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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Democracy's Odds

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




Updated with new questions at 4:40 p.m. ET on January 22, 2026.

In Princeton, New Jersey, a short stroll from the university you have heard of, there lies a little campus home to the Institute for Advanced Study. It was founded in 1930 not to confer degrees nor--God forbid!--to make money, nor even to conduct research toward any end in particular. The institute proclaims that its purpose is "the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake."

Founder Abraham Flexner reckoned that brilliant minds, once freed to pursue "useless satisfactions," would stumble upon discoveries of "undreamed-of utility," as he wrote in a magazine a few years into the institute's work. It seems to have worked for Albert Einstein, who had an office there. J. Robert Oppenheimer, too.

Enjoy this week's useless satisfactions. I look forward to your theory of everything the week after.

Find last week's questions here, and to get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily. 

Thursday, January 22, 2026

	What establishment is known as the "nation's attic" for its vast collection of American artifacts?
 -- From Lily Meyer's article on the long-running argument over that attic 
 	The Arabic word for "everything" is the name of what website that concerns itself with elections, sports scores, geopolitical happenings, and basically any other predictable event a user can think up?
 -- From Saahil Desai's article on the danger of this sort of site
 	What political-science term describes a country with a weak government, an exploited working class, and an elite-controlled economy that usually depends on one (possibly fruity) commodity?
 -- From Marc Novicoff's essay on looking for a label for Donald Trump's governance




And by the way, did you know that the vaunted Athenians, inventors of democracy, most commonly selected their political officeholders by chance? Bronze tokens representing the adult men of Athens would be slotted into a carved-stone device called the kleroterion, then dice would be repeatedly dropped into the contraption to rule out tokens until only the number required to hold office remained.

The proper poli-sci term for this is sortition, which also applies to how the United States selects people for jury duty today. But imagine the rest of U.S. democracy working like that: You're tossing out your junk mail when you notice a letter from the feds--congrats, the big government Plinko board has decided you're serving one year in Congress. Good luck!

Until tomorrow.



Answers:

	The Smithsonian. The world's largest museum complex is, naturally, more than just dusty storage, and the "attic" moniker belies the power the Smithsonian Institution has to shape the narrative of the United States, Lily writes. The story matters more than all the stuff--so it's no wonder people fight over it, she says. Read more.
 	Kalshi. Like Polymarket, Kalshi is one of those sites that purports to be a "prediction market" and not a gambling platform--repeat, not a gambling platform. Except, Saahil writes, any forum for betting is definitionally manipulable; the media outlets that breathlessly report odds as determined by Kalshi had better beware. Read more.
 	Banana republic. The term, typically applied to Latin American countries, doesn't really fit the United States, Marc writes (although artificial intelligence certainly seems like the country's banana right now), nor does authoritarianism, fascism, or kleptocracy. Rather, Marc argues, the United States might right now be a kakistocracy. Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, and if you think up a great question after reading an Atlantic story--or simply want to share a fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Wednesday, January 21, 2026

	The strangely shaped juhyo--"monsters" made where the wind sculpts snow around evergreen trees--appear each winter on Mount Zao, in a rural prefecture of what country?
 -- From Alan Taylor's collection of photos of the phenomenon 
 	The Trump administration this month posted images of politicians and celebrities sporting a particular type of mustache--a campaign intended to encourage consumption of what dietary item?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's article on one of the food world's longest wars
 	In internet slang, what four-letter first name can be applied to any muscular, romantically successful "alpha male"? (Drop a letter, and you get a word for a man who behaves boorishly toward women.)
 -- From Thomas Chatterton Williams's essay on the crisis of "looksmaxxing" 




And by the way, did you know that--speaking of snow monsters--the U.S. State Department in 1959 issued guidance on yeti expeditions? It informed Americans who wished to hunt for the abominable snowman that they would have to comply with certain rules set by Nepal: They needed to pay for a permit, they had to share any photographic evidence they found, and they were allowed to capture the yeti alive but could kill it only "in an emergency arising out of self defence."

Alas, this did not mean that State officials believed in the monster. Rather, they were trying to show their support for Nepalese sovereignty--and thus keep the country out of the clutches of a boogeyman that scared Americans even more than the yeti: communism.



Answers:

	Japan. The monsters make for eerie skiing in the mountains of Yamagata prefecture, the site of one of Japan's oldest resorts. If a jaunt there is out of the question, the photos Alan compiled are a stunning substitute. See the pictures.
 	Milk. The dairy 'staches are a throwback to the "Got Milk?" campaign launched in the 1990s. Now the Trump team wants everyone drinking whole milk specifically, Yasmin says--possibly to recapture America's lost promise? The details are fuzzy. What's clear, Yasmin writes, is that "the idealized era of perfectly safe, perfectly wholesome dairy never really existed." Read more.
 	Chad. (And your drop-a-letter answer is cad.) The Chad is one of the more legible elements of the corner of the internet devoted to "looksmaxxing"--the "monomaniacal commitment" to improving one's appearance, as Thomas puts it. Reporting on this troubling, uncompassionate subculture, Thomas concludes that it might be the perfect distillation of the moral crisis young men face. Read more. 




Tuesday, January 20, 2026

	Whereas Swedish institutions select the winner of every other Nobel Prize, the award for peace is conferred by a committee from what country?
 -- From Anne Applebaum's analysis of Donald Trump's threatening Greenland letter
 	What 1986 sports movie follows the boys of tiny Milan High School to their state-championship victory over Muncie Central?
 -- From Keith O'Brien's article on the end of the underdog
 	The Barbz are--or were--the fan base of what "Anaconda" rapper, who recently alienated many of them when she appeared at a Turning Point USA event alongside Charlie Kirk's widow?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's essay on Trump's ever-stalled effort to win the culture war




And by the way, did you know that throughout the history of the Nobel Prizes, there have been years so turbulent that the Peace Prize committee determined not to confer an award, even as other categories went on?

This happened in a few of the interwar years as Nazi Germany rearmed, Italy invaded Ethiopia, and peace generally disintegrated. It was also the case for the years of World War I, with the exception of 1917, when the committee recognized the Red Cross for its humanitarian aid. (All of the Nobel Prizes were suspended during the early years of World War II.)

The circumstances were a bit different in 1948, when the committee ruled that "there was no suitable living candidate." The clear message was that the award--which by rule cannot be given posthumously--should have gone to Mahatma Gandhi, assassinated earlier that year.



Answers:

	Norway. Neither of those countries, you'll note, is Denmark, the Scandinavian state that Greenland is a part of. Still, Anne writes, in a letter to Norway's prime minister, Trump threatened invasion of the territory as a consequence of his not receiving a Nobel Peace Prize--never mind that Norway's government doesn't determine the winner, either. Read more.
 	Hoosiers. The real-life miracle that immortalized Milan, Indiana, is perhaps the underdog story in sports. Indiana University's win on Monday in college football's national championship is, likewise, a great story, O'Brien writes--but no matter how many Hoosier comparisons commentators make, the victory is not the tale of an underdog. That storyline, at least in college football, is kaput. Read more.
 	Nicki Minaj. Minaj's appearance at AmericaFest was certainly a "plot twist," Spencer writes, but it's also in keeping with conservatives' attempt to so disorient America that they can graft "a new zeitgeist" onto the culture. Alas--ask a Barb--culture is still too surprising and messy to control. Read more.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/01/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-15/685685/?utm_source=feed
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What the Greenland Crisis Teaches Europe About Trump

European leaders may have averted catastrophe for now, but they still have to settle a crucial debate about how to handle the president.

by Thomas Wright

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




Yesterday afternoon, Donald Trump announced that he had "formed the framework of a future deal" with NATO Secretary-General Mark Rutte, raising hopes in Europe that the Greenland crisis may have reached an end. The framework reportedly respects Denmark's sovereignty over Greenland and focuses instead on beefing up America's military presence in the territory, reaching a deal on crucial minerals, and increasing cooperation on both Arctic security and Trump's Golden Dome missile-defense system. 

The worst of the crisis may have passed, at least for now. But the past few days underscore the extraordinary stakes of a debate among Europe's leaders that remains unresolved. Should they take a conciliatory approach toward Trump, in the hope of coaxing him to their side? Or should they stand firm when he threatens them, imposing costs on him even if it means risking their relationship with his administration?

The lesson that Europe is likely to draw from the past year--and particularly from the Greenland fiasco--is that it must do both. It needs Trump whisperers who will flatter him, but it also needs to pack its velvet gloves with steel. If Europe's leaders only praise him, Trump is likely to ignore them when convenient, rip up any deals they have made, and take whatever he can when the opportunity arises. If they show only toughness, they risk prompting him to withdraw from NATO or rupture the transatlantic alliance in other ways.

Vivian Salama: Trump wants to be the new Polk

The past week helps demonstrate these dynamics. Just a few days ago, Trump refused to rule out the use of force in taking Greenland, and he promised to impose tariffs on eight countries that recently sent troops to the territory for a security mission, even though the deployment had been fully coordinated with the U.S. military. Then, in a speech at the World Economic Forum in Davos yesterday morning, Trump lambasted Europe: "If it wasn't for us, you'd all be speaking German and a little bit of Japanese perhaps." He reiterated his argument that "no nation or group of nations is in any position to be able to secure Greenland other than the United States." "That's our territory," he claimed. But he disavowed the use of force, saying instead that he wanted to acquire Greenland through "immediate negotiations."

This was seen as a major concession, but it prompted further questions. What happens when Denmark refuses to transfer ownership? Will force be back on the table? Senator Lindsey Graham, who had been meeting with European officials in Davos, stoked further anxiety with a social-media post soon after Trump's speech, in which he demanded that Denmark give the United States the legal title to Greenland.

Just an hour after his speech, however, Trump rescinded his tariff threat and announced that the aforementioned framework had been reached. The New York Times reported that European officials had discussed granting America sovereignty over Greenland's U.S. military bases. But a European official with direct knowledge of the negotiations--and who was not authorized to speak publicly--told me this was not part of the deal.

If the framework sticks, it will be a triumph of Danish diplomacy. For the past year, Copenhagen has offered to work with the Trump administration on all of its policy demands. But it imposed two red lines and never wavered: The Danes wouldn't compromise on territorial integrity or Greenland's right to self-determination. Otherwise, though, the president had wide latitude to get what he wanted.

Many other European leaders, by contrast, have responded to Trump's repeated bullying over the past year with nearly unconditional accommodation and praise, while working behind the scenes to moderate his policies. They agreed to his demands to increase their defense spending to 5 percent of their GDP. Their response to his tariffs last year was minimal. Rutte, the NATO leader, even called Trump Europe's "daddy."

This soft approach is easy to ridicule, but the Europeans have been able to point to some successes since deploying it. Trump stopped talking about leaving NATO. He agreed to sell weapons to Ukraine and provide intelligence support. And the approach prepared the way for yesterday's announcement that Rutte himself had been the one to broker the deal with Trump that defused the crisis.

The framework appears to respect Copenhagen's red lines, which raises the question: Why did Trump suggest he would finally agree to it? After all, it was on offer for most of the past year.

The main answer is that Denmark made clear that it was not going to back down in negotiations, leaving Trump with few options. If he had used force in Greenland, he could find himself in a war with one of America's closest allies. Such a war would be clearly illegal under U.S. law, and it could trigger a civil-military crisis, presenting military officers with plainly unlawful orders.

Other European countries also played a key role in increasing the potential costs of Trump's aggression. The European Union agreed to impose $93 billion tariffs on the U.S. if the ones Trump had threatened actually took effect. And some leaders, including French President Emmanuel Macron, suggested using the Anti-Coercion Instrument, also known as the European "bazooka," which allows for a unified trade-policy response to coercive behavior like Trump's. The Europeans were divided on invoking the instrument; some worried that Trump might escalate and pull out of NATO altogether. But their serious discussion of it suggested to the president that he might run a genuine risk.

Read: The fuck-around-and-find-out presidency

And then there were the financial markets. According to Treasury Department data, EU members and NATO allies hold more than $3.31 trillion in U.S. debt--more than triple what China holds. On Tuesday, the yield on the benchmark U.S. 10-year bond reached its highest level since August, sparking concern that investors would sell off U.S. Treasuries if Trump escalated the conflict.

Moreover, the prospect of controlling Greenland is deeply unpopular among Americans. One poll conducted earlier this month found that 75 percent of them oppose any attempt to take over the territory. And more than a dozen Republican senators made public statements warning against it.

The Greenland crisis was in many ways the sum of Europeans' fears about Trump, raising the specter of an attack on a NATO ally and the dissolution of the alliance. For the moment, the crisis seems to have been averted. But Trump is too fickle a negotiator for Europe to take comfort in yesterday's announcement. To keep him from reescalating or threatening them on other issues in the future, they may well follow some advice from an unlikely source: J. D. Vance.

"I think a lot of European nations were right about our invasion of Iraq," Vance said last year. "Frankly, if the Europeans had been a little more independent, and a little more willing to stand up, then maybe we could have saved the entire world from the strategic disaster that was the American-led invasion of Iraq." Vance continued, "I don't want the Europeans to just do whatever the Americans tell them to do. I don't think it's in their interest, and I don't think it's in our interests, either."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2026/01/greenland-crisis-trump-diplomacy-nato/685715/?utm_source=feed
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Trump Casually Denigrates NATO's War Dead

The president has revised history when it comes to the sacrifices of America's allies.

by Isaac Stanley-Becker

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




Benni Schmidt Pedersen lives on a small farm in Denmark, where it's quiet and he can hear if anyone is coming down the gravel road to his home. He's stricken with PTSD from his time as a soldier in Afghanistan, where five members of his 130-person company died in the American-led war against the Taliban.

I called him today to read him a quote from President Trump about America's NATO allies: "We've never needed them," Trump said in a Fox Business interview at the World Economic Forum, in Davos. "We have never really asked anything of them. You know, they'll say they sent some troops to Afghanistan or this or that. And they did. They stayed a little back, little off the front lines."

First Pedersen laughed. Then he tried to brush it off--classic Trump bluster. "Why doesn't it surprise me that he's saying that?"

Finally, his voice dropped an octave. "That's bullshit," he said.

It is, indeed, bullshit. The United States invoked Article 5, the mutual-defense clause of NATO's founding charter, the day after the September 11 attacks. It remains the only time in NATO's nearly 80-year history that the obligation of common defense has been activated. All 28 members of the alliance at the time sent soldiers to Afghanistan. Many never returned.

Consider these numbers:

An estimated 3,500 soldiers from NATO countries died in Afghanistan. The United States suffered the most losses in absolute terms: Nearly 2,500 U.S. service members were killed in the 20-year war. But per capita, Denmark suffered even more severe losses, burying 43 soldiers in a population, at the time, of about 5.5 million.

Other NATO members sacrificed, too. Britain lost about 450 soldiers, Canada more than 150. Other small countries, like Denmark, weren't spared: Estonia lost nine soldiers. Norway, 10. Czech Republic, 14. Romania, 27.

Why does this matter now? Because Trump has been disparaging Europe's contributions to NATO, and Denmark's in particular, as he threatened to take over part of the Nordic country's territory. Yesterday, he avoided doing what many feared he might. He told an audience in Davos that he wouldn't use military force to acquire his coveted Greenland, which would have put an abrupt end to the alliance. But he made his disdain for NATO clear: "The United States is treated very unfairly by NATO. I want to tell you that. When you think about it, nobody can dispute it. We give so much, and we get so little in return."

Read: The sacrifice of the Danes

That prompted a bit of fact-checking by NATO's secretary-general, Mark Rutte. Privately, Rutte met with Trump and convinced him to accept a framework for negotiations that could see an enhanced U.S. military presence on Greenland as well as stepped-up NATO efforts in the broader Arctic region. Both are options that Denmark and other alliance members have been open to, and in fact encouraged, all along. In a public portion of their meeting, Rutte challenged Trump's account of NATO's steadfastness. "There is one thing I heard you say yesterday and today. You were not absolutely sure that the Europeans would come to the rescue of the U.S. if you will be attacked," Rutte told Trump. "Let me tell you, they will. And they did in Afghanistan."

Rutte continued: "For every two Americans who paid the ultimate price, there was one soldier from another NATO country who did not come back to his family."

Read: Davos Man may burn the whole thing down

Trump, whose bone-spurs diagnosis in 1968 made him exempt from service in Vietnam, seems not to have taken kindly to the history lesson. So he offered his own, make-believe history of NATO activity in Afghanistan, in an interview with Fox's Maria Bartiromo. The notion that soldiers from NATO allies "stayed a little back, little off the front lines" is false, Pedersen, the Danish veteran, told me. He deployed in 2010, the deadliest year for NATO forces, with some 700 fatalities. (Trump was hosting two seasons of his Apprentice TV series that year and toying publicly with a presidential bid.)

Pedersen's company worked in Helmand province, a Taliban stronghold in southern Afghanistan. Five of the company's members were killed, including Sophia Bruun, the first female soldier to die in combat in Danish history, whose service I wrote about last week. Seventy-eight were injured, Pedersen said. They faced off with Taliban fighters nearly every other day.

"We were on the front lines, the same as the Americans," he said. "That was our job."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national-security/2026/01/trump-denmark-afghanistan-fatalities-nato/685716/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Oscars Are Rewarding Hollywood's Big Bets

Major studios took risks last year that seem to have paid off with Academy voters.

by David Sims

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




This morning's Oscar nominations capped a year marked by a stunning run of critical and commercial success for one of Hollywood's biggest--and most discussed--studios. Warner Bros. dominated proceedings with big hauls for One Battle After Another and Sinners. The latter, a vampire story set in 1930s Mississippi, made Academy history by becoming the most nominated film of all time: It earned 16 nods, two higher than the previous record holders, Titanic, La La Land, and All About Eve. The Academy Awards are commonly defined these days by a struggle for relevance, making the fact that such high-quality, non-franchise movies from a major studio connected with audiences a considerable boon--especially after last year's show, which celebrated a swath of more inscrutable indie pictures.

That success still came with familiar existential baggage for the film industry. Warner Bros., while making creative bets that paid off, has been embroiled in high-stakes merger drama for several months. Netflix and Paramount have both vied to purchase the studio, which in either case would create a corporate behemoth likely less inclined to take the risks that lead to a One Battle, or a Sinners, or even a Weapons (which nabbed a Best Supporting Actress nod for Amy Madigan, who played the antagonist). No matter what the future holds, though, the Warner Bros. triumph can't be undermined: It helped define 2025 as a year in which movies coaxed adult audiences to theaters by blending action and spectacle with more challenging, trenchant storytelling.

Other big nomination-getters included Chloe Zhao's Hamnet, an adaptation of Maggie O'Farrell's novel that especially drew plaudits for its emotionally demanding performances. (Jessie Buckley, who plays a grief-stricken mother, has been the presumed front-runner for Best Actress since awards season began.) A24's gamble on a big-budget table-tennis epic paid off, with Marty Supreme earning nine nominations; not only has the film become the indie studio's highest-grossing release ever, but its star, Timothee Chalamet, is also tipped for Best Actor. Meanwhile, Apple's hit sports drama F1, which collected four nods, including Best Picture, is the closest thing to a typical blockbuster contender. Two box-office smashes that once seemed like guarantees, meanwhile, are absent from Best Picture, namely Avatar: Fire and Ash and Wicked: For Good; the sequel to last year's Oscar-winning Wicked blanked entirely this year. Handing out nominations to a film headed up by a big name like Brad Pitt--as well as several of his movie-star peers, such as One Battle After Another's lead, Leonardo DiCaprio; Michael B. Jordan, who plays two roles in Sinners; and Emma Stone, for Yorgos Lanthimos's acidic satire Bugonia--guarantees a glitzier show, which is vital to the point of the Oscars: The ceremony is essentially an advertisement for the act of theatergoing.

Read: The 10 best movies of 2025

In recent years, the Academy Awards have been shaped by the more international and art-house tilt of the nominations. This run began with Parasite's Best Picture win in 2020, and perhaps peaked last year with a slew of less commercial nominees. The controversial French musical Emilia Perez led the field; the indie dramas Anora and The Brutalist picked up several major nods, as did the gory horror satire The Substance; Anora took Best Picture. Meanwhile, bigger franchise hits such as Wicked and Dune: Part Two were relegated to wins in the technical categories. In decades past, winning the Cannes Film Festival's top prize, the coveted Palme D'or, was of little relevance to later awards success. But of late, it's been a vital indicator: Anora and Parasite used it as a springboard to Oscar glory, and fellow Palme d'Or victors such as Triangle of Sadness and Anatomy of a Fall ended up with awards-season success.

With that track record in mind, the indie powerhouse Neon snapped up every big Cannes winner that it could, including this year's Palme winner, It Was Just an Accident; the Brazilian period drama The Secret Agent; the nail-biting thriller Sirat, a co-production from France and Spain; and the director Joachim Trier's Norwegian family dramedy, Sentimental Value, his follow-up to the well-regarded The Worst Person in the World. Some pundits wondered whether Neon had gone overboard with its awards slate, but all four movies were recognized in the International Feature Film category and elsewhere; The Secret Agent and Sentimental Value also made it to Best Picture. Sentimental Value was particularly beloved, earning nine nominations, while Wagner Moura's Best Actor nod for The Secret Agent makes him the first Brazilian ever recognized in that category.

There were a few other surprises, particularly in the acting categories. Among the nominees for Best Supporting Actor and Best Supporting Actress were two Sinners stars, Wunmi Mosaku and Delroy Lindo--the latter a Hollywood veteran finally getting his first nod. Kate Hudson sneaked into the Best Actress category for Song Sung Blue, an inspirational true-story musical drama; the One Battle After Another ingenue, Chase Infiniti, meanwhile, was locked out. Hamnet, which won Best Motion Picture--Drama at the Golden Globes earlier this month, slightly under-indexed; Paul Mescal missed out on Supporting Actor despite noms at several other awards ceremonies this year. The film also missed out on key technical nods, such as Cinematography and Editing. And in the Best Picture lineup, Netflix's meditative drama Train Dreams earned a spot, whereas two of the streamer's splashier movies--the George Clooney-starring Jay Kelly and the latest Knives Out sequel, Wake Up Dead Man--didn't make the cut.

Read: The conversation that moviegoers don't need to be having

Now the nearly two-month trudge to the ceremony itself begins. Although there's likely to be the usual hand-wringing in the press about plateauing viewership, the Oscars' long-term future has already been secured: YouTube will own the broadcast rights starting in 2029. That deal will keep funding the show, guarantee a wider audience, and banish any larger concerns about Nielsen ratings as the traditional broadcast model continues to go extinct.

This year's awards narrative was already feeling especially ossified. One Battle After Another has been the front-runner since sweeping the critics' prizes and winning four Golden Globes, including for Best Motion Picture--Musical or Comedy. Sinners' huge nomination haul, however, will throw it back into the mix as One Battle's biggest potential rival--rewarding Warner Bros.'s year of risk-taking mightily, regardless of what happens.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/2026/01/oscar-nominations-2026-sinners-one-battle-after-another/685714/?utm_source=feed
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The Upside of Professional Rejection

There's a better way to approach no's in your work life.&nbsp;&nbsp;

by Anna Holmes

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




My relationship with rejection, professionally speaking, is complicated. I'm a writer, and although I've been hearing "thanks, but no thanks" in response to pitches since the '90s, that hasn't made the no's easy; I still smart when I think of story ideas that editors swatted away years ago.

It's normal to hear "no" and jump to the conclusion that something is fundamentally wrong--with one's work or, worse, with oneself. As I've aged, however, I've found that the disappointment that comes after being rebuffed doesn't last as long as it used to. In one recent instance, after a longtime collaborator rejected a project I was passionate about, the feeling of dejection never even arrived. Instead, the "no" energized me to find someone else who believed in the idea.

Since then, I've grown curious about why I responded the way I did--and about whether, in this new year, I might be able to reframe how I see rejection entirely: not as a final answer, but as a provocation or an opportunity.

Read: A toast to all the rejects

How people process rejection is tied to culture. I grew up in the United States, which has long espoused an ethos of individualism and grit, so I've been surrounded by messages about the "power of positive thinking" and exhortations that people should push through dispiriting dismissals--or, as Ronald Reagan put it, "try and try again." That attitude, if you can summon it, can be invigorating. But it doesn't come naturally to everyone. And some people, no matter how hard they try, are rejected not because of their shortcomings but because of influences--political, societal--that they may have little power to overcome. Alison Kinney, the author of the forthcoming book United States of Rejection: A Story of Love, Hate, and Hope, told me that she worries about the notion that failing to overcome obstacles is proof of a lack of willpower, given how much is out of a person's control. When people are rejected and blame themselves, they risk experiencing their situation as a sort of double failure.

People with certain personalities seem better suited to processing setbacks than others. Daniel Pink, the author of the 2009 book Drive: The Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us, told me that, in his experience, the people who handle rejection best are typically confident in their ability to succeed, high in autonomy, and sure of who they are. For these people, rejection can even be a marker of distinction, Pink said. Their attitude might be: "You rejected me because you don't understand that I'm unique."

A 2012 study on the way rejection affects creativity echoed that finding. In a series of experiments, the authors repeatedly found that being rejected could spur people to be more creative, but only if those people had an "independent self-concept"--that is, if they were the type of people who prefer to remain "distinctly separate" from others, and to "emphasize personal goals over group goals." The authors theorized that because such people don't feel a strong need to belong, failure might not sting so much, and the opportunity to distinguish themselves might be extra appealing. This resonated with me: I've never cared much about being part of an "in-group," and I've found that when I ignore external markers of success, I'm more likely to measure myself against myself and focus on my goals, not others' expectations.

The context in which a professional rejection plays out can also help determine how someone responds. It matters, for example, what a person's relationship is to the project they're working on, Ayelet Fishbach, a behavioral-science professor at the University of Chicago, told me. If the endeavor feels central to their identity and they are deeply committed to it, they're probably more likely to keep going regardless of other people's opinions. That may be why I was so motivated after my recent rejection; the project was a memoir I'd been dreaming of writing for years.

The identity of the person who does the rejecting might also shape the outcome, Samir Nurmohamed, an associate professor of management at the Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania, told me. He described a study he ran, in which participants were asked to complete a simple online task and were informed, beforehand, both how well an observer expected them to perform and how likely that observer was to be correct in their prediction. Nurmohamed found that when the participants were told that the observer wasn't credible, hearing that they had low expectations actually boosted performance, perhaps because the participant wanted to work hard to prove the observer wrong. When the participants learned that the observer's opinion was respected, though, their performance was more likely to falter; the participants were still generally motivated to prove their naysayers wrong, but their anxiety tended to make them less successful.

The people most likely to push through rejection tend to share a specific quality: They "are willing to embrace discomfort," Fishbach said. These people, she explained, have the ability to reframe that sense of discomfort as growth--as "a sign that I'm pushing myself, that I am doing something new, that I'm developing as a person." After all, at its core, rejection is just feedback, Pink told me. It can provide an opportunity to approach a situation differently or at least to learn something.

Read: The fine art of failure

Nurmohamed said that for those trying to overcome self-doubt, a helpful tactic is to recall moments in the past when they've succeeded despite others' doubts. In 2021, he co-authored a paper in which several groups of job seekers at reemployment centers in Philadelphia were asked to come up with various types of stories about themselves. The researchers found that those who were asked to tell "underdog narratives"--accounts of times when they believed in themselves and others didn't--were more likely to find employment than those who'd been asked to tell any other type of story. They speculated that this was because the "underdog narratives" reminded the job seekers that they could succeed even when obstacles were in the way, and because the stories highlighted how much control a person has over their life.

This doesn't mean that people should always push through in the face of negative professional feedback. As Pink reminded me, sometimes a rejection is worth taking seriously. Though a person who soldiers on through difficulty may seem stubborn, or at least admirably persistent, they're not necessarily smart. "I want to cheer for those people from the sidelines, but sometimes they're wrong," he said. "They could just be escalating their commitment to a failing course of action, digging the hole even deeper." Ryan Holiday, the author of The Obstacle Is the Way, told me he also worries about those who use others' skepticism as a primary motivation to succeed. In that way lies madness, or at least chronic acrimony. He pointed to Michael Jordan's 2009 Basketball Hall of Fame speech, in which Jordan made a series of ungenerous remarks about people he felt had slighted him over the years. "Here you have the most successful athlete of all time, and he's using the crowning moment of his career to prove that he's still haunted by these grievances," Holiday said. It was "tragic."

It's also understandable. Being rejected hurts, and finding success may not erase the emotional residue of all those prior rebuffs. But a conversation with Jessica Bacal, a writer and educator, reframed for me how one might work through the soreness. Five years ago, Bacal told me, she received a particularly painful professional rejection, and she decided to process her feelings through writing. Eventually, she came up with an idea for a book: The Rejection That Changed My Life, which featured interviews with dozens of women about their professional rejections and was published in 2021. She told me she now sees that first rejection as a "gift."

I know what she means. The worst no's can be confidence-shattering. But for people ready to respond not with hardheadedness but with strength and grace, they also offer a rare chance: to pick up the pieces of a broken ego and rebuild.



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

Fashion, beauty, and food companies are using nonsensical jargon to make a sale.

by Ellen Cushing

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




There's a double helix in my local Sephora. It's roughly the size and shape of a soda can, and it is accompanied by a placard referencing patents and peptides, as if in a science fair. It's trying to sell me a hair mask.

Online, the company responsible for this display describes itself as a "biology-first haircare brand, powered by biotech." It practices "biomimetic hairscience," and, thanks to "a decade of complex research into the bioscience of hair," has patented a peptide that repairs hair "at a molecular level across multiple types of bonds including polypeptide chains and disulfide bonds." I have no idea what any of this means. The mask costs $75.

In 2026, it is possible to cover your body in science. You can put on probiotic leggings and a patented bra, and then you can apply lipstick containing hyaluronic acids "with differentiated molecular weights" and slather your face in a "triple-lipid peptide cream" developed by self-identified "skintellectuals." You can also eat your science, by way of "clinically-studied key herbs, adaptogens, and minerals--at amounts informed by research." If you get thirsty, you can have water that has been chemically manipulated with extra hydrogen atoms, just in case two aren't enough for you. Even decades-old products have been newly recast as miracles of modern chemistry: After years of selling itself purely impressionistically, via close-up shots of hot athletes dripping sweat and swilling neon liquid, Gatorade has recently begun touting itself as "Lab Tested." As the wellness movement collides with the supercharged demands of selling products in a crowded market, science-speak seems to have invaded every crevice of the fashion, beauty, and food industries.

Read: Eat your vegetables like an adult

Many of the claims these products make are perfectly legitimate, if a bit goofy; others are transparently nonsense. And dubious, science-flecked marketing claims have existed about as long as marketing has. But they used to be comparatively unsophisticated, and quite literal: Cheerios contain a certain amount of fiber, and fiber is good for you, thus Cheerios are good for you and you should buy them. A skin-care product is superior to its competitors because it has more vitamin C, and vitamin C is good for your skin. These ads were informed but plainspoken, employing the simple logic of cause and effect, inputs and outputs, using words most people recognized. They talked, basically, like a family-medicine doctor.

Today's ads, by contrast, talk like the Ph.D. kind of doctor, using polysyllabic words and alluding to things viewable only under a microscope. They seem designed not to illuminate but to obfuscate, to impart the veneer of science at such a high level that people will never really ask how, or if, it works. Almost no one is looking up a peer-reviewed study, or spelunking through the patent database, to make sure the claims on their package of goo are accurate. "People like buying products that are, quote, research backed," Neil Lewis Jr., a behavioral scientist at Cornell, told me. "But most people, they're not equipped to actually evaluate those claims. They don't have the time or expertise, often, and so they sort of just look for some heuristic cue, and that's good enough." What science-washed products promise--more than what they actually promise on the package--is that someone else did the work for you.

For years, the trend in consumption was beautiful but useless trash. Now, Stephen Zagor, who teaches courses in food business at NYU and Columbia, told me, "science is the new it thing." For companies, nodding to state-of-the-art technology and papering a corporate website in clip art of molecules is an indication that their product is the best, empirically. And for consumers, drinking a soda that went to grad school is a signal too--of savviness and responsibility. It's cultural capital: If others "see us eating a food item that has been surrounded by scientific discussions, people think automatically we know what we're talking about, when we don't have a clue either," Zagor said. "Science makes ignorance feel smart."

Read: The Trump administration's most paralyzing blow to science

Many companies do actually employ professionals--cosmetic chemists, food scientists. But science in the private interest doesn't necessarily work like science in the public interest. It tends to operate on a different timescale, and to use different yardsticks. The scientists who work for corporations need to be sure that their products provide enough short-term benefit to keep people buying, while abiding by consumer regulations. They are employed to ask questions the market wants answered, ideally as quickly as possible.

The irony here, of course, is that this is happening at a time when institutional science, the kind that doesn't come with next-day shipping, is under considerable threat. The federal government has embarked on a concerted, and largely successful, effort to undermine, discredit, and defund serious scientific research at any opportunity. Influencers and pundits have sought to cast scientists themselves as elitists and liars, in an effort that appears to be working: Nearly one in four Americans has little or no confidence in scientists to act in the public's best interest. Thousands of scientific minds have, by brute force or something subtler, left the National Institutes of Health, the Food and Drug Administration, and academia. Their absence leaves a vacuum. Some of these people worked on projects that couldn't be sold; others worked to regulate the ones that could. Sometimes, when I am feeling particularly pessimistic, I worry that we are approaching a world in which scientists are employed not by independent institutions but only by companies--a world in which science itself is marketing copy, and little more.
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Why Conservatives Defend ICE

Republicans deplore the mayhem in Minnesota--but blame protesters and Democrats for it.

by Jonathan Chait

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




The Department of Homeland Security, communicating with the public through its official account on X, sent an ominous message last week: "FEAR NOT, GREAT PEOPLE OF MINNESOTA, THE DAY OF RECKONING & RETRIBUTION IS COMING!"

What ensued, as you might expect when a heavily armed security agency announces an operation in terms typically employed by comic-book-movie villains, was chaos. ICE agents, many of them masked, went on to detain citizens and noncitizens alike. They threatened and sometimes employed violence, provoking widespread protests.

Republicans have deplored the mayhem in Minnesota. But they don't hold the agency that set it off responsible. Instead they've condemned the protesters and the Democratic politicians who encouraged them. When President Trump undertakes a policy or goal that the rest of his party cannot bring itself to endorse, his allies' usual move is to attribute a different and more noble motivation to him, while shifting the blame to his opponents. So it is in Minnesota.

"The scenes of destruction and damage taking place in Minneapolis are abhorrent. This violence cannot be tolerated. Unfortunately, our state leaders' inaction and support of these violent riots are failing every Minnesotan and putting law enforcement's lives at risk," wrote House Whip Tom Emmer, a Minnesotan. Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey and Minnesota Governor Tim Walz "want the crazy," Representative Byron Donalds charged.

In this view, the people who "want the crazy" are not the ones posting wild threats in all caps, but the ones saying things like this, from Walz: "What Donald Trump wants is violence in the streets. But Minnesota will remain an island of decency, of justice, of community, and of peace. Don't give him what he wants." Scott Jennings, the CNN talking head and potential Republican Senate candidate for Kentucky, replied, "'Minnesota will remain an island.' Walz cannot be more explicit - this buffoon believes he is seceding from the Union. We are well into Insurrection Act territory."

David Frum: Why Vance committed so hard to the Minneapolis shooter

Referring to Minnesota as an "island of decency" and to other virtues is not even a subtle secession threat, let alone an "explicit" one. Yet the Jennings perspective is pervasive among Republicans. Even Republicans who sometimes refrain from endorsing the president's most unhinged demands seem to believe that the ICE protests have no legitimacy and that Minnesota's Democratic officials are, if not outright criminals, bad actors.

Some protesters have in fact adopted confrontational tactics--in one awful instance, they stormed a church and disrupted a service to confront a pastor who works for ICE. But the Republican argument is not merely that the protests have occasionally gone too far. It is that the protests are themselves the core problem, and Walz's specific suggestion that Minnesotans record agents' actions is escalatory, if not illegal.

Walz "is courting more ugly incidents," the Wall Street Journal editorial page scolds. "The President has the legal authority to unleash ICE, and the agents are doing what they are told to do. The way to defeat the Trump policy is at the ballot box, not by obstructing agents in violation of the law." National Review's Noah Rothman argues, "What Walz is advising his citizens to do is likely to result in more violence and, potentially, more death." Zachary Faria writes in the Washington Examiner, "What you have with ICE agents in Minneapolis is people exercising the lawful authority to detain illegal immigrants and, on the other end of that, anyone interfering with federal law enforcement actions."

The premise underpinning this argument is that ICE is acting legally and in the service of legitimate immigration-enforcement goals. That assumption is difficult to square with on-the-ground reporting. The shooting death of Renee Nicole Good is the most high-profile incident, but the Journal found that the episode "shares characteristics with others the Journal reviewed: Agents box in a vehicle, try to remove an individual, block attempts to flee, then fire"--tactics that violate law-enforcement protocol.

The New York Times reported on a couple driving home from a basketball game who were attacked with tear gas. The Associated Press found footage of agents brutalizing a man they had pinned to the ground. A group of local police chiefs told reporters that their officers, while off duty, were stopped with guns drawn solely based on their skin color. After a toy-store owner criticized ICE in a television interview, its agents raided the shop and conducted an audit. Multiple attorneys have claimed that their clients are being held incommunicado, in plain violation of the Constitution.

What's more, the administration's accounts of ICE's actions have repeatedly proved untrue. The administration accused Good of steering her car directly into the ICE agent who shot her. But a New York Times video analysis demonstrates both that Good's car was steered away from the agent, and that the agent fired shots into the car from a safe distance. Just a week after Good's death, agents in Minneapolis shot a Venezuelan man in the leg. The administration claimed that the man provoked the shooting by assaulting ICE agents with a deadly weapon, but that was also contradicted by video evidence.

Gal Beckerman: Minnesota had its Birmingham moment

These episodes do not appear to be exceptional. A judge reviewing evidence of ICE's conduct concluded, "The record adequately illustrates that the defendants have made, and will continue to make, a common practice of conduct that chills observers' and protesters' First Amendment rights," and another judge wrote that Border Patrol chief Gregory Bovino was "outright lying" under oath about his methods.

The context behind all of these actions is a barely disguised desire to reverse the demographic changes of the past half century. DHS regularly shares white-nationalist memes. Trump has described Somalia in such terms as filthy, dirty, and disgusting, and its people as being "low IQ." His immigration agenda appears to be aimed not so much at enforcing the law as attacking categories of people he believes do not deserve to live in the United States, irrespective of legal status.

The president has unleashed something akin to an occupying army that feels entitled to brutalize the population and routinely ignore the law. For those communities quaking in terror, simply waiting three years for a new president is not sufficient. Violence is not the answer, but calling out Trump for fomenting it, and advising Minnesotans to record agents on the streets, seems like a measured response.

Conservatives are making the same error they made during the civil-rights era, when outlets such as National Review dismissed protesters as criminals. It is fair enough to give law enforcement some benefit of the doubt, but treating its actions as presumptively legitimate even in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary gives license to the sort of despotism that is staring us in the face.
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George Saunders Has a New Mantra

The author discusses his new novel, <em>Vigil</em>; the source of his ideas; and fiction as a vehicle for truth.

by Adrienne LaFrance

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




Anyone who loves George Saunders's writing can tell you about his wicked imagination: luminous, dark, wholly original, and quite frequently supernatural. Saunders is, after all, the man who gave us Lincoln in the Bardo, about a grieving president and the chorus of ghosts he meets in the graveyard; "Escape From Spiderhead," a Huxley-esque vision of criminal justice and personal responsibility; and "Fox 8," about a fox who begins to understand human language by eavesdropping on people's bedtime stories.

The twin currents that run through these and all of his works, including his newest novel, Vigil, about a spirit tending to a dying oil executive, is large-heartedness paired with unsparing wit. Saunders is funny. Hilarious even. (See also: his short story "The Moron Factory," published in this magazine last year.) I recently spoke with him about how his ideas come to him, karma, and fiction as a source of truth. Our conversation has been lightly edited and condensed for clarity.



Adrienne LaFrance: Set the scene for me: Where are you doing your writing? What tools are around you? What do you see on your desk as you write?

George Saunders: Honestly, it doesn't matter that much to me. I have a really low threshold for vibe. Just whatever. There's something that happens, I think neurologically, where I'm just like, Okay, this is serious now. I can be on a bus or on a plane, and it's just like some walls go up where I'm like, Okay, we're not going outside of this sacred space. I do think of it as sacred. But you could probably say a little more honestly that it's just where it has to happen, this space where I made my bread and butter.



So it doesn't really matter. But I do have these little ritual objects. Like I have a quote from Ed Ruscha: Every artist wants to make a picture that will open the gates to heaven. And then there's a picture that our daughter took of a restaurant in New York that had--I think the restaurant was called America--and it had an inverted American flag [where the stars and stripes have switched spots]. That excites me a little bit, like, Oh yeah, that's what I'm trying to do. 

LaFrance: You've said before that sometimes a line of prose will come to you almost in a dream. Do you actually wake up with a sentence or character that has come to you fully formed, or does it flow to you in pieces as you're walking around?

Saunders: This is a really good writer-talking-to-another-writer question. It's the interview I would conduct, too! The truth is, it comes so many different ways. And I think the skill that I've developed over the years is that, no matter how it comes, I can vet it pretty quickly. Like, I can feel something in the quality of the idea--if it's a bullshit idea, or one of the ideas that you think about writing but probably should never touch. And then there's another feeling like, Yeah, maybe. Come back tomorrow. And if it comes back a few times, then I start to take it seriously. Sometimes a little fragment will appear within the wrong story and I'll move it out. But for me, there is something about the low-intention feeling, where I'm not looking for a story, I'm not hoping to find a way to embed a theme or something. I'm just pretty much an idiot walking through the woods and something goes, Hey, I am delightful! 

Read: 'The Moron Factory,' a short story by George Saunders

LaFrance: For Vigil, did you start with a character or an idea?

Saunders: It was the idea that there was a generation of people--mostly men--who had spent the best years of their lives refuting climate change when they had pretty good reason to know that it was true. I was doing some reading. And I realized that those men were getting old now. And it was also during a period--one of those almost comical periods--where the weather was going completely haywire. You know, a different disaster every week. And I thought, I wonder if a person like that, if they're watching the weather, do they go, Oooh, shit? And then that seemed to resonate with other works of literature--of course A Christmas Carol and a lot of Tolstoy--but also it was something that I'm going through as an older person. Just like: How did you do? And how would you decide how you did? Could a person ever arrive at a place where certain truths that seemed undeniable in their youth had been overturned? I mean, I look at my own taste in music.

LaFrance: Wait, what music specifically?

Saunders: I won't name bands, but I was so much into that real baroque art rock. Or with reading. I was a big Ayn Rand fan when I was in college. Seemed great to me! It's lovely that your experience with your life can undermine those earlier ideas, and change them. For most of us, I would imagine those changes are kind of fun and maybe not so bad. But I was thinking, what about for people who started a war? Or delayed action on climate change for 20 or 30 years? Does that truth ever settle on them? Obviously, some people look back and just go, Nope. That's not a good book. But could someone dislodge them? That is the question.

LaFrance: Dwelling in that mental space--How did I do?, as you put it--how did that affect how you think about your own life?

Saunders: It did something I didn't expect. It made me resolve to, as regrets come up, just face them. Admit it. That has become a new inner mantra: Admit it. And on so many levels. If you're reading your work and it's not quite working, admit it.

We've found this with our daughters. They're such wonderful people. And as they got older, we would have talks with them where we'd say, You know, we kind of messed that up. Sorry. And it's amazing how that kind of just takes the wind out of any negative sails, to just admit it.

So that's what this guy in the book can't do at all. And it's tragic. It was kind of fun to be him, you know, like, I'm not listening to you. But it was also sad because you keep thinking, Oh, come on, you could give a little bit here. And he's like, If I give a little bit, I have to give all the way. It also started to make me think a little about various political positions that are very built around denial--the denial of other people's experience, the denial of the other 50 percent of the population. Ultimately, that's a terrible, hellish fix to get in, where part of your mind knows that you messed up and would love to repent, and the other part is too frightened. And, of course, the problem is that that combination makes people quite aggressive.

LaFrance: I think what you're describing--both in your book and in reality--is also this culture of extreme certainty and of doubling down no matter what.

Saunders: Yes.

LaFrance: And that takes a toll on everyone, including the people perpetuating it.

Saunders: Yes, 100 percent. I would say it's karmic in the sense of cause and effect. If you are denying something and you know that it's true, that's costing you something every minute in terms of your attention to the rest of the world and your ability to respond to it.


Saunders with his wife, Paula, whom he considers his "ideal imagined reader." (Jill Krementz)



LaFrance: You alluded to getting at the truth in your writing. I've talked to a lot of journalists who sometimes find themselves wondering, is the work we're doing enough? Is it enough to just keep telling the truth? Of course I believe the answer is yes. But I also find myself turning to the arts for truth in a world where reality seems ever shakier. Do you think of the work you're doing as truth-seeking at its core, or is it all just creative expression?

Saunders: I think they're the same, actually. As a writer of fiction, you're seeking truth, but that sounds a little lofty. For me--I'm trying to compel you to come in closer as a reader. How do I do that? Truth is a pretty good way. For example, let's say I was writing a character, your age, and I got it just right about what high school was like--the smell and the feel of the high-school hallway. You're leaning in. That's a technique that writers have always used, but it's also a form of intimacy, or honesty, to say I know you. We have the same basic brain structure. So if I talk to you about fresh-cut grass on a summer day, I'm going, You know that? And you go, Yeah. And even in times like this, if I try to become the most alert version of myself in that, and I hand it to you, and it lights up your brain, then we've just reassured ourselves that that's a real thing. To reach across time and space and say, You're not alone. And I don't mean that in a mushy greeting-card way. You're not alone. I'm just you on a different day.

I don't know if you feel this, but I have felt sometimes, reading different magazines and newspapers, that in a certain way, we're like a very polite older gentleman who's used to talking in a certain way. And then some thug comes along and knocks him over. And he's like, I say! It's like our modes of fairness are getting outlapped by this ridiculousness. But in my work, what I think I'm doing is imagining all these readers who are as frustrated--and maybe even as agitated and scared--as I am, and saying, Okay, let's resist, but let us not lose ourselves. And one way we can continue to be ourselves is to reassure ourselves that truth and love are still operative. Of course they're still operative! Cause and effect, still operative. Sometimes I feel like I'm painting the baseboards in a house in which the roof is collapsing. But then maybe somebody would go, Oh, it's raining in here, but nice baseboards!

LaFrance: But then the sunlight's coming in where the roof used to be--and did you see those baseboards with all that beautiful sunlight on them?

Saunders: Right, right!

Read: The one book everyone should read

LaFrance: I'm curious what you're reading now.

Saunders: I'm reading The Power Broker. It's really humbling. Just the detail. And then the other thing I read before that, I read Nabokov's Speak, Memory, which I also hadn't read. And then I read--I found, in Santa Monica, they had these boxes where people put out their old books, and I found a 1960 combined edition of Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass. And it was mind-blowing! It was so funny. And deeply political without being political at all--I loved that.

LaFrance: Which books have you reread most over the years?

Saunders: I reread Chekhov. And I read Dead Souls [by Nikolai Gogol] often.

LaFrance: I just reread Dead Souls!

Saunders: Isn't it weird?

LaFrance: It's very funny. It's also Mel Brooks's favorite book, and I always want to read and watch everything he ever loved.

Saunders: I love that fact. That's amazing. And, yeah, of course. It makes sense.

LaFrance: This is funny to me because there's a quality that I ascribe to his work that I also see in yours--this insistent lightness, or even playfulness, in spite of everything else. People don't necessarily think of Chekhov or Gogol as funny--but they really were. And your books and stories explore the darkest themes while also retaining that light.

Saunders: I do think that's a comic view of the world. In those moments when we lose control of our lives--which thankfully don't happen that often, but they do happen. It's kind of like there's this action--and this is total Gogol--that produces a reaction, but it's off. It's off, and then somebody reacts to the reaction and that's off. Like life is a pool table but the billiard balls are all weighted in a funny way. That for me is the root of comedy, or at least one root of comedy.

The other one is for somebody to kind of vault over the conventional way of approaching something because those conventional truths sometimes protect power. If you vault over that, say the true thing, and the person laughs? Boom, you've made a connection. But maybe the simpler answer here is: I've always been a person who jokes.

LaFrance: This does not surprise me.

Saunders: My first girlfriend broke up with me in front of the locker room at the high school and she said, You just make too many jokes. You're always joking.

LaFrance: Her loss.

Saunders: Yeah! And then I made a joke! And she walked off.

LaFrance: Do you remember what the joke was?

Saunders: I don't. I know I said something funny, but I don't remember what it could possibly have been. I think for me it's a reflex. And sometimes it's kind of a place to hide, you know?

LaFrance: Of course. Humor as deflection.

Saunders: But in the exact same flavor, it is when I'm feeling things the most deeply that some form of humor comes out. With Lincoln in the Bardo, I realized that humor is actually a subcategory of the thing we just might call wit. And wit is basically the alertness of the writer--being aware of where the reader might be, and then responding to that. So we're in a really close dance. Sometimes it's funny, but other times it can be a whole bunch of other different nuanced things where I see where you are, I move you slightly left, you know.

Read: George Saunders on Chekhov's different visions of happiness

LaFrance: As you're writing, how are you assessing what's working or not? How much are you thinking about this dance with the reader in the moment of writing?

Saunders: You know, this is the funny thing. I'm never thinking about it, actually. What it reminds me of most is when I was in high school, I could sometimes be a good class clown. And I had one teacher who really didn't particularly like you interrupting in class. With her, if you got it right, her face would do this thing where she just would look at you like, All right. 

LaFrance: Begrudging respect.

Saunders: So I think about that still. It's all about when you pull the switch. As a joke comes into your head, if it stays there just a second too long and then you say it, it doesn't land. There's an optimal launching point. When I'm typing something fresh, I'm in that mindset. And it's the same when I'm revising.

LaFrance: The timing, the rhythm, all of it. Though comedians develop their sense over time by experiencing the audience react. With other forms of writing, it's so solitary, but you still develop this instinct without any feedback from the audience.

Saunders: That's right. Junot Diaz, I heard him say once that a writer is just somebody who realized rather early that language is power. That's true of a lot of stand-up or even just comedic riffing--where if you could do it well, you could stay with the grown-ups.

LaFrance: I've been thinking so much about the power of language lately, with regard to artificial intelligence--just the degree to which it will change us, having machines that people assume can converse like humans, even though anybody can discern pretty quickly that these models are sycophantic fabulists. But what does it mean to have machines mimicking us in this way?

Saunders: It's fun, on some level. It's a fascinating thing. And I think it's one of those moments where it's actually as simple as it appears, at least in terms of writing: You should do it yourself. It's honorable to do it yourself. And when you do it yourself, you put things in there that a machine doesn't know about you or anything else, things that you learned, you know? So of course you can have a pretty good simulation, but why? What's the value? I hear people say, Oh, but I really struggle with personal writing. And I'm like, then struggle.

When I pick up a book by anybody, I want that person's life filtered through that particular art form to come and land on me with my particular experience of both life and the form. So I don't see what all the fuss is. The only reason I'm afraid is--you know, if you put somebody in a world where they only heard Muzak, their aesthetics would change. Their discernment would change. And then if they listened to Mozart, it would just bother them; they wouldn't get it. So I do worry about that. And anybody who's been moved by a novel knows that that's a big sacrifice. To give up your ability to be moved by a work of prose is a big loss for you.

Read: The elite college students who can't read books

LaFrance: I'm an optimistic person generally, but I really do believe that despite what you hear about people not wanting to read anymore and not knowing how to read anymore--the power of the written word is undisputed. Maybe it's not for everyone. But for the people it is for? A few weekends ago, I went to this marathon reading of Moby-Dick at the New Bedford Whaling Museum. It takes place over the course of 30 hours. I loved it so much. One of the most beautiful aspects was that as the hours went on, more and more people started showing up in the hallways, just sitting there reading Moby-Dick silently together. I left thinking, As long as people continue to gather around literature this way, humans are going to be fine. We're going to be great.

Saunders: That's true. You know, I do this Substack Story Club. If anyone wants to be encouraged, just look at the comments. Because people are so humane and so smart and so generous with each other. I've been thinking about this, that maybe the way we judge how we're doing is wrong. Because if there's a core of dedicated readers like there was in the hallways at the museum, they have a disproportionate influence in the world. One, because they themselves are powerful, but also because the way that the light comes to them--through a work of prose--is so much more exquisite. But I do have to say, I feel that part of our political mess has to do with cognitive degradation. The things that people say, the way they say them, the way we accept it.

LaFrance: The informational environment is a mess.

Saunders: It's a big mess. I was thinking recently about the story about the poison well. How there's a kingdom, and it has only one well, and if you drink from it, it makes you insane. And then the king, who has his own well, has a decision to make: Should he drink from the poison well and rule his people? Now here's where the metaphor gets a little messy, because what I think we have to do is protect the clean well. Even if it's just a little bit of flame in your hand, don't let the flame go out. In the '60s, they would talk about the silent majority. Now I think there is a silent majority--or maybe a silent semi-majority--of literary, literate people. So I take some encouragement in that.

LaFrance: Did you ever read that Carl Sagan book from the 1990s, The Demon-Haunted World?

Saunders: No, no.

LaFrance: You should take a look at it. He was extraordinarily prescient and always humane and sort of romantic in the way that some of your work is. He was very worried then about a lot of what actually has come to pass. Hearing you talk about the poison well makes me think of him--and how that little flame in our hands is not just about believing in literature but believing in empiricism and the Enlightenment, beauty and truth.

Saunders: Essentially, we're set up to be selfish. And all those things that you just listed--beauty, truth, empiricism--if a person abides in hardship long enough, they'll see that all those things you just mentioned are quantifiable goods. The way that they can escape from misery is to be alert to truth. I mean, if you're in the jungle, you'd better be alert to truth, because otherwise you'll die. And so if we see literature as just a rarefied version of truth, any sensible person would eventually gravitate toward it because it is life-enhancing, sometimes lifesaving. So it's not like we're trying to sell them a lofty, lacy-filigree thing. It's like, do you want to be in touch with reality or not? Do you want it to be in touch with reality in the deepest way, or do you want to be an amateur?

LaFrance: Water, sunlight, truth, beauty. That's all we need.

