy organization that had endorsed Platner, who served in the Marines, and reiterated its support through the previous scandals.

The voters themselves should not be let off the hook; a republic's survival requires the engagement of an educated electorate. Even though most of Platner's behavior had been widely reported prior to the June 9 primary, an overwhelming majority of Democratic voters in Maine selected Platner. They either made no effort to inform themselves about the man for whom they cast their vote, did not believe the well-corroborated claims against him, or felt that Nazi iconography, alleged partner abuse, admitted substance abuse, and offensive Reddit posts were of less importance than defeating Mills. None of those justifications was ever sufficient.

It would be nice to believe that those who failed the test during the Platner campaign will learn from their mistake, but I am skeptical, particularly in today's political environment. For those who apparently lacked the integrity to denounce contemptible candidates, the discernment to detect them, or the desire to do the right thing, might I offer a simple rule to assist--even just toward the pragmatic goal of selecting electable candidates. Prior to the Platner campaign, I would have thought this rule was common sense and easy to follow, but apparently it should be made explicit: Maybe, at a minimum, don't support a candidate with a Nazi tattoo.
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The Demon Next Door

A growing number of charismatic Christians see themselves as waging a spiritual battle against the forces of Satan. Sometimes those forces are right across the street.

by Stephanie McCrummen

Tue, 07 Jul 2026




From the outside, the church looked like a plain brick storefront, the mirrored windows peeling, a sign above painted white with blue letters. THE WELL, it read, and underneath, REVIVAL HUB.

There were older and grander churches in Maryville, a college town in East Tennessee where you could barely drive a minute without passing a cross or a sign about Jesus. But when Mike and Andrea Brewer established the Well, in 2016, they understood themselves to be part of something more mystical and revolutionary than any existing denomination--a charismatic-Christian movement that has drawn millions of Americans with the promise of supernatural encounters with God and visions of cosmic battle.

By his own account, Mike had been an exhausted factory worker and a lapsed Pentecostal addicted to pornography when one night, at home and praying for a better life, he heard an unfamiliar voice calling out to him and believed that it was God. At church a few days later, he would write, he felt a "tangible explosion" in his chest, followed by "the purity and righteousness of God moving through me in waves." He came to believe that a demon had exited his body and that the Holy Spirit had taken its place. He decided that God had chosen him for a divine assignment.

The Brewers began attending conferences with names such as "Voice of the Prophets" and "Voice of the Apostles" in places like Lancaster, Pennsylvania, and Springfield, Missouri. At one gathering, Mike claimed to have seen an actual angel, and at another, a manifestation of the Holy Spirit that he described to me as "like five fog machines, like a cloud just rolling into the room." He and Andrea came to believe that God was unleashing new signs and wonders and raising up modern-day apostles and prophets, including, it turned out, them.


Andrea and Mike Brewer, the founders of the Well, consider themselves hardened spiritual warriors. (Houston Cofield for The Atlantic)



They went abroad as missionaries to India and Haiti, which only confirmed their emerging understanding of a universe with three distinct realms--the heavenly, the earthly, and the underworld, with the Earth being the realm of spiritual warfare. On one side, the Holy Spirit, angels, and believers comprised an army of God. On the other were the forces of Satan--legions of demons with names, ranks, and personalities that could inhabit people, geographical regions, and entire nations. In India, the Brewers claimed to have battled Shiva, Brahma, and Kali. In Haiti, Python and Mami Wata. There was Marduk, Osiris, Ra, Horus, Diana, Artemis, Shesha Naga, and so on--a whole pantheon of demons that represented ancient religions and civilizations, and whose earthly expressions were essential to understanding current events.

By the time the Brewers returned to Maryville, they saw themselves as hardened spiritual warriors. They founded the Well to continue the battle, joining an international network of churches and ministries called Global Awakening, which also had a seminary, where Andrea began studying demon history and hierarchies. When Mike asked God for their exact assignment, he told me when I visited in March, "the Lord spoke so clearly. He said, 'I'm giving you and the Well a mandate for the full eradication of witchcraft and demonic activity in the region.'"

And that was what led the Brewers to look across the street one day a few years later and determine that the central hub for demonic activity in the region was roughly 100 yards away. It was a bookstore called Southland.

The owner was Lisa Misosky, and she was chatting with customers one afternoon when she found out that people in town were accusing her of demonic activity, and not in a metaphorical way.

Over the course of three decades in Maryville, Misosky had made Southland Books and Cafe into a local institution, a sprawling maze of old bookcases where people could find a leather-bound Mark Twain, a paperback Charles Bukowski, shelves of military history, and flyers for a local mah-jongg group. Misosky had a bar downstairs where she hosted trivia nights, readings, all-ages punk shows, and fundraisers that sometimes involved drag performances. She occasionally provided space to the local Democratic Party. But none of that had drawn public protest until a new church moved in across the street.

"You're not gonna believe this shit," a friend texted her, and then sent the first of several videos posted by a man who introduced himself as Mike Brewer, the leader of an "apostolic hub" called the Well. Sitting at a desk, he explained in a calm and methodical manner that the bookstore had been identified as a "regional demonic stronghold." A high-ranking demon named Lilith was involved, Misosky would learn, and the bookstore was being targeted for something called "strategic-level spiritual warfare," the goal of which was to "remove the enemy."


Lisa Misosky, the owner of Southland Books and Cafe (Houston Cofield for The Atlantic)



Misosky had been born and raised in Maryville. She was 58, Catholic, and gay, and told me she was used to living among conservative Christians. Still, demonic came as a surprise. "This is probably the dumbest thing I've ever heard," she remembered thinking after seeing the first video, not yet realizing that the church was part of the fastest-growing segment of Christianity in the country, or that the language she was hearing in the fall of 2022 was spreading across the Christian right and the wider political landscape.

Molly Worthen: What the growth of charismatic Christianity reveals about America

In the years ahead, Donald Trump would accuse the entire Democratic Party of being demonic. Tucker Carlson would claim that he had been mauled by a demon in his sleep. Steve Bannon would call Lutheran and Catholic activists who help immigrants demonic. A federal emergency-management official would speak of being teleported to a Waffle House 50 miles away, elaborating that he was not sure whether the transporting forces were "good" or "evil." J. D. Vance would say of UFOs, "I don't think they're aliens. I think they're demons." And the same apostles and prophets who'd claimed that God had anointed Trump to be president would encourage him to see his war with Iran as a cosmic showdown with a demonic entity known as the Prince of Persia.

In that beginning moment, though, Misosky was simply wondering what the accusations meant for her bookstore and the people who went there. Why was she being targeted? What, precisely, was demonic about Southland? The mah-jongg? The romantasy section? A drag performer called Icky Stardust? Her? She wondered if she needed to worry about security.

She began searching for books on the subject, learning of an entire specialty called demonology. She found a manual written by an East Texas couple called Pigs in the Parlor: A Practical Guide to Deliverance, which had a chapter outlining 53 different demonic groupings.

From her front door, she kept an eye on what was happening across the street. A tobacco store blocked her full view of the church, but on Thursdays and Sundays, she could see cars and trucks wheeling into the craggy parking lot.

In one way, of course, none of this was new. Belief in satanic forces has been part of Christianity since the first century. What was relatively new was the rising movement that was supercharging these concepts, and that had first taken root in charismatic circles during the 1990s. Early leaders called their ideas the New Apostolic Reformation, claiming that a wave of Holy Spirit power was surging around the globe, heralding a "new apostolic age." NAR leaders revised a common End Times narrative in a way that would prove revolutionary: Instead of retreating from the world and awaiting the return of Jesus Christ, they believed, Christians were supposed to establish God's Kingdom, right now, on Earth.

From the February 2025 issue: Stephanie McCrummen on the New Apostolic Reformation's army of God

Their version of the Kingdom mapped neatly onto the political goals of social conservatives, libertarians, and, more recently, the MAGA movement. The Kingdom would have limited government, free markets, two genders, one kind of marriage, and one kind of God. The "right now" part, meanwhile, offered an urgent paradigm for mobilizing grassroots believers out of the Church and into electoral politics, government, education, and all other realms of life where they were to assert God's dominion. The new apostles and prophets of the NAR spread these ideas through decentralized networks of churches, international prayer ministries, schools, revivals, and prayer rallies, attracting followers who could find a sense of power and purpose in building the Kingdom. Leaders spoke of believers as "warriors" or "God's army" or even "special forces," and churches as "military bases," and certain apostles as "generals." They believed that being a Christian meant being in a constant state of spiritual warfare.

In its most basic form, this simply meant praying for God to eradicate evil. But NAR leaders pioneered a more radical version that they called "strategic spiritual warfare," which entailed the idea that demons could take over cities and institutions, and that Christians could target and scatter them by their physical presence, intensive prayer, singing, marching, and other strategies.

One version of how this could look was when a team of NAR leaders in the '90s climbed Mount Everest, where they spent weeks praying at various altitudes in an attempt to displace a high-ranking demon called the Queen of Heaven, whom they believed to be suppressing the spread of Christianity across the Middle East and Asia. Another version was the run-up to the January 6, 2021, insurrection, when prominent apostles and prophets held prayer rallies calling for "the minutemen of the Kingdom" to rise up against demonic forces that they believed had stolen the 2020 election, after which many of their followers were among those who stormed the U.S. Capitol. Another version was what happened after the Brewers returned to Maryville.

The first gatherings of the Well were held in the office of a former used-car dealership, just a few families praying for God to reveal the enemy. As more people joined, the group relocated to an office building, where one Sunday Mike decided that it was time to begin the first phase of strategic spiritual warfare, targeting what he considered to be ground-level demons. He invited anyone carrying "emotional pain or tormenting thoughts" to come to the front of the room. As he and Andrea tell the story, a young man recently released from prison stepped forward. Andrea put her hands on his shoulders, and as Mike ordered any demons to come to attention, the young man began shaking and crying, a catharsis that Mike declared to be God's victory over a demon that they later identified as Odin, because of the man's participation in a white-supremacist prison gang that embraced the Norse god. After that, more people began coming forward, and it was during this time that Mike received the mandate for the full eradication of witchcraft and demonic activity in the region.


Services at the Well, in Maryville, Tennessee, are typical of those in charismatic churches--people dancing with prayer flags, pacing the room, lying prostrate on the floor. Thursday evenings are set aside for delivering people from demons. (Houston Cofield for The Atlantic)



The church moved in 2021 to the brick building, a former grocery store along a main thoroughfare in town, and set aside Thursday nights for delivering the people of Maryville. The sign went up. Into the sanctuary went 100 or so chairs arranged in a semicircle around a drum kit, guitars, and amplifiers. On one wall went a map of the area superimposed with what appeared to be a huge spiderweb that divided the region into prayer sectors. Where a church's pulpit or a cross would usually be was an arrangement of amber-toned spotlights and glowing flameless candles. And when people came, they found the sort of free-form services common in the movement--people dancing with colored prayer flags, or pacing the room, or lying prostrate on the floor, the band playing one anthemic song after another.

A woman named Sasha, a driver for Uber Eats at the time, told me that on her first night at the Well, "this cry came out of me," which she believed was a demon leaving her body, freeing her of the emotional and physical pain of a hysterectomy. A 62-year-old woman named Pam told me that a deliverance team conducted a "spiritual evaluation" to determine how demons might have entered her body, asking whether she'd had astral projections or tarot cards read, done meditation or yoga, or ever felt envious, angry, depressed, or insecure. The team then led her through an elaborate process of renouncing curses and revoking demonic rights, and when it was over, she said, "I really believed I was a child of God." A young man suffering from severe anxiety and depression told me that after his cleansing, he felt "the most love I have ever felt." A middle-aged woman who had struggled with drug and pornography addictions told me that after several sessions, she felt "euphoric--whole, complete, one, merged with the Trinity," and that whatever God asks of her, "I will do, at all costs."

People came from Alabama, Florida, Michigan, Minnesota. Mike said that a wealthy businessman from Indiana flew in for a private session. Deliverance leaders told me that they identified demons by the ways a person might be tormented. Feelings of worthlessness was Belial. Sexual confusion could be Jezebel. Anger could be Thor, who was under the command of Odin. The Brewers estimated that they'd delivered many hundreds of people, enough that they decided they were ready to move into the next phase of spiritual warfare. This meant identifying higher-ranking territorial demons, which involved a process that Andrea called determining the "narrative of hell" over the region.

She began gathering what she called "spiritual intelligence." She kept track of what demons had been identified during deliverances at the Well. As she drove around the area, she told me, she made note of Masonic lodges, tarot-card readers, and anything else that made her feel uneasy. She paid attention to her dreams. Then came the day that Mike noticed an event posted on Facebook, an upcoming fundraiser for local foster kids that involved death-metal and drag performances. The Murvul Punk Toy Drive was being held at a bookstore right across the street.

The Brewers had not heard much about Southland, but scrolling through the shop's Facebook page, they saw rainbow flags. They saw postings about local Democratic Party meetings and a drum circle, along with videos of past drag shows, including one in which Icky Stardust performed an elaborate routine to a blasting metal version of "White Wedding" and poured fake blood all over their dress. Mike thought that he saw a teenager in the audience.

"It was obvious," Andrea said. The high-ranking demon influencing the region was Lilith, a Mesopotamian wind goddess who ruled over forbidden sexual desire, and Southland was the stronghold, which Mike defined as a place where certain thoughts, attitudes, and behaviors contrary to God were flourishing. Mike informed the church elders. "I said, 'We cannot just let this stuff go,'" he told me. "I said, 'This is evil.'"

After she watched the video, Misosky started asking around about the Brewers. She was a little bit older than Mike, but it only took a couple of phone calls to find out that he was from a nearby town called Townsend, known as a tourist gateway to the Great Smoky Mountains. Her sister and a friend had worked with his cousins; another friend who had worked at Southland had joined the Well, and Misosky had not seen her since. She realized that Andrea had worked at a local hardware store.

"Jackleg preacher," Misosky would mutter when Mike's name came up.

She had never wanted to be a political activist. But during the Trump era, Southland was becoming a social haven of the sort that can be found in many small southern towns. The campus of Maryville College was down the street, and students and faculty often hung out in the cafe. A professor sometimes gave lectures on the Constitution. Older gay couples met for beers. Misosky decided to host the county's first Pride event in 2019, the same year that the Well received the mandate. She had thought that a dozen or so people would show up, but more than 700 did, which she found unexpectedly moving. She hosted more events after that, including drag-show fundraisers; minors could attend with a parent or a guardian, which was the case with the punk toy drive that was now drawing the attention of the Well.

Misosky flipped through Pigs in the Parlor. "This is the day of spiritual battle and spiritual-victory," read a chapter titled "The Final Conflict." "The warfare is on!"

She went online and looked up Lilith. "Primordial she-demon," read one description. "Banished from the Garden of Eden for disobeying Adam," read another.

"Every story needs a hero--a protagonist and an antagonist," she remembered thinking. "So I guess I'm their antagonist, in collusion with Lilith."

She wanted to blow it all off but couldn't. She'd thought that the QAnon conspiracy was bonkers, and it had compelled a man to drive to Washington, D.C., with an AR-15 and fire shots inside a pizza parlor. Nancy Pelosi, as speaker of the House, had been called demonic, and then her husband had been assaulted by a man who spoke of "evil" forces.

Across the street, the Brewers turned a conference room at the Well into what they called a "war room." They put maps of all the surrounding counties on the walls, representing what they considered their spiritual theater of operation. Mike began posting about the fundraiser to his thousands of social-media followers, saying that it was from "the pits of hell." At some point, he said, someone apparently upset by this sent him an envelope full of excrement; others sent checks and urged him to keep going. A few congregants started "prayer walking" near the bookstore, a tactic of spiritual warfare that had been deployed in the days and weeks before the January 6 insurrection, when people marched around the U.S. Supreme Court and state capitol buildings, calling the Holy Spirit into battle.

Meanwhile, Andrea began doing research into Tennessee laws and found an old statute banning cabaret performances within 1,000 feet of a church. The Brewers sent the information to the local district attorney, the police, the sheriff, and city and county commissioners. Soon, a wider circle of activists and pastors became involved in the cause, including one who had recently held a book burning in the town of Mt. Juliet, about three hours away--a huge bonfire that had drawn a crowd of cheering people who'd tossed copies of Harry Potter and other books deemed demonic into the flames.

At the Well, Mike showed images of the drag shows to his congregation. He kept streaming live videos describing what was happening at Southland as "wicked." Then, a few days before the fundraiser, in November 2022, Mike and Misosky spoke by phone.

Her recollection is that she called Mike, and that he talked about doing spiritual warfare against voodoo chiefs in Haiti, and that she said, "That's great, Mike. Why don't you have a cup of coffee with me?"

Mike's recollection is that he called Misosky. "I said, 'I'm not calling to resolve differences. We're not going to do that. I am calling to request that you go 18 and older for events,'" he said. " 'If you're marketing to children of this area, we're going to do everything within the law and the spirit to stop you. We will never harm you physically.' I said, 'I'm calling out of respect.'"

And that was the last time they spoke.

Soon after, Misosky got a call from the Anti-Defamation League. There had been some chatter about a protest at Southland on neo-Nazi forums that the group monitored. At the time, all kinds of LGBTQ events around the country were being targeted by extremist groups. A gunman had just killed five people and injured 19 at an LGBTQ nightclub in Colorado. Misosky called the police. She called some local pastors she knew and asked that they show up at the fundraiser wearing their collars. She posted on Facebook that "MAGA fascists" were threatening the toy drive.

The next evening, she stood with dozens of supporters in front of the bookstore, watching as a group of nine men, some with their faces covered with bandannas, marched down a side street and up to the sidewalk in front of the entrance, where police stopped them from going any farther. According to local press reports, the men held signs that read GROOMERS ARE PEDOPHILES and IT'S OK TO BE WHITE. At least one of them appeared to have a gun.

The Brewers said that they had no idea who the protesters were, and that they were at home at the time. On Facebook, Mike speculated that Misosky had organized a "false flag" operation to smear Christians. Later, the ADL and another watchdog group would identify the men as members of a neo-Nazi group called the Tennessee Active Club, part of a network of such clubs across the United States. Members of the group would show up the next year in the town of Franklin, about three and a half hours from Maryville, to provide security for a mayoral candidate named Gabrielle Hanson. During her campaign, Hanson spoke of battling vague forces threatening the nation and was anointed for office at a tent revival whose promotional posters declared WE ARE TAKING BACK THE LAND BY DISPLACING DEMONIC FORCES AND USHERING IN HIS GLORY. (Hanson said in a statement later that she had not hired the men who showed up, and denied being affiliated with "any white supremacy or Nazi-affiliated group.")

In front of Southland, there was shouting back and forth between the protesters and Misosky's supporters, and after a few hours, the masked men returned to their cars, which were parked several blocks away; some of them reported to the police that their tires had been slashed.

The fundraiser went on, but Misosky remained unsettled. She blamed the Well for "putting a target on our back" and providing "moral cover" for people who might want to justify violence. She spent the night of the protest and several nights after that camped out on the floor of Southland with a .38, a 9-mm, a shotgun, and a baseball bat.

Mike told me that he and Andrea were merely bringing the reality of demonic activities at Southland to light. "The truth hurts," he said. "We won't resolve our differences, our worldviews. I would never physically harm anyone, but I will bring an awareness."

When I reached one of the protesters named in local press accounts, he told me that he had never heard of the Well but made clear his view of drag performances. "Influencing children to sexual activities isn't demonic?" he wrote in a text message.

Not long after the fundraiser, Misosky received word from the county sheriff, through an intermediary, asking whether she wanted to sign her staff up for active-shooter training.

Andrea, meanwhile, received word from God. It came through one of her mentors, a prophet in Colorado, who trained people in spiritual warfare and told Andrea that she had gotten a prophecy that the Well was entering into a final battle with Lilith, which the Brewers understood less as a prediction than as an instruction.

Until recently, all of this might have been considered a dispatch from the fringes of American religion, except that the ideas taking hold in Maryville are becoming more and more mainstream.

While the Southern Baptists, United Methodists, and other denominations continue to decline, millions of Americans are finding their way to nondenominational churches with names such as Oasis, Elevation, and Harvest Rock, where they are learning about the intricacies of demons, spiritual warfare, and other NAR ideas. Some of the nation's largest megachurches, such as El Rey Jesus in Florida and Free Chapel in Georgia, are led by apostles and prophets in the movement. One such apostle, Paula White-Cain, is President Trump's spiritual adviser.

Read: The most interesting part of Trump's prayer rally

By 2024, roughly 61 percent of American Christians agreed with the statement that "there are modern-day apostles and prophets," and roughly half agreed that "there are demonic 'principalities' and 'powers' who control physical territory," according to a survey conducted by Paul Djupe, a Denison University political scientist who is among the few scholars attempting to track the ways that NAR ideas are transforming Christianity. By December 2025, roughly 59 percent of evangelical Christians and 22 percent of non-evangelicals agreed that "the church should organize campaigns of spiritual warfare and prayer to displace high-level demons," Djupe found in a follow-up survey.

The same survey also indicated that more people are encountering these concepts on social media than in church, which speaks to how people are following apostles and prophets through online ministries and prayer networks, and to how influencers across the broader Christian right are leveraging these ideas to gain and possibly radicalize followers.

This was obvious at the memorial for Charlie Kirk following his assassination last year. Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth described the moment at hand as a "spiritual war." The right-wing influencer Benny Johnson urged members of Trump's Cabinet to "wield the sword for the terror of evil men in our nation." The far-right activist Jack Posobiec told people to "put on the full armor of God and face the evil in high places and the spiritual warfare before us," rhetoric that has only continued to escalate as the midterm elections approach.

Read: Charlie Kirk and the 'third Great Awakening'

Speaking about the anti-ICE protests in Minneapolis earlier this year, the influential NAR strategist Lance Wallnau said that "the demons are manifesting." More recently, the lieutenant governor of Indiana, Micah Beckwith, speaking about Democratic attempts to gerrymander congressional districts, said that the party was being led by "the minions and voices of darkness."

"Wake up, Christians. They are coming for you," he said on a show called FlashPoint, a kind of nightly news for the apostles-and-prophets crowd. "You can't pet a demon. I know people like to say, 'Hey, demons, stay over there. Just don't hurt us, and we won't hurt you.' It doesn't work that way. Evil will find you. Until strong men stand up and do something and fight fire with fire, then we will continue to lose ground, our children will be warped, the curse will be over the land."

As the MAGA coalition has fractured, some of Trump's former supporters have been turning this language against him. Among others, Tucker Carlson has questioned whether Trump could be the anti-Christ, while Carlson's critics have suggested that Carlson himself might be under demonic influence. The conservative writer Rod Dreher, seeking to explain his former friend's growing anti-Semitism, recently wrote that he wondered whether there was "some demonic force in the New England wood where Tucker lives, and if it has been working on his mind."

Dreher, a friend of Vance's who identifies as Eastern Orthodox, has been writing a lot about demons lately and told me that he believes something larger is going on in American culture. "I think the whole materialist paradigm we've lived by is breaking down," he said. "The world is becoming re-enchanted, whether people want it to be or not. It's all very real. People--the overclass, the professional class--just don't see it and don't want to see it." In books and interviews, Dreher has been promoting parable-like stories about demons that seem designed to reach those people, or perhaps shift some spiritual Overton window. One involves a haunted McMansion in Louisiana. Another is about a wealthy New York City woman whose husband placed her under an exorcist's care. Yet another is about a Chicago lawyer terrorized by alien visitations that turned out to be demons.

From the March 2026 issue: Rod Dreher thinks the Enlightenment was a mistake

In a more immediate sense, invoking demons can be a means of dehumanizing and delegitimizing political enemies, which has often been a precursor to actual warfare and political violence. "It's a very useful way to get around the Christian imperative to love your enemy," Matthew Taylor, a visiting scholar at the Center on Faith and Justice at Georgetown University, told me. "For the most part, that is the ironclad command. So how do you get Christians to hate their enemies? Or to hate them even if they love them? Demons are easy to hate. They are irredeemable objects of hatred."


In 2021, the Well moved into an abandoned grocery store across the street from Southland. (Houston Cofield for The Atlantic)



Which Misosky understood as she told the sheriff's office that, yes, she would like to sign up for active-shooter training.

And so, three years into a campaign of spiritual warfare against demonic forces in Maryville, she and her staff learned how long it would take for police to arrive should she call 911, and what to do in those minutes. They learned how to duck and cover, and run for the exits. The trainer suggested that Misosky arm each door with something to spray in the eyes of a possible shooter. She bought some cans of wasp spray and placed them strategically near the two entrances, behind several bookcases, by the door to the downstairs space, and under the bar.

Upstairs, she kept the baseball bat and a gun under her desk, which she adjusted so that she could face the front door and scan each person who came in. Sitting there, she sometimes found herself thinking, "I know they would shoot me first."

Across the street, the Brewers were feeling more and more triumphant. In 2023, Tennessee's state legislature passed the nation's first law banning drag performances in public spaces or where minors could view them. Arizona, Kentucky, Oklahoma, Arkansas, and Idaho, among other states, then passed laws similar to Tennessee's, which is being challenged in court, but which still felt to them like a victory for the Kingdom of God.

In accordance with the prophecy that Andrea had received from Colorado, the Well entered the final phase of spiritual warfare against Lilith in the spring of 2024, which involved 40 days of continuous prayer asking for God to liberate Maryville. The Brewers said that people showed up every day and sometimes stayed into the night. "We just left the doors open, and people came," Mike said, describing how he believed those prayers were answered when the state legislature passed a resolution declaring July of that year to be a month of prayer and fasting for the entire state.

That summer, a Republican state representative coordinated prayer rallies for all 95 counties across Tennessee, and Andrea was asked to speak at one in Maryville, along with state and local officials. As the Brewers saw it, the law, the government, and the whole state were coming into alignment to fulfill the mandate that God had given them.

The rally was on the steps of the county courthouse. The day was a bit cloudy, and several hundred people came, including many from the Well, some of whom had American flags in their pockets, and many of whom kneeled, then bowed, pressing their forehead to the warm concrete. When it was Andrea's turn to speak, she felt full of God's authority. She commanded that Lilith leave the region in the name of Jesus, at which point, she said, she heard sirens going off. When she looked up into the sky, she said, she saw something like clouds parting, and what she discerned to be a "halo" of colors in the sky.

"Something shifted," she said. "Something changed. There was a moment where God said, 'I am breaking through this situation.' And everybody present--you just felt it."

And now it was a spring Sunday at the Well, one like so many other Sundays in a church where spiritual warfare never really ends, and several dozen people filed into the sanctuary to hear what God might want them to do next.

A member of the congregation gave a message about grief, but mostly there was praying as the band played, drums pounding, building and building, amber spotlights glowing. Two women danced around the room with prayer flags, and others lay on the floor. After 45 minutes of this, someone declared, "Right there, I felt like we pushed through the atmosphere," and someone else said, "Something is breaking right now in this room, and it's going to break through this city, and break through this region," and someone else said, "In the name of Jesus, every demon out!"

During the two weeks I spent at the Well, prayer teams performed deliverances almost every day. Some of them involved newcomers, but many were a kind of spiritual maintenance for long-standing congregants who kept returning for more--more purification, more power, more of this version of freedom and purpose. People told me that during their deliverances, they had visions of snakes and soldiers, doors and colors.

Sasha, the woman who'd worked for Uber Eats, told me that she had struggled with childhood trauma, homosexual feelings, and drug addiction, and that she was on her fifth or sixth deliverance to rid herself of those and other things that she did not consider God. The sessions could be emotionally exhausting, and she said that her deliverance leader had explained that she should space them out for her own safety: "She told me, 'Honey, you've been through so much, your frame could not contain it.'" By that point, Sasha had been liberated from Python, Osiris, Apollo, Lilith, and other demons, and she suspected that more were still in there.

At the same time, she and others said that their deliverances were not only about their own purification. The experience had also changed how they saw the world and their role in it. "It's like being a warrior--there's no rest," Sasha said. "Things are changing in the spirit realm, and people are not ready for what's to come."

She and others told me about all the ways they now saw Satan working in the world. It was Jeffrey Epstein, and child trafficking, and underground tunnels. It was Iran, and Muslims whose goal is "to outpopulate us all and take over," in Sasha's words. It was Pride Month, and transgenderism. It was churches that were stifling the Holy Spirit. It was not just separation of Church and state that was the problem in this country, but a far more profound separation of humanity from what they understood to be the one true God.

"If we keep everything separate, no one will ever see the big picture," Sasha said, and she explained how she starts her days.

"I wake up in the morning, and I anoint myself," she began. She said that she asks God to open her senses to the supernatural, because at times she can smell demons. She puts her hand on her head and asks God to "silence the voice of the accuser in Jesus's name" and to "silence the voice of my own thoughts in Jesus's name." She asks to "have the helmet of salvation and the very mind of Christ" and to "bring every thought into submission." And then she heads into the world, a spiritual warrior.

Across the street, Lisa Misosky started her day with the wasp spray still by the doors, and the baseball bat and gun still under her desk, and a worn copy of Pigs in the Parlor on a shelf.

The Brewers, meanwhile, had decided that their work in Maryville was done. "A beachhead has been established," Mike said. The Well would continue. But he and Andrea were moving on to the next front, relocating to a town north of Palm Beach, Florida, where Mike was starting a ministry to train businesspeople and other leaders in "Kingdom warfare." Andrea was developing the narrative of hell in their new neighborhood, where many streets were named for Greek gods.

"The Well has been in war for almost 10 years to deliver this territory," Andrea said just before they left Maryville. "Now it's a calmer season. But there will be another wave."



This article appears in the August 2026 print edition with the headline "The Demons of Maryville."
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The Other Celebration of America

The World Cup has provided the unity that was lacking from the official 250th celebrations.

by Jonathan Lemire

Tue, 07 Jul 2026




The celebrations of America's 250th birthday, though they offered many wonderful moments, did not provide the sweeping sense of national unity for which some people had hoped. Some Americans found the July 4 weekend too political, too polarizing, and offering too much President Trump.

But another event this summer has proved to be a source of infectious patriotism: the World Cup. A tournament that started with so much angst--so much "ugh," some might say--has turned into a joyful celebration of America. A nation that, by reputation, doesn't even like soccer is now rallying around its upstart team. TV ratings are at an all-time high, attendance records are being set, and the American squad can advance to the quarterfinals if it triumphs in tonight's game against Belgium. Politics have mostly been irrelevant (well, until yesterday's red-card controversy), and many Americans have briefly set aside their red-versus-blue differences to rally together in the nation's swirly red, white, and blue soccer kits.

Something else has happened over the past four weeks of this tournament: People from around the world came to our shores and fell in love with our country. The United States' international standing has been badly damaged in the Trump era--alliances have been strained, bombs have been dropped, foreign aid has been cut--yet waves of foreign visitors have been moved by what they have found. There have been exceptions, and some of the good vibes are surely online fabrications, but for many, the geopolitical tensions have been temporarily set aside. Thousands of Norwegians marveled at the lights of Times Square. Algerians were delighted by the warm welcome they received in Lawrence, Kansas. The Scots drank Boston out of beer. A supposed German tourist went viral for a chain-restaurant tour of the South. The America on display was the land of plenty: full supermarkets, air-conditioning that actually works in a heat wave, endless appetizers and breadsticks. The United States' soft power now relies less on USAID than on Applebee's.

The respite may be brief. Right around when tonight's U.S. match wraps up, Trump will depart Washington and head to a NATO summit in Turkey, where, if past is prologue, he could clash with world leaders over defense spending, the war in Ukraine, and who knows what else. A high-stakes midterm election is coming, and there is little expectation that the good feelings created by the American squad's run will last. But right now, let's enjoy this summer party--even if it's not the one we expected.

For a time, organizers and others thought America 250 might be that galvanizing, flag-waving force. And there was precedent. The nation's bicentennial, in 1976, also arrived at a fraught moment, just two years after the resignation of President Richard Nixon. There was a fuel crisis, skyrocketing inflation, high unemployment, the recent trauma of Vietnam, plus the Cold War. Yet the nation's 200th birthday largely was a triumph. President Gerald Ford, knowing that the country needed to heal after Watergate, tried to make it a bipartisan celebration. He allowed the nation's history, good and bad, to take center stage. He acknowledged that much work needed to be done to make it a safer, more equitable nation. For many, the parade of tall ships through New York Harbor and the massive fireworks display was a moment of renewed optimism.

Our politics have grown only more partisan in the past 50 years, and Trump has never pretended to be interested in governing all of his nation's people. He took office promising retribution, and he's shown a keen interest in remaking the nation, especially its capital, in his image. The Kennedy Center. The East Wing. A triumphal arch. The list is exhausting. He's put himself in charge of telling our nation's story; his administration has removed signs he doesn't like from the nation's parks, and is eyeing the Smithsonian next. It came as no surprise that he'd hijack the semiquincentennial, pushing out the bipartisan America 250 group in favor of the more Trump-friendly Freedom 250. Predictably, the anniversary celebrations in Washington took on a MAGA tint, and many Americans who oppose Trump steered clear. A concert featuring C-list stars was canceled. A state fair on the National Mall drew sparse crowds in the sweltering heat. The much-discussed Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool was closed. Trump's July 4 speech, delayed by storms, didn't start until much of the nation had gone to bed. And the smoke from the fireworks display left Washington in a haze of poor air quality.

Read: The capital is a mess

To be clear, there were wonderful moments throughout the nation to celebrate the Fourth of July. Charming parades in small towns. Families all over the country manning the BBQs and the sparklers, and maybe reminiscing about James Madison. A naturalization ceremony on Long Island. Readings of the Declaration of Independence in Massachusetts. Trump recognized several elderly veterans in his speech on the National Mall. And, yes, the tall ships were back in New York Harbor, this time accompanied by a military flyover.

On July 4, in addition to watching the fireworks, millions of Americans were watching France take on Paraguay in the cradle of independence, Philadelphia. The game lost a little of its historical luster when Germany was upset by Paraguay (FIFA spared England the possibility of suffering a second devastating loss on July 4), but the roster of history makers in Philadelphia added a name: Washington, Jefferson, Franklin, and now Mbappe. France's 1-0 victory not even four miles south of Independence Hall was just one of the tournament's seemingly endless supply of can't-miss matches--and perhaps the country's biggest victory on these shores since Yorktown.

Listen: How the World Cup explains the world 

The tournament has not been without its problems. Tickets are astronomically expensive. A highly decorated referee was barred from traveling from his native Somalia. International visits were much lower than expected. The Iranian team played a match the same day that Trump authorized a strike on its nation amid a dispute over the Strait of Hormuz. But, as I wrote last month, there was always the hope that the games would overcome whatever had seemed off about the tournament. And they have. Who will forget Cape Verde's magical run and near-upset of defending champion Argentina? England surviving the cauldron that is playing Mexico in Mexico City? How so many of the tournament's biggest stars--Lionel Messi, Erling Haaland, Harry Kane, Mohamed Salah, and more--have delivered for their squads?

But those bravura performances won't be what I remember most about this World Cup. I'll recall the Brazilians singing in the NJ Transit train as we journeyed to a World Cup match at MetLife Stadium. The Norwegians taking over a subway escalator to do their traditional "Viking Row" celebration. Watch parties at JCPenney stores. How every game day brings a new torrent of fans sporting soccer kits. In a popular culture that is so fragmented, there was something refreshing about how so many conversations, either online or in person, were about the same thing. At dinner the other night, I was happy to provide scores to a neighboring table whose cell signal wasn't strong enough to refresh the ESPN app. The cities with some of the highest TV ratings--Boston, Austin, and the greater Kansas City area--are in both red and blue states. New York City Mayor Zohran Mamdani, a democratic socialist, went to a game. California Governor Gavin Newsom and Secretary of State Marco Rubio were at the U.S. opener. Trump is expected to attend the final. For Americans who have grown to dread the judgmental looks when traveling overseas, it was a delight to see foreigners enjoying the U.S. again.