Saunders: And cheeseburgers.
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Science Is Drowning in AI Slop

Peer review has met its match.

by Ross Andersen

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




On a frigid Norwegian afternoon earlier this month, Dan Quintana, a psychology professor at the University of Oslo, decided to stay in and complete a tedious task that he had been putting off for weeks. An editor from a well-known journal in his field had asked him to review a paper that they were considering for publication. It seemed like a straightforward piece of science. Nothing set off any alarm bells, until Quintana looked at the references and saw his own name. The citation of his work looked correct--it contained a plausible title and included authors whom he'd worked with in the past--but the paper it referred to did not exist.

Every day, on Bluesky and LinkedIn, Quintana had seen academics posting about finding these "phantom citations" in scientific papers. (The initial version of the Trump administration's "MAHA Report" on children's health, released last spring, contained more than half a dozen of them.) But until Quintana found a fake "Quintana" paper cited in a journal he was refereeing, he'd figured that the problem was limited to publications with lower standards. "When it happens at a journal that you respect, you realize how widespread this problem is," he told me.

For more than a century, scientific journals have been the pipes through which knowledge of the natural world flows into our culture. Now they're being clogged with AI slop.






Scientific publishing has always had its plumbing problems. Even before ChatGPT, journal editors struggled to control the quantity and quality of submitted work. Alex Csiszar, a historian of science at Harvard, told me that he has found letters from editors going all the way back to the early 19th century in which they complain about receiving unmanageable volumes of manuscripts. This glut was part of the reason that peer review arose in the first place. Editors would ease their workload by sending articles to outside experts. When journals proliferated during the Cold War spike in science funding, this practice first became widespread. Today it's nearly universal.

But the editors and unpaid reviewers who act as guardians of the scientific literature are newly besieged. Almost immediately after large language models went mainstream, manuscripts started pouring into journal inboxes in unprecedented numbers. Some portion of this effect can be chalked up to AI's ability to juice productivity, especially among non-English-speaking scientists who need help presenting their research. But ChatGPT and its ilk are also being used to give fraudulent or shoddy work a new veneer of plausibility, according to Mandy Hill, the managing director of academic publishing at Cambridge University Press & Assessment. That makes the task of sorting wheat from chaff much more time-consuming for editors and referees, and also more technically difficult. "From here on, it's going to be a constant arms race," Hill told me.

Read: Scientific publishing is a joke

Adam Day runs a company in the United Kingdom called Clear Skies that uses AI to help scientific publishers stay ahead of scammers. He told me that he has a considerable advantage over investigators of, say, financial fraud because the people he's after publish the evidence of their wrongdoing where lots of people can see it. Day knows that individual scientists might go rogue and have ChatGPT generate a paper or two, but he's not that interested in these cases. Like a narcotics detective who wants to take down a cartel, he focuses on companies that engage in industrialized cheating by selling papers in large quantities to scientist customers.

These "paper mills" have to do their work at scale, and so they tend to recycle their own materials, even to the point of putting out multiple papers with closely matching text. Day told me that he finds these templates by looking through the papers flagged as being fraudulent by scientific publishers. When he sees a high rate of retractions on a particular template, he trains his tool to look for other, unflagged papers that might have been produced the same way.

Some scientific disciplines have become hotbeds for slop. Publishers are sharing intelligence about the most egregious ones, according to Jennifer Wright, the head of research integrity and publication ethics at Cambridge University Press. Unfortunately, many are fields that society would very much like to be populated with genuinely qualified scientists--cancer research, for one. The mills have hit on a very effective template for a cancer paper, Day told me. Someone can claim to have tested the interactions between a tumor cell and just one protein of the many thousands that exist, and as long as they aren't reporting a dramatic finding, no one will have much reason to replicate their results.

AI can also generate the images for a fake paper. A now-retracted 2024 review paper in Frontiers in Cell and Developmental Biology featured an AI-generated illustration of a rat with hilariously disproportionate testicles, which not only passed peer review but was published before anyone noticed. As embarrassing as this was for the journal, little harm was done. Much more worrying is the ability of generative AI to conjure up convincing pictures of thinly sliced tissue, microscopic fields, or electrophoresis gels that are commonly used as evidence in biomedical research.

Day told me that waves of LLM-assisted fraud have recently hit faddish tech-related fields in academia, including blockchain research. Now, somewhat ironically, the problem is affecting AI research itself. It's easy to see why: The job market for people who can credibly claim to have published original research in machine learning or robotics is as strong, if not stronger, than the one for cancer biologists. There's also a fraud template for AI researchers: All they have to do is claim to have run a machine-learning algorithm on some kind of data, and say that it produced an interesting outcome. Again, so long as the outcome isn't too interesting, few people, if any, will bother to vet it.

Read: Science is becoming less human

Conference proceedings are the main publishing venue for articles in AI and other computer sciences, and in recent years they've been overrun with submissions. NeurIPS, one of the top AI conferences, has seen them double in five years. ICLR, the leading conference for deep learning, has also experienced an increase, and it appears to include a fair amount of slop: An LLM-detection start-up analyzed submissions for its upcoming meeting in Brazil and found more than 50 that included hallucinated citations. Most had not been caught during peer review.

That might be because many of the peer reviews were themselves done by AI. Pangram Labs recently analyzed thousands of peer reviews that were submitted to ICLR, and found that more than half of them were written with help from an LLM, and about a fifth of them were wholly AI-generated. Across the academic sciences, paper authors have even started using tiny white fonts to embed secret messages to LLM reviewers. They urge the AIs to rave about the paper they're reading, to describe it as "groundbreaking" and "transformative," and to save them the trouble of a tough revision by suggesting only easy fixes.






AI science slop has spread beyond the journals now, and is also overrunning other venues for disseminating research. In 1991, Paul Ginsparg, who was then a physicist at Los Alamos National Laboratory, set up a special server where his colleagues could upload their forthcoming papers right after they finished writing them. That way, they could get immediate feedback on these "preprints" while the notoriously slow peer-review process played out. The arXiv, as the server came to be called, grew quickly, and spawned sister sites in other disciplines. Together, they now form the fastest-moving firehose of new scientific knowledge that has ever existed. But in the months after ChatGPT was released, preprint servers experienced the same spike in submissions that journals did.

Ginsparg, who is now a professor of information science at Cornell, told me he hoped that this would be a short-lived trend, but the rate of submissions continues to rise. Every arXiv preprint now gets at least a brief glance by a scientist before it's posted, to make sure it's at least a plausible piece of science, but the models are getting better at clearing this hurdle. In 2025, Ginsparg collaborated with several colleagues on an analysis of submissions that had recently been posted to the arXiv. They found that scientists who appeared to be using LLMs were posting about 33 percent more papers than researchers who didn't.

A similar influx of AI-assisted submissions has hit bioRxiv and medRxiv, the preprint servers for biology and medicine. Richard Sever, the chief science and strategy officer at the nonprofit organization that runs them, told me that in 2024 and 2025, he saw examples of researchers who had never once submitted a paper sending in 50 in a year. Research communities have always had to sift out some junk on preprint servers, but this practice makes sense only when the signal-to-noise ratio is high. "That won't be the case if 99 out of 100 papers are manufactured or fake," Sever said. "It's potentially an existential crisis."

Given that it's so easy to publish on preprint servers, they may be the places where AI slop has its most powerful diluting effect on scientific discourse. At scientific journals, especially the top ones, peer reviewers like Quintana will look at papers carefully. But this sort of work was already burdensome for scientists, even before they had to face the glut of chatbot-made submissions, and the AIs themselves are improving, too. Easy giveaways, such as the false citation that Quintana found, may disappear completely. Automated slop-detectors may also fail. If the tools become too good, all of scientific publishing could be upended.

When I called A. J. Boston, a professor at Murray State University who has written about this issue, he asked me if I'd heard of the dead-internet conspiracy theory. Its adherents believe that on social media and in other online spaces, only a few real people create posts, comments, and images. The rest are generated and amplified by competing networks of bots. Boston said that in the worst-case scenario, the scientific literature might come to look something like that. AIs would write most papers, and review most of them, too. This empty back-and-forth would be used to train newer AI models. Fraudulent images and phantom citations would embed themselves deeper and deeper in our systems of knowledge. They'd become a permanent epistemological pollution that could never be filtered out.
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Gavin Newsom's Record Is a Problem

The California governor's pivot to the center may be too late for 2028.

by Marc Novicoff, Jonathan Chait

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




Gavin Newsom is currently in the lead for the Democratic presidential nomination in 2028. Newsom's early advantage is especially impressive for the way that it puts him well ahead of candidates with better name recognition, including Kamala Harris and Pete Buttigieg. Every other Democrat who hasn't already run for president is stuck polling in the single digits.

A key source of Newsom's appeal is the belief that he's electable. It's easy to see why the party's voters have such a favorable view of his political skills. The California governor has combined an ideological flexibility--lately embracing both the "abundance agenda" and dialogues with conservatives--with a relentless mockery of President Trump. His new persona as a fighting moderate, a Democrat in tune with the country's shifting desires and ruthless toward the man at the top, deftly speaks to the needs of a party desperate to regain the White House.

But Newsom has a problem: He has been a California politician for decades, and has held the state's governorship since 2019. During his tenure, the state has been a laboratory for some of the Democratic Party's most politically fraught policies and instincts, which has left it less affordable and more culturally radical than it used to be. His record not only raises pressing questions about how effectively he could govern as president; it also provides opponents an endless buffet of vulnerabilities across social and economic issues.

Indeed, many of Newsom's positions read as if they were reverse-engineered from Republican attack ads. California has spent billions of dollars offering Medicaid to undocumented immigrants, and millions more on providing transgender surgeries for prisoners, some of them on death row. But because these policies either command majority support among Democratic voters or matter enormously to progressive interest groups, Newsom could very well make it through a primary despite a record that would repulse swing voters come November 2028. Just about everything people don't like about the Democratic Party has come true in Newsom's California.

Democrats have turned affordability into their most effective cudgel against the Trump administration. Should he run for president, Newsom's record in California would seriously compromise this message.

The state's long-standing aversion to new construction has made housing notoriously expensive. Its median home price is nearly $1 million, and building multifamily housing costs more than twice as much in California as it does in Texas, and 50 percent more than it does in Colorado. This is one reason that California is among only seven states to have lost residents since 2020.

Helen Lewis: The front-runner

The state's high home prices have also driven a surge in homelessness, which has risen by more than 20 percent since Newsom took office. In the absence of shelters and other arrangements, California has allowed public spaces to host homeless encampments. The ubiquity of the state's homelessness has become one of its most distinctive traits--a haunting tableau of its unaffordability and social disorder. If Newsom wins the nomination, Republican attack ads will inevitably roll the tape of children walking home from school past unsheltered people using drugs in public.

Newsom doesn't deserve all of the blame. The most serious barriers to housing predate his tenure, and California's temperate weather makes it easy for homeless people to gather and sleep outside, rather than finding shelter somewhere. He has also lately endorsed policies designed to permit more and cheaper housing, such as a bill he signed in 2021 that ended single-family zoning in the state and legalized building up to four units on every lot. But these changes have yet to move the needle on housing supply in the state. In the first 10 months of 2025, Florida issued permits for three times as many new housing units than California did for every 1,000 residents.

Any welcome, belated moves that Newsom has made to lower costs must also be weighed against other steps he's made to raise them. Newsom has sought to phase out gas-powered cars, banning their sale by 2035 and their use after 2045. This past spring, Congress stepped in to revoke the waivers that allow California to set such rules, a move that was backed by 35 House Democrats, which Trump signed into law in June. Newsom responded with an executive order doubling down on his aggressive emissions standards.


A homeless person sleeps in a wheelchair near APEC Summit headquarters on November 11, 2023, in downtown San Francisco. (Loren Elliott / AFP / Getty)



California has the most expensive gas in the continental United States. It has the highest state-excise tax in the country, at 61 cents a gallon; imposes a sales tax of 10 cents a gallon; and charges another 54 cents a gallon to cover the costs of complying with the state's environmental regulations. Newsom opposed a repeal of the gas tax in 2018.

There are sound reasons to tax gasoline. But the politics of it are awful. That the state has made gasoline-powered cars more expensive without providing affordable alternatives hardly helps. A grand scheme to link Los Angeles and San Francisco with a high-speed train has already consumed $14 billion in tax revenues and has gone nowhere. The plan now is to build a line connecting Gilroy (80 miles from San Francisco) and Palmdale (more than 60 miles from L.A.) by 2038, at a cost of $87 billion--though both the price and the timeline should be taken with bulldozers of salt. The costs and challenges of building infrastructure may be a national problem, but California's case is the most embarrassing white elephant.

California's affordability problems are dire, but Newsom's greatest vulnerabilities may be cultural issues. His tenure has seen the state fall hard for faddish progressive policies on immigration, education, and crime that either didn't work, violated the intuitions of most Americans, or both.

In a recent podcast interview with Ezra Klein, Newsom acknowledged some of his political vulnerabilities. He admitted that the state has bungled illegal immigration. ("We failed on the border. We need to own up to that. Largest border crossing in the Western Hemisphere, in my state.") Unlike Texas and Arizona, which anticipated a surge of migrants in response to the Biden administration's policies, and deployed state troops to fend them off, California greeted arriving migrants with a "safe and welcoming border," according to 2023 praise from Newsom.

Jonathan Chait: The coming Democratic civil war

Newsom's record on immigration will not be helped by his move to expand Medicaid to cover those who entered the country illegally. On Klein's podcast, Newsom defended this on moral grounds: "I believe in universal health care. Others may say it--I did it." He did not talk about how the policy may have contributed to the border surge, or acknowledge that allowing people who break the laws to get the same benefits as those who follow them undermines the point of laws.

Newsom also failed to mention just how unpopular the policy is, at least outside of California. When the Democratic polling firm Blue Rose Research asked half a million Americans to rank their support for 190 Republican and Democratic policies, they found that providing free health care to undocumented immigrants placed 187th, making it a touch more popular than abolishing prisons and abolishing the police. Newsom also declined to note that the state, at his direction, is suspending Medicaid enrollment for new undocumented applicants this year due to budget shortfalls.

Under Newsom, California's schools de-emphasized academic rigor and embraced left-wing pedagogy. In 2021, he signed a bill mandating an Ethnic Studies course about power, identity, and social justice for all high-school students. The model curriculum, which in its first draft taught "cisheteropatriarchy" and "hxrstory," and likened capitalism to white supremacy and racism as a form of power and oppression, sparked concerns and revisions. Newsom quietly defunded the measure in the latest budget just before it was meant to take effect this year. He did not explain why.

During Newsom's tenure, the state has flirted with various misguided education reforms in the spirit of increasing equity. The governor-appointed University of California Board of Regents committed in 2021 to ending the use of test scores in evaluating applications, in a bid to diversify the student body--despite research suggesting that test scores are perhaps the least biased part of a college application, compared with grades and personal essays. Predictably, the UC San Diego campus--one of the system's most exclusive--has seen a 30-fold increase in students requiring remedial math instruction since 2020. About 70 percent of those students do not meet even middle-school math standards. If only there were a way of measuring their math abilities before accepting them into what was once one of America's finest public universities.

Newsom has thrown himself behind progressive stances on affirmative action, crime, and reparations, having recently signed a bill to create an agency that will deliver restitution to the descendants of slaves. These positions put him in lockstep with progressive interest groups but are well to the left of most Democrats, to say nothing of swing voters. In 2022 he signed a law that bars police from arresting anyone for loitering with intent to engage in prostitution, which has left corridors in L.A. teeming with prostitutes. A tough-on-crime ballot measure--opposed by the likes of the ACLU and other progressive groups--passed overwhelmingly in 2024, despite his opposition.

Newsom seems to have recognized that appeasing California's Democrats puts him out of step with the country. He began tacking toward the center as early as 2023, when he vetoed labor-backed measures to give unemployment benefits to striking workers and extend workplace-safety standards to domestic workers such as nannies.

Conor Friedersdorf: Gavin Newsom is not governing

Following Joe Biden's political collapse and Trump's victory, Newsom has more plainly been playing to a wider audience. He recently announced that he was working behind the scenes to stop a union-proposed wealth tax on billionaires. He has expressed his discomfort with policies allowing trans girls and women to compete in women's sports--something that California currently and controversially allows--and he launched a podcast in early 2025, on which he swiftly hosted Charlie Kirk and Steve Bannon. He signed a measure in September increasing oil drilling in the state and has spent much of the past year crudely trolling the president online, signaling a breakup with the hall-monitor elements of the left.

Newsom has capably sensed what Democrats want right now, and is delivering it with a roguish charisma. The trouble is that before this awkwardly recent pivot, the governor spent years trying to satisfy every Democratic whim in a state where there was little incentive to appeal to anybody who would even consider voting for Trump.

In political terms, 2028 is ages away. Any Democratic nominee could very well face a Republican candidate so discredited by Trump's governing failures that their own vulnerabilities pale by comparison. But Newsom's own missteps are considerable enough that, in a close race, they might well prove decisive.
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The Real Fight for the Smithsonian

Its museums, more than any others, shape the nation's narrative. No wonder the country argues about it.

by Lily Meyer

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




Updated at 10:14 a.m. ET on January 22, 2026

"The object of the Museum is to acquire power," announces a crusty old archaeologist in Penelope Fitzgerald's 1977 satire, The Golden Child. It isn't a goal he respects. He wants the museum where he's settled into semiretirement to genuinely devote itself to educating its visitors. Instead, he correctly charges, its curators act like a pack of Gollums, hoarding "the art and treasures of the earth" for their own self-aggrandizement and pleasure.

Fitzgerald never names the museum The Golden Child is about, but it's a massive state-run one in London: It's not hard to guess that it's the British Museum. If she had been writing in the United States, she'd surely have targeted one of the 21 museums that make up the Smithsonian, an institution that has its own struggle with hoarding--and with the public's idea that it hoards. Its reputation as the "nation's attic" is entrenched enough that the National Museum of American History winked at it with an exhibit by that name in 1980.

But the Smithsonian has long sought a higher mission than national storage. George Brown Goode, who ran the Smithsonian in the late 19th century and set its intellectual course, swore that it would be not a "cemetery of bric-a-brac" but a "nursery of living thoughts." He wanted it to consist of "museums of record"--cultural institutions that tell canonical stories about the history of the nation--and today, it does. Its museums do far more than any privately funded ones to shape and crystallize our country's narrative.

That's not to say that the individual objects housed in the Smithsonian's collections aren't themselves consequential. I recently asked Laura Schiavo, an associate professor of museum studies at George Washington University, why the country needs the Smithsonian, and she told me it was because "we have an obligation to the objects" it owns.

But Americans argue about the Smithsonian far more than we would if only its possessions mattered. When our museums of record tell us a story, that story matters enormously. Maybe that's why outside efforts to influence the Smithsonian's viewpoint are part of the institution's history. Take the Enola Gay. In the early '90s, the National Air and Space Museum began designing an exhibition that would coincide with the 50th anniversary of the bombing of Hiroshima, focusing on the bomber itself. Initially, curators, working with academic historians, planned a show that would call attention to Japanese civilians' suffering and question the use of nuclear force.

When the Air Force Association found out, it was furious. Its public response sparked a massive controversy. Newt Gingrich, newly House speaker, protested that the "Smithsonian is a treasure that belongs to the American people and it should not become a plaything for left-wing ideologies." By the time the Enola Gay went on display in 1995, the show had been stripped not only of critique but also of context. The mess showed that the stories the Smithsonian chooses to tell are even stronger than the Smithsonian itself. Why else would one of the most influential members of Congress, which provides roughly two-thirds of the institution's funding, treat the Air and Space Museum as a potential political threat?

The current White House seems to share Gingrich's perspective. In August, the Trump administration announced that it would comprehensively review many of the Smithsonian museums to ensure that they promote American exceptionalism and use "unifying" and "constructive" language in their exhibits and materials. Evidently, this precludes the National Portrait Gallery mentioning Donald Trump's impeachments in the wall text beside his photograph. (The museum has called it a routine change.)

Read: Take a close look at Trump's portrait

In a perverse way, such encroachments make sense. If the Smithsonian's framing of history didn't matter, nobody in or out of government would care about the language it chose. But if storytelling is the most important of its roles, then it stands to reason that in a moment of profoundly contested national narratives, the Smithsonian is a newly contested institution. By arguing about it, we can argue about ourselves.

Little has been as contested as the debate over what to do with the nation's Confederate monuments, the subject of an exhibit currently on view at Los Angeles's Museum of Contemporary Art and the Brick, far from what S. Dillon Ripley, a former secretary of the Smithsonian, called the "vast monumental marble" palaces on the National Mall. In 2015, the white supremacist Dylann Roof murdered nine worshippers at Charleston's historically Black Mother Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church. He had posed online with a Confederate flag, and public reaction to the killings included a push to eliminate Confederate iconography--flags and statues of leaders such as Confederate President Jefferson Davis and Generals Stonewall Jackson and Robert E. Lee--from civic space.

At the time, the U.S. had more than 1,500 of these monuments, which overwhelmingly presented their secessionist subjects as heroes. Most remain standing today, but roughly 200 have come down. After their decommissioning, these statues met fates varied enough to indicate an ongoing lack of consensus about whether these monuments should be seen or preserved. Some went into storage or got moved to Civil War cemeteries, and Charlottesville, Virginia, had its statue of Lee melted down. This monument was especially controversial: The campaign to remove it attracted the attention of the far right and led to the 2017 "Unite the Right" rally at which a counterprotester named Heather Heyer was killed. The tragedy made plain that although Lee, Jackson, and the soldiers they led are long gone, arguments about their memory still have mortal stakes.

The bronze ingots that were made from Charlottesville's melted-down Lee statue form part of MOCA and the Brick's "Monuments," a show that uses the techniques of art, not history, to contextualize these relics of the Confederacy. At MOCA, each decommissioned statue is shown as it came: covered in gruesome red paint; touched only by corrosion; or, in the case of a Jefferson Davis sculpture, pink-streaked and laying on its side. Defaced plinths line the entryway to the exhibit.

The effect is that of an existential demotion: The monuments, which once dominated parks or plazas, seem inert, especially in comparison with the contemporary artworks that surround and react to them. I overheard a woman asking her companion if an enormous statue of Lee and Jackson on horseback was a "real sculpture," meaning one that once stood in public--a question that demonstrates the museum's ability to sap the monuments of their historical power.

And yet "Monuments" arguably contains more commentary on the present than claims of any kind of victory over the past. Its paint-bombed Davis shares a gallery with a series of huge Andres Serrano photographs of Klansmen. Serrano's images are confrontational: His subjects' eyes communicate their sense of authority, even impunity. Yes, they seem to say, the Confederacy was toppled, but so what? We're here.

Five miles east, at the Brick, is a more complicated confrontation. When Charlottesville decommissioned its monuments, it gave a bronze statue of Jackson on his horse, Little Sorrel, to the artist Kara Walker, perhaps best known for her cut-paper silhouettes of the antebellum South and the enormous sugar-coated Sphinx that she installed in a defunct factory in 2014 as an homage to the enslaved workers who long powered the sugarcane trade. For "Monuments," she transformed the Jackson statue into Unmanned Drone, a sculpture made from severed and rearranged hunks of horse and man. Little Sorrel's head hangs between its legs, and its rear end rides in the saddle. Human limbs dangle. It's an oddly forlorn vision, an eternal wanderer who seems to have been punished. It is also the most resonant object--art or monument--in "Monuments." Unmanned Drone encapsulates the show's message: These statues may no longer be powerful, but they remain with us, as metal or as headless ghosts.

Clint Smith: Those who try to erase history will fail

An exhibit as opinionated as "Monuments" would likely be impossible at the Smithsonian under any presidency. As the Enola Gay debacle demonstrated, politicians and other stakeholders--including the donors who provide a decent amount of exhibition funding--tend to want the institution to tell uplifting stories. Plenty of visitors would like the same thing. Not everyone is prepared to feel haunted by the nation's past; it's easier to imagine the nation's attic as full of treasures than of ghosts.

Meanwhile, the Smithsonian's status as an arbiter of national stories also makes some visitors wrongly assume that it celebrates whatever it shows. Robert C. Post, a Smithsonian curator emeritus, writes in his 2013 book, Who Owns America's Past?, that in the 1980s, the National Museum of American History got critiqued for overlooking the country's failures as it was striving to do the contrary. Even wall text that explicitly described the Seminole Wars as an "all-out campaign of extermination" could not stand up to "the assumption that anything on display was being affirmed simply by virtue of being there."

Many of the Smithsonian's recent troubles revolve around the misapprehension that its museums praise--and should praise--anything they show. The Trump administration seems animated by the conviction that Smithsonian museums use this power to advance a "divisive, race-centered ideology." Perhaps for this reason, last year's White House budget contained no funding for the not-yet-built Museum of the American Latino or for the Anacostia Community Museum, which is the Smithsonian's only museum dedicated to the city it calls home. The latter is housed in a small, inviting building--there's free coffee in the lobby--in a residential Black neighborhood a few Metro stations from the National Mall. It costs far less than most of its counterparts to run, making the threat to defund it read as hostility to the thought that ordinary Washingtonians deserve inclusion in the Smithsonian and, by extension, in the American story.

I visited the Anacostia Community Museum recently to see "A Bold and Beautiful Vision: A Century of Black Arts Education in Washington, D.C., 1900-2000." D.C. is the home of the country's oldest Black high school--Paul Laurence Dunbar High School, founded 84 years before Brown v. Board of Education began the process of school desegregation--and the exhibit traces its teachers' and graduates' influence on generations of nationally significant Black artists. One is Hank Willis Thomas, whose work I'd just seen at MOCA; another is Sam Gilliam, a Color School painter whose enormous, beautiful draped canvas Relative I've often visited in the National Gallery of Art, where it occupies 13.5 feet of wall. Its installment there is a statement of historical importance: It's next to Helen Frankenthaler's Mountains and Sea, generally considered one of the most influential Abstract Expressionist works to come after Jackson Pollock's drip paintings. By pairing them, the National Gallery's curators seem to be arguing that Gilliam's art, which has never received the same attention as Frankenthaler's, matters just as much.

At the Anacostia Community Museum, Gilliam's work tells another story entirely. "A Bold and Beautiful Vision" contains three of his paintings, presented not as grand works but as approachable examples of a former D.C. public-school art teacher's achievement. Museumgoers' drawings hang near them, suggesting continuity between Gilliam, who died in 2022, and the young artists of today's D.C. Whereas the National Gallery includes Gilliam in a narrative formerly dominated by white painters, the Anacostia Community Museum uses him to include its visitors in the sweep of American art.

Only the Smithsonian could so powerfully reframe Gilliam's story. Such is its unique power. No wonder the country argues about it. If anything, we should argue about it more. The White House's push to suppress the Smithsonian's programming is part of an attempt to strong-arm influential cultural institutions and, in turn, culture itself. More broadly, though, it seems fruitful for Americans to discuss and debate the stories that our national museums tell. It might even be a sign of trouble not to have some public wrangling about the Smithsonian, especially in the lead-up to the country's 250th anniversary.

But the gravity of these conversations slows them down, even as it raises the stakes of their outcomes. If the Smithsonian's potency comes not from its objects but from its ability to shape and record the nation's history, then, in some ways, it has succeeded too fully. At least right now, what the Smithsonian says has become too meaningful for its own good--which is why, as important as the Smithsonian's autonomy is, it's just as vital that the country has other museums, too.



*Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Sources: Kara Walker's sculpture "Unmanned Drone" by Patrick T. Fallon / AFP / Getty; P_Wei / Getty; Doug Armand / Getty; Getty. 
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The Federal Government That Was

In his first full year back in office, Donald Trump presided over the destruction of America's civil service, purging roughly 300,000 workers.

by Hanna Rosin
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One worker joined the FBI and made a career in counterintelligence, sniffing out Chinese spies. Another developed a strong stomach around blood and guts, inspecting slaughterhouses and processing plants to make sure that the food we all eat was safe. A third worked on the Human Genome Project, bringing "biology's equivalent of the moonshot" into everyday medicine.

All were fired or left after Donald Trump's assault on the civil service, along with roughly 300,000 other federal workers. "We want to put them in trauma," Trump's Office of Management and Budget director famously said. "We want the bureaucrats to be traumatically affected. When they wake up in the morning, we want them to not want to go to work because they are increasingly viewed as the villains."

When Franklin Foer spoke with dozens of former federal workers for our February issue, he found other layers of feeling. Yes, they were traumatized, but also relieved to talk, in detail, about work they had considered something of a mission.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to Foer about the surprising things that he, a native Washingtonian, learned about the nuances of the federal bureaucracy. We also hear from some of those civil servants about the jobs they loved, and we take stock of what they--and the rest of the country--lost in the mass purge.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Ryan Hippenstiel:  I always tell people to kind of picture their cellphone and navigating somewhere you've never been.


Hanna Rosin: This is Ryan.

Hippenstiel: My name is Ryan Hippenstiel.


Rosin: And he's explaining to me how the work that he and his colleagues do helps a person like me, who has no sense of direction, get around--or, I should probably say, he and his former colleagues.

Hippenstiel: First, your cellphone is using GPS technology. Then you have all these layers, right? It might be a layer of restaurants so you can find a new pizza joint.
 All of those layers need to be on top of each other in the right place for your car and your iPhone, or whatever it might be, to know what road it's on.


Rosin: The Earth is not a perfect sphere. It turns out that it's constantly shifting, in subtle ways.

Hippenstiel: You have subsidence. You have uplift. You have the gravity field underneath the earth changing. You have oscillating poles. So we're all very blessed with modern technology that can navigate us around an extremely complex environment that's changing, not realizing that the work's never done because the Earth truly is changing.


Rosin: Hippenstiel's work was keeping up with all this complexity so that the maps would remain precise. It's a field called geodesy.

Hippenstiel: Geodesy is kind of the size and shape of the Earth, right? It's the sciences behind the size and shape of the Earth, and what changes that the Earth is undergoing at all times.


Rosin: Hippenstiel did this work for the federal government.

Hippenstiel: I was the field operations branch chief for the National Geodetic Survey.


Rosin: Before I talked to Hippenstiel, I was not aware that my getting around depended on the work of the National Geodetic Survey--so do other way more critical things, like precision farming; disaster relief; ships knowing how deep or shallow the shoreline is in real time; even, Hippenstiel says, weapons firing accurately.

The work that he and his colleagues did was invisible, but critical. It kept the ground under my feet stable.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And this week, one year since Donald Trump was re-inaugurated, we're talking about the federal-government workforce that was.

Manu Raju (on CNN): President Trump is only ramping up his unprecedented push to effectively take a wrecking ball to the federal government, laying off thousands.


Rosin: Last April, Hippenstiel accepted a voluntary-resignation package. He joined a mass exodus of federal workers.

In Trump's first year back, over 300,000 Americans left the government--

President Donald Trump: We're removing all of the unnecessary, incompetent, and corrupt bureaucrats from the federal workforce.


Rosin: --many forced out or fired--

Trump: If they don't report for work, we're firing them. In other words, you have to go to office. (Cheers and applause.)


Rosin: --pressured to unceremoniously leave--

Kate Bolduan (on CNN): An offer or a threat? This morning, millions of federal workers are faced with a choice: Stay in their jobs with an uncertain future, or leave the government, leave their jobs, with a buyout from the Trump administration.


Rosin: --careers ended in capricious, even cruel ways.

David Muir (on ABC): The new threat from President Trump now suggesting that some of the 750,000 furloughed government workers told to stay home during this shutdown may not get paid for time lost.
 The president said today, "Some people really don't deserve to be taken care of."


Rosin: Today, we're looking back at those careers to take stock of who and what we've lost.

Frank Foer: I felt like I, personally, let alone people I talked to out there, even in Washington, were struggling to wrap their minds around the enormity of what has happened to our government.


Rosin: This is Atlantic staff writer Franklin Foer.

Foer: And I felt like we needed to do something that was both intimate and that humanized the loss to government, but that it also had some sense of scale that captured the way in which there's no department, agency, national park that really has gone untouched in the process of the Trump administration's effort to collapse large chunks of the American government.


Rosin: Frank spent months tapping into the network. He called one fired worker, who led him to another worker who felt pressured to resign, and so on, until the bigger picture became clearer.

Foer: When I started to talk to these bureaucrats, I would find people who were doing things that I didn't even know existed. I've studied politics and policy my entire life. I had no idea that the government did so many of these things and that they were kind of essential parts of an ecosystem and that, if you remove one of those things, it has rippling effects through the economy, through our science, through our health, through our national defense.


Rosin: Frank's interviews are compiled in the February issue of the magazine. You'll hear some of their voices throughout the episode.

Rosin (in interview): You talked to how many people?

Foer: I lost count, but let's call it, like, 75, 80.

Rosin: Okay, so you talked to 75, 80 people--I'm sure there are themes that emerged.

Foer: There were so many people who took on government service because they had either been veterans themselves, or they'd grown up in military families, or they'd grown up in families where government service was some sort of a tradition. And we think of the military as totally divorced from the civilian part of government, but I think that there's a lot of the ethos that's not quite the same, but the same spirit.

The level of satisfaction that, I think, government workers experience is different than most careers. You think of government bureaucrats as being so gray, but what I experienced as I talked to these people were people who couldn't wait to go into the office in the morning and people who generally thought that they were doing something transcendently important.

Now, there's a downside to that, right? If you have all of this power, and you consider yourself on this profound mission, you can become arrogant; you can become abusive. But these were people who love their jobs.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. So that's not a cliche.

Foer: That's not a cliche, and I think that that explains a lot of the hurt that they felt when they were kicked to the curb in such an undignified sort of way.

Now, I admit this all sounds kind of gauzy as I'm presenting it, but I think that the gauziness of it was kind of part of the surprise for me in the course of doing this, that I felt like I would be meeting people who were more bitter.

And I was very self-conscious about saying, We're gonna talk about the end at the end of this conversation, but really, most of the conversation is about what you did. I wanna hear about your job. And I think that there was something almost cathartic for a lot of the people to be able to kind of get past the sad part of the story and to talk about the thing that they were most enthusiastic about.

Elizabeth Poole: I actually think that there's nothing more patriotic that you can do but to work in public service, whether that's--truly, I thought I was gonna retire from this job. I thought this was it; I'd found the thing I was gonna do forever.


Rosin: This is Elizabeth Poole, one of the people Frank spoke with.

Poole: I worked for the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency in Region 5--that's the Chicago office, the Great Lakes office--and my job was the children's environmental-health coordinator. I helped people not just at the agency, but our partners across the six states we served, figure out ways to make better decisions on behalf of children.
 I'm from Kentucky, grew up in Kentucky, and so I've spent a lot of time in coal country. And so seeing the devastation that coal mining can do on Appalachia, that sort of drove me into wanting to work in the environmental field.
 The children's health role was absolutely my dream job. As soon as I found out it even existed at EPA, it was something I knew I wanted to do. We got to help families make better decisions to keep a healthier home. We got to help schools reduce exposures. We got to do really amazing things to help children.
 They experience environmental exposures differently, both from a physiological standpoint, but also a behavioral standpoint, and so we need to make sure that we're being as protective as possible to vulnerable populations.


Rosin: In early 2025, Milwaukee discovered that lead paint had poisoned at least four students in its public schools. Poole was ready to descend with tests and guidance, but the Trump administration forbade her team from working on the crisis, an allegation that the EPA disputes.

In March, she resigned.

Poole: So it truly was my dream job. I had no plans on leaving until the change in administration, when I just knew they weren't gonna let us do it the right way; they weren't gonna let us really protect children in a meaningful, scientifically sound way. We could see the writing on the wall coming from miles away.
 So my position was not backfilled. I don't know if it ever will be backfilled. I try not to talk to my former colleagues about what's going on, because I can't imagine how stressful it is for them. Russell Vought said he wanted to traumatize the federal workforce. They're also being traumatized on a daily basis.


Foer: Part of, I think, our cultural inclination as Americans, kind of the innate libertarianism that's baked into all of us, and the fact that we've had kind of distrust of government and the sense of its inefficiency hammered into us for so long, we're not inclined to think of bureaucrats charitably.

But when you actually think about what they do, and you learn about their jobs, you see that it's not just an academic exercise. It's not just a bunch of paper pushers, that there was a reason that Congress decided to create these jobs, that there was some good, some essential service that they were providing.

Rosin: So think back to when you started the project. What did you expect going into it?

Foer: I wanted to get a portrait of the government in its entirety, across hierarchies. But I entered in a way where I was pretty confident--I was like, I am a native Washingtonian. I've grown up in the city. I've grown up around bureaucrats. I feel like I've written about politics for my entire adult career. I felt like I knew what the U.S. government was, and I actually was pretty surprised over the course of doing this that there were parts of the government that I didn't know existed.

Rosin: So what surprised you going through this?

Foer: I didn't understand the way in which the government was constantly making investments in human capital. You can't walk in off the street and know how to do a lot of government jobs, because they're esoteric or they're filling a void. And so the government has all of these improvised processes for helping people get better at what they do.

And so, as I was thinking about this, this simple fact kind of dawned on me, that when you're pushing somebody out of the government, or you're firing them, or you're forcing them to retire, you're not just losing an expert; you're losing all this investment that the taxpayer had made in the development of that expertise.

Michael Feinberg: The government invested an immense amount of human capital in terms of getting me to the point where I was when I was forced out.


Rosin: This is Michael Feinberg. He worked at the FBI for 16 years.

Feinberg: My job, for the entirety of my career, was to figure out who in the United States was spying on behalf of the People's Republic of China, and then figure out ways to either stop them from doing it and arresting them and prosecuting them or, more ideally, actually recruiting them to covertly work for the U.S. government while they were still ostensibly in the service of the Chinese.


Rosin:  Feinberg decided to be an FBI agent after he was at his grandfather's 90th birthday and he overheard him talking to his younger brother.

Feinberg: They were discussing how they enlisted in the military almost immediately after Pearl Harbor, and it caused me to reflect that 9/11 had not really changed my career path at all. And in all candor, I felt a little bit ashamed that I, who had many more advantages than they ever did growing up, did nothing to help the country that made that possible, while they immediately answered a call to service. So shortly after overhearing that conversation, I applied to the FBI.


Rosin: Feinberg joined the FBI, and his career was a perfect example of what Frank discovered about the investment in human capital.

Feinberg:  The mere application process takes 12 to 24 months.


Rosin: Legal training, lessons on how to interrogate people--

Feinberg: --hand-to-hand combat and firearms and tactics.
 The bureau sent me to summers of immersion training in Mandarin.


Rosin: He went from speaking not a word of the language to being able to conduct interviews and interrogations.

Feinberg: There is a myth among many people who have not worked for the intelligence community or law-enforcement agencies before that personnel are fungible, that you can easily force somebody out of retirement age and just have them replaced by a new recruit.
 
 In reality, every year that somebody spends in the community, they are providing more value than they did the year beforehand, simply because they have more expertise and better judgment. It's not just a question of the millions of dollars that the government spends training us. It is, more importantly, a question of what we learn over time that cannot be taught through any manner other than experience.


Rosin: For the government, the investments in Feinberg were paying off. He was on a path to becoming the FBI's top Chinese-counterintelligence investigator.

He'd already worked on high-profile cases, the biggest one, which you might have heard of, was against the Chinese telecom company Huawei.

Feinberg: One of the real ironies of how my career ended--I was forced out by the second Trump administration when the Huawei indictments were one of their signal accomplishments against the Chinese government during the first Trump administration.


Rosin: The end for Feinberg came on May 31 in a way that's become a pattern for this administration: a loyalty test.

Feinberg: I received a phone call from my special agent in charge that Dan Bongino had discovered I was friends with Pete Strzok, who was a former FBI official who gained some notoriety for his criticisms of Trump, and it was made clear to me that my career was over. I would not be getting a promotion for which I was being considered. I would, in fact, be getting demoted. And at the very least, I would be investigated over the nature of my friendship.
 Not wanting to put my family through the inevitable hell that all that would entail, I made a decision in about 12 hours that the best thing to do was leave of my own accord and walk away with my dignity and not give them the satisfaction of ruining my life.


[Music]

Feinberg: Even now, remembering leaving the FBI has been the defining heartbreak of my life. I loved being of use to my community and country, and I'm forced to re-reconcile myself to the fact that that's something I'm not allowed to do anymore.
 For a public servant who has not just dedicated their life, but often risked that life on behalf of his fellow Americans to have that privilege ripped from him for a petty and political reason is, at times, frankly, too much to bear.


Rosin: After the break, we talk to two more federal workers. One reminds us of why the civil service existed in the first place and the other of the civil service in its heyday.

 John F. Kennedy: (Applause.) We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard.


Rosin: That's after the break.
 
 [Break]

Rosin: After the Civil War, the federal government's footprint expanded, and the civil service began to change. Some of that was thanks to universities. They were shifting from being more or less finishing schools for aristocrats to places that produced scientists, engineers, and other professionals. And this expertise made its way to D.C.

Foer: We stop hiring friends of the party in power to do the work of government, and we start seeking out people who are actually equipped to do these problems. We get rid of the patronage system.

And the civil service starts to grow, and it starts to hire all these experts, whether they are economists or lawyers or scientists, and they start to do these things that make American life less harmful. They start to make sure that drugs aren't toxic, that we're actually measuring things in an accurate sort of way so we can make good predictions about the weather or about the future of the labor market.

And all of these things help America expand as a country and help us become an economic power. We don't think of the government as a pillar of our national strength, but we were only able to break through in this sort of way that we broke through as a country in the 20th century because we had a government that had capacity and that people trusted. The world likes to deposit its money in the American banking system because they trust the people who regulate that banking system.

Paula Soldner: My name is Paula Soldner. I became a federal employee in 1987 and was that 'til September 30 of 2025.


Rosin: Soldner exemplifies the federal government in its most elemental form. She spent years regulating products that Americans use and consume every day.

Soldner: I was a food inspector and consumer-safety inspector. We inspected the meat and poultry products that you'll see in the grocery store. I'm also the National Joint Council chairwoman for the union AFGE presently, even though I am retired from the federal sector.
 I worked in Iowa, Missouri, Wisconsin.


Rosin: When you think of regulations, you think of someone behind a desk, in D.C. But that is the wrong image for Soldner and her work.

Soldner: An inspector has to have a very strong tolerance for blood. You've got to be able to have that strong stomach to endure the blood, to endure the guts, all those internal organs that surgeons on a daily basis see.
 Whether it is a hot dog, whether it is a bratwurst, whether it's a summer sausage, the gamut of what happens on a week could go from slaughtering, to deboning the animal, to watching all the processes to get to that final finished product, and that's where having the knowledge of somebody getting trained that has been around for years, that's lost. It's completely lost.
 The other experiences of what we, as the veteran inspectors, did is long gone. You can be as book-smart as you want to be until you step into the reality, onto that slaughter floor.


Rosin: In April, Paula accepted the Trump administration's offer of early retirement. Many of her colleagues did the same.

Soldner: I dread the long-term effects, when there is life that is lost because of food-safety issues that are not getting corrected. I think losing the experience and the training of these inspectors out there is so critical. And now that it is lost, are we ever gonna get it back?


 [Music]

Rosin: Frank, you talked about the early evolution of the federal workforce after the Civil War: turning away from the patronage system, hiring experts, regulating drugs and keeping things safe. So that was the beginning of the modern federal government. What was its heyday? What was the peak of its growth?

Foer: I think that it really starts in the earliest decades of the 20th century, where these concepts are starting to get embedded. And then, of course, it kind of explodes, ultimately, during the wars that we fight, and especially World War II, and then the aftermath of World War II, when we had the Cold War and the extension of a lot of government.

Kennedy: (Applause.) We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard; because that goal will serve to organize and measure the best of our energies and skills; because that challenge is one that we're willing to accept, one we are unwilling to postpone, and one we intend to win.


Rosin: When people think of the federal government at its most ambitious, they often think of the Apollo program.

Eric Green: I remember as a child watching everything unfold on a black-and-white television. It was pretty incredible.


Rosin: This is Eric Green.

Green: I am a physician-scientist who worked at the National Human Genome Research Institute at the U.S. National Institutes of Health for 31 years and even served as the director of the institute for the last 15 years I was there.


Rosin: Green's work is often referred to as the Human Genome Project.

Green: It's sort of biology's equivalent of the moonshot. Instead of putting a person on a moon, what the Human Genome Project did was to read out, for the very first time, the exact order of the building blocks--and there's 3 billion such building blocks--in all human DNA.
 When I get competitive with the moonshot, I sometimes point out that the goal of the Apollo mission and the moonshot was to put a person on the moon. And that's now been repeated a handful of times--not in the dozens, but a handful of times, we've put a person back on the moon. The goal, the signature goal of the Human Genome Project was to read out all the letters in the human genome. That has now been repeated millions and millions of times.


Rosin: The project's version of the moon landing happened in April 2003, with the first nearly complete sequence declared finished.

Green: When the genome project ended, our institute pivoted to begin to use genomics as part of medicine, basically using genomic information about individual patients to improve their medical management. Genomics has just infused its way into all areas of life sciences, everything from agriculture to ecology to evolutionary studies.
 And 22 years ago, there was minimal that we could do in terms of getting insights about a patient's DNA. And now it's routine, whether it's prenatal screening to look for chromosomal and DNA abnormalities in unborn children or in cancer, which is a disease of the genome--the way we deal with cancer now is completely different because of genomics--or with rare genetic diseases. And I just wanna stress that it's just the earliest days.
 The return on investment for the genome project was phenomenal. And I think it continues to be leveraged even up to the present time.


Foer: There was no private-equity, venture-capital firm in the world that was ever gonna put up the $3 billion that was required to do this project that involved cooperation around the world, that was coordinated by the United States but that involved scientists everywhere, in this project that was done "for all mankind," to use the NASA phrase, and that has all sorts of implications that also require government to open up, to take this $3 billion thing, and then to turn it into something that's actually--the everyday patient has the ability to access to understand the tumor in their body or to understand the rare disease that their toddler has been afflicted with, and to design therapies that could actually treat these esoteric diseases. That is something only government could do. No private start-up is going to address esoteric diseases. You need the government to unlock that.

Rosin: On March 17, the Trump administration forced Green from his job, the first of five NIH-institute directors it removed.

A Health and Human Services official told The Atlantic that "under a new administration, we have the right to remove individuals who do not align with the agency's priorities."

Green: I think of the physicians. I think of the Ph.D. scientists. I think of the technicians, the computer scientists. We did this and my staff who's still there continue to do this because they really believe in the mission; they believe in public service. But they also, now, have been traumatized by the destructive forces that they've witnessed.


[Music]

Green: I worry about, when it comes time to rebuild the NIH or to rebuild the government, will people think twice that it is worth the risk? Because the way people were laid off was not kind and gentle; it was pretty brutal, and it was not done in a fashion where there was any sensitivity associated with it. In fact, I would describe it as cruel. And I worry that the next generation may think twice about wanting to work in the government, for fearful that an administration could come in and be as destructive as this one has been.


[Music]

Rosin: To hear from more federal workers, check out Frank's article online. It's called "The Purged." He talks to civil servants who worked on disaster relief, humanitarian aid, at the IRS, the Centers for Disease Control--so much knowledge and so much experience lost.

This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend and Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid and fact-checked by Genevieve Finn. Rob Smierciak engineered and composed original music. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of audio at The Atlantic, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Doomsday-Prepping for Trump's Third Term

Dmitri Mehlhorn has created a fictional world to game out constitutional collapse.

by Michael Scherer

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




Betting money puts the odds of constitutional collapse in the United States at about one in 25. Anyone can wager three or four cents on Polymarket, Kalshi, or PredictIt that will pay out $1 if Donald Trump wins a third term in the 2028 election--an impossibility, according to the plain text of the Twenty-Second Amendment: "No person shall be elected to the office of the President more than twice."

Dmitri Mehlhorn, a former Democratic strategist, thinks that the chance of political apocalypse is about 20 times higher--and that Americans need to start preparing now. He recently secured dual citizenship for his family on the Caribbean island of St. Kitts and is obsessively thinking through how people should respond if Trump tries to maintain power with the threat of force. He styles himself a doomsday philosopher of this worst-case scenario.

On a Tuesday last month, this effort brought him to a co-working space in Manhattan's SoHo neighborhood to play a war game of sorts with about 15 finance professionals, nonprofit leaders, technology executives, and former Democratic-campaign advisers--and me.

"Let's just use fiction to just imagine things so that we're not all bogged down in prose," Mehlhorn told the assembled players as the first glasses of wine were poured. The end of the enlightened order, it turns out, is best contemplated with libations and crudites. "Just imagine a world where certain assumptions are true."

The assumptions were these: It is December 2025, and a term-limited U.S. president is rapidly consolidating control over the military and law enforcement, and pardoning criminal allies. To win, "President Buzz Windrip" and his team must increase their own wealth and maintain power or secure legal amnesty through 2030. They are competing against two other teams: one representing the business community, which seeks to protect and grow its capital and avoid prison, and one representing the defenders of the U.S. constitutional system and the rule of law. The game plays out over several 30-minute rounds, as players submit their actions so that AI agents--the game masters--can calculate the impact of each move and present new challenges. The premise of the game, like a round of Dungeons & Dragons, encourages players to check their personal politics and morality at the door--and to try to think more radically.

"  You have a man who breaks the law, and that man is the strongman. Which bends, the man or the law? That's the question," Mehlhorn told me when we first met to discuss his project. "If the president has proven in his first term that he will ignore subpoenas and ignore congressional budget authorizations and pardon anybody who also does, then suddenly, there's no power. What are the remaining checks? Every check is gone."

Read: Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already under way

Mehlhorn's ideas exist well outside the Democratic mainstream, which remains focused on the midterms and 2028 election--contests that he believes will have little meaning. He assumes that federal law enforcement will operate at Trump's whims and that Democrat-run states need to build deterrence--threats of federal-tax boycotts, an expansive embrace of states' rights, a new understanding of the importance of gun ownership, to name a few. His defenders see him as a colorful provocateur who is forcing uncomfortable conversations. His critics in Democratic politics consider his obsessions dangerous distractions, built on fanciful thinking, from the difficult work of winning elections and regaining power.

The game--held in a neighborhood better known for $5,000 handbags than fantastical End Times--is a test of Mehlhorn's most outlandish ideas. The three teams prepared to split up and move into separate conference rooms to plot their strategy. "It can be zero or one or two winners," Mehlhorn announced, "but it cannot be three winners." He didn't say what soon became clear: The zero-winner scenario means that the nation has collapsed into civil war.

If Mehlhorn is inclined to imagine a president discarding settled norms and restraints, perhaps it's because he's so often done so himself. He experienced Trump's 2016 victory as a century-defining challenge to the American experiment. He responded by transforming himself from a venture capitalist into an iconoclastic Democratic strategist. His ticket was a friendship with Reid Hoffman, the billionaire co-founder of LinkedIn, whom Mehlhorn told me he knows from their time together at Stanford. As Hoffman's donor-adviser, Mehlhorn helped direct more than $1 billion in anti-Trump spending from 2017 to 2024, particularly by rallying other wealthy liberals who had ties to Silicon Valley.

Their projects were often unconventional and frequently controversial. They backed prescient planning in 2020 for the possibility that Trump would resist the peaceful transfer of power, and two years later, they warned that "MAGA leaders intend to use 2022 midterm wins to install Trump in 2024 regardless of the vote." They spoke openly of their efforts to dampen voter enthusiasm in Republican communities, the sort of vote suppression that other Democrats have long tried to combat.

Once it became clear that Trump would run for president again in 2024, Mehlhorn said that he and Hoffman helped fund the failed challenge to Trump's candidacy under Section 3 of the Fourteenth Amendment, which prohibits federal officials who have "engaged in insurrection or rebellion" from holding office again. (The Colorado Supreme Court ruled in their favor, only to have the decision overturned by the U.S. Supreme Court.) They helped pay the legal bills of E. Jean Carroll, a writer who successfully won a civil judgment against Trump for sexual abuse and defamation. They supported the Republican candidacy of former South Carolina Governor Nikki Haley during the 2024 primaries, in an effort to weaken Trump. They were early backers of anti-Trump groups such as the Courier Newsroom and Republican Voters Against Trump, and of efforts aimed at turning out young urban voters through giveaways and parties. Frustrated with Democrats' dependence on television advertising, they funded apolitical Facebook communities that were designed to attract audiences of less likely Democratic voters, who would find themselves bombarded with get-out-the-vote messages.

"The people who had been funding elections through 2016 were extremely conservative and cautious tactically," Michael Podhorzer, a former strategist for the AFL-CIO who worked with Mehlhorn during the 2020 election cycle, told me. "What he brought from a Silicon Valley perspective was the idea, as he put it, that he would be happy if he funded 10 things and nine failed."

Mehlhorn was also the rare political operative who did not mind making enemies--or opposing liberal causes, such as voting-rights reform in 2021, which he fought because he thought that it would distract from economic issues important to voters and lacked a path to becoming law. I spoke with one of Mehlhorn's admiring colleagues, who requested anonymity to speak frankly and described him as "an asshole to a bunch of people who never have people tell them hard things." Other Democratic strategists who know Mehlhorn were less admiring. Several declined to comment, because they did not share his eagerness to fight with allies. Others remain scarred by public and private feuds with him over strategy, experiences that Mehlhorn acknowledges as "bullying my own allies."

In 2017, Mehlhorn secretly helped fund a deceptive social-media botnet campaign, which mimicked foreign-interference tactics and was designed to hurt a Republican Senate candidate. The backlash was swift. Hoffman later apologized for how his money had been used, saying that he had not been aware of the project. Mehlhorn said that he would no longer fund such efforts.

Then, in the summer of 2024, Mehlhorn crossed an even brighter line, suggesting in an email to a small network of politicos that the assassination attempt against Trump could have been a false-flag attack in the tradition of authoritarian regimes, such as the one run by Russian President Vladimir Putin. "I know I am prone to bias on this, but this is a classic Putin play and given the facts seems more plausible," Mehlhorn wrote. "Look at the actual shot. Look at the staging. Look at how ready Trump is to rally." He pressed recipients to investigate whether the shooting might have been staged so that Trump could benefit from the photos and the backlash.

When the conspiratorial email was published by Semafor, it ignited bipartisan outrage. Mehlhorn apologized. Within a week, Hoffman cut ties. Even as many Democrats distanced themselves, Mehlhorn quickly launched his own effort to support Kamala Harris's bid for the presidency. But after Trump won, he announced that he was done with electoral politics. Mehlhorn didn't think that Trump intended to allow free and fair elections again anyway. "This moment demands recalibration, resilience, and resolve," he wrote to friends weeks after the election. "Even as authoritarian forces ascend, history shows that ingenuity and collaboration can prevail."

Read: Inside the Democratic rupture that undermined Kamala Harris's presidential hopes

He set about reinventing himself again, this time as a political thinker. He was, he said, no longer fighting the war but working "in the war college." When we first met for this story, he gave me a list of 30 authors who have shaped his thinking, including the philosophers John Locke, Karl Popper, and Hannah Arendt; the astronomer Carl Sagan; and the retired federal judge J. Michael Luttig. But he felt that the world had already spun beyond the bounds of what traditional white papers could anticipate. So he decided to start working in fiction.

Mehlhorn has written a science-fiction book imagining America's collapse into autocracy, and he programmed an AI to create a set of fictional Substack authors who write about parts of his political vision. Mehlhorn also founded a new group called the Atoll Society, named for the ring of islands that forms after an underwater volcanic eruption. In this metaphor, Mehlhorn casts the United States as we know it as the exploded volcano, a void. The surrounding islands--a national and an international "archipelago of light"--will have to form the new resistance.

In any role-playing game, the rules shape reality. Players are given win conditions that define their motives, and the game masters are given the ability to throw any obstacle in their way. As the cheese plates arrived in SoHo, the three teams found themselves in uncharted territory. (To get the full, immersive experience, I participated in the game as one of five players on the fictional president's team. As a condition of my joining, I agreed not to identify or quote the other participants.)

The AI game masters told the players that an Oregon sheriff had started organizing local law enforcement in support of the Constitution and against the president's consolidation of federal forces. The president's team moved quickly to prosecute the sheriff for treason. The business community bought up national-media properties in the hope of increasing its leverage with the administration. The constitutional defenders began recruiting retired generals to counteract the president's consolidation of power. Both the president's team and the rule-of-law defenders launched back-channel negotiations with the capitalists.

Conditions deteriorated rapidly. The National Guard in blue states began to defect after being federalized by the president, loosening his hold on the military. Wary of the economic instability, the business community tried to relocate money outside the country, prompting the federal government to seize $600 billion. Then the president's team launched a false-flag cyberattack on electricity infrastructure and pinned it on North Korea.

The exercise quickly descended into the realm of dystopian fiction, as the players wrestled with the same ideas that Mehlhorn has been developing. The constitutional defenders, operating through Democratic state leaders, found themselves leaning into the "states' rights" powers of the Tenth Amendment. By the later rounds, the blue states had launched a tax boycott, worked to win over the military, embraced the Oregon sheriff as a champion of liberty, and abandoned the long-standing liberal aversion to guns.

"There are a lot of people with guns and military experience in this country. A lot of them. The Democratic Party does not have relationships with them at all," Mehlhorn said. "You start to have alliances built around the Bill of Rights and start having a notion that the tax, the golden goose of all this wealth creation, is not just going to keep on paying if the federal Constitution is clearly in breach. That set of conversations can create a set of incentives where you actually deter the far-worse outcomes."

Listening to Mehlhorn, I found it hard not to wonder how he would react if a similar exercise were conducted by Trump supporters--gaming out how to combat a dastardly Democratic power grab by rallying an armed coalition to stop it. Many in the president's coalition are already warning about a wave of what the White House adviser Stephen Miller calls "domestic terrorism" to obstruct federal authority--a catchall term that Trump aides use sometimes to describe activity protected by the First Amendment, and sometimes to describe the physical obstruction of law-enforcement efforts. Meanwhile, Trump supporters, such as the lawyer Alan Dershowitz and the former Trump adviser Steve Bannon, have been busily preparing their own outlandish scenarios for the president's indefinite rule. In important ways, the political debate has begun to shift away from what is happening to focus on the darkest visions of what might happen next.

Trump started selling Trump 2028 hats three months after taking office last year. Eight months in, he gathered military leadership to focus on the "war from within." When Democratic lawmakers released a video reaffirming that the military code does not permit carrying out illegal orders, Trump accused them of seditious behavior "punishable by DEATH."

Trump has been, for many of his most devoted supporters, delightfully ambiguous about whether he will actually try to run again in 2028. Trump said in March that "there are methods" for getting around the Constitution's third-term prohibitions. When asked in August, he said that he would "probably not" seek another term but then added, "I'd like to." He told reporters in October that the Constitution is "pretty clear" that he's "not allowed to run," only to have a White House spokesperson say last month that the nation would be "lucky" for such a thing to happen. His chief of staff, Susie Wiles, told Vanity Fair that he would not run again. "But he sure is having fun with it," she added. "When you think of it, we shouldn't even have an election," Trump told Reuters about the 2026 midterms last week. (The White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson provided a statement attacking The Atlantic when she was asked about Trump's plans.)

Dershowitz, a Harvard Law professor who has worked for both Trump and Jeffrey Epstein, told The Wall Street Journal last month that he had given Trump a draft of a book he wrote that includes suggestions for working around the Twenty-Second Amendment. In one such scenario, Dershowitz told the Journal, he suggests that Republican electors representing Trump, if he were to win, would decline to cast a vote in the Electoral College, which would pitch the decision to Congress, which would then appoint Trump. "They then select, and not elect, the president," Dershowitz told the Journal, adding that he does not think Trump will pursue this path.

Mehlhorn believes that the most likely scenario is simpler: Trump would announce his candidacy for president late, leading the Republican Party to easily nominate him. The Supreme Court then would either split on the question of whether this is legal or rule against Trump with no effect. (J. D. Vance has repeatedly endorsed the idea of the president defying Supreme Court rulings.) As the votes are being counted, Mehlhorn imagines, Trump and federal law enforcement would declare rampant fraud in urban centers and move to disqualify residents of those districts' votes. In January 2029, Vance would do what Mike Pence did not do in 2021: use his power to throw the election to Trump. If there is resistance, another a pro-Trump mob--including many who have already been pardoned for the January 6, 2021, attack--could provide backup.

"As president, who stops him?" Mehlhorn asked me as he described the scenario. "Who prevents that from happening? What person? What combination of people?"

Read: Trump Exhaustion Syndrome

Even if you accept the premise that Trump would take such radical steps to achieve a third term, though, there are several answers to this question. The first is that Trump will turn 82 before the 2028 election, making him older than Joe Biden was in 2024. (Mehlhorn agrees that health could be a factor.) The strongest internal check might be the American electorate, which would still have the ability to vote Trump's allies out of office, splintering his coalition and potentially providing the votes for his impeachment and conviction. A recent Economist/YouGov poll found that 68 percent of the country, including 45 percent of Trump voters in 2024, did not want him to serve a third term. Trump's recent pivot to try to reverse his falling approval numbers on the economy are an indication, if nothing else, of how much this year's midterm elections will matter in determining whether he can hold together his coalition.

Then there are other parts of the executive branch, including military leaders, Trump's inner circle in the West Wing, and the national party. Many people now view his consolidation of power as a necessary shift, but their support is based on the belief that these changes are happening within the constitutional framework. If Trump defies the Supreme Court, cancels urban votes en masse, or outwardly defies the Twenty-Second Amendment's plain text, even some of his top advisers might defect. Investigations into the January 6 attack have revealed that many Trump aides, including ones who continue to work for him, were appalled at what happened that day, and some tried to intervene.

Mehlhorn welcomes the debate, in part because he is hoping that he is wrong. And after spending time with him, I realized that he is interested less in the most likely outcome of any situation than in the most dangerous plausible outcome. Bill Kristol, an anti-Trump activist who previously edited the conservative Weekly Standard, estimates that the chance that Trump runs for a third term is about one in four--much lower than Mehlhorn's prediction but higher than the betting markets'. He told me that the scenarios raised by Mehlhorn have value.

"I do think there is just a consistent underestimation of the problem or the challenge of how alarmed we should all be," Kristol said. "I think someone like Dmitri is useful in leaning against the overconfidence."

Within an hour of the game's completion, the AI game masters produced a 10-page verdict on the winners and losers, summarizing what had happened and why. In the final round of the game, the business community turned on the president--by a vote of 3 to 2 in their conference room--using their media empire to expose his role in the false-flag attack on U.S. infrastructure. The president eventually fled on a military aircraft to Hungary. The Oregon sheriff was sworn in as the president at the California state capitol instead of in Washington, D.C., a sign of how fragile the nation had become.

As with the first time the game was played, in Washington, there were two winners: the business community and the defenders of the prior constitutional system. The country as a whole, however, did poorly, falling into a recession. "The Republic held. Barely," the AI game engine concluded. "And only because enough people, across enough fractures, chose to hold it."

Mehlhorn said he'd programmed conditions that would allow the president's team to win two-thirds of the time. But at both events where he has staged the game so far, the president's team has been the only loser. In his view, this may reflect a design flaw that he can address ahead of future gatherings, including one planned in Midtown Manhattan this month and events scheduled later this year in Paris and Berlin. Business interests in real life would likely not move as a single block. Maybe his assumptions are simply wrong, and American democracy is more robust than he fears.

But Mehlhorn also suggested that the president's team in both game runs may have been too timid--that the elite groups of players he had gathered lacked imaginative cruelty. "Perhaps participants from rule-of-law cultures instinctively hesitated to deploy violence," he wrote to the players in a follow-up email, "even in simulation."
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The Trump Administration Is Publishing a Stream of Nazi Propaganda

Government social-media managers have transformed official feeds.

by Ali Breland

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




The U.S. Labor Department is embracing Nazi slogans and tropes, the Pentagon's research office is deploying neo-Nazi graphic elements in its social-media feeds, and the Department of Homeland Security recently posted lyrics mimicking a popular song by a band with ties to an ethno-nationalist social club.

The official social-media channels of the Trump administration have become unrelenting streams of xenophobic and Nazi-coded messages and imagery. The leaders of these departments so far refuse to answer questions about their social-media strategies, but the trend is impossible to miss: Across the federal government, officials are advocating for a radical new understanding of the American idea, one rooted not in the vision of the Founders, but in the ideologies of European fascists.

On January 10, the Department of Labor posted a video with the caption "One Homeland. One People. One Heritage," which sounds eerily similar to the Nazi slogan "Ein Volk, ein Reich, ein Fuhrer" ("One people, one realm, one leader"). The post has 22.6 million views. One week ago, the Pentagon's research office posted silhouettes of Revolutionary-era troops with glowing white eyes. The glowing eyes, and the filter that gave their boots a red and cyan tint, are often used in the Right Wing Death Squad subgenre of "fashwave" memes--content posted by neo-Nazis trying to make their views more aesthetically pleasing. DHS also recently posted an image of a horse rider with a B-2 bomber overhead, superimposed with the text "We'll have our home again." That phrase is nearly identical to lyrics from a song by a group affiliated with the Mannerbund, a far-right folk group that draws upon Germany's ethno-nationalist Volkisch movement: "Oh by God, we'll have our home again."

The themes and styles of this mimicry vary. And posts with allusions to extremism have popped up on occasion in individual department or agency feeds, especially at DHS, which oversees both Customs and Border Protection and ICE. But the variety and ubiquity of the recent posts point to something new.

In August, the Department of Homeland Security posted an image across multiple platforms that included the line "Which way, American man?" a reference to the book Which Way Western Man?, written by the late neo-Nazi William Gayley Simpson and later published by the far-right press National Vanguard Books. In November, DHS posted a video highlighting important moments in American history, also edited so that it resembled fashwave videos. Last month, the agency posted an image of ICE agents, overlaid with VHS text and a glitchy filter--two characteristics of fashwave memes.

Many of the memes promote the idea of "remigration." The term can mean the voluntary departure of immigrants to their birth country but has gained popularity in white-nationalist circles in Europe and America as a euphemism for the expulsion of nonwhite immigrants from Western countries, potentially including naturalized citizens and their descendants.

In November, DHS posted on X: "The stakes have never been higher, and the goal has never been more clear: Remigration now." In another DHS post in recent weeks, viewed by 20 million people on X, a vintage car sits on a beach in front of palm trees. Serene, serif text declares, "America After 100 Million Deportations." The same day, the official White House X account posted a portrait of President Trump with a single word: "remigration."

Read: The wrath of Stephen Miller

The notion of removing 100 million people from the United States is dramatic, to say the least. Deporting all undocumented immigrants would mean removing some 14 million people, according to one of the most recent estimates by the Pew Research Center, from 2023. Canceling all green cards would remove roughly 12 million more. Trump has voiced interest in revoking the citizenship of naturalized Americans and deporting them from the country--an additional 26 million people. But even adding all of those categories together gets only about halfway to the fantasy of 100 million deportations. The only way to reach that figure is to include tens of millions of native-born Americans.

On what basis would they be targeted? Proponents of remigration have taken aim at, for example, the Somali population in the United States, the majority of whom are citizens. Last month, Trump said of Somalis during a Cabinet meeting, "I don't want them in our country, I'll be honest with you," adding that the U.S. will "go the wrong way if we keep taking in garbage into our country." Last week, during immigration-enforcement actions in Minnesota--a large Somali-population center--the administration moved to end Temporary Protected Status for Somali nationals, making noncitizen Somalis eligible for deportation. During his remarks today at the World Economic Forum, Trump attacked Somalis in Minnesota again. "We're cracking down on more than $19 billion in fraud that was stolen by Somalian bandits. Can you believe the Somalians? They turned out to be higher IQ than we thought," he said, adding, "They're good pirates, but we shoot them out of the water just like we shoot the drug boats out." Trump also made clear that he isn't targeting just Somalis. "The situation in Minnesota reminds us that the West cannot mass import foreign cultures, which have failed to ever build a successful society of their own," he said in his speech, parroting white-supremacist rhetoric about immigration from nonwhite countries.

Some may shrug off the figure of 100 million as an example of Trumpian exaggeration spilling into the ranks of the government's social-media posters. Others see cause for great alarm. "It is a plan for ethnic cleansing," Wendy Via, a co-founder of the Global Project Against Hate and Extremism, an advocacy group, told me. "We can't think of it as anything else. It just is a plan for ethnic cleansing."

The Trump administration has said little publicly about the specific intentions behind these posts. I mentioned the Instagram post that included "We'll have our home again" and the phrase's association with German ethno-nationalism to Tricia McLaughlin, the DHS assistant secretary for public affairs, over email. McLaughlin responded that it's "pretty milquetoast language about 20 million illegal aliens being removed/exiting the country." I asked directly about remigration, but she didn't get into its specifics or its history on the European far right. "There are plenty of policy debates to be had, making up stuff to be outraged about is schizophrenic," McLaughlin told me. This appears to be an administration-wide response. When I asked the Department of Defense about its meme containing obvious fashwave references, Pentagon Press Secretary Kingsley Wilson replied in an email: "If you see pro-American content with references to the American Revolution and your brain somehow begins making connections to 'fashwave' or 'neo-Nazism,' then you may be schizophrenic or have severe Trump Derangement Syndrome." The Department of Labor didn't respond to a request for comment, and the White House declined to comment.

The posts' invocation of language and imagery employed by historical and contemporary white supremacists could, in theory, be a series of unintentional coincidences. Yet the message emanates from the administration in other ways. Amid the memes and mug shots the DHS usually posts, Micah Bock, the deputy assistant secretary of strategic communications, occasionally appears in explainer videos to offer nationalist perspectives. In November, in a DHS video posted on X, he attempted to "dispel a lie" that "America is a nation of immigrants." On Thanksgiving, Bock offered the standard "Thanks for the tireless work of the department under President Trump and Secretary Noem" but then told viewers that "there will be no second helpings for invaders."

Read: I watched 12 hours of Nick Fuentes

Bock's rhetoric is not as far-right-explicit as many of the DHS's memes, but he makes similar points. Bock tells the viewer that Thanksgiving is "not a global potluck. It is a feast of specific people remembering specific mercies granted to them and their nation alone." Bock doesn't say which "specific people" should enjoy the exclusive privilege of eating a large bird and mashed potatoes in late November every year. But elsewhere in the video, he references early New England settlers who did not suffer harsh 17th-century winters so that "four centuries later, their descendants would hand the table to strangers who never gave thanks for the sacrifices that built it." His rhetoric echoes something Vice President Vance said last summer in a speech: "America is not just an idea. We're a particular place, with a particular people, and a particular set of beliefs and way of life." He added, "The people whose ancestors fought in the Civil War have a hell of a lot more claim over America than the people who say they don't belong." This is the watered-down but fleshed-out version of the memes.


The phrase is nearly identical to lyrics from a song by a group affiliated with the Mannerbund, a far-right folk group that draws upon Germany's ethno-nationalist Volkisch movement: "Oh by God, we'll have our home again." (Homeland Security / X.com)



Taken together, the messages represent an effort to redefine what it means to be American so as to justify the expulsion of people who don't fit that definition. This comes directly from an emerging concept on the right, sometimes referred to as "Heritage America," or being a "Heritage American." Not everyone on the nationalist right uses or likes this terminology. But they broadly agree with the principle: that America is not actually "a proposition" of equality and liberty, as Abraham Lincoln described it in the Gettysburg Address, but a specific place, with a specific culture, made up mostly of Anglo-Protestants who can trace their lineage in the U.S. back for generations. It posits a version of America that is based not on ideals, but on blood and soil.

Isabel Ruehl and Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed reporting to this story.
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America Needs Greenland. No--Iceland. Actually, Never Mind!

This is definitely all going to plan.

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




After several marathon sessions in Room 101 of the Ministry of Trump, the Republican member of Congress was beginning to see the strategic necessity of destroying NATO to add Greenland to the United States. It still came only in flashes. The Republican was strapped to a camp bed surrounded with dials, trying quickly to get his mind right so that he could go back out there and do media and answer the questions about Greenland correctly. He was perspiring heavily, as was his interrogator, O'Brien.

"Has anyone shown him a non-Mercator projection?" the congressman asked. He blinked his eyes against the bright light.

O'Brien sighed. "We've been over this," he said. "You have forgotten: There are serious reasons for wanting Greenland besides how large it looks on the map. Do you remember what they are?"

The congressman's head was throbbing; he saw, or thought he saw, dozens of small Greenlands waving at and taunting him on the wall, on the ceiling, every time he turned his head. "No," he said. He waited for the pain to begin again. (This process was voluntary; he thought it would be easier than defying Donald Trump publicly.)

"Because," O'Brien said, with exaggerated patience. "Because 'the United States alone can protect this giant mass of land, this giant piece of ice.' His very words this morning. Do you remember now?"

"But," the Congress member said.

"Think!" O'Brien urged.

"We already have all of the access to Greenland that we might strategically need," the Congress member said. "And maintaining our alliances is more valuable for protecting peace than having the ability to deploy troops to this rock--"

"Piece of ice," O'Brien corrected sternly. "You're not thinking clearly."

The member sighed. "I'm not seeing it. I've lost it."

O'Brien frowned. "Think!" He turned the dial.

The Congress member winced. "NATO," he muttered. "NATO."

"Look at the map," O'Brien said. "Look how big it is. It must be important, more important than NATO. What's NATO? Just a series of letters--letters that could easily be rearranged to spell OATN, NAOT, TOAN. Meaningless. Just gibberish."

The member whimpered. "Greenland," he said. "National interest. 'Golden Dome.'"

"Good," O'Brien said. He lowered the pain dial back to zero and poured himself a glass of ice water. "I love ice."

"I, too, love ice," the member said, weakly.

"Very good," O'Brien said. "Very, very good." He took another sip and opened Truth Social to see how the president's trip to Davos was going. "Oh dear," he said, gravely.

"What?" the congressman asked. "What, what, what is it?"

"Iceland," O'Brien sighed, removing his spectacles. He played a clip of the president's speech, fast-forwarding to Trump's discussion of NATO. "Until the last few days, when I told them about Iceland, they loved me," Trump was saying. "They called me 'Daddy.'"

"Iceland?" the member said. "No, it's Greenland."

O'Brien fast-forwarded. "They're not there for us on Iceland, I can tell you," Trump continued. "I mean, our stock market took the first dip yesterday because of Iceland. So Iceland's already cost us a lot of money.'"

"No," the Republican said. "He means Greenland."

O'Brien frowned and tented his fingers. "A mistake? To wish to acquire Gullfoss Falls? Hot springs? The Prose Edda? You really think he misspoke? Our president?"

"The Prose Edda is lovely," the Republican said feebly. "Donald Trump is wise."

"I should say so," O'Brien said. "For a moment there, I suspected you of the thoughtcrime of believing that Donald J. Trump, the president of the United States, would be willing to torch the country's credibility, set fire to its alliances, and tank the entire economy to acquire some territory in the North Atlantic whose name he could not even remember."

The member of Congress sighed. "No," he said. "No, you're right. We'd better do Iceland too. In case." He shut his eyes.

"Iceland," O'Brien said. "It may require sacrifices, just as Greenland will. Tariffs. Boots on the ground. We must be willing to pay the price. It must be our territory."

"I want to understand," the congressman said. "I am trying to understand it."

O'Brien glanced at Truth Social again. "Oh," he said. "Never mind. It was Greenland. And the tariffs are off. We don't need the territory. Just a 'framework of a future deal.'"

Quietly, the Republican began to sob. "I don't know how many more things I can believe in the space of three hours."

"You know," O'Brien said, "you always have the option of walking out of here and standing up to him. Of saying, 'You are doing irreparable damage, and none of this makes any sense.' It only requires a little bit of courage."

The member lay back down on the cot and strapped himself in tighter. "No," he said. "I'm good."
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How to Tell If Your President Is a Dictator

<span>A year into Donald Trump's second term, labeling his governing style remains an elusive goal.</span>

by Marc Novicoff

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




President Trump prosecutes his political opponents; deports immigrants, including some here legally, to foreign prisons without due process; solicits tribute payments from corporations and foreign governments; deploys soldiers to American cities that are not, in fact, in civil-war-level chaos; and puts his name and image on government buildings that quite obviously don't belong to him.

So, a question: What do you call this form of government? Authoritarian? Kleptocratic? Totalitarian? Fascist?

Above all, Trump attempts to govern by decree, unconstrained by norms, shame, or the Constitution. (The only limits he sees on his powers come from "my own morality," he recently told The New York Times. "My own mind. It's the only thing that can stop me.") But any analysis that attempts to answer the question of whether this makes him a despot must take into account that he is still not terribly successful at despotism. Sometimes he gets his way, but sometimes he does not. The White House on occasion seeks Congress's approval and is periodically thwarted. Courts block his administration's moves weekly, even if the small fraction of cases that make it to the Supreme Court mostly go Trump's way. His enemies continue to walk free, despite his efforts. He is historically unpopular and his term ends in three years.

The easiest way to label America's new political system might be through the process of elimination. We are not, for example, living under totalitarianism, which, in Mussolini's words, would entail all aspects of society lying "within the state, none outside the state, none against the state." Power in America is still decentralized. Local governments operate mostly independently, and business and institutional leaders have power over their domains. What about fascism, then? The historian Robert Paxton came up with several diagnostic criteria in his 2004 book, The Anatomy of Fascism. Fascists, or those adjacent to fascism, are generally obsessed with societal decline. They seek increased militarization, the abandonment of democratic freedoms, and violence in service of internal purity and expansion abroad.

Quinta Jurecic: Trump's attack on democracy is faltering

Paxton himself had once resisted applying the term to Trump. The events of January 6, 2021, changed his mind. No doubt, some of his criteria sounded apt even before the Department of Homeland Security turned its X account into a stream of unsubtle endorsements of white supremacy. Yet the fact that fascistic tendencies are stirring doesn't mean fascism has taken hold. "There are fascist people," Samuel Moyn, a law and history professor at Yale, and a critic of using the term, told me. "Those probably exist in the millions, and they always have." Trump's own former chief of staff John Kelly has said that Trump "certainly falls into the general definition of fascist." But a truly fascist form of government? "The United States is nowhere remotely near that," Steven Levitsky, the Harvard scholar of authoritarianism, told me. Opposition has not been banned; to the contrary, it remains loud. Opponents of Trump are not just spared expropriation, torture, and execution--many even gain money, fame, and power through the very act of opposing him, including writers such as Heather Cox Richardson and politicians such as California Governor Gavin Newsom. "You work for a magazine" Moyn told me, whose existence would have been "unthinkable" during "the Third Reich or under Mussolini."

If the United States isn't fascist, have we crossed into kleptocracy, or rule by thieves? Few Americans are doing better in the Trump economy than Trump himself. America has always had politicians who used their power to enrich themselves, but as a rule, they used to try to hide it. In the second Trump era, the graft is largely out in the open. The top purchasers of Trump's crypto meme coin were invited to dinner with the president. The Securities and Exchange Commission halted its case against one of the biggest investors in Trump's crypto schemes. The top donors to Trump's new White House ballroom include the recipients of major government contracts such as Palantir and Lockheed Martin. The government of Qatar gave the White House a $400 million jet. Trump's Commodity Futures Trading Commission is allowing one company that employs his son Donald Jr. and another that he's invested in to brazenly evade state-level gambling bans.

But Timothy Frye, a scholar of post-Soviet Russia at Columbia, says kleptocracy isn't exactly right, either. "There are a lot of countries that have high levels of corruption that I wouldn't call a traditional kleptocracy," he told me. Many leaders use the state to direct resources to their own or their friends' pockets, but there are only a few countries "where the government primarily exists to steal from the populace," and where the oligarchs "face very few constraints from doing so," Frye said, adding that in the U.S., "CEOs don't wake up in the morning thinking that the government's going to simply expropriate their firms."

That is a rather low bar to clear. Some executives surely lose sleep over fear of their government contracts being canceled or their merger being rejected on political grounds. The fact that business leaders worry at all about opposing the president is, well, worrying. In Trump's second term, the powers of the federal government are used to reward allies and punish the opposition, real and perceived. Organizations that Trump deems "left wing" are investigated. States run by Democrats are stripped of their federal funding. Media mergers are steered into Trump-friendly hands. Security clearances are taken from lawyers who worked for Democrats, and government-funded protection is rescinded from ex-officials perceived to be disloyal.

An opposition still exists, in other words, but it's at a disadvantage. That's the classic condition of competitive authoritarianism, a term coined by Levitsky and his colleague Lucan Way to describe countries ruled by "hybrid regimes" in the two decades after the Cold War. Before the 1990s, dictatorships usually looked the part. After the fall of the Soviet Union, many authoritarian countries began to hold elections. But the competition wasn't fair. Opposition media could be shut down. Courts could be packed. Enemies could be harassed or assaulted, and the perpetrators would not be punished.

Because competitive authoritarianism depends on maintaining a plausible degree of democratic participation, it is much easier to pull off when a leader is broadly popular, Levitsky explained to me, like Vladimir Putin or El Salvador's Nayib Bukele. Trump is not. And it's more effective when you're savvy and careful. Trump is neither. His authoritarian moves can be half-baked and primitive, such as the firing of the head of the Bureau of Labor Statistics for releasing economic data that Trump wished were not true. That decision and others like it have led some observers to reach for a different term, one geographically closer to home: banana republic. Because bananas are an unserious fruit, the phrase evokes a certain degree of slapstick mismanagement. But the term's historical definition is a poor fit for the contemporary United States. Countries that qualify as banana republics, typically Latin American ones, tend to have an economy dependent on a single commodity, a large and exploited working class, and a tiny upper class with a stake in that commodity, which gets to enjoy the fruits of the poor's labor. Perhaps most important, these countries have a weak government, so weak that foreign leaders and businesspeople can topple it easily to preserve their financial interests. The term is usually reserved for not just any authoritarian state, Levitsky told me, but specifically for "tin-pot dictatorships."

Although our government does behave as if artificial intelligence is America's banana, the country is anything but "tin-pot." Our populace is broadly wealthy. Our state is powerful, with a military so skilled and well funded that it recently kidnapped the leader of Venezuela, a country that bears much more resemblance to a banana republic (its "banana" is oil), without incurring a single American casualty. Indeed, it's not our state that is weak, but our leaders and their apparatchiks. Lindsey Halligan is a former model and insurance lawyer who had never prosecuted a single case before being illegally appointed as the U.S. attorney for the Eastern District of Virginia. The first prosecution of her life was against Trump's enemy James Comey, the former FBI director. This was at once a chilling act of retribution and a reassuringly stupid one. Even the country's most panicked partisans wouldn't put money on Comey serving a day in prison for the serious crimes he's charged with. Trump's attack against him is just too fanciful.

George Packer: America's zombie democracy

Perhaps kakistocracy--rule by the worst--is the most apt word for our current form of government. Prosecutors don't know how to prosecute. The health secretary believes vaccines cause autism. The FBI director uses government resources to hang out with his country-singer girlfriend, 18 years his junior. The president's national-security brain trust accidentally texted their war plans and a bunch of emoji to my boss. "There's always a trade-off that rulers have to make between getting somebody who's loyal and somebody who's competent because there's just not an infinite number of people who have both of these qualities," Frye, the Russia scholar, told me. Trump appears unbothered by that trade-off. Putin has a brilliant central banker whom he respects and allows to dictate monetary policy. Trump is criminally investigating his own central banker in order to replace him with someone who can be persuaded to lower interest rates, even though the likely consequence would be to push inflation up and tank what little support Trump has left.

Elements of any number of these nondemocratic governing philosophies have arrived in the United States. Pardoning the January 6 rioters was fascistic. The crypto dinner was kleptocratic. Investigating Democrats for reminding members of the military of their oath fits with competitive authoritarianism. Exempting AI companies from tariffs is banana-republic chic.

The common thread uniting these examples is that they are the embodiment of the president's will. In late 2023, asked by Sean Hannity to assure the American people that he wouldn't abuse his power if reelected, Trump infamously quipped, "Except for day one." He would immediately close the border and ramp up oil drilling. But, he said, "after that, I'm not a dictator."

This was an underpromise. Just today, in Davos, Trump said, "Sometimes you need a dictator." Every day of his second term, his approach to governance has been literally dictatorial: He says he wants something, and the loyalists surrounding him make sure it happens, no matter if it is illegal or irrational--whether tariffs, National Guard deployments, or the demolition of the East Wing of the White House. Except, of course, when it doesn't happen. Over and over, the people, and the legal system, fail to give Trump the support and deference that he demands, keeping the aspiring dictator from getting his dictatorship. If Trump, or someone equally indifferent to democracy, could rule more effectively for long enough, he could ensure the death of the world's oldest democracy. But for him to achieve that, we would have to let him.
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A Novel About the Costs of Family Secrets

In Quiara Alegria Hudes's <em>The White Hot</em>, they hurt the people they're meant to protect.

by Ruth Madievsky

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




A Russian proverb I heard growing up translates to something like "Those who recall the past will lose an eye." Dwelling on bygone events, it suggests, is dangerous. My family of post-Soviet refugees seemed to believe it, and mostly passed down their history in loose, cinematic anecdotes. I'd piece together what their lives were like before we immigrated to Los Angeles from images of barbed-wire obstacle courses, ransacked apartments, and sudden deaths. Lore was rarely presented in a matter-of-fact way--so when I was 11, and my grandmother told me plainly that her father had died of a heart attack, I grew suspicious. When I confronted my mother about the story, she admitted what she knew of the truth: My great-grandfather had actually been declared an enemy of the state and abducted by the KGB, never to be seen again.

My grandmother, to whom I was very close, had lied to me, forcing me to strong-arm my way into our family's history. Many of my immigrant friends remember similar fabrications about their relatives' lives, ostensibly made up to protect them. None feel that they were better for it. This kind of concealment is common among refugee families: There's no foolproof roadmap for determining when and how to disclose traumatic events, especially to children, and for many who leave their home country, keeping the past in the past can feel like a way of safeguarding the future. But the secrecy of a parent or grandparent can inflict its own potent wounds.

Such is the case in Quiara Alegria Hudes's wrenching and mordant debut novel, The White Hot, in which 26-year-old April Soto hits her breaking point and walks out on her 10-year-old daughter, Noelle. The novel mostly takes the form of a letter that April sends Noelle years later, to be read on her 18th birthday. This fiery and self-mythologizing document serves as an explanation--but not an apology--for leaving, and it describes a painful journey toward understanding herself. April, whose grandmother kept her in the dark about her family's history, is trying to fill it in for her daughter. Secrecy, April explains, is "an insidious form of care--applying a bandage to hide rather than heal."

Dear Therapist: I inherited unwanted family secrets

Excavating bygone times is not a tender process, though. April's letter is honest about what, and who, pushed her to abandon her child, and she does not spare Noelle, who she believes is now capable of handling the truth. The inciting moment, April explains, was Noelle's fourth-grade school art show. April narrates the scene: Her daughter has, in her artwork, depicted the family's Philadelphia row home, where four generations of Soto women live practically on top of one another. She draws April as a faceless figure who wears noise-canceling headphones and frequently locks herself in the bathroom. After the school viewing, Noelle avoids eye contact with her mother, which April interprets as a provocation. Humiliated and hurt by the implication that she's a negligent mother, April projects all her shame onto the child's small gesture. "I knew I'd received your artwork as intended," she writes to her now-grown child.

Later that day, the school principal calls April to report that Noelle has attacked an older student with her graphing calculator. It seems that Noelle has inherited her mother's bouts of blinding rage--the titular "white hot," which April describes as "not just a wrecking ball but my dance partner and confidante, the only companion I had." The principal gives her an ultimatum: Either mother and daughter attend free anger-management classes, or Noelle will be expelled.

The choice seems simple, but April, who fears that neutralizing her fury will leave her unable to "taste life," can't abide it. The gentleness with which the principal recommends it makes April doubly suspicious ("his fucking kindness, all over me like a bad sweat"). She is allergic to anything that could suggest she resembles a victim. This is one of many places where Hudes, who is also a playwright and wrote the book for the musical In the Heights, showcases her skill at psychological excavation. Far from a remorseless monster, April is a charismatic and deeply lonely woman. She's haunted by constant reminders that she knows next to nothing of her family's experiences before she was born; interrogations of her saint-like grandmother, Abuela Omara, go nowhere. April concludes that something terrible must have driven Abuela from Puerto Rico, but in their most candid conversation, Abuela says only, "I am a person without memories," and "it's best to be a tomorrow soul. To move on." April disagrees, lamenting, "I have no history because of this." That April's own disappearance will end up cutting Noelle off from her history barely crosses her radar.

The limited history April does have centers on a single memory: When she was young, she witnessed her father beating her mother unconscious with a loose floorboard. Her grandmother immediately repaired the floor and never again acknowledged that her daughter was nearly beaten to death in their home. April, we learn, grew up in close quarters with emotionally distant people. Now, she tells Noelle, she believes that--nonsensical as it sounds--leaving can be a form of love.

Read: The questions we don't ask our families but should

So, after the art show, when it was all too much, April yanked off her headphones and walked out the door. Readers observe as she boards a Greyhound bus to Pittsburgh; camps with no gear in rural, rugged Ohiopyle State Park; and briefly takes up with a young widower, Kamal. He introduces April to the music of Jimi Hendrix ("Had I not left home, Noelle, I might've never heard it") and helps her see that her body can be a source of not just pain but also pleasure. At 26, April experiences the adolescence she never had, a girlhood she prays Noelle will experience, despite knowing that her abandonment will likely extinguish that possibility. Believing that attaining one's freedom is "a brutal assignment with many punishments," April sees the agony of her choices as a necessity. But even at 34, after almost a decade of chasing her authentic self, her letter makes clear that she is so fractured by her family's secrecy that she still struggles to see herself clearly.

April's reaction to the mysteries of her family's past might look extreme, but in Hudes's rendering, it makes sense. Stories about our elders' experiences can be crucial to how we form our identities. Ironically, the novel suggests, being raised in an atmosphere of intractable silence has likely inflicted greater damage on April than anything her family could have revealed. The White Hot makes clear that love without honesty is corrosive. For those who have fled their home for harrowing reasons they may struggle to share with their children--and for many others who have been separated from their families and their children in the process--this is a timely revelation. Hudes knows that there is more than one way to leave a child: Emotional abandonment may be less visible than physical separation, but she suggests that it can also have lifelong ramifications.

That April loves Noelle isn't in question; that she leaves her anyway is gutting. She believes that Noelle will be better off without her, though she can plainly tell that her daughter is heartbroken and terrified. So is April, in her way. She movingly considers the minor details of how her child will fare without her. Imagining whether Noelle will one day have a quinceanera, she wonders, "Would your cheeks shine with glitter? Who would braid your hair?"

Read: The movie that understands the secret shame of motherhood

We never learn what happens to several characters I'd grown to care about after April leaves, but it makes sense that a novel about a woman brutally excising herself from her family does not provide neat closure. Even if Noelle--and the reader--got all the answers, the vivid scar of April's abandonment would remain.

"Do not absolve me, do not forgive me, only hear me, consider my story," April asks Noelle near the letter's conclusion. Her vanishing and its long-delayed explanation are attempts to disband the "army of broomed ancestors" that "stood at their backs, sweeping tears under rugs." Brief, stirring sections from Noelle's point of view bookend the novel, inviting us to decide whether April's plan succeeded. These glimpses into the woman Noelle has become are refreshing and poignant. When she asserts, "A mother is a life sentence, after all," I heard April's voice--as well as her love of over-the-top metaphors--and was touched by the similarity in how mother and daughter think, after all these years apart.
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Trump Wants to Be the New Polk

His interest in the 11th president's legacy has conjured up the specter of manifest destiny.

by Vivian Salama

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




The notion that America would be stronger if it were bigger preoccupied several 19th-century U.S. presidents, but none more than James K. Polk. America's 11th chief executive believed that expansion was America's God-given right and duty. He argued that broadening America's borders would deliver access to natural resources and enhance national security--and that no nation, not even an ally, should get in the way of that. Beginning with the annexation of Texas, which voted to become the 28th state in 1845, Polk aggressively expanded America's footprint, enlarging the young nation more than any other president.

Polk sought to acquire Cuba, even if it meant the end of America's alliance with Spain, pursuing an ambition that dated back to Thomas Jefferson. He preached the doctrine of "manifest destiny," proclaiming that American settlers were divinely ordained to expand. He warned that if Cuba wasn't annexed by the U.S., it would fall into British hands, leaving America vulnerable to attack. In May 1848, Polk offered Spain an astronomical $100 million (more than $4 billion today) to give up its claim to Cuba.

In a 21st-century revival of the same expansionist spirit, Donald Trump is fixated on annexing Greenland whether America's Danish allies like it or not. Other presidents have invoked the legacies of George Washington and Abraham Lincoln, but for Trump, Polk is among the list of paragons. He has referred to Polk as a "real-estate guy" who got "a lot of land," and he hung Polk's portrait in the Oval Office last year, replacing one of Jefferson.

Trump has given many reasons for wanting Greenland--deterring China and Russia in the Arctic, enhancing U.S. national security, avenging his denial of a Nobel Peace Prize, seizing Greenland's crucial minerals, recognizing the huge island's proximity to North America--but something much more basic and Polkian is at play. His advisers told me that the Greenland squeeze is part of a broader effort to cement his legacy among the elite club of presidents that includes Polk, Jefferson, and Dwight Eisenhower, who significantly expanded the size of the country. Trump, whose cartographical fascinations are well documented, wants his influence to be visible on maps for generations to come. Draping the world's largest island in red, white, and blue is top of his list. Yesterday, Trump shared an image of himself, alongside J. D. Vance and Secretary of State Marco Rubio, holding an American flag beside a sign that reads: Greenland--U.S. Territory Est. 2026.

Trump lowered the temperature slightly in a speech today at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, saying he would not use military force to seize Greenland but would "remember" if his goal were denied.

The most recent significant expansion of the United States came in 1959, when Eisenhower admitted Alaska and Hawaii as the 49th and 50th states. (  The U.S. purchased Alaska from the Russian Empire in 1867 for $7.2 million, but it remained a territory for nearly 100 years; Hawaii was annexed in 1898, following a coup against Queen Lili`uokalani and the Hawaiian Kingdom.) Trump recently proclaimed the "Donroe Doctrine," his interpretation of the Monroe Doctrine, by which James Monroe aimed to check European colonial influence in the Western Hemisphere.

Read: The fuck-around-and-find-out presidency

In his second inaugural, Trump declared: "The United States will once again consider itself a growing nation, one that increases our wealth, expands our territory, builds our cities, raises our expectations, and carries our flag into new and beautiful horizons."

Trump's expansionism represents a clear break with the isolationist wing of his party--including some of Trump's most ardent supporters--which believes that the way to make America great is to focus on what's happening at home. If that was once how Trump saw it, that is no longer the case. "What better way to make America great than to expand America's footprint?" one adviser told me. "He's looking out for America's interests. If it pisses other countries off, too bad."

Polk was directly inspired by Jefferson's Louisiana Purchase a half century earlier, which added approximately 828,000 square miles purchased from France for $15 million. That acquisition doubled the size of the U.S., and the territory eventually formed all or part of 15 states. (Trump says he chose his envoy to Greenland, Louisiana Governor Jeff Landry, in part because of Landry's understanding of the 1803 transaction.)

Polk vowed during his campaign to build on Jefferson's success, much as Trump appears to be inspired by Polk. After the annexation of Texas, Polk set his sights on California, then a territory of Mexico known as Alta California, with deep-water harbors that he viewed as gateways for trade with the Far East. He also sought to limit British influence in North America, particularly in the Oregon Country, where he agreed to partition the land and end nearly three decades of joint occupation. By securing these lands, Polk argued, he was putting the U.S. on a path to dominance in the Pacific Northwest.

Read: The hole in Trump's rationale for acquiring Greenland 

Polk also attempted to buy California from Mexico for about $25 million. Mexico staunchly refused, leading Polk to launch the Mexican-American War. Most Americans backed territorial expansion, even though the war was condemned by some of Polk's political opponents--including a young congressman named Abraham Lincoln--as an "unnecessarily and unconstitutionally commenced" land grab that empowered only slave-owning states and needlessly shed American blood on American soil. After the U.S. captured Mexico City in September 1847, some expansionists called for the annexation of the entire country. Opponents complained that annexing the whole of Mexico would be financially ruinous, and frowned upon having the military indefinitely deployed to Mexico, where most of the citizens would not welcome them.

Polk himself felt annexation of Mexico was a step too far. But he believed that California could be won at minimal cost. When the U.S. won the war in 1848, the government paid a final settlement of $15 million to Mexico for a swath of territory that included   present-day California, Nevada, Utah, New Mexico, and most of Arizona. (Around the same time as the peace treaty, gold was discovered in California, helping the U.S. government foot the bill.)

The expense of administering the newly acquired territory mounted as settlers began expecting more from the federal government. By the late 19th century, people began to see that annexing new territory was "stupidly expensive," Amy Greenberg, the author of Manifest Destiny and American Territorial Expansion, told me. She said people at the time began saying, "We don't need the expense. We don't need to pay for an army to go somewhere and occupy it. We don't need to try and administer a bunch of people that hate us. All we need to do is put commercial pressure on them, make treaties that are in our favor, and then economically exploit these people." That principle broadly prevailed in U.S. debates over expansionism. Now Trump is turning back the clock to a mid-19th-century view of the world and America's place in it.

Trump went hard this past weekend on his rhetoric of acquisition. Stunned European officials reinforced their military presence on Greenland this month and denounced the threat of aggression by a NATO member.

On Saturday, Trump vowed to implement a wave of tariffs--rising to 25 percent by June--on several European nations until a deal for Greenland is reached. (Spain, Polk's colonial nemesis, is not among the targeted nations, although its prime minister warned last week that annexing Greenland would be a "death knell for NATO.") Trump also has vowed to "take back" the Panama Canal, falsely asserting that China is operating it.

And Trump has repeatedly referred to Canada as the 51st state, a prospect that former Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau said had "not a snowball's chance in hell" of happening. At least one adviser has told me they've heard Trump refer to Venezuela as the 51st state as well; Trump announced that the U.S. would "run" Venezuela following the capture and arrest of its president early this month. Trump has also suggested annexing Mexico to resolve trade imbalances. "If we're going to subsidize them, let them become a state," he said in 2024.

"The media doesn't know the difference between what's real and what's tongue-in-cheek," another Trump adviser told me, distinguishing between Trump's ambition to annex Greenland for national-security reasons (real) and his interest in annexing Canada (joke). But as part of the team that first reported Trump's interest in buying Greenland back in 2019, I can confidently say that many of his advisers believed, back then, that his musings were in jest. He had enlisted the White House counsel's office to look into its feasibility at the time, but few of the people I spoke with thought much would come of it.

Flash forward almost seven years, and Americans are considering whether the president, now back in office, will invade a NATO ally. Trump's belligerence is stoking controversy, even in his own party. I spoke with two Republican members of Congress who told me that although they support Trump's interest in expanding American influence in the Arctic, they are not ready to go to war for Greenland. Most Americans feel the same. A CNN poll this month found that 75 percent of Americans oppose attempting to take control of Greenland. (Even Republicans are split down the middle; half of Republicans and Republican-leaning independents are in support, and half are opposed.)

In 1867, the then-secretary of state launched an inquiry into buying the territory, along with Iceland. In 1946, President Harry Truman offered to buy Greenland from Denmark for $100 million. Denmark refused to sell. The American Action Forum, a conservative think tank, looked at these values as percentages of GDP growth, and--accounting for enormous GDP growth since those offers were made--estimates that acquiring the island today would cost $12.9 billion to $19.6 billion. "These bids would end up providing Denmark between three and five times the total GDP of the island," AAF said in a 2025 report.

In Davos today, Trump described America's current relationship with Greenland as a "lease," adding, "Who the hell wants to defend a license agreement or a lease?"

He also appeared to confuse Greenland with Iceland in his speech: "Our stock market took the first dip yesterday because of Iceland, so Iceland has already cost us a lot of money."

Read: Trump exhaustion syndrome

The previous U.S. offers were contingent on Denmark's agreement to part ways with the island. Ahead of the World Economic Forum, Trump suggested a readiness to seize the territory however he has to, threatening the survival of NATO in the process. "We are all urging the White House to bring down the temperature," one Republican lawmaker told me.

On X, Republican Senator Thom Tillis of North Carolina criticized the push for "coercive action" against Greenland as "beyond stupid" and harmful to American businesses and allies. He issued a statement with Democratic colleagues emphasizing that Greenland is "not for sale," and that its autonomy must be respected. But Tillis fell short of saying he would vote to impeach the president if Trump followed through with his threats.

Even Trump's critics acknowledge that Greenland is crucial to protecting U.S. interests in the Arctic, just as Polk and Jefferson before him argued that Cuba was crucial for protecting American interests in the Caribbean. (About a century later, the potency of that threat became clear when the Soviet Union deployed nuclear missiles, sparking the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962.) But the point of NATO is to provide collective security, which should mean U.S. interests in the Arctic are already covered by Denmark. "What he's ignoring is that NATO already supposedly protects Greenland from Russia and other countries," Paul Frymer, a Princeton politics professor, told me.

Polk's offer to buy Cuba from Spain was meant to remain quiet as he sought to secure a deal, but the news leaked to The New York Herald. Spain refused the offer and was deeply offended by its ally's behavior; Madrid declared it would rather see Cuba "sunk into the ocean" than transferred to a foreign power.

There was also resistance within the U.S., a preview of the divisions that would ultimately lead to the Civil War more than a decade later. "The South wanted Cuba, and the North didn't," because the South saw the possibility of adding to the ranks of slave states and the North was opposed, Frymer told me. Polk backed down, unwilling to flout the law or the role of Congress in his pursuit (two things that Trump, so far, has ignored in his grab for Greenland and his recent military action in Venezuela).

"There was an acknowledgement of international law when it came to starting a war with a major European power," Greenberg, who is also the head of Penn State's history department, told me. "The idea that the United States would say, Hey, we want what you have, and we need it, and if you won't give it to us we're gonna go to war against you was seen as not acceptable."

Polk's Cuba failure fueled resistance to expansionism in the following decades. After the Civil War, Ulysses S. Grant sought to negotiate a treaty to annex the self-governed Dominican Republic, then known as Santo Domingo, which he viewed as a component of Reconstruction and a strategic option for stationing the U.S. Navy. But Congress shot it down, telling him the country was big enough.
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America's Crimea

Moscow lets it be known how it feels about Trump's threats against Denmark.

by Simon Shuster

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




Sergey Lavrov, the Russian foreign minister, can rarely be described as looking happy. His brick wall of a face and somber voice, worn down by many years of smoking Marlboros, have earned him the nickname "Minister No." But when the question of Greenland came up yesterday at his press conference in Moscow, Lavrov seemed to come alive, even permitting himself a smile and a chuckle as he talked about President Trump's imperial designs on the Danish territory and the response from NATO allies.

"That alliance," Lavrov said, "is going through a test of what it's good for." Some of its members, he continued, "have gone so far as to ask themselves whether it's time to break it up, because one NATO country is preparing to attack another NATO country." That confrontation has resulted in the "deepest of crises" within the alliance, Lavrov said. "I just want to highlight that the Euro-Atlantic idea of ensuring security and cooperation has discredited itself."

For Lavrov and his boss, Vladimir Putin, the standoff over Greenland has offered plenty of reasons for schadenfreude. It has distracted the Europeans from Russia's war against Ukraine, forcing Denmark and its allies to use their military resources to guard Greenland from the United States instead of defending against the Russian threat. As Lavrov pointed out, the dispute has also raised the prospect of a rupture within NATO, the alliance that Putin has made it his mission to dismantle.

Appearing earlier today at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, Trump tried to calm the fears of a military clash among NATO allies. The U.S. "won't use force" to seize Greenland, he said, while issuing a vague warning that if Denmark and the Europeans do not acquiesce to his demands, "we will remember." (Trump later said on Truth Social that he had reached a deal with NATO but details were scant.)

Trump's recent threats against Greenland have sounded like poetic justice to the Russians because they erode the moral high ground from which the West has defended Ukraine. By making a nakedly imperialist claim on the territory of a faithful American ally, Trump has made it far easier for Putin and Lavrov to justify Russia's imperialist claim on Ukraine. Western appeals to the principles of sovereignty, territorial integrity, and the autonomy of nations start to ring hollow when the country that anchors the West sets out to violate those principles so brazenly.

From the Russian perspective, all of this lines up with Europe's history and foretells its destiny. "Greenland is not a natural part of Denmark," Lavrov said yesterday. Since the early Middle Ages, he argued, Greenlanders have been the playthings of imperial powers. They became the subjects of the Kingdom of Norway in the 13th century, then fell under the Danish crown in 1814. It would therefore be natural, Lavrov suggested, for another colonizer to take Greenland from the Danes. "It's a colonial conquest, and the fact that the local residents there are used to it and feel comfortable--that's a different question," Lavrov said.

The Russian rendering of history aligns with the excuses Putin made for his war against Ukraine. He argued at the start of the invasion, in 2022, that Ukraine had always been a natural part of Russia and did not deserve to exist as an independent state. Although Lavrov stopped short of urging the United States to go ahead and take what it pleases from Denmark, he offered Trump a guide for doing exactly that.

Read: Davos Man may burn the whole thing down 

He referred to the Russian seizure of Crimea from Ukraine as a useful precedent for an American takeover. In some sense, Lavrov has a point. Russia's conquest of Crimea in 2014 relied on the military base it had in that region of Ukraine. Russian troops, having removed the insignia from their uniforms, spilled out of that base and took positions across Crimea, daring the Ukrainian troops stationed on the peninsula to resist. Few of them did.

In recent days, the U.S. has likewise reinforced its contingent on the American base in western Greenland, ostensibly as part of a "long planned" set of military exercises. Russia's actions in Ukraine would offer Trump a road map for securing control of that territory should Trump ultimately decide to resort to force. After Russian forces took over Crimea, the Kremlin staged a referendum to legitimize the land grab. The ballot did not offer the people of Crimea the option of remaining part of Ukraine. The choice was between Crimean independence or Russian annexation. According to the Kremlin's count, more than 97 percent of them chose the latter. The referendum was condemned as a sham around the world, but it gave Putin the veneer of legality he wanted before absorbing the entire region into Russia that spring.

Lavrov made the link to Greenland explicit in his remarks: "As President Trump said, Greenland is important to the security of the United States. Crimea is no less important to the security of Russia."

For Ukraine, the most harmful consequence of the conflict over Greenland has been the way it has absorbed the West's attention and diverted its resources. In his remarks in Davos, Trump said he plans to meet Volodymyr Zelensky to discuss the peace process. The Ukrainian leader hoped to sign a new "prosperity plan" during the summit with Trump and European leaders that would be worth an estimated $800 billion. The Greenland controversy derailed those plans. "Nobody is in any mood to stage a grand spectacle around an agreement with Trump right now," a European official told the Financial Times.

Trump's choice of Greenland as his target has been particularly harmful to the Ukrainians because it has distracted one of their most committed European allies. Since the invasion in 2022, Denmark has contributed about $10 billion in aid to Ukraine's defense through a fund created for that purpose. Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen also helped shape a system of support for Ukraine known as the Danish model, in which foreign allies pay directly for Ukrainian arms manufacturers to produce the weapons needed to fight the Russians.

Read: Denmark's army chief says he's ready to defend Greenland

"My key message to the U.S. is: Stick together with Europe," Frederiksen told me in an interview last February, soon after Trump made his intentions to acquire Greenland clear to her by phone. The greatest threat to the West, she argued, will come from the alliance among Russia, Iran, and North Korea. "They hate us, and they are willing to destroy us," she said. "These challenges will not disappear. So we are in a hurry now! We really have to ramp up production and spend much more on defense and security."

The Danes, like much of Europe, see defending Ukraine against Russia as essential to their own security. But last month, as Trump's threats against Greenland intensified, Denmark decided to reduce its aid to Ukraine dramatically, committing only about $1.5 billion in 2026, compared with $2.6 billion last year and nearly $3 billion the year before. The prime minister's office did not immediately respond to my request for comment about whether this decision was related to the need to defend Greenland from the Americans.

But the timing sends a clear message to Moscow: They need only to bide their time, and the West may tear itself apart. Toward the end of his rant about Greenland, that is what Lavrov promised that Russia would do. "A tendency toward crisis has built up within Western society," he said. "Greenland is a clear example." The diplomat could not seem to believe Russia's luck. "In general," he said, "it would have been hard to imagine that such a thing could happen." On that point, at least, it would be difficult to disagree.
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Trump Gives a Stump Speech at Davos

The president's remarks at the World Economic Forum show that he still doesn't understand how American greatness functions globally.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




Updated at 5:25 p.m. ET on January 21, 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.

"Without us, right now you'd all be speaking German," Donald Trump scolded European leaders at the World Economic Forum this morning. Perhaps the Germans have a word for the experience of watching your country's leader embarrass himself and the country on the global stage.

Where does one start in summarizing such a speech? The straightforward racism? The economic illiteracy? The determination to alienate allies? The many moments where the president said things that were blatantly, provably false? And because he rambled through more than an hour, he covered a lot of ground.