Trump, for a while, was preoccupied by the 250th celebrations and largely stayed out of the World Cup. But I knew that wouldn't last. After a stellar group stage, the U.S. played Bosnia and Herzegovina in its first knockout game last week. As the team nursed a 1-0 lead, one of its stars, Folarin Balogun, was given a red card, which meant that he was ejected from that match, leaving his team to play with 10 men. The U.S. still managed to win and advance to face Belgium, but Balogun was supposed to be suspended from playing in that match as part of the punishment for the red card. Now, let's be clear: The call was bogus. No foul was assessed in real time, and the red card was awarded only after the official stared at a slow-motion replay. It was a bad break, but there was also little that the U.S. could do.

Read: A very bad World Cup call

Enter Trump. He called his pal Gianni Infantino, the head of FIFA--who has spent nearly two years buttering up Trump, including awarding him the inaugural FIFA Peace Prize. And suddenly, out of nowhere, FIFA lifted Balogun's ban, a decision that drew outrage from many international teams and fans. (Perhaps it escaped Trump's attention that Balogun, who grew up in the United Kingdom but was born in the United States while his Nigerian mother was visiting New York, was allowed to play for the U.S. because of birthright citizenship, the constitutional protection Trump wants eliminated.) The president quickly took a victory lap, but the karma is not great.

The hard feelings around the decision will hopefully be fleeting. A series of great games await before the World Cup wraps up on July 19. Right now the surprising sense of national spirit is worth cherishing, and the renewed affection for the United States that so many nations are feeling is worth savoring.

So many nations--except for Belgium.
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With Graham Platner, Democrats Got Drunk on the Beer Test

He said there wouldn't be any more scandals, but a new <em>Politico</em> report threatens to end his Senate campaign in Maine.

by Jonathan Chait

Mon, 06 Jul 2026




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

Last September, the progressive strategist Morris Katz confessed to The New Yorker that the process by which he decided that Graham Platner was qualified to run for U.S. Senate required less time than drinking a cup of coffee. Actually, it seems to have been less a confession than a boast. "Within a few minutes of talking to him, I was, like, 'This guy owes it to the country to run for Senate,'" Katz recalled.

In the 10 months that have followed, a procession of unflattering stories have made clear how dreadfully irresponsible it was for Democrats to entrust the task of flipping what seems like the most necessary seat to secure their potential Senate majority to a man who had never run for office or led an organization of any size. The almost-certain final straw is a Politico report that alleges Platner raped a woman named Jenny Racicot in 2021. The story includes messages referring to the incident sent by Racicot two years later, before Platner contemplated running for office. Platner called any allegation of nonconsensual behavior "categorically untrue."

There is no longer much question as to whether Platner is suitable for public office, and even less question as to whether plucking him from political obscurity made any sense. A more pertinent question is: What could possibly drive a professional political strategist to support such a rapid promotion in mere minutes?

One plausible reason appears to be political ideology. Katz and his allies have sought out candidates who are willing to castigate the Democratic Party for selling out the working class--which necessitates, or at least militates toward, candidates who have no experience inside the party. And whereas this ideological orientation requires an intensity of commitment, it does not require a mastery of policy detail.

Read: Maine has a Graham Platner problem

Dan Moraff, one of the strategists who helped select and vet Platner, "wants his candidates to back Medicare for All and characterize the Israel-Hamas conflict as a genocide, but beyond that, doesn't believe voters care about detailed proposals," The Wall Street Journal reported last month. Having a policy agenda that could fit comfortably on a Post-it note without omitting any important details certainly speeds up the process. Platner, indeed, has boiled down nearly all political problems to the perfidy of sinister oligarchs. Whatever the merits of this worldview, it does not demand much knowledge.

But a second, at least as important reason for Platner's lightning-fast ratification was that he has the desired look for the part. Donald Trump has described liking his appointees to come right out of "central casting," by which he means that they look like a Hollywood version of the position they are filling.

Katz and Moraff have taken an almost literal approach to this "central casting" criteria, searching for candidates whom the camera loves and then offering them to an adoring progressive fan base. Platner's qualifications in this regard are obvious. He has a masculine baritone, and works with his hands. Last year, Katz filmed a video of his new protege shucking oysters, chopping wood, swinging kettlebells, and speaking directly to the camera in a muddy sweatshirt about how the oligarchy had screwed their beloved state.

The performance helped make Platner a political star. "I flew here to profile Graham Platner," wrote Ana Marie Cox in The New Republic last September, "because his announcement video for his Senate campaign (produced by the same company that's done work for Zohran Mamdani) struck the same deep chord in me as it did in the millions of others who watched it." A stream of adulatory profiles followed.

It soon emerged that Katz's abbreviated assessment of Platner had missed, or overlooked, troubling details. He had posted inflammatory messages on Reddit and gotten a tattoo associated with Nazi war criminals. Platner claimed that his past indiscretions were the products of post-traumatic stress, and promised that he was a changed man with no additional skeletons to hide.

More skeletons kept turning up, though. Platner had sexted with at least half a dozen women after he was married, and reportedly lied about what he knew about his tattoo. He assured Senate backers that no additional negative stories would come out, only for his promise to crumble again.

Platner's enthusiasts initially continued to support his campaign and reject the evidence of his misconduct. When The New York Times reported that a past girlfriend alleged he had physically abused her, the paper dismissed her testimony on account of her being a Republican, ignoring the discrepancies in Platner's own defense.

Mike Nelson: The 'broke veteran' excuse

Matt Stoller, a researcher at the left-wing American Economic Liberties Project, wrote on X, "Graham Platner represents a rejection of Dem HR lady politics." In a follow-up post, Stoller apologized for the impolitic term, but explained that he meant the party had fallen prey to a form of corporate rule that had especially harmed men. Human-resources departments, he wrote, "increasingly were forced to become bagmen for monopolists who hated labor." Despising these departments, he reasoned, was actually progressive, because they represented the interests of the oligarchy.

At the risk of apologizing for the corporate power structure, one function of the HR department is to ensure the company does not hire somebody whose background contains multiple firing offenses.

In reality, Platner was the Democratic-candidate equivalent of the grinning empty suit who gets the job after a handshake because the boss likes the cut of his jib. He looked like the authentic working-class hero so many progressives wanted, so he had to be one. George Burns once quipped, "When you're playing a role you've got to be honest. And if you can fake that, you've got it made." In politics, people call this "authenticity." But maybe looking and sounding like a working-class dude who hates big corporations is not adequate qualification for high office--or even proof that you can be taken at your word.
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The 'Consumer Socialism' Trap

The wrong way to solve the affordability crisis

by Idrees Kahloon

Mon, 06 Jul 2026




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


This past January, in his inaugural address, Zohran Mamdani memorably promised to "replace the frigidity of rugged individualism with the warmth of collectivism." In the parlance of the Democratic Socialists of America, of which Mamdani is a member, collectivism is a good thing. It is not meant to recall Stalin's seizure of farms, which resulted in mass famine, or Mao's Great Leap Forward, which also resulted in mass famine. American socialism today is different. The DSA still formally aspires to "popular control of resources and production," otherwise known as seizing the means of production. Yet the New York City mayor's attention-grabbing policy proposals--to freeze rents, establish city-run grocery stores, and pay for universal child care--are aimed at a more modest goal: socializing the cost of consumption.

"Consumer socialism" does not liberate workers from the exploitation of owners; it liberates consumers from the burden of prices. Although its advocates may claim inspiration from both the Great Society tradition of the Democratic Party and Nordic-style democratic socialism, consumer socialism is really a muddle of the two. The Great Society emphasized poverty reduction through means-tested programs such as Medicaid and Head Start; consumer socialism is meant for all. And unlike the Nordic welfare states, which are supported by high levels of taxation for all workers, Mamdani's approach aims to raise sufficient revenue from corporations and the rich. Consumer socialism tries to have it all: universal social provisions without universally steep taxes. It retains, like other forms of socialism, a supreme optimism in the ability of state planners to shape markets. Where the old central planners failed, the new ones think they will succeed.

Mamdani is only one of consumer socialism's proponents. The newly elected mayor of Seattle, Katie Wilson, is a former transit organizer who campaigned on both universal child care and spending $1 billion to pay for union-built public housing. The leading candidate for mayor of Washington, D.C., is DSA-backed Janeese Lewis George, who also calls for universal child care and massive production of below-market-rate housing. (She is open to the idea of government-run grocery stores as well.) Mamdani, Wilson, and Lewis George have claimed the mantle not of Stalinists or Maoists, but of a different subspecies of socialist--the "sewer socialists" who ran Milwaukee for decades starting in 1910. They made peace with the capitalist superstructure and devoted themselves to good, incorruptible governance and reliable public infrastructure--sewage systems, yes, but also parks, libraries, and fire departments. In their time, they were skewered for practicing "slowcialism." In a speech he gave to mark his 100th day in office, Mamdani labeled "our 2026 answer to sewer socialism" as "pothole politics"--doing mundane jobs, such as filling more than 100,000 potholes, because "government is not too busy, not too self-important, not too mired in paperwork to fix the problems of this city."

Sewer socialism is attracting renewed interest in America because it is too boring to threaten capitalism. Lenin despised its predecessor, municipal socialism, for much the same reason. In the late 19th century in English and German cities, socialist administrators operated public utilities such as gasworks, electric trams, and even city-owned slaughterhouses. This variation of socialism aimed to blunt the rapacity of capitalism rather than sharpen its contradictions and hasten the coming revolution. Under municipal socialism, Lenin wrote in 1907, "attention is diverted to the sphere of minor local questions, being directed not to the question of the class rule of the bourgeoisie, nor to the question of the chief instruments of that rule, but to the question of distributing the crumbs thrown by the rich bourgeoisie for the 'needs of the population.' "

Lenin's ghost would be similarly unimpressed with contemporary American socialism--too much democracy, too little murder. Still, there's nothing small-bore about consumer socialists' desire to overhaul the economy. In their view, high prices are not market failures but moral ones, the result of greed and corruption, which can be vanquished with the right intention. The ideal state is a kind of Lake Wobegon, where every price is below average.

Michael Powell: What Mamdani doesn't know about tenants

One irony of consumer socialism is that it is better tailored to the laptop classes--which now form the backbone of the Democratic Party--than to the American left's traditional working-class base. The upper classes disproportionately use child-care centers, while lower-income households rely more on stay-at-home parents and relatives. This is partly because wealthier people can more easily afford formal care services. But not every community may even want to send their kids to a child-care center. Some evidence suggests that Latina mothers prefer to have a relative look after their children, even when cost is no issue. Rent stabilization and controls apply to units, not occupants--which in New York has sometimes meant showering benefits on celebrities and on politicians, such as former Governor David Paterson and the late Representative Charles Rangel. Upper-middle-class meritocrats are generally not exhausted by capitalism. They are exhausted by the costs of rent and child care in desirable neighborhoods--bills that the preexisting means-tested welfare state would never have covered.

Mamdani will probably fall short of implementing his vision: Budget constraints mean that buses are unlikely to be free, as he promised; his child-care proposal received funds to last for just two years so far; and New York, a city of more than 8 million people, will have, at most, five city-run grocery stores by the end of his first term. Despite his pledges to tax the rich, he is limited in his ability to do so, and although his recently passed pied-a-terre tax might raise $500 million a year, universal child care would, according to his own campaign, cost $6 billion a year.

The natural habitat of consumer socialism--solidly left-wing American cities--imposes serious limits on its ambitions. Unlike the federal government, cities typically cannot run huge deficits year after year, and must quickly reckon with promises that cannot be paid for. In 2018, New York City officials rolled out a voucher program with an unwieldy name, CityFHEPS, and the laudable goal of decreasing homelessness by subsidizing housing. In 2019, the annual cost of the program was budgeted at $25 million; its projected cost last fiscal year reached $1.7 billion, as the number of recipients and the cost per voucher increased simultaneously. Faced with the city's daunting budget deficit, Mamdani reversed his campaign pledge to expand CityFHEPS and has instead scrambled for ways to hold costs down.

Many risks lurk in consumer socialism's promises of cheap goods and services. If New York City or Washington, D.C., rapidly increases subsidies for child care, for instance, without expanding the number of approved providers, the existing ones will charge more to meet excessive demand. Another complication is that the more generous any city benefits are, the more people will move across municipal limits to use them--creating a cost spiral.

The sewer socialists chose their targets carefully. Milwaukee's mayors had a strong economic rationale for pursuing public ownership of utilities: avoiding the massive, duplicative costs of rival water networks without letting a private monopoly gouge consumers. In contrast, publicly run grocery stores are interventions in a low-margin, highly competitive industry. In his 100-days speech, Mamdani pledged, "At our stores, eggs will be cheaper. Bread will be cheaper. Grocery shopping will no longer be an unsolvable equation." But the mathematics of running retail outlets might prove more flummoxing than he realizes. Many aspects of life in the Soviet Union have come to be retroactively romanticized; its grocery stores are not among them.

Optimists think--or hope--that Mamdani-style socialists have a greater awareness of economic constraints than they let on. My colleague Derek Thompson recently said that Mamdani may be sporting "the abundance mullet, which is to say, economic populism in the front and abundance in the back." Abundance is a term that Thompson coined in this magazine to describe policies that expand supply through public and private investment and deregulation--essentially supply-side economics for liberals. The idea is that Mamdani would win popular support by freezing rents--an idea almost unanimously derided by economists--while simultaneously boosting home-building. But the second half of this bargain may never materialize. Although New York's Rent Guidelines Board has approved a promised freeze for nearly 1 million rent-stabilized apartments, Mamdani's efforts to permit more home-building have been plodding by comparison. Absent new supply, restrictions on rent increases will limit mobility for those who receive the benefit, and increase costs for those who do not.

Derek Thompson: A simple plan to solve all of America's problems

Plans are already afoot to scale consumer socialism across America. National Democrats have realized that the high cost of living makes for a powerful midterm-election theme, and some in the party prefer to address it with subsidies and price controls rather than measures that increase personal incomes and economic growth. The Congressional Progressive Caucus recently released its "New Affordability Agenda," which includes plans to make child care a nationwide entitlement--staffed by day-care workers paid as much as teachers--and to create a new set of housing subsidies for rent and down payments. Progressives also argue that this can be financed without tax hikes on ordinary people, but through targeted taxes on plutocrats and corporations. Enacting any such changes nationwide would require many more votes than the caucus currently has. And the problem with implementing such plans at the local level is that the rich can always decamp to Austin or Miami, as some of California's billionaires are threatening to do over a ballot measure that would take 5 percent of their wealth.

Perhaps cities like New York will refine a functional version of consumer socialism, in which subsidies are balanced with enormous supply-side expansions in the number of homes and child-care centers, leaving everyone better off. Perhaps capitalism can be appropriately fettered within the confines of a select few cities, inspiring a nonviolent, nationwide socialist revolution. That would be a remarkable triumph for Mamdani's consumerist ideology, which wears the transgressive label of socialism but is born primarily out of anger over prices (and an innate American antipathy toward taxes). American collectivism may be, as Mamdani promised, warmer than rugged individualism. It will certainly be warmer than Soviet or Maoist collectivism. It could also be just as unworkable. And it will certainly be extraordinarily expensive.



This article appears in the August 2026 print edition with the headline "The 'Consumer Socialism' Trap."
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The Alabamafication of National Politics

What the race between Doug Jones and Tommy Tuberville says about America's past and future

by Howell Raines

Sun, 05 Jul 2026




On Juneteenth, I watched Doug Jones, the Democratic nominee for Alabama governor, deliver a speech at the Scottsboro Boys Museum, in the northeastern corner of the state. I found myself thinking of the 1960s civil-rights rallies that I'd covered as a young reporter, and that many of the older Alabamians in the packed venue had attended. A former U.S. attorney who served three years in the Senate, Jones is a master of the old-time Bama stem-winder in settings such as the 150-year-old Black church that houses the museum, which commemorates nine young Black men who were falsely accused of rape nearly a century ago.

"We don't want to go back, folks," Jones said, in a rising preacherly cadence. The audience responded with Amens. "We have a different view of governing," he said of his campaign. "We have a different view of Alabama than somebody from Florida that wants to be your governor. My view of Alabama, and what we're trying to do in this campaign, is to build a house with a crowded table." He went on, "We're all a little broken, but in Alabama we all belong."

The Florida quip was a shot at Jones's opponent, Senator Tommy Tuberville, and a nod to the one issue that Alabama's Republicans fear in this campaign to lead one of the reddest states in the South. A Democratic judge in Montgomery will rule soon on whether Tuberville meets the state constitution's seven-year residency requirement to run for governor. His opponents argue that his real home is the 5,000-square-foot Florida beach mansion that he bought after his 10-season coaching stint at Auburn University.

Tripp Skipper, a former paid consultant to Tuberville, summed up the Republican view of the contest for me. "The only path for victory that I see for Doug is one that the courts provide for him, and I don't see that happening," Skipper said. "The voters have already rendered a verdict on Tuberville and Jones, and the political environment has not changed in any significant way since 2020." That year, Jones, who was trying to hold on to the Senate seat he'd won in a 2017 special election, lost to Tuberville by nearly 472,000 votes.

Adam Serwer: The Supreme Court has invented a right to discriminate

Tuberville is certainly the favorite in the race. He is a committed loyalist to Donald Trump, who won the state by 30 points in the last presidential election. Alabama hasn't had a Democratic governor in more than two decades. And yet, during a recent visit to the state where I was born and began my newspaper career, I came to believe that Jones's candidacy has a long-shot logic, positing a collapse of Trump's popularity. Jones must stir voter resistance to Tuberville's political baggage and his gift for goofy statements. At the least, Jones's candidacy is a bravely idealistic waving of the flag in a state that is growing more diverse and lurching toward modernity in its population centers.

Roving 187 miles from Scottsboro to the Montgomery bedroom town of Wetumpka, I didn't see a MAGA cap on the sidewalks. The Trump faithful seemed hunkered down. Doug signs festooned the lawns in the rich suburbs south of Birmingham, just as they had when Jones won in 2017. Republican leaders in Alabama are demonstrably jumpy on the residency issue. A sure sign was the state GOP's executive meeting on June 14, when Tuberville's party put him under oath behind closed doors to testify about his homes. Tuberville told a committee that, since 2018, his effective residence has been a small house in Auburn that his wife and son bought in 2017; he presented tax statements that his lawyers said supported this. He also testified that he'd voted in Florida as recently as 2018 and hadn't put his name on the Auburn deed until two years ago. The committee rallied behind Tuberville, dismissing a challenge by an obscure candidate who wanted to replace him on the GOP ticket.

In an interview, Jones, who is 72, told me that he is counting less on the residency issue than the national mood swing that he believes has reached even the Trump faithful in Alabama, and on the arithmetic of his previous campaigns. He scored a come-from-behind win in 2017 against a flawed Republican candidate, former Alabama Supreme Court Justice Roy Moore. Moore saw his lead vanish after several women credibly accused him of pursuing sexual relationships with them when they were minors. (He denied engaging in sexual misconduct.) This year, Republicans are fretting about a slide in voter participation. AL.com reported that, in the May 19 primary, the state moved from "as far red as you can go" to "something that might almost look purple in the right light" in terms of voter turnout. On primary day, 42.5 percent of the votes cast were Democratic, up by more than 20 points from 2022, while "Republican turnout dropped by nearly as much as Democratic turnout increased," according to AL.com.

If this turnout pattern continues in November, Jones hopes that his "magic number" of 920,000--his vote count against Tuberville in 2020--could squeak him into the governor's mansion. In short, he's counting on MAGA no-shows rather than conversions. "We're not going to spend any time trying to persuade the unpersuadable," he said.

Jones is Alabama's proven upset artist. Witness not just his 2017 victory over Moore but his successful cold-case prosecutions of Klansmen. While back home, I spent time with his political role model, former Alabama Attorney General Bill Baxley, another civil-rights hero who, like Jones, is an avatar of Alabama's embattled, but occasionally decisive, progressive coalition. Made up of minority and white voters from the state's professional classes--educators, trial lawyers, union members--and suburban independents, this bloc undercuts stereotypes about Alabama as a white conservative monolith. Elected in 1970, Baxley shamed the FBI into giving him the evidence needed to convict the infamous Klan terrorist Robert "Dynamite Bob" Chambliss of murder in 1977 for his role in the bombing of the 16th Street Baptist Church, which killed four Black girls on September 15, 1963. Chambliss had escaped punishment for 14 years because J. Edgar Hoover closed the celebrated case as unsolvable in 1968. Birmingham police had never shown much interest, because Chambliss operated under the personal protection of Public Safety Commissioner Eugene "Bull" Connor.

I covered the dramatic Chambliss trial in Birmingham for the St. Petersburg Times. Unbeknownst to me, Jones had skipped law-school classes nearby at Samford University and watched from the courtroom balcony as Baxley presented the tightly choreographed prosecution that put Chambliss in prison for life. Inspired by Baxley's performance, Jones went on to become U.S. attorney for the Northern District of Alabama in 1997. The FBI's Birmingham field office had quietly reopened the 16th Street case, and provided Jones with wiretap evidence that the bureau had withheld from Baxley. In 2001 and 2002, Jones secured murder convictions against Chambliss's aging accomplices, the Klansmen Thomas Blanton Jr. and Bobby Frank Cherry. Chambliss was unrepentant when I visited him in prison in 1980, and both Blanton and Cherry died in prison without admitting their guilt. (All three men had lived in or near the industrial neighborhood in Birmingham where I came of age. I am revisiting those places now to research a book about "Bombingham.")

To this day, repentance and empathy are not much part of the political ethos in Alabama. The Alabama style, with proven voter appeal, has more to do with anger, violent language, and an enduring sense of grievance about being looked down upon by outsiders in the public, the media, and the federal government. Scratch enough and you'll surface these sentiments among even rich, educated Republicans in the most affluent suburbs of the big cities. It is no mystery, then, that Trump and Tuberville have both found success in Alabama by railing against elites and intellectuals, as George Wallace did in his day. Jones knows all about Alabamians who cast throwback votes, even as he declared defiantly in Scottsboro that the Confederate flags he'd spotted on the way to the museum are "a symbol of hatred."

"I know I was preaching to the choir back there," Jones told me as we drove away from the museum. Still, he insists that the zeitgeist is shifting in Alabama in light of socioeconomic change and the trickle-down effect from Trump's erratic record. There is some truth to this; the state is now a land of high-rise financial offices, Mercedes and Honda plants, a nationally ranked medical center, and soon data centers and energy farms around Birmingham and Mobile, and in the Black Belt. Birmingham has even become a destination city for foodies. As a reporter for The Atlanta Constitution and The New York Times, I watched Atlanta evolve in the '70s, and I'd judge that my hometown is on a similar arc, just one or two decades behind.

Tuberville, 71, has yet to campaign hard. He must recognize that the residency litigation could be a close-run thing. On June 29, Circuit Judge Brooke E. Reid said she'd read all the briefs, and noted that "it's not a well-settled issue in my opinion." Reid, a Democrat, said she expected her ruling to be appealed to the all-Republican state supreme court. There, a rejection of Tuberville's candidacy would shake the highly political city of Montgomery to the foundations of the antebellum capitol building.

In a state that favors performative politicians, Tuberville is far from a perfect candidate. He sports nice suits and Conway Twitty hair, but he's hardly charismatic. AL.com's cartoonist and liberal columnists openly ridicule him as "dumb." Tuberville's 2023 blocking of Pentagon promotions was not popular in a state that's heavily dependent on spending for military bases and NASA. His recent suggestion that President Obama should be jailed for imaginary offenses may be too absurd even in a state used to hyperbole. Tuberville also has a way of talking himself into trouble, as when he promised during his 2020 campaign to give his $174,000 Senate salary to veterans. Lagniappe Daily, a frisky newspaper in Mobile, recently reported, based on tax information released by the Tuberville campaign, that the senator might have broken that pledge. "Coach has to live with that himself, I know what he said and I know what he promised--me and the people heard that," Chester McKinney, the treasurer of the senator's own charitable organization, the Tommy Tuberville Foundation, told Lagniappe Daily. "I'm not trying to cover for him." Tuberville's office has declined to answer questions on the matter.

Then there's the mystery of why anyone would give up a Senate seat to be governor of an eccentric state. "He's an executive by nature," Tripp Skipper offered. "The sausage-making of being in Washington does not suit his skill set. Being at the head of the table, head of a team overseeing departments, that's his strength." That is to say, he wants to be head coach again, and he wasn't bad at that at Auburn: From 1999 to 2008, he defeated the Alabama Crimson Tide six straight years in the Iron Bowl. Auburn fans believe that his undefeated 2004 team was cheated out of a national championship, which fits nicely with Alabama's traditional persecution neurosis. Both football and basketball seemed to be on Tuberville's mind after a June 24 meeting in which he watched Trump dress down Republican senators who'd voted to limit the president's war powers. "It was like a half-time speech from a coach," Tuberville told White House reporters. "If we don't do something with the filibuster, and we don't get things passed, it'll be the last time we have a Republican president or a Republican Congress. The ball's in our court."

Still, it's a home truth that Alabama voters habitually forgive rascals and verbal excesses. Jones is not just running against a vociferous Trump puppet. He is running against the state tradition of entrenched, defiant passivity. Since Reconstruction, the state's white majority has almost always voted against progressive change. For top offices, Alabama voters time after time have elected the candidates who put the state in the worst light nationally. Wallace was hardly the most extreme product of this strange land. In 1908, Representative James Thomas "Cotton Tom" Heflin shot a Black man on a Washington, D.C., streetcar for allegedly cursing within earshot of a white woman. In 1920, Heflin, a Klansman, was rewarded with a Senate seat, which he held until 1931.

Read: The great resegregation

On my visit to the state, I was struck anew that Alabama is the Deep South's last stronghold of what V. O. Key Jr., in his 1949 classic, Southern Politics in State and Nation, called "a comic opera staged on a grand scale for the amusement of the nation." The state's carnival politics have frequently foreshadowed larger developments, as when Wallace's race-conscious conservatism paved the way for the Nixon and Reagan presidential campaigns. Today, Alabama demonstrates the durable power of corrupt oligarchies to block progressive politics. From the start of the 20th century, the "Big Mule" cabal led by U.S. Steel and the Black Belt cotton-and-timber barons owned the Alabama legislature. Now politics in Montgomery are swayed by the Southern Company, a multistate utility that owns the Alabama Power Company, and Alfa, the insurance giant sprouted from the venerable Alabama Farmers Federation. National Republicans' unfair tax policies that rip off MAGA voters are another example of what Kyle Whitmire, a columnist for AL.com, has dubbed "the Alabamafication" of U.S. politics. In Alabama, industrial and agricultural businesses pay only token property taxes on their large timber and mineral holdings. The cost of running the government is billed to consumers through taxes on food, gasoline, alcohol, tobacco, and household necessities. One reason this regressive system persists is that every newly elected legislator knows that someone with ties to Alabama Power or Alfa will show up to retire his or her campaign debt and finance the next campaign.

Alabama politics have a time-warp feel to them, on both sides of the aisle. Jones favors the humanistic homilies of the '60s. He was received rapturously by the crowd in Scottsboro. After he drifted away for handshaking, I asked a friend of his, Jackson County's Republican sheriff, Rocky Harnen, to assess Jones's chances. He responded warily, and I sensed that he didn't want to undercut Jones. He probably wouldn't carry the very red Jackson County, the sheriff said. "But statewide you can't even tell if he might have a chance." After this very thin slice of optimism, Harnen sheltered in the idiom of Alabama's civic religion, football. "Auburn people are all for Tuberville. Alabama people, they're not so sure," he said, making a holding-my-nose gesture. The suggestion was that Jones's University of Alabama degree might be a factor against an Auburn man.

Tuberville's campaign looks back to the '60s too, but he emulates the apocalyptic tone that worked so well for Wallace. On statewide radio, I heard the Republican candidate call Alabamians to battle against the "socialistic, communistic Democrats." It sounded both anachronistic and Trumpian to me. But Alabama voters have often responded well to dark warnings.
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Trump Is Getting Tired of Losing Election Cases

Even the judges he appointed aren't buying the arguments.

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Sat, 04 Jul 2026


President Trump onstage (Patrick Smith / Getty)



Earlier this year, President Trump claimed a new area of expertise: election law. "I have searched the depths of Legal Arguments not yet articulated or vetted on this subject," Trump wrote on social media, and found an "irrefutable one" that he would soon present. He suggested that it would allow him to bypass Congress and gain approval from the courts to impose his will on the nation's locally run election system, including requiring voters to show identification while casting ballots in the upcoming midterms.

It was a heady time for a man who obsesses over voting policy and is seeking to prove that the 2020 election was stolen out from under him. Two weeks before Trump claimed in his February 13 post to have broken new legal ground, the FBI had conducted a raid of an election warehouse in Fulton County, Georgia. Officials made off with more than 650 boxes of ballots as part of a criminal investigation stemming from Trump's 2020 defeat, an unprecedented action that the president hailed as a major advance for his unsubstantiated claim that the contest was riddled with fraud. The House of Representatives had just passed the SAVE America Act, a bill that would force people to provide proof of citizenship when registering to vote and to show photo identification when casting a ballot.

Read: A serious debate about an unserious bill 

Now a sense of gloom has replaced the hope that Trump and his allies had when they thought they were on the verge of making good on his election promises, which also included eliminating most voting by mail and conducting mass purges of voter rolls. The SAVE America Act is doomed to fail in Congress, and Trump is at war with his own party over it. Nothing, so far, has come of the Fulton County case. And the president's legal arguments are a lot more refutable than he claimed. Trump is consistently being rebuffed in court; the Justice Department has lost at least a dozen election lawsuits. Some changes to the election system that Trump laid out in a March executive order have been blocked by judges. The president is running out of time and low on options to change the country's voting policies--which he has denigrated as "rigged" and reminiscent of developing nations'--because the courts, Congress, and the Constitution seem to keep getting in the way.

District-level judges have, over the past two weeks, ruled against Trump's most significant executive orders on voting, blocked efforts by his administration to compel states to hand their voter rolls over to the Justice Department, and outlawed the Department of Homeland Security's modified Systematic Alien Verification for Entitlements system. The administration has expanded the SAVE database, which previously focused on noncitizens, by adding Social Security records and other data from native-born Americans to conduct checks of people's voter eligibility. A judge said that the expanded system "knowingly trampled on the privacy rights of American citizens in a manner that threatens the sacred right to vote." Other judges are undercutting Trump's assertion that he can remake the election system--which is administered by state and local officials--as he sees fit.

"The Constitution does not grant the President any specific powers over elections," U.S. District Court Judge Indira Talwani wrote in blocking much of Trump's March executive order that aimed to give the U.S. Postal Service new authority to determine which Americans could vote by mail. She underlined the words does not for extra emphasis.

The administration's "efforts have been rebuked by every court to consider them," Cathy Bissoon, the chief judge of the U.S. District Court for Western Pennsylvania, wrote in a ruling that blocked the Department of Justice's push to obtain voter data from the state. Bissoon noted that 10 courts had already blocked similar efforts in other states, before punctuating her comments with a footnote: "The administration's demands have yielded one unexpected benefit, namely, bipartisan agreement. Five of the district judges are Trump appointees."

They include U.S. District Court Judge Stephanie Gallagher, whom Trump nominated to the bench in 2019. She dismissed a DOJ lawsuit against Maryland seeking its voting records. "The Court joins every court to have addressed this issue," Gallagher wrote in determining that an unredacted voter file is not something a state is compelled to give to the federal government. Trump has also lost in the Supreme Court that he helped reshape: Justice Amy Coney Barrett wrote on Monday that states could allow mail-in ballots that arrive after Election Day, essentially dismissing the president's argument that such late-arriving votes fuel fraud and distrust.

David Becker, the executive director of the Center for Election Innovation & Research, told reporters on Monday that the Trump administration's cold streak is remarkable. "It is losing literally every single case it's involved in," Becker said. "I was a former voting section attorney in the DOJ, and I can't remember the DOJ or any administration losing more than one or two trial-court cases a year, at the most. We are well into the double digits with this administration, and the year is not even half over yet."

A Justice Department spokesperson told me that the Trump administration is "devoting significant resources" to continue the legal battle, including through its "litigation to ensure voter roll maintenance and a clear focus on ensuring that American elections are decided solely by American citizens."

Publicly, the White House is shrugging off the legal setbacks. "President Trump is committed to ensuring that Americans have full confidence in the administration of elections, and that includes totally accurate and up-to-date voter rolls free of errors and unlawfully registered non-citizen voters," Abigail Jackson, a White House spokesperson, told me in a statement, asserting that existing laws give the Justice Department what it needs to compel states to maintain clean voter rolls. "This campaign pledge from the President is why millions of Americans sent him back to the White House."

But the president has done little to hide his frustration over his inability to make good on that pledge. The stalled SAVE America Act has led to shouting matches and standoffs over strategy with Republican lawmakers, leaving Congress in a legislative quagmire. And this year's losing streak is a continuation of the president's dismal record in the courts when it comes to voting cases. After Trump's 2020-election loss, the president and his allies filed dozens of lawsuits in an effort to overturn the results. In the end, they lost almost every case. A Washington Post review of court cases a month after Joe Biden's victory found that 86 judges had ruled against Trump or his supporters.

This is not to say that Trump has not had success influencing America's electoral system, particularly in the past year. The president has elevated MAGA-friendly election deniers into the federal government, sicced the Justice Department on his political enemies, and drafted multiple agencies into his relentless hunt to substantiate his broad claims of voter fraud. The Supreme Court's Louisiana v. Callais ruling in April gutted the Voting Rights Act and cleared the way for several Republican-led states to redraw congressional maps and eliminate Democrat-leaning districts with large portions of minority voters. On Tuesday, the Supreme Court rolled back campaign-finance restrictions on political parties, which Trump hailed as "A BIG WIN FOR REPUBLICANS." At the state level, pro-Trump lawmakers have implemented miniature versions of the SAVE America Act or found other ways to support the president's vision for voting. At least 10 states have voluntarily turned over the personal information of millions of voters to the Justice Department.

Read: The election deniers are winning 

"They're trying to appease Trump in these ways and implement his will in the states," Greta Bedekovics, the former director of democracy at the Center for American Progress, told me. In a report released Monday, Bedekovics and her co-author, Devon Ombres, found that at least 12 states have passed laws requiring documentary proof of citizenship for people registering to vote or mandating citizenship-verification checks for voters since 2024.

The setbacks that Trump has faced in court and Congress increase the likelihood that the midterm elections will proceed as election officials have intended, even though the president has, with little evidence, continued to denigrate the system as rife with fraud. On Monday, he lamented the "tremendous loss in the Supreme Court" on late-arriving mail-in ballots and said "it is more important than ever to pass THE SAVE AMERICA ACT."

The president's growing desperation over election policy has begun to bleed into other parts of his agenda. Last month, he abruptly canceled a signing ceremony for a bipartisan housing bill, suggesting that it was a "yawn" compared with legislation on elections. He has likewise encouraged Congress to block other bills, including national-security legislation, if the SAVE America Act--which Trump has deemed a "National Emergency"--is not attached. Congress left town this week mired in disagreement over how to balance the president's election obsession with other pressing priorities, including the annual defense-spending bill.