The most anticipated section was about Trump's ongoing effort to acquire Greenland. Trump argued that only the United States could defend the island, which he perplexingly also dismissed as "a giant piece of ice" and accidentally called "Iceland" on a few occasions. He also said Greenland was essential for the "golden dome" missile-defense system he claims he will build. (He denied that the U.S. is after rare-earth minerals in Greenland.)

Although Trump insisted that he has the utmost respect for both Danes and Greenlanders, nothing else he said evinced any. He accused them of being ungrateful for the U.S. defense of Greenland during World War II and argued that the American government erred when it "gave it back" after the war. Trump delivered a classic mafioso threat to take Greenland by force, saying that U.S. military might was irresistible, before adding nonchalantly that he would not do such a thing. This was not as reassuring as some headlines might lead readers to believe. And he said that if European leaders didn't acquiesce, "we will remember." (In a Truth Social post this afternoon, he said he had reached "the framework of a future deal" on Greenland with NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte, and that he had suspended tariffs scheduled to go into effect on February 1. Further details were not revealed.)

More broadly, Trump assailed NATO, saying that the U.S. had spent heavily on the alliance and gotten nothing in return. Although Trump's push to get NATO countries to spend more on defense has been successful, he still does not grasp that NATO is an expression of American might, not a drain on it. The group has made much of Europe into vassal states that have supported and extended American foreign policy around the globe. Trump also repeatedly said he doubted that the NATO allies would aid the U.S. if called to do so. This statement must come as a surprise to the many members who supported the United States after 9/11--the only time in history that NATO's mutual-defense clause has been invoked. (My colleague Isaac Stanley-Becker reported last week on the Danish soldiers who died in Afghanistan.)

Trump seemed determined to alienate allies. He mockingly imitated French President Emmanuel Macron's accent. He took a swipe at Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney. He ridiculed the United Kingdom as too incompetent to extract oil from the North Sea. "Sitting on one of the greatest energy sources in the world, and they don't use it," he said. But he continued his administration's outreach to Europe's far right, blasting immigration to the continent. "Certain places in Europe are not even recognizable, frankly, anymore--they're not recognizable, and we can argue about it, but there's no argument," he said. He claimed that prosperity and progress in Europe and North America were a result of a shared culture that was incompatible with immigration. (Never mind that Trump seems eager to demolish the pillars of cooperation between the U.S. and Europe.)

But Trump's speech also had a domestic audience; in the lead-up, the White House insisted that his aim was to talk about affordability, which is fast becoming the "infrastructure week" of the second Trump term: frequently promised, never delivered. Trump did meander through some talk of the economy, though his explanations were often too circuitous or false to be very persuasive. Like his predecessor Joe Biden, whom he repeatedly insulted during the speech, he hasn't figured out how to validate voters' dim view of the economy without taking blame for it. He celebrated oil drilling (while lying about gas prices); he flogged his plan to cap credit-card interest rates (which Republican congressmen have criticized); he bragged about killing clean energy (while falsely claiming that China does not use wind farms). Most of all, he defended his use of tariffs (which raise costs for American consumers) and complained about trade deficits. Like Trump's skewed understanding of NATO, this obsession fails to grasp that trade deficits are evidence of America's massive wealth, not a sign of weakness. His efforts to reduce them, though, are likely to isolate the U.S. and sap that wealth.

Naturally, the president didn't stay on message. Trump also announced (without offering details) that he would soon prosecute people for a supposedly "rigged" 2020 election. He reprised a racist riff from yesterday's White House press conference about Somalis having low IQs, and he called Representative Ilhan Omar, a Somali immigrant and Minnesota Democrat, a "fake congressperson."

After all of this, the president abruptly delivered a boilerplate conclusion about unity and cooperation among nations. This kind of swerve is baffling unless you've spent a lot of time watching Trump campaign rallies, in which case it's very familiar. Trump has no interest in calibrating his tone or approach to different audiences. This can make his speeches painful to watch, but it may also be illuminating in this case. Global leaders in politics and finance who otherwise wouldn't spend their time watching full Trump stump speeches got the stump speech to come to them--providing a good reminder of exactly who the president is.
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The Great Crime Decline Is Happening All Across the Country

Even cities with understaffed police departments have made record gains.

by Henry Grabar

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




Last summer, a protester in Seattle made an anti-police sign with an unusual message. Hey SPD, it read. Crime is down 20 percent, and you had nothing to do with it. 

The taunt was glib, but it hinted at a profound question about the nature of public safety in American cities. After a pandemic-era rise in murders commonly attributed to a lack of policing, Seattle recorded fewer homicides in 2025 than in 2019, despite a much-smaller police force. If less policing made crime go up following the George Floyd protests--and most people thought it did--then what has made it go down?

What happened in Seattle is happening even more dramatically across the country, as America experiences a once-in-a-lifetime improvement in public safety despite a police-staffing crisis. In August, the FBI released its final data for 2024, which showed that America's violent-crime rate fell to its lowest level since 1969, led by a nearly 15 percent decrease in homicide--the steepest annual drop ever recorded.

Preliminary 2025 numbers look even better. The crime analyst Jeff Asher has concluded that the national murder rate through October 2025 fell by almost 20 percent--and all other major crimes declined as well. The post-pandemic crime wave has receded, and then some. According to Asher's analysis, Detroit, San Francisco, Chicago, Newark, and a handful of other big cities recorded their lowest murder rates since the 1950s and '60s. "Our cities are as safe as they've ever been in the history of the country," Patrick Sharkey, a sociologist at Princeton who studies urban violence, told me.

Read: The good news about crime

Few experts endorse the idea that the police "had nothing to do with it," as the Seattle protester claimed, but the link between the number of cops and the number of crimes seems hazier than ever. The low point in violent crime has arrived even though large police departments employed 6 percent fewer officers going into 2025 than they did at the beginning of 2020, according to a survey by the Police Executive Research Forum. Though they were mostly not in fact defunded, police forces were rocked by retirements and departures. New Orleans lost nearly a quarter of its officers in the years after the pandemic--and then recorded its lowest homicide rate since the 1970s in 2025. Philadelphia had its lowest per-capita police staffing since 1985--and just clocked its lowest murder rate since 1966.

There are many plausible explanations for the recent crime downturn: sharper policing strategy, more police overtime, low unemployment, the lure of digital life, the post-pandemic return to normalcy. Each of these surely played a role. But only one theory can match the decline in its scope and scale: that the massive, post-pandemic investment in local governments deployed during the Biden administration, particularly through the American Rescue Plan Act, delivered a huge boost to the infrastructure and services of American communities--including those that suffered most from violent crime. That spending may be responsible for our current pax urbana.

Naturally, every local leader likes to say that their police department is making the difference. But in this case, every happy family is not alike: Police staffing and strategy vary widely from place to place, so an exceptional local police chief can hardly explain gains that are so widespread. "What has changed nationally is a huge investment by the federal government in prevention in response to the COVID epidemic," John Roman, a criminal-justice researcher who heads NORC's Center on Public Safety and Justice at the University of Chicago, told me. He credits ARPA with sending billions to local governments to use as they saw fit, and defines prevention in the broadest possible sense. "Investing in education, police, librarians, community centers, social workers, local nonprofits. Local-government employment rolls increased almost perfectly inverse to the crime rate."

One of the most impressive turnarounds has occurred in Baltimore, which has cut homicides by almost 60 percent in the past five years, bringing the murder rate close to a 50-year low. That comes despite a historically understaffed Baltimore Police Department. "In our heyday we had 3,100 police officers, and in 2015, we had 3,000. Now we have 2,080," the city's police commissioner, Richard Worley, told me. "We're still 500 officers short of where we're supposed to be."

Mayor Brandon Scott, who has presided over the decline in violence, praises the police but notes that police alone can be neither credited nor blamed for crime trends. "The difference of approach here is, I do not and the city does not subscribe to the thinking that only the women and men of the Baltimore Police Department are responsible for reducing violence in our city," he told me.

City leaders and observers alike have celebrated Baltimore's new Mayor's Office of Neighborhood Safety and Engagement, which received $37 million in ARPA money from the city and works with police, schools, hospitals, and nonprofits. "ARPA allowed Mayor Scott to build out a brand-new agency that didn't exist before," Stefanie Mavronis, who directs the office, told me. "We knew it was a one-time investment, and we had to demonstrate to the Baltimore public that we should be funding this."

Mavronis's office supervises the city's Group Violence Reduction Strategy, which conducts direct outreach to a narrow band of people caught in the cycle of retaliatory killings. People it identifies as likely to perpetrate crimes receive letters from Mayor Scott, offering access to city services. He has sent 450 of these "custom notifications," and 336 people have taken him up on the offer. My colleague Toluse Olorunnipa wrote about that program in September. A University of Pennsylvania study credited the GVRS with reducing homicides and nonfatal shootings in the city's dangerous Western District by a quarter.

That approach is one of scores of alternative public-safety ideas that were funded through ARPA. Cook County, home of Chicago and the nation's second-largest county, put roughly $36 million into efforts such as Healing Hurt People Chicago, a trauma-recovery program for crime victims. Mecklenburg County, home of Charlotte, North Carolina, used ARPA to fund a "youth peace summit" and advertise a gun-lock-distribution program. Some ARPA money also bolstered police and sheriff's departments directly.

All that funding combined, however, represents just a small slice of the local-government stimulus delivered through the bill. According to a National League of Cities database that covers $65 billion in local ARPA grants to 19,000 projects, public safety made up less than 9 percent of the investment--less money than was spent on traditional public health, housing, infrastructure, community aid, or government operations.

Baltimore is a case in point: The explicit violence-prevention work at GVRS ($37 million) gets a lot of attention, but the city spent nearly twice that amount in federal dollars on public space and parks ($67 million) and $192 million on housing. Baltimore spent nearly $15 million hiring community members "to clean and maintain public spaces in historically disinvested neighborhoods." The city's renaissance, the mayor says, is not just about a new approach to public safety--it's also about building new swimming pools and creating summer jobs for teenagers. Summer jobs for teens, blight reduction, and green spaces have all been linked to lower crime rates. Nationally, the largest category of ARPA spending, according to the NLC database, was in "government operations"--funding local services and putting people back to work.

The idea that widespread public stimulus could cause crime to fall might mesh with a theory of its COVID-era rise put forth by researchers at the Brookings Institution. Violence may have been amplified by post-George Floyd policing changes, Rohit Acharya and Rhett Morris suggest, but it was rooted in school closures and job loss. "Cities where more teen boys and young men were pushed out of school and out of work in low-income neighborhoods during March and April [of 2020], generally had greater increases in murder from May to December," they conclude.

ARPA (and its little brother, the Bipartisan Safer Communities Act) also helped police departments be more effective in their work, in spite or even because of their staffing challenges. Memphis Mayor Paul Young says his city has used technology, nonprofit partnerships, and an ARPA-launched group-violence reduction initiative to help supplement a police force that had its lowest staffing in 20 years in 2025, letting police focus on police work. The result: Murders, assaults, robberies, and carjackings all fell by more than 20 percent last year. (That decline was under way well before President Trump deployed the National Guard, the mayor notes.)

Another possibility is that trust is finally improving between local police and the people they serve. In Baltimore, Commissioner Worley said, the force has experienced a culture change since the federal consent decree imposed after the 2015 killing of Freddie Gray. "We went from a warrior mentality to a guardian mentality," he said, noting that crime-stopper tips went up 32 percent from 2024 to 2025--a sign that more Baltimoreans trust the police. And the police, in turn, are solving a lot more crimes than they used to. Staffing isn't everything.

Jill Leovy: America is having a showboater moment

Other factors may have contributed, but cannot explain the magnitude of the shift on their own. The Trump administration claimed last summer that crime had fallen thanks to its pursuit of "violent criminal illegal aliens," though that does nothing to explain the record-setting numbers from 2024. Society may be healing from the pandemic--reflected in falling rates of overdoses, suicides, and traffic accidents--but that doesn't answer why Americans are less likely to get killed now than before we all learned what an N95 was. Digital entertainment may be keeping kids off the streets, but social media has also accelerated deadly disputes. Technology may be solving crimes, but even established policing tech sometimes turns out not to matter in crime prevention.

The public likely has an easier time understanding the direct and highly visible role that police play in deterrence and arrests, in contrast to the hidden work of anti-violence nonprofits, to say nothing of the more diffuse benefits of a blight-reduction fund or a new HVAC system at the library. "Mayors are always going to credit the quality of their police for doing good work and lowering crime," Matt Tuerk, the mayor of Allentown, Pennsylvania, told me--after, of course, crediting the quality of his police for doing good work and lowering crime. Tuerk says that Allentown has seen homicides fall from 17 in 2023 to four in 2024 and five in 2025, the lowest numbers since the 1980s. "But there are so many factors that influence those crime statistics--parademic-response time, jobs programs, conflict-resolution techniques at violence-interrupter organizations, investments in neighborhood conditions. A thousand fathers for that victory of crime reduction."

These hypotheses are about to be put to a test. Police staffing is recovering in many cities, and police funding remains as much a political priority as ever, but the last of the ARPA grants will be spent this year, forcing cities to make choices about which programs to fund and which to eliminate. Many "alternative" public-safety grants have already been cut by the Trump administration, leaving recipients such as schools and community organizations in the lurch. It's as if the national gravity pulling down crime rates will suddenly evaporate, Roman, at the University of Chicago, suggested, revealing the weight of local choices. Baltimore is working on a post-ARPA plan to make sure its public-health approach to policing can be supported by the city's general fund, but not every investment of the Biden years can be sustained.

For now, the new, less violent moment means relief and opportunity for the country's most dangerous neighborhoods. "When violence falls, city life opens up, and the most disadvantaged communities benefit the most," Sharkey said. "There is new investment, families take part in public life, kids are allowed to be out in parks. It just changes the nature of city life in a fundamental way." But the calm is precarious. To keep it, we will have to figure out what made it possible in the first place.
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Why Trump Sides With Putin

Fiona Hill on Putin's long game, Trump's transactional foreign policy, and the danger of mistaking size and bluster for real power. Plus: Trump's grocery-price fiction and V. S. Naipaul's <em>Among the Believers</em>.

by David Frum

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




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

On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum examines one of the most consequential deceptions of the Trump presidency: the insistence that grocery prices are falling when Americans know from lived experience that they are not. David explains how tariffs and trade policy are deliberately driving food costs higher, why Trump keeps lying about it, and how breaking this promise strikes at the core of the fragile trust between voters and government.

Then David is joined by Fiona Hill, a former adviser to three U.S. presidents and a key witness in Trump's first impeachment, to analyze how Vladimir Putin sees the world and why Trump remains so drawn to strongman power. Frum and Hill discuss Putin's long game in Ukraine, Trump's archaic and backward worldview, and how Trump's presidency has been a gift to Putin while steadily eroding American credibility abroad.

Finally, David closes the episode with a discussion of Among the Believers, by V. S. Naipaul, reflecting on the Iranian Revolution and why authoritarian regimes repeatedly fail at modernity.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Fiona Hill, an adviser to three American presidents on Russia and Eurasia generally, and of course a central figure in exposing President [Donald] Trump's wrongdoing that led to the 2019 first impeachment of President Trump.

My book this week will be a 1981 travelogue by the great writer V. S. Naipaul, Among the Believers, which took him to, among other countries, Iran in the immediate aftershock of the Iranian Revolution of 1979.

Before I get to the dialogue and the book, I wanna open with some preliminary thoughts about a domestic subject. And that is this extraordinary moment where Secretary of Agriculture Brooke Rollins informed a TV interviewer that her department had run thousands of simulations, and good news, it was possible to feed an American person for less than $3 if that person ate a piece of chicken, a piece of broccoli, a corn tortilla, and one other thing. She didn't have enough respect either for her audience or for the people she was talking about to remember what that fourth thing was that would make up this kind of snack plate. And this has attracted a lot of question marks: What if you want a second corn tortilla? And by the way, with chicken selling even at Walmart for between 25 and 30 cents an ounce, how big a piece of chicken is that piece of chicken going to be for under $3?

But aside from the "let them eat cake" aspect of this, one of the things that is really striking has been the refusal of the Trump administration even to acknowledge that there is a food-affordability problem in the United States. President Trump has responded to the increases in the price of food, the general price increase under his presidency, by simply lying about it. I've got a little summary here--I don't pretend this is an exhaustive summary. Here he is on October 21: "Grocery prices are way down." Here he is on October 16:. "Groceries are down." Here he is on October 14: "Now, as you know, groceries are down." October 10: "We've gotten prices way down for groceries." At the United Nations [on] September 23: "Under my leadership ... grocery prices are down." I'm sure there are many other instances. On January 13, President Trump addressed the Detroit Economic Club, and there, he spoke from a script, so there was a little bit more effort to make the words not a complete lie. And his quote on January 13 was: "Grocery prices are starting to go rapidly down." (Laughs.)

Now, grocery prices are up, up, up. Data released in the week that I record this program by the Bureau of Labor Statistics found the cost of food at home rose 2.4 percent overall in the 12 months of 2025 and 0.7 percent in December alone, the fastest single-month increase since October of 2022. And the rise in food prices stands out because many other prices are ceasing to go up so fast. Gasoline, rent, other similar prices, the worst of the inflation for them seems to have at least taken a little pause in December, but grocery prices continue to grow. And many individual food items are up astonishingly high: the price of beef, up 16.4 percent; the price of coffee, almost 20 percent; price of lettuce, other fresh produce, the price of frozen fish, again, up. The one exception to all of this is the one price that the Trump people love to talk about, and that is the price of eggs. Those are down. But across the board, grocery prices are way up.

And this is not, as it was under [President Joe] Biden, just a product of a general price inflation affecting the whole world. Many of the price increases have been driven very deliberately upward by particular policies. Price of a can of beans is up because the price of the can is up, and the price of the can is up because the metals in the can have been hit by tariffs by President Trump. You put a tax on aluminum and steel, you make cans more expensive, and if you make a can more expensive, the thing in the can becomes more expensive, whether it's beans, whether it's soda. Trump threatened to put a 92 percent tariff on Italian pasta. He backed away from that threat a little bit in January, but pasta is still tariffed, and the Canadian wheat that goes into American-made pasta, that's also tariffed.

So this was done deliberately and on purpose--and without a lot of regard for the fate of the people on the other end. This could be dealt with by a different kind of president by some argument that it's worth it: Yes, you're all going to have to pay more for food, but that is on the way to my vision of self-sufficiency through tariffs. We'll seal off the United States economy in the world, and even though you'll all pay more and maybe be a little poorer, at least you'll have less trade with foreigners. But the Trump people are just systematically incapable of dealing with trade-offs and telling the truth. And they're especially dishonest about the distributional effect. When you put food prices up, not everybody pays equally. The richer you are, the smaller proportion of your income you spend on food and the less you notice the price at the grocery. But the people who are in the middle or in the lower part of the income distribution, they feel it most, and they are many of the people who trusted Donald Trump to help them because through campaign 2024, he promised that that would be his first priority--not just that he would stop, right, prices from going up, but that he would make them go down.

Now, Trump lies about a lot of things, and a lot of the things that he lies about are things that it's difficult for people to check, or maybe they just seem too abstract to check: Our economy is the hottest in the world. How do you prove that right or wrong? But the people who decide elections, they know what everything in the grocery basket costs, and they know that the president is lying to them again and again and again. And that has an impact on their faith [in] him personally and directly--it has an effect on the political calculus. But it has an effect generally on the way politics works.

The Americans who turned to Donald Trump were those most distrustful of the political system, most inclined to believe that the political system is indifferent to them, deceitful to them, and they put special and unique trust in this one person, whom they regarded, falsely, but whom they regarded, trustingly, as a great business leader, to tell them the truth and to deliver them relief. When he breaks his word to them, of course, he breaks the special political bond that he once had, and you can see that in all the polls that show him down, down, down, and especially down on economic issues. But it's an attack on their faith in the general political system because if this one unique figure that they were willing to trust, if he too is deceptive, then what is there? It raises the question, again, of how we go on from here and how we restore the relationship of trust between the American people, their government, and the president who leads the government and symbolizes the government. If he's not a person [you] can trust, how can anything be trusted?

It's a haunting and difficult question, one probably that won't be resolved so fast, but a question that is going to dominate our politics for the three remaining years of the Trump presidency and through this election year of 2026, when people will once again get a chance to say, We resent these prices. We resent the deliberate policy to make the prices go up. We resent being lied to. We want something different. We want a change.

And now my dialogue with Fiona Hill.

[Music]

Frum: Fiona Hill has served three presidents as a deep expert on Russian affairs and Eurasia broadly. Born in the United Kingdom, educated at Harvard and St. Andrews University in Scotland, she is now a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution and chancellor of Durham University in Great Britain. In 2021, she published a memoir, There Is Nothing for You Here, about her upbringing in England's former coal country.

Fiona Hill is best known for her courageous integrity during and honest testimony about President Trump's attempt to extort Ukraine for his personal political advantage in his first presidential term. In this moment of global crisis, I am one of many who turns to Fiona Hill for insight and guidance. Fiona, thank you so much for joining me today.

Fiona Hill: Thanks so much, David. It's really great to be with you.

Frum: So let's start by looking at the world from the other side of the board, from [Russian president] Vladimir Putin's point of view. You have spent a lot of time thinking about how he thinks, what he's thinking about, the way he's different and surprising from an American point of view. How does the world look to him? Ukraine, a pending crisis in NATO, but he's taken some blows in Iran and Venezuela--how does the world map look from his point of view?

Hill: Well, David, it's good that you pointed out those negative aspects of some of the recent changes for Putin from the start, thinking about those blows, as you put it, I think very aptly, in Iran and Venezuela, two countries which have very close relationships with Putin and Russia, which I'm sure we'll get to in the course of our discussion. But if you put some of those downsides, again, on the shelf for the moment, until we get back to them, if you took it at just face value, the world would look pretty propitious from Putin's point of view. Because you mentioned in your introduction Trump's efforts to extort, as you put it, President [Volodymyr] Zelensky of Ukraine in the run-up to that first impeachment trial, and Putin's all in the business of extortion, basically using all kinds of manipulation or force, bullying, you name it, to get what he wants. And he wants a world in which might makes right, in which it's a battle for, basically, spheres of influence by strongmen, and on the surface, that seems to be where we are.

If we look back to the first Trump administration in 2016 and then, of course, the whole period with Biden, things look much more ambiguous from Putin's point of view. He wasn't really quite sure what the trajectory was going to be. He wasn't sure what the direction of travel was going to be. But he was certainly hoping that he would be able to take advantage of circumstances and to push Russia's advantage.

You may remember that he also tried to bully Biden in 2021--it seems so far away now that none of us can really remember it--when he basically put the United States on notice that if Russia doesn't get what it wants in terms of the United States pulling out of Europe, pulling back from Ukraine, taking NATO back to the studs, back to the borders, which it was in before its expansionary phase in the late 1990s, then Putin was gonna do something extreme, which, of course, turned out to be the full-on invasion of Ukraine in the February of 2022.

And so Putin has been pushing for advantage that whole period. And so from his point of view, if you look at it, it now looks like we are in a world where sphere of influences and strongmen and transactional relationships are shaping the environment.

Frum: As you and I speak, we have troops from NATO countries--including, of course, Denmark, but some of its Scandinavian partners, France, the U.K.--on their way to Greenland. How big a win is that for Putin?

Hill: (Laughs.) It's enormous. And the posited reasoning for the United States of wanting to acquire Greenland--and again, this does actually go back, again, to the first Trump administration, 2019--but the posited reasoning is really acute pressure from Russia and China. And we've also had President Xi Jinping of China saying, We're not interested in Greenland, not on us, and Putin also having never actually made any kind of claims against Greenland. So this is really something that is a fairly absurd development from everybody's point of view. But for Putin, obviously, this is potentially a bonanza.

But this is where kind of a flip side of uncertainty might come into this because, as you're saying, who are the troops? Perhaps not in the large-enough numbers--actually, if I was the Europeans, I'd be sending even more in. And what we're seeing here is Europeans having to stake out their interests in the name of their security, but it's in reaction to the United States, not just in reaction to Russia after the invasion of Ukraine, and that brings, I would say, a bit more uncertainty for Putin just along the lines of the blows that he's already had in Iran and Venezuela.

Frum: Well, let's look at the Ukraine map from his point of view. The war, as a military matter, has gone catastrophically badly for him. As I am told, at least the post-February '22 conflict has now lasted longer than the Soviet involvement in World War II--they started late, of course. And the toll in life and money is overwhelming. But he is maintaining his position on the ground, and he's got an American administration that seems to conceptualize a peace treaty as finding out what Putin wants and giving it to him at the expense of the Ukrainians.

Hill: That's absolutely right. And this is where Trump's return to the White House has been a real boon for Vladimir Putin, because he is now operating in a world which is, for Putin, a very easy one to navigate in the sense of you've got global leaders--and he only really counts as global leaders Xi and Trump--who have the same sort of mindset of wanting to go and return to that 19th-century or even 18th-century, certainly early-20th-century, view of transactional relationships among the big powers, with everything defined, really, by politics at the top, not this kind of mass politics that came in much later. So Putin's very comfortable in that environment.

But as you've pointed out, Ukraine was a catastrophic blunder. He did this full-on invasion in Ukraine not expecting it to be all the things that you've described. This wasn't intended to be the largest military action in Europe since World War II. It certainly wasn't intended to last longer than the Soviet Union was battling Nazi Germany, which that's the threshold, as you point out, we just passed this month. That is just remarkable. It was supposed to be a "special military operation." In many respects, it was supposed to be something along the lines of what the Trump administration just pulled off in Venezuela, a decapitation, thinking that they would remove Zelensky, and they'd probably get, in fact, what the United States government is angling to get in Venezuela, a pliable alternative leader, who might have actually come out of the same system, and it would be business as usual for them, not basically new forms of business for Ukraine. So it's been an absolute disaster.

But the point is that Putin is something of what one might call a survivalist and a prepper. He's basically been building up resources. He's been thinking long and hard about what it takes for Russia to be more resilient, even though it is quite brittle in terms of its political system and in terms of what we see unfolding there in Ukraine--you can't keep this up forever. But Putin has marshaled resources and all the capabilities of Russia to the point-- heavily militarized the economy, heavily militarized the whole system--he has this vertical of power that enables him to do all kinds of things that other leaders cannot, even Trump. You can't really sue Vladimir Putin as you can, currently, still sue the United States government. But his bet is that, because of these changes in international circumstances, especially because of the incumbent in the White House, that he will be able to last everyone else out. He will have the ability to, basically, press this to a final conclusion that, despite all the losses, all the incredibly high costs--and he is ruthless, and he's prepared to pay that price--everybody else will fold. That's his bet.

Frum: I think of [Lord] Farquaad in Shrek: Some of you may die, but that is a price that I am willing to pay.

Hill: (Laughs.) Yes, in fact, that's a great analogy. And all kind--

Frum: Also a very small leader. (Laughs.)

Hill: (Laughs.) Exactly. Probably about the size of Vladimir Putin, in fact, and always on a horse.

Frum: (Laughs.) How bad is the news for him from Venezuela and from Iran?

Hill: Well, it depends, right? Everything always depends. And this is what Putin is very good at: He's got strategic patience. Everybody talks about now--it's become a complete cliche, but it certainly wasn't 20-odd years ago, when people were trying to understand Vladimir Putin. Remember, he's actually quite predictable now. We've got 25 years of data points from a man that we knew very little about, that Masha Gessen called "the man without a face." We now know his face. (Laughs.) We know about his family. We know all kinds of different things about him that we did not know before. And what we also know is that he bides his time.

If you think about Yevgeny Prigozhin, who, a couple of years ago, we thought, Oh my God, is it all gonna teeter? He's getting this backlash from the war in Ukraine. He's got an insurgency. There's a man marching on Moscow. Could this be it? Could this be a coup? And there wasn't a lot of support for Putin. But of course, that fizzled out. And it's many months before Yevgeny Prigozhin meets his demise by literally falling from the greatest window in the sky, as people have a tendency to do in Russia--meeting mysterious and unfortunate deaths. And that's the end of all of that.

So what Putin is waiting for right now is to see if, in many respects, those escapades in both Iran and Venezuela, which look extraordinarily harmful from all the vested interest that they have, in particular, in Venezuela in terms of oil, sending in security forces to prop up [Venezuelan President Nicolas] Maduro. Iran's support for a whole matter and manner of different issues for Russia, from actually helping them counteract Sunni Muslim insurgents in the country, 'cause, of course, Iran is Shia; to helping produce that first batch of drones that Russia has used against Ukraine, to pretty good effect as well, the Shahed drones; to being that other great kind of power in the region. Their hope, I think, now is that everything else goes kind of haywire, that it doesn't follow those trajectories that everyone might anticipate--Iran, the theocracy, doesn't fall, because that would bring all kinds of uncertainty and actually not a good look for Putin--and that, as we're already seeing in the case of Venezuela, Maduro is just being replaced by his deputy. So for Putin, that's actually not that bad, so he will wait to see how this plays out. It's like a judo tournament for him: You wait 'til everybody else is off-balance. You just kind of wait, and you figure out what the opponent is gonna be; you don't just leap in there. Again, that's his expertise in judo. You just wait until you can leverage everybody else's strength against them.

Frum: And he's got, once again, the help of his friend, the president of the United States, who in both countries, Venezuela and Iran, really seems to have betrayed any ideal of democracy. In Venezuela, he seems to have made it very clear that he wants the next thug in line. This is not regime change; it's dictator rotation. In Iran, the president promised the Iranian people that help was on the way. As you and I speak, that promise seems to have been utterly empty and not honored, and people have died in the thousands and maybe the tens of thousands believing the word of the United States, a mistake. It's such a shame and a sorrow even to think that the word of an American president could be so worthless, but there it is. So Putin is going to get maybe some second-bests, thanks to Donald Trump.

Hill: And that's good enough for him because you can rack up a lot of second-bests; then you win a tournament. The whole point for Putin is staying in the game and kind of waiting out his opponents and seeing if he can outfox them over time. Again, he's pretty predictable in this. And he knows that Donald Trump's word is empty--let's just be frank--because the one thing that Putin is extraordinarily good at is figuring people out: figuring out their vulnerabilities, figuring out their weaknesses. He's less good at figuring out people's strengths because he doesn't believe that anybody's altruistic. He doesn't really believe that anybody would do something for goals that are not venal or not personalized, for example, so Trump fits his category of the person that he's used to dealing with perfectly. There are people like the pope, the current pope, who I think Trump would have a more difficult time of dealing with--Putin would, rather. Did I say Trump? I might have said Trump. (Laughs.) But anyway, Trump might also have a difficult--

Frum: It's a natural mistake.

Hill: --with the current pope as well. But Putin--anybody who actually stands for something that's different and actually looks like they actually mean it and is not trying to achieve something that Putin can actually get his hands on and try to manipulate it, that is more difficult for him. But right now Trump is playing to form. It's the form that Putin expects. And I'm pretty sure that Putin, perhaps misplaced, in any case feels very confident that he can manage everything that's happening. But I say that could be misplaced, but it's not for the reasons of Trump suddenly getting religion, to use this kind of metaphor and pull it out a bit further.

Frum: One last question from Putin's side of the playing board. You mentioned a couple of times that Putin thinks in terms of power. But when he thinks in terms of power, he thinks in terms of military power, espionage power, maybe natural-resource power; he doesn't seem to have a very sophisticated grasp of the way economies work. And so one of the things that has happened since February of '22 is that Russia's slide toward becoming a Chinese economic colony does seem to have accelerated, and if he emerges from this Ukraine war, even with a seeming military success--with a change in the borders, or a friendlier regime in Ukraine, or withdrawal of American support from Ukraine or Poland or the Baltics--he still has the problem that it's China who pays his bills. And--

Hill: I think that's spot on.

Frum: --does he think about things like that?

Hill: I'm sure he does, because he certainly had plenty of warnings in the past. But I think, at this point--and again, it seems that this is the trajectory that he's on--he's not really thinking of a period when peace breaks out. He's become a wartime president, and I think he feels that he can keep a wartime economy ticking along for quite some time and maybe put off, then, the kinds of problems that he will inevitably face.

We're seeing all kinds of problems in the U.S. economy, and the U.S. economy is immensely resilient because of the structure of it, the nature of it. And the Russian economy is resilient in some similar but very different ways, more related to autarky and just the vastness of its natural resources. But that, of course, makes it very difficult to marshal them and to move into those value-added chains that we expect in a more sophisticated economy. And Russia had been moving in that direction up until the full-on invasion of Ukraine, but it was quite difficult because its economic model was running out of steam. And the war has injected a new head of steam into it.

Now, the one thing that Putin clearly doesn't care about is human capital. And that is also very interesting 'cause you wouldn't, in that regard--and this is why I think President Trump just doesn't get Putin at all: He cannot understand why you would slaughter all of these people that you actually need to make your economy work. Even with a miraculous shift to AI, you're still gonna need people. And that's what Putin has done: He has squandered the future of his human capital. A lot of people are working, admittedly, offshore, particularly in the Gulf and other places, and still contributing to the Russian economy. But you look down the line and that idea of economic recovery, that idea of innovation that's not just related to defense and to innovation on the battlefield, that's one of the areas that Putin has likely squandered. And of course, he's completely eroded trust. And although other countries look to Russia right now and still want to factor them in as a great power, they no longer think of Russia as a superpower, and they absolutely, certainly do not think of Russia as a technical, innovative, economic superpower. And as you said, it's much [more] likely to end up being some kind of appendage of China at the end of all of this, even more so than it already is.

Frum: Yeah, when you mentioned Putin's belief in "might makes right," one of the most striking legacies of his rule is going to be the definitive end of Russia as a mighty state. It may overpower Ukraine; it can certainly scare Estonia. But if you think--and you used to do this kind of work--if you project the world of 2036, 10 years from now, we'll have two superpowers: the United States and China. We'll have a number of countries that are economically very important, but not militarily strong: India; the European Union, if you think of that as a power player; possibly Japan; possibly Britain. Where's Russia? Maybe there with Japan and Britain as countries of some economic power because of their natural resources, some military power, but nothing like an India, let alone a China or the United States, in the way that Putin imagined he might be when he started the Ukraine war.

Hill: Yeah, and actually, Russia was on, before this--and, in fact, before seizing Crimea, which I think was the moment where Putin shifted the trajectory of his presidency--Russia was up there in the larger economic powers. There was a whole goal of being not just in the G7 or the G8, but being one of the top five or six global economic powers, and at one point, that looked like that might be possible. But as you're saying, that's not likely to be where Russia is, although shifts in its trade patterns still, the commodities, that might bring something. But I think that the world is gonna be a very complex place if I look out to 2036.

I think we're squandering ourselves, the United States, some of those fundamental bases of power, which you've been pointing out in many of your podcasts and other things that you've been writing and with your colleagues in The Atlantic. I think that we're gonna look more at much more regional bases of power. But of course, the United States is still gonna have the ability to shape things in the world, and China is increasingly gonna have more ability, particularly in terms of technology, research, education, all kinds of innovation, to shape the way that everybody else responds. But I wouldn't rule out India, Brazil, even South Africa, which the United States seems to be in a fight in at the moment, and European countries, perhaps not in the EU configuration, but there's just been such a jolt to Europe that we shouldn't rule out some constellation of European countries, maybe in Northern Europe--Scandinavians, the Balts, the Poles, and others--actually really stepping up there in response to what's happening, especially what's happening in Greenland, and becoming a much more military place. Finland is significant as a military. We've still got Turkey as a major military power. So things could change quite a lot in this next decade.

Frum: Well, the most dramatic slap in the face, and I can't quite do this math in the head while I'm talking live, but as I sort of pull up what I recall of the figures and just do a quick calculation, we're not very far away from Poland overtaking Russia in the size of its economy.

Hill: Yes, and Poland is spending about 5 percent now of its GDP on its--

Frum: Yeah, this puts Russia back to where it was in the 1600s, when Poland was the stronger, at least economically. Let me ask you--

Hill: Well, and remember the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, which was actually Europe's biggest country and most significant for that period up until when you're talking about.

Frum: Let me ask you now to change the lens back to Washington. There has always been this strange, mysterious, difficult-to-explain, but unmistakable-to-observe affinity that Trump has had for Putin. And that does seem to continue, that the big Trump idea for ending the war in Ukraine is to cut off the flow of information, reduce the flow of supplies to Ukraine, and put pressure on them to yield to Russia's terms. Do you have any sense of why, not just Trump, but [special envoy] Steve Witkoff and people around him, think that that's such a good idea?

Hill: It's how they think about power and the manifestation of power. They don't think about "we the people," as in you, I, and, what is it, 340 million people who live in the United States or the 140 million and declining in Russia. They don't think anybody has agency apart from big guys and--usually men, of course. And if there are no checks and balances, and you have unfettered power, then that is kind of the epitome of might and might makes right. As Trump himself has said over and over again, most recently in The New York Times lengthy interview, he sees no constraint apart from his own. And that's how they see Putin, and indeed, Putin has whittled away all of the checks and balances in his system. He seems to be at this pinnacle of this vertical of power and to be unchecked, unconstrained in every way imaginable, and so for them, he's the guy to deal with. Steve Witkoff and Trump, as real estate moguls, they'd go to the guy who was in charge and then get their guys on lower levels to deal with things from there.

And it's really the kind of power that Trump has. I remember in Trump 1.0, the former U.S. ambassador to Hungary, who was a good friend of Trump's--he was a jeweler from New York and had known him for many, many, years. And he was talking about [Hungarian Prime Minister] Viktor Orban. And in fact, I think it was an interview in The Atlantic, of all things, in which he said, This is what Trump wants. It's what Donald Trump wants. He wants to be that kind of leader. And in many respects, that means that's what Putin's got on him, because he knows that Trump needs his respect, his validation. And I saw that over and over again in Trump 1.0, where Trump would want to call Putin 'cause Putin had said something nice about him on international television or he'd want to talk directly to him, and of course, those discussions are mediated for Trump--and for Witkoff as well. They don't speak Russian, so it's always through a translator. They hear what's being presented to them. They don't get the sense of the man and how he's making fun of them and what he really thinks. So this is always problematic. They see what they want to see, which is their own validation in Vladimir Putin. And Vladimir Putin sees that, and he just gives them what they want.

Frum: Is it all about that kind of petty vanity?

Hill: Of course. That's at the root of things. I'm sorry; it's just from years of observation of this. Putin knows exactly how to do it. I and many others who study kind of Russia, we've all been subjected to this.

There's a famous episode of Putin helping a Russian politician who there's no reason why he would help him, and I was related this story by the politician himself, who was done a pretty significant favor by Putin. And this person has actually told this story publicly, but when we asked him why, and he said Putin said to him, when he'd asked the same question, Well, you never know who you might turn out to be or when I might need something from you.

Putin plays to vanities, he plays to vulnerabilities, he plays into times of need because he never knows when he might need something. And they act in the same way--Witkoff, Trump, they're all kind of birds of a similar feather. But unfortunately, they're not quite as good at this as Vladimir Putin, because he's had years of training and honing these skills as a KGB agent, and 25 years of being president of Russia in a pretty vicious political environment.

Frum: It's like the opening scene of The Godfather: One day, and that day may never come, I will ask a service of you in return.

Hill: Exactly right, exactly right. And the thing is, they all think in similar frames because of where they operated: real estate. It couldn't be any more similar to the kinds of environments in which Putin operates in. But the thing is, Putin thinks of himself as the head of a state of a state with millennia of history. He talks of himself in that regard. He's got an idea about being cloaked in the mantle of the power of the state and the church. He sees himself as the heir to all kinds of emperors and even empresses, with Catherine the Great. Trump thinks of just himself. And if he's thinking of American heroes, it's just as he defines them, not as they might define him.

Frum: Well, one of the things, if you say it's about vanity, that is disquieting about all this--there are, of course, all these theories, and I never pretend to know if any of them are true or if none of them are true. There are theories that there is compromise. There are theories that there is bribery. There are theories that Trump is looking forward to some future payoff. And I must say, as contemptible as all of those things would be, they're somehow less pathetic than he's looking for compliments. But when you see Trump in the Oval Office with someone else's Nobel Prize in his greedy little hands, with a smile on his face as if the stolen cup of apple juice tastes just as good as the cup of apple juice that was intended for you, it occurs to you, Yeah, maybe it's just as dumb and pathetic and cringey and embarrassing as that: that he just loves the compliments.

Hill: It is cringey, and I felt like that many, many times when I was in his presence with world leaders. I would cringe because he was also making himself incredibly obvious. And that's what Putin is: He's the master of, obviously, domineering and dominating people. He's the master of seeing the obvious, but he's also the master of digging a bit deeper.

Now, in terms of compromising material, we've all got all kinds of information on Trump and the enrichment of him and his family. Meme coins--it's all in plain sight. What more do we need to know about? We've got the [Jeffrey] Epstein files and all the scandals about all of that at the moment. Putin doesn't need any of that. I remember once saying to one of the Russian ambassadors, 'cause I was supposed to be, obviously, giving them the kind of equivalent of demarche about interference in the United States elections, and he ran off a whole host of different things that different people, Americans, had done and said, Can you blame us for that, Miss Hill? And I thought, Got me. Of course not, because we do plenty of things ourselves that actually lay ourselves open to this kind of manipulation, all the mistakes that we make that turn out to be fateful, and we can't blame Russia for everything here.

Frum: It's not a question of blaming them--

Hill: No--

Frum: --it's a question of punishing them.

Hill: --but we're blaming them for finding information and for using that, because, again, we're producing plenty of these scandalous episodes and problems ourselves, and they just know how to use them. So I'm just saying that I've never been really convinced that Putin had something that was so off the charts in terms of its radioactivity that it could bring Trump down, because so many other things have failed to do so.

Frum: Why can't Trump see that Putin is less powerful than he was three years ago?

Hill: I think it's because of his frame from the Cold War in the 1980s. I think it's still that idea. He's said it many times in relationship to Ukraine, that Russia is just a big power. He thinks of it just as Putin does.

Frum: But it's not. That's the thing I find baffling. The Soviet Union certainly was, and in the first decade of Putin's reign, Russia looked that way, whether it was or not, but it doesn't look that way now.

Hill: Yes, but it does to Trump because he doesn't really listen to the assessments of you, me, or anyone else on this score. For him, it's the size of a country. So we're getting back to what we were talking about before: Why does he want Greenland? Because it's 2 percent bigger, 10,000 square miles bigger, than the Louisiana Purchase. So it would be the biggest real-estate deal in history. Who's got the biggest real estate in the world? It's Vladimir Putin. He's been sort of described as the richest man in the world by everybody from Elon Musk, who clearly is, not Vladimir Putin--he's not going to cash out and kind of run around the world behaving like a tech mogul. But everybody thinks of this still in terms of just its size and the weight of it on the world stage.

Frum: And the animosity to Ukraine and Zelensky, is that personal? Is that a grudge about 2019 and Zelensky not doing what Trump wanted for the election? Is there something more going on there that--

Hill: It's all of those things.

Frum: It seems to be a real antipathy. And in [Vice President J. D.] Vance's case, I get that it's ideology. Vance wants to bring far-right powers to rule in Europe, and Zelensky's success would validate the liberal parties. But Trump, it just seems very--what is it?

Hill: It's those things that you've laid out, completely, but I think there's also another edge to it that gets back to what we've just talked about. I think he's envious, in some respects, about Zelensky, though he would never, ever say that, because Zelensky's got all the accolades, rightly so, of being a real wartime president, of being somebody who didn't back down in the face of attempts to push him out. He's also a small guy, and Trump thinks it a small country, though, in territorial size, Ukraine isn't a small country. And he's somebody who has been given the wartime mantle of a Winston Churchill. And Trump hates that. It's just like [Venezuelan opposition leader Maria Corina] Machado getting the Nobel [Peace] Prize. And Zelensky just hasn't backed down, and Zelensky's had the temerity to take him on, on a number of occasions, to push back. He hates that.

Frum: I know talking in the way I'm about to talk would get me thrown out of a National Security Council meeting for moralism and so on. But is there an issue just that Trump is wicked and cowardly, and he hates people who are good and brave?

Hill: Yeah, look, that's a cartoon version of it, but obviously, one would kind of say, yes, in some cases, that is the case, but not in all cases, because there are some times when he does express admiration for something that somebody's done, but it doesn't necessarily directly affect him. I think that's kind of the problem, is when somebody takes something that he thinks is his: a Nobel Peace Prize, the attention of the world as a wartime president or somebody who's at the statue of Winston Churchill, kind of literally--and then he was soured on Churchill for a while when everyone kept comparing Zelensky to Churchill. So I think it comes into that frame in which his own personal validation is at stake. But I think that he can admire other people 'cause I've seen that. He isn't a cartoon character. He's complicated and complex, even as a--

Frum: Who have you seen him admire? Who have you seen him admire who deserves admiration?

Hill: I was sort of thinking that it's often people who are not necessarily kind of world figures, somebody who has actually even done something unspeakably good for people, somebody who's been really brave. He's often kind of put himself out there for some of the hostages, not just to get accolades for bringing them back. There have been times when he's done something that won't necessarily give him popular acclaim all the time, and look, there are a couple of issues that I think he has to be given some credit for. He's not the kind of person who wants to preside over mass slaughter, even though it might look like it at times when we see what's happening currently in the country. But he is appalled by what the Iranians are doing. He's appalled by what Putin's doing. He was appalled by what [Syrian President Bashar al-]Assad did, and he wanted to do something kind of about it. He's not somebody who wants to have the charnel houses filled with mountains of skulls; that's not him.

The other thing is that he genuinely wants to see an end to the risk of nuclear war, nuclear Armageddon, just as Biden did--they're the same age group. He's been pretty consistent on this. He really did want to finish off the efforts that were started in the 1980s. And this is what's ironic at the moment because, of course, we're in a bit of a pickle because the New START treaty has now lapsed. But he really did want to have those big arms-control, arms-negotiation talks, not just with Russia, as the former Soviet Union, but also with China, with Iran, with North Korea. He does actually want to make the world a safer place from a nuclear perspective. And I feel that's the tragedy, because he perhaps could have done something to that if he'd been more disciplined and more focused and less worried about whether he was going to get all kinds of accolades for it. That was what he was trying to do in Helsinki, back before that disastrous press conference and his first proper meeting with Putin. I think it's a genuine sentiment on his part.

Frum: So that does de-cartoonify things. So you can give him that.

Hill: Absolutely. Look, and you still get lots of people saying, Look, he's warm. He's charismatic. I've seen flashes of that. But that's not sufficient, in my view, to normalize a person (Laughs.) who is doing an enormous amount of damage. And the other thing is that, just like Putin, he's a pattern breaker, but he's even more of a pattern breaker than Putin, which actually means he does, obviously, see all of the problems that we're facing. He's identified them all, I think, extremely well. He's broken the pattern. But he's just not somebody who, beyond real estate, is actually really building something. And because his tendency is towards dividing everyone and conquering them--again, like Putin--and he's not bringing people together to do things, which perhaps he could have done. So I think it's almost Shakespearean for me, as though you have the hero, or the person who's the hero in their own telling of the tale, but their own flaws prevent them from doing the things that they actually think that they want to do and for actually addressing the issues that they have correctly identified as being the key ones.

Frum: Yeah. So it's part of his self-image--he would like to be a peacemaker if it just didn't require so much reading.

Hill: Yeah, well, it requires patience (Laughs.) and some strategic thinking. It requires working with others and not short-circuiting the process, which is what he often does and declares peace when it hasn't actually happened, which then enables the people like Putin and others to come back around again and take advantage of the situation.

Frum: That seems to be what's happening in Iran as you and I speak, that he made a promise he didn't mean to keep; the promise became embarrassing, so he declared that the killing had stopped when it obviously had not stopped.

Hill: Right. Look, and we can list all the different places where that has particularly happened. We all know that creating and building peace is very difficult--that's why we call it "building." And it's not the same as building a wonderful tower or kind of a real-estate portfolio. There's so many other elements of it. And again, Trump's view, getting back to where we started from, is dealing with just a group of guys and then thinking that everything gets done from that direction. I think he does believe that Rome can be built in a day.

Frum: Last topic area and then I'll let you go with thanks for your generosity with your time: Nothing lasts forever, and while Trump speaks of wanting a third term, that will be difficult, even assuming his health permits, which is another question mark. In whatever a post-Trump world means, it's pretty clear that Russia has put some deep grip on the American political right. Trump's next in line is even more anti-Ukraine than Trump himself. And there are all kinds of influencers and others in the Trump orbit or the pro-Trump world who have received all kinds of benefits from the Russians, and their propaganda messages do seem to shape a lot of the dialogue on the right-hand side of the spectrum. Do you think that outlasts Trump? Is that a phenomenon of Trump's special affinity for Russia, or have they discovered some technology to influencing right-of-center parties in the United States and Europe?

Hill: Well, it's definitely the feature of technology--I think that's absolutely right--and just all the constant innovations that we have in technology that make it much easier to propagate information, and to get the same ideas seeded on larger and larger groups of people than they could have done previously. But in terms of the form of this, we could have said the same about the American and the European left during the Soviet period. You might--

Frum: We could, and we did. (Laughs.)

Hill: And we did, exactly. So there you go, right?

Frum: And we did because it was true.

Hill: It was true, exactly. But what was going on there was, in many respects, there were, as was termed at the time, fellow travelers. Sometimes they intersected, but they were all developing their ideas in parallel, and what, really, was useful to the Soviets at the time was that all of these groups were thinking the same way, and that's, I think, what we're seeing again now. We've moved around to the views of the right are now in parallel with the views of Russia and of other states, and I think it just makes it easy to become fellow travelers, and sometimes they get on not just on the same bus, but right in the seat next to each other. And of course, that did not completely fade away, because you still see the ties that come out of the old French Communist Party and Italy, for example, and in eastern Germany that still bond with Russia on the left, even though Russia is very much over here on the right, although we all talk about that horseshoe in which the politics have bent around.

So it's not, I think, self-evident that this will continue post-Trump, but I think it's now shaped very much these politics of the future. And the real challenge will be how to find a way back again to some central or other definition of our politics in which this trend is neutralized, just as is what happened over time in Europe and in America on the left.

Frum: And this phenomenon seems to be as advanced, if not even more so, in Europe and England than it is here.

Hill: Well, I don't think it's more advanced than here, but I think that the United States is playing a role in advancing that.

Frum: In advancing these kinds of pro-Russian, far-right, authoritarian--

Hill: People like [British politician] Nigel Farage and others have had to kind of repudiate their links with Russia in the current European environment, but Farage and GB News, of course, are just joined at the hip with Truth Social. Farage is very much driven by his relationship with Trump. And so it's been quite difficult. You've had their head of reform from Wales in jail from actually accepting money from the Russians.

Frum: Reform is the new right-of-center party that is overtaking the Conservatives in support in the United Kingdom.

Hill: Correct, the U.K. Independence Party successor, with Nigel Farage at the top, shifting from pushing for Brexit, for the U.K.'s removal from the European Union, now using immigration. And now they're trying to also pick up the same sets of issues that has been shaped here in the United States rather than in Russia, per se.

But we've seen funding from Russians. We're now seeing quite a lot of efforts from the United States. And ironically, it's both the U.S. and Russia that are shaping a lot of the thinking of these right-wing movements and parties, as you said, in the U.K. and in Europe. At the same time, you're getting quite a lot of popular and political revulsion to not just what Russia is doing in Ukraine, but what the United States is doing with Greenland, etc. So I think this is gonna be pretty messy.

Frum: Yeah. Last question--then I'll let you go. The czarist regime looked enormously strong until it unexpectedly collapsed. The Communist Party of the Soviet Union looked terrifyingly strong until it abruptly collapsed. Do you see any possibility of a similar kind of collapse of Putinist power?

Hill: Sure. We're only one step away from all kinds of uncertainty with his health as well. And as Bill Burns said some time ago, former head of the CIA, unfortunately, he seems extremely healthy. (Laughs.) He's had his health scares, like most of us do, but he's in his 70s now; he's heading towards his mid-70s. He was born in October 1952, so he's not quite 75 yet, but this year, he's 74. You don't know how long people are going to continue with all of their faculties. Trump, of course, turns 80 this year. So anything where Putin looks like he might be losing his grip, any singular disaster within the Russian economy or something else that is a major setback--look how fragile things appeared to be when Yevgeny Prigozhin started his march on Moscow. We don't know what could trigger things off; it's all about events.

There is a great deal of uncertainty here in this current geopolitical climate, as you've already laid out, and the economy isn't doing as well as it [was]. What if the Europeans suddenly get a backbone and a spine? What if there's a change of heart or a change of government here in the United States? What if President Xi of China suddenly starts to feel that maybe this close association with Russia is not benefiting in the way that they thought, and they might need to nudge Putin and Russia in a different direction? I think it's gonna be very hard for Putin to contemplate peace, for all of the reasons that we talked about before; he's purely now a wartime president. He came into office against the backdrop of the war in Chechnya in 2000 as a wartime president. It's been the hallmark of his presidencies for 25 years. He could have done something different, but there's still kind of all of that risk, because he's chosen war over peace, that things could go wrong.

Frum: Fiona Hill, thank you so much for your insights and for your service.

Hill: Thank you so much, David. Great to be with you.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Fiona Hill for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As I mentioned at the top of the program, my book this week is a travelogue by the great novelist and essayist V. S. Naipaul. The book is Among the Believers, published in 1981. It's V. S. Naipaul's account of journeys through Iran, Pakistan, Malaysia, and Indonesia in the years 1979 and 1980--that is, in the immediate aftermath of the Iranian Revolution that has now misgoverned Iran and has come to such bloody spasms in the days and weeks just past.

Naipaul wanted to understand how it was that a country that's seemingly on its way to modernization, as Iran had been in the 1970s--Iran under the Shah [Mohammad] Reza Pahlavi had been one of the fastest-growing economies in the world--how a country seemingly fast-forwarding toward modernization could have taken the giant step backward that it took with the Iranian Revolution. He interviewed people in the city of Qom, which is the center of the Ayatollah [Ruhollah] Khomeini's, the first supreme leader of Iran's, religious power. And he interviewed everyday, ordinary people as well.

There's no big moment of reveal in these encounters; they're very everyday. They're very perceptive--he is a brilliant novelist, and he can make a character come to life with a few strokes of a pen. But he did have one guiding insight that he repeats a couple of times in the course of his visit to Iran in 1979 and '80 and this travelogue in 1981, and it's really worth thinking about today as we try to understand how the Iranian Revolution of 1979 and '80 went so disastrously wrong in every way for the people of Iran.