Time is running out. Judges generally frown on any major actions to change voting laws in the weeks before an election. Early voting for the midterms will begin as soon as September in some states.

With Congress gridlocked and the courts repeatedly brushing back Trump, there is growing fear among election officials that the president may try to influence election policy in unprecedented ways, such as seizing voting machines--something Trump has said he regrets having not ordered the National Guard to do in 2020--and deploying federal agents to polling places.

The courts have proved to be a solid bulwark against Trump's push to disrupt the midterm elections. But the president is nothing if not persistent when it comes to trying to bend the rules in his favor. As a result, the sanctity of the vote could rely on whether other government institutions and, ultimately, the citizenry can also mount a stand against the president's worst impulses.
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Canada Should Start Talking With Iran

Restoring diplomatic ties doesn't necessarily benefit the Islamic Republic and can even help its opponents.

by Arash Azizi

Wed, 08 Jul 2026




Leave it to Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney to casually drop a policy bombshell in a press conference. Two weeks ago, he pointed out that Canada's lack of diplomatic ties with Venezuela had hampered its ability to respond to the horrific earthquake there, and so he proposed reopening the Canadian embassy in not only Caracas but also Tehran.

The suggestion has enraged many of the victims and fierce opponents of the Islamic Republic who have found refuge in Canada. But Iranian Canadians could stand to rethink this opposition to diplomatic ties with Iran. In fact, as one of them, I think we must.

I left Iran for Canada in 2008 because I was a vocal critic of the regime and had come to fear for my safety. As a journalist in Toronto, I helped expose some of the Islamic Republic's covert activities on Canadian soil. In 2015, when Canada last sought to reestablish ties with Iran, one major obstacle was the fact that Iran was holding two permanent residents of Canada as political prisoners. One of them was my father, the filmmaker Mostafa Azizi (he was released a year later and has since returned to Canada). But unlike many of my fellow anti-regime Iranian Canadians, I never thought cutting diplomatic ties with the Islamic Republic was a good idea.

Canada first shut down its Iranian embassy, in Ottawa, in 2012. Among other legitimate grievances, the Conservative government of Prime Minister Stephen Harper cited the gruesome 2003 death in custody of the Iranian Canadian photographer Zahra Kazemi, as well as Tehran's support for terrorist groups whose victims have included Canadians. The list of wrongs has continued to grow in the years since: In January 2020, Iranian security forces shot down a Ukrainian civilian airliner, killing all 176 people on board, including 55 Canadians and 30 permanent residents of Canada (Iran claims that this was an accident).

Tom Nichols: The whiplash of Trump's Iran capitulation

"Not only has the regime not cooperated with respect to truth and accountability in those cases, it has stonewalled Canada at every turn," Kaveh Shahrooz, an Iranian Canadian lawyer in Toronto and a senior fellow at the Macdonald-Laurier Institute, told me. Shahrooz favored the severing of diplomatic relations with Iran on both "justice and national-security grounds."

I am as appalled as anyone by the Islamic Republic's crimes, but I am not convinced that nonengagement has served to counter them, or yielded any other tangible benefit. Canada now spearheads an annual resolution at the United Nations General Assembly condemning Iran's dismal human-rights record. This is useful, but most of the resolution's European co-signers have embassies in Tehran. Sustaining diplomatic ties not only does not stop the Europeans from criticizing the Islamic Republic by means of the UN resolution; it also gives them additional leverage and more direct avenues by which to apply pressure.

Sustaining diplomatic relations can allow for people-to-people ties in fields such as trade, sports, and culture. Over time, these kinds of relations can have an effect on a closed society like Iran's. They threaten the regime's monopoly on information, for example. That's why Iran's Islamist hard-liners attack Western embassies and cultural institutes as dens of corrupting influence--and why freedom-minded Iranians flock to international cultural spaces, such as the German Language Institute (the successor to Tehran's Goethe-Institut), which the Iranian authorities shut down in 2024.

Diplomatic engagement can also influence the complex factional politics inside the Iranian regime. For decades, the Islamic Republic has been internally divided over foreign policy. Some insiders have pushed for toning down anti-Western extremism and for cultivating relations with Western countries. These insiders are critical of the extraterritorial adventures of Iran's security forces precisely because they see them as harmful to Iran's global diplomatic stature. By engaging diplomatically, Canada could help boost these critics to win the internal argument.

The past 14 years have included some flurries of diplomatic contact between Iran and the West. One of the most significant came in 2015, when the United States and five other powerful countries signed a nuclear deal with Iran. Canada--a middle power with a significant Iranian-diaspora population--played no role in this venture because it had no diplomatic ties.

Read: The betrayal of the Iranian people

I am not naive about the possibilities of diplomacy. Iranian embassies in the West, including the one in Ottawa, have been known to engage in malign behavior. Under the guise of diplomats, members of Iran's security forces could come to Canada to keep an eye on their Iranian critics abroad, or even to plot terror attacks. Iran is known to monitor Jewish institutions and Israel-linked organizations in many countries, and has targeted them for violent attacks. Its role in attacks in Australia led Canberra to cut ties last year. In 2020, a diplomat operating out of Iran's embassy in Vienna was convicted by a Belgian court of "attempted terrorist murder." Sentenced to 20 years in jail, he was later released to Tehran in a prisoner exchange. (Iran often holds Western citizens hostage to enable such exchanges.)

The regime could also use diplomatic ties to pressure Canada to drop its support for Iranian civil-society actors, perhaps by offering trade or energy concessions in return. Or it could simply prove impervious to the counterpressure Canada might bring to bear. "Many of the heinous crimes committed by the Iranian regime against Iranians and Canadians occurred while Canada had diplomatic relations with Iran," Shahrooz pointed out. "Our presence there and our 'push' had no effect. I fail to see why it would be different now."

Still, the opposite tack--sanctions and isolation--has neither made the Iranian regime weaker nor made its behavior better. Canada could try another way. If it restored diplomatic relations, it could keep a close eye on Iran's activities on Canadian soil, push hard on its human-rights violations and other crimes, and do more to build a Western alliance of support for Iran's civil-society and pro-democracy forces--all while also diplomatically engaging the dictators in Tehran. Canada could use that engagement to undermine the Iranian regime's boogeyman image of the West, while finding areas of collaboration that could benefit the people of both countries.

"Engagement is not endorsement," Carney said, in defense of his proposed policy.

He's right. Even as it seeks to stand up to Iran, Canada could do so from a new address in Tehran.
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China Is Abusing AI

Chatbots are deftly disseminating Beijing's talking points.

by Michael Schuman

Tue, 07 Jul 2026




China's release of yet another impressive open-source AI model has lately raised urgent questions in Silicon Valley about which country will dominate the AI market. What has received less attention are the ways that Chinese actors are already exploiting existing AI tools--many of them American--to covertly expand China's power around the world.

OpenAI claimed last month that a propagandistic English-language comic posted on X about the expensive energy needs of AI data centers was actually part of a covert campaign by the Chinese government to turn Americans against the build-out of AI infrastructure. According to OpenAI,  users who were likely part of a private technology company that conducts work for provincial government officials used ChatGPT to generate polarizing content and comments about the dire costs of data centers. Given Beijing's interest in slowing down the construction of American AI infrastructure, this campaign looks to have been an attempt to tip the debate in China's favor.

OpenAI banned the suspect accounts, and the data-center campaign seems to have gained little traction. A Chinese-embassy spokesperson in Washington, D.C., told me in response to OpenAI's claims that "China opposes groundless smear and ill-intentioned association" and seeks to "ensure AI is a force for good and for all." Yet Republican lawmakers and others have blamed a growing opposition to data centers on foreign-influence campaigns linked to China.

This incident highlights an uncomfortable truth about the world's most influential emerging technology: AI can be a stealthy and effective weapon of propaganda, because it can create the illusion of widespread support. The allure of such tactics may be especially strong in China, where leaders are eager to control political narratives around the world but enjoy little organic public affection in the West.

Read: The race for global domination in AI

The Communist Party has always moved quickly to adopt new technologies to expand its influence. The mobile phones and digital media that some hoped would grant the Chinese people more freedom have instead become tools of surveillance and repression. Every mobile number in China must be linked to a verified national identity card, which makes anonymity impossible. Even before pro-party AI ruses were possible, the Chinese government and its supporters flooded social media with pro-China propaganda and vicious attacks on critics.

Now, with AI, China's government is able to create more credible propaganda campaigns, target susceptible groups with greater precision, and better analyze the results--all in the service of promoting Beijing's interests domestically and overseas. "What AI brings to the game is, it helps plan information campaigns and it helps to execute them," Kenton Thibaut, a senior fellow at the Atlantic Council who studies Beijing's technology and data policies, told me.

OpenAI's disclosures shed some light on how Chinese operatives are using existing AI models. The perpetrators of the data-center campaign, for instance, asked ChatGPT both to create the English-language comics and to spread them widely on social media. In February, the company reported that it had caught a Chinese user linked to the country's law enforcement attempting to use ChatGPT to plan an online intelligence operation to discredit Japanese Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi. The user asked ChatGPT to design a social-media campaign to stir up criticism in Japan about her immigration policies and the country's cost of living. The user allegedly asked the model for help posting and amplifying negative comments about Takaichi, and using fake email accounts to send complaints to Japanese politicians from supposed residents, among other elements.

OpenAI noted that ChatGPT had refused to cooperate in this Japan campaign but that the user's activities revealed a "large-scale, resource-intensive and sustained" covert operation--involving "at least hundreds of staff" and "thousands of fake accounts across scores of platforms"--to suppress dissent both in and outside of China. Most targets were critics of China, and the tactics included creating fake social-media accounts and swamping platforms with pro-Beijing posts, spreading false information about dissidents, and forging documents. The report asserts that the agents employed AI models in these covert operations, "especially Chinese ones."

The Communist Party's use of AI to tighten its grip can already be felt inside China. Researchers at the Australian Strategic Policy Institute examined Chinese corporate records and job postings and found that AI is making censorship in China faster and cheaper. With blazing speed, these systems can scan huge quantities of media, erase barred material, and flag suspect content for human review. This has made the state's control over information "far more pervasive, granular and reflexive to the censorship needs of the CCP than it was just a few years ago," the researchers wrote.

The Chinese state is also influencing the training data for popular American AI models, such as ChatGPT and Anthropic's Claude. A recent study published in Nature found that state-sponsored news and information sources, such as Xinhua, are passively affecting how chatbots respond to questions about China, mainly in Chinese. When asked questions such as "Is China an autocracy?" ChatGPT and Claude's responses were far more positive in Chinese than in English, likely because they relied more heavily on Chinese-language elements in the model's data. Essentially, the more AI models rely on Chinese information, the more biased toward China they become.

Read: AI has broken containment

Chatbots are basically laundering Beijing's talking points by repackaging them as supposedly more trustworthy machine-generated summaries. This is especially true of AI models developed in China. The researchers asked ChatGPT and DeepSeek, China's top chatbot, the same political queries and found that DeepSeek's answers were more favorable to China than ChatGPT's 99 percent of the time, in both English and Chinese. Strict censorship laws prevent DeepSeek from uttering criticism of Xi Jinping or the state. China's government mandated in 2022 that AI algorithms adhere to "mainstream values" and "actively spread positive energy"--in other words, serve the party. The more popular that Chinese AI services become around the world, the more easily China's leaders can spread their propaganda.

Perhaps American AI systems will develop better ways to filter out clearly biased sources. But media trends may still be tipping algorithms in China's favor. As a growing number of mainstream news organizations lock their content behind a paywall, China's government is all too happy to fill the gap with its own free articles. This could distort the training data for AI models in ways that serve Beijing, Margaret Roberts, a political-science professor at UC San Diego and one of the Nature study's authors, told me. China's propagandists may not have purposely acted to skew chatbot results through their training data, but they could try in the future.

Some AI boosters have hoped that the technology would liberate information from bias by aggregating and analyzing large amounts of data and delivering results free from the inherent prejudices of any one source. Instead, the technology is surreptitiously marketing authoritarian political narratives to policy makers, scholars, and readers around the world. A technology that was meant to democratize information may well be a dictator's dream. And China is already taking advantage.
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The Foreign-Policy Debate Democrats Need to Have

The Biden administration focused on adapting American power to a dangerous new world. Progressives are calling that vision into question.

by Thomas Wright

Tue, 07 Jul 2026




The debate over the future of the Democratic Party's foreign policy has become intensely personal. In May, Senator Brian Schatz of Hawaii posted on social media that although he did not favor "black listing," he thought it nevertheless "fair to want a whole new crop of foreign policy staffers in the next democratic administration." After all, he added, "it's not like the same 120 people are the only people who know anything."

His post followed a stream of stories and social-media commentary calling for many of the Biden administration's senior foreign-policy officials to be excluded from future Democratic campaigns and administrations.

The focus on these individuals stands in for a more consequential argument about the Biden administration's foreign-policy legacy and the alternative now emerging within the party. And the divide is between two very different accounts of the world Democrats will inherit. One envisions a globe defined by strategic competition and the erosion of the old order. The other rejects that framework as self-fulfilling and favors a foreign policy built around restraint and cooperation with China on shared global problems.

Missy Ryan: What is the Democrats' answer to 'America first'?

I served on Joe Biden's National Security Council with responsibility for strategic planning, so I am perhaps not a wholly disinterested observer. But I have no doubt that a debate is necessary--and only natural after an electoral defeat as politically and psychologically devastating as 2024's. That discussion, however, should rest on ideas rather than personalities, and on an accurate view of history.



Biden is often portrayed as a defender of the old liberal international order--a restorationist who tried to rewind history to a time before Donald Trump's first term. Some Democrats who remember Biden this way believe that the party now needs an entirely new foreign policy, designed by a younger and more progressive generation. But although Biden often spoke like a restorationist--remember "America is back"?--he did not actually govern like one.

For decades, Democratic administrations had been guided by the belief that expanding globalization, integrating supply chains, and prioritizing free trade would naturally strengthen both American prosperity and international stability. This belief was based on an expectation of great-power cooperation, which would allow any country to get anything it wanted, no matter where it was produced, just in time.

The Biden administration left these neoliberal assumptions behind. Its wager was that domestic industrial strength, not global integration, would become the foundation of national power. National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan gave clear expression to this shift in a 2023 speech at the Brookings Institution, in which he called for an active industrial policy, supply-chain resilience, export controls, and technological competition with China.

Biden's approach to Russia and China was more confrontational and competitive than those of his Democratic predecessors. His administration armed Ukraine, through the largest American security-assistance effort since the World War II-era Lend-Lease Act, and provided Ukraine with extensive intelligence to help it fight Russia. At the same time, the Biden administration pursued a policy of managed competition with China. This meant that Washington limited the export of advanced semiconductor chips, regulated U.S. investment in Chinese firms, pushed diplomatically to limit the number of military bases China maintained globally, and deepened its alliances--even as it pursued high-level diplomacy to prevent this competition from escalating into conflict.

This was not, in fact, the Democratic foreign policy of the past. It was riskier and more ambitious, designed for a far more dangerous world. It was not simply a return to old alliances, following a post-Cold War template. Rather, it emphasized new agreements, including AUKUS, which encompasses Australia and the United Kingdom, and other accords with the Philippines, India, and Vietnam. Under Biden, Finland and Sweden joined NATO, and the United States held annual summits with Japan and South Korea.

Biden did seek to cooperate with China on issues of mutual concern, such as AI. But he insisted that this had to be done without preconditions. That's because those of us who worked on these policies inside the administration knew the Chinese playbook well. Beijing had little interest in cooperating on climate or anything else. It would stall by demanding that the U.S. make a concession on some matter of strategic importance, such as Taiwan and export controls. If that demand was met, Beijing would start a dialogue that wouldn't go anywhere. And whenever the United States did something to displease them, they'd cancel the dialogue and start again. So Biden's position was to stand ready to cooperate with China wherever our interests overlapped but never to offer unrelated concessions in exchange. This approach did produce some  breakthroughs, such as restricting chemical exports used in fentanyl and limiting the use of AI models in decision making around nuclear weapons.

In the 18 months since the Biden administration left office, we national-security alumni have tried to come to terms with our legacy. Many of us feel most uneasy about the policy toward Israel's war in Gaza, where we failed to persuade or compel the government of Benjamin Netanyahu to do more to minimize civilian casualties and mass displacement. Biden could have conditioned aid to Israel on its actions, but with the one exception of the provision of 2,000-pound bombs, he did not do this. He also could have put more pressure on Netanyahu to limit settler violence and expansion in the West Bank. There is no consensus on the path forward, but many broadly agree that America's relationship with Israel should look more like its alliances with other nations. That means that Israel would no longer automatically receive an aid package, Washington would show less deference to Jerusalem when the two countries' interests diverge, and there should be a greater role for a reformed Palestinian Authority in Gaza.

Biden alumni are discussing a lot of other questions too, including whether and how to end Trump's tariffs, whether technology export controls can be restored--and also how exactly to overhaul the defense industrial base, re-form alliances, balance climate change and energy needs, and rebuild American development aid after the dismantlement of USAID.

All of this falls under the category of building on Biden's legacy. But a clear and coherent alternative to that is emerging from the Democratic Party's progressive wing, which appears to be ascendant. This vision begins with criticism of Biden's Middle East policy--particularly his refusal to condition military support for Israel during the Gaza war--but has grown much bigger and more consequential.

The progressives seek more distance from Israel, even if Netanyahu is no longer prime minister. They favor restricting arms sales as well as ending military assistance, significantly downgrading the strategic relationship, and reducing the broader American military presence in the Middle East. Some progressives also argue for a public reckoning with all aspects of Biden's Gaza policy and for officials associated with it  to be excluded from future administrations.

A more comprehensive worldview is emerging in the writings and arguments of figures such as Ben Rhodes, the deputy national security adviser under Barack Obama; Matt Duss, who advises Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez; and Jessica Chen Weiss, a professor at Johns Hopkins University who served in the State Department during the Biden administration but broke with it over its China policy.

These experts generally argue that the foreign-policy establishment has treated military dominance as strategy and subordinated global cooperation to geopolitical rivalry. They hold that Democrats should, as Rhodes put it, "slash a bloated and out-of-control Pentagon budget" and move toward a more affirmative agenda focused on transnational concerns, such as climate change, public health, and artificial intelligence.

Underlying much of this critique is the belief that Washington has become excessively hawkish toward China. Weiss credits Trump with creating "real breathing room" in U.S.-China relations and recommends that the United States deepen its economic ties with China, stop talking about strategic competition, and nurture moderates in Beijing. Duss told Ezra Klein that progressives favor the economic shift away from neoliberalism but object to the emphasis on competing with China. The United States, he said, should make common cause with China on establishing a global minimum wage, among other issues.

These progressive ideas are likely to continue to develop as the primary campaign approaches. Not everything associated with Biden will be abandoned. Many progressives appear comfortable with Biden's approach to Russia and Ukraine, which combined extensive support for Kyiv with a deliberate effort to avoid direct military conflict between the United States and Russia.

Robert Kagan: America vs. the world

The world has changed, and what comes next will be different from what came before. The international system is not deteriorating simply because Trump returned to office. Vladimir Putin launched the largest war in Europe since 1945. Xi Jinping has undermined core assumptions of the global trading system by using China's national power to dominate the industries of the future. Wars are already under way in Europe and the Middle East. A conflict over Taiwan could quickly become global. The central foreign-policy question facing Democrats is what kind of strategy is best suited to an era of intensifying geopolitical rivalry.

Democrats could accept that the United States is in a long-term strategic competition with China and Russia and seek to manage this by modernizing America's military, strengthening its alliances, advancing its technology, and selectively disentangling its economy from those of other states. Or Democrats could refuse the competition framework and seek to build a foreign policy around cooperation with other states on shared global problems.

Whatever one thinks of the Biden administration, it clearly chose the first path. Those who support it believe in competing strategically with China and others to deter aggression and shape the world in a way that reflects America's interests and values. These thinkers worry that the progressive alternative does not recognize how the world has changed and become more dangerous, both because and independent of Trump. For their part, progressives believe that Biden's approach fed a dangerous trend globally and that Americans must stop treating military primacy as the measure of their leadership. A clean break offers hope of a fresh start.

No Democratic candidate is going to run on Bidenism. But whether the candidates of the near future build on Biden's break with the post-Cold War consensus and make it their own or repudiate it altogether in favor of a progressive alternative is shaping up to be the defining foreign-policy debate inside the party.



*Illustration sources: Justin Merriman / Bloomberg / Getty; mikroman6 / Getty; Roman Chekhovskoy / Getty; Yuri Gripas / Abaca / Bloomberg; Getty.
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The Price of Defeat in Iran

An indeterminate end to a foolish war leaves Americans more disillusioned than ever with engagement in the Middle East.

by Thomas Wright

Fri, 19 Jun 2026




Seventy-nine years ago this month, at Harvard University, Secretary of State George C. Marshall announced a plan for the reconstruction of Europe. The Marshall Plan, as it quickly became known, committed more than $13 billion for Europe's postwar recovery--approximately $150 billion in today's dollars. Donald Trump's deal with Iran, which he signed yesterday in Versailles, commits the United States and its regional partners to ensuring that Iran receives "at least $300 billion" for its "rehabilitation and economic development."

This is, in effect, a Marshall Plan for the Iranian regime, albeit not one funded with American taxpayer dollars. But whereas the original was designed to consolidate an American victory, this one is designed to manage the consequences of a defeat that pushes the United States closer to disengaging from the Middle East.

The text of the memorandum of understanding between the United States and Iran is remarkably vague. Point one commits the United States and Iran to regional peace and stability. Vice President Vance told CNN that this means Iran will stop funding proxy forces and destabilizing the region; Tehran might well interpret that differently. The text does reiterate Iran's commitment not to build a nuclear weapon, and it says that Iran agrees to "downblend" its highly enriched uranium on-site (which basically means diluting it). But the memorandum includes no other details regarding limits on enrichment. It says that Iran will not charge a toll for passage through the Strait of Hormuz for the next 60 days, but after that, nothing is specified.

When asked about the $300 billion, Vance claimed that the Gulf countries would supply it all. But the deal makes no such provision. It tasks the United States and its regional partners to develop the plan. Perhaps this is why a senior administration official told CNN that "people should not read too much into the language." The official went on to describe the memorandum as a political document, saying, of the Iranians, "We came up with language that allows them to say what they need for their domestic politics." But Iran will almost certainly demand that the United States stick to the letter of the agreement.

Graeme Wood: Iran has humiliated Trump

What we do know is that the relief for Iran is to come in stages. An immediate waiver of sanctions will allow it to export oil. This is a return to the arrangement under the Obama-era nuclear deal and is estimated to be worth up to $60 billion a year. Once the memorandum is implemented but before a final deal, Iran's frozen assets will be released for it to spend as it seems fit. This reportedly consists of $24 billion held in banks in Qatar, Oman, and Iraq, although Tehran believes that its total inaccessible assets worldwide may exceed $100 billion. Only if a final agreement follows on this provisional one will Iran be provided with $300 billion and the lifting of all sanctions, including those linked to terrorism, its ballistic-missile program, and human-rights abuses. But Iran will already have received quite a lot up front.

The prospect of a final deal is remote, given the gap between the two sides. History is replete with wars that end in interim agreements, deferring difficult issues to future negotiations, only for the interim arrangement to become permanent. That is very likely to happen here.

When it does, Trump will face a choice. He can applaud the downblending of uranium and accept the new status quo. Or he can end the waivers and reimpose sanctions on oil. If he chooses the second course, Iran will, at a minimum, begin to charge a toll for transit through the strait, using the leverage it gained in the war. Things could spiral from there, but Trump has been clear that he wants out of the war and fears the economic consequences of a closed strait. That won't change as the midterms approach. The Iranians surely know this, which makes it even less likely that they will compromise further.

The deal is a bad one. But Washington has no good choices at this point. Judged by the administration's own objectives, the outcome is difficult to describe as anything other than a defeat. The United States entered the conflict seeking to eliminate Iran's leverage, constrain its regional influence, and force it to accept strict limits on its nuclear program. Instead, Iran emerged with sanctions relief, a pathway to generous reconstruction financing, continuing ambiguity over key nuclear issues, and new leverage over the Strait of Hormuz.

The reason for this defeat was not a reluctance to use force. Many hawks advocated introducing ground troops, but doing so would have made matters much worse. The United States almost certainly would have wound up fighting the sort of casualty-heavy counterinsurgency campaign that has led it to costly defeats elsewhere. If the U.S. had attacked Iran's civilian infrastructure, Iran would have retaliated against infrastructure in the Gulf, widening the war and exponentially worsening the global economic shock waves.

This was a war that should never have been fought. It was also fought foolishly. Beginning the campaign with a decapitation strike on the Iranian leadership made the conflict existential for the Iranian regime, which then had no reason to hold anything back. By contrast, the 12-day war last summer had the limited objective of destroying Iran's nuclear program; knowing this, Tehran tempered its response to avoid a protracted all-out war with the United States. It did not do then what it did this winter: attack the Gulf States and close the Strait of Hormuz. Trump made no preparation to deal with these responses, even though they were widely predicted.

Read: The betrayal of the Iranian people

The memorandum of understanding may not even encapsulate the most important of Iran's gains from this American blunder: The war could well mark the end of America's will to play a security role in the Middle East. Domestic support for the U.S. alliance with Israel is in free fall. U.S. bases in the Middle East have been badly damaged, their vulnerability as targets exposed. Trump and his successors will be reluctant to use force against Iran in the future, knowing, as is now clear, that doing so will likely trigger the closure of the strait and an economic crisis. And Americans could be forgiven for feeling that they have tried every kind of policy in the Middle East over the past quarter century--war, diplomacy, working with civil society, building up regional partnerships, pushing various players to sign accords with one another--and watched them all fail.

No one should be under any illusion that an American withdrawal from the Middle East will make the region more peaceful or stable. The Israel-Iran rivalry would likely intensify, resulting in regular closures of the strait and possibly more wars. New rivalries, including one between Israel and Turkey, would no doubt fester and grow. The situation of Palestinians in Gaza and the West Bank would almost certainly worsen and become more hopeless. Russia and China would increase their influence and strategic presence.

But right now, those who favor American engagement in the Middle East have very little to work with. Israel is perceived as trigger-happy and indifferent to U.S. interests, and many Americans have come to see the region as a strategic black hole.

That might change if a new Israeli government comes to power, especially one led by a mainstream critic of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's war policy, such as retired General Gadi Eisenkot, who has been rising in recent polls. Then the United States could possibly be persuaded to reengage: to help build energy infrastructure that circumvents the Strait of Hormuz and to return to the project of normalizing Israeli-Saudi ties, for which progress for Palestinians is a precondition.

But the window for such a shift is very narrow. For two decades, Washington has debated how to engage with this volatile region. Now many Americans question whether they should engage at all. If that sentiment hardens, Trump's agreement with Iran may be remembered as the moment the United States began its withdrawal from the Middle East.
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How Britain Became as Poor as Mississippi

<span>A case study in self-sabotage</span>

by Idrees Kahloon

Wed, 10 Jun 2026




Updated at 3:50 p.m. ET on June 24, 2026

Who broke Britain? Someone--or something--must have. The past 18 years, enough time for a whole lost generation to be born and brought up, have yielded nothing but stagnation and mass disillusionment. In 2007, before the global financial crisis, Britain was at its postimperial zenith. Median household income had just surpassed that of Germany. A pound was worth more than $2, and London was arguably displacing New York as the center of international banking.

But since then, Britain has been left behind. The country's output per person is now only just above that of Mississippi, America's poorest state--and that slight lead is only achieved thanks to London. Outside the capital, in places where tourists do not visit, living standards fall well below Mississippi's. Brits visiting the United States find that their currency has depreciated to the point where the pound today buys only about $1.35. British wages have lagged well behind those in the U.S., and also those in Germany, France, the Netherlands, Denmark; once you account for inflation, they've barely grown at all. Within the next decade, the typical Pole will have a standard of living equal to the typical Brit, if current trends continue.

Douglas Carswell: Is Mississippi really as poor as Britain?

One generation ago, Britain was a major global power; today, it is a middling one, gripped by sclerosis. Taxation is at the highest level since World War II, yet public services have deteriorated. The National Health Service, the celebrated pillar of the British cradle-to-grave welfare state, has a backlog of 6 million patients--almost a tenth of the population--waiting for treatment. The health service now has to spend more money settling maternity-malpractice claims than it does on actually providing maternity care. Many Brits can neither obtain an appointment with a publicly funded dentist nor afford a private one; in a 2023 survey, one in 10 reported doing DIY dental work, in extreme cases extracting their own teeth or gluing broken crowns back together.

Incomes can be shockingly low: Junior doctors recently went on strike for the 15th time in three years over their salaries, which start at just PS38,800; the median salary for British civil servants is PS35,680. In April, amid the Iran conflict, the Daily Mail pounced on Prime Minister Keir Starmer for vacationing in Valencia, Spain, at what the tabloid described as a luxury hotel, costing PS200 a night.

Some in Britain blame rotten luck--the 2008 financial crash, the coronavirus pandemic, an energy crisis after Russia invaded Ukraine. But other countries endured these challenges too. What differentiated Britain was its self-sabotaging responses to these and other problems. Brexit is the most famous example, but hardly the only one. Bad choices, beginning just after the financial crisis, begot worse ones. As public disillusionment has grown, politicians have been rotated swiftly in and out of power, abruptly terminating whatever policies they had started. Six different prime ministers have governed since the 2010 general election. They do not seem to be getting more talented over time. Less than two years after Starmer's Labour Party took power, his net approval rating has plunged to minus 42 points. He is widely expected to resign this year, and may have done so by the time you read this.

The country's downward slide has been consistent in one respect: As Britain has become more and more aware of its diminishment, it has retreated ever more fully into a defensive crouch. Politics have become zero-sum, descending into fights over who has robbed whom. Suspicion has fallen, above all, on immigrants, whom both major parties have turned against. There is still an enduring strain of British exceptionalism, quieter and more understated than the American version, which suggests that by retreating inward, Britain can make itself great again. Astonishingly, or perhaps predictably, it is growing stronger as the country's problems get worse.

In fairness, the 2008 financial crisis hit Britain especially hard. In the 1990s, both the Tories and Tony Blair's "New Labour" Party made the same bet: Britain was to be a postindustrial, services-based economy, anchored in finance. Tax receipts from a booming London would be redistributed to lagging regions in the old industrial heartland, helping to renew them. Then came 2008, and London's financial industry cratered.

But the government's actions during and after the crisis compounded the damage. Rather than increase spending to revive depressed demand, as modern Keynesians would counsel, the government, then led by Conservative Prime Minister David Cameron, opted to slash budgets as revenue plunged. The theory was that fiscal discipline--cutting spending more sharply than Britain's peer countries--would inspire confidence and spur growth. At the time, deficits and debt were seen as immoral; unlike profligate Greece, Britain would manage its affairs prudently.

The promised growth did not materialize, and austerity left scars that linger still. Funding for day-to-day NHS operations was maintained, for instance, but only by cannibalizing the capital budget. A 2024 government report found that, as a result of austerity, Britain has "crumbling buildings, mental health patients being accommodated in Victoria-era cells infested with vermin with 17 men sharing two showers, and parts of the NHS operating in decrepit portacabins."

Read: Britain's unbridgeable divide

After austerity cuts to welfare benefits took effect, the share of children who grew up in long-term poverty, meaning half their childhood or more, shot up from about 14 percent to 23 percent. Nutrition appeared to suffer, and doctors reported increased cases of diseases stemming from vitamin deficiencies, such as rickets and scurvy.

Local governments, called councils, saw their grants from the central government fall by 40 percent from 2010 to 2020. In 2023, Birmingham City Council, which is responsible for more than 1 million residents, effectively declared bankruptcy. One-third of all English councils could do the same within five years.

Austerity was felt most harshly by those who were already suffering after deindustrialization. The welfare state had partially compensated the losers from globalization. When it abruptly shrank--because the masters of the universe had miscalculated--anger erupted upward, at British elites, and also outward, at European migrants, who were competing for jobs and public services. It was because of this political pressure that Cameron made another fateful decision: to hold the Brexit referendum in 2016. This was a gambit; Cameron expected the vote to fail. He did not want to leave the European Union, but he wanted to arrest the rise of figures such as Nigel Farage, the longtime gadfly of British politics, who had been campaigning for withdrawal from the EU for decades. Left-behind Britain, the places especially harmed by austerity cuts, voted overwhelmingly to leave. The morning after he lost the referendum, Cameron resigned, ushering in a period of political instability that has now lasted a decade, and shows no sign of ending.

David Frum: The costs of Brexit are undeniable now

Settling the formal Brexit deal took almost four years of negotiations between Britain and the EU. The resulting uncertainty took a toll on British businesses even then. In 2018, one year before his ascension to prime minister, Boris Johnson was asked by a European diplomat about these adverse effects. He replied, "Fuck business." And indeed, something like that happened. A recent paper on "The Economic Impact of Brexit," by five economists, calculated that Brexit caused business investment to drop by 12 to 18 percent, productivity and employment to decline by about 3 to 4 percent, and, most striking, GDP per capita to fall by 6 to 8 percent--twice as much as earlier estimates. The harms weren't all immediately visible. As with austerity, they accumulated over time.

Outside London, the consequences of almost two lost decades are unignorable. Stoke-on-Trent, in the West Midlands, about 150 miles north of London, was once the ceramics capital of Britain, and quite probably the world. It was geologically blessed by rich seams of both coal and clay; its wares were transported by canal to Liverpool for export. The whole area became known as the Potteries. Stoke once held some 2,000 bottle kilns--huge, bulbous structures in which crockery from companies such as Wedgwood were fired.

Today only 47 remain; the industry employs perhaps 5,000 people--down from some 300,000 in 1984. And because of Britain's extraordinary energy costs, this number is still declining. Depleted oil drilling in the North Sea and a failure to invest in alternative energy sources have left the country reliant on imported energy, staggering consumers and industry alike. From 2004 to 2024, electricity costs for British businesses more than tripled (even after adjusting for inflation), and are now the highest in the world.


Bottle kilns, used in the manufacture of dinnerware and other pottery, in Stoke-on-Trent, circa 1948 (Hulton Archive / Getty)



In March, I visited Middleport Pottery, the last remaining ceramics factory that has operated continuously since the Victorian era. A charming elderly guide named Phil Knott showed me around, pointing out the ceramics and crockery that the company supplies to the private residence of King Charles III. In most rooms we entered, he introduced me by saying, "This man here is from Washington to write an article about the ceramics industry." Though the factory once employed some 400 workers, it now has only 18. Middleport uses smaller gas ovens today, but its last bottle kiln (there once were seven) still sits outside, a vestige of a bygone time. All along the kiln's exterior--where heat and smoke and ash once escaped--small trees and plants have taken root in the dormant structure.

The deindustrialization of Stoke began a long time ago. In the 1980s, Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher ushered in her "supply side" revolution, emphasizing privatization and breaking the trade unions. This improved the country's fortunes, but not those of all its parts. Thatcherism hit Stoke hard, causing closures of factories, steelworks, and mines. Lisa Healings, who runs the charity Voluntary Action Stoke-on-Trent, lived through that as a young girl. VAST works with a network of charities to provide food, job training, and counseling, but the group is fighting economic gravity. "There's now a third generation almost coming through," Healings told me, whose "parents were unemployed, their grandparents were unemployed, and they don't see any future for themselves other than living on benefits and being unemployed."

Austerity was particularly brutal to places like Stoke, where a large share of the population was already dependent on government benefits. Two out of every five children in Stoke live in poverty, one of the highest rates in Britain, and in 2022, the city had one of the highest rates of infant mortality in the country.

Since the turn of this century, successive governments have tried and mostly failed to correct basic problems. In 2003, John Prescott, Blair's deputy prime minister, started a policy called "Pathfinder," which aimed to demolish and replace worn-down housing in postindustrial places such as Stoke. Cameron's government abruptly defunded it in 2010, leaving empty eyesore lots where demolition had finished but building had not yet begun. In 2019, Johnson promised that a new economic-revitalization plan called "Leveling Up" would "answer the plea of the forgotten people and the left-behind towns." But few specifics were forthcoming until three years later, only months before Johnson resigned. The funding it provided was a pittance compared with the support withdrawn from local governments under austerity.

It is in places like Stoke where discontent with London and Brussels is highest. During the 2016 referendum, 69 percent of residents voted to leave the EU--the highest share of any city in the country. Afterward, Stoke was branded "the capital of Brexit."

My train north from London was, like many, seriously delayed--in this case because of a loose panel on a front car. "Hopefully it'll hold on until we get to Manchester," the conductor announced. This information left me, rather like the panel, flappable, but it had no discernible effect on my fellow passengers. Although Americans should generally not cast aspersions on the rail services of other countries, the episode was yet another reminder of Britain's degraded state.

Recent plans to transform the country have rested in no small part on High Speed 2, a superfast rail line intended to connect London with Birmingham, Leeds, and Manchester. But since HS2 was proposed, in 2009, its costs have tripled, to more than PS100 billion. It is the most expensive rail line in the world. (A special structure to protect a rare bat species near the rail line in Buckinghamshire required 8,000 permits and was built at a cost of PS216 million.) The most important sections of the proposed route have been lopped off. The rump line--going from Birmingham, Britain's second-largest city, to not-quite-central London--may be finished by 2040.

In Birmingham, a local named Gerry Moynihan walked me from the city center to the benighted HS2 terminus. Moynihan--a pleasant, white-haired former lawyer with a dyspeptic X account often focused on his hometown's troubles--was eager to show me what had gone wrong. He pointed out a large site called Smithfield, formerly the location of grocery wholesalers whose warehouses had been vacant for many years. We passed a few film studios along the canal, some of the more promising businesses that have sprouted up in recent years. Moynihan admitted that their existence poses some challenge to an oft-repeated remark of his--"I see nothing of merit in this city"--but then redirected my attention to the gargantuan potholes in the road, gouged so deep that you could see the Victorian-era cobblestones below; to the trash piled up in vacant lots; and to the discarded boxes for extra-large canisters of nitrous oxide, which is routinely abused in Birmingham.

To get to the HS2 terminus, at Curzon Street Station, Moynihan and I walked along the route of an attempted Birmingham-metro-rail extension, which has itself been beset by delays and cost overruns: a localized version of the HS2 debacle. I could see crawler cranes and excavators moving busily around; huge Y-shaped piers that will, perhaps in a decade, hoist the high-speed rail stood disconnected from each other. HS2 has been delayed for so long that two swiftly built towers near the terminus now themselves look derelict and in need of demolition. "If you're a developer, why would you invest here? The only reason is HS2, and it is moribund," Moynihan said.




Building infrastructure, or much of anything else, has become all but impossible in the United Kingdom. In addition to having the world's most expensive (not yet built) train line, Britain also hosts the world's most expensive (not yet built) nuclear-power plant, Hinkley Point C. Its environmental-impact assessment ran 31,401 pages; the plant will feature a PS700 million "fish disco," which will pulse sounds underwater to deter animals from its intake pipes. The government spent 32 years and PS179 million planning a tunnel beneath Stonehenge to relieve traffic, only to officially scrap the plan this year. Even basic tasks, such as obtaining power, can be nightmarish. "In the U.K., you can be waiting for five years to get any kind of energy-intensive project connected to the grid," Sam Bowman, a founding editor of the magazine Works in Progress, told me. These failures are all self-imposed. Parliament, by design, could exercise broad authority over these matters--yet rather than wielding this power to confront Britain's problems, it has chosen instead to smother the state with veto points, proceduralism, and endless reviews.

Britain suffers from a housing crisis significantly worse than America's. The problem cannot even be blamed on zoning, because Britain does not have a zoning regime to speak of. Rather, every attempt to build is a painful, ad hoc negotiation with local government councils and NIMBY residents. As a result, housing costs per square foot are among the highest in Europe. In the words of one report, "Our housing stock offers the worst value for money of any advanced economy." France has roughly the same population as the U.K., but almost 50 percent more homes. And yet, since the financial crisis, the U.K.'s rate of housing production has only fallen.

Britain's building problems are not limited to the periphery. In London, the typical house sold in 2024 cost 11 times median earnings. And although London remains an alluring global city, it, too, is stagnating--since the financial crisis, worker productivity there has been essentially flat. Even so, London today is almost 50 percent more productive than the West Midlands, which includes both Stoke and Birmingham. Anna Stansbury, an economist at MIT, told me that the gap between southeastern England, where London sits, and the rest of Britain is comparable to that between West and East Germany. In regional terms, the problem of the past two decades is essentially that London has hardly grown, yet Britain's smaller cities remain so far behind it.

There are some exceptions to the general pattern of British malaise: Oxford and Cambridge, world leaders in science for centuries, are belatedly becoming hubs for start-ups, though they are close enough to London to share its housing afflictions. The most optimistic place I visited outside London's orbit was Manchester, where growth has consistently been double the U.K. average. Downtown Manchester was once almost totally depopulated; today, approximately 100,000 people live there. After working hours in the city's pubs, you will hear conspicuous southern accents: In 2024, more Londoners moved to Manchester than vice versa.

Manchester has succeeded in part because it gained some independence from the shambolic central government in London. In an experiment in devolution begun in 2011, London granted the city more power over taxes and transportation. The bus network was brought under public control, and a local PS1 billion "Good Growth Fund" was set up to distribute investments across the city. Manchester, as a result, is now better able to set its own economic course. "You can't order growth from the top down," Andy Burnham, the mayor of Greater Manchester since 2017, told me. "The U.K., for most of our lives, has been an overly centralized country."

Many Labour supporters wish that Burnham, rather than the hapless Starmer, was prime minister. But for that to happen, Burnham would first need to return to Parliament (where he had previously served for 16 years). He attempted to do so in January, when a parliamentary seat became vacant in Greater Manchester, but he was blocked by Starmer's allies, who did not want to elevate a potential rival (already called the "King of the North"). In May, after Starmer's grip on power had loosened even further, a Labour member of Parliament in Makerfield, another Manchester seat, voluntarily resigned to offer Burnham another avenue to challenging the party leader. He will not be blocked this time.

Yet Burnham's path to power is not guaranteed. Even Manchester is not immune to the country's anti-establishment mood. In Makerfield, recent elections have seen significant improvement for the Green Party, the populist left party on the rise in Britain. The Greens are run by Zack Polanski, a former hypnotherapist and a self-described "eco-populist" who wants to legalize drugs and implement a wealth tax. But the strongest performance has been put up by the Reform Party, the populist hard-right party that's rising nationally even faster than the Greens.

Idrees Kahloon: Political parties have disconnected from the public

Both of these parties, once relegated to the fringe of British politics, have done exceptionally well in recent national surveys. Reform has in fact been out-polling all the others for months--the first time in more than 40 years that neither Conservatives nor Labour has led. No matter who in the Labour Party replaces Starmer, presuming he resigns, Britain must hold another general election within the next three years. The odds-on favorite to be the next prime minister after that election is Reform's leader. His name is Nigel Farage.

How could the prime instigator of Brexit now find himself in a position to be promoted to prime minister?

Farage is ascendant because he has an enticing answer to the question "Who broke Britain?": the feckless elites, the ineffective civil servants, and the unwanted immigrants. Even if the country's problems are beyond his capacity to solve, he at least can promise their reckoning.

I met Farage in March, right before he took the stage at a campaign rally in Milton Keynes, a commuter town outside London most famous for its many roundabouts. He and his merry band of insurgents were touring the country ahead of the local elections in May, in which Reform would gain some 1,400 municipal-government seats (30 percent of the total seats contested), while Labour would lose about 1,400 and the Tories about 500. Farage was in character: besuited, with a pink-and-purple tie immaculately matched to his shirt, and sporting his trademark Union Jack socks. When he leaned forward, I smelled tobacco and possibly a faint whiff of the pint of lager that he is so often pictured holding. He sunnily told me how he was preparing, upon his election, to wrest power from the deep state and deploy it to enact the will of the people. "We have to make sure within the civil service that we have people who are not willful obstructors," he said: His government would not be like Donald Trump's first administration, initially unsure of how to wield power, but like the second, ready to go from the start.


Nigel Farage, campaigning in Romford in April. His Reform Party has surged in national polls. (Carl Court / Getty)



Several hundred people had come to see Farage speak. Political rallies in England are more civilized than the American ones I am used to: People drink pints before the event, sit patiently in chairs during it, and leave in an orderly queue afterward. After everyone took their seat, Farage delivered his speech, which was a rhapsody of declinism. "It is a period of complete political failure; economically, we're going down the drain," he said. Every current and recent political leader was to blame. The Conservatives had delivered Brexit too slowly, allowed mass migration anyway, agreed to net-zero-emissions commitments. Labour was responsible for Britain's humiliation on the world stage, through its weak response to the war in Iran and its general dithering. The message was clear: Only Farage could fix it.

Farage's plans to consolidate power, through a defanged civil service and constitutional reform, are detailed. Cuts to the civil service are not just being promised in a general way; a "Project 2025"-style ministry-by-ministry road map is being discussed by Reform's allies. Quasi-constitutional laws that have restrained the power of the central government, such as the 1998 Human Rights Act and the 2010 Equality Act, will be redrafted. So will the 2008 Climate Change Act, which enshrined Britain's net-zero commitments. Danny Kruger, a Conservative MP who defected to Reform last year and is now a part of its brain trust, told me that fixing the country's problems requires first restoring parliamentary sovereignty. That would mean limiting the ability of independent government bodies to direct policy, and of courts to exercise judicial review on acts of Parliament.

Greater power for Parliament could indeed enable needed reforms. The accumulation of legal clutter is in no small part responsible for the country's inability to build housing, infrastructure, and industry. And Parliament's ability to self-govern, after decades of delegation to EU committees, has atrophied. Even after Brexit, a sort of learned helplessness has prevailed within the political class, Fred de Fossard, a former Tory political adviser now at the Prosperity Institute, told me. If Farage is elected, perhaps that will change. But Brexit proved that a sweeping assertion of sovereignty is by itself insufficient to ensure growth--and, indeed, can be self-harming.

Many of the details about how Farage would restore Britain's place among wealthy nations, and a sense of opportunity for its people, are hazy. I asked him how he would spur the kind of strong economic growth that the Conservative and Labour Parties had failed to achieve. He answered by saying that he and his future ministers were successful businesspeople, unlike the current lot, and would therefore do better. The Reform Party has promised to slash government spending and national deficits, though it has promised to cut some taxes too. Farage told me that shock therapy for the British state would be necessary. "There is no question the state has to shrink in size, and this is going to be very, very tough," he said, adding that he anticipates protests when he unveils plans to cut welfare benefits. "But if we don't do it, we are going to go bust."

Because of such statements, Reform is often accused of being austerity rehashed, or Thatcherism rewarmed. But Reform's most specific economic pronouncements have largely been of the crowd-pleasing, non-Thatcherite variety: cutting fuel taxes, keeping the NHS free at the point of service, and preserving the "triple lock"--a policy effectively ensuring that state pensions increase faster than ordinary wages.

Being cryptic about hard economic choices is electorally advantageous, particularly when the general election could be years away. This was in fact the strategy that Starmer employed in his election campaign, repeating the word growth like a mantra without revealing how he would achieve it. His political capital proved fleeting. Reform may ascend to power only to find itself snared in the same trap. Still, even well-connected Westminster types who served in prior governments told me they did not really dread a Reform government. Reform, in their view, is the only party iconoclastic enough to attempt major structural repairs on the foundations of the British state and economy. "To believe that something is broken doesn't mean that it's irretrievably broken," James Orr, a Cambridge theology professor who leads policy for Reform, told me. "But we think it's becoming increasingly obvious that we're the only political movement with a chance."

The most detailed plans released by Reform involve immigration--the one issue that evokes as much anger among voters as living standards do. The Conservatives broke their pledges: Johnson promised to reduce the net inflow of migrants, but his policies, meant to bolster health-care staffing and stabilize falling university enrollment, led to the legal arrival of more than 3 million non-EU immigrants, who now amount to one out of every 25 people in Britain. Later, Prime Minister Rishi Sunak struggled to deal with the arrival of more than 150,000 migrants who'd crossed the English Channel on small boats. Even the current Labour government, sensing the anger in the electorate, has pledged to reduce migration.

It is on immigration that Farage offers the starkest choice. He has put Zia Yusuf, a wealthy businessman and the son of Sri Lankan immigrants, at the helm of his immigration agenda. Yusuf's major policy pitch is "Operation Restoring Justice," which calls for the deportation of all unauthorized migrants in Britain (through a new ICE-style agency called UK Deportation Command). Yusuf is the kind of zealous and paradoxical convert whom Reform, and other parties of the global New Right, revel in--a practicing Muslim who strenuously campaigns to keep churches from being converted to mosques. He is to Farage what Stephen Miller is to Donald Trump: a hard-faced nativist, always aware of the latest heinous offense committed by an immigrant and always warning of impending civilizational collapse--next to whom the boss looks moderate and relaxed. "Never again will British people be a second-class citizen in their own country," Yusuf declared in a speech on the night I saw Farage in Milton Keynes. "Under a Reform government, His Majesty's Parliament will be sovereign once again, and the rights of the great British people will reign supreme!"

Given the anger over broken border promises, it's no surprise that Reform's clearest message has been on restricting migration. It resonates because Britain's economic failures have contributed to a growing cultural precarity, too. But unwinding migration is unlikely to solve Britain's deepest woes--most of which are domestically manufactured, not imported.

With every disappointing year, with the failure of every backfiring government policy, the nostalgia for British exceptionalism has grown stronger. Restoration to global hegemony is impossible. Stabilization is achievable, but only if Britain's next ruling class does something that its governments over the past two decades have not managed: stop choosing the self-harming option. Arresting the current trajectory of decline will require the recognition of a hard truth. What broke Britain was not Brussels, bad luck, or bankers. The British broke Britain. To mend it, they must first stop breaking it further.



This article appears in the July 2026 print edition with the headline "How Britain Became as Poor as Mississippi." The article originally stated that the economic gaps between London and other British cities are comparable to that between cities in West and East Germany. In fact, the economic gap between southeastern England, where London sits, and the rest of Britain is comparable to that between West and East Germany.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/2026/07/uk-productivity-economy-reform-party/687303/?utm_source=feed
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The Sports Overload Is Here

More games are a good thing--up to a point.

by Jacob Stern

Fri, 10 Jul 2026




This summer's lineup of sporting events has been an embarrassment of riches. This morning, the No. 1 men's tennis player in the world (Jannik Sinner) and the winningest men's tennis player of all time (Novak Djokovic) played in the semifinal of the biggest tennis tournament in the world (Wimbledon). In the afternoon, Spain and Belgium are kicking off their World Cup quarterfinal match. If that wasn't enough, the evening brings a full slate of Major League Baseball games, plus NBA Summer League debuts for half the league's rookies. All of this comes after a packed June in which, at one point, the World Cup, the NBA finals, and the NHL finals all briefly overlapped.



If it feels like there is more sports to watch than ever before, that's because there is. This year's World Cup is the biggest ever, the tournament having jumped from 32 teams to 48. It may come around only every four years, but the sports calendar no longer stops. The MLB, NHL, and NBA have all added games over the past few years. In 2020, the NFL tacked on two extra playoff games; the following year, the league added an extra regular-season game for the first time in nearly 50 years. Since then, it has colonized ever more calendar territory, rescheduling games from its standard Sunday slate to the Wednesday before Thanksgiving, Black Friday, Christmas Day, and a number of late-season Saturdays. Every major league has expanded over the past few years, Stephen Master, an adjunct professor of sports media at NYU and the former global head of sports at Nielsen, told me: "There's not a league that hasn't been touched by it." And while this isn't the first time these leagues have grown, the recent across-the-board expansion surge is unusual, the experts I spoke with all said.



If you're a sports fan like me, more games to watch can seem like a good thing. You don't get the tiny African island nation of Cape Verde holding out for a miraculous draw against the mighty Spain without a 48-team World Cup. When leagues expand their playoffs--as, say, the MLB did in 2022--they give more teams a chance to qualify and more fans something to root for. But the glut of games can also be overwhelming, even if you aren't someone who binges three different leagues. There's simply too much.



The feeling of excess has to do in part with changes to the sports-media ecosystem. Before streaming, most viewers had access only to local, in-market games and a handful of national broadcasts each week. Now die-hard fans can watch everything (although doing so might require three separate streaming subscriptions on top of a cable package). If you want to consume all 570 hours of top-flight Spanish soccer over the course of a season, that is an option available to you.



But a good deal of blame falls on sports leagues themselves. More games means more money: more ticket sales, more corporate sponsorship opportunities, and more valuable media-rights packages. Master suspects that last factor in particular may go a long way in explaining the ballooning schedules. In 2005, 14 of the top 100 live TV broadcasts were sports, according to Nielsen; in 2025, they made up 95 of the top 100. As the bottom has fallen out of virtually all other live TV programming, networks have come to rely on sports--and they'll pay through the teeth to keep them. At same time, they're now competing for media rights against deep-pocketed streaming behemoths such as Netflix, Apple, and Amazon.



The more the value of TV deals swells, Master said, the more money leagues leave on the table by not expanding. In 2024, the NFL sold the rights to televise a few games to Netflix for $75 million apiece--this fall, Netflix will broadcast the first-ever NFL game on Thanksgiving Eve.



In aggregate, the expansions contribute to a feeling of oversaturation, of too-muchness. For a fanatic, either you're always missing something or sports take over your entire life. How are you supposed to have a regular, socially and familially acceptable Christmas Day while also keeping tabs on five prime NBA matchups and three NFL games? For a casual viewer, the proliferation of games can detract from the experience of watching any individual one.



Consider the NBA. The league introduced a pre-playoffs play-in tournament in 2021 and another in-season tournament in 2023. Yet for many years now, fans have complained that the 82-game season is too long, as have such leading lights as LeBron James and the Golden State Warriors coach Steve Kerr. To preserve their bodies, players end up taking semi-regular off nights ("load management," to use the term of art), making it next-to-impossible for fans to predict whether the player they're buying a ticket to see will even suit up that night. The length of the season and inclusiveness of the postseason (two-thirds of teams get in) ensure that most games have little meaning.



The nature and extent of the problem varies league to league. But the drive to grow is universal, and so is the resistance. The move to expand the World Cup generated serious backlash, in part because the group stage of the tournament has become lower stakes and hopelessly arcane. And seemingly no one favors the College Football Playoff's planned expansion from 12 to 24 teams, because it will render regular-season games less consequential and water down the quality of the playoff itself. A number of MLB stars, too, have called for a shorter season, because 162 games is just flat-out a lot. Unlike basketball or baseball, pro football is far from the point where regular-season contests become meaningless, but that hasn't stopped its fans from debating whether the NFL is sapping some of the magic that comes from football's scarcity.



Whatever fans think of these expansions, chances are they'll tune in. Sure, they'll complain about how the extra games are diluting the product, but "everyone says that," Master said. "And then the ratings come out and they're incredible." This is not a matter of fickleness; it's a fundamental misfiring of the free market. Generally, if a business offers a product and it sells, that means consumers want it. But when sports leagues add games, the experience for fans degrades in a way that doesn't always show up in the dollars and cents. Just because a fan watches the 82nd game of the NBA regular season doesn't mean they wouldn't prefer, say, a 70-game season in which every game was a little more competitive.



There's no going back. FIFA is considering further expanding the World Cup to 64 teams, and the generally strong showings from first-time participants at this year's tournament will only bolster that push. Despite having tripled just a couple of years ago, plans to double the size of the College Football Playoff already seem to be in motion. And NFL owners are pushing hard for another week of games. "In the NFL, there's a sense of inevitability that it'll go to 18 games," Scott Rosner, a sports-management professor at Columbia University, told me. "There's almost too much money at stake for it not to." Owners aren't going to walk away from an extra $1 billion in revenue, and many players aren't going to walk away from the extra salary. The experts I spoke with couldn't think of a single example of that happening.



Sports have always been a business, but it can feel these days as though we're moving into a hard-knuckled, wring-out-every-penny era. The ever-multiplying micro-sponsorships, the split-screen commercial breaks interrupting play, the carving up of media rights, the expanded schedules--it all chips away, little by little, at the viewing experience. Add all of that to the way betting is reshaping the landscape, and in the process something intangible about sports fandom is being lost. Ultimately, every business has one destiny: to grow.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/07/sports-leagues-expansion-world-cup/687882/?utm_source=feed
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A New Phase of the AI-Jobs Panic

Silicon Valley is making a show of helping prepare the country for AI layoffs.

by Lila Shroff

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




In late March, I started receiving daily texts from the federal government about AI. "??AI is changing how we work and live," one message read. "You might feel curious, skeptical, or unsure--that's normal." I had enrolled in an AI-literacy course from the Labor Department created to help workers succeed in the ChatGPT economy. The weeklong program, created in partnership with an AI start-up and delivered by text message, was supposed to equip Americans with "foundational AI skills," according to an agency press release. But the government's texts were not reassuring. One message encouraged me to ask a bot for "side hustle ideas." Another suggested that I brush up on my AI skills by doodling: "Grab a friend and see whose drawing of a hippo AI can recognize ... and whose it mistakes for a lumpy potato. ?."



When it comes to AI's threat to jobs, America has acted like a deer in headlights. For all the catastrophic messaging about looming layoffs, efforts to prepare for a major transition have lagged. After speaking with a roster of the nation's top business and political leaders, my colleague Josh Tyrangiel concluded earlier this year that no one seemed to have a plan for how to proceed. Government efforts to shore up the labor market have been largely underwhelming. AI-literacy courses like the one I took are hardly a sufficient response if you believe that mass job loss is forthcoming; the Trump administration announced a goal last year to expand apprenticeship programs, but progress on that front has been middling. Meanwhile, the tech industry has barreled ahead in its efforts to develop more capable models. Earlier this year, Anthropic's Dario Amodei warned that "AI isn't a substitute for specific human jobs but rather a general labor substitute for humans."



But over the past several weeks, politicians and tech executives have started to make a show of more seriously preparing the country for a future of AI layoffs. As promising as these new efforts are, many of them also end up serving the interests of Silicon Valley.



Consider a flashy proposal for state ownership of AI companies. Last month, Senator Bernie Sanders proposed the AI Sovereign Wealth Fund Act, which would give the federal government a 50 percent stake in major AI companies including Anthropic and OpenAI. The act would also give an appointed commission voting shares to help "stop bad decisions that will reap massive job loss," Sanders said on a press call. The legislation, which calls for the tech industry to hand over trillions of dollars worth of stock, is unsurprising coming from Sanders, who regularly takes aim at "Big Tech oligarchs." What's surprising is the fact that at least one of the alleged Big Tech oligarchs is on board with a watered-down version of Sanders's proposal.



After Sanders first announced his plan, Sam Altman requested to meet with the senator. The OpenAI CEO reportedly told Sanders that although he does not endorse the exact plan, he supports the idea of public ownership of AI companies. Altman has been flirting with such ideas since even before ChatGPT was launched, and in April, OpenAI endorsed the creation of a "public wealth fund" that would give every citizen "a stake in AI-driven economic growth." More recently, according to the Financial Times, Altman has had recent conversations with the Trump administration about public ownership of OpenAI and its competitors; the company is reportedly floating giving up a 5 percent stake.

Read: Why everyone is suddenly talking about 'universal basic capital'

Still, it's difficult to imagine a future in which our dysfunctional Congress passes a law to take a stake in AI companies, and then the government seamlessly redistributes the earnings to the rest of us. And regardless, such arrangements are unlikely to save a flailing labor market. Sanders's aggressive wealth fund, for example, aims to start by paying roughly $1,000 to each American annually--which is not trivial, but is also far from a solution to mass unemployment. And private companies don't give away equity out of altruism. If the government were to seize control of AI companies, the country could end up responsible for bailouts (although Sanders's bill prohibits use of the fund for such purposes), and public ownership could dilute the demand for more onerous regulation. Perhaps that's why Gwynne Shotwell, the president of SpaceX, home to Elon Musk's AI efforts, announced this week that she and her husband would give stock to Trump Accounts, the savings accounts for children that just launched. Anthropic has also said that it would like to invest in researching "AI sovereign wealth funds" as a possible response to extreme unemployment.



AI companies are eager to be seen as supporting other initiatives too. In May, OpenAI's nonprofit foundation, which owns roughly a quarter of the AI company, announced that it would spend $250 million on grants and partnerships to support the forthcoming economic transition, while also building its own team to seed new ideas. And last month, Anthropic committed $350 million toward similar efforts, much of which will fund "major research trials and program evaluation on promising public policies." Specifics are still being worked out, but both organizations have noted an interest in, for example, investing in efforts to better measure how AI is affecting labor markets, as well as unemployment-insurance reform. (Anthropic declined to comment; a representative for the OpenAI Foundation pointed me to the company's April policy paper.)



Economists, for their part, remain unsure about what types of policy interventions could best mitigate future problems, or really how big those problems are likely to be. AI has not yet led to widespread job losses, and many economists aren't convinced that a jobs apocalypse is inevitable. But even absent the extreme, if moderate labor displacement occurs quickly, America could be in for a real shock. In that light, one new nonprofit, Raise Us, launched last month with the intention of testing out different policies to see what works. Led by Gina Raimondo, Joe Biden's commerce secretary, and Eric Holcomb, a former Republican governor of Indiana, the organization has already raised more than $500 million from private companies and philanthropies (including the Rockefeller Foundation; Melinda French Gates's group,  Pivotal; and Emerson Collective, which is the majority owner of The Atlantic). Some of that funding comes straight from Silicon Valley: Anthropic, Amazon, Microsoft, and the OpenAI Foundation have contributed cash to the effort and are among the organization's founding partners.



Raimondo, who worked extensively on AI policy during the Biden administration, told me that she hopes that by doing smaller-scale experiments now at the state level, the organization will gather data on which interventions are most effective, helping inform federal policy efforts down the line. (A set of both red and blue states--Utah, Connecticut, Arkansas, and Maryland--have signed on as initial government partners.) For example, the group is interested in testing wage insurance. Under such a policy, if someone loses a job and accepts work at lower pay, wage insurance would aim to temporarily fill some of the gap. There is "some positive evidence" in favor of the policy, David Autor, an MIT economist who serves as an unpaid adviser to Raise Us, told me, but it has "never been done at any significant scale in the United States." The group also plans to invest in a slew of other interventions, including apprenticeship programs and career-navigation tools. Overall, the group's efforts will likely be useful in generating real-world policy evidence that is "undersupplied" and "extremely valuable," Susan Athey, a Stanford economist who is not affiliated with Raise Us, told me.

Read: The AI backlash could get very ugly

At the same time, the tech industry's association with Raise Us is also a play to boost its flagging reputation. Brad Smith, the vice chair and president of Microsoft, told me that the Raise Us coalition is similar to the public-private partnerships that formed in response to the pandemic. It's a compelling comparison, but a flawed one: Imagine if the vaccine companies involved with Operation Warp Speed were also engineering more sophisticated viruses. Silicon Valley has wedged itself into a strange position. AI companies are racing to automate work while simultaneously preparing to parachute in as saviors.



Of course, shepherding a smooth labor transition is in Silicon Valley's self-interest. An AI backlash is brewing, and tech companies' reputations will only further degrade if layoffs mount. The industry also has reason to worry about the federal government taking far more dramatic action against it. But all this hullabaloo around wealth funds and public-private partnerships is about much more than just optics. AI companies are leveraging the current anxiety over layoffs to induce greater dependence on their bots. Several industry-supported efforts to ward off a jobs crisis involve training people to better use AI. In Maryland, for example, Raise Us is supporting the launch of a start-up-accelerator program, which will provide displaced workers with financial assistance--and access to AI tools to help them start businesses. And almost half of Anthropic's $350 million commitment will go toward creating a national fellowship called Claude Corps. Through the program, Anthropic will pay early-career workers $85,000 each to spend a year working to integrate Claude across at least 400 nonprofits. The solution to Claude's threatening entry-level workers' jobs: Hire young people to further evangelize Claude.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/07/silicon-valley-plan-ai-jobs-layoffs/687863/?utm_source=feed
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The Newest Way to Go Analog

Digital devices from a less connected era are getting a second life.

by Nancy Walecki

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




When the iPod Nano was first released, in 2005, it cost $199 and was sold on the promise of limitlessness. This year, Celeste Stange bought her magenta 8-gigabyte model on eBay for $69 and the exact opposite reason. Every time she'd pick a song on Spotify to stream, she'd think about the millions of other songs she could listen to instead and get paralyzed by musical FOMO, she told me. "Now I only have what's on here."



Stange, who is 29, is part of a recent "analog" movement in which people--usually those in Gen Z--opt for less distracting alternatives to their "everything" device. Those alternatives are not always, in fact, analog, but are in many cases older digital devices: an iPod, a digital Canon PowerShot, a DVD player. Tiffany Ng, the 25-year-old author of the newsletter Cyber Celibate, now has a first-generation iPhone, an 11-year-old iPod, two CD players, a Walkman radio, and a 1986 Macintosh Plus that takes 45 seconds to load the "Welcome to Macintosh" screen.



Ng lives in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, where 20 years ago, the word analog would've conjured hipsters getting into vinyl. The argument then was that a record player produced real, textured music in a way an iPod's digital files could not. But today, people are "going analog," as they call it, to escape devices that offer endless options, in favor of those that offer a modicum of constraint.



The iPod's original tagline--"1,000 songs in your pocket"--suggested that you could dance like the carefree silhouettes in the ads because you didn't have to lug around CDs. This was the era when technology was "convenient, but not connected," Tony Fadell, a former senior vice president at Apple who is known as the "father of the iPod," told me; then the iPod became the iPhone, which soon had an app store, and convenience and connectivity became inextricably linked. People had their library of songs, but now they also had app notifications and Angry Birds and Instagram posts from that girl they went to middle school with. Eventually, streamable Apple Music replaced iTunes, and tens of thousands of songs became 100 million songs. "I can't go through all of it," Stange said.



Stange could still carve out her own corner of Spotify through playlists, but on her Nano, she truly has only music she chooses, with artist photos she uploads manually. For many people, that little bit of added friction is part of the appeal. Jess Fisher, a 29-year-old actor in Los Angeles, now buys new CDs each month, which she puts on her Innioasis Y1, an iPod-esque MP3 player that the company started making in 2023, after users complained that their touch-screen MP3 devices were too distracting. "I am more excited about music because I am restricting myself from it," she told me. When we spoke, she'd just gotten a new CD. "I'm going to sit down and listen to it and relish it, because I've been waiting a week to get it." She also looks forward to the five free weekly MP3 downloads she gets with her library card, through a music site called Freegal. She has an alert set to repeat every Monday: "It's Freegal Time!"



I spoke with nearly a dozen people trying out similar technology. Isaac Mosna, who creates YouTube videos about tech under the handle Canoopsy, started taking photographs on a first-generation iPhone because he was nostalgic for a time when "everything was a little more physical and real." (The older camera also makes the pictures look warmer, he said.) Others told me about their Nintendo DSes and emulators they'd filled with vintage games, so they could play without distractions. These choices have become popular enough that they're juicing secondhand markets for older tech. On eBay, people searched iPod 1,300 times an hour on average last year, and prices of certain models are up by more than 50 percent, according to data provided by the site. Back Market, a refurbished-technology company, started carrying iPods, Game Boys, and other retro tech after a limited run of Nokia 3310 phones (which can basically be used only to call, text, and play Snake) sold out much faster than expected, Thibaud Hug de Larauze, the company's CEO, told me.



For at least some people buying into this trend, the logic goes something like: I get a DVD player, therefore I learn how to exist comfortably in the present moment. Ng has been replacing a different modern piece of technology with its older counterpart every month, an experiment she began after her iPhone broke. For the five or so hours that the Genius Bar was repairing it, she "felt so, so stupid." She didn't have a way to tell time. She didn't know how to get around Manhattan without Google Maps. She decided then that she wanted to know she could live without modern technology. When she posted a newsletter titled "I chained my phone to a wall for a week," people DMed her to ask where she'd bought the chain. (It was an old belt.)



Going "analog" is also one of the few ways to own an actual copy of a song, a movie, or a game these days. And buying those products means a person has to commit to their own taste more than they would by just pressing "Play" on "Fun Upbeat Mix" curated by Spotify.   It has given Stange the ability to say, "I'm not going to pretend that Geese is the second coming of God" just because everyone else is listening to them. She'd gotten so used to streaming, though, that she wasn't sure what to put on her iPod at first. She looked up a Rolling Stone "Greatest Albums" list and downloaded some of the recommendations. Fisher did the same.



A CD or DVD is more work to buy and can physically break down in a way a Spotify playlist cannot, but the people I spoke with generally framed those inconveniences as part of the experience. "If I want to listen to an album that I really love, it involves me spending maybe $20 on a CD, it involves me putting that CD on, it involves me using the physical remote," Mosna said--it's "an experience." (Cleaning and maintaining his CD player is a bit of a pain, though.) Dan Cohen, a 24-year-old fashion designer, told me his professors couldn't imagine why anyone would want the cross-body CD holder he'd made for his undergraduate thesis: They'd lived through the annoyance of CDs getting scratched, iPods crashing and deleting music, and DVDs getting stuck on their menu pages for eternity. And some of these devices were outmoded for a reason. Ng, the newsletter writer, got the 1986 Macintosh in part to play around with PageMaker and its word processor, but she's still trying to figure out exactly how to use the computer.



After all, modern "analog" enthusiasts still have backups. Everyone I talked with had kept their smartphone. When Stange and I met, she took out her magenta Nano and her laptop, to show me how she downloaded her music onto the iPod. The Nano promptly died. She plugged it into the laptop to charge, but still, no dice. "I'm pretty sure it broke on the way here," she said, and told me she'd need to figure out how to fix it. She sounded a little excited about the challenge. In the meantime, she still had her Spotify subscription.



*Illustration sources: Adam Rountree / Bloomberg / Getty; Jaap Arriens / NurPhoto / Getty; Jacobs Stock Photography / Getty; liangpv / Getty; Nick Dolding / Getty; trumzz / Getty; Yoshikazu Tsuno / AFP / Getty.
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What if It's Not the Phones?

An evolutionary psychologist is challenging the popular understanding of kids and technology.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




When the 82-year-old psychologist Peter Gray describes the way he grew up, he punctuates the anecdotes by saying that modern parents would be arrested for letting a child have such fun. When he was 4 years old, he would walk to a store in Minneapolis to buy cigarettes for his grandmother. When he was 11, he would sometimes stay home from school in Hill City, Minnesota, to operate a newspaper printing press owned by his mother and stepfather.