Naipaul's observation was that the new religious leadership of Iran, although they took a step backward in terms of human rights, women's rights, human autonomy, they did not want to give up the good things--the tools of power. I shouldn't say the good things; they were prepared to get rid of music. But they didn't wanna give up the instrumentalities of wealth and power of the modern world. They didn't wanna stop the oil from being pumped by modern oil-pumping technology. They didn't wanna give up buying weapons and surveillance technology. They wanted all of those things. And he was baffled as to how people who turned their back on the culture and civilization that could produce these good things still wanted and still believed they could wield these instrumentalities. And he discusses this at two or three points in the course of the book, and let me quote just a couple of them here as guides to Naipaul's thinking.

One of the things about Naipaul's career as a writer, I should say, was he was a famously kind of dyspeptic and even misanthropic person, without any kind of regard for the niceties of human existence. That made him a very difficult person to be around, and those people who knew him have all kinds of harsh stories (Laughs.) about how difficult it could be to know him. But it also meant that he was utterly free from cant and euphemism in a way that will maybe seem a little startling in the world of 2026, when cant and euphemism surround us so often.

He described the affinity of the revolutionary groups in Iran for these Western technologies. He says, and I'm quoting the beginning of a sentence here, Western--that's not in the quote--Western, and here the quote begins, "technology surrounded us in Tehran, and some of it had been so Islamized or put to such good Islamic use that its foreign origin seemed of no account. The hotel taxi driver could be helped through the evening traffic jams by the Quranic readings on his car radio; and when we got back to the hotel there would be mullahs on television. Certain modern goods and tools--cars, radios, television--were necessary; their possession was part of a proper Islamic pride. But these things were considered neutral; they were not associated with any particular faith or civilization; they were thought of as the stock of some great universal bazaar."

And as he gets to the end of his trip, he returns to this observation, and this time, he turns it into kind of the conclusion or the thesis of his whole section of the book--I won't discuss the parts on the other countries--but the whole section of his book on Iran under the ayatollahs. He describes the Ayatollah Khomeini, the maker of the revolution, as self-perceiving himself as an interpreter, and this is [where the] quote begins, "interpreter of God's will, leader of the faithful, he expressed all the confusion of his people and made it appear like glory, like the familiar faith: the confusion of a people of high medieval culture awakening to oil and money, a sense of power and violation, and a knowledge of [a] great encircling civilization. That civilization couldn't be mastered. It was to be rejected; at the same time, it was to be depended [on]."

Now, in the years since 1981, it's become apparent that these tools of technological power can be developed by societies that reject Western ideals of freedom and individuality. China is, for all practical purposes, a technological peer of the Western world without absorbing, or preserving, many of these Western ideals of individuality and freedom and autonomy. So it can be done. But in the core of the Islamic world, and especially in Iran, it was not done. And Naipaul challenges us to think, Why not? Why couldn't the Islamic Republic achieve what China achieved: some kind of self-sustaining capacity to run a modern state in an effective way? They had the oil. They had the money. Yes, they had extreme plans of aggression. They poured hundreds of billions, if not trillions of dollars of wealth into building the kind of empire of aggression aimed at Israel, but also at other states in the region. They built an empire that reached, at one point, all the way to the Mediterranean, all the way to Afghanistan, and they paid a lot of money for that. But they were never able to develop, despite the extraordinary skills of Iranian hackers that we see of Iranian computer culture, any kind of properly functioning technological economic system. Something went terribly wrong, and that has been the trigger for this revolution. Because for Iran, maybe unlike China, that encircling world, you're either in it, or you're not in it. And one of the messages of the tumults we have seen in Iran is that people, even people who maybe reject some of the values of the Western world, they want its benefits.

That project of getting the benefits of Western civilization without its freedom and rights, that's one that has vexed tyrants all over the world. Some of them have somewhat succeeded, like the Chinese. The Iranians, like the Russians, have failed. And that failure is having enormous political consequences. And all of us who watch these horrible events in Iran from afar have to wish this brave and courageous people every success on their way to rediscovering, reclaiming what should be theirs. And we who have watched this also have to deal with the feelings of terrible shame that the United States made such promises to them through the mouth of its president, promises that, at least as I record, have not been honored and that have led many to tragic and perhaps unnecessary and avoidable deaths.

Thank you so much for watching The David Frum Show this week. As ever, the best way to support the work of this program and of all of my colleagues at The Atlantic is by subscribing to The Atlantic. I hope you will consider doing that. I hope you will consider following me on social media, especially Instagram, X (Twitter). At both places, I'm @DavidFrum. I will see you and talk to you next week on The David Frum Show. Thanks so much for listening and for watching. Bye-bye.
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Trump Can Prosecute Anyone Now

The Department of Justice is his personal law firm.

by Adam Serwer

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




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

A year into Donald Trump's second term, the Department of Justice has become his private law firm, devoted less to the impartial administration of justice than to blackmailing, intimidating, and persecuting Trump's foes while selectively enforcing the law to spare allies who break it. The chairman of the Federal Reserve reveals that the Justice Department has been attempting to blackmail him into lowering interest rates with the threat of a federal indictment. The governor of Minnesota, the mayor of Minneapolis, the former head of the FBI, the attorney general of New York, and a member of the Federal Reserve Board all face indictment or investigation for opposing or challenging the president.

The decision to ignore evidence that demands investigation or prosecution can be equally nefarious, as we've seen in Minneapolis, where federal authorities refused to investigate a masked government agent for shooting an unarmed mom in the face, and where half a dozen federal prosecutors have since resigned after being pushed to investigate the woman's widow instead.

These are all examples of the executive branch abusing its prosecutorial discretion. And thanks to Chief Justice John Roberts and the Supreme Court, Trump is likely to get away with it.

The Supreme Court's 2024 decision to grant presidents "absolute immunity" to criminal prosecution for "official acts"--a concept with no textual basis whatsoever in the Constitution--means that Trump can abuse his authority over the executive branch with impunity. Given Trump's campaign-trail emphasis on "retribution," he probably would have pursued malicious prosecutions of his enemies regardless of the Court's decision. But the Court's grant of imperial immunity eliminated any fear Trump might have had about criminal liability for the corrupt use of his powers.

The argument for the independence of the Justice Department is straightforward. Although the president may set priorities, actual cases are supposed to be brought based on the facts and the law, not on the identity of the defendant. "Attorneys general have differed a lot; John Ashcroft was not Eric Holder," Michael Bromwich, who was a DOJ inspector general in the 1990s, told me. And yet, he said, attorneys general have all believed "in a Justice Department where law-enforcement decisions were made on the facts and the law." Independence is "the only thing that can give the country the belief that decisions that can ruin people's lives are being made fairly by people who are weighing the evidence" instead of according to a "political agenda or a personal vendetta," Todd Peterson, a law professor at George Washington University, told me.

You cannot have impartial prosecution without prosecutors who make decisions free of political pressure. But what if you don't want impartial prosecutions? What if you want to prosecute a grieving widow whose wife was killed by a federal agent, because you see her as a political enemy?

Here, as in many other cases, Trump is something of an authoritarian innovator; legal experts told me that the prohibition on the president directing specific prosecutions or investigations has always been more a norm than a requirement. But it was the kind of norm that was rarely broken. "There have obviously been moments in our history where various different administrations have pushed their ability to influence the Department of Justice," Rebecca Roiphe, a former prosecutor and a law professor at New York Law School, told me. But since Watergate, she said, "every attorney general who has assumed the role has, during their confirmation hearings, reiterated the importance of the independence of the Department of Justice."

When Richard Nixon declared that "when the president does it, it is not illegal," it was a scandal, but a faction of the conservative legal movement saw it as an ideal. Over time, more and more conservatives have pushed for an interpretation of the Constitution in which the president--at least if he's a Republican--does not merely set policy or enforcement priorities, but can also personally direct any and all criminal or civil investigations. Anything less, they argue, would be an unconstitutional encroachment on executive-branch prerogatives.

One of the crucial barriers to using this power corruptly was the fact that, as Alexander Hamilton wrote in "Federalist No. 69," the president could "be liable to prosecution and punishment in the ordinary course of law." Until Trump, this was the consensus view--that's why President Gerald Ford pardoned Nixon after the latter's resignation. If anyone had actually thought that Nixon was immune, it wouldn't have been necessary. It's also why President Bill Clinton agreed to suspend his law license in a non-prosecution agreement with the federal government before he left office. Trump has also menaced his predecessors, which makes clear he thinks immunity belongs not to the office but to himself, personally.

Criminal liability, however, would have interfered with Trump's return to office, and luckily for him, right-wing justices rewrote the Constitution to exclude it. In the Court's 2024 ruling, the majority declared that Trump has full immunity to criminal investigation in the conduct of his official duty as president, shutting down the inquiry into his attempts to seize power by force after losing the 2020 election to Joe Biden--including Trump trying to use threats of prosecution to compel states to give Trump their electoral votes through the use of fraudulent electors. The "allegations that the requested investigations were shams or proposed for an improper purpose do not divest the President of exclusive authority over the investigative and prosecutorial functions of the Justice Department and its officials," Chief Justice John Roberts wrote for the majority. Theoretically, Trump could still be prosecuted on the grounds that parts of his scheme were not "official acts," but with the current Court composition, that's about as likely as him naming Kamala Harris his vice president and then resigning.

Therefore, even corrupt uses of prosecutorial authority by the president--such as, say, trying to blackmail the chairman of the Federal Reserve--would be kosher. "When Trump says, Article II lets me do whatever I want, that's exactly how he hears what the Court has said," Peter Shane, a law professor at NYU, told me. "And it's very hard, given the Court's wording, to explain to him, No, that's wrong."

In the abstract, the Roberts Court's argument may seem compelling; in practice, it is absurd. We can now see what its grant of immunity has produced: an attorney general who is little more than a mob lawyer, a Justice Department that is little more than a corrupt law firm with one client, and an entire legal system subsumed by the whims of a president who can spare his friends and persecute his enemies.

We don't have to wonder whether Trump has compromised the Justice Department's independence; we know he has, because he's been very loud about it. In September, for example, he complained on Truth Social that Attorney General Pam Bondi had not yet indicted Senator Adam Schiff or New York Attorney General Letitia James. A subtler authoritarian, Roiphe pointed out, might try to keep his lawless directives secret.

"Imagine a president who campaigned on I'm gonna respect the independence of the Department of Justice, and then subsequently behind the scenes started pulling strings," Roiphe said. "It's not clear that the public would ever know that this was going on. The only reason why we are so aware of this is because President Trump has just not been even remotely shy about the fact that he's doing this." Indeed, The New York Times reported last Tuesday that the week before Powell's revelation, Trump had told "dozens" of U.S. attorneys that "they were too weak, and needed to step up the pace of investigations of his enemies."

Even the most fanatical devotees of executive power seem to understand that this abuse of presidential power is inherently corrupting, and some have sought to downplay its implications. Bill Barr, who was U.S. attorney general during the first Trump administration, reportedly threatened to resign in 2020 over Trump's remarks regarding Justice Department investigations. "It's very important that the attorney general make sure that there's no political influence at stake involved," he told NPR at the time. Barr--in Big Lebowski terms--at least had an ethos. The current attorney general, Pam Bondi, does not.

Thus far, the only obstacles to Trump's attempts to prosecute his enemies have come from outside the executive branch--from juries that have refused to indict or convict, and from courts that have maintained proper legal procedure, even as Trump officials have flouted it. The judiciary can set its own ethical guidelines and standards, which is why Trump's political prosecutions have come up against roadblocks in court. But under the logic of the Supreme Court's ruling, it would be unconstitutional for Congress to, say, pass a law putting restrictions on the executive branch to ensure the independence of the Justice Department. You would need some kind of constitutional amendment for that.

Under the new conservative consensus on presidential power, Trump is welcome to refuse to  investigate when government agents shoot Americans in the face, and he is welcome to try to charge their loved ones with crimes. He can openly blackmail government officials to manipulate the economy or to silence political opposition. No one can stop him from directing the Justice Department to indict his enemies for non-crimes while ignoring or pardoning the actual crimes of his political allies. He is free to be a tyrant, because the boss is the boss. But to me, it seems unlikely that the founding generation, in rebelling against a monarch, was looking to replace him with an even more wretched class of despot.
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The Secret to One of Hollywood's Most Enduring Friendships

Matt Damon and Ben Affleck's latest movie doesn't quite understand their brotherly appeal.

by David Sims

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




Here's a good rule of thumb for making a movie: Don't allow the press tour to be the most exciting component. The Rip, from the director Joe Carnahan, is a cop drama where macho guys (and gals) tote carbine rifles and grunt law-enforcement lingo--the kind of crime-genre pablum that commonly gets thrown onto Netflix in mid-January. But this one comes with a ridiculously stacked cast, including, most important, its two leads: Ben Affleck and Matt Damon. The longtime Hollywood pals have dutifully hit the promotional circuit to talk up their latest collaboration, as well as argue over who's the bigger New England Patriots fan, reminisce on their former shared bank account, and generally remind everyone about the wholesome endurance of their creative bond.

But none of that cheerfulness or easy friend chemistry can be found in the film they're plugging. Damon and Affleck have acted together on-screen numerous times, but this is their first time sharing the top billing since Dogma, their 1999 dark comedy about a pair of fallen angels. The hiatus makes The Rip the kind of nostalgia-inducing star vehicle that should pique viewers' curiosity--which is why its seeming disinterest in the leads' personal connection is so bizarre. Affleck plays the Miami Police Department detective J. D. Byrne, and Damon is his superior, Lieutenant Dane Dumars. Byrne and Dumars get drawn into a conspiracy surrounding a colossal stash of illicit money, which is coveted by cartel leaders and crooked cops alike. Carnahan, however, seems more interested in depicting realistic police procedure than in letting the famous friends have much fun together.

That The Rip is such a bland venue for its charismatic stars' reunion is a terrible shame. They do look the part, sporting big beards and close-cropped hair; their brows are eternally furrowed and their eyes are constantly narrowed as their characters try to sniff out each other's loyalty and the loyalty of other teammates drawn in by "the rip" (the $20 million they've just discovered). If this film had been made in the '80s or '90s, it would be crackling with zippy one-liners--which writers including Shane Black (Lethal Weapon) were paid top dollar to sprinkle into every script. Instead, Carnahan, who's made other weighty masculine dramas such as Narc, The Grey, and Copshop, is mostly devoted to exploring how a large sum of money starts breeding suspicion among colleagues.

As Dumars and Byrne, Damon and Affleck are reduced to growling law-enforcement speak, barking into walkie-talkies and carrying out every conversation while at least one hand rests on an automatic weapon--just in case someone bursts through the wall. The supporting cast, including Teyana Taylor, Steven Yeun, Kyle Chandler, and Catalina Sandino Moreno, all get their own assault rifle and dictionary of cop lingo. But it seems they're more likely on board not because of the material but because of the allure of working with Damon and Affleck. (Perhaps also appealing is the fact that the duo's production company, Artists Equity, worked out a profit-sharing model with Netflix.) The Rip has little else to offer the actors or the audience beyond a plot built on ratcheting up tension and double-crossing characters.

Read: Ben Affleck gives the performance of his career

I'm not sure why this is the movie Damon and Affleck decided to reunite as co-leads for. In the lead-up to The Rip's release, the pair gave context for the long hiatus they took as artistic collaborators. They didn't want to be seen as a double act, they explained; the media had quickly regarded Damon and Affleck as such after they co-starred in and won the Oscar for Best Original Screenplay for Good Will Hunting. The film, which they wrote together in their early 20s, when they were toiling away on small projects, launched them to megastardom.

Their careers as A-listers have differed quite dramatically, however. Damon became a model of consistency: He headed up robust franchises with the Jason Bourne and Ocean's movies while also churning out work with serious auteurs such as Martin Scorsese, the Coen brothers, and Christopher Nolan. Affleck's experience with fame was a roller coaster; he appeared in and out of the tabloids and had multiple declines and comebacks. He's played two different comic-book superheroes, married two different superstars, and become a celebrated director in his own right, even winning Best Picture at the Oscars for Argo. Yet he's struggled to maintain a similar artistic quality to Damon, bouncing between high highs (such as Gone Girl) and low lows (perhaps most infamously the box-office bomb Gigli).

Damon and Affleck's proper post-Dogma on-screen reunion came with Ridley Scott's The Last Duel in 2021, which the pair co-wrote. The movie was a financial disappointment, but it was well reviewed. They followed that up with Air in 2023, a lighter true-story dramedy about Nike's courtship of Michael Jordan in the 1980s. In both films, Damon took the lead role and Affleck played a princely supporting character who would swoop in for some comic relief--a fine balance they first established in Good Will Hunting, and one that recalled what drew audiences to them all those years ago. But neither reunion was the total head-to-head that some fans might have longed for.

Watch the promotional videos for The Rip and it's clear why people may clamor for Damon and Affleck to revive their dynamic. They're not play-acting their friendship for the cameras; they have a deep, shared history, and are canny about how Hollywood has changed in the decades since they tried breaking into the industry together. (For the record, they've been pals since Damon, age 10, met Affleck, age 8, at school.) Their real-world mix of camaraderie and quiet rivalry, however, is a vein they've somehow rarely tapped on-screen. Off-screen, Affleck has a slightly rougher star persona, while Damon's can be a little more withdrawn and intellectual. Their characters in The Rip, meanwhile, left me frustrated by their similarity: They're essentially just playing two sides of the same coin.

Then again, maybe Damon and Affleck are smart to produce a movie like The Rip. Grumbly action dramas seem to play well on streaming services this time of year, when awards season is dying down and viewers turn to something a little trashier. The movie is hardly a catastrophe; it is just a by-the-book, somewhat forgettable little notch in the crime genre. I'm glad Damon and Affleck are comfortable carrying a film together now, after working hard to establish themselves as individuals. But I'd love to see the actors' chummy New England competitiveness translate beyond the press-tour TikToks and return to the screen--using the differences that make their partnership intriguing to their benefit.
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MAGA Jesus Is Not the Real Jesus

Trump is causing incalculable damage to the Christian faith, yet most evangelicals will never break with him.

by Peter Wehner

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




Kristi Noem, the secretary of homeland security, has become an evangelist of a certain sort. During her tenure, her department has on multiple occasions released slick social-media recruitment videos in which scripture verses feature prominently.

One video quotes from Isaiah 6:8 ("Then I heard the voice of the Lord, saying, 'Whom shall I send and who will go for us?' I said, 'Here I am. Send me.'"); another quotes from Proverbs 28:1 ("The wicked flee when no man pursueth; but the righteous are as bold as a lion."). The most recent DHS video quotes from Jesus's Sermon on the Mount: "Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God."

What's striking is less that the federal government is using Bible verses in its promotional videos than that the agency doing the recruiting is Immigration and Customs Enforcement. The videos, set to music, include militaristic images. They show heavily armed agents in tactical gear, weapons drawn, donning masks, looking through night-vision goggles, zip-lining from helicopters, breaking down doors, and conducting nighttime raids.

From the February 2025 issue: The army of God comes out of the shadows

The message the Trump administration is sending is not subtle: ICE is doing the work of God. The brutal and sometimes lethal tactics being used by a growing number of ICE agents are divinely sanctioned. Come join this holy campaign.
 
 Leni Riefenstahl would have approved.

THE KILLING OF RENEE NICOLE GOOD by an ICE agent, Jonathan Ross, has thrust the Department of Homeland Security into the red-hot center of American politics.

A horrifying video of Good being shot--one recent poll found that 82 percent of voters have watched it--provoked nationwide protests and vigils.

Noem, for her part, claimed that Good "committed an act of domestic terrorism" before she was shot four times at point-blank range. After Ross shot Good, a voice on one video could be heard calling her a "fucking bitch." The Justice Department, meanwhile, is now investigating Good's widow, prompting six federal prosecutors in Minnesota to resign.

The shooting in Minneapolis wasn't surprising; under Donald Trump, and especially his immensely powerful aide Stephen Miller, ICE has become militarized, much larger, more aggressive, and less accountable. One former high-ranking Trump-administration official described ICE to me as a "paramilitary police force" under the control of Trump and Miller. (This person requested anonymity for fear of death threats.)

Miller has declared that agents possess "federal immunity," while Vice President J. D. Vance has said they have "absolute immunity." Trump, perhaps hoping for a confrontation, wrote on social media on Tuesday, "FEAR NOT, GREAT PEOPLE OF MINNESOTA, THE DAY OF RECKONING & RETRIBUTION IS COMING!" Defense Department officials told The Washington Post that the Pentagon has ordered about 1,500 active-duty soldiers to prepare for a possible deployment to Minneapolis, after Trump threatened to invoke the Insurrection Act, despite opposition from state and local officials.

Federal agents have already flooded the streets of Minneapolis. It is a city under siege; residents there say it "feels like an invasion" and compare it to a "military occupation." Which is precisely what Trump wants. This has been the game plan all along.

"Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God."

The Bible-quoting videos that ICE is using to recruit agents have a certain logic behind them. DHS says it is looking to hire "brave and heroic Americans," but it obviously has a special focus on recruiting young men who identify as Christians and whose attitudes and moral instincts align with Trump's, especially on immigration. Majorities of white evangelicals favor deporting undocumented immigrants to foreign prisons in El Salvador, Rwanda, or Libya without allowing them to challenge their deportation in court (57 percent), and approve of placing immigrants who have entered the country illegally in internment camps (53 percent).

"It has become virtually impossible to write a survey question about immigration policy that is too harsh for white evangelicals to support," Robert P. Jones, the president of the Public Religion Research Institute, recently wrote.

Tobias Cremer is a member of the European Parliament. His book The Godless Crusade argues that the rise of right-wing populism in the West and its references to religion are driven less by a resurgence of religious fervor than by the emergence of a new secular identity politics. Right-wing populists don't view Christianity as a faith; rather, Cremer suggests, they use Christianity as a cultural identity marker of the "pure people" against external "others," while in many cases remaining disconnected from Christian values, beliefs, and institutions.

Many right-wing populists, despite being secular, are successfully recruiting Christians to their cause. And rather than Christians leavening the secular right-wing movements, those movements are prying Christianity further and further away from the ethic and teachings of Jesus.

The Trump administration has gone one step further, inverting authentic Christian faith by selling in a dozen different ways cruelty and the will to power in the name of Jesus. It has welcomed Christians into a theological twilight zone, where the beatitudes are invoked on behalf of a political movement with authoritarian tendencies. This isn't the first time in history such things have happened.

In the 1920s, within the German Evangelical Church, a movement emerged: Deutsche Christen, or "German Christians." They became a "church party" that actively supported Adolf Hitler, who self-identified in public as a Christian, even as he privately despised Christianity as a weak religion. Many Germans believed that Hitler had been chosen by God to lead the German state.

The Deutsche Christen promoted the idea of a "heroic" Jesus, even an Aryan Jesus, who fought against the Jewish influence in German life. They were encouraged by the anti-Semitic writings of Martin Luther. In the Martin Luther Memorial Church in Mariendorf, built in 1935, a wood carving on the pulpit depicts Christ preaching to a small group that includes a helmet-wearing Wehrmacht soldier. The church included other Nazi imagery, including an Iron Cross in the church's chandelier and a baptismal font adorned with a Nazi SA stormtrooper, his head bowed in prayer. The church reflected the desire to construct a Volkskirche--a church that would serve the nation.

This horrifying story isn't without admirable counterpoints. The Bekennende Kirche, or "Confessing Church," arose in response to the Deutsche Christen movement. Its most prominent members, including Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Martin Niemoller, were key in publishing the Theological Declaration of Barmen, one of the most significant religious documents of the 20th century. But ultimately the Bekennende Kirche was forced underground and defeated; Bonhoeffer was hanged at the Flossenburg concentration camp.

America in 2026 is not Germany in 1936; far from it. But we would be mistaken to pretend that political movements that aren't as malevolent as Nazism can't still advance sinister ends. We should also acknowledge that over the course of its history, Christianity, which has had glorious moments, has also taken some very dark turns.

Huge numbers of American fundamentalists and evangelicals--not just cultural Christians, but also those who faithfully attend church and Bible-study sessions and prayer gatherings--prefer the MAGA Jesus to the real Jesus. Few of them would say so explicitly, though, because the cognitive dissonance would be too unsettling. And so they have worked hard to construct rationalizations. It's rather remarkable, really, to see tens of millions of Christians validate, to themselves and to one another, a political movement led by a malignant narcissist--who is driven by hate and bent on revenge, who mocks the dead, and who delights in inflicting pain on the powerless. The wreckage to the Christian faith is incalculable, yet most evangelicals will never break with him. They have invested too much of themselves and their identity in Trump and what he stands for.

This moment, and what it reveals about American Christianity, will be studied for a long time to come. I imagine that when future generations consider those who corrupted their faith in the name of their faith, those who were in positions of spiritual authority and knew better but still kept quiet, and those who bravely spoke out despite the costs, they will get the verdict right.

Several years ago I had a conversation with a theologian, a scholar of Soren Kierkegaard, who told me, "Christianity has in many cases stopped being the home to Jesus." That, I fear, is the crux of the issue. Christians need to provide the world evidence of the compelling beauty and truth of God, but we cannot show the world what we ourselves cannot see. "Too late have I loved you, O Beauty so ancient, O Beauty so new," Augustine wrote in his Confessions. It was Augustine's lament that it had taken him so many years to discover the beauty of the divine. But having discovered it, he was changed by it.

Elizabeth Bruenig: The Catholic Church and the Trump administration are not getting along

Some time ago, it dawned on me that many Christians attempt to evangelize on behalf of a God we wish we knew but whom we do not really and fully know. We have committed to memory the phrases we tell one another. I have wondered sometimes if we mouth those words in the hopes that doing so will change our hearts.

There are shining counterexamples, of course, including people I have met along the journey who can authentically claim, "Thou and thou only, first in my heart; High King of Heaven, my treasure thou art." But they are the exception, and it does no one any good to deny it. "Christianity has not produced Christlike people on any meaningful scale," a theologian once told me. That is vividly evident in American politics today, but it is hardly the only domain in which that is true. And until it is less true, we have very little to teach the rest of the world.

My hope, as a Christian, is that those of us who claim to be followers of Jesus will soon discover what Augustine discovered later than he had wished. That we will fall more in love with Beauty so ancient, Beauty so new. That in doing so in a broken world, we will stand out as expressing our faith through love. That we will be repairers of the breach, true peacemakers. And that we will "shine as stars in the world." The world would be better for it, and so would we.
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Doomsday-Prepping for Trump's Third Term

Dmitri Mehlhorn has created a fictional world to game out constitutional collapse.

by Michael Scherer

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




Betting money puts the odds of constitutional collapse in the United States at about one in 25. Anyone can wager three or four cents on Polymarket, Kalshi, or PredictIt that will pay out $1 if Donald Trump wins a third term in the 2028 election--an impossibility, according to the plain text of the Twenty-Second Amendment: "No person shall be elected to the office of the President more than twice."

Dmitri Mehlhorn, a former Democratic strategist, thinks that the chance of political apocalypse is about 20 times higher--and that Americans need to start preparing now. He recently secured dual citizenship for his family on the Caribbean island of St. Kitts and is obsessively thinking through how people should respond if Trump tries to maintain power with the threat of force. He styles himself a doomsday philosopher of this worst-case scenario.

On a Tuesday last month, this effort brought him to a co-working space in Manhattan's SoHo neighborhood to play a war game of sorts with about 15 finance professionals, nonprofit leaders, technology executives, and former Democratic-campaign advisers--and me.

"Let's just use fiction to just imagine things so that we're not all bogged down in prose," Mehlhorn told the assembled players as the first glasses of wine were poured. The end of the enlightened order, it turns out, is best contemplated with libations and crudites. "Just imagine a world where certain assumptions are true."

The assumptions were these: It is December 2025, and a term-limited U.S. president is rapidly consolidating control over the military and law enforcement, and pardoning criminal allies. To win, "President Buzz Windrip" and his team must increase their own wealth and maintain power or secure legal amnesty through 2030. They are competing against two other teams: one representing the business community, which seeks to protect and grow its capital and avoid prison, and one representing the defenders of the U.S. constitutional system and the rule of law. The game plays out over several 30-minute rounds, as players submit their actions so that AI agents--the game masters--can calculate the impact of each move and present new challenges. The premise of the game, like a round of Dungeons & Dragons, encourages players to check their personal politics and morality at the door--and to try to think more radically.

"  You have a man who breaks the law, and that man is the strongman. Which bends, the man or the law? That's the question," Mehlhorn told me when we first met to discuss his project. "If the president has proven in his first term that he will ignore subpoenas and ignore congressional budget authorizations and pardon anybody who also does, then suddenly, there's no power. What are the remaining checks? Every check is gone."

Read: Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already under way

Mehlhorn's ideas exist well outside the Democratic mainstream, which remains focused on the midterms and 2028 election--contests that he believes will have little meaning. He assumes that federal law enforcement will operate at Trump's whims and that Democrat-run states need to build deterrence--threats of federal-tax boycotts, an expansive embrace of states' rights, a new understanding of the importance of gun ownership, to name a few. His defenders see him as a colorful provocateur who is forcing uncomfortable conversations. His critics in Democratic politics consider his obsessions dangerous distractions, built on fanciful thinking, from the difficult work of winning elections and regaining power.

The game--held in a neighborhood better known for $5,000 handbags than fantastical End Times--is a test of Mehlhorn's most outlandish ideas. The three teams prepared to split up and move into separate conference rooms to plot their strategy. "It can be zero or one or two winners," Mehlhorn announced, "but it cannot be three winners." He didn't say what soon became clear: The zero-winner scenario means that the nation has collapsed into civil war.

If Mehlhorn is inclined to imagine a president discarding settled norms and restraints, perhaps it's because he's so often done so himself. He experienced Trump's 2016 victory as a century-defining challenge to the American experiment. He responded by transforming himself from a venture capitalist into an iconoclastic Democratic strategist. His ticket was a friendship with Reid Hoffman, the billionaire co-founder of LinkedIn, whom Mehlhorn told me he knows from their time together at Stanford. As Hoffman's donor-adviser, Mehlhorn helped direct more than $1 billion in anti-Trump spending from 2017 to 2024, particularly by rallying other wealthy liberals who had ties to Silicon Valley.

Their projects were often unconventional and frequently controversial. They backed prescient planning in 2020 for the possibility that Trump would resist the peaceful transfer of power, and two years later, they warned that "MAGA leaders intend to use 2022 midterm wins to install Trump in 2024 regardless of the vote." They spoke openly of their efforts to dampen voter enthusiasm in Republican communities, the sort of vote suppression that other Democrats have long tried to combat.

Once it became clear that Trump would run for president again in 2024, Mehlhorn said that he and Hoffman helped fund the failed challenge to Trump's candidacy under Section 3 of the Fourteenth Amendment, which prohibits federal officials who have "engaged in insurrection or rebellion" from holding office again. (The Colorado Supreme Court ruled in their favor, only to have the decision overturned by the U.S. Supreme Court.) They helped pay the legal bills of E. Jean Carroll, a writer who successfully won a civil judgment against Trump for sexual abuse and defamation. They supported the Republican candidacy of former South Carolina Governor Nikki Haley during the 2024 primaries, in an effort to weaken Trump. They were early backers of anti-Trump groups such as the Courier Newsroom and Republican Voters Against Trump, and of efforts aimed at turning out young urban voters through giveaways and parties. Frustrated with Democrats' dependence on television advertising, they funded apolitical Facebook communities that were designed to attract audiences of less likely Democratic voters, who would find themselves bombarded with get-out-the-vote messages.

"The people who had been funding elections through 2016 were extremely conservative and cautious tactically," Michael Podhorzer, a former strategist for the AFL-CIO who worked with Mehlhorn during the 2020 election cycle, told me. "What he brought from a Silicon Valley perspective was the idea, as he put it, that he would be happy if he funded 10 things and nine failed."

Mehlhorn was also the rare political operative who did not mind making enemies--or opposing liberal causes, such as voting-rights reform in 2021, which he fought because he thought that it would distract from economic issues important to voters and lacked a path to becoming law. I spoke with one of Mehlhorn's admiring colleagues, who requested anonymity to speak frankly and described him as "an asshole to a bunch of people who never have people tell them hard things." Other Democratic strategists who know Mehlhorn were less admiring. Several declined to comment, because they did not share his eagerness to fight with allies. Others remain scarred by public and private feuds with him over strategy, experiences that Mehlhorn acknowledges as "bullying my own allies."

In 2017, Mehlhorn secretly helped fund a deceptive social-media botnet campaign, which mimicked foreign-interference tactics and was designed to hurt a Republican Senate candidate. The backlash was swift. Hoffman later apologized for how his money had been used, saying that he had not been aware of the project. Mehlhorn said that he would no longer fund such efforts.

Then, in the summer of 2024, Mehlhorn crossed an even brighter line, suggesting in an email to a small network of politicos that the assassination attempt against Trump could have been a false-flag attack in the tradition of authoritarian regimes, such as the one run by Russian President Vladimir Putin. "I know I am prone to bias on this, but this is a classic Putin play and given the facts seems more plausible," Mehlhorn wrote. "Look at the actual shot. Look at the staging. Look at how ready Trump is to rally." He pressed recipients to investigate whether the shooting might have been staged so that Trump could benefit from the photos and the backlash.

When the conspiratorial email was published by Semafor, it ignited bipartisan outrage. Mehlhorn apologized. Within a week, Hoffman cut ties. Even as many Democrats distanced themselves, Mehlhorn quickly launched his own effort to support Kamala Harris's bid for the presidency. But after Trump won, he announced that he was done with electoral politics. Mehlhorn didn't think that Trump intended to allow free and fair elections again anyway. "This moment demands recalibration, resilience, and resolve," he wrote to friends weeks after the election. "Even as authoritarian forces ascend, history shows that ingenuity and collaboration can prevail."

Read: Inside the Democratic rupture that undermined Kamala Harris's presidential hopes

He set about reinventing himself again, this time as a political thinker. He was, he said, no longer fighting the war but working "in the war college." When we first met for this story, he gave me a list of 30 authors who have shaped his thinking, including the philosophers John Locke, Karl Popper, and Hannah Arendt; the astronomer Carl Sagan; and the retired federal judge J. Michael Luttig. But he felt that the world had already spun beyond the bounds of what traditional white papers could anticipate. So he decided to start working in fiction.

Mehlhorn has written a science-fiction book imagining America's collapse into autocracy, and he programmed an AI to create a set of fictional Substack authors who write about parts of his political vision. Mehlhorn also founded a new group called the Atoll Society, named for the ring of islands that forms after an underwater volcanic eruption. In this metaphor, Mehlhorn casts the United States as we know it as the exploded volcano, a void. The surrounding islands--a national and an international "archipelago of light"--will have to form the new resistance.

In any role-playing game, the rules shape reality. Players are given win conditions that define their motives, and the game masters are given the ability to throw any obstacle in their way. As the cheese plates arrived in SoHo, the three teams found themselves in uncharted territory. (To get the full, immersive experience, I participated in the game as one of five players on the fictional president's team. As a condition of my joining, I agreed not to identify or quote the other participants.)

The AI game masters told the players that an Oregon sheriff had started organizing local law enforcement in support of the Constitution and against the president's consolidation of federal forces. The president's team moved quickly to prosecute the sheriff for treason. The business community bought up national-media properties in the hope of increasing its leverage with the administration. The constitutional defenders began recruiting retired generals to counteract the president's consolidation of power. Both the president's team and the rule-of-law defenders launched back-channel negotiations with the capitalists.

Conditions deteriorated rapidly. The National Guard in blue states began to defect after being federalized by the president, loosening his hold on the military. Wary of the economic instability, the business community tried to relocate money outside the country, prompting the federal government to seize $600 billion. Then the president's team launched a false-flag cyberattack on electricity infrastructure and pinned it on North Korea.

The exercise quickly descended into the realm of dystopian fiction, as the players wrestled with the same ideas that Mehlhorn has been developing. The constitutional defenders, operating through Democratic state leaders, found themselves leaning into the "states' rights" powers of the Tenth Amendment. By the later rounds, the blue states had launched a tax boycott, worked to win over the military, embraced the Oregon sheriff as a champion of liberty, and abandoned the long-standing liberal aversion to guns.

"There are a lot of people with guns and military experience in this country. A lot of them. The Democratic Party does not have relationships with them at all," Mehlhorn said. "You start to have alliances built around the Bill of Rights and start having a notion that the tax, the golden goose of all this wealth creation, is not just going to keep on paying if the federal Constitution is clearly in breach. That set of conversations can create a set of incentives where you actually deter the far-worse outcomes."

Listening to Mehlhorn, I found it hard not to wonder how he would react if a similar exercise were conducted by Trump supporters--gaming out how to combat a dastardly Democratic power grab by rallying an armed coalition to stop it. Many in the president's coalition are already warning about a wave of what the White House adviser Stephen Miller calls "domestic terrorism" to obstruct federal authority--a catchall term that Trump aides use sometimes to describe activity protected by the First Amendment, and sometimes to describe the physical obstruction of law-enforcement efforts. Meanwhile, Trump supporters, such as the lawyer Alan Dershowitz and the former Trump adviser Steve Bannon, have been busily preparing their own outlandish scenarios for the president's indefinite rule. In important ways, the political debate has begun to shift away from what is happening to focus on the darkest visions of what might happen next.

Trump started selling Trump 2028 hats three months after taking office last year. Eight months in, he gathered military leadership to focus on the "war from within." When Democratic lawmakers released a video reaffirming that the military code does not permit carrying out illegal orders, Trump accused them of seditious behavior "punishable by DEATH."

Trump has been, for many of his most devoted supporters, delightfully ambiguous about whether he will actually try to run again in 2028. Trump said in March that "there are methods" for getting around the Constitution's third-term prohibitions. When asked in August, he said that he would "probably not" seek another term but then added, "I'd like to." He told reporters in October that the Constitution is "pretty clear" that he's "not allowed to run," only to have a White House spokesperson say last month that the nation would be "lucky" for such a thing to happen. His chief of staff, Susie Wiles, told Vanity Fair that he would not run again. "But he sure is having fun with it," she added. "When you think of it, we shouldn't even have an election," Trump told Reuters about the 2026 midterms last week. (The White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson provided a statement attacking The Atlantic when she was asked about Trump's plans.)

Dershowitz, a Harvard Law professor who has worked for both Trump and Jeffrey Epstein, told The Wall Street Journal last month that he had given Trump a draft of a book he wrote that includes suggestions for working around the Twenty-Second Amendment. In one such scenario, Dershowitz told the Journal, he suggests that Republican electors representing Trump, if he were to win, would decline to cast a vote in the Electoral College, which would pitch the decision to Congress, which would then appoint Trump. "They then select, and not elect, the president," Dershowitz told the Journal, adding that he does not think Trump will pursue this path.

Mehlhorn believes that the most likely scenario is simpler: Trump would announce his candidacy for president late, leading the Republican Party to easily nominate him. The Supreme Court then would either split on the question of whether this is legal or rule against Trump with no effect. (J. D. Vance has repeatedly endorsed the idea of the president defying Supreme Court rulings.) As the votes are being counted, Mehlhorn imagines, Trump and federal law enforcement would declare rampant fraud in urban centers and move to disqualify residents of those districts' votes. In January 2029, Vance would do what Mike Pence did not do in 2021: use his power to throw the election to Trump. If there is resistance, another a pro-Trump mob--including many who have already been pardoned for the January 6, 2021, attack--could provide backup.

"As president, who stops him?" Mehlhorn asked me as he described the scenario. "Who prevents that from happening? What person? What combination of people?"

Read: Trump Exhaustion Syndrome

Even if you accept the premise that Trump would take such radical steps to achieve a third term, though, there are several answers to this question. The first is that Trump will turn 82 before the 2028 election, making him older than Joe Biden was in 2024. (Mehlhorn agrees that health could be a factor.) The strongest internal check might be the American electorate, which would still have the ability to vote Trump's allies out of office, splintering his coalition and potentially providing the votes for his impeachment and conviction. A recent Economist/YouGov poll found that 68 percent of the country, including 45 percent of Trump voters in 2024, did not want him to serve a third term. Trump's recent pivot to try to reverse his falling approval numbers on the economy are an indication, if nothing else, of how much this year's midterm elections will matter in determining whether he can hold together his coalition.

Then there are other parts of the executive branch, including military leaders, Trump's inner circle in the West Wing, and the national party. Many people now view his consolidation of power as a necessary shift, but their support is based on the belief that these changes are happening within the constitutional framework. If Trump defies the Supreme Court, cancels urban votes en masse, or outwardly defies the Twenty-Second Amendment's plain text, even some of his top advisers might defect. Investigations into the January 6 attack have revealed that many Trump aides, including ones who continue to work for him, were appalled at what happened that day, and some tried to intervene.

Mehlhorn welcomes the debate, in part because he is hoping that he is wrong. And after spending time with him, I realized that he is interested less in the most likely outcome of any situation than in the most dangerous plausible outcome. Bill Kristol, an anti-Trump activist who previously edited the conservative Weekly Standard, estimates that the chance that Trump runs for a third term is about one in four--much lower than Mehlhorn's prediction but higher than the betting markets'. He told me that the scenarios raised by Mehlhorn have value.

"I do think there is just a consistent underestimation of the problem or the challenge of how alarmed we should all be," Kristol said. "I think someone like Dmitri is useful in leaning against the overconfidence."

Within an hour of the game's completion, the AI game masters produced a 10-page verdict on the winners and losers, summarizing what had happened and why. In the final round of the game, the business community turned on the president--by a vote of 3 to 2 in their conference room--using their media empire to expose his role in the false-flag attack on U.S. infrastructure. The president eventually fled on a military aircraft to Hungary. The Oregon sheriff was sworn in as the president at the California state capitol instead of in Washington, D.C., a sign of how fragile the nation had become.

As with the first time the game was played, in Washington, there were two winners: the business community and the defenders of the prior constitutional system. The country as a whole, however, did poorly, falling into a recession. "The Republic held. Barely," the AI game engine concluded. "And only because enough people, across enough fractures, chose to hold it."

Mehlhorn said he'd programmed conditions that would allow the president's team to win two-thirds of the time. But at both events where he has staged the game so far, the president's team has been the only loser. In his view, this may reflect a design flaw that he can address ahead of future gatherings, including one planned in Midtown Manhattan this month and events scheduled later this year in Paris and Berlin. Business interests in real life would likely not move as a single block. Maybe his assumptions are simply wrong, and American democracy is more robust than he fears.

But Mehlhorn also suggested that the president's team in both game runs may have been too timid--that the elite groups of players he had gathered lacked imaginative cruelty. "Perhaps participants from rule-of-law cultures instinctively hesitated to deploy violence," he wrote to the players in a follow-up email, "even in simulation."
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Why Conservatives Defend ICE

Republicans deplore the mayhem in Minnesota--but blame protesters and Democrats for it.

by Jonathan Chait

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




The Department of Homeland Security, communicating with the public through its official account on X, sent an ominous message last week: "FEAR NOT, GREAT PEOPLE OF MINNESOTA, THE DAY OF RECKONING & RETRIBUTION IS COMING!"

What ensued, as you might expect when a heavily armed security agency announces an operation in terms typically employed by comic-book-movie villains, was chaos. ICE agents, many of them masked, went on to detain citizens and noncitizens alike. They threatened and sometimes employed violence, provoking widespread protests.

Republicans have deplored the mayhem in Minnesota. But they don't hold the agency that set it off responsible. Instead they've condemned the protesters and the Democratic politicians who encouraged them. When President Trump undertakes a policy or goal that the rest of his party cannot bring itself to endorse, his allies' usual move is to attribute a different and more noble motivation to him, while shifting the blame to his opponents. So it is in Minnesota.

"The scenes of destruction and damage taking place in Minneapolis are abhorrent. This violence cannot be tolerated. Unfortunately, our state leaders' inaction and support of these violent riots are failing every Minnesotan and putting law enforcement's lives at risk," wrote House Whip Tom Emmer, a Minnesotan. Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey and Minnesota Governor Tim Walz "want the crazy," Representative Byron Donalds charged.

In this view, the people who "want the crazy" are not the ones posting wild threats in all caps, but the ones saying things like this, from Walz: "What Donald Trump wants is violence in the streets. But Minnesota will remain an island of decency, of justice, of community, and of peace. Don't give him what he wants." Scott Jennings, the CNN talking head and potential Republican Senate candidate for Kentucky, replied, "'Minnesota will remain an island.' Walz cannot be more explicit - this buffoon believes he is seceding from the Union. We are well into Insurrection Act territory."

David Frum: Why Vance committed so hard to the Minneapolis shooter

Referring to Minnesota as an "island of decency" and to other virtues is not even a subtle secession threat, let alone an "explicit" one. Yet the Jennings perspective is pervasive among Republicans. Even Republicans who sometimes refrain from endorsing the president's most unhinged demands seem to believe that the ICE protests have no legitimacy and that Minnesota's Democratic officials are, if not outright criminals, bad actors.

Some protesters have in fact adopted confrontational tactics--in one awful instance, they stormed a church and disrupted a service to confront a pastor who works for ICE. But the Republican argument is not merely that the protests have occasionally gone too far. It is that the protests are themselves the core problem, and Walz's specific suggestion that Minnesotans record agents' actions is escalatory, if not illegal.

Walz "is courting more ugly incidents," the Wall Street Journal editorial page scolds. "The President has the legal authority to unleash ICE, and the agents are doing what they are told to do. The way to defeat the Trump policy is at the ballot box, not by obstructing agents in violation of the law." National Review's Noah Rothman argues, "What Walz is advising his citizens to do is likely to result in more violence and, potentially, more death." Zachary Faria writes in the Washington Examiner, "What you have with ICE agents in Minneapolis is people exercising the lawful authority to detain illegal immigrants and, on the other end of that, anyone interfering with federal law enforcement actions."

The premise underpinning this argument is that ICE is acting legally and in the service of legitimate immigration-enforcement goals. That assumption is difficult to square with on-the-ground reporting. The shooting death of Renee Nicole Good is the most high-profile incident, but the Journal found that the episode "shares characteristics with others the Journal reviewed: Agents box in a vehicle, try to remove an individual, block attempts to flee, then fire"--tactics that violate law-enforcement protocol.

The New York Times reported on a couple driving home from a basketball game who were attacked with tear gas. The Associated Press found footage of agents brutalizing a man they had pinned to the ground. A group of local police chiefs told reporters that their officers, while off duty, were stopped with guns drawn solely based on their skin color. After a toy-store owner criticized ICE in a television interview, its agents raided the shop and conducted an audit. Multiple attorneys have claimed that their clients are being held incommunicado, in plain violation of the Constitution.

What's more, the administration's accounts of ICE's actions have repeatedly proved untrue. The administration accused Good of steering her car directly into the ICE agent who shot her. But a New York Times video analysis demonstrates both that Good's car was steered away from the agent, and that the agent fired shots into the car from a safe distance. Just a week after Good's death, agents in Minneapolis shot a Venezuelan man in the leg. The administration claimed that the man provoked the shooting by assaulting ICE agents with a deadly weapon, but that was also contradicted by video evidence.

Gal Beckerman: Minnesota had its Birmingham moment

These episodes do not appear to be exceptional. A judge reviewing evidence of ICE's conduct concluded, "The record adequately illustrates that the defendants have made, and will continue to make, a common practice of conduct that chills observers' and protesters' First Amendment rights," and another judge wrote that Border Patrol chief Gregory Bovino was "outright lying" under oath about his methods.

The context behind all of these actions is a barely disguised desire to reverse the demographic changes of the past half century. DHS regularly shares white-nationalist memes. Trump has described Somalia in such terms as filthy, dirty, and disgusting, and its people as being "low IQ." His immigration agenda appears to be aimed not so much at enforcing the law as attacking categories of people he believes do not deserve to live in the United States, irrespective of legal status.

The president has unleashed something akin to an occupying army that feels entitled to brutalize the population and routinely ignore the law. For those communities quaking in terror, simply waiting three years for a new president is not sufficient. Violence is not the answer, but calling out Trump for fomenting it, and advising Minnesotans to record agents on the streets, seems like a measured response.

Conservatives are making the same error they made during the civil-rights era, when outlets such as National Review dismissed protesters as criminals. It is fair enough to give law enforcement some benefit of the doubt, but treating its actions as presumptively legitimate even in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary gives license to the sort of despotism that is staring us in the face.
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What the Greenland Crisis Teaches Europe About Trump

European leaders may have averted catastrophe for now, but they still have to settle a crucial debate about how to handle the president.

by Thomas Wright

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




Yesterday afternoon, Donald Trump announced that he had "formed the framework of a future deal" with NATO Secretary-General Mark Rutte, raising hopes in Europe that the Greenland crisis may have reached an end. The framework reportedly respects Denmark's sovereignty over Greenland and focuses instead on beefing up America's military presence in the territory, reaching a deal on crucial minerals, and increasing cooperation on both Arctic security and Trump's Golden Dome missile-defense system. 

The worst of the crisis may have passed, at least for now. But the past few days underscore the extraordinary stakes of a debate among Europe's leaders that remains unresolved. Should they take a conciliatory approach toward Trump, in the hope of coaxing him to their side? Or should they stand firm when he threatens them, imposing costs on him even if it means risking their relationship with his administration?

The lesson that Europe is likely to draw from the past year--and particularly from the Greenland fiasco--is that it must do both. It needs Trump whisperers who will flatter him, but it also needs to pack its velvet gloves with steel. If Europe's leaders only praise him, Trump is likely to ignore them when convenient, rip up any deals they have made, and take whatever he can when the opportunity arises. If they show only toughness, they risk prompting him to withdraw from NATO or rupture the transatlantic alliance in other ways.

Vivian Salama: Trump wants to be the new Polk

The past week helps demonstrate these dynamics. Just a few days ago, Trump refused to rule out the use of force in taking Greenland, and he promised to impose tariffs on eight countries that recently sent troops to the territory for a security mission, even though the deployment had been fully coordinated with the U.S. military. Then, in a speech at the World Economic Forum in Davos yesterday morning, Trump lambasted Europe: "If it wasn't for us, you'd all be speaking German and a little bit of Japanese perhaps." He reiterated his argument that "no nation or group of nations is in any position to be able to secure Greenland other than the United States." "That's our territory," he claimed. But he disavowed the use of force, saying instead that he wanted to acquire Greenland through "immediate negotiations."

This was seen as a major concession, but it prompted further questions. What happens when Denmark refuses to transfer ownership? Will force be back on the table? Senator Lindsey Graham, who had been meeting with European officials in Davos, stoked further anxiety with a social-media post soon after Trump's speech, in which he demanded that Denmark give the United States the legal title to Greenland.

Just an hour after his speech, however, Trump rescinded his tariff threat and announced that the aforementioned framework had been reached. The New York Times reported that European officials had discussed granting America sovereignty over Greenland's U.S. military bases. But a European official with direct knowledge of the negotiations--and who was not authorized to speak publicly--told me this was not part of the deal.

If the framework sticks, it will be a triumph of Danish diplomacy. For the past year, Copenhagen has offered to work with the Trump administration on all of its policy demands. But it imposed two red lines and never wavered: The Danes wouldn't compromise on territorial integrity or Greenland's right to self-determination. Otherwise, though, the president had wide latitude to get what he wanted.

Many other European leaders, by contrast, have responded to Trump's repeated bullying over the past year with nearly unconditional accommodation and praise, while working behind the scenes to moderate his policies. They agreed to his demands to increase their defense spending to 5 percent of their GDP. Their response to his tariffs last year was minimal. Rutte, the NATO leader, even called Trump Europe's "daddy."

This soft approach is easy to ridicule, but the Europeans have been able to point to some successes since deploying it. Trump stopped talking about leaving NATO. He agreed to sell weapons to Ukraine and provide intelligence support. And the approach prepared the way for yesterday's announcement that Rutte himself had been the one to broker the deal with Trump that defused the crisis.

The framework appears to respect Copenhagen's red lines, which raises the question: Why did Trump suggest he would finally agree to it? After all, it was on offer for most of the past year.

The main answer is that Denmark made clear that it was not going to back down in negotiations, leaving Trump with few options. If he had used force in Greenland, he could find himself in a war with one of America's closest allies. Such a war would be clearly illegal under U.S. law, and it could trigger a civil-military crisis, presenting military officers with plainly unlawful orders.

Other European countries also played a key role in increasing the potential costs of Trump's aggression. The European Union agreed to impose $93 billion tariffs on the U.S. if the ones Trump had threatened actually took effect. And some leaders, including French President Emmanuel Macron, suggested using the Anti-Coercion Instrument, also known as the European "bazooka," which allows for a unified trade-policy response to coercive behavior like Trump's. The Europeans were divided on invoking the instrument; some worried that Trump might escalate and pull out of NATO altogether. But their serious discussion of it suggested to the president that he might run a genuine risk.

Read: The fuck-around-and-find-out presidency

And then there were the financial markets. According to Treasury Department data, EU members and NATO allies hold more than $3.31 trillion in U.S. debt--more than triple what China holds. On Tuesday, the yield on the benchmark U.S. 10-year bond reached its highest level since August, sparking concern that investors would sell off U.S. Treasuries if Trump escalated the conflict.

Moreover, the prospect of controlling Greenland is deeply unpopular among Americans. One poll conducted earlier this month found that 75 percent of them oppose any attempt to take over the territory. And more than a dozen Republican senators made public statements warning against it.

The Greenland crisis was in many ways the sum of Europeans' fears about Trump, raising the specter of an attack on a NATO ally and the dissolution of the alliance. For the moment, the crisis seems to have been averted. But Trump is too fickle a negotiator for Europe to take comfort in yesterday's announcement. To keep him from reescalating or threatening them on other issues in the future, they may well follow some advice from an unlikely source: J. D. Vance.

"I think a lot of European nations were right about our invasion of Iraq," Vance said last year. "Frankly, if the Europeans had been a little more independent, and a little more willing to stand up, then maybe we could have saved the entire world from the strategic disaster that was the American-led invasion of Iraq." Vance continued, "I don't want the Europeans to just do whatever the Americans tell them to do. I don't think it's in their interest, and I don't think it's in our interests, either."
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The Sciencewashing of Everyday Life

Fashion, beauty, and food companies are using nonsensical jargon to make a sale.

by Ellen Cushing

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




There's a double helix in my local Sephora. It's roughly the size and shape of a soda can, and it is accompanied by a placard referencing patents and peptides, as if in a science fair. It's trying to sell me a hair mask.