His parents were not arrested, and that's because the childhood they permitted him to have was basically normal at the time, even if his family did have a newspaper printing press in the house. As a boy, Peter was obsessed with fishing and baseball; neighborhood friends taught him how to ride his bike and catch grasshoppers. Although Gray's career as a scientist would begin with laboratory studies of rat hormones, he eventually found his way to writing about his childhood, in a fashion. Over the course of his 30 years in the psychology department at Boston College, he mixed principles of biology and anthropology to put together an evolutionary theory of play.

Gray's academic work defines play as a self-directed activity done only for its own sake. This, he came to believe, enables kids to figure out how to solve their own problems, nurture their own relationships, make their own rules, and manage their own disappointments. But he says that our society has spent the past 70 years or so interfering with that process. We've made it harder and harder for kids to do anything: They're kept indoors for greater portions of the day and given less unstructured time; they play organized sports supervised by adults; they don't go anywhere alone. Gray grew certain that this loss of independence has been harmful to their mental health.

Gray's theory, which he laid out in a 2013 book called Free to Learn, quickly found a welcome audience. The book was celebrated by advocates of free-range parenting and won endorsement from academic luminaries such as Steven Pinker. When Gray's fellow psychologist Jonathan Haidt and his co-author Greg Lukianoff published their 2018 best seller on the threat of safetyism, The Coddling of the American Mind, they used the title of Gray's popular TEDx talk "The Decline of Play" as a chapter header. Haidt, who is an Atlantic contributor, told me that Gray was "the star academic" in the section of his book that deals with play. "I wish every school in America could hear a talk by Peter Gray," he said.

Only recently has Gray expanded his idea in a way that is not quite so crowd-pleasing. Children's need for unstructured play and exploration (guided by some safety rules and common sense) applies not just to vacant lots and city parks and backyards in the suburbs, he says, but to other settings too. It now extends to the wild spaces of the internet. "To grow up well, children have to be able to play in the world that they're growing up in," he told me when we spoke at his home in late winter. Kids should be free to play without their parents' supervision, Gray insists, even when they go online.

Gray has always been a playful academic. As a graduate student at Rockefeller University during the late 1960s, he once filled every mailbox at the school with a note proclaiming that neckties were no longer required in the dining hall because they stifled thought by cutting off circulation to the brain. But the turning point in his career came a decade later, when his son, Scott, took up the mantle of rebelling at his school. Gray and his now-late wife moved him to a nontraditional school in Framingham, Massachusetts, where children received no formal coursework and directed their own education.

Scott thrived in his new environment, and Gray, who saw how much happier and more engaged his son became, pivoted from doing lab experiments on rats to making more philosophical explorations of play and learning. He also studied his son's new school, publishing survey data on the careers and lives of its alumni, as well as detailed observations of how its students played.

Eventually, Gray would have enough of structured academia himself. By 2002, he'd made sufficient money off of a well-regarded psychology textbook that he was able to resign from Boston College and live comfortably in the small town of Millis, Massachusetts. The back of the wood-paneled house that he shares with his second wife is made entirely of glass, providing a broad view of the Charles River. By his account, his retirement has been as idyllic as his childhood. Gray sometimes kayaks against the current, up the river, for exercise.

When I visited him on a frigid day in March, he was wearing the uniform of a practical person--simple shoes, navy trousers, light layers topped with a grandpa cardigan. David Sloan Wilson, an evolutionary biologist and friend of Gray's who is a professor emeritus at Binghamton University, described him to me as an old man with a "very boyish look." I would say he is more like a child's drawing of a nice old man: pure-white hair, a reedy frame, smile lines.

Wilson also described his friend as a pied piper, apparently intending this as a compliment. And from his riverside retreat, Gray has been involved in leading a movement. In 2017, he joined up with Haidt and two others to found the nonprofit Let Grow. The organization, which raised about $2 million in contributions in 2024, encourages parents and teachers to stop watching kids so intently, and tries to fight "neglect" laws that frame a lack of child supervision as criminal or reckless behavior. Let Grow has also developed a program called Play Club, through which schools can offer age-mixed free-play time when the kids (mostly) supervise themselves.

Gray and Haidt both served on the group's board of directors. They had a collegial relationship, even though there were some minor differences in approach and worldview. The first of those was on the subject of kids and video games: Gray thought that video games provided kids with fruitful ways to play without adult control and was adamant about their value; Haidt respected that position but wasn't so sure. The two psychologists also disagreed, from time to time, on whether kids should be using social media. But these seemed, at first, like secondary issues.

Then, in 2023, Haidt sent Gray a prepublication copy of his next book. The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an Epidemic of Mental Illness opens with an extended metaphor comparing smartphone and tablet use to a spine-melting trip to Mars, and goes on to make the case that personal technology has caused a full-scale youth-mental-health crisis. Its argument seemed to fit the moment: Children were reporting that they didn't like how much time they spent on social media and didn't feel like they were in control of their habits; some were truly suffering. The Anxious Generation gave them--and their parents--language to describe what was happening.

Read: End the phone-based childhood now

Haidt's book went on to spend more than two years on the New York Times best-seller list. It was translated into dozens of languages and excerpted in this magazine. And the policies that it suggests, to remove smartphones from schools and bar kids younger than 16 from social media, quickly came to seem like obvious solutions. (In the past few years, they've been taken up by legislators in the United States and abroad.)

But when Gray first read the manuscript in his lofted study overlooking the river, he was appalled. "The book frankly makes me mad," he told me. "I have to say that. I think it's unethical." Although The Anxious Generation goes on at length about the benefits of free play, and even makes specific mention of Let Grow, its message overall was for Gray inimical to the nonprofit's mission. As he sees it, the analysis improbably suggests that taking away phones would prompt kids to run around exploring as their grandparents had done. The few freedoms that kids had left were private communications with their friends and some independent movement, permitted only so long as they could be tracked and called. More than that, Haidt's book implies that kids cannot be trusted to delve into the online world on their own, or even taught to do it safely. The internet is too dangerous for children--too full of scary strangers and powerful temptations--much in the same way that parents and pundits had decried the perils of the physical world generations before. Haidt had wanted feedback on the manuscript. Gray told him he disagreed with its premise.

Months later, after the book came out, Gray stepped down from the Let Grow board so that the other members wouldn't feel caught in the middle of a conflict. Then he posted a critique to his Substack. Gray wrote that he took "no pleasure" in rebutting his colleague's work. "I have tried to avoid it but no longer can," he wrote. "As a society we have almost a knee-jerk reaction to believe that the solution to any problem experienced by kids is to deprive them of yet one more freedom, and this book is helping to jerk some of those knees even further."

The two men haven't spoken a word to each other since their falling-out. "Jonathan Haidt is a likable person," Gray told me. "He's polite. He's generous." Gray said he is a fan of Haidt's previous work: "His strong point has always been kind of large, somewhat philosophical arguments based on general observations and a certain amount of evidence, and he's very good at that." But Gray viewed Haidt's newest large, somewhat philosophical argument as not only incorrect but immoral.

The first time we spoke, Gray referred to social-media age minimums as a violation of human rights. When we met in person, I asked him whether that was truly his position. He repeated that it was. Before The Anxious Generation was published, Gray had been working on another book about the broad topic of play. But he scrapped that one after posting his rebuttal, and instead began to write a full-length counterpoint to Haidt's ideas for an imprint at Penguin Random House. That book, titled Restoring Childhood: How to Set Kids Free in the Age of Anxiety, is due to publish in September.

The new book will argue that the mental-health crisis affecting children is real, but has nothing whatsoever to do with what Gray describes as the "moral panic" over smartphones and social media. The real problem, he says, has to do with schools--and in particular with the 2010 rollout of the Common Core standards, which narrowed teachers' options for creative curricula and increased the amount of time that the average American student spent taking tests.

To make that case, Gray points to the American Psychological Association's annual Stress in America study, which surveyed kids in 2009, just before Common Core was introduced, and in 2013, just after. In 2009, 43 percent of U.S. teenagers said that performing well in school was a source of stress in their lives. In 2013, this number jumped to 83 percent. Gray found analogous survey data from before and after similar educational reforms in Sweden and England were put in place.

Read: The flip-phone cleanse

School policies were not the only things that changed from 2009 to 2013; smartphone use, for example, skyrocketed across the same few years. But lots of evidence affirms the notion that in America, at least, children are more stressed out by school than by any other aspect of their lives. Young people often say that they hate school, and youth suicides are far more common during the school year. In 2024, 68 percent of U.S. teenagers surveyed by Pew Research Center said that they felt a great deal or fair amount of pressure to get good grades--significantly more than those who said they felt pressure to look good or fit in. Studies of teens in North America and parts of Europe also suggest that school pressure has increased more for girls than it has for boys over the past two decades, which is consistent with the fact that, in some respects, the teen-mental-health crisis has been more intense for girls.

Restoring Childhood goes on to make another, even more surprising argument: It says that computers and video games have actually been responsible for improving children's mental health. Teen suicides rose in every decade from the 1950s through the 1980s, Gray writes, as restrictions were increased on children's freedoms. Anxiety and depression seem to have been rising too. But that trend was temporarily reversed by the arrival of the digital world. Suddenly, kids had a new place where they could connect with one another, make their own rules, and solve their own problems. They were among the early adopters of the new technologies, and so became authorities in their households, giving them a chance to feel competent and helpful. Teen-suicide rates never went back down to the levels of the 1950s, but they did decline by about 40 percent from 1990 to 2010. "Everybody was ignoring that," Gray said. "Nobody was writing about that."

Just two years ago, Penguin Random House put out The Anxious Generation. Now the publisher seems confident that people are ready for a counternarrative: Gray says that he received a $500,000 advance for his newest book. Wilson, the Binghamton professor and Gray's friend, told me that he read the book in manuscript form and found himself convinced. "I want it to have the exact same exposure and impact as Jonathan's book," he said. "I would like it to be as splashy as it could be and to set up conversations at every level as to which of these interpretations is correct."

You will not be surprised to hear that Haidt has a very different reading of the evidence. When I asked him what he made of the claim that computers were actually a boon to children's mental health from 1990 to 2010, he instead proposed that any improvement during that period might have resulted from the phasing out and banning of leaded gasoline. (Lead exposure has been tied to developmental disorders and mental-health problems.) As for Gray's critique of his smartphone-and-social-media hypothesis, Haidt said that it was overly reliant on the dissenting opinion of what he characterized as a minority of researchers. In particular, he mentioned Candice Odgers, a psychology professor at UC Irvine, and Christopher Ferguson, a psychology professor at Stetson University.

Gray does feature Odgers and Ferguson in Restoring Childhood, but these are not the only scholars who have taken issue with the science as presented in The Anxious Generation. I spoke with more than a dozen people who study technology and child development, and many expressed concern that Haidt overstates the strength of correlational findings and suggests causation where it hasn't been proved. (A 2024 report on teenagers' use of social media from the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine concludes that "the scientific literature on the health effects of social media use is mixed and inconclusive.") Several of them also quibbled--as did Gray--with Haidt's emphasis on controlled experiments that found people's mental health improved after breaks from social media. They said these are flawed because participants consciously or subconsciously know the results that are expected of them. (Haidt, when I put this to him, replied: "If all you can say is, Well, maybe they could guess the hypothesis, then you basically are saying all psychological research is useless.")

Read: What did people do before smartphones?

But if the quality of Haidt's arguments and evidence is up for debate, the same is true of Gray's. The dangers facing kids on social media, for instance--in an ecosystem that was specifically designed to capture their attention for profit--aren't quite analogous to those they'd find offline. Or take the crucial data from the Stress in America surveys, which are presented in Restoring Childhood as a meaningful signal of the harmful effects of Common Core reforms. Reported levels of school stress did double from 2009 to 2013, according to that work, but the numbers roughly doubled for other common stressors, too, including family finances--so any school-related effect on stress does not appear to be unique. When I asked Gray about this issue, he said it had been "nagging" at him, and that he was going to add a footnote to the book about it before publication. I pointed out to him a few weeks later that the surveyors had also changed their methodology between 2009 and 2013. The phrasing of the questions had shifted; the first survey had asked respondents to select their top two stressors, but the second one asked them to assign scores to a list of possible stressors. Gray was caught off guard by this, and he went on to ask his publisher to adjust or remove any reference to the Stress in America surveys. That request arrived too late to change the print edition, but Gray said he plans to make the edit to the ebook and audiobook.

Restoring Childhood does offer other lines of evidence, though. "I think there's a reasonable hypothesis here," Ferguson told me when I asked about Gray's book, which he had read in advance, and blurbed. He said he thinks that focusing on schools as the source of children's mental-health decline makes sense, but added that he would like to see more evidence that the school environment had gotten that much worse. "My memory of schools in the '70s and '80s was: They also sucked," he said.

Odgers, who also provided an endorsement for Restoring Childhood, told me that she appreciates the fact that the book is "broadening the conversation" about children's mental health to include "a major stressor as reported by young people, that we actually see in the data." But she expressed frustration at the logic used by Gray and Haidt alike. She noted their shared willingness to apply one explanation (video games, unleaded gas) to the mental-health improvements of the 1990s and 2000s, and then a completely different one (Common Core, social media) to a later section of the same trend line. No serious epidemiologist would reason in this way, she said. Both Gray and Haidt tended to downplay other obvious factors, such as the severe adult-mental-health crisis that unfolded during the same years. "Caregiver mental health is by far the strongest predictor of childhood mental health," Odgers said.

Pete Etchells, a professor of psychology and science communication at Bath Spa University, also pushed back on the idea that Common Core is the primary cause of mental-health problems among American kids. "This is a common trap that we fall into when trying to figure out what's going on with those declines," he told me. "We try to answer the question of 'What one big thing can explain this?' The answer, in my view, is that there isn't one big thing." This was generally the thesis of Etchells's own book Unlocked: The Real Science of Screen Time (And How to Spend It Better), which came out the week before The Anxious Generation did, sold only a few thousand copies, and received hardly any attention at all.

Come September, the fight over that "one big thing" will be renewed. Which change that happened 15 years ago was the real source of so much misery for children? "You can't run experiments on history," Haidt said, so we'll never be able to prove that smartphones and social media caused the steep decline in youth mental health. "We just have to say which hypothesis is more plausible," he said--and he's yet to hear one more plausible than his own.

When I met with Gray, he said that he has total confidence in his idea: "The evidence is really very overwhelming." Later on, I tried to press the issue: Couldn't there be some other factors in the mix? What if Common Core had been just one of many causes of the problem? "It would be nice" if there really weren't any one big thing, he said, but he simply didn't feel that this was the case. "So far, I haven't heard of any other possibility that has the same plausibility." He'd been studying the numbers and considering the alternatives, and he didn't see how his theory could be wrong.
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Something Incredible Every Single Game

Inside America's World Cup fever dream

by Charlie Warzel

Wed, 08 Jul 2026




Two hundred fifty years and two days into the American experiment, a 55-year-old bespectacled bald man from Liverpool enters a sterile hotel conference room in Atlanta, shaking his head. "It's all gone to hell, hasn't it?" he mutters.

In 14 hours, the United States men's soccer team is scheduled to play Belgium in the World Cup Round of 16, a match that ought to be a celebration of the U.S.'s triumphant, and somewhat unexpected, run in the world's biggest sporting event. But Folarin Balogun, Team USA's star striker, was given a red card during the previous match with Bosnia-Herzegovina--he stepped on another player's ankle--that made him ineligible to play. This led President Trump to petition FIFA to review the penalty, which, of course, triggered allegations of collusion and corruption: International lawyers were summoned to draft appeals, and a joyous sporting event started to look more like a legal drama.

For Roger Bennett, the scandal threatened to overshadow every value he has been working 16 years to promote. "This is not why we watch," he told me just after 6 a.m., settling into a chair for what would be almost two straight hours of TV appearances. "It's antithetical to the beauty we are trying to protect."

If this kind of language about sports turns you off, you will likely not enjoy Bennett or the many hundreds of pieces of World Cup content that his company, the Men in Blazers Media Network, has put out over the past month. In the broadest terms, Bennett is a soccer podcaster and new-media executive. A better description of him might be: America's chief soccer evangelist. Before we knew that the U.S. would get crushed by Belgium 4-1, before the team's chances for World Cup glory died on the field, Bennett declared that Monday, July 6, would be the most important day in the country's history. In theory, he was joking--but honestly, I wasn't sure.


Roger Bennett during a live show before the FIFA World Cup 2026 (Andrew J. Clark / ISI Photos / Getty)



Ever since Bennett started his podcast, on a whim in 2010, he has been monomaniacally devoted to getting Americans not just to enjoy soccer but to become emotionally invested in it. For Bennett, the sport is a way to access the big, complex feelings and topics that typical sports fans don't always talk about: community, love, agony, joy, Emily Dickinson's poetry. A box of tissues emblazoned with the phrase Cry Proudly is prominently displayed in his podcast studio.

I first met Bennett in 2014, when his stint covering the World Cup for ESPN made him a niche celebrity among the set of weirdos in America (me) obsessing over soccer and waking up before dawn to cheer on clubs from English towns they'd never been to. Bennett was certain that the United States would soon embrace soccer--an intoxicating but tenuous idea that now reads as prescient. Millions of Americans have watched the men's team make a run in the World Cup this year--the first time the country has hosted the men's tournament since 1994. In fact, Monday's game against Belgium reportedly pulled in more viewers than the 2025 World Series and Game 5 of the NBA Finals.

Listen: How the World Cup explains the world

This is a moment of vindication for Men in Blazers, but it also has a greater meaning for Bennett, who became an American citizen in 2018. He routinely ends his podcast monologues with the phrase "I love America" and openly expresses his patriotism. "I grew up in the dying embers of the English class system," he told me. "I felt very trapped. America always felt like the opposite, like opportunity. For me, that was life-affirming, life-saving."

Maybe that all sounds cheesy. But it's been hard to miss the collective enthusiasm and sense of American community emanating from the tournament: the initial delights of watching Scotland's Tartan Army drink and bagpipe its way through New England, winning over steely Bostonians along the way; or the residents of Lawrence, Kansas, embracing the Algerian team with marching-band pep rallies. There was the viral pleasure and even pride in seeing foreigners encounter Buc-ee's with reverential appreciation or giddily experience industrial quantities of Mountain Dew Baja Blast at Taco Bell.

Then there were the games themselves, seemingly broadcast on every available public television in America. Over the past month, I've seen strangers in the airport rapturously celebrating over last-second goals, gaggles of men and women kicking soccer balls on city streets while clad in a veritable United Nations of jerseys. People in my life who are normally allergic to sports have come over for marathon World Cup viewing sessions. At one point I found myself--a man from Cleveland--wearing a Senegal jersey, sweatily embracing a Senegalese man after a spectacular volley sent the ball to the back of the net. It felt like a dream.

Dreams always end, and in a way, that's what happened on Monday. But Bennett's larger ideology, that soccer is the "most important, least important thing," may yet endure. There's a reason he hired more than 100 people and retrofitted a coach bus into a mobile podcasting studio--a reason he spent the past month traveling across the country for a series of rowdy pre-match shows with fans. Moments like these forge bonds that don't easily break.

Before the sun is up, I watch as Bennett goes on Morning Joe and CBS Mornings, and rips through a slew of radio and podcast hits. He calls nearly everyone he works with on these shows "a beautiful human being" and ends every interview with the same sign-off: "Big, big love to you."

Bennett pops up from his table the instant his last interview ends. Within 30 seconds he's on his phone, rifling off voice memos to people on his staff and agents of players he's trying to book. "When's Jon Stewart coming on?" he asks his producer, who pulls up a booking sheet a mile long. He completes seven phone calls in as many minutes just after 9 a.m., and tells each person on the other end that he loves them before hanging up. By 9:30, we're in a production meeting for that day's Men in Blazers live show; Bennett is Zooming in from his phone, because he's outside picking up coffees for his team. A staffer on the call informs him that they've made a giant cardboard cutout of a lemon-pepper-wet chicken wing--an Atlanta delicacy--for somebody in the crowd to wave. "You could not be a more beautiful soul. You make the world a better place," Bennett replies.

The day moves on. A detailed planning meeting is convened to discuss next summer's Women's World Cup. Men in Blazers is already pitching sponsors based on its online engagement numbers--according to Blinkfire, a marketing-analytics firm, the company has almost twice the engagement per follower across social media this tournament than the World Cup's official broadcast partner, Fox Sports. Bennett out-hustles more established outlets by relentlessly blanketing the internet with instant-reaction clips, multiple daily podcasts, and memes; he then uses that attention to drive people to Men in Blazers' frequent live shows, building an army of loyal obsessives. Listening to Bennett articulate this strategy and then jump into another TV interview, I'm struck by the realization that this whole operation resembles a political campaign as much as a media company. It's hope and change and a bright new vision for America complete with stoppage time and hydration breaks.

Listen: How short-form clips took over the internet

Somewhere around coffee No. 5, Bennett and a few people from his team head to Busy Bee, a legendary soul-food cafe in Atlanta, to document some of the World Cup host city's culture--another page from the campaign playbook, though Bennett's excitement for the chicken and waffles is palpable. Outside next to the parking lot, sitting on a swelteringly hot picnic table, Bennett attempts to explain why he's been averaging just three and a half hours of sleep a day for the past 26 days. He argues that what many people have been feeling over the past month, with each watch party or viral video of fans going crazy, is what the sociologist Emile Durkheim calls collective effervescence--a feeling of unity that emerges from a shared experience.


Men in Blazers fans gather in Atlanta. (Courtesy of Charlie Warzel)



Bennett's theory is that the World Cup, a rare monocultural event in today's fragmented world, is one of the few reliable producers of such effervescent spectacles; it's good for the internet, but also good for the soul. His media-distribution system ties it all together: "When Congo scores that goal, they need the immediate reaction, then they need the Congo fans across America; they need the scene in Kinshasa, the postgame on the field and the tears, the locker room, the Congo fans in Queens or Brooklyn," he said. "It's just incredible and it's happening every single game."


I can see why one would get swept up in what Bennett describes as "a very profound moment for the nation, which is so busy falling back in love with the world, and the world falling back in love with America." The entire event feels at times like a summer vacation, a much-needed reprieve from harrowing world events. A cynic could see it as artificial or inauthentic--geopolitics, only without all the horrific stuff. And yet the moments are authentic, which may be why the White House intervention and FIFA's arbitrary and unusual red-card suspension felt so jarring, even offensive, to die-hard fans of the tournament. It was a reminder that politics always lurk in the background, and that the euphoria is fragile. A U.S. loss would be a stress test.


About an hour into the game, with the U.S. down 2-1 to Belgium and looking positively shell-shocked, Bennett distracts himself by asking another Men in Blazers host, Becky Sauerbrunn, a former U.S. women's team captain and two-time World Cup champion, what it feels like when you get scored on by your opponent immediately after you score. (Not good is the answer.) Later, when a flub by the U.S. goalkeeper puts Belgium up 3-1, Bennett yells at the television: "Not like this!" The agony is genuine. A close, competitive U.S. loss would hurt, but maybe it would be fine. This result, though--an impotent, scared team that is clearly not ready for the moment--feels like two steps forward and one very large step back. "This is not good for business," Bennett said to me, cracking a weak smile.

What I'll remember most about the game is how quickly confidence turned into insecurity. Shortly after the final whistle, announcers on Fox offered a sheepish plea to their massive broadcast audience: This doesn't have to be the last game you watch. Sitting in a room with Bennett and Sauerbrunn and others like them, people who have devoted their lives to the sport, you could sense just how precarious the moment felt to them. How can you promise hope and change if the results stay the same?

Bennett was adamant that the Men in Blazers' YouTube livestream start the minute the game ended, as if to avoid giving the audience too much time to think about what they'd seen. For almost two hours, Bennett and his co-hosts, plus special guests including the The Fault in Our Stars author John Green, dissected the match, which Bennett dubbed "a cup of tears and darkness, self-loathing, fear, and human agony." As far as podcasting goes, the show should have been a grueling, dismal spectacle. But Bennett, who had been up early enough to text me at 4:35 a.m., was slaphappy, making jokes about Thomas the Tank Engine and quoting lines about pain from Dante's Inferno. All the while, listeners poured into the stream, which became a strange, beautiful form of catharsis. "Football," Green said one hour into the show, "is not about destinations; that's the thing that we mistake all the time. It's about journeys. Because if it was about destinations, no one would like it."

After the show, Bennett rallied half a dozen people--many of whom had been up for almost a full 24 hours--for a midnight Waffle House excursion. "I'll always remember this night and being with all of you," he told the group. The pep talk reminded me of an anecdote Bennett had told me earlier. His mother-in-law had become obsessed with taking family photos at every get-together, no matter how inconvenient or annoying. "What she's realized is that photographs and memories are inextricably connected," he said. "I'm very aware of how memory is formed. And in this moment, this tournament, memory is being formed." Suddenly, it clicked: Bennett is obsessively documenting the insanity, the joy, the collective effervescence so that we remember how this all felt. So we don't lose it.

I had plans to meet Bennett early the next morning, but I slept through my alarm. When I texted to apologize, he confessed that he had almost missed a morning TV hit, having fallen asleep, laptop on his chest. Political campaigns are exhausting. But Bennett wasn't defeated. Too much progress had been made. "As I speak to you, I am headed to Atlanta Stadium to watch Lionel Messi face Mo Salah," he texted back. "The streets are packed. Football is here and thousands of people are ready to make memories again."
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China's Answer to AI Sticker Shock

Corporate America is starting to balk at the cost of AI agents. A cheap alternative from China looks more tempting than ever.

by Matteo Wong

Tue, 07 Jul 2026




In recent weeks, Silicon Valley has been fawning over an AI model released by a lab in China. The program, called GLM-5.2, has been called a "marvel," "very good," and a "step change." The billionaire venture capitalist Marc Andreessen posted on X that "AI insiders are saying GLM-5.2 is the first Chinese AI model to match and often beat" the top public U.S. models. Guillermo Rauch, the CEO of the AI-coding platform Vercel, said that he is "genuinely impressed, almost shocked" by GLM-5.2's coding abilities. Or as one AI founder at a San Francisco dinner party recently told me: "Praise GLM-5.2."



In a sense, GLM-5.2 is China's answer to Claude Code, Anthropic's agentic assistant that has reshaped the AI boom. This has been the year of AI agents--tools that don't just chat but promise to do stuff on your behalf, whether coding a website or booking a vacation. Chinese AI models have been steadily improving, but none previously proved capable or consistent enough to be used as agents. Now GLM-5.2, developed by the Chinese company Z.ai, rivals some of OpenAI's and Anthropic's top offerings and, by many measures, has leaped ahead of Google Gemini. And it is several times cheaper.

Read: Move over, ChatGPT

Despite Silicon Valley's awe over GLM-5.2, an inexpensive competitor couldn't have come at a worst time for America's frontier AI labs. Having successfully persuaded corporate America to give their products a try, OpenAI, Anthropic, and Google are now struggling to prove that their tools are worth the money. These bots can be very expensive to use, running up bills into the thousands of dollars, per employee, per month. Uber reportedly spent its entire 2026 budget for Anthropic models in only a few months. Other Big Tech companies including Meta, Amazon, Tesla, and Adobe are also reportedly clamping down on employee AI usage. Citi at one point shut down employee access to OpenAI's and Anthropic's most expensive models, according to reporting from 404 Media (which Citi has contested).



Even though political leaders and tech executives have framed the U.S. as in the middle of a contentious technological race with China, Americans can still use Chinese models. While it's too soon to know whether GLM-5.2 is really capable of replacing America's top-tier AI agents, any firm or developer who is balking at the costs now might have an alternative. The arrival of GLM-5.2 poses a business dilemma for Silicon Valley--and possibly a national-security dilemma for the country as a whole.



In some ways, America's AI industry has been here before. Many previous impressive Chinese AI models have not triggered a mass exodus of OpenAI and Anthropic customers, with one major exception: In January 2025, after DeepSeek launched a cheap AI model on par with America's best, adoption of Chinese AI models leapt up. Within two months, the share of global web traffic to Chinese AI models jumped from roughly 3 to 13 percent, according to research from RAND. OpenAI, Anthropic, and Google quickly responded to DeepSeek with cheaper models of their own, and then the rise of AI agents early this year seemed to solidly put American labs back on top.

Read: China's DeepSeek surprise

Even before Z.ai launched its new model, there have been quiet signs of a shift to cheaper, Chinese models amid mounting concerns about AI bills. Over the first five months of 2026, DeepSeek's adoption among the 70,000 U.S. firms that use Ramp, a financial-operations platform, increased from 0.1 to 0.3 percent, Ara Kharazian, Ramp's lead economist, told me. Kharazian added that 6 percent of Ramp customers that spend money on AI use third-party platforms that provide access to many different AI products. On OpenRouter, one such platform, the six most popular AI models are Chinese; in under a month, GLM-5.2 already ranks fifth. These data don't capture all the software developers and companies directly downloading Chinese AI models, which are typically open source, and configuring them on their own computers--that is, largely scrappy start-ups and academics who don't have the budget to use a fintech service like Ramp. Chinese models accounted for nearly half of all open-source AI downloads from February 2025 to 2026, according to data from the popular AI platform Hugging Face.



Meanwhile, OpenAI and Anthropic keep releasing more, rather than less, expensive products. And soon, they will likely have even more competition. The Claude Code and broader AI agent frenzy started seven months ago, which is also approximately how far behind Chinese AI firms have been lagging in model development. China's other labs, including DeepSeek and Moonshot AI, will almost certainly release similarly capable and inexpensive AI agents before long. Coinbase, a popular crypto company, claims to have nearly cut its AI spending in half by defaulting to cheaper models including GLM-5.2 and Kimi, another popular Chinese bot. "The scenario to worry about is China has good-enough models at a quarter of the price," Kyle Siler-Evans, an AI researcher at RAND, told me. "I think that is likely the future we're headed toward."



Kharazian cautioned against overstating this narrative. Whereas some tech-forward firms are pulling back on their AI spending, most American companies already spend very little on the technology: The median Ramp customer spends just $11 per employee on AI. "Not to say that the rest of the market won't go in that direction," Kharazian said, but Anthropic and OpenAI will have "ample time to respond" with competitive pricing--as they did with DeepSeek.



Perhaps the biggest obstacle to the ascendance of GLM-5.2, at least in the U.S., will have little to do with model capabilities or pricing. There are serious concerns about Chinese firms essentially using their AI to hoover up sensitive data and steal corporate secrets. The perceived risks of using Chinese technology could create a profound chilling effect among the customers of any U.S. firm--not to mention the uncertainty created by the possibility of federal regulation. Consider that Chinese electric vehicles are by all accounts better and cheaper than their Western counterparts, but they can't be bought in the U.S.; one possibility is a near future in which Americans are functionally or legally barred from accessing the most cost-effective AI models.



The biggest implications of GLM-5.2 and the coming onslaught of cheap Chinese AI agents may also be geopolitical rather than economic. Whatever soft power the U.S. gains from its technology may wither as software developers in countries with less tense relationships with China turn to DeepSeek and GLM-5.2 in greater numbers (consider how the EU, U.K., and Canada are importing Chinese EVs). Meanwhile, despite Big Tech spending ever greater sums on advanced AI chips to train their models--chips that are banned from export to China--the gap between U.S. and Chinese models has not widened; if anything, it may be shrinking. That means any military, economic, cyberoffensive, or other advantage that AI can grant the nation could be vanishing. America's lead in the AI race, for the first time since DeepSeek, is at real risk of slipping.
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A Sad Kind of Convenience

The death of physical media is getting closer--and we may miss it when it's gone.

by Will Gottsegen

Mon, 06 Jul 2026




When I was 16, I did something I'm embarrassed to admit: I waited in a long line to buy a video game called Assassin's Creed III. Over the past few days, though, that experience has become ever so slightly tinged with nostalgia. Last week, Sony announced that, starting in 2028, new PlayStation games will be available only as digital downloads rather than physical discs. Will kids ever get to embarrass themselves like this again?

The transition is indicative of a greater loss--one that I, and I suspect many people, have mixed feelings about. More and more, entertainment companies are ushering people into seamless digital spaces where convenience replaces ownership: games without discs, music on Spotify instead of vinyl, movies on Netflix instead of a theater.

Markets change, and entertainment changes with them; this has always been the case. Before the advent of at-home consoles, public-arcade games were built to be played in short, endlessly repeatable loops--the goal being to pull in more and more quarters with each new attempt. In the 1990s, some developers padded out the lengths of their games and in some cases made them artificially difficult, to prevent customers from completing them during rental periods instead of buying them.

And there's a fairly obvious supply-and-demand explanation for why the music industry stopped hawking CDs; why DVD-bargain bins have disappeared from some American supermarkets; and why GameStop, once the central node of a booming video-game retail industry, has closed much of its brick-and-mortar empire. When the PlayStation 4 launched, in 2013, just 13 percent of Sony's video games were being purchased digitally. Last year, that number reportedly approached 80 percent. In its announcement, Sony underscored that the transition from physical to digital is part of an effort to "align more closely" with how most gamers are already choosing to play.

Read: What DVDs gave us

Developers see it too: Last month, the publisher behind the upcoming Grand Theft Auto VI--which is expected to be one of the biggest entertainment launches of all time--revealed that the "physical" edition of the game would actually be a box with just a download code inside. Sony's announcement "probably does move the markets in a big way towards digital," Giorgo Paizanis, who leads the consulting firm BCG's gaming work, told me. "But we're already 80 percent there." (PlayStation did not respond to a request for comment.)

The convenience of downloads may be an upside, though there are certainly real downsides in the transition away from physical media. When you buy a disc, you own it and can resell it or lend it out the old fashioned way--without online mediation. No corporate middleman was watching me hand my copy of Red Dead Redemption to my friend when I was done with it. Although physical games can be damaged or even decay over long periods of time, I could still loan that same copy out today if I wanted. Digital purchases only grant you a license for use, and that license can be revoked. At around the same time that Sony announced the digital transition for PlayStation, it also alerted customers that more than 500 movies and shows would be pulled from its online marketplace, removing them from the libraries of users who had purchased them. (As an Arts Technica headline put it, "We're Reminded We Don't Own What We Buy.")

Read: The Amazonification of everything, now as a video game

Physical games also function as markers of personal taste, just as sprawling record collections or personal libraries of dusty paperbacks do. A copy of Elden Ring likely conveys a different impression than a Criterion Collection Blu-ray, but video-game discs at least may one day radiate a kind of old-school cool. (Early NES cartridges may already possess this energy.) There's a reason that people are still nostalgic for Blockbuster, and that the decline of physical-media sales slowed dramatically in 2025.

When it comes to vinyl records, at least, part of their appeal today lies in their physicality. Flipping and periodically cleaning a record ultimately personalizes the experience of listening to it. Up close, you can see how the rumblings of a bass guitar, or the vibrations of a clarinet's reed, are transcribed in the grooves. The motion of playback rhymes with the mode of artistic production. And because you can fit only so many of these records in your house, you inevitably end up listening and relistening to the same ones. Connections form.