Online, the company responsible for this display describes itself as a "biology-first haircare brand, powered by biotech." It practices "biomimetic hairscience," and, thanks to "a decade of complex research into the bioscience of hair," has patented a peptide that repairs hair "at a molecular level across multiple types of bonds including polypeptide chains and disulfide bonds." I have no idea what any of this means. The mask costs $75.

In 2026, it is possible to cover your body in science. You can put on probiotic leggings and a patented bra, and then you can apply lipstick containing hyaluronic acids "with differentiated molecular weights" and slather your face in a "triple-lipid peptide cream" developed by self-identified "skintellectuals." You can also eat your science, by way of "clinically-studied key herbs, adaptogens, and minerals--at amounts informed by research." If you get thirsty, you can have water that has been chemically manipulated with extra hydrogen atoms, just in case two aren't enough for you. Even decades-old products have been newly recast as miracles of modern chemistry: After years of selling itself purely impressionistically, via close-up shots of hot athletes dripping sweat and swilling neon liquid, Gatorade has recently begun touting itself as "Lab Tested." As the wellness movement collides with the supercharged demands of selling products in a crowded market, science-speak seems to have invaded every crevice of the fashion, beauty, and food industries.

Read: Eat your vegetables like an adult

Many of the claims these products make are perfectly legitimate, if a bit goofy; others are transparently nonsense. And dubious, science-flecked marketing claims have existed about as long as marketing has. But they used to be comparatively unsophisticated, and quite literal: Cheerios contain a certain amount of fiber, and fiber is good for you, thus Cheerios are good for you and you should buy them. A skin-care product is superior to its competitors because it has more vitamin C, and vitamin C is good for your skin. These ads were informed but plainspoken, employing the simple logic of cause and effect, inputs and outputs, using words most people recognized. They talked, basically, like a family-medicine doctor.

Today's ads, by contrast, talk like the Ph.D. kind of doctor, using polysyllabic words and alluding to things viewable only under a microscope. They seem designed not to illuminate but to obfuscate, to impart the veneer of science at such a high level that people will never really ask how, or if, it works. Almost no one is looking up a peer-reviewed study, or spelunking through the patent database, to make sure the claims on their package of goo are accurate. "People like buying products that are, quote, research backed," Neil Lewis Jr., a behavioral scientist at Cornell, told me. "But most people, they're not equipped to actually evaluate those claims. They don't have the time or expertise, often, and so they sort of just look for some heuristic cue, and that's good enough." What science-washed products promise--more than what they actually promise on the package--is that someone else did the work for you.

For years, the trend in consumption was beautiful but useless trash. Now, Stephen Zagor, who teaches courses in food business at NYU and Columbia, told me, "science is the new it thing." For companies, nodding to state-of-the-art technology and papering a corporate website in clip art of molecules is an indication that their product is the best, empirically. And for consumers, drinking a soda that went to grad school is a signal too--of savviness and responsibility. It's cultural capital: If others "see us eating a food item that has been surrounded by scientific discussions, people think automatically we know what we're talking about, when we don't have a clue either," Zagor said. "Science makes ignorance feel smart."

Read: The Trump administration's most paralyzing blow to science

Many companies do actually employ professionals--cosmetic chemists, food scientists. But science in the private interest doesn't necessarily work like science in the public interest. It tends to operate on a different timescale, and to use different yardsticks. The scientists who work for corporations need to be sure that their products provide enough short-term benefit to keep people buying, while abiding by consumer regulations. They are employed to ask questions the market wants answered, ideally as quickly as possible.

The irony here, of course, is that this is happening at a time when institutional science, the kind that doesn't come with next-day shipping, is under considerable threat. The federal government has embarked on a concerted, and largely successful, effort to undermine, discredit, and defund serious scientific research at any opportunity. Influencers and pundits have sought to cast scientists themselves as elitists and liars, in an effort that appears to be working: Nearly one in four Americans has little or no confidence in scientists to act in the public's best interest. Thousands of scientific minds have, by brute force or something subtler, left the National Institutes of Health, the Food and Drug Administration, and academia. Their absence leaves a vacuum. Some of these people worked on projects that couldn't be sold; others worked to regulate the ones that could. Sometimes, when I am feeling particularly pessimistic, I worry that we are approaching a world in which scientists are employed not by independent institutions but only by companies--a world in which science itself is marketing copy, and little more.
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The Upside of Professional Rejection

There's a better way to approach no's in your work life.&nbsp;&nbsp;

by Anna Holmes

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




My relationship with rejection, professionally speaking, is complicated. I'm a writer, and although I've been hearing "thanks, but no thanks" in response to pitches since the '90s, that hasn't made the no's easy; I still smart when I think of story ideas that editors swatted away years ago.

It's normal to hear "no" and jump to the conclusion that something is fundamentally wrong--with one's work or, worse, with oneself. As I've aged, however, I've found that the disappointment that comes after being rebuffed doesn't last as long as it used to. In one recent instance, after a longtime collaborator rejected a project I was passionate about, the feeling of dejection never even arrived. Instead, the "no" energized me to find someone else who believed in the idea.

Since then, I've grown curious about why I responded the way I did--and about whether, in this new year, I might be able to reframe how I see rejection entirely: not as a final answer, but as a provocation or an opportunity.

Read: A toast to all the rejects

How people process rejection is tied to culture. I grew up in the United States, which has long espoused an ethos of individualism and grit, so I've been surrounded by messages about the "power of positive thinking" and exhortations that people should push through dispiriting dismissals--or, as Ronald Reagan put it, "try and try again." That attitude, if you can summon it, can be invigorating. But it doesn't come naturally to everyone. And some people, no matter how hard they try, are rejected not because of their shortcomings but because of influences--political, societal--that they may have little power to overcome. Alison Kinney, the author of the forthcoming book United States of Rejection: A Story of Love, Hate, and Hope, told me that she worries about the notion that failing to overcome obstacles is proof of a lack of willpower, given how much is out of a person's control. When people are rejected and blame themselves, they risk experiencing their situation as a sort of double failure.

People with certain personalities seem better suited to processing setbacks than others. Daniel Pink, the author of the 2009 book Drive: The Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us, told me that, in his experience, the people who handle rejection best are typically confident in their ability to succeed, high in autonomy, and sure of who they are. For these people, rejection can even be a marker of distinction, Pink said. Their attitude might be: "You rejected me because you don't understand that I'm unique."

A 2012 study on the way rejection affects creativity echoed that finding. In a series of experiments, the authors repeatedly found that being rejected could spur people to be more creative, but only if those people had an "independent self-concept"--that is, if they were the type of people who prefer to remain "distinctly separate" from others, and to "emphasize personal goals over group goals." The authors theorized that because such people don't feel a strong need to belong, failure might not sting so much, and the opportunity to distinguish themselves might be extra appealing. This resonated with me: I've never cared much about being part of an "in-group," and I've found that when I ignore external markers of success, I'm more likely to measure myself against myself and focus on my goals, not others' expectations.

The context in which a professional rejection plays out can also help determine how someone responds. It matters, for example, what a person's relationship is to the project they're working on, Ayelet Fishbach, a behavioral-science professor at the University of Chicago, told me. If the endeavor feels central to their identity and they are deeply committed to it, they're probably more likely to keep going regardless of other people's opinions. That may be why I was so motivated after my recent rejection; the project was a memoir I'd been dreaming of writing for years.

The identity of the person who does the rejecting might also shape the outcome, Samir Nurmohamed, an associate professor of management at the Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania, told me. He described a study he ran, in which participants were asked to complete a simple online task and were informed, beforehand, both how well an observer expected them to perform and how likely that observer was to be correct in their prediction. Nurmohamed found that when the participants were told that the observer wasn't credible, hearing that they had low expectations actually boosted performance, perhaps because the participant wanted to work hard to prove the observer wrong. When the participants learned that the observer's opinion was respected, though, their performance was more likely to falter; the participants were still generally motivated to prove their naysayers wrong, but their anxiety tended to make them less successful.

The people most likely to push through rejection tend to share a specific quality: They "are willing to embrace discomfort," Fishbach said. These people, she explained, have the ability to reframe that sense of discomfort as growth--as "a sign that I'm pushing myself, that I am doing something new, that I'm developing as a person." After all, at its core, rejection is just feedback, Pink told me. It can provide an opportunity to approach a situation differently or at least to learn something.

Read: The fine art of failure

Nurmohamed said that for those trying to overcome self-doubt, a helpful tactic is to recall moments in the past when they've succeeded despite others' doubts. In 2021, he co-authored a paper in which several groups of job seekers at reemployment centers in Philadelphia were asked to come up with various types of stories about themselves. The researchers found that those who were asked to tell "underdog narratives"--accounts of times when they believed in themselves and others didn't--were more likely to find employment than those who'd been asked to tell any other type of story. They speculated that this was because the "underdog narratives" reminded the job seekers that they could succeed even when obstacles were in the way, and because the stories highlighted how much control a person has over their life.

This doesn't mean that people should always push through in the face of negative professional feedback. As Pink reminded me, sometimes a rejection is worth taking seriously. Though a person who soldiers on through difficulty may seem stubborn, or at least admirably persistent, they're not necessarily smart. "I want to cheer for those people from the sidelines, but sometimes they're wrong," he said. "They could just be escalating their commitment to a failing course of action, digging the hole even deeper." Ryan Holiday, the author of The Obstacle Is the Way, told me he also worries about those who use others' skepticism as a primary motivation to succeed. In that way lies madness, or at least chronic acrimony. He pointed to Michael Jordan's 2009 Basketball Hall of Fame speech, in which Jordan made a series of ungenerous remarks about people he felt had slighted him over the years. "Here you have the most successful athlete of all time, and he's using the crowning moment of his career to prove that he's still haunted by these grievances," Holiday said. It was "tragic."

It's also understandable. Being rejected hurts, and finding success may not erase the emotional residue of all those prior rebuffs. But a conversation with Jessica Bacal, a writer and educator, reframed for me how one might work through the soreness. Five years ago, Bacal told me, she received a particularly painful professional rejection, and she decided to process her feelings through writing. Eventually, she came up with an idea for a book: The Rejection That Changed My Life, which featured interviews with dozens of women about their professional rejections and was published in 2021. She told me she now sees that first rejection as a "gift."

I know what she means. The worst no's can be confidence-shattering. But for people ready to respond not with hardheadedness but with strength and grace, they also offer a rare chance: to pick up the pieces of a broken ego and rebuild.
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Trump Casually Denigrates NATO's War Dead

The president has revised history when it comes to the sacrifices of America's allies.

by Isaac Stanley-Becker

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




Benni Schmidt Pedersen lives on a small farm in Denmark, where it's quiet and he can hear if anyone is coming down the gravel road to his home. He's stricken with PTSD from his time as a soldier in Afghanistan, where five members of his 130-person company died in the American-led war against the Taliban.

I called him today to read him a quote from President Trump about America's NATO allies: "We've never needed them," Trump said in a Fox Business interview at the World Economic Forum, in Davos. "We have never really asked anything of them. You know, they'll say they sent some troops to Afghanistan or this or that. And they did. They stayed a little back, little off the front lines."

First Pedersen laughed. Then he tried to brush it off--classic Trump bluster. "Why doesn't it surprise me that he's saying that?"

Finally, his voice dropped an octave. "That's bullshit," he said.

It is, indeed, bullshit. The United States invoked Article 5, the mutual-defense clause of NATO's founding charter, the day after the September 11 attacks. It remains the only time in NATO's nearly 80-year history that the obligation of common defense has been activated. All 28 members of the alliance at the time sent soldiers to Afghanistan. Many never returned.

Consider these numbers:

An estimated 3,500 soldiers from NATO countries died in Afghanistan. The United States suffered the most losses in absolute terms: Nearly 2,500 U.S. service members were killed in the 20-year war. But per capita, Denmark suffered even more severe losses, burying 43 soldiers in a population, at the time, of about 5.5 million.

Other NATO members sacrificed, too. Britain lost about 450 soldiers, Canada more than 150. Other small countries, like Denmark, weren't spared: Estonia lost nine soldiers. Norway, 10. Czech Republic, 14. Romania, 27.

Why does this matter now? Because Trump has been disparaging Europe's contributions to NATO, and Denmark's in particular, as he threatened to take over part of the Nordic country's territory. Yesterday, he avoided doing what many feared he might. He told an audience in Davos that he wouldn't use military force to acquire his coveted Greenland, which would have put an abrupt end to the alliance. But he made his disdain for NATO clear: "The United States is treated very unfairly by NATO. I want to tell you that. When you think about it, nobody can dispute it. We give so much, and we get so little in return."

Read: The sacrifice of the Danes

That prompted a bit of fact-checking by NATO's secretary-general, Mark Rutte. Privately, Rutte met with Trump and convinced him to accept a framework for negotiations that could see an enhanced U.S. military presence on Greenland as well as stepped-up NATO efforts in the broader Arctic region. Both are options that Denmark and other alliance members have been open to, and in fact encouraged, all along. In a public portion of their meeting, Rutte challenged Trump's account of NATO's steadfastness. "There is one thing I heard you say yesterday and today. You were not absolutely sure that the Europeans would come to the rescue of the U.S. if you will be attacked," Rutte told Trump. "Let me tell you, they will. And they did in Afghanistan."

Rutte continued: "For every two Americans who paid the ultimate price, there was one soldier from another NATO country who did not come back to his family."

Read: Davos Man may burn the whole thing down

Trump, whose bone-spurs diagnosis in 1968 made him exempt from service in Vietnam, seems not to have taken kindly to the history lesson. So he offered his own, make-believe history of NATO activity in Afghanistan, in an interview with Fox's Maria Bartiromo. The notion that soldiers from NATO allies "stayed a little back, little off the front lines" is false, Pedersen, the Danish veteran, told me. He deployed in 2010, the deadliest year for NATO forces, with some 700 fatalities. (Trump was hosting two seasons of his Apprentice TV series that year and toying publicly with a presidential bid.)

Pedersen's company worked in Helmand province, a Taliban stronghold in southern Afghanistan. Five of the company's members were killed, including Sophia Bruun, the first female soldier to die in combat in Danish history, whose service I wrote about last week. Seventy-eight were injured, Pedersen said. They faced off with Taliban fighters nearly every other day.

"We were on the front lines, the same as the Americans," he said. "That was our job."
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Gavin Newsom's Record Is a Problem

The California governor's pivot to the center may be too late for 2028.

by Marc Novicoff, Jonathan Chait

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




Gavin Newsom is currently in the lead for the Democratic presidential nomination in 2028. Newsom's early advantage is especially impressive for the way that it puts him well ahead of candidates with better name recognition, including Kamala Harris and Pete Buttigieg. Every other Democrat who hasn't already run for president is stuck polling in the single digits.

A key source of Newsom's appeal is the belief that he's electable. It's easy to see why the party's voters have such a favorable view of his political skills. The California governor has combined an ideological flexibility--lately embracing both the "abundance agenda" and dialogues with conservatives--with a relentless mockery of President Trump. His new persona as a fighting moderate, a Democrat in tune with the country's shifting desires and ruthless toward the man at the top, deftly speaks to the needs of a party desperate to regain the White House.

But Newsom has a problem: He has been a California politician for decades, and has held the state's governorship since 2019. During his tenure, the state has been a laboratory for some of the Democratic Party's most politically fraught policies and instincts, which has left it less affordable and more culturally radical than it used to be. His record not only raises pressing questions about how effectively he could govern as president; it also provides opponents an endless buffet of vulnerabilities across social and economic issues.

Indeed, many of Newsom's positions read as if they were reverse-engineered from Republican attack ads. California has spent billions of dollars offering Medicaid to undocumented immigrants, and millions more on providing transgender surgeries for prisoners, some of them on death row. But because these policies either command majority support among Democratic voters or matter enormously to progressive interest groups, Newsom could very well make it through a primary despite a record that would repulse swing voters come November 2028. Just about everything people don't like about the Democratic Party has come true in Newsom's California.

Democrats have turned affordability into their most effective cudgel against the Trump administration. Should he run for president, Newsom's record in California would seriously compromise this message.

The state's long-standing aversion to new construction has made housing notoriously expensive. Its median home price is nearly $1 million, and building multifamily housing costs more than twice as much in California as it does in Texas, and 50 percent more than it does in Colorado. This is one reason that California is among only seven states to have lost residents since 2020.

Helen Lewis: The front-runner

The state's high home prices have also driven a surge in homelessness, which has risen by more than 20 percent since Newsom took office. In the absence of shelters and other arrangements, California has allowed public spaces to host homeless encampments. The ubiquity of the state's homelessness has become one of its most distinctive traits--a haunting tableau of its unaffordability and social disorder. If Newsom wins the nomination, Republican attack ads will inevitably roll the tape of children walking home from school past unsheltered people using drugs in public.

Newsom doesn't deserve all of the blame. The most serious barriers to housing predate his tenure, and California's temperate weather makes it easy for homeless people to gather and sleep outside, rather than finding shelter somewhere. He has also lately endorsed policies designed to permit more and cheaper housing, such as a bill he signed in 2021 that ended single-family zoning in the state and legalized building up to four units on every lot. But these changes have yet to move the needle on housing supply in the state. In the first 10 months of 2025, Florida issued permits for three times as many new housing units than California did for every 1,000 residents.

Any welcome, belated moves that Newsom has made to lower costs must also be weighed against other steps he's made to raise them. Newsom has sought to phase out gas-powered cars, banning their sale by 2035 and their use after 2045. This past spring, Congress stepped in to revoke the waivers that allow California to set such rules, a move that was backed by 35 House Democrats, which Trump signed into law in June. Newsom responded with an executive order doubling down on his aggressive emissions standards.


A homeless person sleeps in a wheelchair near APEC Summit headquarters on November 11, 2023, in downtown San Francisco. (Loren Elliott / AFP / Getty)



California has the most expensive gas in the continental United States. It has the highest state-excise tax in the country, at 61 cents a gallon; imposes a sales tax of 10 cents a gallon; and charges another 54 cents a gallon to cover the costs of complying with the state's environmental regulations. Newsom opposed a repeal of the gas tax in 2018.

There are sound reasons to tax gasoline. But the politics of it are awful. That the state has made gasoline-powered cars more expensive without providing affordable alternatives hardly helps. A grand scheme to link Los Angeles and San Francisco with a high-speed train has already consumed $14 billion in tax revenues and has gone nowhere. The plan now is to build a line connecting Gilroy (80 miles from San Francisco) and Palmdale (more than 60 miles from L.A.) by 2038, at a cost of $87 billion--though both the price and the timeline should be taken with bulldozers of salt. The costs and challenges of building infrastructure may be a national problem, but California's case is the most embarrassing white elephant.

California's affordability problems are dire, but Newsom's greatest vulnerabilities may be cultural issues. His tenure has seen the state fall hard for faddish progressive policies on immigration, education, and crime that either didn't work, violated the intuitions of most Americans, or both.

In a recent podcast interview with Ezra Klein, Newsom acknowledged some of his political vulnerabilities. He admitted that the state has bungled illegal immigration. ("We failed on the border. We need to own up to that. Largest border crossing in the Western Hemisphere, in my state.") Unlike Texas and Arizona, which anticipated a surge of migrants in response to the Biden administration's policies, and deployed state troops to fend them off, California greeted arriving migrants with a "safe and welcoming border," according to 2023 praise from Newsom.

Jonathan Chait: The coming Democratic civil war

Newsom's record on immigration will not be helped by his move to expand Medicaid to cover those who entered the country illegally. On Klein's podcast, Newsom defended this on moral grounds: "I believe in universal health care. Others may say it--I did it." He did not talk about how the policy may have contributed to the border surge, or acknowledge that allowing people who break the laws to get the same benefits as those who follow them undermines the point of laws.

Newsom also failed to mention just how unpopular the policy is, at least outside of California. When the Democratic polling firm Blue Rose Research asked half a million Americans to rank their support for 190 Republican and Democratic policies, they found that providing free health care to undocumented immigrants placed 187th, making it a touch more popular than abolishing prisons and abolishing the police. Newsom also declined to note that the state, at his direction, is suspending Medicaid enrollment for new undocumented applicants this year due to budget shortfalls.

Under Newsom, California's schools de-emphasized academic rigor and embraced left-wing pedagogy. In 2021, he signed a bill mandating an Ethnic Studies course about power, identity, and social justice for all high-school students. The model curriculum, which in its first draft taught "cisheteropatriarchy" and "hxrstory," and likened capitalism to white supremacy and racism as a form of power and oppression, sparked concerns and revisions. Newsom quietly defunded the measure in the latest budget just before it was meant to take effect this year. He did not explain why.

During Newsom's tenure, the state has flirted with various misguided education reforms in the spirit of increasing equity. The governor-appointed University of California Board of Regents committed in 2021 to ending the use of test scores in evaluating applications, in a bid to diversify the student body--despite research suggesting that test scores are perhaps the least biased part of a college application, compared with grades and personal essays. Predictably, the UC San Diego campus--one of the system's most exclusive--has seen a 30-fold increase in students requiring remedial math instruction since 2020. About 70 percent of those students do not meet even middle-school math standards. If only there were a way of measuring their math abilities before accepting them into what was once one of America's finest public universities.

Newsom has thrown himself behind progressive stances on affirmative action, crime, and reparations, having recently signed a bill to create an agency that will deliver restitution to the descendants of slaves. These positions put him in lockstep with progressive interest groups but are well to the left of most Democrats, to say nothing of swing voters. In 2022 he signed a law that bars police from arresting anyone for loitering with intent to engage in prostitution, which has left corridors in L.A. teeming with prostitutes. A tough-on-crime ballot measure--opposed by the likes of the ACLU and other progressive groups--passed overwhelmingly in 2024, despite his opposition.

Newsom seems to have recognized that appeasing California's Democrats puts him out of step with the country. He began tacking toward the center as early as 2023, when he vetoed labor-backed measures to give unemployment benefits to striking workers and extend workplace-safety standards to domestic workers such as nannies.

Conor Friedersdorf: Gavin Newsom is not governing

Following Joe Biden's political collapse and Trump's victory, Newsom has more plainly been playing to a wider audience. He recently announced that he was working behind the scenes to stop a union-proposed wealth tax on billionaires. He has expressed his discomfort with policies allowing trans girls and women to compete in women's sports--something that California currently and controversially allows--and he launched a podcast in early 2025, on which he swiftly hosted Charlie Kirk and Steve Bannon. He signed a measure in September increasing oil drilling in the state and has spent much of the past year crudely trolling the president online, signaling a breakup with the hall-monitor elements of the left.

Newsom has capably sensed what Democrats want right now, and is delivering it with a roguish charisma. The trouble is that before this awkwardly recent pivot, the governor spent years trying to satisfy every Democratic whim in a state where there was little incentive to appeal to anybody who would even consider voting for Trump.

In political terms, 2028 is ages away. Any Democratic nominee could very well face a Republican candidate so discredited by Trump's governing failures that their own vulnerabilities pale by comparison. But Newsom's own missteps are considerable enough that, in a close race, they might well prove decisive.
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America Needs Greenland. No--Iceland. Actually, Never Mind!

This is definitely all going to plan.

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




After several marathon sessions in Room 101 of the Ministry of Trump, the Republican member of Congress was beginning to see the strategic necessity of destroying NATO to add Greenland to the United States. It still came only in flashes. The Republican was strapped to a camp bed surrounded with dials, trying quickly to get his mind right so that he could go back out there and do media and answer the questions about Greenland correctly. He was perspiring heavily, as was his interrogator, O'Brien.

"Has anyone shown him a non-Mercator projection?" the congressman asked. He blinked his eyes against the bright light.

O'Brien sighed. "We've been over this," he said. "You have forgotten: There are serious reasons for wanting Greenland besides how large it looks on the map. Do you remember what they are?"

The congressman's head was throbbing; he saw, or thought he saw, dozens of small Greenlands waving at and taunting him on the wall, on the ceiling, every time he turned his head. "No," he said. He waited for the pain to begin again. (This process was voluntary; he thought it would be easier than defying Donald Trump publicly.)

"Because," O'Brien said, with exaggerated patience. "Because 'the United States alone can protect this giant mass of land, this giant piece of ice.' His very words this morning. Do you remember now?"

"But," the Congress member said.

"Think!" O'Brien urged.

"We already have all of the access to Greenland that we might strategically need," the Congress member said. "And maintaining our alliances is more valuable for protecting peace than having the ability to deploy troops to this rock--"

"Piece of ice," O'Brien corrected sternly. "You're not thinking clearly."

The member sighed. "I'm not seeing it. I've lost it."

O'Brien frowned. "Think!" He turned the dial.

The Congress member winced. "NATO," he muttered. "NATO."

"Look at the map," O'Brien said. "Look how big it is. It must be important, more important than NATO. What's NATO? Just a series of letters--letters that could easily be rearranged to spell OATN, NAOT, TOAN. Meaningless. Just gibberish."

The member whimpered. "Greenland," he said. "National interest. 'Golden Dome.'"

"Good," O'Brien said. He lowered the pain dial back to zero and poured himself a glass of ice water. "I love ice."

"I, too, love ice," the member said, weakly.

"Very good," O'Brien said. "Very, very good." He took another sip and opened Truth Social to see how the president's trip to Davos was going. "Oh dear," he said, gravely.

"What?" the congressman asked. "What, what, what is it?"

"Iceland," O'Brien sighed, removing his spectacles. He played a clip of the president's speech, fast-forwarding to Trump's discussion of NATO. "Until the last few days, when I told them about Iceland, they loved me," Trump was saying. "They called me 'Daddy.'"

"Iceland?" the member said. "No, it's Greenland."

O'Brien fast-forwarded. "They're not there for us on Iceland, I can tell you," Trump continued. "I mean, our stock market took the first dip yesterday because of Iceland. So Iceland's already cost us a lot of money.'"

"No," the Republican said. "He means Greenland."

O'Brien frowned and tented his fingers. "A mistake? To wish to acquire Gullfoss Falls? Hot springs? The Prose Edda? You really think he misspoke? Our president?"

"The Prose Edda is lovely," the Republican said feebly. "Donald Trump is wise."

"I should say so," O'Brien said. "For a moment there, I suspected you of the thoughtcrime of believing that Donald J. Trump, the president of the United States, would be willing to torch the country's credibility, set fire to its alliances, and tank the entire economy to acquire some territory in the North Atlantic whose name he could not even remember."

The member of Congress sighed. "No," he said. "No, you're right. We'd better do Iceland too. In case." He shut his eyes.

"Iceland," O'Brien said. "It may require sacrifices, just as Greenland will. Tariffs. Boots on the ground. We must be willing to pay the price. It must be our territory."

"I want to understand," the congressman said. "I am trying to understand it."

O'Brien glanced at Truth Social again. "Oh," he said. "Never mind. It was Greenland. And the tariffs are off. We don't need the territory. Just a 'framework of a future deal.'"

Quietly, the Republican began to sob. "I don't know how many more things I can believe in the space of three hours."

"You know," O'Brien said, "you always have the option of walking out of here and standing up to him. Of saying, 'You are doing irreparable damage, and none of this makes any sense.' It only requires a little bit of courage."

The member lay back down on the cot and strapped himself in tighter. "No," he said. "I'm good."
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Science Is Drowning in AI Slop

Peer review has met its match.

by Ross Andersen

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




On a frigid Norwegian afternoon earlier this month, Dan Quintana, a psychology professor at the University of Oslo, decided to stay in and complete a tedious task that he had been putting off for weeks. An editor from a well-known journal in his field had asked him to review a paper that they were considering for publication. It seemed like a straightforward piece of science. Nothing set off any alarm bells, until Quintana looked at the references and saw his own name. The citation of his work looked correct--it contained a plausible title and included authors whom he'd worked with in the past--but the paper it referred to did not exist.

Every day, on Bluesky and LinkedIn, Quintana had seen academics posting about finding these "phantom citations" in scientific papers. (The initial version of the Trump administration's "MAHA Report" on children's health, released last spring, contained more than half a dozen of them.) But until Quintana found a fake "Quintana" paper cited in a journal he was refereeing, he'd figured that the problem was limited to publications with lower standards. "When it happens at a journal that you respect, you realize how widespread this problem is," he told me.

For more than a century, scientific journals have been the pipes through which knowledge of the natural world flows into our culture. Now they're being clogged with AI slop.






Scientific publishing has always had its plumbing problems. Even before ChatGPT, journal editors struggled to control the quantity and quality of submitted work. Alex Csiszar, a historian of science at Harvard, told me that he has found letters from editors going all the way back to the early 19th century in which they complain about receiving unmanageable volumes of manuscripts. This glut was part of the reason that peer review arose in the first place. Editors would ease their workload by sending articles to outside experts. When journals proliferated during the Cold War spike in science funding, this practice first became widespread. Today it's nearly universal.

But the editors and unpaid reviewers who act as guardians of the scientific literature are newly besieged. Almost immediately after large language models went mainstream, manuscripts started pouring into journal inboxes in unprecedented numbers. Some portion of this effect can be chalked up to AI's ability to juice productivity, especially among non-English-speaking scientists who need help presenting their research. But ChatGPT and its ilk are also being used to give fraudulent or shoddy work a new veneer of plausibility, according to Mandy Hill, the managing director of academic publishing at Cambridge University Press & Assessment. That makes the task of sorting wheat from chaff much more time-consuming for editors and referees, and also more technically difficult. "From here on, it's going to be a constant arms race," Hill told me.

Read: Scientific publishing is a joke

Adam Day runs a company in the United Kingdom called Clear Skies that uses AI to help scientific publishers stay ahead of scammers. He told me that he has a considerable advantage over investigators of, say, financial fraud because the people he's after publish the evidence of their wrongdoing where lots of people can see it. Day knows that individual scientists might go rogue and have ChatGPT generate a paper or two, but he's not that interested in these cases. Like a narcotics detective who wants to take down a cartel, he focuses on companies that engage in industrialized cheating by selling papers in large quantities to scientist customers.

These "paper mills" have to do their work at scale, and so they tend to recycle their own materials, even to the point of putting out multiple papers with closely matching text. Day told me that he finds these templates by looking through the papers flagged as being fraudulent by scientific publishers. When he sees a high rate of retractions on a particular template, he trains his tool to look for other, unflagged papers that might have been produced the same way.

Some scientific disciplines have become hotbeds for slop. Publishers are sharing intelligence about the most egregious ones, according to Jennifer Wright, the head of research integrity and publication ethics at Cambridge University Press. Unfortunately, many are fields that society would very much like to be populated with genuinely qualified scientists--cancer research, for one. The mills have hit on a very effective template for a cancer paper, Day told me. Someone can claim to have tested the interactions between a tumor cell and just one protein of the many thousands that exist, and as long as they aren't reporting a dramatic finding, no one will have much reason to replicate their results.

AI can also generate the images for a fake paper. A now-retracted 2024 review paper in Frontiers in Cell and Developmental Biology featured an AI-generated illustration of a rat with hilariously disproportionate testicles, which not only passed peer review but was published before anyone noticed. As embarrassing as this was for the journal, little harm was done. Much more worrying is the ability of generative AI to conjure up convincing pictures of thinly sliced tissue, microscopic fields, or electrophoresis gels that are commonly used as evidence in biomedical research.

Day told me that waves of LLM-assisted fraud have recently hit faddish tech-related fields in academia, including blockchain research. Now, somewhat ironically, the problem is affecting AI research itself. It's easy to see why: The job market for people who can credibly claim to have published original research in machine learning or robotics is as strong, if not stronger, than the one for cancer biologists. There's also a fraud template for AI researchers: All they have to do is claim to have run a machine-learning algorithm on some kind of data, and say that it produced an interesting outcome. Again, so long as the outcome isn't too interesting, few people, if any, will bother to vet it.

Read: Science is becoming less human

Conference proceedings are the main publishing venue for articles in AI and other computer sciences, and in recent years they've been overrun with submissions. NeurIPS, one of the top AI conferences, has seen them double in five years. ICLR, the leading conference for deep learning, has also experienced an increase, and it appears to include a fair amount of slop: An LLM-detection start-up analyzed submissions for its upcoming meeting in Brazil and found more than 50 that included hallucinated citations. Most had not been caught during peer review.

That might be because many of the peer reviews were themselves done by AI. Pangram Labs recently analyzed thousands of peer reviews that were submitted to ICLR, and found that more than half of them were written with help from an LLM, and about a fifth of them were wholly AI-generated. Across the academic sciences, paper authors have even started using tiny white fonts to embed secret messages to LLM reviewers. They urge the AIs to rave about the paper they're reading, to describe it as "groundbreaking" and "transformative," and to save them the trouble of a tough revision by suggesting only easy fixes.






AI science slop has spread beyond the journals now, and is also overrunning other venues for disseminating research. In 1991, Paul Ginsparg, who was then a physicist at Los Alamos National Laboratory, set up a special server where his colleagues could upload their forthcoming papers right after they finished writing them. That way, they could get immediate feedback on these "preprints" while the notoriously slow peer-review process played out. The arXiv, as the server came to be called, grew quickly, and spawned sister sites in other disciplines. Together, they now form the fastest-moving firehose of new scientific knowledge that has ever existed. But in the months after ChatGPT was released, preprint servers experienced the same spike in submissions that journals did.

Ginsparg, who is now a professor of information science at Cornell, told me he hoped that this would be a short-lived trend, but the rate of submissions continues to rise. Every arXiv preprint now gets at least a brief glance by a scientist before it's posted, to make sure it's at least a plausible piece of science, but the models are getting better at clearing this hurdle. In 2025, Ginsparg collaborated with several colleagues on an analysis of submissions that had recently been posted to the arXiv. They found that scientists who appeared to be using LLMs were posting about 33 percent more papers than researchers who didn't.

A similar influx of AI-assisted submissions has hit bioRxiv and medRxiv, the preprint servers for biology and medicine. Richard Sever, the chief science and strategy officer at the nonprofit organization that runs them, told me that in 2024 and 2025, he saw examples of researchers who had never once submitted a paper sending in 50 in a year. Research communities have always had to sift out some junk on preprint servers, but this practice makes sense only when the signal-to-noise ratio is high. "That won't be the case if 99 out of 100 papers are manufactured or fake," Sever said. "It's potentially an existential crisis."

Given that it's so easy to publish on preprint servers, they may be the places where AI slop has its most powerful diluting effect on scientific discourse. At scientific journals, especially the top ones, peer reviewers like Quintana will look at papers carefully. But this sort of work was already burdensome for scientists, even before they had to face the glut of chatbot-made submissions, and the AIs themselves are improving, too. Easy giveaways, such as the false citation that Quintana found, may disappear completely. Automated slop-detectors may also fail. If the tools become too good, all of scientific publishing could be upended.

When I called A. J. Boston, a professor at Murray State University who has written about this issue, he asked me if I'd heard of the dead-internet conspiracy theory. Its adherents believe that on social media and in other online spaces, only a few real people create posts, comments, and images. The rest are generated and amplified by competing networks of bots. Boston said that in the worst-case scenario, the scientific literature might come to look something like that. AIs would write most papers, and review most of them, too. This empty back-and-forth would be used to train newer AI models. Fraudulent images and phantom citations would embed themselves deeper and deeper in our systems of knowledge. They'd become a permanent epistemological pollution that could never be filtered out.
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The Oscars Are Rewarding Hollywood's Big Bets

Major studios took risks last year that seem to have paid off with Academy voters.

by David Sims

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




This morning's Oscar nominations capped a year marked by a stunning run of critical and commercial success for one of Hollywood's biggest--and most discussed--studios. Warner Bros. dominated proceedings with big hauls for One Battle After Another and Sinners. The latter, a vampire story set in 1930s Mississippi, made Academy history by becoming the most nominated film of all time: It earned 16 nods, two higher than the previous record holders, Titanic, La La Land, and All About Eve. The Academy Awards are commonly defined these days by a struggle for relevance, making the fact that such high-quality, non-franchise movies from a major studio connected with audiences a considerable boon--especially after last year's show, which celebrated a swath of more inscrutable indie pictures.

That success still came with familiar existential baggage for the film industry. Warner Bros., while making creative bets that paid off, has been embroiled in high-stakes merger drama for several months. Netflix and Paramount have both vied to purchase the studio, which in either case would create a corporate behemoth likely less inclined to take the risks that lead to a One Battle, or a Sinners, or even a Weapons (which nabbed a Best Supporting Actress nod for Amy Madigan, who played the antagonist). No matter what the future holds, though, the Warner Bros. triumph can't be undermined: It helped define 2025 as a year in which movies coaxed adult audiences to theaters by blending action and spectacle with more challenging, trenchant storytelling.

Other big nomination-getters included Chloe Zhao's Hamnet, an adaptation of Maggie O'Farrell's novel that especially drew plaudits for its emotionally demanding performances. (Jessie Buckley, who plays a grief-stricken mother, has been the presumed front-runner for Best Actress since awards season began.) A24's gamble on a big-budget table-tennis epic paid off, with Marty Supreme earning nine nominations; not only has the film become the indie studio's highest-grossing release ever, but its star, Timothee Chalamet, is also tipped for Best Actor. Meanwhile, Apple's hit sports drama F1, which collected four nods, including Best Picture, is the closest thing to a typical blockbuster contender. Two box-office smashes that once seemed like guarantees, meanwhile, are absent from Best Picture, namely Avatar: Fire and Ash and Wicked: For Good; the sequel to last year's Oscar-winning Wicked blanked entirely this year. Handing out nominations to a film headed up by a big name like Brad Pitt--as well as several of his movie-star peers, such as One Battle After Another's lead, Leonardo DiCaprio; Michael B. Jordan, who plays two roles in Sinners; and Emma Stone, for Yorgos Lanthimos's acidic satire Bugonia--guarantees a glitzier show, which is vital to the point of the Oscars: The ceremony is essentially an advertisement for the act of theatergoing.

Read: The 10 best movies of 2025

In recent years, the Academy Awards have been shaped by the more international and art-house tilt of the nominations. This run began with Parasite's Best Picture win in 2020, and perhaps peaked last year with a slew of less commercial nominees. The controversial French musical Emilia Perez led the field; the indie dramas Anora and The Brutalist picked up several major nods, as did the gory horror satire The Substance; Anora took Best Picture. Meanwhile, bigger franchise hits such as Wicked and Dune: Part Two were relegated to wins in the technical categories. In decades past, winning the Cannes Film Festival's top prize, the coveted Palme D'or, was of little relevance to later awards success. But of late, it's been a vital indicator: Anora and Parasite used it as a springboard to Oscar glory, and fellow Palme d'Or victors such as Triangle of Sadness and Anatomy of a Fall ended up with awards-season success.

With that track record in mind, the indie powerhouse Neon snapped up every big Cannes winner that it could, including this year's Palme winner, It Was Just an Accident; the Brazilian period drama The Secret Agent; the nail-biting thriller Sirat, a co-production from France and Spain; and the director Joachim Trier's Norwegian family dramedy, Sentimental Value, his follow-up to the well-regarded The Worst Person in the World. Some pundits wondered whether Neon had gone overboard with its awards slate, but all four movies were recognized in the International Feature Film category and elsewhere; The Secret Agent and Sentimental Value also made it to Best Picture. Sentimental Value was particularly beloved, earning nine nominations, while Wagner Moura's Best Actor nod for The Secret Agent makes him the first Brazilian ever recognized in that category.

There were a few other surprises, particularly in the acting categories. Among the nominees for Best Supporting Actor and Best Supporting Actress were two Sinners stars, Wunmi Mosaku and Delroy Lindo--the latter a Hollywood veteran finally getting his first nod. Kate Hudson sneaked into the Best Actress category for Song Sung Blue, an inspirational true-story musical drama; the One Battle After Another ingenue, Chase Infiniti, meanwhile, was locked out. Hamnet, which won Best Motion Picture--Drama at the Golden Globes earlier this month, slightly under-indexed; Paul Mescal missed out on Supporting Actor despite noms at several other awards ceremonies this year. The film also missed out on key technical nods, such as Cinematography and Editing. And in the Best Picture lineup, Netflix's meditative drama Train Dreams earned a spot, whereas two of the streamer's splashier movies--the George Clooney-starring Jay Kelly and the latest Knives Out sequel, Wake Up Dead Man--didn't make the cut.

Read: The conversation that moviegoers don't need to be having

Now the nearly two-month trudge to the ceremony itself begins. Although there's likely to be the usual hand-wringing in the press about plateauing viewership, the Oscars' long-term future has already been secured: YouTube will own the broadcast rights starting in 2029. That deal will keep funding the show, guarantee a wider audience, and banish any larger concerns about Nielsen ratings as the traditional broadcast model continues to go extinct.

This year's awards narrative was already feeling especially ossified. One Battle After Another has been the front-runner since sweeping the critics' prizes and winning four Golden Globes, including for Best Motion Picture--Musical or Comedy. Sinners' huge nomination haul, however, will throw it back into the mix as One Battle's biggest potential rival--rewarding Warner Bros.'s year of risk-taking mightily, regardless of what happens.
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George Saunders Has a New Mantra

The author discusses his new novel, <em>Vigil</em>; the source of his ideas; and fiction as a vehicle for truth.

by Adrienne LaFrance

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




Anyone who loves George Saunders's writing can tell you about his wicked imagination: luminous, dark, wholly original, and quite frequently supernatural. Saunders is, after all, the man who gave us Lincoln in the Bardo, about a grieving president and the chorus of ghosts he meets in the graveyard; "Escape From Spiderhead," a Huxley-esque vision of criminal justice and personal responsibility; and "Fox 8," about a fox who begins to understand human language by eavesdropping on people's bedtime stories.

The twin currents that run through these and all of his works, including his newest novel, Vigil, about a spirit tending to a dying oil executive, is large-heartedness paired with unsparing wit. Saunders is funny. Hilarious even. (See also: his short story "The Moron Factory," published in this magazine last year.) I recently spoke with him about how his ideas come to him, karma, and fiction as a source of truth. Our conversation has been lightly edited and condensed for clarity.



Adrienne LaFrance: Set the scene for me: Where are you doing your writing? What tools are around you? What do you see on your desk as you write?

George Saunders: Honestly, it doesn't matter that much to me. I have a really low threshold for vibe. Just whatever. There's something that happens, I think neurologically, where I'm just like, Okay, this is serious now. I can be on a bus or on a plane, and it's just like some walls go up where I'm like, Okay, we're not going outside of this sacred space. I do think of it as sacred. But you could probably say a little more honestly that it's just where it has to happen, this space where I made my bread and butter.



So it doesn't really matter. But I do have these little ritual objects. Like I have a quote from Ed Ruscha: Every artist wants to make a picture that will open the gates to heaven. And then there's a picture that our daughter took of a restaurant in New York that had--I think the restaurant was called America--and it had an inverted American flag [where the stars and stripes have switched spots]. That excites me a little bit, like, Oh yeah, that's what I'm trying to do. 

LaFrance: You've said before that sometimes a line of prose will come to you almost in a dream. Do you actually wake up with a sentence or character that has come to you fully formed, or does it flow to you in pieces as you're walking around?

Saunders: This is a really good writer-talking-to-another-writer question. It's the interview I would conduct, too! The truth is, it comes so many different ways. And I think the skill that I've developed over the years is that, no matter how it comes, I can vet it pretty quickly. Like, I can feel something in the quality of the idea--if it's a bullshit idea, or one of the ideas that you think about writing but probably should never touch. And then there's another feeling like, Yeah, maybe. Come back tomorrow. And if it comes back a few times, then I start to take it seriously. Sometimes a little fragment will appear within the wrong story and I'll move it out. But for me, there is something about the low-intention feeling, where I'm not looking for a story, I'm not hoping to find a way to embed a theme or something. I'm just pretty much an idiot walking through the woods and something goes, Hey, I am delightful! 

Read: 'The Moron Factory,' a short story by George Saunders

LaFrance: For Vigil, did you start with a character or an idea?

Saunders: It was the idea that there was a generation of people--mostly men--who had spent the best years of their lives refuting climate change when they had pretty good reason to know that it was true. I was doing some reading. And I realized that those men were getting old now. And it was also during a period--one of those almost comical periods--where the weather was going completely haywire. You know, a different disaster every week. And I thought, I wonder if a person like that, if they're watching the weather, do they go, Oooh, shit? And then that seemed to resonate with other works of literature--of course A Christmas Carol and a lot of Tolstoy--but also it was something that I'm going through as an older person. Just like: How did you do? And how would you decide how you did? Could a person ever arrive at a place where certain truths that seemed undeniable in their youth had been overturned? I mean, I look at my own taste in music.

LaFrance: Wait, what music specifically?

Saunders: I won't name bands, but I was so much into that real baroque art rock. Or with reading. I was a big Ayn Rand fan when I was in college. Seemed great to me! It's lovely that your experience with your life can undermine those earlier ideas, and change them. For most of us, I would imagine those changes are kind of fun and maybe not so bad. But I was thinking, what about for people who started a war? Or delayed action on climate change for 20 or 30 years? Does that truth ever settle on them? Obviously, some people look back and just go, Nope. That's not a good book. But could someone dislodge them? That is the question.

LaFrance: Dwelling in that mental space--How did I do?, as you put it--how did that affect how you think about your own life?

Saunders: It did something I didn't expect. It made me resolve to, as regrets come up, just face them. Admit it. That has become a new inner mantra: Admit it. And on so many levels. If you're reading your work and it's not quite working, admit it.

We've found this with our daughters. They're such wonderful people. And as they got older, we would have talks with them where we'd say, You know, we kind of messed that up. Sorry. And it's amazing how that kind of just takes the wind out of any negative sails, to just admit it.

So that's what this guy in the book can't do at all. And it's tragic. It was kind of fun to be him, you know, like, I'm not listening to you. But it was also sad because you keep thinking, Oh, come on, you could give a little bit here. And he's like, If I give a little bit, I have to give all the way. It also started to make me think a little about various political positions that are very built around denial--the denial of other people's experience, the denial of the other 50 percent of the population. Ultimately, that's a terrible, hellish fix to get in, where part of your mind knows that you messed up and would love to repent, and the other part is too frightened. And, of course, the problem is that that combination makes people quite aggressive.

LaFrance: I think what you're describing--both in your book and in reality--is also this culture of extreme certainty and of doubling down no matter what.

Saunders: Yes.

LaFrance: And that takes a toll on everyone, including the people perpetuating it.

Saunders: Yes, 100 percent. I would say it's karmic in the sense of cause and effect. If you are denying something and you know that it's true, that's costing you something every minute in terms of your attention to the rest of the world and your ability to respond to it.


Saunders with his wife, Paula, whom he considers his "ideal imagined reader." (Jill Krementz)



LaFrance: You alluded to getting at the truth in your writing. I've talked to a lot of journalists who sometimes find themselves wondering, is the work we're doing enough? Is it enough to just keep telling the truth? Of course I believe the answer is yes. But I also find myself turning to the arts for truth in a world where reality seems ever shakier. Do you think of the work you're doing as truth-seeking at its core, or is it all just creative expression?

Saunders: I think they're the same, actually. As a writer of fiction, you're seeking truth, but that sounds a little lofty. For me--I'm trying to compel you to come in closer as a reader. How do I do that? Truth is a pretty good way. For example, let's say I was writing a character, your age, and I got it just right about what high school was like--the smell and the feel of the high-school hallway. You're leaning in. That's a technique that writers have always used, but it's also a form of intimacy, or honesty, to say I know you. We have the same basic brain structure. So if I talk to you about fresh-cut grass on a summer day, I'm going, You know that? And you go, Yeah. And even in times like this, if I try to become the most alert version of myself in that, and I hand it to you, and it lights up your brain, then we've just reassured ourselves that that's a real thing. To reach across time and space and say, You're not alone. And I don't mean that in a mushy greeting-card way. You're not alone. I'm just you on a different day.

I don't know if you feel this, but I have felt sometimes, reading different magazines and newspapers, that in a certain way, we're like a very polite older gentleman who's used to talking in a certain way. And then some thug comes along and knocks him over. And he's like, I say! It's like our modes of fairness are getting outlapped by this ridiculousness. But in my work, what I think I'm doing is imagining all these readers who are as frustrated--and maybe even as agitated and scared--as I am, and saying, Okay, let's resist, but let us not lose ourselves. And one way we can continue to be ourselves is to reassure ourselves that truth and love are still operative. Of course they're still operative! Cause and effect, still operative. Sometimes I feel like I'm painting the baseboards in a house in which the roof is collapsing. But then maybe somebody would go, Oh, it's raining in here, but nice baseboards!

LaFrance: But then the sunlight's coming in where the roof used to be--and did you see those baseboards with all that beautiful sunlight on them?

Saunders: Right, right!

Read: The one book everyone should read

LaFrance: I'm curious what you're reading now.

Saunders: I'm reading The Power Broker. It's really humbling. Just the detail. And then the other thing I read before that, I read Nabokov's Speak, Memory, which I also hadn't read. And then I read--I found, in Santa Monica, they had these boxes where people put out their old books, and I found a 1960 combined edition of Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass. And it was mind-blowing! It was so funny. And deeply political without being political at all--I loved that.

LaFrance: Which books have you reread most over the years?

Saunders: I reread Chekhov. And I read Dead Souls [by Nikolai Gogol] often.

LaFrance: I just reread Dead Souls!

Saunders: Isn't it weird?

LaFrance: It's very funny. It's also Mel Brooks's favorite book, and I always want to read and watch everything he ever loved.

Saunders: I love that fact. That's amazing. And, yeah, of course. It makes sense.

LaFrance: This is funny to me because there's a quality that I ascribe to his work that I also see in yours--this insistent lightness, or even playfulness, in spite of everything else. People don't necessarily think of Chekhov or Gogol as funny--but they really were. And your books and stories explore the darkest themes while also retaining that light.

Saunders: I do think that's a comic view of the world. In those moments when we lose control of our lives--which thankfully don't happen that often, but they do happen. It's kind of like there's this action--and this is total Gogol--that produces a reaction, but it's off. It's off, and then somebody reacts to the reaction and that's off. Like life is a pool table but the billiard balls are all weighted in a funny way. That for me is the root of comedy, or at least one root of comedy.

The other one is for somebody to kind of vault over the conventional way of approaching something because those conventional truths sometimes protect power. If you vault over that, say the true thing, and the person laughs? Boom, you've made a connection. But maybe the simpler answer here is: I've always been a person who jokes.

LaFrance: This does not surprise me.

Saunders: My first girlfriend broke up with me in front of the locker room at the high school and she said, You just make too many jokes. You're always joking.

LaFrance: Her loss.

Saunders: Yeah! And then I made a joke! And she walked off.

LaFrance: Do you remember what the joke was?

Saunders: I don't. I know I said something funny, but I don't remember what it could possibly have been. I think for me it's a reflex. And sometimes it's kind of a place to hide, you know?

LaFrance: Of course. Humor as deflection.

Saunders: But in the exact same flavor, it is when I'm feeling things the most deeply that some form of humor comes out. With Lincoln in the Bardo, I realized that humor is actually a subcategory of the thing we just might call wit. And wit is basically the alertness of the writer--being aware of where the reader might be, and then responding to that. So we're in a really close dance. Sometimes it's funny, but other times it can be a whole bunch of other different nuanced things where I see where you are, I move you slightly left, you know.

Read: George Saunders on Chekhov's different visions of happiness

LaFrance: As you're writing, how are you assessing what's working or not? How much are you thinking about this dance with the reader in the moment of writing?

Saunders: You know, this is the funny thing. I'm never thinking about it, actually. What it reminds me of most is when I was in high school, I could sometimes be a good class clown. And I had one teacher who really didn't particularly like you interrupting in class. With her, if you got it right, her face would do this thing where she just would look at you like, All right. 

LaFrance: Begrudging respect.

Saunders: So I think about that still. It's all about when you pull the switch. As a joke comes into your head, if it stays there just a second too long and then you say it, it doesn't land. There's an optimal launching point. When I'm typing something fresh, I'm in that mindset. And it's the same when I'm revising.

LaFrance: The timing, the rhythm, all of it. Though comedians develop their sense over time by experiencing the audience react. With other forms of writing, it's so solitary, but you still develop this instinct without any feedback from the audience.

Saunders: That's right. Junot Diaz, I heard him say once that a writer is just somebody who realized rather early that language is power. That's true of a lot of stand-up or even just comedic riffing--where if you could do it well, you could stay with the grown-ups.

LaFrance: I've been thinking so much about the power of language lately, with regard to artificial intelligence--just the degree to which it will change us, having machines that people assume can converse like humans, even though anybody can discern pretty quickly that these models are sycophantic fabulists. But what does it mean to have machines mimicking us in this way?

Saunders: It's fun, on some level. It's a fascinating thing. And I think it's one of those moments where it's actually as simple as it appears, at least in terms of writing: You should do it yourself. It's honorable to do it yourself. And when you do it yourself, you put things in there that a machine doesn't know about you or anything else, things that you learned, you know? So of course you can have a pretty good simulation, but why? What's the value? I hear people say, Oh, but I really struggle with personal writing. And I'm like, then struggle.

When I pick up a book by anybody, I want that person's life filtered through that particular art form to come and land on me with my particular experience of both life and the form. So I don't see what all the fuss is. The only reason I'm afraid is--you know, if you put somebody in a world where they only heard Muzak, their aesthetics would change. Their discernment would change. And then if they listened to Mozart, it would just bother them; they wouldn't get it. So I do worry about that. And anybody who's been moved by a novel knows that that's a big sacrifice. To give up your ability to be moved by a work of prose is a big loss for you.

Read: The elite college students who can't read books

LaFrance: I'm an optimistic person generally, but I really do believe that despite what you hear about people not wanting to read anymore and not knowing how to read anymore--the power of the written word is undisputed. Maybe it's not for everyone. But for the people it is for? A few weekends ago, I went to this marathon reading of Moby-Dick at the New Bedford Whaling Museum. It takes place over the course of 30 hours. I loved it so much. One of the most beautiful aspects was that as the hours went on, more and more people started showing up in the hallways, just sitting there reading Moby-Dick silently together. I left thinking, As long as people continue to gather around literature this way, humans are going to be fine. We're going to be great.

Saunders: That's true. You know, I do this Substack Story Club. If anyone wants to be encouraged, just look at the comments. Because people are so humane and so smart and so generous with each other. I've been thinking about this, that maybe the way we judge how we're doing is wrong. Because if there's a core of dedicated readers like there was in the hallways at the museum, they have a disproportionate influence in the world. One, because they themselves are powerful, but also because the way that the light comes to them--through a work of prose--is so much more exquisite. But I do have to say, I feel that part of our political mess has to do with cognitive degradation. The things that people say, the way they say them, the way we accept it.

LaFrance: The informational environment is a mess.