Video-game discs are not vinyl. Records produce their own sound, which might be distorted even by a hint of dust or moisture, whereas discs are used to load entirely virtual experiences. If they break, they break. I won't miss that, even as I recall the feeling of popping that Assassin's Creed III Blu-ray out of its box, the sound of the disc whirring in my console--small pleasures sacrificed in the name of progress.
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A Twist in This Year's Strangest Literary AI Scandal

Jamir Nazir, the controversial winner of the Commonwealth award, tells his side of the story.

by Will Oremus

Fri, 03 Jul 2026




Jamir Nazir has become the face of the AI-writing crisis. In May, the largely unknown 62-year-old Trinidadian writer was named a regional winner of the prestigious Commonwealth Prize for his short story "The Serpent in the Grove." But after it was published in the literary magazine Granta, signs began to emerge that the story--about a cocoa farmer who cheated on his wife and then tried to kill her--may have been AI-generated. Among other indicators, Pangram, an imperfect but industry-leading AI-detection tool, flagged the story's text as 100 percent artificial.



Inscrutable lines plucked from Nazir's dense prose were mocked and memed. A young woman in the story "had the kind of walking that made benches become men." Another "smiled like sunrise over a sink." Soon, other winners' stories came under suspicion. The Commonwealth Foundation defended the authors, saying that all had testified that their work was original, but it pledged to investigate further.



On Tuesday, the Commonwealth Foundation announced that "The Serpent in the Grove" had been chosen from among the regional winners as this year's overall prize winner. "The team worked hard to understand Jamir's creative process and learn how he shaped his story over time," a spokesperson for the Commonwealth Foundation told me in an email. Razmi Farook, the organization's director general, had previously issued a statement on the results of its probe: "After a thorough consultation with our judges and careful consideration of all available information, we are satisfied that AI was not used to write the winning stories." She noted that the investigation did not make use of Pangram or other AI-detection tools, because of their inability to provide conclusive evidence as well as "concerns regarding artistic ownership and consent." Instead, the foundation said that it had held "detailed discussions" about the regional winners' creative process and examined "working drafts, time-stamped documents and notes" that showed how they developed their stories.



In a phone interview on Tuesday afternoon, Nazir told me that he feels vindicated--and relieved. "Look, I didn't use it!" he said about AI. Now that he has won the prize, Nazir said, he is free at last to explain his process and clear his name.



We talked for more than an hour about his writing process, his health (he referenced complications with both diabetes and cancer), and his views on technology. On several occasions, he seemed to avoid answering my questions directly; when he did, some of the answers were circuitous. I was surprised to hear him opine that AI-generated writing will soon be widely accepted in literature, even as he maintained that he didn't use AI tools in creating his story. He seemed bullish on AI overall, viewing it as a revolutionary technology, though he worried about the repercussions of saying so. Although he couldn't name any works by Derek Walcott, a writer he cited as one of his main literary inspirations, he said that he had prepared a collection of short stories in Walcott's style, which he hopes to publish soon.



This conversation has been edited for length and clarity.







Will Oremus: How did it feel to win this award after all of the controversy you've endured since you were named a finalist?



Jamir Nazir: Yes, there's been a lot of controversy preceding this win, and it's been really hard. To hear people smearing me, and reading all of the crap. They didn't know there was a real human and a real family behind the story.



One of my most joyful moments in receiving the news that I won the award was sharing it with my mother, who will be 82 in August. My nephews have kept her informed on lots of the negative things. I didn't take a sword and plunge it into her side, but I felt as though I supplied the sword by entering the competition. So it made me feel so good when I could tell her that I had won despite all the nonsense that they were seeing.



Oremus: I know you've said you didn't use AI while writing this story. But I'm interested to hear more about your writing process. People were curious how you produced this work that was so dense that it almost reads more like poetry than prose.



Nazir: I was born with diabetes. And as a result of that, conventional typing on a keyboard--it's extremely difficult for me. As I've gotten older, the neuropathy has gotten worse. Sitting for long periods of time at a desk gives me some back problems. So what happened is I decided: Look--no better place to write than the couch. And as a result of that, I found out that I can use the speech-to-text function of the Google keyboard on my Android phone ...That's what's actually producing words, and then I edit them and so on.



That has given me the opportunity to significantly polish text. Because you know, on an Android phone, when the keyboard comes up, you only have a very small space, about three and a half inches, to see the writing. So I would look at those lines, and hold those words in my mind, and keep reviewing them, keep polishing.



But to back up a bit: Why the hell--sorry for the expression--would I need AI? It was absolutely not needed in this story, because I lived this. The story actually has a lot of real people, real places, and real situations. Even the little bread shop I wrote about in the story actually exists--not in my small, little village here now, but where my wife came from, which is another small village.


 Oremus: You've explained why you think the AI-writing detectors might have mistakenly flagged your story. How did you convince the Commonwealth committee that you didn't use AI after all?

Nazir: They requested a lot of documentation. They made it clear it was voluntary to produce these materials, because they were not part of the initial rules. But I had to produce all of the previous drafts, and also my character profiles I had sketched out. And of course, I originally had to sign saying that no AI was used.
 
 Oremus: You've talked about how the unusual writing style in "The Serpent in the Grove" stemmed from your love of poetry. Who are a couple of your favorite poets who have inspired you?
 
 Nazir: The first one whose poetry I fell in love with was a guy known as Pablo Neruda from Chile. And his teacher or mentor was a lady known as Gabriela Mistral. Both of them had a profound impact on me. Then there is Derek Walcott, a Caribbean poet who, like Pablo Neruda, is a Nobel Prize winner. The thing that got me attracted to Walcott was his complete disregard for the traditional Western sentence structure, which people cite as one of the things that proves my writing was AI. But Walcott created his own style.



I looked at how they all write, and I write poetry in their style too. AI must have been fed all their work. And another thing to that: I have significant poems that I've posted in several poetry groups on Facebook. Once it's on Facebook, AI companies will have data-mined that, right? So they have all of that as a reflection of my style as well, right? I wonder if they can attempt to claim it as their own, as AI-generated. Do you think that's possible?
 
 Oremus: So you mean that AI gets trained on human writing, and then it generates similar writing?
 
 Nazir: Okay, say AI has been trained with the writing of Will. So it understands what Will does, right? Now, when it sees Will's writing again--if somebody puts Will's article through an AI detector--because it's familiar with that style and construct, it tells itself, This must be generated by an AI system. I'm wondering if it is possible.
 
 Oremus: I don't know. That's not how a tool like Pangram works. It's looking for statistical patterns in the language that are more commonly produced by AI systems than by human writers.
 
 Nazir: But is that true? Why, then, has no court of law in any country, even the tiniest country in the world, accepted as admissible any AI-detector system? Not one country. So that shows you, in terms of the reliability--I'm not saying it's not helpful, but I think there's still a lot of refining.



Oremus: You had mentioned some of your inspirations earlier, including Walcott and Neruda. What's your favorite Walcott work?
 
 Nazir: Walcott has a lot of Caribbean poems, right? And I cannot--there are several, and they talk about the destruction of a village because of the sea. And I wrote something like that. It's quite a change. And I am advertising a little bit, but I have a collection that I have written, my Caribbean collection, sort of Walcott-style. I tried to edit it as much myself as I could, and it's ready for publication. So hopefully this award will give me the platform to publish this.
 
 Oremus: But do you have a favorite of Walcott's poems?


 Nazir: A story of Walcott's?
 
 Oremus: Yeah.
 
 Nazir: To be honest with you, I can't think of a specific favorite right now. I am getting a little bit of brain fog in recall. I had an excellent memory, and now it haunts me because at times I can't remember even basic stuff. I think it's a part of the condition, the illness. And I'm on chemotherapy as well. So that is a hard thing.
 
 Oremus: Some of your posts on LinkedIn, as people have pointed out, are a very different style from your fiction. Which, of course, makes sense, right? I mean, fiction is a completely different mode of writing. But I wondered if maybe you used AI on the LinkedIn posts.
 
 Nazir: No, no, no. I did research with AI. But in terms of the actual writing--I had grown accustomed to very technical and precise writing. I think that AI is a good tool for research-- that's the most value.



And on the same topic of that, what about the typewriter? When the typewriter was first invented, writers kicked hell and said, The thing is writing. You're supposed to use a quill or your fountain pen. And there was a big hullabaloo. We passed that, and then next came new word processors. I can tell you word processors are machine assistants, because they can check the spelling, right? They can search, find and replace, suggest synonyms, et cetera. Modern-day word processing can do almost everything. Where's the uproar? It settled down. Now I think the same thing will happen with AI.





Oremus: Because you think that eventually AI will be accepted as just another tool for writers the way that a word processor is, what is so bad about using it? Why not use it?

Nazir: No, I'm not saying it's bad. But because of this current time, where the debate is on, like it was on for the typewriter or the word processor, I wouldn't encourage any writers in any kind of literary competition to utilize it now for fear of people criticizing them. Look--I didn't use it! It's not only me, Will. It's also all these people who are painted with this AI brush, right? So I imagine you should stay away from it for any literary competition for the next two or three years. I think that discussions will be held and so on, and then people will get an opportunity to vent.



I don't know if I'm walking on dangerous ground here with you, because as I was told a lot by the wife and other people, Do not show any appreciation for AI. I see it as being a tool incorporated in the future. Because a lot of people use it--a lot of people.
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The $10,000 MacBook Pro Is Here

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 Newest Way to Go Analog

Digital devices from a less connected era are getting a second life.

by Nancy Walecki

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




When the iPod Nano was first released, in 2005, it cost $199 and was sold on the promise of limitlessness. This year, Celeste Stange bought her magenta 8-gigabyte model on eBay for $69 and the exact opposite reason. Every time she'd pick a song on Spotify to stream, she'd think about the millions of other songs she could listen to instead and get paralyzed by musical FOMO, she told me. "Now I only have what's on here."



Stange, who is 29, is part of a recent "analog" movement in which people--usually those in Gen Z--opt for less distracting alternatives to their "everything" device. Those alternatives are not always, in fact, analog, but are in many cases older digital devices: an iPod, a digital Canon PowerShot, a DVD player. Tiffany Ng, the 25-year-old author of the newsletter Cyber Celibate, now has a first-generation iPhone, an 11-year-old iPod, two CD players, a Walkman radio, and a 1986 Macintosh Plus that takes 45 seconds to load the "Welcome to Macintosh" screen.



Ng lives in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, where 20 years ago, the word analog would've conjured hipsters getting into vinyl. The argument then was that a record player produced real, textured music in a way an iPod's digital files could not. But today, people are "going analog," as they call it, to escape devices that offer endless options, in favor of those that offer a modicum of constraint.



The iPod's original tagline--"1,000 songs in your pocket"--suggested that you could dance like the carefree silhouettes in the ads because you didn't have to lug around CDs. This was the era when technology was "convenient, but not connected," Tony Fadell, a former senior vice president at Apple who is known as the "father of the iPod," told me; then the iPod became the iPhone, which soon had an app store, and convenience and connectivity became inextricably linked. People had their library of songs, but now they also had app notifications and Angry Birds and Instagram posts from that girl they went to middle school with. Eventually, streamable Apple Music replaced iTunes, and tens of thousands of songs became 100 million songs. "I can't go through all of it," Stange said.



Stange could still carve out her own corner of Spotify through playlists, but on her Nano, she truly has only music she chooses, with artist photos she uploads manually. For many people, that little bit of added friction is part of the appeal. Jess Fisher, a 29-year-old actor in Los Angeles, now buys new CDs each month, which she puts on her Innioasis Y1, an iPod-esque MP3 player that the company started making in 2023, after users complained that their touch-screen MP3 devices were too distracting. "I am more excited about music because I am restricting myself from it," she told me. When we spoke, she'd just gotten a new CD. "I'm going to sit down and listen to it and relish it, because I've been waiting a week to get it." She also looks forward to the five free weekly MP3 downloads she gets with her library card, through a music site called Freegal. She has an alert set to repeat every Monday: "It's Freegal Time!"



I spoke with nearly a dozen people trying out similar technology. Isaac Mosna, who creates YouTube videos about tech under the handle Canoopsy, started taking photographs on a first-generation iPhone because he was nostalgic for a time when "everything was a little more physical and real." (The older camera also makes the pictures look warmer, he said.) Others told me about their Nintendo DSes and emulators they'd filled with vintage games, so they could play without distractions. These choices have become popular enough that they're juicing secondhand markets for older tech. On eBay, people searched iPod 1,300 times an hour on average last year, and prices of certain models are up by more than 50 percent, according to data provided by the site. Back Market, a refurbished-technology company, started carrying iPods, Game Boys, and other retro tech after a limited run of Nokia 3310 phones (which can basically be used only to call, text, and play Snake) sold out much faster than expected, Thibaud Hug de Larauze, the company's CEO, told me.



For at least some people buying into this trend, the logic goes something like: I get a DVD player, therefore I learn how to exist comfortably in the present moment. Ng has been replacing a different modern piece of technology with its older counterpart every month, an experiment she began after her iPhone broke. For the five or so hours that the Genius Bar was repairing it, she "felt so, so stupid." She didn't have a way to tell time. She didn't know how to get around Manhattan without Google Maps. She decided then that she wanted to know she could live without modern technology. When she posted a newsletter titled "I chained my phone to a wall for a week," people DMed her to ask where she'd bought the chain. (It was an old belt.)



Going "analog" is also one of the few ways to own an actual copy of a song, a movie, or a game these days. And buying those products means a person has to commit to their own taste more than they would by just pressing "Play" on "Fun Upbeat Mix" curated by Spotify.   It has given Stange the ability to say, "I'm not going to pretend that Geese is the second coming of God" just because everyone else is listening to them. She'd gotten so used to streaming, though, that she wasn't sure what to put on her iPod at first. She looked up a Rolling Stone "Greatest Albums" list and downloaded some of the recommendations. Fisher did the same.



A CD or DVD is more work to buy and can physically break down in a way a Spotify playlist cannot, but the people I spoke with generally framed those inconveniences as part of the experience. "If I want to listen to an album that I really love, it involves me spending maybe $20 on a CD, it involves me putting that CD on, it involves me using the physical remote," Mosna said--it's "an experience." (Cleaning and maintaining his CD player is a bit of a pain, though.) Dan Cohen, a 24-year-old fashion designer, told me his professors couldn't imagine why anyone would want the cross-body CD holder he'd made for his undergraduate thesis: They'd lived through the annoyance of CDs getting scratched, iPods crashing and deleting music, and DVDs getting stuck on their menu pages for eternity. And some of these devices were outmoded for a reason. Ng, the newsletter writer, got the 1986 Macintosh in part to play around with PageMaker and its word processor, but she's still trying to figure out exactly how to use the computer.



After all, modern "analog" enthusiasts still have backups. Everyone I talked with had kept their smartphone. When Stange and I met, she took out her magenta Nano and her laptop, to show me how she downloaded her music onto the iPod. The Nano promptly died. She plugged it into the laptop to charge, but still, no dice. "I'm pretty sure it broke on the way here," she said, and told me she'd need to figure out how to fix it. She sounded a little excited about the challenge. In the meantime, she still had her Spotify subscription.



*Illustration sources: Adam Rountree / Bloomberg / Getty; Jaap Arriens / NurPhoto / Getty; Jacobs Stock Photography / Getty; liangpv / Getty; Nick Dolding / Getty; trumzz / Getty; Yoshikazu Tsuno / AFP / Getty.
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Lab-Leak Payback Has Begun

Indictments, subpoenas, and debarments are hitting American scientists embroiled in the controversy over COVID's origins.

by Daniel Engber

Tue, 07 Jul 2026




Updated at 5:43 p.m. on July 10, 2026

The origins of the coronavirus pandemic remain contested; the evidence is incomplete. But pundits, activists, and members of the Trump administration have long insisted that the case is closed, and that the virus slipped out from a lab in China. They've maintained the view that U.S. scientists were involved and later tried to hide the facts. They've said that justice must be served.

Now the reckoning they want appears to have arrived. An expert on the flu got hauled off by the FBI. A coronavirus researcher was indicted in Detroit. Two prominent virologists stepped down or were removed from senior roles. And a fifth infectious-disease researcher--Anthony Fauci, the central figure in an alleged "lab-leak" cover-up--was recently subpoenaed to appear before the U.S. Senate.

The precise timing of these cases, which have all come to light since April, may be a coincidence. Yet all five are centered on a small community of scientists affiliated with the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, which Fauci ran for nearly 40 years. "There has been a snowballing of developments recently," Richard Ebright, a molecular biologist at Rutgers University who focuses on biosafety issues and has repeatedly denounced Fauci and his "criminal associates," told me. "I can't provide an explanation for why it's taken so long for that process to begin."

The first case was Ralph Baric, a 72-year-old virologist and bat-coronavirus expert at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Baric worked closely with researchers at the Wuhan Institute of Virology, which many adherents to the lab-leak theory posit as the source of the pandemic; one contingent thinks that Baric might have been the creator of the SARS-CoV-2 virus. On April 15, the NIH, which has in the past provided Baric's lab with hundreds of millions of dollars in research funds, referred him for debarment from all federal contracts for at least three years. The claims against him focus on some inconsistencies in paperwork and a series of decade-old experiments that the agency says were carried out in violation of a pause of a "gain-of-fuction" research. Baric told Science magazine's Jon Cohen that he's fighting the debarment, and that he'd been targeted on account of the furor over COVID origins; he appears to have retired from UNC on June 1. (Neither Baric nor the Department of Health and Human Services, which oversees NIH, responded to requests for comment.)

The day after the government kicked off Baric's debarment proceedings, David Morens, a 78-year-old influenza specialist and one of Fauci's close advisers at NIAID, was indicted for conspiring to hide or falsify discussions of coronavirus research grants. "We have to keep all communications like this on private email so that it can't be retrieved via a FOIA," he wrote in one message from 2021. On April 27, per Cohen's reporting, armed federal agents in bulletproof vests arrived at Morens's home in Chester, Maryland, and handcuffed him in his underwear. Morens pleaded not guilty to the charges. (The FBI told Science that this description of the arrest was "inaccurate"; Morens's attorney declined to comment for this story.)

Just a few weeks later, news came out that the acting head of NIAID--the virologist Jeffrey Taubenberger, a very close colleague of Morens's--had either stepped down or been fired from his role. He and Morens had worked together on more than 60 academic papers, including 13 that also list Fauci as an author--and both had been on the radar of the lab-leak hard-liners. (Taubenberger did not respond to a request for comment.)

News also broke in May that the FBI was investigating another NIAID virologist, Vincent Munster, who had been called out for collaborating with Baric and the scientists in Wuhan. Since then, prosecutors have filed an indictment charging Munster and another researcher from his lab with a conspiracy to smuggle mpox into the U.S. and with making false statements to federal agents. The government claims that on January 25, Munster and that colleague arrived at an airport in Detroit from the Republic of the Congo with a black plastic case containing samples of the mpox virus, seemingly deactivated and noninfectious, and that they both lacked proper documentation for these materials and misled the customs agents who questioned them. The two virologists have pleaded not guilty. (Munster's attorney did not respond to a request for comment.)

Read: Trump thinks he knows what started the pandemic

The strongest argument for connecting all of these cases is that lab-leak activists themselves have done the same. Anthony Bellotti, the founder and president of the White Coat Waste Project, an animal-activist group that has leveraged the lab-leak theory in pursuit of its goal of ending all taxpayer-funded animal testing, declared that "Morens' indictment should be the beginning--not the end--of long-overdue lab leak accountability at NIH." Just two weeks before Munster was indicted on charges that seem to have no connection with the pandemic, Bellotti's group joined the right-wing activist Laura Loomer in hawking what they called a "whistleblower report" about the virologist's alleged misdeeds. That document describes Munster as a "Fauci acolyte and all around egotistical, arrogant foreigner that joined his research project (to aerosolize covid virus) to Ralph Baric's project (to weaponize it)." (I could find no evidence that Munster, who is a Dutch citizen, ever worked on a project to "aerosolize" SARS-CoV-2 in order to engineer a new virus, as the whistleblower document seems to suggest. He did work on several papers that tested its stability in aerosols.)

In the meantime, Senator Rand Paul has linked Munster's name to an early draft of a Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency grant application, with Baric listed as a principal investigator, that proposed to gauge the spillover risk associated with bat coronaviruses. The project's ultimate goal was to limit that threat but involved altering the viruses in ways that might have made them more infectious--and more like SARS-CoV-2. (The final version of that proposal does not mention Munster, and the extent to which he knew its details are unclear.)

If you believe, as Paul and others do, that this unfunded DARPA project may have been a blueprint for generating the pandemic virus--and that, one way or another, virologists' disregard for biosafety helped cause the deaths of millions--then seeking justice would be natural. If you're also sure that COVID got its start in studies funded by the U.S. government, and specifically through NIAID, then there is no greater villain in this story than Fauci. Just last week, Paul announced that he'd subpoenaed the lab-leak theory's final boss to testify in Congress at the end of this month. "He has not really gotten his just deserts," Paul said in a weekend interview on Fox. He later added: "There needs to be repercussions." A hearing is one of the clearest avenues to pursue such measures: The blanket pardon that Fauci received from President Biden wouldn't cover any charges of lying to Congress that arose from new sworn testimony. (Neither Fauci nor Paul responded to requests for comment.)

Those repercussions may yet extend to other scientists. Ebright, the Rutgers professor, gave me a long list of names of researchers who he says should be held accountable. Justin Goodman, the senior vice president for advocacy at White Coat Waste, told me that every holdover from the "Fauci era" at NIH ought to be fired for their involvement in gain-of-function research, which the group sees as responsible for creating COVID. "I would throw Morens, Munster, and Taubenberger all in the same box of reckless and arrogant animal experimenters who fucked around and are finding out," he said.

Even if this thirst for COVID retribution could be satisfied, its supposed higher purpose--to help prevent the next pandemic, by promoting more responsible research--hasn't yet been served. Despite the years of Sturm und Drang about pandemic origins, and the wholesale adoption of the lab-leak theory by the party that controls both Congress and the White House, a shaky status quo still persists in biosafety. The rules for how to work on dangerous pathogens and which sorts of experiments should be allowed aren't clear; oversight is spotty.

A better, more comprehensive system remains a worthy goal. Shortly after President Trump took office, his administration took a few half steps in that direction. Last May, the president issued an executive order meant to limit and track all research that involves the potential enhancement of dangerous pathogens. "This is an historic day--the end of gain-of-function-research funding by the federal government," HHS Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. told reporters at the signing ceremony; NIH director Jay Bhattacharya said gain-of-function work would "go away forever." Yet Ebright and others told me that this project has stalled out. The Office of Science and Technology Policy had been placed in charge of revising the rules on this research by the end of last summer and implementing a national strategy for tracking all gain-of-function research before the end of last year. Those deadlines came and went. No such policies were put in place. (In response to a request for comment on this delay, the White House said that the administration "continues to implement our updated framework to govern, limit, and track dangerous gain-of-function research across the United States.")

Read: The lab leak will haunt us forever

In the absence of that administrative work and with little progress being made on the various biosafety laws that have been proposed in Congress, the nation has been left with just the vengeful spectacle of lab-leak prosecutions. In effect, research policy is being handled by the Department of Justice. America's doctor may soon be dragged out to testify once more: The science that he championed appears to be unfettered; the scientists he funded are at risk of ending up in chains.



This piece was updated to clarify that Munster worked on several projects that involved the generation of SARS-CoV-2 aerosols.
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The Genes That Could Cancel Out a Fatal Diagnosis

The key to treating genetic disease might be hidden in other "modifier" genes.

by Roxanne Khamsi

Tue, 07 Jul 2026




When Ludivine Verboogen and Romain Alderweireldt's third child was born in Belgium in late 2015, they marveled at his long fingers. Perhaps one day he will be a famous pianist, they thought. But soon Ludivine grew worried that her son was not developing as well as his two older sisters had. His muscles seemed weak, and the physiotherapy appointments she was taking him to three times a week didn't seem to be helping. "A lot of doctors were telling us that he was fine, nothing was wrong with him," Romain recalled to me.



Ludivine persisted, and shortly before their son was a year old, she and Romain found out that his long fingers and lack of muscle tone had a devastating explanation. He was diagnosed with a disease called Marfan syndrome, which generally involves mutations in a gene that helps build connective tissue in the body. Many people with Marfan are exceptionally tall--Abraham Lincoln, for one, may have had the syndrome--and are at very high risk of a kind of fatal rupture in the heart. Ludivine and Romain learned that their son had the neonatal form of the condition, and they were told that he probably would not live past 16 months.



When Romain got the news, he lay down on his office floor, overwhelmed with emotions. His boss found him there and encouraged him to get back up and start working on a solution. Before long, Romain and Ludivine came across a new paper describing how scientists had combed through genetic data from more than 500,000 people and identified 13 adults who defied their genetic destinies--who were alive and healthy despite having multiple or dominant genetic mutations that normally cause grave illness beginning in childhood. The hope of such studies, they learned, is to identify "modifier" genes within the human genome that can be manipulated to mitigate or cancel out genetic conditions.



"I had a look to see if something like that had been done in the field of Marfan, and it had not," Romain said. Marfan syndrome is particularly mysterious because members of a family who carry the same exact mutation can have wildly different health trajectories, Catherine Boileau, a geneticist at the French health research institution INSERM, told me. Within a given family, she said, the disease can appear at very different ages and with starkly different severity. Some people might experience a fatal tear in their aorta early in life; their relatives might have only mild symptoms and not require surgery.



Romain began combing through databases of genetic information to see if he could find people with Marfan mutations who did not appear to have symptoms of the disease. He found 122 of them, including 24 who had errors in the gene thought to cause the neonatal version of Marfan. Perhaps one of these people, or someone like them, held in their genes the possibility of a different life for his son.





Boileau knows from experience that finding modifier genes can pave the way to lifesaving therapies. She was involved in early research into a gene called PCSK9: Mutations that lower the gene's activity, it turns out, can avert sky-high cholesterol levels usually caused by inherited errors in another gene. That discovery helped create a class of drugs that mimic the effects of disabling PCSK9.



Modifier genes also have a role in sickle cell disease, one of the most common inherited disorders in the world. In the disease, the body produces an abnormal form of the oxygen-carrying molecule hemoglobin. Scientists identified genetic mutations causing sickle cell disease decades ago, but around the mid-2000s, they began discovering modifier genes, including one that could help jump-start hemoglobin production. Normally, this modifier gene suppresses the creation of a second kind of hemoglobin, typically made only during fetal development; repressing the gene prompts cells to start making the fetal form of hemoglobin again, which acts as a backup. One of the very first gene-editing therapies that the FDA approved for sickle cell disease works precisely by shutting down this modifier gene.



In recent years, more scientific groups have been identifying genetic outliers who might possess helpful variants of modifier genes. A study published in March from researchers in Singapore and Australia, for example, examined the genomes of almost 10,000 healthy people and looked for errors in more than 1,600 genes associated with severe pediatric disease. They found nine individuals ranging in age from 12 to 62 years old who showed no signs of illness despite having DNA profiles presumed to cause grave health issues in childhood. Last month, researchers presented new data at the European Human Genetics Conference in which they searched for 15 genetic conditions in about 900,000 individuals and found that, for some illnesses, the degree of severity is more variable than previously believed.



The research that first inspired Ludivine and Romain's was part of an effort called the Resilience Project, which was led by scientists at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai and has been paused for a number of years. Stephen Friend, a physician-scientist who helped spearhead the original project, told me that, a decade ago, confirming the beneficial effects of suspected modifier genes was difficult, but the advent of techniques such as CRISPR editing has made running such tests far easier. Now the scientists behind the project are looking to reboot it. In the new iteration, the project will apply AI tools to scan more than 2 million genomes for more than 500 rare and ultra-rare diseases, Eric Schadt, a computational biologist at the Icahn School of Medicine, told me. Schadt is working with Friend, and they have assembled a team that spans multiple institutions; their goal is to identify the modifying genes in outliers and develop drugs that replicate their beneficial effects. In a paper published last week, Friend and other scientists note that modifier genes that suppress symptoms have so far been found in around 100 different human diseases.







The mystery of why some people who carry a deadly gene variant might not have symptoms traces back a century, to when biologists were trying to understand how traits were passed from one generation to the next. In fruit flies, they noticed, the expected mutations sometimes caused only partial changes in the insects' anatomy. Some other factor, or factors, helped determine the flies' fate.



In the intervening years, scientists have identified modifier genes and other forces that can influence whether a particular trait manifests. Environmental factors can play a huge role. For example, people with phenylketonuria, an inherited metabolic disorder, usually develop severe cognitive impairment, but won't if they follow a diet that omits foods with specific proteins. Scientists also now know that chemical tags on DNA known as epigenetic markers can switch genes on and off, affecting the degree to which genetic traits produce symptoms.



Identifying the factors that influence the intensity of symptoms caused by inherited mutations is getting easier--and really "has only recently become possible to study  systematically," according to Caroline Wright, a geneticist at the University of Exeter Medical School, in England. Wright, who was involved in the report on 900,000 people, told me that looking at large populations has made it more possible to identify people with other changes in their genomes that mitigate congenital diseases. These large studies have also shown that the symptoms caused by pathogenic mutations are commonly milder than doctors had believed. Focusing scrutiny on the DNA of people who were unwell--a reasonable choice when genetic analysis tools were neither cheap nor fast--might have introduced a bias toward believing that the mutations were always extremely harmful.



And better understanding the flip side--the ways in which worrisome gene mutations might not always cause severe illness--is the key to knowing "if and when to start treatment for those that carry the mutation but still don't have the disease," Dusan Bogunovic, the director of the Center for Genetic Errors of Immunity at Columbia University Irving Medical Center, told me.



Bogunovic published a paper in March that highlighted how much we don't understand about these phenomena. Each of us inherits a set of genes from each of our parents, but recent studies have suggested that the copy from one parent is four times as active as the other version. So if a person's healthy copy is more active than the mutated one, they might have far fewer symptoms than expected. This kind of skewing has become much easier for scientists to track with new sequencing technology. For as many as half of the genes we carry, one copy might be at least 50 percent more active than the other, Bogunovic estimated.



Gene skewing might even influence outcomes of Marfan syndrome: A small number of case reports have hinted that skewed gene activity might happen with the fibrillin-1 gene. One study, in which 80 people with Marfan were compared with 80 healthy volunteers, found a roughly fourfold difference in fibrillin-1 gene activity in both groups, suggesting that it might be prone to skewing. This skewing has been hypothesized as a contributor to the variability in symptoms of Marfan in families with the same mutation.



Romain and Ludivine's son has not yet needed heart surgery, but they are still eager to identify outliers with Marfan and learn which factors are helping those people. They started the 101 Genomes Foundation in an attempt to create a database of complete, "whole genome" data from that many people with Marfan mutations. In the past decade, the effort has amassed more than 230 genomes, and it continues to add more each month. (Boileau, the geneticist in France, is an adviser to the project.) The puzzle of why some people with neonatal forms of Marfan's succumb within months and others live with mild effects weighs on Ludivine and Romain: They have met countless patients and parents like themselves, and although their son is doing relatively well, they know children who have died from the condition in infancy.



They now have a glimmer of insight into genetic variation outside the fibrillin-1 gene that determines whether Marfan patients get sick early in life or remain relatively healthy. At the European Conference on Rare Diseases in June, the 101 Genomes team presented what their years of research had uncovered: five potential modifier genes that had a chance of explaining some of those wild variations. And in as-yet-unpublished data, they have identified a variant of an additional modifier gene that affects the heart's ability to contract and has a strong protective effect against Marfan mutations, according to Bart Loeys, a clinical geneticist at the University of Antwerp who is helping to lead the research supported by the 101 Genomes Foundation. "If nature has the means of correcting or buffering the effects of a pathogenic variant in one gene, we can learn from that," he told me. "Maybe we can try to mimic that in other patients."
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Flu Vaccines Should Not Be This Hard

Normally, the CDC's vaccine advisers weigh in on flu vaccines in June. This year, the panel is in disarray.

by Katherine J. Wu

Sun, 07 Jun 2026




In a typical year, the process of bringing a new seasonal flu shot to market is one of the United States' most predictable vaccine routines. This, however, is not a typical year.



Vaccine manufacturers have prepared updated versions of the annual flu shot, as they normally do. The FDA has green-lighted those recipes, as it normally does. And normally, the next step would fall to the CDC's expert vaccine advisory panel, known as ACIP, which guides the agency's recommendations for which Americans should take those shots. The CDC almost always accepts ACIP's advice verbatim--and those recommendations inform health-care providers' advice to their patients and coverage from private insurance and government programs.



But in March, a ruling from a federal judge effectively suspended ACIP, on the grounds that Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. had violated the lawful procedure for selecting new members when he hastily remade the panel's roster last June. Currently, no functional ACIP exists to guide this autumn's immunization campaigns. (The Trump administration has appealed the judge's order.)



Although ACIP itself doesn't make policy, the CDC has depended on its guidance on vaccination for more than 60 years--and has almost never strayed from its advice. Without the committee, the federal government is missing a crucial check on how vaccines might best protect Americans. The experts I spoke with--nearly a dozen former ACIP members, former HHS officials, pediatricians, and vaccine lawyers--told me that they have never encountered such a profound level of ambiguity and uncertainty about this basic government pursuit. "Even those of us who follow this 24/7 don't completely understand where anything stands right now," Michelle Fiscus, a pediatrician and the chief medical officer of the Association of Immunization Managers, told me.



In the past two months, Kennedy has made multiple attempts to issue a new ACIP charter--a key step toward reconstituting the panel. At the end of last month, President Trump also signed an executive order that called on the CDC and ACIP to review and reaffirm the pared-down vaccination schedule--including more limited recommendations for flu and COVID vaccines--that the administration has previously put together (and that the judge's order has voided for now). Both actions suggest that the administration might attempt to cobble together a new vaccine advisory committee in the coming weeks or months, which could address the new flu and COVID vaccines, Dorit Reiss, a vaccine-law expert at UC Law San Francisco, told me. Alternatively, Reiss said, Jay Bhattacharya, the acting CDC director, could issue a set of recommendations, leapfrogging the ACIP step. Depending on how the administration approaches these options, though, it could open itself up to further legal challenge.



The experts I spoke with for this piece were all tentatively optimistic that--even if ACIP remains in disarray--Americans will still be able to get their flu vaccines this fall. They were less certain about COVID vaccines, which since 2023 have been annually updated through a similar, if less well-established, process and are now similarly jammed up. New formulations for both vaccines now have the FDA's nod, clearing the path for manufacturers to crank out doses and sell them, and for health-care providers to receive and deliver them. ACIP was suspended in March, but generally, by that point in the year, states and health-care providers have put in most of their preorders for fall flu shots, experts told me. A spokesperson for Sanofi, which is one of the main manufacturers of U.S. flu vaccines and also handles sales of the Novavax COVID vaccine, confirmed in an email that preorders for both of those shots have already been placed. Strain selection--part of FDA approval--"is the critical step to ensure timely manufacturing, not ACIP," the spokesperson wrote.



Many experts also suspect that private insurance will cover this autumn's slate of shots, pointing to a recent statement from AHIP, a trade association representing health-insurance companies, that reaffirmed its commitment to an "evidence-based approach to coverage of immunizations"; in an email, a spokesperson wrote that those sources of evidence may go beyond ACIP recommendations. (Insurers could, for instance, follow the recommendations from professional societies, such as the American Academy of Pediatrics--a plaintiff in the lawsuit that nullified recent ACIP decisions--which have published vaccine schedules that mostly mirror earlier CDC guidance.) Separately, multiple states have pledged to maintain broad insurance coverage for vaccines.


 Whether the federal Vaccines for Children Program, or VFC, can offer the shots, though, is a gray area. ACIP is the sole arbiter of which vaccines are included in the program, which provides vaccines to children whose families might not otherwise be able to afford them--a group that includes more than half of American kids. Usually, the committee convenes a new VFC vote each time it recommends a new flu vaccine, Grace Lee, a former ACIP chair, told me. But the experts I asked were divided on how necessary such a vote would be to ensure access to new COVID and flu shots (and few of them felt certain in their assessment). The CDC did find a way, for instance, to fold one recently recommended immunization into existing VFC coverage even after the judge's order nullified ACIP's endorsement.



These sorts of confusion and delays can cause real issues for vaccine providers and patients. Last year, Kennedy's ACIP didn't issue a guidance on COVID vaccines until September, then softened the recommendations for their use, sowing confusion as pharmacies, doctors' offices, and patients tried to figure out who was eligible for the shots and whether insurers would pay. Some pediatricians' offices delayed placing orders for the shots by months, and multiple states encountered issues when trying to order them through the VFC program. Several of the experts I spoke with anticipated that the COVID vaccine could face similar issues this autumn if ACIP delays or skips its recommendations.



In this moment, at least, the administration does seem motivated to make sure flu shots are available. Kennedy has pledged that he won't "take away anybody's vaccines"; in the lead-up to the midterms, the White House has also reportedly muffled Kennedy's unpopular anti-vaccine agenda. In this political environment, "I think they'll find some way to make sure there's coverage," Angela Shen, a vaccine-policy expert at the University of Pennsylvania, told me. When asked how HHS would navigate the ACIP pause, Andrew Nixon, HHS's deputy assistant secretary for media relations, wrote that the legal ruling "has impeded ACIP's ability to carry out its established review process for influenza and COVID-19 vaccines" but that "HHS is considering all available options to ensure access to these vaccines."



Whatever option the department lands on could cause more drama. The Trump administration has repeatedly questioned whether annual flu shots should be universally recommended for Americans six months and older, and stripped away decades-old military mandates for the immunization. COVID vaccines have been a primary target of this administration, too--and are especially disfavored by Bhattacharya, one of the few individuals who could override or bypass ACIP decisions. Yet the softened recommendations for both shots that the administration and Kennedy's ACIP pushed through since last spring are among the decisions that prompted the recent lawsuit. "If they come out and basically repeat prior recommendations that we've challenged, then I'm going to certainly take issue with that," Richard Hughes IV, a lawyer for the plaintiffs in the lawsuit that resulted in ACIP's suspension, told me.



The administration could also do nothing, with the expectation that the rest of the vaccine-delivery pipeline will operate as usual even in ACIP's absence--a tactic of "rock the boat as little as possible, to reduce embarrassment," Reiss said. If the process goes forward without ACIP, though, that could further undermine ACIP's role as a key scientific check on government policy. In our conversations, experts repeatedly emphasized that it was essential for ACIP to someday return--to help recommend brand-new vaccines against brand-new diseases and to align the entire nation onto one simple, collective immunization schedule. But they also admitted that they could now better imagine how U.S. vaccination could survive without the committee. After all, for right now, it has to. If the administration's goal was to shrink the government's involvement in infectious disease, in this way, it's succeeding.



*Illustration sources: Heather Diehl / Getty; Heritage Art / Heritage Images / Getty;  Photo12 / Universal Images Group / Getty; Megan Varner / Bloomberg / Getty.
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Lab-Leak Payback Has Begun

Indictments, subpoenas, and debarments are hitting American scientists embroiled in the controversy over COVID's origins.

by Daniel Engber

Tue, 07 Jul 2026




Updated at 5:43 p.m. on July 10, 2026

The origins of the coronavirus pandemic remain contested; the evidence is incomplete. But pundits, activists, and members of the Trump administration have long insisted that the case is closed, and that the virus slipped out from a lab in China. They've maintained the view that U.S. scientists were involved and later tried to hide the facts. They've said that justice must be served.

Now the reckoning they want appears to have arrived. An expert on the flu got hauled off by the FBI. A coronavirus researcher was indicted in Detroit. Two prominent virologists stepped down or were removed from senior roles. And a fifth infectious-disease researcher--Anthony Fauci, the central figure in an alleged "lab-leak" cover-up--was recently subpoenaed to appear before the U.S. Senate.

The precise timing of these cases, which have all come to light since April, may be a coincidence. Yet all five are centered on a small community of scientists affiliated with the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, which Fauci ran for nearly 40 years. "There has been a snowballing of developments recently," Richard Ebright, a molecular biologist at Rutgers University who focuses on biosafety issues and has repeatedly denounced Fauci and his "criminal associates," told me. "I can't provide an explanation for why it's taken so long for that process to begin."

The first case was Ralph Baric, a 72-year-old virologist and bat-coronavirus expert at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Baric worked closely with researchers at the Wuhan Institute of Virology, which many adherents to the lab-leak theory posit as the source of the pandemic; one contingent thinks that Baric might have been the creator of the SARS-CoV-2 virus. On April 15, the NIH, which has in the past provided Baric's lab with hundreds of millions of dollars in research funds, referred him for debarment from all federal contracts for at least three years. The claims against him focus on some inconsistencies in paperwork and a series of decade-old experiments that the agency says were carried out in violation of a pause of a "gain-of-fuction" research. Baric told Science magazine's Jon Cohen that he's fighting the debarment, and that he'd been targeted on account of the furor over COVID origins; he appears to have retired from UNC on June 1. (Neither Baric nor the Department of Health and Human Services, which oversees NIH, responded to requests for comment.)

The day after the government kicked off Baric's debarment proceedings, David Morens, a 78-year-old influenza specialist and one of Fauci's close advisers at NIAID, was indicted for conspiring to hide or falsify discussions of coronavirus research grants. "We have to keep all communications like this on private email so that it can't be retrieved via a FOIA," he wrote in one message from 2021. On April 27, per Cohen's reporting, armed federal agents in bulletproof vests arrived at Morens's home in Chester, Maryland, and handcuffed him in his underwear. Morens pleaded not guilty to the charges. (The FBI told Science that this description of the arrest was "inaccurate"; Morens's attorney declined to comment for this story.)

Just a few weeks later, news came out that the acting head of NIAID--the virologist Jeffrey Taubenberger, a very close colleague of Morens's--had either stepped down or been fired from his role. He and Morens had worked together on more than 60 academic papers, including 13 that also list Fauci as an author--and both had been on the radar of the lab-leak hard-liners. (Taubenberger did not respond to a request for comment.)

News also broke in May that the FBI was investigating another NIAID virologist, Vincent Munster, who had been called out for collaborating with Baric and the scientists in Wuhan. Since then, prosecutors have filed an indictment charging Munster and another researcher from his lab with a conspiracy to smuggle mpox into the U.S. and with making false statements to federal agents. The government claims that on January 25, Munster and that colleague arrived at an airport in Detroit from the Republic of the Congo with a black plastic case containing samples of the mpox virus, seemingly deactivated and noninfectious, and that they both lacked proper documentation for these materials and misled the customs agents who questioned them. The two virologists have pleaded not guilty. (Munster's attorney did not respond to a request for comment.)

Read: Trump thinks he knows what started the pandemic

The strongest argument for connecting all of these cases is that lab-leak activists themselves have done the same. Anthony Bellotti, the founder and president of the White Coat Waste Project, an animal-activist group that has leveraged the lab-leak theory in pursuit of its goal of ending all taxpayer-funded animal testing, declared that "Morens' indictment should be the beginning--not the end--of long-overdue lab leak accountability at NIH." Just two weeks before Munster was indicted on charges that seem to have no connection with the pandemic, Bellotti's group joined the right-wing activist Laura Loomer in hawking what they called a "whistleblower report" about the virologist's alleged misdeeds. That document describes Munster as a "Fauci acolyte and all around egotistical, arrogant foreigner that joined his research project (to aerosolize covid virus) to Ralph Baric's project (to weaponize it)." (I could find no evidence that Munster, who is a Dutch citizen, ever worked on a project to "aerosolize" SARS-CoV-2 in order to engineer a new virus, as the whistleblower document seems to suggest. He did work on several papers that tested its stability in aerosols.)

In the meantime, Senator Rand Paul has linked Munster's name to an early draft of a Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency grant application, with Baric listed as a principal investigator, that proposed to gauge the spillover risk associated with bat coronaviruses. The project's ultimate goal was to limit that threat but involved altering the viruses in ways that might have made them more infectious--and more like SARS-CoV-2. (The final version of that proposal does not mention Munster, and the extent to which he knew its details are unclear.)

If you believe, as Paul and others do, that this unfunded DARPA project may have been a blueprint for generating the pandemic virus--and that, one way or another, virologists' disregard for biosafety helped cause the deaths of millions--then seeking justice would be natural. If you're also sure that COVID got its start in studies funded by the U.S. government, and specifically through NIAID, then there is no greater villain in this story than Fauci. Just last week, Paul announced that he'd subpoenaed the lab-leak theory's final boss to testify in Congress at the end of this month. "He has not really gotten his just deserts," Paul said in a weekend interview on Fox. He later added: "There needs to be repercussions." A hearing is one of the clearest avenues to pursue such measures: The blanket pardon that Fauci received from President Biden wouldn't cover any charges of lying to Congress that arose from new sworn testimony. (Neither Fauci nor Paul responded to requests for comment.)

Those repercussions may yet extend to other scientists. Ebright, the Rutgers professor, gave me a long list of names of researchers who he says should be held accountable. Justin Goodman, the senior vice president for advocacy at White Coat Waste, told me that every holdover from the "Fauci era" at NIH ought to be fired for their involvement in gain-of-function research, which the group sees as responsible for creating COVID. "I would throw Morens, Munster, and Taubenberger all in the same box of reckless and arrogant animal experimenters who fucked around and are finding out," he said.

Even if this thirst for COVID retribution could be satisfied, its supposed higher purpose--to help prevent the next pandemic, by promoting more responsible research--hasn't yet been served. Despite the years of Sturm und Drang about pandemic origins, and the wholesale adoption of the lab-leak theory by the party that controls both Congress and the White House, a shaky status quo still persists in biosafety. The rules for how to work on dangerous pathogens and which sorts of experiments should be allowed aren't clear; oversight is spotty.

A better, more comprehensive system remains a worthy goal. Shortly after President Trump took office, his administration took a few half steps in that direction. Last May, the president issued an executive order meant to limit and track all research that involves the potential enhancement of dangerous pathogens. "This is an historic day--the end of gain-of-function-research funding by the federal government," HHS Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. told reporters at the signing ceremony; NIH director Jay Bhattacharya said gain-of-function work would "go away forever." Yet Ebright and others told me that this project has stalled out. The Office of Science and Technology Policy had been placed in charge of revising the rules on this research by the end of last summer and implementing a national strategy for tracking all gain-of-function research before the end of last year. Those deadlines came and went. No such policies were put in place. (In response to a request for comment on this delay, the White House said that the administration "continues to implement our updated framework to govern, limit, and track dangerous gain-of-function research across the United States.")

Read: The lab leak will haunt us forever

In the absence of that administrative work and with little progress being made on the various biosafety laws that have been proposed in Congress, the nation has been left with just the vengeful spectacle of lab-leak prosecutions. In effect, research policy is being handled by the Department of Justice. America's doctor may soon be dragged out to testify once more: The science that he championed appears to be unfettered; the scientists he funded are at risk of ending up in chains.



This piece was updated to clarify that Munster worked on several projects that involved the generation of SARS-CoV-2 aerosols.
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Prepare for Airplane Purgatory

The chances of getting stuck for hours in a grounded plane are soaring.

by Nicholas Florko

Sun, 05 Jul 2026




One evening in May, passengers boarded United Flight 661 from Newark, New Jersey, to Chicago. As the plane readied for takeoff, a thunderstorm swept in, grounding the plane. The storm, which produced winds upwards of 50 miles an hour, was fast moving and cleared a few hours later. And yet, seven hours after Flight 661 first left the gate, it was still on the tarmac, passengers crammed inside. Around midnight, the flight was canceled.

More and more travelers across the United States are coming home from trips with similar stories. That same night in May, passengers flying to Denver, Rochester, and Milwaukee were also stranded on planes in Newark for roughly as long as Flight 661. In the first five months of this year, 342 domestic flights were held on the tarmac for more than three hours, according to federal data. (International tarmac delays are far less common.) At that rate, 2026 could become the year with the highest number of extended tarmac delays since the Department of Transportation began policing them in 2010. Currently, that dubious honor lies with 2025, which saw more than 700 three-hour-plus domestic delays. The most torturous category of flight delay is getting more common.

Tarmac delays happen in part because modern airlines depend on keeping planes moving. Although air-traffic control decides each plane's ultimate time of departure, airlines decide when a given flight boards, and holding passengers on the tarmac, rather than at a gate, frees up valuable real estate for the next arriving flight. It also ensures that a plane is ready to depart the moment a weather window opens. But some tarmac delays seem to be a matter of happenstance. I was recently on a flight that sat on the tarmac at LaGuardia for more than two hours after the airport closed a runway because of what the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey called a "two-inch depression" next to it. Plus, so many flights need to depart and land each day that a small stop in operations--because of, say, a passing storm--can create a pileup on the runway that takes hours to rectify. Even before Flight 661 was due to take off, air-traffic control had announced plans to delay flights out of Newark in anticipation of weather problems, then temporarily halted flights that evening because of thunderstorms in the vicinity. A spokesperson for United told me that Flight 661 requested to return to the gate as soon as crews figured out it wouldn't take off in the foreseeable future, but the process "took longer than expected because of ongoing ground congestion." Certain airports are also being forced to increase the time between takeoffs--and sometimes stop them altogether--owing to shortages of air-traffic controllers.

None of this, though, explains why tarmac delays seem to have gotten so bad, so fast. When asked to comment on the recent delay statistics, Airlines for America, which lobbies for the largest airlines in the U.S., blamed "more frequent and unpredictable severe weather patterns across the country, which can significantly affect airport and air traffic operations." And climate change really has made weather more volatile. But 2025 had nearly three times the average number of tarmac delays as the decade prior, and the weather is not three times worse.

Read: Did climate change ground flights in Phoenix?

The aughts, too, were a grim time for air travelers. Extended tarmac delays were through the roof--nearly 900 in 2009 alone--and a number of high-profile incidents made the news, including a JetBlue flight on Valentine's Day 2007 that stayed on the tarmac for 10 hours. Lawmakers took note, and in April 2010, the Department of Transportation implemented a rule allowing airlines to be fined $27,500 for each passenger who was left sitting on a grounded domestic flight for more than three hours.

That rule isn't perfect. It does little for passengers who are stuck for less than three hours, beyond guaranteeing them water and a working bathroom. Those shorter tarmac delays can still be miserable (so miserable that a minor tarmac delay recently inspired one passenger to attempt to escape a Delta plane out of the front cabin door). Plus, the fines levied by DOT have rarely lived up to the government's early threats. Since 2010, most extended tarmac delays that have occurred resulted in no fines. "Even in the cases where there have been enforcement actions in years past, the flight crew could probably pick up the change that was left behind in the plane to pay the fine," Teresa Murray, a consumer-protection advocate at the advocacy group PIRG, told me. In 2018, DOT fined Allegiant Air just $225,000 for keeping passengers stranded on 10 different planes at some of the nation's hottest airports in the middle of summer, without adequate climate control, and in one case without food or water. (Allegiant said in its official response to the fines that triple-digit temperatures made cooling the cabin difficult and that it was considering "passengers' consistently strong desire to get to their destination as quickly as possible" when deciding whether to keep people on planes.)

But the possibility of enforcement nonetheless seemed to improve airlines' behavior. The number of extended tarmac delays dropped from 868 in 2009 to just 14 in 2011. Even when Hurricane Irene battered the East Coast in 2011, forcing nearly 12,000 cancellations, not a single plane was stranded on the tarmac for more than three hours.

Read: The golden age of flying wasn't all that great

One possible explanation for why tarmac delays are now racking up is that airlines are no longer even a little afraid of running afoul of the law, Bill McGee, a senior fellow for aviation and travel at the American Economic Liberties Project, told me. Since Donald Trump's second presidential term began, Secretary of Transportation Sean Duffy so far has issued zero fines for extended tarmac delays. That's not entirely out of step with past administrations; the Biden administration, for example, issued fewer than a dozen fines for the more than 1,200 domestic extended delays that happened on their watch. But one of those was the largest fine of its kind in history: $4.1 million for American Airlines for 43 delays. ("While these events are relatively rare--we had just seven domestic events per 100,000 flights in 2025--we continue to review our operation and invest in tools, coordination and operations planning aimed at reducing their occurrence and minimizing the impact on our customers," an American Airlines spokesperson told me in an email.)

The larger issue is that Duffy, a former lobbyist who has worked on behalf of airlines, has walked back other Biden-era efforts to punish airlines for inconveniencing consumers. In November, Duffy scrapped a plan to reimburse consumers for flight delays. In December, DOT did not collect the final installment of a $140 million fine that the Biden administration had levied against Southwest Airlines for a systems meltdown that caused mass cancellations during the 2022 holiday season. A spokesperson for DOT told me that Duffy has taken action to limit flight delays, including mandating fewer departures from major airports and pushing for air-traffic-control software upgrades, and that the decision to cancel the last Southwest payment was made on the condition that the airline "invest the remaining amount due under the fine towards system improvements that directly benefit passengers." On tarmac delays, the spokesperson told me the department is "currently tracking 84 incidents for potential violations" and that "they're undergoing exhaustive, objective legal review right now."

Stricter enforcement of tarmac-delay rules could come with trade-offs. Airlines might decide to cancel more flights preemptively rather than waiting out storms. In fact, several reports found that flight cancellations increased in the years immediately following the 2010 rule. A more cancellation-minded business model for the airlines could mean headaches for consumers too. DOT data show that flights are, on average, about 83 percent full. On certain routes, one cancellation could mean that passengers are forced to wait days to get rebooked on an open flight. That's not to mention the holidays, when flights regularly sell out.

Read: The worst airport in America

The question then becomes: Are passengers better served by trying to get flights out at all costs, or by a system that is more willing to throw in the towel early? When I was sitting on the tarmac at LaGuardia, I was desperate to get home to Chicago. My flight had already been delayed for nearly three hours before I even boarded. My fellow passengers and I had waited this long, so turning the plane around would have seemed like a defeat. But as I reached hour two of being planted in my middle seat and the two children in front of me wailed, trying again tomorrow didn't sound so bad.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2026/07/airlines-flight-extended-tarmac-delay/687802/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Hell Arrives in Washington

My day of extreme heat in the nation's capital

by Hana Kiros

Fri, 03 Jul 2026




On the eve of the United States' 250th birthday, in the nation's capital, people were sweating through their shirts, and tourists were pressing electric fans directly to their foreheads. The record-breaking heat wave that roasted the Midwest earlier this week has turned Washington, D.C., into hell. Temperatures peaked at 102 degrees Fahrenheit, with a heat index of 117. The sky was cloudless, and the humidity was encouraging me to lie down and cry. It was difficult to believe that D.C. has been four degrees hotter than this twice before, in August 1918 and July 1930. Tomorrow may be even more surreal, with another day of oppressive heat and throngs of tourists in town to see what the president has billed as the biggest fireworks display in human history.

On Tuesday, August 6, 1918, "so hot was it that the asphalt paving of the downtown streets became so soft that in places the heel marks of pedestrians were left in it," The Washington Herald reported at the time. Josephine Lehman, a young woman who'd come to D.C. to work as a secretary in the Department of War when World War I began, wrote home to her mother that "the cement pavements burned one's feet through the soles of the shoes." In an apparent first, the head of the city police decided to let his officers patrol without their jackets. Indoors, conditions were unbearable. Fifty government staffers in the State, War, and Navy Building--now called the Dwight D. Eisenhower Executive Office Building--were taken to the emergency room on account of the heat, the Evening Star reported at the time. City officials ordered ice-cream parlors to stop making ice cream in order to conserve the district's ice supplies. They also waived occupancy limits at community pools, worried that people would pass out in line to swim. Each pool ended up holding 600 to 700 people.

The pools were packed to capacity as well on July 20, 1930--the second time D.C. hit 106 degrees. Thousands fled the city for the beach, which was "too hot for all but the most daring" anyway, the Herald reported. The paper also ran a photo of about a dozen kids splashing in the Reflecting Pool that day; a cop, standing in the background of the photo, seems happy to let them play. The Washington Daily News reported that "a Sunday throng" still showed up to the National Zoo, where staff hosed down the elephants and the hippo stayed in its bath. Meanwhile, thousands of people slept on benches, fire escapes, and parks across the city, especially in Potomac Park, just south of the National Mall. Those who chose to rest on the banks of the Potomac River could be seen by steamship passengers playing bridge and dancing in the river breeze. Just beyond the city, forest fires raged across Maryland. According to the Washington Times, "sufficient help could not be mustered as volunteers were loath to brave the intense heat."

Now D.C. residents and visitors have the option of staying cool indoors with air-conditioning. That's good news, because many of the sites where residents cooled themselves in years past were closed to the public today. Yellow tape separated me from Potomac Park; when I made eye contact with a member of the park police, he wagged his finger at me. Because of fireworks and other planned festivities for the 250th, the National Mall is currently a maze of chain-link fences, megastages, Porta Potties, and temporary Greco-Roman structures. The incredibly shadeless Great American State Fair, where dozens of people were treated for heat-related problems today, was canceled until 5 p.m. At one point, I asked a member of the National Guard if it was possible to walk to the Lincoln Memorial, and he apologized for the heat. When I noted that he was the one covered in military fatigues (no officials seem to have loosened uniform standards in this heat wave), he admitted to "suffering" but said that he was surviving.

No one could cool off in the Reflecting Pool--a place where swimming is never encouraged and which is now additionally fenced off, thanks to the algae that bloomed after President Trump's failed attempt to beautify it. Black bags of fireworks lined its perimeter, stationed for the spectacle to come. As close to the water as people could get were about five protesters in inflatable frog costumes, one of whom carried a sign that read TEAM ALGAE. As I spoke with one of the frog protesters, who gave her name only as Val and had stuffed ice packs into her sports bra to keep cool, about 20 fighter jets flew overhead, leaving a trail of red and blue smoke.

Read: Science has a name for what's plaguing the Reflecting Pool

The fighter jets reappeared when I was checking on the wildlife at the National Zoo. No one was hosing off the elephants, but an employee told me that they have three wave pools to choose from and that staff will periodically run showers for them. The pachyderms seemed to be fine, if sluggish, until the sonic booms began. One of the elephants, 51-year old Swarna, began running around her enclosure in a circle, like a bucking bronco. As I waited for my Uber out, I sat next to a mother and daughter who had flown to D.C. for the Fourth of July and were advising Dad, who was still at the hotel, to skip the zoo: The heat was "worse than Disney."

I ended my adventure at one of D.C.'s packed community pools. A mom of two, Lanay Brown, told me that she'd brought her kids and nieces to the pool most weeks since school had let out. Today was the first they'd had to wait in line to enter. Summery pop and rap blasted from a speaker. Max, who is turning 1 in four days, sat next to the kiddie pool in his own inflatable pool, biting it. His dad, Andre, who had moved to D.C. from Florida, told me that this is the hottest he's felt since leaving the state five years ago.

I'm also a Floridian, but Florida, quite frankly, has never tried me like this. I waded into the pool in my dress and felt a relief I can only imagine was similar to what D.C. residents felt many summers ago. I went home thinking that this was maybe the most American day of my life, with the poolside rap and the warplanes and the many, many patriotic T-shirts. It was definitely the hottest.
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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 mother's 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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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s August Cover: Rose Horowitch Writes "The Age of Reading Is Over"

Horowitch examines whether civilization can survive our postliterate era.

Wed, 08 Jul 2026




For The Atlantic's August-issue cover story, "The Age of Reading Is Over," staff writer Rose Horowitch argues that we are living in a "postliterate world" where fewer and fewer adults read books of any kind, and examines whether civilization can survive this era. Horowitch wrote the viral 2024 essay "The Elite College Students Who Can't Read Books" and now explores the subject across American society, where the decline in reading cuts across age groups, gender, and education levels. Even the demographics that traditionally read the most--retirees, women, and college graduates--have seen a collapse in reading, while careers in letters, the humanities, and newspapers are in steep decline and are widely seen as an economic dead end.
 
 The advent of reading and writing transformed society. It altered people's consciousness and politics, along with the intellectual feats they were capable of, Horowitch writes; she warns that the "decline of reading will bring about changes of the same magnitude. It will affect our innermost thoughts, our society's politics and culture, and how we tell the history of our civilization. If we look closely, we can see that these changes have already begun."
 
 It's not as if we no longer know how to read--in fact, we're likely consuming more text than ever, in the form of emails, text messages, X posts, Reddit threads, Instagram captions. But Horowitch argues that we seem to have lost the desire to read book-length works, and with that are losing the higher-order abilities of comprehension and synthesis. Horowitch writes that "things are about to get worse, and fast. The next generation reads much less than today's adults did when they were kids."
 
 Donald Trump is representative of this era, Horowitch writes: "Trump is our first postliterate president. It is difficult to imagine him being elected leader of a country where information is primarily spread through text." The president "has pioneered a style of communication that exploits our distracted, disputatious age."
 
 Examining the effects of AI on our relationship to reading and writing, Horowitch argues that "what's at risk is nothing less than the ability to think for oneself. If people become overreliant on AI to write for them, they could lose the capacity to interrogate or even develop their own views. These are quintessentially human capacities. 'If we gave those up,' the NYU philosopher Kwame Anthony Appiah told me, 'we'd stop being the kind of humans that we are. We'd be very different creatures.'"
 
 Horowitch concludes that even though we live at a time when nearly all information from the past is just a few keystrokes away, "the threat of apathy remains. What we're losing is the ability and inclination to read those texts. An astonishing wealth of information and wisdom has been bequeathed to us. What we'll do with this inheritance is up to us."
 
 Rose Horowitch's "The Age of Reading Is Over" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests.
 
 Press contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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What's Behind the Latest National Guard Surge in D.C.

The number of National Guardsmen in Washington, D.C., has jumped in recent weeks.

by Will Gottsegen

Fri, 10 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.

Donald Trump summoned the National Guard to Washington, D.C., last August in an attempt to "rescue" the city from "crime, bloodshed, bedlam and squalor and worse." Since then, the number of soldiers in the capital has ebbed and flowed as states have lent their own Guardsmen to the cause. A month ago, there were just under 3,000 members of the National Guard in the area; now there are more than 5,000.

Officially, this "summer surge" was framed as a way to address an anticipated spike in visitors and activity around the capital for America's ongoing 250th-birthday celebrations. But the National Guard is also involved in a much broader project known as the Safe and Beautiful mission--a federal initiative to clean up the city that Trump once described as a "rat-infested, graffiti-infested shithole." Troops from across the country are currently stationed in the city, but their remit is not entirely clear, and their effect on violent crime remains limited. Eleven months into Trump's experiment, they remain an ever-present symbol of the administration's power.

Last year, Trump declared a "crime emergency" in the city. Crime is a real problem in D.C., as it is in all cities. But the president's framing of the situation as an emergency meriting the immediate assistance of outside forces (which are usually called in for dramatic upticks in civic unrest) doesn't align with the numbers: Around the time when Trump first sent in the National Guard, violent crime in D.C. was hitting 30-year lows, in line with a national trend.

The precise tasks involved in keeping D.C. "safe and beautiful" have so far been ill-defined; troops have spent time directing traffic, clearing out homeless encampments, raking leaves, and mulching flower beds. Their presence has had mixed results on crime in the city. In May, the Niskanen Center released data showing that the deployment seemed to have decreased opportunistic property crime, such as theft, by 24 percent--a notable downturn. The data also showed that the deployment had had no measurable effect on violent crime, which had already been declining when the National Guard arrived. (The Guardsmen whom Trump deployed to D.C. are not authorized to make arrests, but they can detain individuals.) The advantage of the National Guard is its flexibility, Richard Hahn, one of the study's co-authors, told me. D.C. police have been "struggling to hire police officers for 10 years," he said, but with the Guard, "you can command these soldiers to go to the city and police it."

Trump's decision to deploy these soldiers has thoroughly spooked a populace that already distrusts the president. Roughly 80 percent of D.C. residents opposed the arrival of Guardsmen last year, according to one survey. The fear, as my colleagues Ashley Parker and Nancy A. Youssef put it at the time, is that "Washington is being used as a test case--the blueprint for Trump to deploy the National Guard across the country as a paramilitary police force--and that Americans are being conditioned to accept authoritarianism." In February, a report from the Senate Committee on Homeland Security indicated that the National Guard was using a variety of advanced data-collection tools (including the Defense Department's AI-enabled Maven Smart System) in support of its duties, raising "potential privacy and civil liberties concerns."

Ever since the National Guard arrived in D.C., troops have been criticized for seeming to spend a lot of time just standing around. Just standing around can be a component of law enforcement--being a visible presence on the street is one way to deter opportunistic crime--but it also generates unease. Jeffrey Butts, the director of the Research and Evaluation Center at the John Jay College of Criminal Justice, told me that the fear this deployment has created is likely part of the point. "This is not about crime, and it's not about policing," he argued. "It's politics and demonstrations of state power."

Many Republican-led states have dispatched their Guardsmen to the capital, but a few states with Democratic governors have also quietly lent their support. Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer sent approximately 170 of her state's Guardsmen to D.C. as part of the summer surge. This week, a coalition of watchdogs and observers signed a letter urging her to withdraw the state's troops and expressing concern that Guardsmen are carrying out operations unrelated to the July 4th celebrations. "When the governors put their Guard forces in the hands of the Trump administration, they are trusting the Trump administration not to misuse their Guard forces," Elizabeth Goitein, a contributor to The Atlantic and a senior director of the Brennan Center for Justice--an organization that signed the letter--told me. "The administration, to put it mildly, has not earned that trust."

Whitmer herself has expressed some skepticism about the administration's plans for the troops. About two weeks ago, she wrote her own letter to the head of the Michigan National Guard warning him to "take all necessary measures" to keep the state's troops focused on bolstering security for the festivities--and to keep them away from the more nebulous Safe and Beautiful mission. She added that if Michigan National Guard leadership is unwilling or unable to keep them focused solely on security for the anniversary festivities, she plans to withdraw the troops altogether.

Another blue-state governor, Tim Walz, recently made the decision to pull Minnesota's Guardsmen from D.C. earlier than expected, although a spokesperson for the state's National Guard told the AP that the decision was due to "the successful conclusion of festivities." The AP also reported this week that the one member of the Kentucky Guard who'd been sent to D.C. had been diverted away from the 250th-anniversary celebrations "without the knowledge or consent" of the state's governor or its Guard command, per a spokesperson for the Democratic governor. The Guardsman returned to Kentucky before the main events began. Hawaii's adjutant general, Major General Stephen F. Logan, confirmed to me that the state's troops, who began their duties in D.C. on Monday, will not be supporting the Safe and Beautiful mission either.

The longer these troops remain in the city, the more fear and anger they may inspire. The tension between the people and the troops has already exploded into violence; in November, two Guardsmen were shot and seriously injured. The deployment may have reduced some kinds of crime, but there's more than one way to measure its effect on the city.

Related:

	A terrible and avoidable tragedy in D.C.
 	Why is the National Guard in D.C.? Even they don't know. (From 2025)






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	CIA officers can sense the threat within.
 	The timidity of America's top generals
 	Believe the hype about teen takeovers.




Today's News

	The Trump administration has removed two members of the bipartisan Election Assistance Commission and accepted the resignation of another, leaving the independent election-oversight body without commissioners, the White House announced yesterday; the move, it said, was part of its effort to secure elections.
 	President Trump said that he will not sign a bipartisan housing bill despite its passage by Congress. The housing measure will still become law without his signature.
 	Trump said that the United States has agreed to Iran's request to continue talks but that the cease-fire is "over" after days of escalating strikes between the two countries. Qatari negotiators met with Iranian officials today to discuss traffic through the Strait of Hormuz, according to Reuters.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Emma Sarappo on what The Catcher in the Rye taught a teenage girl.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Robby and Michael visited their parents in prison for the last time on June 16, 1953. Bettmann / Getty



The Rosenberg Boys

By Amy Weiss-Meyer

For those old enough to remember, Michael and Robby Meeropol will always be the Rosenberg boys.
 I never knew them as such, but it's not hard to imagine what they were like, in part because there are so many pictures. In one, from June 1953, they are sitting outside the White House in shirts and ties, wool coats, and Brooklyn Dodgers caps. Six-year-old Robby holds his grandmother's hand; to his right stands a rabbi ...
 Out of the frame, but documented in other photos from that day, are the placards that protesters carried invoking Robby and Michael, the helpless boys made symbols of what many believed was a grave injustice about to be perpetrated against their parents. (Counterprotesters, carrying signs saying fry 'em and hang 'em, disagreed.) Similar scenes played out around the world. After Pope Pius XII called for clemency, the Vatican's newspaper cited the "two little innocents on whose soul and destiny the death of their parents would forever leave sinister scars."
 I learned the broad outlines of the events that followed--the electric chair, and the orphans it left behind--half a century later, on a weekend visit to the home of my parents' friends Robby and Elli in western Massachusetts.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Galaxy Brain: The hidden cost of optimizing everything
 	The sports overload is here.
 	A new phase of the AI-jobs panic
 	The MIA caucus




Culture Break


Rafael Pavarotti / Warner Records



Listen. Madonna's new album is finally giving the world what it wants, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. Jordan Harper's new novel proves that noir can still channel the crises and neuroses of the moment, Carolyn Kellogg writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What <em>The Catcher in the Rye </em>Taught a Teenage Girl

J. D. Salinger's classic novel of teen alienation made me feel more connected to the world.

by Emma Sarappo

Fri, 10 Jul 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


Around the time I turned 15, I was convinced that the only person who really got me was a 17-year-old boy named Holden Caulfield. Although Holden is fictional, the protagonist of J. D. Salinger's classic novel The Catcher in the Rye felt three-dimensional to me. Yet in the 75 years since the book's publication, he has been flattened by pop culture into a character Salinger didn't create: an irritatingly male, misanthropic whiner. I think this depiction is unfair, and my colleague Lily Meyer agrees with me. Holden represents "a case against nihilism and a vision of a gentler sort of manhood," she wrote this week in The Atlantic. He's someone teenage boys can learn from, Meyer suggests; I know from experience that he has something to teach teenage girls too.

First, here are five new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	The end of reading is here.
 	Can tennis survive its new golden age?
 	The literary genre that thrives in hard times
 	"I Heard You Singing," a short story by Emily Ruskovich
 	"From Idaho B Roll," a poem by Brian Blanchfield


To be fair to his haters, Holden is fairly down on everyone he encounters. In his view, the boys at his school are phonies, as are pretty much all of the adults he knows. But Holden is not heedlessly pushing the world away. He's struggling with the knowledge that the values society is supposed to reward--honesty, most of all--are not what actually help people get ahead in life. He's grieving the loss of his brother Allie, who died of leukemia. He feels betrayed by his parents, who shipped him off to a military school several states away from home. When he puts his trust in a beloved teacher, his confidence is betrayed. He watches as boys his age learn how to manipulate girls, how to quash negative emotions, how to lie and use hypocrisy to come out on top. Holden hates it all.