Saunders: It's a big mess. I was thinking recently about the story about the poison well. How there's a kingdom, and it has only one well, and if you drink from it, it makes you insane. And then the king, who has his own well, has a decision to make: Should he drink from the poison well and rule his people? Now here's where the metaphor gets a little messy, because what I think we have to do is protect the clean well. Even if it's just a little bit of flame in your hand, don't let the flame go out. In the '60s, they would talk about the silent majority. Now I think there is a silent majority--or maybe a silent semi-majority--of literary, literate people. So I take some encouragement in that.

LaFrance: Did you ever read that Carl Sagan book from the 1990s, The Demon-Haunted World?

Saunders: No, no.

LaFrance: You should take a look at it. He was extraordinarily prescient and always humane and sort of romantic in the way that some of your work is. He was very worried then about a lot of what actually has come to pass. Hearing you talk about the poison well makes me think of him--and how that little flame in our hands is not just about believing in literature but believing in empiricism and the Enlightenment, beauty and truth.

Saunders: Essentially, we're set up to be selfish. And all those things that you just listed--beauty, truth, empiricism--if a person abides in hardship long enough, they'll see that all those things you just mentioned are quantifiable goods. The way that they can escape from misery is to be alert to truth. I mean, if you're in the jungle, you'd better be alert to truth, because otherwise you'll die. And so if we see literature as just a rarefied version of truth, any sensible person would eventually gravitate toward it because it is life-enhancing, sometimes lifesaving. So it's not like we're trying to sell them a lofty, lacy-filigree thing. It's like, do you want to be in touch with reality or not? Do you want it to be in touch with reality in the deepest way, or do you want to be an amateur?

LaFrance: Water, sunlight, truth, beauty. That's all we need.

Saunders: And cheeseburgers.
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MAGA Jesus Is Not the Real Jesus

Trump is causing incalculable damage to the Christian faith, yet most evangelicals will never break with him.

by Peter Wehner

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




Kristi Noem, the secretary of homeland security, has become an evangelist of a certain sort. During her tenure, her department has on multiple occasions released slick social-media recruitment videos in which scripture verses feature prominently.

One video quotes from Isaiah 6:8 ("Then I heard the voice of the Lord, saying, 'Whom shall I send and who will go for us?' I said, 'Here I am. Send me.'"); another quotes from Proverbs 28:1 ("The wicked flee when no man pursueth; but the righteous are as bold as a lion."). The most recent DHS video quotes from Jesus's Sermon on the Mount: "Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God."

What's striking is less that the federal government is using Bible verses in its promotional videos than that the agency doing the recruiting is Immigration and Customs Enforcement. The videos, set to music, include militaristic images. They show heavily armed agents in tactical gear, weapons drawn, donning masks, looking through night-vision goggles, zip-lining from helicopters, breaking down doors, and conducting nighttime raids.

From the February 2025 issue: The army of God comes out of the shadows

The message the Trump administration is sending is not subtle: ICE is doing the work of God. The brutal and sometimes lethal tactics being used by a growing number of ICE agents are divinely sanctioned. Come join this holy campaign.
 
 Leni Riefenstahl would have approved.

THE KILLING OF RENEE NICOLE GOOD by an ICE agent, Jonathan Ross, has thrust the Department of Homeland Security into the red-hot center of American politics.

A horrifying video of Good being shot--one recent poll found that 82 percent of voters have watched it--provoked nationwide protests and vigils.

Noem, for her part, claimed that Good "committed an act of domestic terrorism" before she was shot four times at point-blank range. After Ross shot Good, a voice on one video could be heard calling her a "fucking bitch." The Justice Department, meanwhile, is now investigating Good's widow, prompting six federal prosecutors in Minnesota to resign.

The shooting in Minneapolis wasn't surprising; under Donald Trump, and especially his immensely powerful aide Stephen Miller, ICE has become militarized, much larger, more aggressive, and less accountable. One former high-ranking Trump-administration official described ICE to me as a "paramilitary police force" under the control of Trump and Miller. (This person requested anonymity for fear of death threats.)

Miller has declared that agents possess "federal immunity," while Vice President J. D. Vance has said they have "absolute immunity." Trump, perhaps hoping for a confrontation, wrote on social media on Tuesday, "FEAR NOT, GREAT PEOPLE OF MINNESOTA, THE DAY OF RECKONING & RETRIBUTION IS COMING!" Defense Department officials told The Washington Post that the Pentagon has ordered about 1,500 active-duty soldiers to prepare for a possible deployment to Minneapolis, after Trump threatened to invoke the Insurrection Act, despite opposition from state and local officials.

Federal agents have already flooded the streets of Minneapolis. It is a city under siege; residents there say it "feels like an invasion" and compare it to a "military occupation." Which is precisely what Trump wants. This has been the game plan all along.

"Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God."

The Bible-quoting videos that ICE is using to recruit agents have a certain logic behind them. DHS says it is looking to hire "brave and heroic Americans," but it obviously has a special focus on recruiting young men who identify as Christians and whose attitudes and moral instincts align with Trump's, especially on immigration. Majorities of white evangelicals favor deporting undocumented immigrants to foreign prisons in El Salvador, Rwanda, or Libya without allowing them to challenge their deportation in court (57 percent), and approve of placing immigrants who have entered the country illegally in internment camps (53 percent).

"It has become virtually impossible to write a survey question about immigration policy that is too harsh for white evangelicals to support," Robert P. Jones, the president of the Public Religion Research Institute, recently wrote.

Tobias Cremer is a member of the European Parliament. His book The Godless Crusade argues that the rise of right-wing populism in the West and its references to religion are driven less by a resurgence of religious fervor than by the emergence of a new secular identity politics. Right-wing populists don't view Christianity as a faith; rather, Cremer suggests, they use Christianity as a cultural identity marker of the "pure people" against external "others," while in many cases remaining disconnected from Christian values, beliefs, and institutions.

Many right-wing populists, despite being secular, are successfully recruiting Christians to their cause. And rather than Christians leavening the secular right-wing movements, those movements are prying Christianity further and further away from the ethic and teachings of Jesus.

The Trump administration has gone one step further, inverting authentic Christian faith by selling in a dozen different ways cruelty and the will to power in the name of Jesus. It has welcomed Christians into a theological twilight zone, where the beatitudes are invoked on behalf of a political movement with authoritarian tendencies. This isn't the first time in history such things have happened.

In the 1920s, within the German Evangelical Church, a movement emerged: Deutsche Christen, or "German Christians." They became a "church party" that actively supported Adolf Hitler, who self-identified in public as a Christian, even as he privately despised Christianity as a weak religion. Many Germans believed that Hitler had been chosen by God to lead the German state.

The Deutsche Christen promoted the idea of a "heroic" Jesus, even an Aryan Jesus, who fought against the Jewish influence in German life. They were encouraged by the anti-Semitic writings of Martin Luther. In the Martin Luther Memorial Church in Mariendorf, built in 1935, a wood carving on the pulpit depicts Christ preaching to a small group that includes a helmet-wearing Wehrmacht soldier. The church included other Nazi imagery, including an Iron Cross in the church's chandelier and a baptismal font adorned with a Nazi SA stormtrooper, his head bowed in prayer. The church reflected the desire to construct a Volkskirche--a church that would serve the nation.

This horrifying story isn't without admirable counterpoints. The Bekennende Kirche, or "Confessing Church," arose in response to the Deutsche Christen movement. Its most prominent members, including Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Martin Niemoller, were key in publishing the Theological Declaration of Barmen, one of the most significant religious documents of the 20th century. But ultimately the Bekennende Kirche was forced underground and defeated; Bonhoeffer was hanged at the Flossenburg concentration camp.

America in 2026 is not Germany in 1936; far from it. But we would be mistaken to pretend that political movements that aren't as malevolent as Nazism can't still advance sinister ends. We should also acknowledge that over the course of its history, Christianity, which has had glorious moments, has also taken some very dark turns.

Huge numbers of American fundamentalists and evangelicals--not just cultural Christians, but also those who faithfully attend church and Bible-study sessions and prayer gatherings--prefer the MAGA Jesus to the real Jesus. Few of them would say so explicitly, though, because the cognitive dissonance would be too unsettling. And so they have worked hard to construct rationalizations. It's rather remarkable, really, to see tens of millions of Christians validate, to themselves and to one another, a political movement led by a malignant narcissist--who is driven by hate and bent on revenge, who mocks the dead, and who delights in inflicting pain on the powerless. The wreckage to the Christian faith is incalculable, yet most evangelicals will never break with him. They have invested too much of themselves and their identity in Trump and what he stands for.

This moment, and what it reveals about American Christianity, will be studied for a long time to come. I imagine that when future generations consider those who corrupted their faith in the name of their faith, those who were in positions of spiritual authority and knew better but still kept quiet, and those who bravely spoke out despite the costs, they will get the verdict right.

Several years ago I had a conversation with a theologian, a scholar of Soren Kierkegaard, who told me, "Christianity has in many cases stopped being the home to Jesus." That, I fear, is the crux of the issue. Christians need to provide the world evidence of the compelling beauty and truth of God, but we cannot show the world what we ourselves cannot see. "Too late have I loved you, O Beauty so ancient, O Beauty so new," Augustine wrote in his Confessions. It was Augustine's lament that it had taken him so many years to discover the beauty of the divine. But having discovered it, he was changed by it.

Elizabeth Bruenig: The Catholic Church and the Trump administration are not getting along

Some time ago, it dawned on me that many Christians attempt to evangelize on behalf of a God we wish we knew but whom we do not really and fully know. We have committed to memory the phrases we tell one another. I have wondered sometimes if we mouth those words in the hopes that doing so will change our hearts.

There are shining counterexamples, of course, including people I have met along the journey who can authentically claim, "Thou and thou only, first in my heart; High King of Heaven, my treasure thou art." But they are the exception, and it does no one any good to deny it. "Christianity has not produced Christlike people on any meaningful scale," a theologian once told me. That is vividly evident in American politics today, but it is hardly the only domain in which that is true. And until it is less true, we have very little to teach the rest of the world.

My hope, as a Christian, is that those of us who claim to be followers of Jesus will soon discover what Augustine discovered later than he had wished. That we will fall more in love with Beauty so ancient, Beauty so new. That in doing so in a broken world, we will stand out as expressing our faith through love. That we will be repairers of the breach, true peacemakers. And that we will "shine as stars in the world." The world would be better for it, and so would we.
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Trump Gives a Stump Speech at Davos

The president's remarks at the World Economic Forum show that he still doesn't understand how American greatness functions globally.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




Updated at 5:25 p.m. ET on January 21, 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.

"Without us, right now you'd all be speaking German," Donald Trump scolded European leaders at the World Economic Forum this morning. Perhaps the Germans have a word for the experience of watching your country's leader embarrass himself and the country on the global stage.

Where does one start in summarizing such a speech? The straightforward racism? The economic illiteracy? The determination to alienate allies? The many moments where the president said things that were blatantly, provably false? And because he rambled through more than an hour, he covered a lot of ground.

The most anticipated section was about Trump's ongoing effort to acquire Greenland. Trump argued that only the United States could defend the island, which he perplexingly also dismissed as "a giant piece of ice" and accidentally called "Iceland" on a few occasions. He also said Greenland was essential for the "golden dome" missile-defense system he claims he will build. (He denied that the U.S. is after rare-earth minerals in Greenland.)

Although Trump insisted that he has the utmost respect for both Danes and Greenlanders, nothing else he said evinced any. He accused them of being ungrateful for the U.S. defense of Greenland during World War II and argued that the American government erred when it "gave it back" after the war. Trump delivered a classic mafioso threat to take Greenland by force, saying that U.S. military might was irresistible, before adding nonchalantly that he would not do such a thing. This was not as reassuring as some headlines might lead readers to believe. And he said that if European leaders didn't acquiesce, "we will remember." (In a Truth Social post this afternoon, he said he had reached "the framework of a future deal" on Greenland with NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte, and that he had suspended tariffs scheduled to go into effect on February 1. Further details were not revealed.)

More broadly, Trump assailed NATO, saying that the U.S. had spent heavily on the alliance and gotten nothing in return. Although Trump's push to get NATO countries to spend more on defense has been successful, he still does not grasp that NATO is an expression of American might, not a drain on it. The group has made much of Europe into vassal states that have supported and extended American foreign policy around the globe. Trump also repeatedly said he doubted that the NATO allies would aid the U.S. if called to do so. This statement must come as a surprise to the many members who supported the United States after 9/11--the only time in history that NATO's mutual-defense clause has been invoked. (My colleague Isaac Stanley-Becker reported last week on the Danish soldiers who died in Afghanistan.)

Trump seemed determined to alienate allies. He mockingly imitated French President Emmanuel Macron's accent. He took a swipe at Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney. He ridiculed the United Kingdom as too incompetent to extract oil from the North Sea. "Sitting on one of the greatest energy sources in the world, and they don't use it," he said. But he continued his administration's outreach to Europe's far right, blasting immigration to the continent. "Certain places in Europe are not even recognizable, frankly, anymore--they're not recognizable, and we can argue about it, but there's no argument," he said. He claimed that prosperity and progress in Europe and North America were a result of a shared culture that was incompatible with immigration. (Never mind that Trump seems eager to demolish the pillars of cooperation between the U.S. and Europe.)

But Trump's speech also had a domestic audience; in the lead-up, the White House insisted that his aim was to talk about affordability, which is fast becoming the "infrastructure week" of the second Trump term: frequently promised, never delivered. Trump did meander through some talk of the economy, though his explanations were often too circuitous or false to be very persuasive. Like his predecessor Joe Biden, whom he repeatedly insulted during the speech, he hasn't figured out how to validate voters' dim view of the economy without taking blame for it. He celebrated oil drilling (while lying about gas prices); he flogged his plan to cap credit-card interest rates (which Republican congressmen have criticized); he bragged about killing clean energy (while falsely claiming that China does not use wind farms). Most of all, he defended his use of tariffs (which raise costs for American consumers) and complained about trade deficits. Like Trump's skewed understanding of NATO, this obsession fails to grasp that trade deficits are evidence of America's massive wealth, not a sign of weakness. His efforts to reduce them, though, are likely to isolate the U.S. and sap that wealth.

Naturally, the president didn't stay on message. Trump also announced (without offering details) that he would soon prosecute people for a supposedly "rigged" 2020 election. He reprised a racist riff from yesterday's White House press conference about Somalis having low IQs, and he called Representative Ilhan Omar, a Somali immigrant and Minnesota Democrat, a "fake congressperson."

After all of this, the president abruptly delivered a boilerplate conclusion about unity and cooperation among nations. This kind of swerve is baffling unless you've spent a lot of time watching Trump campaign rallies, in which case it's very familiar. Trump has no interest in calibrating his tone or approach to different audiences. This can make his speeches painful to watch, but it may also be illuminating in this case. Global leaders in politics and finance who otherwise wouldn't spend their time watching full Trump stump speeches got the stump speech to come to them--providing a good reminder of exactly who the president is.
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The Trump Administration Is Publishing a Stream of Nazi Propaganda

Government social-media managers have transformed official feeds.

by Ali Breland

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




The U.S. Labor Department is embracing Nazi slogans and tropes, the Pentagon's research office is deploying neo-Nazi graphic elements in its social-media feeds, and the Department of Homeland Security recently posted lyrics mimicking a popular song by a band with ties to an ethno-nationalist social club.

The official social-media channels of the Trump administration have become unrelenting streams of xenophobic and Nazi-coded messages and imagery. The leaders of these departments so far refuse to answer questions about their social-media strategies, but the trend is impossible to miss: Across the federal government, officials are advocating for a radical new understanding of the American idea, one rooted not in the vision of the Founders, but in the ideologies of European fascists.

On January 10, the Department of Labor posted a video with the caption "One Homeland. One People. One Heritage," which sounds eerily similar to the Nazi slogan "Ein Volk, ein Reich, ein Fuhrer" ("One people, one realm, one leader"). The post has 22.6 million views. One week ago, the Pentagon's research office posted silhouettes of Revolutionary-era troops with glowing white eyes. The glowing eyes, and the filter that gave their boots a red and cyan tint, are often used in the Right Wing Death Squad subgenre of "fashwave" memes--content posted by neo-Nazis trying to make their views more aesthetically pleasing. DHS also recently posted an image of a horse rider with a B-2 bomber overhead, superimposed with the text "We'll have our home again." That phrase is nearly identical to lyrics from a song by a group affiliated with the Mannerbund, a far-right folk group that draws upon Germany's ethno-nationalist Volkisch movement: "Oh by God, we'll have our home again."

The themes and styles of this mimicry vary. And posts with allusions to extremism have popped up on occasion in individual department or agency feeds, especially at DHS, which oversees both Customs and Border Protection and ICE. But the variety and ubiquity of the recent posts point to something new.

In August, the Department of Homeland Security posted an image across multiple platforms that included the line "Which way, American man?" a reference to the book Which Way Western Man?, written by the late neo-Nazi William Gayley Simpson and later published by the far-right press National Vanguard Books. In November, DHS posted a video highlighting important moments in American history, also edited so that it resembled fashwave videos. Last month, the agency posted an image of ICE agents, overlaid with VHS text and a glitchy filter--two characteristics of fashwave memes.

Many of the memes promote the idea of "remigration." The term can mean the voluntary departure of immigrants to their birth country but has gained popularity in white-nationalist circles in Europe and America as a euphemism for the expulsion of nonwhite immigrants from Western countries, potentially including naturalized citizens and their descendants.

In November, DHS posted on X: "The stakes have never been higher, and the goal has never been more clear: Remigration now." In another DHS post in recent weeks, viewed by 20 million people on X, a vintage car sits on a beach in front of palm trees. Serene, serif text declares, "America After 100 Million Deportations." The same day, the official White House X account posted a portrait of President Trump with a single word: "remigration."

Read: The wrath of Stephen Miller

The notion of removing 100 million people from the United States is dramatic, to say the least. Deporting all undocumented immigrants would mean removing some 14 million people, according to one of the most recent estimates by the Pew Research Center, from 2023. Canceling all green cards would remove roughly 12 million more. Trump has voiced interest in revoking the citizenship of naturalized Americans and deporting them from the country--an additional 26 million people. But even adding all of those categories together gets only about halfway to the fantasy of 100 million deportations. The only way to reach that figure is to include tens of millions of native-born Americans.

On what basis would they be targeted? Proponents of remigration have taken aim at, for example, the Somali population in the United States, the majority of whom are citizens. Last month, Trump said of Somalis during a Cabinet meeting, "I don't want them in our country, I'll be honest with you," adding that the U.S. will "go the wrong way if we keep taking in garbage into our country." Last week, during immigration-enforcement actions in Minnesota--a large Somali-population center--the administration moved to end Temporary Protected Status for Somali nationals, making noncitizen Somalis eligible for deportation. During his remarks today at the World Economic Forum, Trump attacked Somalis in Minnesota again. "We're cracking down on more than $19 billion in fraud that was stolen by Somalian bandits. Can you believe the Somalians? They turned out to be higher IQ than we thought," he said, adding, "They're good pirates, but we shoot them out of the water just like we shoot the drug boats out." Trump also made clear that he isn't targeting just Somalis. "The situation in Minnesota reminds us that the West cannot mass import foreign cultures, which have failed to ever build a successful society of their own," he said in his speech, parroting white-supremacist rhetoric about immigration from nonwhite countries.

Some may shrug off the figure of 100 million as an example of Trumpian exaggeration spilling into the ranks of the government's social-media posters. Others see cause for great alarm. "It is a plan for ethnic cleansing," Wendy Via, a co-founder of the Global Project Against Hate and Extremism, an advocacy group, told me. "We can't think of it as anything else. It just is a plan for ethnic cleansing."

The Trump administration has said little publicly about the specific intentions behind these posts. I mentioned the Instagram post that included "We'll have our home again" and the phrase's association with German ethno-nationalism to Tricia McLaughlin, the DHS assistant secretary for public affairs, over email. McLaughlin responded that it's "pretty milquetoast language about 20 million illegal aliens being removed/exiting the country." I asked directly about remigration, but she didn't get into its specifics or its history on the European far right. "There are plenty of policy debates to be had, making up stuff to be outraged about is schizophrenic," McLaughlin told me. This appears to be an administration-wide response. When I asked the Department of Defense about its meme containing obvious fashwave references, Pentagon Press Secretary Kingsley Wilson replied in an email: "If you see pro-American content with references to the American Revolution and your brain somehow begins making connections to 'fashwave' or 'neo-Nazism,' then you may be schizophrenic or have severe Trump Derangement Syndrome." The Department of Labor didn't respond to a request for comment, and the White House declined to comment.

The posts' invocation of language and imagery employed by historical and contemporary white supremacists could, in theory, be a series of unintentional coincidences. Yet the message emanates from the administration in other ways. Amid the memes and mug shots the DHS usually posts, Micah Bock, the deputy assistant secretary of strategic communications, occasionally appears in explainer videos to offer nationalist perspectives. In November, in a DHS video posted on X, he attempted to "dispel a lie" that "America is a nation of immigrants." On Thanksgiving, Bock offered the standard "Thanks for the tireless work of the department under President Trump and Secretary Noem" but then told viewers that "there will be no second helpings for invaders."

Read: I watched 12 hours of Nick Fuentes

Bock's rhetoric is not as far-right-explicit as many of the DHS's memes, but he makes similar points. Bock tells the viewer that Thanksgiving is "not a global potluck. It is a feast of specific people remembering specific mercies granted to them and their nation alone." Bock doesn't say which "specific people" should enjoy the exclusive privilege of eating a large bird and mashed potatoes in late November every year. But elsewhere in the video, he references early New England settlers who did not suffer harsh 17th-century winters so that "four centuries later, their descendants would hand the table to strangers who never gave thanks for the sacrifices that built it." His rhetoric echoes something Vice President Vance said last summer in a speech: "America is not just an idea. We're a particular place, with a particular people, and a particular set of beliefs and way of life." He added, "The people whose ancestors fought in the Civil War have a hell of a lot more claim over America than the people who say they don't belong." This is the watered-down but fleshed-out version of the memes.


The phrase is nearly identical to lyrics from a song by a group affiliated with the Mannerbund, a far-right folk group that draws upon Germany's ethno-nationalist Volkisch movement: "Oh by God, we'll have our home again." (Homeland Security / X.com)



Taken together, the messages represent an effort to redefine what it means to be American so as to justify the expulsion of people who don't fit that definition. This comes directly from an emerging concept on the right, sometimes referred to as "Heritage America," or being a "Heritage American." Not everyone on the nationalist right uses or likes this terminology. But they broadly agree with the principle: that America is not actually "a proposition" of equality and liberty, as Abraham Lincoln described it in the Gettysburg Address, but a specific place, with a specific culture, made up mostly of Anglo-Protestants who can trace their lineage in the U.S. back for generations. It posits a version of America that is based not on ideals, but on blood and soil.

Isabel Ruehl and Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed reporting to this story.
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The Great Crime Decline Is Happening All Across the Country

Even cities with understaffed police departments have made record gains.

by Henry Grabar

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




Last summer, a protester in Seattle made an anti-police sign with an unusual message. Hey SPD, it read. Crime is down 20 percent, and you had nothing to do with it. 

The taunt was glib, but it hinted at a profound question about the nature of public safety in American cities. After a pandemic-era rise in murders commonly attributed to a lack of policing, Seattle recorded fewer homicides in 2025 than in 2019, despite a much-smaller police force. If less policing made crime go up following the George Floyd protests--and most people thought it did--then what has made it go down?

What happened in Seattle is happening even more dramatically across the country, as America experiences a once-in-a-lifetime improvement in public safety despite a police-staffing crisis. In August, the FBI released its final data for 2024, which showed that America's violent-crime rate fell to its lowest level since 1969, led by a nearly 15 percent decrease in homicide--the steepest annual drop ever recorded.

Preliminary 2025 numbers look even better. The crime analyst Jeff Asher has concluded that the national murder rate through October 2025 fell by almost 20 percent--and all other major crimes declined as well. The post-pandemic crime wave has receded, and then some. According to Asher's analysis, Detroit, San Francisco, Chicago, Newark, and a handful of other big cities recorded their lowest murder rates since the 1950s and '60s. "Our cities are as safe as they've ever been in the history of the country," Patrick Sharkey, a sociologist at Princeton who studies urban violence, told me.

Read: The good news about crime

Few experts endorse the idea that the police "had nothing to do with it," as the Seattle protester claimed, but the link between the number of cops and the number of crimes seems hazier than ever. The low point in violent crime has arrived even though large police departments employed 6 percent fewer officers going into 2025 than they did at the beginning of 2020, according to a survey by the Police Executive Research Forum. Though they were mostly not in fact defunded, police forces were rocked by retirements and departures. New Orleans lost nearly a quarter of its officers in the years after the pandemic--and then recorded its lowest homicide rate since the 1970s in 2025. Philadelphia had its lowest per-capita police staffing since 1985--and just clocked its lowest murder rate since 1966.

There are many plausible explanations for the recent crime downturn: sharper policing strategy, more police overtime, low unemployment, the lure of digital life, the post-pandemic return to normalcy. Each of these surely played a role. But only one theory can match the decline in its scope and scale: that the massive, post-pandemic investment in local governments deployed during the Biden administration, particularly through the American Rescue Plan Act, delivered a huge boost to the infrastructure and services of American communities--including those that suffered most from violent crime. That spending may be responsible for our current pax urbana.

Naturally, every local leader likes to say that their police department is making the difference. But in this case, every happy family is not alike: Police staffing and strategy vary widely from place to place, so an exceptional local police chief can hardly explain gains that are so widespread. "What has changed nationally is a huge investment by the federal government in prevention in response to the COVID epidemic," John Roman, a criminal-justice researcher who heads NORC's Center on Public Safety and Justice at the University of Chicago, told me. He credits ARPA with sending billions to local governments to use as they saw fit, and defines prevention in the broadest possible sense. "Investing in education, police, librarians, community centers, social workers, local nonprofits. Local-government employment rolls increased almost perfectly inverse to the crime rate."

One of the most impressive turnarounds has occurred in Baltimore, which has cut homicides by almost 60 percent in the past five years, bringing the murder rate close to a 50-year low. That comes despite a historically understaffed Baltimore Police Department. "In our heyday we had 3,100 police officers, and in 2015, we had 3,000. Now we have 2,080," the city's police commissioner, Richard Worley, told me. "We're still 500 officers short of where we're supposed to be."

Mayor Brandon Scott, who has presided over the decline in violence, praises the police but notes that police alone can be neither credited nor blamed for crime trends. "The difference of approach here is, I do not and the city does not subscribe to the thinking that only the women and men of the Baltimore Police Department are responsible for reducing violence in our city," he told me.

City leaders and observers alike have celebrated Baltimore's new Mayor's Office of Neighborhood Safety and Engagement, which received $37 million in ARPA money from the city and works with police, schools, hospitals, and nonprofits. "ARPA allowed Mayor Scott to build out a brand-new agency that didn't exist before," Stefanie Mavronis, who directs the office, told me. "We knew it was a one-time investment, and we had to demonstrate to the Baltimore public that we should be funding this."

Mavronis's office supervises the city's Group Violence Reduction Strategy, which conducts direct outreach to a narrow band of people caught in the cycle of retaliatory killings. People it identifies as likely to perpetrate crimes receive letters from Mayor Scott, offering access to city services. He has sent 450 of these "custom notifications," and 336 people have taken him up on the offer. My colleague Toluse Olorunnipa wrote about that program in September. A University of Pennsylvania study credited the GVRS with reducing homicides and nonfatal shootings in the city's dangerous Western District by a quarter.

That approach is one of scores of alternative public-safety ideas that were funded through ARPA. Cook County, home of Chicago and the nation's second-largest county, put roughly $36 million into efforts such as Healing Hurt People Chicago, a trauma-recovery program for crime victims. Mecklenburg County, home of Charlotte, North Carolina, used ARPA to fund a "youth peace summit" and advertise a gun-lock-distribution program. Some ARPA money also bolstered police and sheriff's departments directly.

All that funding combined, however, represents just a small slice of the local-government stimulus delivered through the bill. According to a National League of Cities database that covers $65 billion in local ARPA grants to 19,000 projects, public safety made up less than 9 percent of the investment--less money than was spent on traditional public health, housing, infrastructure, community aid, or government operations.

Baltimore is a case in point: The explicit violence-prevention work at GVRS ($37 million) gets a lot of attention, but the city spent nearly twice that amount in federal dollars on public space and parks ($67 million) and $192 million on housing. Baltimore spent nearly $15 million hiring community members "to clean and maintain public spaces in historically disinvested neighborhoods." The city's renaissance, the mayor says, is not just about a new approach to public safety--it's also about building new swimming pools and creating summer jobs for teenagers. Summer jobs for teens, blight reduction, and green spaces have all been linked to lower crime rates. Nationally, the largest category of ARPA spending, according to the NLC database, was in "government operations"--funding local services and putting people back to work.

The idea that widespread public stimulus could cause crime to fall might mesh with a theory of its COVID-era rise put forth by researchers at the Brookings Institution. Violence may have been amplified by post-George Floyd policing changes, Rohit Acharya and Rhett Morris suggest, but it was rooted in school closures and job loss. "Cities where more teen boys and young men were pushed out of school and out of work in low-income neighborhoods during March and April [of 2020], generally had greater increases in murder from May to December," they conclude.

ARPA (and its little brother, the Bipartisan Safer Communities Act) also helped police departments be more effective in their work, in spite or even because of their staffing challenges. Memphis Mayor Paul Young says his city has used technology, nonprofit partnerships, and an ARPA-launched group-violence reduction initiative to help supplement a police force that had its lowest staffing in 20 years in 2025, letting police focus on police work. The result: Murders, assaults, robberies, and carjackings all fell by more than 20 percent last year. (That decline was under way well before President Trump deployed the National Guard, the mayor notes.)

Another possibility is that trust is finally improving between local police and the people they serve. In Baltimore, Commissioner Worley said, the force has experienced a culture change since the federal consent decree imposed after the 2015 killing of Freddie Gray. "We went from a warrior mentality to a guardian mentality," he said, noting that crime-stopper tips went up 32 percent from 2024 to 2025--a sign that more Baltimoreans trust the police. And the police, in turn, are solving a lot more crimes than they used to. Staffing isn't everything.

Jill Leovy: America is having a showboater moment

Other factors may have contributed, but cannot explain the magnitude of the shift on their own. The Trump administration claimed last summer that crime had fallen thanks to its pursuit of "violent criminal illegal aliens," though that does nothing to explain the record-setting numbers from 2024. Society may be healing from the pandemic--reflected in falling rates of overdoses, suicides, and traffic accidents--but that doesn't answer why Americans are less likely to get killed now than before we all learned what an N95 was. Digital entertainment may be keeping kids off the streets, but social media has also accelerated deadly disputes. Technology may be solving crimes, but even established policing tech sometimes turns out not to matter in crime prevention.

The public likely has an easier time understanding the direct and highly visible role that police play in deterrence and arrests, in contrast to the hidden work of anti-violence nonprofits, to say nothing of the more diffuse benefits of a blight-reduction fund or a new HVAC system at the library. "Mayors are always going to credit the quality of their police for doing good work and lowering crime," Matt Tuerk, the mayor of Allentown, Pennsylvania, told me--after, of course, crediting the quality of his police for doing good work and lowering crime. Tuerk says that Allentown has seen homicides fall from 17 in 2023 to four in 2024 and five in 2025, the lowest numbers since the 1980s. "But there are so many factors that influence those crime statistics--parademic-response time, jobs programs, conflict-resolution techniques at violence-interrupter organizations, investments in neighborhood conditions. A thousand fathers for that victory of crime reduction."

These hypotheses are about to be put to a test. Police staffing is recovering in many cities, and police funding remains as much a political priority as ever, but the last of the ARPA grants will be spent this year, forcing cities to make choices about which programs to fund and which to eliminate. Many "alternative" public-safety grants have already been cut by the Trump administration, leaving recipients such as schools and community organizations in the lurch. It's as if the national gravity pulling down crime rates will suddenly evaporate, Roman, at the University of Chicago, suggested, revealing the weight of local choices. Baltimore is working on a post-ARPA plan to make sure its public-health approach to policing can be supported by the city's general fund, but not every investment of the Biden years can be sustained.

For now, the new, less violent moment means relief and opportunity for the country's most dangerous neighborhoods. "When violence falls, city life opens up, and the most disadvantaged communities benefit the most," Sharkey said. "There is new investment, families take part in public life, kids are allowed to be out in parks. It just changes the nature of city life in a fundamental way." But the calm is precarious. To keep it, we will have to figure out what made it possible in the first place.
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What Happened to Pam Bondi?

How the attorney general became a person who loves telling Trump yes

by Stephanie McCrummen

Tue, 20 Jan 2026




Updated at 3:00 p.m. ET on January 20, 2026

By the time she faced her first oversight hearing before the Senate Judiciary Committee, Pam Bondi had become a person she never really wanted to be. She had told a reporter once that in college she'd wanted to be a pediatrician, but she ended up becoming a lawyer. She'd said that she wasn't sure she wanted to actually practice law, but she became a prosecutor. She'd told reporters that she "never dreamed" of running for political office, but she did that too, twice winning campaigns for Florida attorney general. She'd said that when Donald Trump eventually asked her to be U.S. attorney general, she "made it really clear" that she did not want the job. During his first term, she had confided to a friend that she wanted to be ambassador to Italy.

But here she was in a Senate hearing room in October, a person who had once seemed so mild, so warm, so kindhearted that she'd earned the nickname "Pambi," opening up a folder full of slap-downs, each tailored to a Democratic committee member, with notes on how to deliver them.

"I wish you loved Chicago as much as you hate President Trump," she told Senator Dick Durbin, who'd asked about the rationale for sending federal troops to his state.

"I cannot believe that you would accuse me of impropriety when you lied about your military service," she said to Senator Richard Blumenthal, referring to a matter for which he had apologized 15 years earlier, while dodging his question about why the Justice Department had dropped an antitrust case after lobbying by Bondi's former firm.

"You took money, I believe, did you, from Reid Hoffman, one of Epstein's closest confidants," she said to Senator Sheldon Whitehouse, who'd asked whether the FBI was investigating suspicious financial activities related to the convicted sex offender Jeffrey Epstein, and who later said that Bondi had "made up nonsense."

"If you worked for me, you would have been fired," Bondi told Senator Adam Schiff.

And on it went for hours, a calculated performance that amounted to a giant middle finger to basic notions of decorum and accountability, leaving all sorts of questions unanswered, including a fundamental one that some of Bondi's old friends and colleagues back home in Florida had been asking. As one of them put it to me: "I keep asking myself, What the fuck happened to Pam? "

At this point, there is little mystery about who Pam Bondi has become. She is an attorney general who does not tell Trump no. During the first year of her tenure, Bondi has carried out the most stunning transformation of the Justice Department in modern American history, turning an autonomous agency charged with upholding the U.S. Constitution into one where the rule of law is secondary to the wishes of the president.

What this has meant so far includes firing more than 230 career attorneys and other employees and accepting the resignations of at least 6,000 more, gutting the Civil Rights Division and units that investigate public corruption, and challenging core American principles such as birthright citizenship and due process. It has meant turning the might of the department against Trump's political enemies, a growing list that includes former FBI Director James Comey, former CIA Director John Brennan, New York Attorney General Letitia James, Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell, Senator Schiff, a man who threw a sandwich at a federal agent, an Office Depot clerk who refused to print flyers for a Charlie Kirk vigil, and reportedly Minnesota Governor Tim Walz, Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey, and the partner of Renee Nicole Good, who was shot and killed by a federal immigration officer on January 7. It has meant providing a legal justification for the extrajudicial killings of at least 123 people suspected of smuggling drugs, and for the operation to capture the Venezuelan president, an action that opens the door to a world in which the only law is power. And it has meant becoming the face of the Epstein-files scandal, a position that could ultimately be Bondi's undoing.

Trump's previous attorneys general were loyalists who pursued a vision of robust executive-branch authority, but they had red lines: Jeff Sessions recused himself from the Russia investigation, citing ethics concerns; Bill Barr refused to say that the 2020 election had been stolen. Bondi's willingness to do what Trump wants appears to be boundless, and yet that still might not be enough for him. Trump has reportedly been complaining in recent weeks that Bondi has not been moving as fast as he'd like in pursuing cases against his political opponents.

His frustration extends to her handling of the Epstein files, a political disaster for him that could mean legal jeopardy for her. Bondi has so far failed to comply with a federal law that required the release of all the unclassified Epstein files by December 19--millions of investigative documents known to contain not only references to Trump but potentially compromising information about some of the most powerful men in the world. After promising "maximum transparency," Bondi has released only 12,285 out of more than 2 million documents--a delay she has blamed on the volume of the files--leading even some of Trump's supporters to abandon him and leaving Bondi under enormous pressure. Arguably, nothing less than the future of the MAGA movement and the sanctity of the U.S. Constitution depend on what the attorney general is willing to do next.

All of which raises a question: not so much what happened to Pam Bondi, but why.

Any answer would have to come from sources other than Bondi herself. A Justice Department spokesperson rejected my requests to interview Bondi. Even as the attorney general has gone on Fox News and posted selfies with MAGA-friendly media personalities, she has not given any extended interviews with mainstream news outlets since she arrived at the Justice Department, where one of her first acts was to move from the traditional corner office of the attorney general to a far larger conference room. The space is some 100 feet long, with floor-to-ceiling windows, ornate wood paneling, and murals called The Triumph of Justice and The Defeat of Justice, the latter depicting Lady Justice as a blond woman collapsed on the ground. At this point, Bondi, who is 60, has sequestered herself within the MAGA-verse.

I went looking for the person who existed before all of that, which meant going to Tampa, where Pamela Jo Bondi grew up in a middle-class suburb between Busch Gardens and I-75, now a landscape of smoke shops, chiropractors, and strip malls moldering in the sun. Temple Terrace, a golf-course development of ranch houses and mossy oaks, was not the best or the worst neighborhood in Tampa. Bondi came from blank-slate America.

She was the oldest of three children. Her mother, Patsy, was a teacher, and her father, Joe, was also a teacher, as well as an education professor and the mayor of Temple Terrace. His grandfather had emigrated from Sicily and was a cigar maker in Ybor City, home to Tampa's large community of Italians, Cubans, and Spaniards. Joe Bondi was an FDR Democrat, and by all accounts a generous person and the patriarch of the family. In an article in 
La Gaceta, a local trilingual paper, he spoke of himself as "an underdog" who had "lived the American dream," and said that growing up in Ybor City, he'd developed "a strong sense of togetherness--this is something I'm happy to say I've successfully instilled in my children." Pam was extremely close with her father and, when he died in 2013, referred to him as "my beautiful Daddy."

She went to the local public high school down the road, also not the best or the worst. The future attorney general had Farrah Fawcett hair, served as secretary of the student council, and lost her bid for homecoming queen. She went for three years to a college that was also down the road, the University of South Florida, where her father worked, before graduating from the University of Florida, in Gainesville, with a 3.4 GPA and a degree in criminal justice. She often said she loved children, that she wanted to have a big family.

Bondi went to law school at Stetson University, half an hour outside Tampa, later telling Florida's Business Observer, "I wasn't certain I wanted to practice law." Her father urged her to try the state attorney's office in Hillsborough County, where he had connections. She said yes, joining dozens of young prosecutors who worked in the courthouse in downtown Tampa, many of whom were women. The state attorney at the time was known to have a preference for blondes, among other eccentricities; one lawyer described the environment as the "Blond Ambition Tour." Bondi adapted to a courthouse buzzing in the '90s with local corruption scandals and often surreal cases involving drugged-out teenagers, fallen baseball stars, the murder of a circus performer called Lobster Boy, and flamboyant defense attorneys with names like Boom-Boom Benito.

Although most prosecutors stayed for five or so years before moving into more lucrative private practice, Bondi stayed for nearly 20, rising from misdemeanors to the felony section, where she handled high-profile murder cases, among others. Her evaluations from that time describe an earnest and hardworking prosecutor who sometimes lacked confidence. On a five-point scale, she got fives on diligence and threes, fours, and a few fives on legal acumen. "While Pam is very capable with good potential, she unnecessarily becomes too intimidated by difficult, long, or important cases. She sometimes becomes intimidated by some attorneys as well," read one evaluation. Others said "team player" and "my right hand" and "Through some demanding times, she has learned the meaning of the word 'sacrifice.' "

Colleagues and others who knew Bondi then remember her as a competent, at times excellent prosecutor who was good with juries, won many convictions, and was able to convey the moral certitude necessary to seek the death penalty. A former boyfriend, Billy Howard, called her "The Paminator." At the same time, he told me, "Pam was very well liked--that is something she worked at. She liked to be liked." Howard said that during their time together, he was at a high point in his career and also a "big partier." He said that Pam called his boss, saying she was worried about Howard, a moment he now credits with possibly saving his life. "A part of her was genuine and caring and concerned, and it helped me," he said.

Many others recalled how kind she could be, how accommodating, how Pambi. One courthouse colleague remembered how a relative of a crime victim mistook Bondi for a secretary and asked her to copy some papers, which Bondi did without hesitating or correcting the woman. "She had humility," said this person, who, like some others interviewed for this story, requested anonymity because they feared retribution. Patrick Manteiga, the publisher of La Gaceta, remembered seeing Bondi at an annual event called the Governor's Luncheon, part of the kickoff for the state fair. She was standing next to the state attorney at the time, Mark Ober, who became one of Bondi's most important mentors. Ober was shaking hands, while Bondi supplied him with hand sanitizer.

Besides her willing persona, what began to distinguish Bondi from the courthouse crowd were her appearances on local television. She became the spokesperson for the state attorney's office, facing cameras during big trials, becoming friendly with reporters. Bondi was good at it, and by 2000, she was making her first appearance on the Today show, talking about a high-profile murder case she had prosecuted. She began getting booked as a talking head on CNN, MSNBC, and Fox News.

Florida politics was trending Republican with Jeb Bush's election as governor. Though no one I spoke with could recall Bondi expressing strong ideological views--if anything, she seemed fairly liberal--it was around this time that she switched her party registration from Democratic to Republican. She became friendly with Sean Hannity. Soon, Fox News was sending black cars to drive her to the studio to talk about sensational cases such as that of Terri Schiavo, the comatose Florida woman who became the center of a national political drama over whether to end life support. Producers would give Bondi a tape of her appearances afterward, or she'd tell friends to record her segments, and they would gather in a living room and rewatch them. "She'd be like, 'Did I sound stupid the way I said that?' " a close friend from that time told me.

As Bondi's local fame grew, this side of her personality grew as well, people who knew her said. She could be hyper-defensive and hyper-sensitive to criticism. "The overwhelming thing you have to understand about Pam is her debilitating insecurity--she was always assuming someone was talking about her," the close friend told me. "Then she'd overcompensate." At the same time, Bondi was socially ambitious, excelling at the cocktail-party art of remembering details about people--asking about kids, a sick mother--while looking past them at the more powerful person she wanted to meet. People who experienced this spoke of being "Bondied." She could be thoughtful and kind, yet she would exile friends at the first hint of disloyalty. She needed constant reassurance, and sometimes this came from dogs.

Pam Bondi loves dogs. Always had them, one after another. She got involved with dog shelters and dog rescue, and once pulled off to the side of a busy road and got out of her car to chase down a stray. Another dog she helped was a Saint Bernard named Master Tank. She adopted him from a shelter after he was lost during Hurricane Katrina in 2005, not long after her own Saint Bernard had died. The story has been told but bears repeating. Master Tank belonged to Steve and Dorreen Couture and their grandson, who was 4, recovering from the murder-suicide of his parents and losing his dog during the storm. Bondi said the dog was a "walking skeleton" and "dying from heartworms" when she adopted him. The Coutures eventually tracked down Master Tank, but instead of giving him back, Bondi hired a lawyer, who accused the Coutures of abusing the dog, which Bondi had renamed Noah. "She lied," Dorreen told a Palm Beach Post columnist years later. "My little grandson begged her to take the dog home, and she refused. She thought she would just wear us down. That we were unstable people and would just quit." The case was settled out of court, with Bondi securing visitation rights, but she never did visit. She got another dog.


Bondi with Master Tank in September 2005. She adopted the Saint Bernard after Hurricane Katrina but ultimately had to return him to his original family. (St. Petersburg Times / ZUMA Press / Alamy)



Meanwhile, Bondi was attracting more attention, including, in 2006, that of Donald Trump, who was at the peak of his TV celebrity with The Apprentice. Bondi had been defending him on TV during his dispute with the town of Palm Beach over an enormous American flag he was flying at Mar-a-Lago. As Bondi would later tell the story, Trump called her after one such appearance. "He wanted to thank me," she recalled in an interview with Lara Trump. "All he cared about was America."

By 2009, Bondi had also befriended a Florida political operative named Adam Goodman. They had met on a film set where Goodman, a Republican whose specialty was television, was directing an ad for Bondi's boss, Mark Ober. She was behind the scenes, and Goodman remembers that she kept correcting him whenever he used the word jail. "Prison," she would say. Goodman had seen Bondi on air, and when the party needed a candidate for Florida attorney general, he thought of her. "I look at things politically, through the lens of performance," he told me. "Both of us were into the power of performance to compel things to happen." It helped that Bondi was familiar to voters in the largest media market in the state. If she carried Hillsborough County, she would win.

When Goodman pressed Bondi to run, she told him she had never considered it and needed time to think. He thought she might say no, but then she said yes. Goodman, who remains a Bondi ally, recalled how she "knocked it out of the park" when they filmed one of her first three-minute ads. "She loves the camera, and the camera loves her," he said, then corrected himself. "She loves the camera because she knows the camera loves her."

As time went on, reporters began noticing another quality Bondi had developed. Manteiga remembered calling her before he printed a critical story during the campaign. "And she gets on the phone with me, and she's crying--'Don't print this article,' " Manteiga told me. "Crying, crying." He hung up the phone and called a friend who worked for the St. Petersburg Times. "I said she was crying, and he said, 'Yeah, she does that to us too.' I called another reporter, and he said, 'Yeah, she's done that to me.' "

People who knew Bondi during her eight years as Florida's attorney general tend to make two observations about her. On the one hand, she seemed to have no burning political passions, other than saving dogs. No one I spoke with could point to some dramatic shift in her outlook, or to any newly blossoming conservative values. Privately, she did not express any. She did not seem to hate Barack Obama, subscribe to birtherism, or rail against the Affordable Care Act. She was not worried about the legalization of gay marriage, or gay adoption, or other issues animating the GOP base at the time.

"We talked for an hour about our bunions," one GOP political operative recalled. "She was not ideological."

On the other hand, Bondi was willing to make herself useful to the party. She became the public face of a multistate challenge to the ACA. She began wearing a necklace with little elephants. She defended Florida's bans on gay adoption and gay marriage, arguing in a brief that the latter would cause "significant public harm," even though she had many gay friends back in Tampa.

This was when some of Bondi's friends began to wonder what was happening with her. When Bondi was home and ran into people who questioned her position, she would respond with some version of "I had to do it for the party," or an exhausted "You have no idea how politics works," or "I was elected to enforce the laws." When one friend pressed her further, arguing that other attorneys general were refusing to enforce laws denying gay people rights, and telling her how some of her closest friends felt personally betrayed by what she was doing, Bondi said, "You know me. I love gay people. You know my heart." Sometimes there were tears.

As state attorney general, Bondi was widely praised for her crackdown on opioid pill mills and for her work combatting human trafficking. But more and more, her success hinged on her willingness to be a spokesperson for the party, especially on Fox News. She appeared regularly as a legal commentator on Hannity, Fox & Friends, America Reports, and The Five, where she had a three-day stint as a guest host. "She was an accomplished, well-spoken carrier of the message," the GOP operative, who worked on Mitt Romney's 2012 campaign, told me, recalling Bondi's role as a Romney surrogate. "Pam was somebody you could put out for almost anything," this person said. "She was somebody you could put on a Sunday show."


Bondi, then Florida's attorney general, campaigns with Mitt and Ann Romney in October 2012. (Charles Dharapak / AP)



Bondi's time in office coincided with a dramatic rise in lobbying of state attorneys general. Historically, the office had been a kind of political backwater. But in the years following the 1998 multistate settlement against tobacco companies, corporations aiming to head off similar litigation began donating to attorney-general campaigns and sponsoring lavish conferences for them at resorts in California or Hawaii. Bondi attended many of them. And many of her actions tracked closely with the wishes of corporate lobbyists and campaign donors.

The most well known of these was a decision by her office to drop a formal investigation into fraud and deceptive practices at Trump University, which came after Bondi had solicited a $25,000 donation from Trump's foundation. (A state ethics commission later stated that the timing of the decision "may raise suspicions" but found no evidence that Bondi had been "involved with the investigation or decisions regarding Trump University.")

Soon after taking office, Bondi also pushed out two attorneys who had been among the first in the nation to expose fraudulent practices at so-called foreclosure mills; their investigation found that law firms and lending companies were using false documents to monetize foreclosures at the height of the subprime-mortgage crisis. (A Florida inspector general found "no evidence of wrongdoing" by Bondi or her department.)

Documents obtained by The New York Times showed that after being lobbied by the firm Dickstein Shapiro, Bondi declined to prosecute a hospital-bill-collection company accused of abusive practices, an online school accused of "unconscionable sales practices," and online travel-reservation companies accused by Bondi's own predecessor of improperly withholding taxes. Bondi has said that she was not unduly influenced, stating at the time that "absolutely no access to me or my staff is going to have any bearing on my efforts to protect Floridians."

Along with the flood of corporate money to attorneys general came a sharp rise in partisanship, a trend that Bondi helped accelerate. This first became obvious at an annual conference of the National Association of Attorneys General, an event where members would elect a new president. Typically, the elections were a low-stakes formality, the title rotating regionally and, for the most part, alternating between Democrats and Republicans. But one year, Bondi threw herself into contention, mounting a mini-campaign against Jim Hood of Mississippi, a Democrat, calling GOP conferees as they sat around tables. "Are you with me?" she would ask. "It was bizarre," a Republican attorney general from that time told me. "It was a popularity contest, like in high school. She wanted the recognition."

Bondi lost, but the move left bitter feelings, and helped diminish the sense of trust at the national association. Bondi was eventually elected to head the Republican Attorneys General Association, where she helped lead an effort to do away with another long-standing norm, that the two parties would not fund campaigns against their incumbent colleagues. The idea was that incumbents often cooperated in a bipartisan way on complex, multistate litigation, and getting rid of them would only hinder those efforts. Bondi was part of a group that seemed to simply want more GOP wins.

"I think she did more to increase partisanship among AGs than any single AG during my tenure," Chris Toth, an independent who led the national association, told me. "And I just don't understand why she did that."

Bondi's personal life during this time was difficult. Her engagement to a wealthy ophthalmologist ended. Her father died. Some friendships became strained. In an interview during her first term, Bondi described spending 13 hours a day at the office and heading home to a rented condo in Tallahassee. She was becoming a person who said of her life, "It's been lonely, very lonely," and who said of her dog Luke, another Saint Bernard, "He's my company." Bondi would bring Luke to work. She bought him a therapeutic mattress for car trips back to Tampa.

She began bringing rescue dogs to cabinet meetings, trying to get them adopted, and posting about them on Instagram--a puppy named Baker, a shepherd mix named Zeke. "I was thrilled to introduce Rosie, the gorgeous rescue Boxer mix, at the cabinet meeting yesterday," she posted. "Rosie is looking for a forever home."

During this time, Bondi was becoming more entrenched in Republican circles, which for her would come to mean Trump's circles. When she ran for reelection in 2014, Trump threw her a fundraiser at Mar-a-Lago. When the 2016 presidential primary arrived, Goodman, the operative who had first gotten her into politics, encouraged her to endorse Trump even though establishment Republicans were still keeping their distance. If Trump won, he told her, the endorsement could give her status in his administration.

"She calls me out of the blue, 9 a.m. one morning," Goodman told me. "She said, 'I'm going to pick you up in five minutes.' " Trump was holding a rally in Tampa that day in March. "She said, 'We're going to the convention center, and I'm going to endorse Trump, and I need your help on talking points.' I'm scribbling as we go to the convention center. It was one of those high-intensity moments and, turned out, historic moments." In her speech, Bondi spoke of her yearslong friendship with Trump; Trump spoke of their "great relationship."

And that was how Bondi became a person standing on the stage of the Republican National Convention in Ohio. Before a cheering prime-time audience, she declared that she loved "Donald." She pointed to someone holding a sign calling for Hillary Clinton to go to prison. Clinton had criticized Bondi over her handling of the Trump University complaints.

" 'Lock her up,' " Bondi said. "I love that."

"Oh, Pam, why did you say that?" Chris Toth remembered saying to the television at that very moment. He was certain that she knew better.

It was around this time that Bondi's old friends began speaking of her as someone they could no longer recognize.

"She was loved around here, just so sweet," the courthouse colleague said. "People who knew the old Pam, we just can't resolve it."

"I thought, Do I really know this person? " the close friend remembered thinking after Bondi endorsed Trump.

The person they thought they knew was venturing ever deeper into Trump's world. Though Bondi did not get a position in his first administration, in a way, she got something better. When she finished her second term as Florida attorney general, she joined a lobbying firm called Ballard Partners, which was co-led at the time by Trump's 2016 Florida campaign manager, Susie Wiles, who would go on to run his 2024 campaign and is now his chief of staff.

Soon Bondi was making more money than she ever had in her life. She lobbied for Qatar. She lobbied for Amazon. She lobbied for Uber. And eventually she lobbied for Trump, joining his defense team during his first impeachment trial. She helped launch a group called Women for Trump during the 2020 campaign, greeting supporters at a mall in Pennsylvania. When Trump contested the 2020 election results, Bondi was one of the first high-profile figures to amplify the lie that the race had been stolen, rushing to Philadelphia with the Trump-campaign adviser Corey Lewandowski the day after the election, where she declared before a small crowd that Trump had "won Pennsylvania" even as votes were still being counted. Bondi went on Fox News, claiming that there was "evidence of cheating" and "fake ballots," though she never signed her name to lawsuits with those allegations, which could have gotten her disbarred.

After rioters stormed the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, Bondi remained a willing Trump operative. In testimony before the House select committee investigating the insurrection the next year, Cassidy Hutchinson, who had been an aide to then-White House Chief of Staff Mark Meadows, said that Bondi was among the Trump surrogates who had called her prior to her appearances before the committee to shore up her loyalty to Trump, or, as they often put it, "the family." Hutchinson said the message was that she would be "taken care of" if she protected Trump, and that they could "ruin her life" if she did not. Bondi, whom Hutchinson knew from their encounters at the White House, assumed a kind of caretaker role, calling and texting her with job opportunities in Trump world.