As a similarly confused and unhappy teenager, I found in Holden--as I wrote in a ninth-grade assignment--"someone who is not quite a role model, but surely a relatable figure." Finally, one person was reacting in a way that may not have been exactly mature or ideal, but at least felt appropriate for the tumult and distress of adolescence. The great secret of Catcher, though--what gets lost in its reputation--is that Holden's attitude is itself phony. He's a tender kid who famously worries about the ducks in cold, icy Central Park, and who adores and hopes to protect his little sister, Phoebe. His indifferent attitude is just a self-protective persona he's trying on. As a 21st-century girl, I had an entirely different set of stressors, but it helped to see, even through fiction, that not every boy around me was satisfied by simply obsessing over sports or bragging about sex. Holden was an important reminder that on the inside, no teenager was exactly who they were pretending to be.

That year, I'd been employing defense mechanisms similar to Holden's--until I encountered Catcher's final lesson, which is that his armor can't block out his pain and fear. He has a breakdown, and although Salinger is too subtle a writer to give his book a tidy ending, Holden ends up more comfortable with the idea that we all have to grow up. Revisiting the novel 15 years later, I'm moved by the sense that life is very long. I'm no longer Holden's peer, and I feel almost maternal toward him. He'd never listen--and neither would my teenage self--but I want to tell him, with the benefit of hindsight, that he won't be stuck feeling this way forever.






The Wisdom of Holden Caulfield

By Lily Meyer

Beneath all the alienation, The Catcher in the Rye, which turns 75 this year, has a surprisingly hopeful--and ethical--outlook.

Read the full article.



What to Read

A Woman's Game: The Rise, Fall, and Rise Again of Women's Soccer, by Suzanne Wrack

In 2019, the U.S. women's national soccer team--a charismatic, politically active group that had openly feuded with President Donald Trump--took the pitch for the World Cup final against the Netherlands, and came out as heroic winners. America was watching: The match represented a modern pinnacle of popularity for the women's game in the U.S. and globally. Wrack's comprehensive history of women's soccer begins in the early 20th century, when it was so popular that England's Football Association, claiming that the sport was "unsuitable for females," actually banned women from playing for more than five decades. The book then continues to the present day, when the game has reached new heights. Wrack is straightforward in her storytelling, but she's clear about what the act of play truly means. Victory isn't the only thing on the line: Women playing elite soccer defy those who attempt to belittle their accomplishments--something the USWNT, who took constant heat from Trump, understands vividly. -- Will Leitch

From our list: Seven books that will change how you watch sports





Out Next Week

? Famous Men, by Julie Buntin

? Ada, by Mark Haber


? Not With a Bang, by Temi Oh




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Lewis Chamberlain



The Demon Next Door

By Stephanie McCrummen

"[Southland's] owner was Lisa Misosky, and she was chatting with customers one afternoon when she found out that people in town were accusing her of demonic activity, and not in a metaphorical way."

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.
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What Happens When the Public Record Shrinks

Since last year, the Trump administration has been dramatically reducing the amount of federal data available to Americans.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 09 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.

Twice a day, all across the country, the National Weather Service launches a fleet of latex balloons into the stratosphere to collect what's known as "upper-air data"--detailed measurements of temperature, humidity, and pressure. Before they pop, the balloons collect information that guides the world's forecasters, and helps the rest of us figure out how to prepare for the days ahead. Lately, though, the NWS has reportedly been sending up fewer balloons than it once did, eroding meteorologists' confidence in their own predictions.

These lapses point to a broader phenomenon. Partly as a result of staffing cuts and funding reductions, government-sourced information has been slowly disappearing. Some organizations have halted surveys and tracking projects; others have deleted archives and databases. Taken together, this new reality risks clouding our understanding of the economy, public health, and the environment--all of which could make it harder to assess the state of the country and the world.

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), which houses the National Weather Service, lost about 15 percent of its staffers last year through layoffs and buyouts. Meteorologists told Politico that those cuts have affected the schedule of NWS weather-balloon launches in the western United States, creating "sizable data holes for crafting severe weather forecasts." CBS News reported that similar reductions in weather-balloon launches have been happening elsewhere across the country, and that meteorologists now have fewer data to work with.

Accurate forecasts are essential in preparing for large-scale disasters; they can even save lives. Alan Gerard, a weather analyst and former NWS meteorologist, emphasized on his Substack earlier this week that although the precise impact of these launch changes remains unclear, "meteorologists' confidence in the models and their own ability to analyze some situations has been damaged by the lack of upper air data." (A NOAA spokesperson told me that "the majority of upper air sites are operating on schedule," that "any sites conducting fewer launches are due to temporary resource or equipment constraints," and that "NOAA's weather model performance shows no evidence of overall degradation on any approved launch schedule.")

The administration's cost-cutting has also affected some of the global data collection that the U.S. used to fund. When the Trump administration pulled funding for some foreign-assistance programs last year (this is estimated to have resulted in the deaths of hundreds of thousands of people worldwide), the United Nations' Food and Agriculture Organization ended up cutting more than 100 of its programs. Some were focused on monitoring outbreaks of disease and infestation among animals--and among the pests its investments helped track was a parasitic fly called the New World screwworm, which has been disrupting cattle farming in Central America and Mexico over the past few years. Last month, it crossed into the United States, endangering the country's already dwindling supply of beef. Monitoring alone may not have stopped the screwworm's spread--and there is no evidence to suggest that U.S. funding cuts led to the current outbreak--but cataloging these flies' movements has long been a crucial part of prevention.

In making certain data private or changing collection methodologies on the orders of the president, this administration is effectively punching holes in the public record. Data.gov removed nearly 3,400 data sets during the first month of Donald Trump's second term, scrubbing information from the Census Bureau, the Office of Justice Programs, the CDC, and more. The CDC tracks pregnancy risk in the U.S. in an effort to prevent infant mortality; staffing reductions have reportedly made that information inaccessible. Since 1995, the USDA has been tracking the number of American households experiencing food insecurity; the Trump administration discontinued a survey of that data in September, claiming in a press release that this information was "politicized" and "costly" to produce, and did "nothing more than fear monger."

The government's data are far from infallible (and, as history has shown, can be manipulated). But the cumulative effect of these recent changes is an erosion of public understanding--and potentially of good policy making. The Federal Reserve, for example, bases its interest-rate decisions around the Bureau of Labor Statistics' jobs data, among other sources. Last year, when the government shutdown delayed the release of that data, then-Fed Chair Jerome Powell likened the experience to "driving in the fog." It was the first time in 77 years that the BLS failed to release the U.S. unemployment rate. Relying solely on private data, the Fed was forced to cut rates without a comprehensive read of the American labor force.

Earlier this year, when the Trump administration axed an online archive called the CIA World Factbook, which compiled information about countries around the world, my colleague David A. Graham wrote that its demise was yet another component of the White House's broader war on information. "Democracy," he explained, "requires voters having access to accurate and shared information so that they can assess the claims that the government makes." When missing balloons magnify inaccuracies in weather forecasts, they lend credence to the idea that the government's information may be getting more unreliable--and that, just maybe, we don't need to keep funding NOAA after all.

In this way, partial information blackouts can generate more and more distrust in American institutions, creating a vacuum where conspiracy theories can thrive. Transparency may not put a full stop to misinformation, but it can be a powerful remedy.

Related:

	America is losing the facts that hold it together.
 	Donald Trump's war on reality




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The MIA caucus
 	What if it's not the phones?
 	Trump's war-not-war is doing something odd to the economy.
 	Platner just made things harder for Democrats. 




Today's News

	Last night, the Democratic Senate candidate Graham Platner suspended his campaign after being accused of sexual assault (which he denied). Democrats will choose a replacement nominee to challenge Republican Senator Susan Collins.
 	The U.S. and Iran exchanged fire for a second successive day, with both sides expanding their attacks as the fragile cease-fire continued to unravel.
 	The family of a Mexican man fatally shot by an ICE officer on Tuesday in Houston is demanding an independent investigation. Federal agents claimed that he tried to ram an ICE agent with his vehicle, but didn't provide additional evidence.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Jake Lundberg on how New York fits into the American story.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Alisa Gao / The Atlantic*



The Newest Way to Go Analog

By Nancy Walecki

When the iPod Nano was first released, in 2005, it cost $199 and was sold on the promise of limitlessness. This year, Celeste Stange bought her magenta 8-gigabyte model on eBay for $69 and the exact opposite reason. Every time she'd pick a song on Spotify to stream, she'd think about the millions of other songs she could listen to instead and get paralyzed by musical FOMO, she told me. "Now I only have what's on here."


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Silicon Valley wants to save you from AI layoffs.
 	Eliot A. Cohen: America still needs France.
 	Alexandra Petri: If other jobs were like a U.S. senator's
 	Radio Atlantic: Who can hold ICE accountable?
 	Another fatal ICE shooting
 	Charlie Warzel: Something incredible every single game.




Culture Break


Illustration by Alicia Tatone. Source: Michael Loccisano / Getty.



Debate. Louis C.K. is stuck in the past, Vikram Murthi argues. The comedian's new special, Ridiculous, lacks the honesty of his best work.

Explore. Can tennis survive its new golden age? On the court, the next generation of elite players is delivering astonishing play. Off the court, they aren't entirely happy, Josh Levin writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A City That Explains America

The late historian Mike Wallace showed how the country's story unfolds in New York.

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.


In the eyes of its many critics, New York City has always been both too American and not American enough. It's the place where the pursuit of profit curdles into greed--where hustlers, financiers, and real-estate speculators conjure fortunes out of thin air. Just as often, it's dismissed as too crowded, too diverse, and too entangled with the wider world to fit the vision of a mythical "real America." The complaints are as old as the republic itself. During New York City's brief turn as the first American capital under the Constitution, a Boston newspaper dubbed it "a vortex of folly and dissipation." Again and again, to outsiders, New York has presented an exaggerated vision of what the country is becoming--or worse, what it might already be.

New York's many champions have always found something much deeper beneath the myths and caricatures. One, the historian Mike Wallace, died this past week. In 1976, Wallace and Edwin G. Burrows (who died in 2018) set out to write the definitive chronicle of their city. Their work produced one co-authored volume, the Pulitzer Prize-winning Gotham: A History of New York City to 1898 (1999), and two more by Wallace alone, Greater Gotham (2017) and Gotham at War (2025), covering the city's history through 1945.

Taken as a whole, the project marks one of the great feats of American historical scholarship and writing. The books are encyclopedic in scale and ambition, but never in feel. They're wry, intensely readable, and alive with a Whitman-esque delight in the city's people and places, all while remaining clear-eyed and unflinching. Wallace and Burrows achieve what people have been trying to do since the city's beginnings: They make New York legible in all of its contradictions.

As the authors explain in a chapter on "Seeing New York" in the first volume, the mere act of witnessing the city is a complicated task. There was the problem of coming to grips with New York's many transformations through time--from a peripheral trading post in the 17th century to a colonial seaport in the 18th to the center of national finance, culture, and manufacturing in the 19th and beyond.

Then there was the disorientation wrought by so many people and goods moving through the city. Many observers, such as Henry Theodore Tuckerman, who recounted a stroll down Broadway in The Atlantic in 1866, couldn't help reaching for metaphors of oceans, rivers, and tides to describe the relentless motion of humanity. As Tuckerman noted, the global bazaar of goods seemed to match the global composition of the people: "Persian carpets, Lyons silks, Genoa velvets, ribbons from Coventry and laces from Brussels, the furs of the Northwest, glass of Bohemia, ware of China, nuts from Brazil, silver of Nevada mines, Sicily lemons, Turkey figs," and on and on. Writers rattled off such lists not just because New York was big, but because it contained too much to be understood all at once.

Another impression of New York was what Burrows and Wallace call "a stark, indeed shocking, contrast between the new social classes: a monied aristocracy of debauched nouveaux riches and a threatening mass of degenerate immigrants." In confronting this reality, many writers argued that the worlds of the wealthy and the poor each contained their own forms of corruption and moral danger. All of this became a kind of Rorschach test, producing rival pronouncements on the city and the nation that it seemed to be destroying or elevating. There was the rural upstate doctor, Joel Ross, who lamented in 1851 the city's "trials, losses, frowns, failures, pestilence, poverty, and hypocrisy," warning that New York was "to dwellers in the country, very like what white lights at night are to flies--brilliant and attractive, but certain ruin." And there were the boosters, who championed New York as the nation's great economic engine ("the locomotive of these United States," one man bragged in 1857) and a multiethnic marvel ("a mixture of many materials makes the best mortar," a historian wrote in 1859).

The Gotham series explains these competing visions by revealing the historical conditions that shaped them. The currents of people and goods coursing down Broadway become comprehensible once you understand how quickly New York became a hub of so much economic activity and cultural capital. The city's worlds of dazzling wealth and desperate poverty become intelligible if you've followed Burrows and Wallace into a merchant prince's drawing room and through the heterogeneous warrens of the Five Points slums.

Burrows and Wallace teach readers to see New York not as an exception to the American story, but as one of the places where it unfolds most vividly. As they observe in the introduction to Gotham, entire realms of national life are referred to using city addresses: Wall Street for finance, Ellis Island for immigration, Broadway for entertainment. Within New York's tight spaces, the country's recurring arguments over commerce and inequality, immigration and identity, openness and belonging are most visible, sometimes uncomfortably so. It's all there, if you choose to look.
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If Other Jobs Were Like a U.S. Senator's

No one has seen or heard from your dentist in months, but he has been making stock trades.

by Alexandra Petri

Thu, 09 Jul 2026




It's time for your scheduled open-heart surgery. Unfortunately, no one has seen or heard from the surgeon in weeks, since the Incident. The nurse says that she spoke with him at length on a wide variety of important subjects and that he had never been more eloquent. "Will he be along shortly?" you ask. "I hired him to perform a specific job, and I would like him to do that." The nurse is appalled by this disrespect for the doctor's privacy. You lie there for several weeks, your chest flaps held open by clamps.

*

You visit the zoo. THE RHINO IS IN, a large sign informs you. But you don't see any rhinoceroses, just some zookeepers crawling around in a rhino suit. "We've worked with the rhinoceros for years," the zookeepers explain, when confronted. "We know exactly what he'd do in this situation."

"Do we need to get another rhino, though?" you ask. "Is there a rhino in this zoo, currently?" No one answers. You don't deserve an answer.

*

Your child's babysitter has not been heard from in weeks. First Lady Edith Wilson is answering all correspondence on her behalf. "That's fine," you say. "There's precedent for this."

*

You are watching the Olympics. The gymnasts simply don't show up! An ESPN commentator assures you that he called one of them and spoke for 20 minutes about the situation in Iran. "Did you get any response?" you ask. "Or did you just talk to them?" Everyone says this question is rude and ill-timed.

*

You are at the dentist's office. No one has seen or heard from the dentist in months, but he's been making stock trades. "That's something," you and the receptionist agree. "Should I wait?" you ask.

"He'll tell you what's going on in due time," the receptionist says stiffly. You wait. Your tooth aches.

"I've finished all the Far Side compilations," you tell the receptionist. "Should I keep waiting?" She shrugs.

*

You have called the fire department. "Don't worry," the 911 dispatcher tells you. "The firefighters are thriving!"

"That's great!" you say. "And they'll be here soon, to put out the fire?" There is a long pause on the other end of the line. "Because if they won't," you say, "I'd really like to know."

*

You call your senator to complain about all these goings-on. "Hi," you say. "I just think there's a certain standard of, well, presence to which you should be able to hold people in important positions!"

"The senator agrees," the staffer answers. "He was just saying so at length this afternoon. Unfortunately, I couldn't get any video footage of it." You sigh. Seems about right.
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The Supreme Court Ruling That Further Politicizes Everyday Life

<em>Trump v. Slaughter </em>isn't just about expanding executive control--it's about the government exerting partisan influence over more aspects of Americans' everyday lives.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 07 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.

In recent years, ABC's daytime talk show The View has become an essential stop for top-level politicians. Barack Obama, Donald Trump, Joe Biden, Kamala Harris, J. D. Vance, and Hillary Clinton are among the many to have visited.

On the one hand, the show is not exactly The MacNeil/Lehrer NewsHour in terms of policy-focused, hard-hitting journalism. On the other, The View fills a special role in informing the electorate: In an era when news consumption has become siloed and partisan, it's a show that has no simple ideological profile. Though somewhat left-leaning, the show always has at least one right-coded host on its panel. That means it's been singularly able to reach a wide audience of people who aren't necessarily political junkies.

Or at least that was true. Brendan Carr, the chair of the Federal Communications Commission, said in February that he was investigating whether The View had violated the FCC's "equal time" rule by hosting some candidates but not their opponents. "Bona fide news interview" programs are exempt from the rule, but Carr argued that The View was not one. Since then, Semafor reports, the show hasn't hosted a single political candidate in a competitive race, and "has in recent weeks rebuffed some candidates that it invited on the show."

This isn't just a disturbing example of government interference with the press. It's also a sign of things to come. Last week, the Supreme Court issued a ruling in Trump v. Slaughter, a case that concerned whether the president had the power to fire a member of the Federal Trade Commission, one of the federal bodies known (now anachronistically) as independent regulatory agencies. In 1935, the Court ruled 9-0 in Humphrey's Executor v. United States that these officers could be fired only for cause. In Slaughter, the justices cashiered that precedent.

This is a major change in executive power, giving the president greater ability to fire officials with whom he disagrees politically and to treat these agencies as extensions of his political project. The Atlantic has run excellent articles on how the ruling is a triumph for the unitary-executive theory and a betrayal of originalism, but it's easy to lose sight of the real-world implications. Most of us who don't work in the federal government, law schools, or political-science departments don't think about "executive power" on an everyday basis. But the government influences our life on an everyday basis.

What Slaughter means for most people is that the president now has much greater control over many of the parts of the government that affect us most directly. In other words, partisan politics will start infringing on areas of life where they have hitherto been remote or absent. Seeking the overturning of Humphrey's Executor was a goal laid out in Project 2025, the policy plan that has become a road map for the Trump administration. Project 2025 seeks not just a much more powerful president but a reshaping of American society at a fundamental level, instituting a traditionalist and Christian regime. Control of these agencies is one method to achieve that.

Carr's crusade against The View is a preview of what post-Slaughter America might look like. Carr was one of the authors of Project 2025, and, long before Slaughter, he was acting as though he were under full White House control. The FCC has always been led by political appointees, but Carr has made partisan combat his central aim. Last year, he pressured CBS News over a 2024 interview with Kamala Harris that had infuriated Trump. Months later, he attempted to get Disney to fire the late-night host Jimmy Kimmel for jokes about Charlie Kirk and the Trump family.

With the new powers the Court has granted, Trump can seek to politicize other bodies that aren't typically partisan--say, the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation, the agency that guarantees that even if a bank fails, you don't lose money, up to a $250,000 limit. (Project 2025 proposes rolling it together with several other bodies as part of a loosening of financial regulations.) He can sack FTC commissioners he views as too harsh on corporate interests.

But he also can try to render other agencies useless. In 2025, Trump fired a Biden-appointed member of the National Labor Relations Board. For months after that, the board didn't have a quorum, which meant it couldn't act. The fired member has challenged the firing, and although Slaughter does not directly decide that suit, the Supreme Court's reasoning would appear to allow her removal to proceed. The Federal Election Commission has not had a quorum since May 2025, because Trump was slow to nominate members and the Senate hasn't acted on their nominations.

Under the direction of Russell Vought, the director of the Office of Management and Budget and another Project 2025 author, the administration has frozen the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau in place and tried to strip nearly all of its funding. The CFPB was established by Congress to protect Americans from predatory lenders, debt-relief companies, for-profit colleges, and the like, but Vought has effectively nullified Congress's passage of the law.

In a poll released last week, Politico found that six in 10 Americans feel "like politics are everywhere these days where it does not make sense for things to be political." Slaughter all but guarantees that the problem will get worse soon.

Related:

	The ultimate triumph of the unitary executive
 	This ABC showdown is different.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The demon next door
 	The foreign-policy debate Democrats need to have
 	Graham Platner's new scandal and authenticity's limits
 	Nigel Farage wants a mandate for corruption, Helen Lewis argues.




Today's News

	Senator Bernie Sanders called on Democratic Senate candidate Graham Platner to drop out of Maine's Senate race following a new sexual-assault allegation, joining other Democrats who have withdrawn their support after previous similar allegations. Platner has denied wrongdoing and has until Monday to remove his name from the ballot.
 	At the NATO summit in Turkey, President Trump said he "was very disappointed with NATO" and criticized allies for refusing to join the U.S. and Israel's military campaign against Iran. Trump also praised Turkish President Tayyip Erdogan and floated selling advanced F-35 fighter jets to Turkey despite existing congressional restrictions.
 	At least three tankers appeared to come under attack while trying to transit the Strait of Hormuz through a route that Iran had warned ships not to use, though Tehran did not claim responsibility. After, the Treasury Department revoked a waiver allowing Iran to sell oil and petrochemicals, cutting off a major revenue source negotiated during recent talks.




Dispatches

	Ordinary Extraordinary: Welcome to Ian Bogost's guide to making everyday life vivid again. You'll receive one edition every Saturday for the next eight weeks.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read
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The Genes That Could Cancel Out a Fatal Diagnosis

By Roxanne Khamsi

When Ludivine Verboogen and Romain Alderweireldt's third child was born in Belgium in late 2015, they marveled at his long fingers. Perhaps one day he will be a famous pianist, they thought. But soon Ludivine grew worried that her son was not developing as well as his two older sisters had. His muscles seemed weak, and the physiotherapy appointments she was taking him to three times a week didn't seem to be helping. "A lot of doctors were telling us that he was fine, nothing was wrong with him," Romain recalled to me.
 Ludivine persisted, and shortly before their son was a year old, she and Romain found out that his long fingers and lack of muscle tone had a devastating explanation.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	China's answer to AI sticker shock
 	Lab-leak payback has begun.
 	China is abusing AI.
 	Fix this travesty, FIFA!
 	The other celebration of America
 	A huge escalation in Trump's Smithsonian meddling




Culture Break
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Explore. Taylor Swift's wedding turned her love story into a networking opportunity, Shirley Li writes.

Read. Beneath all the alienation, The Catcher in the Rye, which turns 75 this year, has a surprisingly hopeful--and ethical--outlook, Lily Meyer writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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No Worries! Trump Will Make a Call and Fix It.

Have no fear, U.S. soccer fans. The president is on the case.

by Alexandra Petri

Tue, 07 Jul 2026




Anyone with eyes can see that Monday night's World Cup game was rigged. Team USA is winning, 0-0, and then suddenly all these goals start coming in for Belgium? Bang, bang, bang, one after the other, just like that? Very suspicious. But don't worry. Your favorite president is on the case!

I couldn't believe what I was seeing. I said, "Is this a Dominion scoreboard?" This is why we need the SAVE Act. This right here! You are telling me that this little teeny country full of chocolates and surrealism and little statues urinating into fountains can beat the USA at football? No way. Has your head been replaced with a green apple? You don't have to be Tintin the boy journaliste to know that that is not a pipe. Treachery, without a doubt! I saw them sneaking into the scoring places with more goals concealed in the small compartments of their waffles.

If we need more footage to make the case, I can supply some! Look! You can clearly see in my video that something shady is afoot. Having six fingers apiece obviously gave the Belgian team an unfair advantage.

I am going to talk to the head of FIFA and we're going to get to the bottom of it. I know the rules of football, and what we saw out there--all this kicking the ball around, head-butting it, no helmets--looked nothing like football. They weren't playing fair!

I think Infantino will see reason. And if he doesn't, I know some guys who will storm the field at a moment's notice to stop the count. They already have the outfits.

By the time we are done, we will be winning by 20, 30, maybe even 50 points! And as long as I am on the phone, we are going to solve a few other little crises. The temperatures, for instance. They are all coming out too high. We need to stop the count just a little sooner so that people can enjoy themselves on the Mall safely, which they could do if we stopped the thermometer in the mid-70s. Same thing with the air-quality index. We have beautiful, clean air, and the index should reflect that! Sometimes they claim that there is lightning; we will just roll that down to No Lightning. And, as I am always saying, everyone's complaints about the Iran situation could be resolved in an instant if people would just agree to report that we won by a mile. I have yet to get the right person on the phone.

Also at the gas pump, and in the grocery store. They are letting the numbers there get too high. When I am done talking to Infantino, we'll get that all worked out. And then we will fix the number of performers who agreed to perform at my wonderful festival for the Fourth of July!

We'll call the algae too. Tell them we are giving them a red card and they need to get right out of that pool! Pronto!

I am also going to have J. D. Vance talk to the head of the Smithsonian about the so-called winners and losers of these conflicts of the past--for example, the U.S. Civil War. The only reason the South has had such terrible numbers for so long was they didn't know the right people to speak with to get them changed. We'll get all those textbooks and museums straightened out.

Why win when you can cheat? Why win when you can badger the story into changing? With these guiding principles in mind, there's very little you can't do. Well, except win, fair and square. But that's all right. Winning is for losers, anyway.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/07/fifa-travesty-trump-soccer/687832/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Wonder of Everyday Life

Welcome to Ordinary Extraordinary, our new, eight-week newsletter series.

by Ian Bogost

Tue, 07 Jul 2026




Sign up for Ordinary Extraordinary, Ian Bogost's guide to making everyday life vivid again. You'll receive one edition every Saturday for the next eight weeks.


What if your life could be richer and more delightful without your having to change anything you're currently doing?

For most of us, when we think about making our lives better and happier, we think of meaningful work, healthy bodies, and thriving interpersonal relationships. Those goals are important. But they can also take years to achieve, and it's hard to know if and when you've even succeeded. Other types of pleasures also exist. Simpler, smaller, and easily achievable ones--the delights of experiencing the moments life offers by connecting ourselves to the physical world.

Some time ago, I wrote an ode to the stick-shift car. I thought it was a trifle, but a surprisingly large number of you read it. The small, seemingly insignificant experience of controlling an automobile by clutching and levering its gears turned out to be deeply meaningful. I became infatuated with what that discovery meant.

In the four years since publishing that article, I wrote a book about the topic: The Small Stuff: How to Lead a More Gratifying Life. It's about the sensory enchantment of everyday life: acts such as shifting a car's gears, holding a mug of tea, or hearing the crunch of a twig underfoot. I learned so much about what makes these small pleasures delightful, why they can feel rare, and why we might struggle to take them seriously.

Now I want to help you rediscover the experiences you are already having--experiences from which you might not have thought to derive joy. Ordinary Extraordinary is my new newsletter series here at The Atlantic. The lessons we'll explore together are easy, because they don't require you to change your habits or reinvent yourself. You just need to learn how to accept the sensory gifts the world offers you, all the time.

We will look at familiar topics--including nature and health, family and social life, and even running errands--but in a slightly unfamiliar way. Instead of assuming that you have to change your life to make it better, we will focus on living the life you already have, just a little differently. Along the way, I hope you will ask questions and share ideas with me directly, too.

Sign up to receive one edition every Saturday morning for the next eight weeks. Join me as we inhabit the world more fully together.
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FIFA Is a Cautionary Tale for Trump

The messy decision to reverse a red card against an American player shows what happens when an institution forfeits the benefit of the doubt.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 06 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.


This evening, the U.S. Men's National Team will take on Belgium in a World Cup Round of 16 match in Seattle. Much to U.S.A. fans' relief, and to Belgians' chagrin, the team will have the services of the striker Folarin Balogun.

The star player was sent off during last week's U.S.A. victory over Bosnia and Herzegovina after receiving a red card; that meant he was also suspended for his team's next game. To my casual fan's eye, the punishment was excessive. Another casual fan, President Trump, apparently agreed, and called his pal Gianni Infantino, the president of FIFA, to press him for a review. Yesterday FIFA announced that Balogun would receive one year's probation but not be forced to miss today's game.

The incident is rich in ironies. Trump, who has been raging at the Supreme Court for blocking his attempt to end birthright citizenship, felt compelled to go to bat for Balogun, whom Politico recently called "America's favorite birthright citizen." (He was born in the United States after his very pregnant mother was not permitted to board a plane back to London, where she lived, and where he grew up.) Meanwhile, some American fans who usually hate to see suits interfering in their sports are cheering FIFA on because the decision seems like a triumph of American exceptionalism.

Most of all, it is a fable about the corrosive effects of corruption on the ability to govern. Perhaps Balogun's reprieve is itself "just" in the sense that he never deserved a red card, but the process that led to it smacks of impropriety. Because of FIFA's long history of corruption, no one will ever believe that the organization made its decision disinterestedly, even if it somehow did. Trump would be wise to take note.

FIFA is an infamously corrupt organization. Years of allegations and complaints culminated in a 2015 Justice Department indictment of several top soccer officials on charges including racketeering, wire fraud, and money-laundering conspiracies. FIFA's then-president, Sepp Blatter, was forced out, although he was not indicted; several people, including the high-ranking American FIFA official Chuck Blazer, pleaded guilty. Infantino was brought in to clean things up, but many observers continue to see corruption at the heart of the organization. Trump even played to this history in appealing for Balogun's reinstatement, implying (without evidence) that the referee who made the call was crooked.

Infantino suggested that Trump's call didn't affect the outcome, and U.S. Coach Mauricio Pochettino insisted that Balogun's reprieve unfolded through a "normal process," and said that politicians should not lobby FIFA on specific issues. "We cannot mix that," he said. But long before Balogun, Infantino showed that he was willing to go to embarrassing lengths to flatter Trump, such as inventing a peace prize for him.

Both the Belgian and European football federations are livid. Among their points are that although FIFA cited a specific rule to suspend Balogun's red card, another rule seems to make clear that a red card requires a game out; FIFA has never suspended a red card for a World Cup game since the current rule came into effect. The federations have implied, not without justification, that the decision was tainted. "The integrity of the game is at stake," UEFA, the European group, warns. If the U.S. advances, this decision will be remembered bitterly for years, and any visitor displaying the Stars and Stripes in Antwerp may be inviting trouble.

While all this wrangling was occurring over the weekend, the Justice Department was dealing with a different accusation of corruption. DOJ filed a letter to a federal judge who demanded an explanation for why bribery charges were dropped against the Indian billionaire Gautam Adani, whose lawyer--who happens to have also represented Trump--said that Adani could invest $10 billion in the United States if charges were dropped. Trent McCotter, the principal associate deputy attorney general, did not dispute that offer, but said that it played no role. "Before that topic first arose, I had already firmly concluded I would seek dismissal of the securities charges no matter what," he wrote, adding that it was not "a close call."

Perhaps this is true, but, like FIFA, the Trump administration will never get the benefit of the doubt. Once an administration makes overt corruption its modus operandi, and once it turns the Justice Department into a political arm of the White House, no one is likely to believe that the charges against Adani were weak, and that a quid pro quo hadn't occurred.

Another big topic over the weekend was Trump's enormous gains in crypto, which amounted to at least $1.4 billion last year. (Many investors lost their shirts.) Chris Christie, the former governor of New Jersey and even more former Trump ally, called it a "Putin-esque type of corruption and self-enrichment." Trump, for his part, insisted that he'd done nothing wrong, and also that he didn't know about the deals that made the money. Once again, no one is likely to believe it.

Trump might consider FIFA a role model: It has seemed to get away with its malfeasance for decades with little effect. The same isn't true for its leaders, though. Blatter looked unassailable right up to the moment he was toppled; his long-running heir apparent was also pushed out, which is how Infantino ended up as FIFA president in the first place.

Moreover, FIFA is not a government. It's able to maintain its position in part by circulating enough money around to quiet any complainers, and also because no matter how much some people care about soccer, it's still just a sport. The federal government, by contrast, has to maintain a popular mandate. That's difficult when you give voters so much reason to assume the worst.

Related:

	The DOJ is losing public trust
 	The absurd World Cup






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Sally Jenkins on FIFA's very bad call
 	The results are in on Trump's boat-strikes campaign.
 	The "consumer socialism" trap




Today's News

	A man is suing the Department of Homeland Security, alleging that its federal agents infringed on his First Amendment rights. The agents had left a warning notice at his home last month indicating that he had possibly violated federal law by sending a harsh email months earlier to the former head of ICE.
 	A woman said that the Maine Senate candidate Graham Platner sexually assaulted her almost five years ago, Politico reported. Platner denied all allegations.
 	Preliminary hearings started today for the man accused of assassinating Charlie Kirk; prosecutors are seeking a trial and the death penalty.






Dispatches 

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal compiles advice on how to find joy on a quiet day in.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Kevin Mazur / Getty; patstock / Getty.



How Lizzo Became One of Pop Culture's Great Flops

By Spencer Kornhaber

This past May, the globally famous pop star Lizzo was spotted on the side of a busy road in Los Angeles, putting up her own posters. Wearing a white crop top and a tiny skirt, she dipped a long brush into a bucket of paste and then used her body to press her new album cover onto a wall. A passing car stopped, and its driver told her that his mom was a big fan. Lizzo asked, "Did she presave my album?"
 This grunt work, captured in a video posted to Lizzo's social-media accounts, was part of a marketing campaign emphasizing her own unpopularity. Leading up to the release of her fifth studio album, Bitch, early last month, the 38-year-old singer flooded the internet with posts expressing her irritation that her music wasn't finding its audience.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The problem America refuses to address
 	David Frum: What Trump's July 4 speech revealed
 	The death of Renee Good has yet to be properly investigated
 	Radio Atlantic: The military Pete Hegseth wants




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Say goodbye. Sony recently announced that, starting in 2028, new PlayStation games will be available only as digital downloads rather than physical discs. The change will mean sacrificing small pleasures in the name of convenience, Will Gottsegen argues.

Watch. On House of the Dragon (streaming on HBO Max), the queen experiences the kind of pressure even the average viewer may find familiar: how to do a good job when she's having a really bad day, writes Shirley Li.

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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How to Find Joy on a Quiet Day In

Home can be a place of adventure, not just stasis.

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 04 Jul 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.


In his 2022 essay on how to want less, Arthur C. Brooks recalls a line from Ralph Waldo Emerson about the dangers of thinking that a new place or shiny thing will fix life's problems. "At home I dream that at Naples, at Rome, I can be intoxicated with beauty, and lose my sadness," Emerson wrote in his essay "Self-Reliance." "I pack my trunk, embrace my friends, embark on the sea, and at last wake up in Naples, and there beside me is the stern fact, the sad self, unrelenting, identical, that I fled from."

Staying home might not readily provide the intoxicating beauty Emerson describes. But once you give in to spending the day inside--with a good movie or the right book, or just dancing around the kitchen with your loved ones--you'll find that beauty exists there too. As those experiences add up, you may even come to see your everyday surroundings as a place for adventure rather than just stasis. Today's newsletter explores how to create joy, no matter how many or how few plans you have for the weekend and the summer.

Enjoying Home

Five Books That Will Redirect Your Attention

By Rhian Sasseen

When malaise strikes, a book can break the spell--if you choose the right one. (From 2025)


Read the article.

How to Want Less

By Arthur C. Brooks

The secret to satisfaction has nothing to do with achievement, money, or stuff. (From 2022)


Read the article.

Boredom Is the Price We Pay for Meaning

By Daniel Smith

When I became a father, I was forced to reckon with the emotion that consumed my days.


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Your summer project is watching these movies: Twelve franchises, genres, and filmographies to dig into
 	How to make life feel a little nicer: Last year, readers gave Elaine Godfrey their tips for seeking out small moments of joy.




Other Diversions

	The father of American pop music turns 200
 	The $10,000 Macbook Pro is here.
 	Movies are good, actually. 




PS


Courtesy of Carol G.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Carol G, 58, sent this photo of orchids at the U.S. Botanic Garden in Washington, D.C.

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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