From the February 2026 issue: Jamie Thompson on January 6, five years later

"This is Susie Wiles," Bondi messaged her on Signal at one point, providing Wiles's email address. "She's my best friend. She's super sweet. She's going to love you."

"Susie, Matt Schlapp and I had dinner with POTUS at Mar-a-Lago tonight," read another Signal message, referring to Wiles and a GOP operative, Hutchinson recalled. "Call Matt next week. He has a job for you that we all think you'd be great in. You are the best. Keep up the good work. Love and miss you." (Through the Justice Department spokesperson, Bondi declined to comment on Hutchinson's testimony. At the time, she appeared on Fox News, calling the hearings "show trials.")

Under pressure, Hutchinson wrestled with her conscience and ultimately broke away from Trump. Bondi appeared not to wrestle. She remained inside Trump world, which meant making at least $1 million at Ballard and nearly $3 million from shares in the Trump Media & Technology Group for consulting on the merger that created the company, according to financial disclosures covering the two years prior to her nomination as attorney general.

She would make another $520,000 in consulting fees from the Trump-aligned America First Policy Institute, the disclosures show, where her work in the run-up to the 2024 election forecast the kind of attorney general she was willing to be. Bondi signed on to a brief supporting absolute presidential immunity from criminal prosecution for Trump when he was being investigated for 2020-election interference. In public letters and press releases, she backed a Georgia election-board official who'd claimed authority to unilaterally delay or deny the certification of election results. In April 2024, she warned election officials to do more to ensure that noncitizens could not vote, embracing a long-debunked idea that has been used to make voting more difficult and to contest election results.

Then came the day that Trump won reelection. And the day not long after that when his first nominee for attorney general, Matt Gaetz, withdrew amid concerns that allegations of sexual misconduct and drug use would sink his confirmation. And the day not long after that, the one that Bondi said she never expected would come, when Trump called and asked her to be his attorney general.

At first, she said no. She said she wanted to "go back to my great life in Florida."

Then, as she often had, Pam Bondi said yes.

As she would later tell Lara Trump, the president, "in his way, talked me into doing this." Bondi said that she was so devoted to Trump that if he asked her to answer the phones, "I would become the best switchboard operator ever."

In Tampa, where she had built a wall around her home in one of the city's best neighborhoods, black SUVs began to let the neighbors know when she was in town. In Washington, D.C., Bondi was easily confirmed, despite concerns among Democrats that she'd declined to acknowledge Trump had lost the 2020 election, and that her first loyalty would be to the president instead of the law. "I need to know that you would tell the president no if you're asked to do something that is wrong, illegal, or unconstitutional," Dick Durbin said during her confirmation hearing. Bondi responded that she would "enforce the law fairly and evenhandedly." She said that the department "must be independent and must act independently" and that "politics will not play a part."

After Bondi was sworn in, she moved her office into the large, ornate conference room, where Joseph Tirrell, the director of the department's ethics office, soon met her and her then-chief of staff for their first ethics briefing. Tirrell had worked in the ethics office since 2018, and had briefed the previous AG in the traditional corner office. "I had been prepared, but it was still a bit shocking," he told me.

Tirrell said that Bondi was courteous as he went over various regulations. She had no concerns until he began explaining restrictions around accepting gifts, specifically challenge coins, the metal medallions that are given out by the military, police departments, the FBI, and other components within the Justice Department, to signify camaraderie. Trump has displayed his own collection in the Oval Office. According to Tirrell, Bondi and her chief of staff had questions about the restrictions, and a 10-minute conversation ensued. She wanted the coins.

"They were like, 'We still need to dig deeper on this,' " Tirrell told me. "That was the only real back-and-forth we had." (Through her spokesperson, Bondi said, "No ethics advice was ever overruled.")

Tirrell said that in the weeks that followed the meeting, Bondi pressed to keep other gifts even after he told her she couldn't. A box of cigars. A FIFA World Cup soccer ball. Tirrell was going back and forth with Bondi's office about the ball when he was fired, a moment he had been half-expecting; he had recently approved pro bono legal services for then-Special Counsel Jack Smith, who investigated Trump's role in January 6 and now is on Trump's enemies list. Tirrell is among many employees suing the department over their dismissals, believing that they were motivated by Trump's need for retribution rather than any wrongdoing. Bondi has said the opposite--that she is "ending the weaponization" of the department. (The Justice Department is attempting to get Tirrell's case dismissed.)

From the February 2026 issue: Franklin Foer on Donald Trump's destruction of the civil service

Standing in the Great Hall when Trump visited the Justice Department in March 2025, she proclaimed that "we are going to fight to keep America safe again," and called Trump the "greatest president in the history of our country."

"We are so proud to work at the directive of Donald Trump," she said.

By the end of her first year, Bondi had taken a litany of actions pleasing to the White House. She said yes to dropping the corruption case against New York City Mayor Eric Adams, allegedly in exchange for his cooperation with Trump's deportation plans, over objections from senior prosecutors who resigned rather than cooperate; she said yes to the firing of career prosecutors even tangentially involved with investigations concerning Trump; and she said yes to an ongoing raft of pardons, including for at least 1,500 January 6 rioters, as well as dozens of MAGA loyalists, white-collar criminals, drug dealers, and business and political allies of Trump's. Bondi defended the deployment of National Guard troops to Los Angeles, Chicago, Memphis, and New Orleans. And she publicly stood by her then-acting deputy, Emil Bove, even after he allegedly said that colleagues might have to tell a federal court, "Fuck you," a moment described in a whistleblower complaint. (The Justice Department declined to comment on the incident, due to ongoing litigation.) Bove is now a federal judge.

"That would be the Honorable Judge Emil J. Bove III to you," Bondi said to Sheldon Whitehouse during the Senate oversight hearing in October.

Bondi kept saying yes, with one possible exception.

According to reporting by multiple outlets, Bondi had quietly raised concerns about the case against Comey, the former FBI director, after federal prosecutors in Virginia concluded that there was insufficient evidence to bring charges.

For a moment, it seemed that Bondi might say no.

But Trump was relentless. He forced the resignation of the U.S. attorney for the Eastern District of Virginia. He sent a Truth Social message to "Pam," which he accidentally posted publicly. "What about Comey, Adam 'Shifty' Schiff, Leticia???" he wrote, referring to Senator Schiff and New York Attorney General Letitia James, and calling them all "guilty as hell." "JUSTICE MUST BE SERVED, NOW!!!"

Ultimately, Bondi said yes.


Bondi and Trump at a roundtable discussion at the White House in October 2025 (Evelyn Hockstein / Reuters)



She called reports of her hesitation over Comey a "flat out lie." Trump appointed a new, inexperienced prosecutor, Lindsey Halligan, who moved forward with the indictment. A judge dismissed the case on the grounds that Halligan had been unlawfully appointed, but the Justice Department appealed the decision.

What the loyalty of Pam Bondi might require her to do next remains an open question, especially after her clumsy handling of the Epstein files. After Trump had suggested during his campaign that he would release the files, Bondi went on Fox News in February 2025 and said that a supposed Epstein client list was "on my desk," implying that documents were about to be released. Then she invited pro-Trump social-media influencers to the White House and handed out thick binders branded "The Epstein Files: Phase 1," a moment that immediately backfired because the binders contained no client list and little new information. Many of the influencers criticized the move as a publicity stunt that made a mockery of Epstein's victims, and some called for Bondi to be fired. Then Bondi backtracked, issuing a joint statement with the FBI saying that in fact there was no client list, which only further enraged a MAGA faction that has been marinating for years in the Epstein scandal and conspiracy theories about global child-trafficking rings. And then came the bipartisan legislation that required Bondi to release the files.

Now she faces an exquisite dilemma: how to comply with the law while also somehow satisfying Trump, who has given conflicting statements about the files. He has called the whole matter a "Democrat hoax," but eventually supported the legislation requiring the release, saying that "we have nothing to hide." He has more recently lamented that documents released so far are destroying the reputations of people who "innocently met" Epstein. Trump is exasperated that the issue won't go away and, according to The Wall Street Journal, has blamed Bondi for making the situation worse. Even Bondi's friend Susie Wiles, Trump's chief of staff, has said that the attorney general "whiffed" on the matter. When I asked the White House if I could speak with Wiles, or any allies of Bondi's, I got no response for weeks. A spokesperson eventually emailed statements praising Bondi from Trump, Wiles, Vice President J. D. Vance, and Secretary of State Marco Rubio, all of which had already appeared in the Journal.

Will Bondi continue to delay the full release of the documents, risking contempt charges? Will she resign and take the blame for the fiasco? Is it possible that Bondi's red line is not the prosecution of the president's political enemies, or the killing of 123 people who may or may not have been drug smugglers, or the ransacking of the Justice Department, or the undermining of the Constitution, but the prospect of her own ruin? How far is Bondi willing to go for Trump?

With midterms coming, would she say yes to deploying federal monitors to interfere at polling stations? Yes to challenging election results?

Can Pam Bondi say no?

She has new friends now, a support group of women who have also said yes to Trump, including Lara Trump and Tulsi Gabbard. "We text a lot," Bondi told Katie Miller, a former Trump-administration aide and the wife of White House adviser Stephen Miller, on her podcast last year. "We all support each other, and have each other's backs."

In Tampa, Bondi's old friends are still trying to figure out what happened to the person they remember, but one of them, the close friend, told me that she has finally stopped trying. At this point, she knows. She has been friends with Bondi since their days at the courthouse in Tampa, and on through Bondi's time as Florida attorney general, her decision to endorse Trump, and several years after that. She said that she loved Pam, that she had tried to understand Pam, to support her, to care about her, and maybe also to excuse her. She said that she is distressed by what she believes Bondi is doing to the rule of law in America, and distressed to have concluded why.

"She went cheap for power," the friend decided, and now she has only one question left. "Was it worth it?"



This article previously misstated the location of Stetson University law school. The article appears in the March 2026 print edition with the headline "Never Say No."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/2026/03/pam-bondi-trump-doj-independence/685663/?utm_source=feed
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The Federal Government That Was

In his first full year back in office, Donald Trump presided over the destruction of America's civil service, purging roughly 300,000 workers.
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One worker joined the FBI and made a career in counterintelligence, sniffing out Chinese spies. Another developed a strong stomach around blood and guts, inspecting slaughterhouses and processing plants to make sure that the food we all eat was safe. A third worked on the Human Genome Project, bringing "biology's equivalent of the moonshot" into everyday medicine.

All were fired or left after Donald Trump's assault on the civil service, along with roughly 300,000 other federal workers. "We want to put them in trauma," Trump's Office of Management and Budget director famously said. "We want the bureaucrats to be traumatically affected. When they wake up in the morning, we want them to not want to go to work because they are increasingly viewed as the villains."

When Franklin Foer spoke with dozens of former federal workers for our February issue, he found other layers of feeling. Yes, they were traumatized, but also relieved to talk, in detail, about work they had considered something of a mission.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to Foer about the surprising things that he, a native Washingtonian, learned about the nuances of the federal bureaucracy. We also hear from some of those civil servants about the jobs they loved, and we take stock of what they--and the rest of the country--lost in the mass purge.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Ryan Hippenstiel:  I always tell people to kind of picture their cellphone and navigating somewhere you've never been.


Hanna Rosin: This is Ryan.

Hippenstiel: My name is Ryan Hippenstiel.


Rosin: And he's explaining to me how the work that he and his colleagues do helps a person like me, who has no sense of direction, get around--or, I should probably say, he and his former colleagues.

Hippenstiel: First, your cellphone is using GPS technology. Then you have all these layers, right? It might be a layer of restaurants so you can find a new pizza joint.
 All of those layers need to be on top of each other in the right place for your car and your iPhone, or whatever it might be, to know what road it's on.


Rosin: The Earth is not a perfect sphere. It turns out that it's constantly shifting, in subtle ways.

Hippenstiel: You have subsidence. You have uplift. You have the gravity field underneath the earth changing. You have oscillating poles. So we're all very blessed with modern technology that can navigate us around an extremely complex environment that's changing, not realizing that the work's never done because the Earth truly is changing.


Rosin: Hippenstiel's work was keeping up with all this complexity so that the maps would remain precise. It's a field called geodesy.

Hippenstiel: Geodesy is kind of the size and shape of the Earth, right? It's the sciences behind the size and shape of the Earth, and what changes that the Earth is undergoing at all times.


Rosin: Hippenstiel did this work for the federal government.

Hippenstiel: I was the field operations branch chief for the National Geodetic Survey.


Rosin: Before I talked to Hippenstiel, I was not aware that my getting around depended on the work of the National Geodetic Survey--so do other way more critical things, like precision farming; disaster relief; ships knowing how deep or shallow the shoreline is in real time; even, Hippenstiel says, weapons firing accurately.

The work that he and his colleagues did was invisible, but critical. It kept the ground under my feet stable.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And this week, one year since Donald Trump was re-inaugurated, we're talking about the federal-government workforce that was.

Manu Raju (on CNN): President Trump is only ramping up his unprecedented push to effectively take a wrecking ball to the federal government, laying off thousands.


Rosin: Last April, Hippenstiel accepted a voluntary-resignation package. He joined a mass exodus of federal workers.

In Trump's first year back, over 300,000 Americans left the government--

President Donald Trump: We're removing all of the unnecessary, incompetent, and corrupt bureaucrats from the federal workforce.


Rosin: --many forced out or fired--

Trump: If they don't report for work, we're firing them. In other words, you have to go to office. (Cheers and applause.)


Rosin: --pressured to unceremoniously leave--

Kate Bolduan (on CNN): An offer or a threat? This morning, millions of federal workers are faced with a choice: Stay in their jobs with an uncertain future, or leave the government, leave their jobs, with a buyout from the Trump administration.


Rosin: --careers ended in capricious, even cruel ways.

David Muir (on ABC): The new threat from President Trump now suggesting that some of the 750,000 furloughed government workers told to stay home during this shutdown may not get paid for time lost.
 The president said today, "Some people really don't deserve to be taken care of."


Rosin: Today, we're looking back at those careers to take stock of who and what we've lost.

Frank Foer: I felt like I, personally, let alone people I talked to out there, even in Washington, were struggling to wrap their minds around the enormity of what has happened to our government.


Rosin: This is Atlantic staff writer Franklin Foer.

Foer: And I felt like we needed to do something that was both intimate and that humanized the loss to government, but that it also had some sense of scale that captured the way in which there's no department, agency, national park that really has gone untouched in the process of the Trump administration's effort to collapse large chunks of the American government.


Rosin: Frank spent months tapping into the network. He called one fired worker, who led him to another worker who felt pressured to resign, and so on, until the bigger picture became clearer.

Foer: When I started to talk to these bureaucrats, I would find people who were doing things that I didn't even know existed. I've studied politics and policy my entire life. I had no idea that the government did so many of these things and that they were kind of essential parts of an ecosystem and that, if you remove one of those things, it has rippling effects through the economy, through our science, through our health, through our national defense.


Rosin: Frank's interviews are compiled in the February issue of the magazine. You'll hear some of their voices throughout the episode.

Rosin (in interview): You talked to how many people?

Foer: I lost count, but let's call it, like, 75, 80.

Rosin: Okay, so you talked to 75, 80 people--I'm sure there are themes that emerged.

Foer: There were so many people who took on government service because they had either been veterans themselves, or they'd grown up in military families, or they'd grown up in families where government service was some sort of a tradition. And we think of the military as totally divorced from the civilian part of government, but I think that there's a lot of the ethos that's not quite the same, but the same spirit.

The level of satisfaction that, I think, government workers experience is different than most careers. You think of government bureaucrats as being so gray, but what I experienced as I talked to these people were people who couldn't wait to go into the office in the morning and people who generally thought that they were doing something transcendently important.

Now, there's a downside to that, right? If you have all of this power, and you consider yourself on this profound mission, you can become arrogant; you can become abusive. But these were people who love their jobs.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. So that's not a cliche.

Foer: That's not a cliche, and I think that that explains a lot of the hurt that they felt when they were kicked to the curb in such an undignified sort of way.

Now, I admit this all sounds kind of gauzy as I'm presenting it, but I think that the gauziness of it was kind of part of the surprise for me in the course of doing this, that I felt like I would be meeting people who were more bitter.

And I was very self-conscious about saying, We're gonna talk about the end at the end of this conversation, but really, most of the conversation is about what you did. I wanna hear about your job. And I think that there was something almost cathartic for a lot of the people to be able to kind of get past the sad part of the story and to talk about the thing that they were most enthusiastic about.

Elizabeth Poole: I actually think that there's nothing more patriotic that you can do but to work in public service, whether that's--truly, I thought I was gonna retire from this job. I thought this was it; I'd found the thing I was gonna do forever.


Rosin: This is Elizabeth Poole, one of the people Frank spoke with.

Poole: I worked for the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency in Region 5--that's the Chicago office, the Great Lakes office--and my job was the children's environmental-health coordinator. I helped people not just at the agency, but our partners across the six states we served, figure out ways to make better decisions on behalf of children.
 I'm from Kentucky, grew up in Kentucky, and so I've spent a lot of time in coal country. And so seeing the devastation that coal mining can do on Appalachia, that sort of drove me into wanting to work in the environmental field.
 The children's health role was absolutely my dream job. As soon as I found out it even existed at EPA, it was something I knew I wanted to do. We got to help families make better decisions to keep a healthier home. We got to help schools reduce exposures. We got to do really amazing things to help children.
 They experience environmental exposures differently, both from a physiological standpoint, but also a behavioral standpoint, and so we need to make sure that we're being as protective as possible to vulnerable populations.


Rosin: In early 2025, Milwaukee discovered that lead paint had poisoned at least four students in its public schools. Poole was ready to descend with tests and guidance, but the Trump administration forbade her team from working on the crisis, an allegation that the EPA disputes.

In March, she resigned.

Poole: So it truly was my dream job. I had no plans on leaving until the change in administration, when I just knew they weren't gonna let us do it the right way; they weren't gonna let us really protect children in a meaningful, scientifically sound way. We could see the writing on the wall coming from miles away.
 So my position was not backfilled. I don't know if it ever will be backfilled. I try not to talk to my former colleagues about what's going on, because I can't imagine how stressful it is for them. Russell Vought said he wanted to traumatize the federal workforce. They're also being traumatized on a daily basis.


Foer: Part of, I think, our cultural inclination as Americans, kind of the innate libertarianism that's baked into all of us, and the fact that we've had kind of distrust of government and the sense of its inefficiency hammered into us for so long, we're not inclined to think of bureaucrats charitably.

But when you actually think about what they do, and you learn about their jobs, you see that it's not just an academic exercise. It's not just a bunch of paper pushers, that there was a reason that Congress decided to create these jobs, that there was some good, some essential service that they were providing.

Rosin: So think back to when you started the project. What did you expect going into it?

Foer: I wanted to get a portrait of the government in its entirety, across hierarchies. But I entered in a way where I was pretty confident--I was like, I am a native Washingtonian. I've grown up in the city. I've grown up around bureaucrats. I feel like I've written about politics for my entire adult career. I felt like I knew what the U.S. government was, and I actually was pretty surprised over the course of doing this that there were parts of the government that I didn't know existed.

Rosin: So what surprised you going through this?

Foer: I didn't understand the way in which the government was constantly making investments in human capital. You can't walk in off the street and know how to do a lot of government jobs, because they're esoteric or they're filling a void. And so the government has all of these improvised processes for helping people get better at what they do.

And so, as I was thinking about this, this simple fact kind of dawned on me, that when you're pushing somebody out of the government, or you're firing them, or you're forcing them to retire, you're not just losing an expert; you're losing all this investment that the taxpayer had made in the development of that expertise.

Michael Feinberg: The government invested an immense amount of human capital in terms of getting me to the point where I was when I was forced out.


Rosin: This is Michael Feinberg. He worked at the FBI for 16 years.

Feinberg: My job, for the entirety of my career, was to figure out who in the United States was spying on behalf of the People's Republic of China, and then figure out ways to either stop them from doing it and arresting them and prosecuting them or, more ideally, actually recruiting them to covertly work for the U.S. government while they were still ostensibly in the service of the Chinese.


Rosin:  Feinberg decided to be an FBI agent after he was at his grandfather's 90th birthday and he overheard him talking to his younger brother.

Feinberg: They were discussing how they enlisted in the military almost immediately after Pearl Harbor, and it caused me to reflect that 9/11 had not really changed my career path at all. And in all candor, I felt a little bit ashamed that I, who had many more advantages than they ever did growing up, did nothing to help the country that made that possible, while they immediately answered a call to service. So shortly after overhearing that conversation, I applied to the FBI.


Rosin: Feinberg joined the FBI, and his career was a perfect example of what Frank discovered about the investment in human capital.

Feinberg:  The mere application process takes 12 to 24 months.


Rosin: Legal training, lessons on how to interrogate people--

Feinberg: --hand-to-hand combat and firearms and tactics.
 The bureau sent me to summers of immersion training in Mandarin.


Rosin: He went from speaking not a word of the language to being able to conduct interviews and interrogations.

Feinberg: There is a myth among many people who have not worked for the intelligence community or law-enforcement agencies before that personnel are fungible, that you can easily force somebody out of retirement age and just have them replaced by a new recruit.
 
 In reality, every year that somebody spends in the community, they are providing more value than they did the year beforehand, simply because they have more expertise and better judgment. It's not just a question of the millions of dollars that the government spends training us. It is, more importantly, a question of what we learn over time that cannot be taught through any manner other than experience.


Rosin: For the government, the investments in Feinberg were paying off. He was on a path to becoming the FBI's top Chinese-counterintelligence investigator.

He'd already worked on high-profile cases, the biggest one, which you might have heard of, was against the Chinese telecom company Huawei.

Feinberg: One of the real ironies of how my career ended--I was forced out by the second Trump administration when the Huawei indictments were one of their signal accomplishments against the Chinese government during the first Trump administration.


Rosin: The end for Feinberg came on May 31 in a way that's become a pattern for this administration: a loyalty test.

Feinberg: I received a phone call from my special agent in charge that Dan Bongino had discovered I was friends with Pete Strzok, who was a former FBI official who gained some notoriety for his criticisms of Trump, and it was made clear to me that my career was over. I would not be getting a promotion for which I was being considered. I would, in fact, be getting demoted. And at the very least, I would be investigated over the nature of my friendship.
 Not wanting to put my family through the inevitable hell that all that would entail, I made a decision in about 12 hours that the best thing to do was leave of my own accord and walk away with my dignity and not give them the satisfaction of ruining my life.


[Music]

Feinberg: Even now, remembering leaving the FBI has been the defining heartbreak of my life. I loved being of use to my community and country, and I'm forced to re-reconcile myself to the fact that that's something I'm not allowed to do anymore.
 For a public servant who has not just dedicated their life, but often risked that life on behalf of his fellow Americans to have that privilege ripped from him for a petty and political reason is, at times, frankly, too much to bear.


Rosin: After the break, we talk to two more federal workers. One reminds us of why the civil service existed in the first place and the other of the civil service in its heyday.

 John F. Kennedy: (Applause.) We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard.


Rosin: That's after the break.
 
 [Break]

Rosin: After the Civil War, the federal government's footprint expanded, and the civil service began to change. Some of that was thanks to universities. They were shifting from being more or less finishing schools for aristocrats to places that produced scientists, engineers, and other professionals. And this expertise made its way to D.C.

Foer: We stop hiring friends of the party in power to do the work of government, and we start seeking out people who are actually equipped to do these problems. We get rid of the patronage system.

And the civil service starts to grow, and it starts to hire all these experts, whether they are economists or lawyers or scientists, and they start to do these things that make American life less harmful. They start to make sure that drugs aren't toxic, that we're actually measuring things in an accurate sort of way so we can make good predictions about the weather or about the future of the labor market.

And all of these things help America expand as a country and help us become an economic power. We don't think of the government as a pillar of our national strength, but we were only able to break through in this sort of way that we broke through as a country in the 20th century because we had a government that had capacity and that people trusted. The world likes to deposit its money in the American banking system because they trust the people who regulate that banking system.

Paula Soldner: My name is Paula Soldner. I became a federal employee in 1987 and was that 'til September 30 of 2025.


Rosin: Soldner exemplifies the federal government in its most elemental form. She spent years regulating products that Americans use and consume every day.

Soldner: I was a food inspector and consumer-safety inspector. We inspected the meat and poultry products that you'll see in the grocery store. I'm also the National Joint Council chairwoman for the union AFGE presently, even though I am retired from the federal sector.
 I worked in Iowa, Missouri, Wisconsin.


Rosin: When you think of regulations, you think of someone behind a desk, in D.C. But that is the wrong image for Soldner and her work.

Soldner: An inspector has to have a very strong tolerance for blood. You've got to be able to have that strong stomach to endure the blood, to endure the guts, all those internal organs that surgeons on a daily basis see.
 Whether it is a hot dog, whether it is a bratwurst, whether it's a summer sausage, the gamut of what happens on a week could go from slaughtering, to deboning the animal, to watching all the processes to get to that final finished product, and that's where having the knowledge of somebody getting trained that has been around for years, that's lost. It's completely lost.
 The other experiences of what we, as the veteran inspectors, did is long gone. You can be as book-smart as you want to be until you step into the reality, onto that slaughter floor.


Rosin: In April, Paula accepted the Trump administration's offer of early retirement. Many of her colleagues did the same.

Soldner: I dread the long-term effects, when there is life that is lost because of food-safety issues that are not getting corrected. I think losing the experience and the training of these inspectors out there is so critical. And now that it is lost, are we ever gonna get it back?


 [Music]

Rosin: Frank, you talked about the early evolution of the federal workforce after the Civil War: turning away from the patronage system, hiring experts, regulating drugs and keeping things safe. So that was the beginning of the modern federal government. What was its heyday? What was the peak of its growth?

Foer: I think that it really starts in the earliest decades of the 20th century, where these concepts are starting to get embedded. And then, of course, it kind of explodes, ultimately, during the wars that we fight, and especially World War II, and then the aftermath of World War II, when we had the Cold War and the extension of a lot of government.

Kennedy: (Applause.) We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard; because that goal will serve to organize and measure the best of our energies and skills; because that challenge is one that we're willing to accept, one we are unwilling to postpone, and one we intend to win.


Rosin: When people think of the federal government at its most ambitious, they often think of the Apollo program.

Eric Green: I remember as a child watching everything unfold on a black-and-white television. It was pretty incredible.


Rosin: This is Eric Green.

Green: I am a physician-scientist who worked at the National Human Genome Research Institute at the U.S. National Institutes of Health for 31 years and even served as the director of the institute for the last 15 years I was there.


Rosin: Green's work is often referred to as the Human Genome Project.

Green: It's sort of biology's equivalent of the moonshot. Instead of putting a person on a moon, what the Human Genome Project did was to read out, for the very first time, the exact order of the building blocks--and there's 3 billion such building blocks--in all human DNA.
 When I get competitive with the moonshot, I sometimes point out that the goal of the Apollo mission and the moonshot was to put a person on the moon. And that's now been repeated a handful of times--not in the dozens, but a handful of times, we've put a person back on the moon. The goal, the signature goal of the Human Genome Project was to read out all the letters in the human genome. That has now been repeated millions and millions of times.


Rosin: The project's version of the moon landing happened in April 2003, with the first nearly complete sequence declared finished.

Green: When the genome project ended, our institute pivoted to begin to use genomics as part of medicine, basically using genomic information about individual patients to improve their medical management. Genomics has just infused its way into all areas of life sciences, everything from agriculture to ecology to evolutionary studies.
 And 22 years ago, there was minimal that we could do in terms of getting insights about a patient's DNA. And now it's routine, whether it's prenatal screening to look for chromosomal and DNA abnormalities in unborn children or in cancer, which is a disease of the genome--the way we deal with cancer now is completely different because of genomics--or with rare genetic diseases. And I just wanna stress that it's just the earliest days.
 The return on investment for the genome project was phenomenal. And I think it continues to be leveraged even up to the present time.


Foer: There was no private-equity, venture-capital firm in the world that was ever gonna put up the $3 billion that was required to do this project that involved cooperation around the world, that was coordinated by the United States but that involved scientists everywhere, in this project that was done "for all mankind," to use the NASA phrase, and that has all sorts of implications that also require government to open up, to take this $3 billion thing, and then to turn it into something that's actually--the everyday patient has the ability to access to understand the tumor in their body or to understand the rare disease that their toddler has been afflicted with, and to design therapies that could actually treat these esoteric diseases. That is something only government could do. No private start-up is going to address esoteric diseases. You need the government to unlock that.

Rosin: On March 17, the Trump administration forced Green from his job, the first of five NIH-institute directors it removed.

A Health and Human Services official told The Atlantic that "under a new administration, we have the right to remove individuals who do not align with the agency's priorities."

Green: I think of the physicians. I think of the Ph.D. scientists. I think of the technicians, the computer scientists. We did this and my staff who's still there continue to do this because they really believe in the mission; they believe in public service. But they also, now, have been traumatized by the destructive forces that they've witnessed.


[Music]

Green: I worry about, when it comes time to rebuild the NIH or to rebuild the government, will people think twice that it is worth the risk? Because the way people were laid off was not kind and gentle; it was pretty brutal, and it was not done in a fashion where there was any sensitivity associated with it. In fact, I would describe it as cruel. And I worry that the next generation may think twice about wanting to work in the government, for fearful that an administration could come in and be as destructive as this one has been.


[Music]

Rosin: To hear from more federal workers, check out Frank's article online. It's called "The Purged." He talks to civil servants who worked on disaster relief, humanitarian aid, at the IRS, the Centers for Disease Control--so much knowledge and so much experience lost.

This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend and Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid and fact-checked by Genevieve Finn. Rob Smierciak engineered and composed original music. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of audio at The Atlantic, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Real Fight for the Smithsonian

Its museums, more than any others, shape the nation's narrative. No wonder the country argues about it.

by Lily Meyer

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




Updated at 10:14 a.m. ET on January 22, 2026

"The object of the Museum is to acquire power," announces a crusty old archaeologist in Penelope Fitzgerald's 1977 satire, The Golden Child. It isn't a goal he respects. He wants the museum where he's settled into semiretirement to genuinely devote itself to educating its visitors. Instead, he correctly charges, its curators act like a pack of Gollums, hoarding "the art and treasures of the earth" for their own self-aggrandizement and pleasure.

Fitzgerald never names the museum The Golden Child is about, but it's a massive state-run one in London: It's not hard to guess that it's the British Museum. If she had been writing in the United States, she'd surely have targeted one of the 21 museums that make up the Smithsonian, an institution that has its own struggle with hoarding--and with the public's idea that it hoards. Its reputation as the "nation's attic" is entrenched enough that the National Museum of American History winked at it with an exhibit by that name in 1980.

But the Smithsonian has long sought a higher mission than national storage. George Brown Goode, who ran the Smithsonian in the late 19th century and set its intellectual course, swore that it would be not a "cemetery of bric-a-brac" but a "nursery of living thoughts." He wanted it to consist of "museums of record"--cultural institutions that tell canonical stories about the history of the nation--and today, it does. Its museums do far more than any privately funded ones to shape and crystallize our country's narrative.

That's not to say that the individual objects housed in the Smithsonian's collections aren't themselves consequential. I recently asked Laura Schiavo, an associate professor of museum studies at George Washington University, why the country needs the Smithsonian, and she told me it was because "we have an obligation to the objects" it owns.

But Americans argue about the Smithsonian far more than we would if only its possessions mattered. When our museums of record tell us a story, that story matters enormously. Maybe that's why outside efforts to influence the Smithsonian's viewpoint are part of the institution's history. Take the Enola Gay. In the early '90s, the National Air and Space Museum began designing an exhibition that would coincide with the 50th anniversary of the bombing of Hiroshima, focusing on the bomber itself. Initially, curators, working with academic historians, planned a show that would call attention to Japanese civilians' suffering and question the use of nuclear force.

When the Air Force Association found out, it was furious. Its public response sparked a massive controversy. Newt Gingrich, newly House speaker, protested that the "Smithsonian is a treasure that belongs to the American people and it should not become a plaything for left-wing ideologies." By the time the Enola Gay went on display in 1995, the show had been stripped not only of critique but also of context. The mess showed that the stories the Smithsonian chooses to tell are even stronger than the Smithsonian itself. Why else would one of the most influential members of Congress, which provides roughly two-thirds of the institution's funding, treat the Air and Space Museum as a potential political threat?

The current White House seems to share Gingrich's perspective. In August, the Trump administration announced that it would comprehensively review many of the Smithsonian museums to ensure that they promote American exceptionalism and use "unifying" and "constructive" language in their exhibits and materials. Evidently, this precludes the National Portrait Gallery mentioning Donald Trump's impeachments in the wall text beside his photograph. (The museum has called it a routine change.)

Read: Take a close look at Trump's portrait

In a perverse way, such encroachments make sense. If the Smithsonian's framing of history didn't matter, nobody in or out of government would care about the language it chose. But if storytelling is the most important of its roles, then it stands to reason that in a moment of profoundly contested national narratives, the Smithsonian is a newly contested institution. By arguing about it, we can argue about ourselves.

Little has been as contested as the debate over what to do with the nation's Confederate monuments, the subject of an exhibit currently on view at Los Angeles's Museum of Contemporary Art and the Brick, far from what S. Dillon Ripley, a former secretary of the Smithsonian, called the "vast monumental marble" palaces on the National Mall. In 2015, the white supremacist Dylann Roof murdered nine worshippers at Charleston's historically Black Mother Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church. He had posed online with a Confederate flag, and public reaction to the killings included a push to eliminate Confederate iconography--flags and statues of leaders such as Confederate President Jefferson Davis and Generals Stonewall Jackson and Robert E. Lee--from civic space.

At the time, the U.S. had more than 1,500 of these monuments, which overwhelmingly presented their secessionist subjects as heroes. Most remain standing today, but roughly 200 have come down. After their decommissioning, these statues met fates varied enough to indicate an ongoing lack of consensus about whether these monuments should be seen or preserved. Some went into storage or got moved to Civil War cemeteries, and Charlottesville, Virginia, had its statue of Lee melted down. This monument was especially controversial: The campaign to remove it attracted the attention of the far right and led to the 2017 "Unite the Right" rally at which a counterprotester named Heather Heyer was killed. The tragedy made plain that although Lee, Jackson, and the soldiers they led are long gone, arguments about their memory still have mortal stakes.

The bronze ingots that were made from Charlottesville's melted-down Lee statue form part of MOCA and the Brick's "Monuments," a show that uses the techniques of art, not history, to contextualize these relics of the Confederacy. At MOCA, each decommissioned statue is shown as it came: covered in gruesome red paint; touched only by corrosion; or, in the case of a Jefferson Davis sculpture, pink-streaked and laying on its side. Defaced plinths line the entryway to the exhibit.

The effect is that of an existential demotion: The monuments, which once dominated parks or plazas, seem inert, especially in comparison with the contemporary artworks that surround and react to them. I overheard a woman asking her companion if an enormous statue of Lee and Jackson on horseback was a "real sculpture," meaning one that once stood in public--a question that demonstrates the museum's ability to sap the monuments of their historical power.

And yet "Monuments" arguably contains more commentary on the present than claims of any kind of victory over the past. Its paint-bombed Davis shares a gallery with a series of huge Andres Serrano photographs of Klansmen. Serrano's images are confrontational: His subjects' eyes communicate their sense of authority, even impunity. Yes, they seem to say, the Confederacy was toppled, but so what? We're here.

Five miles east, at the Brick, is a more complicated confrontation. When Charlottesville decommissioned its monuments, it gave a bronze statue of Jackson on his horse, Little Sorrel, to the artist Kara Walker, perhaps best known for her cut-paper silhouettes of the antebellum South and the enormous sugar-coated Sphinx that she installed in a defunct factory in 2014 as an homage to the enslaved workers who long powered the sugarcane trade. For "Monuments," she transformed the Jackson statue into Unmanned Drone, a sculpture made from severed and rearranged hunks of horse and man. Little Sorrel's head hangs between its legs, and its rear end rides in the saddle. Human limbs dangle. It's an oddly forlorn vision, an eternal wanderer who seems to have been punished. It is also the most resonant object--art or monument--in "Monuments." Unmanned Drone encapsulates the show's message: These statues may no longer be powerful, but they remain with us, as metal or as headless ghosts.

Clint Smith: Those who try to erase history will fail

An exhibit as opinionated as "Monuments" would likely be impossible at the Smithsonian under any presidency. As the Enola Gay debacle demonstrated, politicians and other stakeholders--including the donors who provide a decent amount of exhibition funding--tend to want the institution to tell uplifting stories. Plenty of visitors would like the same thing. Not everyone is prepared to feel haunted by the nation's past; it's easier to imagine the nation's attic as full of treasures than of ghosts.

Meanwhile, the Smithsonian's status as an arbiter of national stories also makes some visitors wrongly assume that it celebrates whatever it shows. Robert C. Post, a Smithsonian curator emeritus, writes in his 2013 book, Who Owns America's Past?, that in the 1980s, the National Museum of American History got critiqued for overlooking the country's failures as it was striving to do the contrary. Even wall text that explicitly described the Seminole Wars as an "all-out campaign of extermination" could not stand up to "the assumption that anything on display was being affirmed simply by virtue of being there."

Many of the Smithsonian's recent troubles revolve around the misapprehension that its museums praise--and should praise--anything they show. The Trump administration seems animated by the conviction that Smithsonian museums use this power to advance a "divisive, race-centered ideology." Perhaps for this reason, last year's White House budget contained no funding for the not-yet-built Museum of the American Latino or for the Anacostia Community Museum, which is the Smithsonian's only museum dedicated to the city it calls home. The latter is housed in a small, inviting building--there's free coffee in the lobby--in a residential Black neighborhood a few Metro stations from the National Mall. It costs far less than most of its counterparts to run, making the threat to defund it read as hostility to the thought that ordinary Washingtonians deserve inclusion in the Smithsonian and, by extension, in the American story.

I visited the Anacostia Community Museum recently to see "A Bold and Beautiful Vision: A Century of Black Arts Education in Washington, D.C., 1900-2000." D.C. is the home of the country's oldest Black high school--Paul Laurence Dunbar High School, founded 84 years before Brown v. Board of Education began the process of school desegregation--and the exhibit traces its teachers' and graduates' influence on generations of nationally significant Black artists. One is Hank Willis Thomas, whose work I'd just seen at MOCA; another is Sam Gilliam, a Color School painter whose enormous, beautiful draped canvas Relative I've often visited in the National Gallery of Art, where it occupies 13.5 feet of wall. Its installment there is a statement of historical importance: It's next to Helen Frankenthaler's Mountains and Sea, generally considered one of the most influential Abstract Expressionist works to come after Jackson Pollock's drip paintings. By pairing them, the National Gallery's curators seem to be arguing that Gilliam's art, which has never received the same attention as Frankenthaler's, matters just as much.

At the Anacostia Community Museum, Gilliam's work tells another story entirely. "A Bold and Beautiful Vision" contains three of his paintings, presented not as grand works but as approachable examples of a former D.C. public-school art teacher's achievement. Museumgoers' drawings hang near them, suggesting continuity between Gilliam, who died in 2022, and the young artists of today's D.C. Whereas the National Gallery includes Gilliam in a narrative formerly dominated by white painters, the Anacostia Community Museum uses him to include its visitors in the sweep of American art.

Only the Smithsonian could so powerfully reframe Gilliam's story. Such is its unique power. No wonder the country argues about it. If anything, we should argue about it more. The White House's push to suppress the Smithsonian's programming is part of an attempt to strong-arm influential cultural institutions and, in turn, culture itself. More broadly, though, it seems fruitful for Americans to discuss and debate the stories that our national museums tell. It might even be a sign of trouble not to have some public wrangling about the Smithsonian, especially in the lead-up to the country's 250th anniversary.

But the gravity of these conversations slows them down, even as it raises the stakes of their outcomes. If the Smithsonian's potency comes not from its objects but from its ability to shape and record the nation's history, then, in some ways, it has succeeded too fully. At least right now, what the Smithsonian says has become too meaningful for its own good--which is why, as important as the Smithsonian's autonomy is, it's just as vital that the country has other museums, too.



*Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Sources: Kara Walker's sculpture "Unmanned Drone" by Patrick T. Fallon / AFP / Getty; P_Wei / Getty; Doug Armand / Getty; Getty. 



This article originally misidentified the National Gallery of Art as part of the Smithsonian.
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Trump Wants to Be the New Polk

His interest in the 11th president's legacy has conjured up the specter of manifest destiny.

by Vivian Salama

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




The notion that America would be stronger if it were bigger preoccupied several 19th-century U.S. presidents, but none more than James K. Polk. America's 11th chief executive believed that expansion was America's God-given right and duty. He argued that broadening America's borders would deliver access to natural resources and enhance national security--and that no nation, not even an ally, should get in the way of that. Beginning with the annexation of Texas, which voted to become the 28th state in 1845, Polk aggressively expanded America's footprint, enlarging the young nation more than any other president.

Polk sought to acquire Cuba, even if it meant the end of America's alliance with Spain, pursuing an ambition that dated back to Thomas Jefferson. He preached the doctrine of "manifest destiny," proclaiming that American settlers were divinely ordained to expand. He warned that if Cuba wasn't annexed by the U.S., it would fall into British hands, leaving America vulnerable to attack. In May 1848, Polk offered Spain an astronomical $100 million (more than $4 billion today) to give up its claim to Cuba.

In a 21st-century revival of the same expansionist spirit, Donald Trump is fixated on annexing Greenland whether America's Danish allies like it or not. Other presidents have invoked the legacies of George Washington and Abraham Lincoln, but for Trump, Polk is among the list of paragons. He has referred to Polk as a "real-estate guy" who got "a lot of land," and he hung Polk's portrait in the Oval Office last year, replacing one of Jefferson.

Trump has given many reasons for wanting Greenland--deterring China and Russia in the Arctic, enhancing U.S. national security, avenging his denial of a Nobel Peace Prize, seizing Greenland's crucial minerals, recognizing the huge island's proximity to North America--but something much more basic and Polkian is at play. His advisers told me that the Greenland squeeze is part of a broader effort to cement his legacy among the elite club of presidents that includes Polk, Jefferson, and Dwight Eisenhower, who significantly expanded the size of the country. Trump, whose cartographical fascinations are well documented, wants his influence to be visible on maps for generations to come. Draping the world's largest island in red, white, and blue is top of his list. Yesterday, Trump shared an image of himself, alongside J. D. Vance and Secretary of State Marco Rubio, holding an American flag beside a sign that reads: Greenland--U.S. Territory Est. 2026.

Trump lowered the temperature slightly in a speech today at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, saying he would not use military force to seize Greenland but would "remember" if his goal were denied.

The most recent significant expansion of the United States came in 1959, when Eisenhower admitted Alaska and Hawaii as the 49th and 50th states. (  The U.S. purchased Alaska from the Russian Empire in 1867 for $7.2 million, but it remained a territory for nearly 100 years; Hawaii was annexed in 1898, following a coup against Queen Lili`uokalani and the Hawaiian Kingdom.) Trump recently proclaimed the "Donroe Doctrine," his interpretation of the Monroe Doctrine, by which James Monroe aimed to check European colonial influence in the Western Hemisphere.

Read: The fuck-around-and-find-out presidency

In his second inaugural, Trump declared: "The United States will once again consider itself a growing nation, one that increases our wealth, expands our territory, builds our cities, raises our expectations, and carries our flag into new and beautiful horizons."

Trump's expansionism represents a clear break with the isolationist wing of his party--including some of Trump's most ardent supporters--which believes that the way to make America great is to focus on what's happening at home. If that was once how Trump saw it, that is no longer the case. "What better way to make America great than to expand America's footprint?" one adviser told me. "He's looking out for America's interests. If it pisses other countries off, too bad."

Polk was directly inspired by Jefferson's Louisiana Purchase a half century earlier, which added approximately 828,000 square miles purchased from France for $15 million. That acquisition doubled the size of the U.S., and the territory eventually formed all or part of 15 states. (Trump says he chose his envoy to Greenland, Louisiana Governor Jeff Landry, in part because of Landry's understanding of the 1803 transaction.)

Polk vowed during his campaign to build on Jefferson's success, much as Trump appears to be inspired by Polk. After the annexation of Texas, Polk set his sights on California, then a territory of Mexico known as Alta California, with deep-water harbors that he viewed as gateways for trade with the Far East. He also sought to limit British influence in North America, particularly in the Oregon Country, where he agreed to partition the land and end nearly three decades of joint occupation. By securing these lands, Polk argued, he was putting the U.S. on a path to dominance in the Pacific Northwest.

Read: The hole in Trump's rationale for acquiring Greenland 

Polk also attempted to buy California from Mexico for about $25 million. Mexico staunchly refused, leading Polk to launch the Mexican-American War. Most Americans backed territorial expansion, even though the war was condemned by some of Polk's political opponents--including a young congressman named Abraham Lincoln--as an "unnecessarily and unconstitutionally commenced" land grab that empowered only slave-owning states and needlessly shed American blood on American soil. After the U.S. captured Mexico City in September 1847, some expansionists called for the annexation of the entire country. Opponents complained that annexing the whole of Mexico would be financially ruinous, and frowned upon having the military indefinitely deployed to Mexico, where most of the citizens would not welcome them.

Polk himself felt annexation of Mexico was a step too far. But he believed that California could be won at minimal cost. When the U.S. won the war in 1848, the government paid a final settlement of $15 million to Mexico for a swath of territory that included   present-day California, Nevada, Utah, New Mexico, and most of Arizona. (Around the same time as the peace treaty, gold was discovered in California, helping the U.S. government foot the bill.)

The expense of administering the newly acquired territory mounted as settlers began expecting more from the federal government. By the late 19th century, people began to see that annexing new territory was "stupidly expensive," Amy Greenberg, the author of Manifest Destiny and American Territorial Expansion, told me. She said people at the time began saying, "We don't need the expense. We don't need to pay for an army to go somewhere and occupy it. We don't need to try and administer a bunch of people that hate us. All we need to do is put commercial pressure on them, make treaties that are in our favor, and then economically exploit these people." That principle broadly prevailed in U.S. debates over expansionism. Now Trump is turning back the clock to a mid-19th-century view of the world and America's place in it.

Trump went hard this past weekend on his rhetoric of acquisition. Stunned European officials reinforced their military presence on Greenland this month and denounced the threat of aggression by a NATO member.

On Saturday, Trump vowed to implement a wave of tariffs--rising to 25 percent by June--on several European nations until a deal for Greenland is reached. (Spain, Polk's colonial nemesis, is not among the targeted nations, although its prime minister warned last week that annexing Greenland would be a "death knell for NATO.") Trump also has vowed to "take back" the Panama Canal, falsely asserting that China is operating it.

And Trump has repeatedly referred to Canada as the 51st state, a prospect that former Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau said had "not a snowball's chance in hell" of happening. At least one adviser has told me they've heard Trump refer to Venezuela as the 51st state as well; Trump announced that the U.S. would "run" Venezuela following the capture and arrest of its president early this month. Trump has also suggested annexing Mexico to resolve trade imbalances. "If we're going to subsidize them, let them become a state," he said in 2024.

"The media doesn't know the difference between what's real and what's tongue-in-cheek," another Trump adviser told me, distinguishing between Trump's ambition to annex Greenland for national-security reasons (real) and his interest in annexing Canada (joke). But as part of the team that first reported Trump's interest in buying Greenland back in 2019, I can confidently say that many of his advisers believed, back then, that his musings were in jest. He had enlisted the White House counsel's office to look into its feasibility at the time, but few of the people I spoke with thought much would come of it.

Flash forward almost seven years, and Americans are considering whether the president, now back in office, will invade a NATO ally. Trump's belligerence is stoking controversy, even in his own party. I spoke with two Republican members of Congress who told me that although they support Trump's interest in expanding American influence in the Arctic, they are not ready to go to war for Greenland. Most Americans feel the same. A CNN poll this month found that 75 percent of Americans oppose attempting to take control of Greenland. (Even Republicans are split down the middle; half of Republicans and Republican-leaning independents are in support, and half are opposed.)

In 1867, the then-secretary of state launched an inquiry into buying the territory, along with Iceland. In 1946, President Harry Truman offered to buy Greenland from Denmark for $100 million. Denmark refused to sell. The American Action Forum, a conservative think tank, looked at these values as percentages of GDP growth, and--accounting for enormous GDP growth since those offers were made--estimates that acquiring the island today would cost $12.9 billion to $19.6 billion. "These bids would end up providing Denmark between three and five times the total GDP of the island," AAF said in a 2025 report.

In Davos today, Trump described America's current relationship with Greenland as a "lease," adding, "Who the hell wants to defend a license agreement or a lease?"

He also appeared to confuse Greenland with Iceland in his speech: "Our stock market took the first dip yesterday because of Iceland, so Iceland has already cost us a lot of money."

Read: Trump exhaustion syndrome

The previous U.S. offers were contingent on Denmark's agreement to part ways with the island. Ahead of the World Economic Forum, Trump suggested a readiness to seize the territory however he has to, threatening the survival of NATO in the process. "We are all urging the White House to bring down the temperature," one Republican lawmaker told me.

On X, Republican Senator Thom Tillis of North Carolina criticized the push for "coercive action" against Greenland as "beyond stupid" and harmful to American businesses and allies. He issued a statement with Democratic colleagues emphasizing that Greenland is "not for sale," and that its autonomy must be respected. But Tillis fell short of saying he would vote to impeach the president if Trump followed through with his threats.

Even Trump's critics acknowledge that Greenland is crucial to protecting U.S. interests in the Arctic, just as Polk and Jefferson before him argued that Cuba was crucial for protecting American interests in the Caribbean. (About a century later, the potency of that threat became clear when the Soviet Union deployed nuclear missiles, sparking the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962.) But the point of NATO is to provide collective security, which should mean U.S. interests in the Arctic are already covered by Denmark. "What he's ignoring is that NATO already supposedly protects Greenland from Russia and other countries," Paul Frymer, a Princeton politics professor, told me.

Polk's offer to buy Cuba from Spain was meant to remain quiet as he sought to secure a deal, but the news leaked to The New York Herald. Spain refused the offer and was deeply offended by its ally's behavior; Madrid declared it would rather see Cuba "sunk into the ocean" than transferred to a foreign power.

There was also resistance within the U.S., a preview of the divisions that would ultimately lead to the Civil War more than a decade later. "The South wanted Cuba, and the North didn't," because the South saw the possibility of adding to the ranks of slave states and the North was opposed, Frymer told me. Polk backed down, unwilling to flout the law or the role of Congress in his pursuit (two things that Trump, so far, has ignored in his grab for Greenland and his recent military action in Venezuela).

"There was an acknowledgement of international law when it came to starting a war with a major European power," Greenberg, who is also the head of Penn State's history department, told me. "The idea that the United States would say, Hey, we want what you have, and we need it, and if you won't give it to us we're gonna go to war against you was seen as not acceptable."

Polk's Cuba failure fueled resistance to expansionism in the following decades. After the Civil War, Ulysses S. Grant sought to negotiate a treaty to annex the self-governed Dominican Republic, then known as Santo Domingo, which he viewed as a component of Reconstruction and a strategic option for stationing the U.S. Navy. But Congress shot it down, telling him the country was big enough.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national-security/2026/01/trump-greenland-polk-manifest-destiny/685689/?utm_source=feed
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Democracy's Odds

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




Updated with new questions at 4:40 p.m. ET on January 22, 2026.

In Princeton, New Jersey, a short stroll from the university you have heard of, there lies a little campus home to the Institute for Advanced Study. It was founded in 1930 not to confer degrees nor--God forbid!--to make money, nor even to conduct research toward any end in particular. The institute proclaims that its purpose is "the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake."

Founder Abraham Flexner reckoned that brilliant minds, once freed to pursue "useless satisfactions," would stumble upon discoveries of "undreamed-of utility," as he wrote in a magazine a few years into the institute's work. It seems to have worked for Albert Einstein, who had an office there. J. Robert Oppenheimer, too.

Enjoy this week's useless satisfactions. I look forward to your theory of everything the week after.

Find last week's questions here, and to get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily. 

Thursday, January 22, 2026

	What establishment is known as the "nation's attic" for its vast collection of American artifacts?
 -- From Lily Meyer's article on the long-running argument over that attic 
 	The Arabic word for "everything" is the name of what website that concerns itself with elections, sports scores, geopolitical happenings, and basically any other predictable event a user can think up?
 -- From Saahil Desai's article on the danger of this sort of site
 	What political-science term describes a country with a weak government, an exploited working class, and an elite-controlled economy that usually depends on one (possibly fruity) commodity?
 -- From Marc Novicoff's essay on looking for a label for Donald Trump's governance




And by the way, did you know that the vaunted Athenians, inventors of democracy, most commonly selected their political officeholders by chance? Bronze tokens representing the adult men of Athens would be slotted into a carved-stone device called the kleroterion, then dice would be repeatedly dropped into the contraption to rule out tokens until only the number required to hold office remained.

The proper poli-sci term for this is sortition, which also applies to how the United States selects people for jury duty today. But imagine the rest of U.S. democracy working like that: You're tossing out your junk mail when you notice a letter from the feds--congrats, the big government Plinko board has decided you're serving one year in Congress. Good luck!

Until tomorrow.



Answers:

	The Smithsonian. The world's largest museum complex is, naturally, more than just dusty storage, and the "attic" moniker belies the power the Smithsonian Institution has to shape the narrative of the United States, Lily writes. The story matters more than all the stuff--so it's no wonder people fight over it, she says. Read more.
 	Kalshi. Like Polymarket, Kalshi is one of those sites that purports to be a "prediction market" and not a gambling platform--repeat, not a gambling platform. Except, Saahil writes, any forum for betting is definitionally manipulable; the media outlets that breathlessly report odds as determined by Kalshi had better beware. Read more.
 	Banana republic. The term, typically applied to Latin American countries, doesn't really fit the United States, Marc writes (although artificial intelligence certainly seems like the country's banana right now), nor does authoritarianism, fascism, or kleptocracy. Rather, Marc argues, the United States might right now be a kakistocracy. Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, and if you think up a great question after reading an Atlantic story--or simply want to share a fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Wednesday, January 21, 2026

	The strangely shaped juhyo--"monsters" made where the wind sculpts snow around evergreen trees--appear each winter on Mount Zao, in a rural prefecture of what country?
 -- From Alan Taylor's collection of photos of the phenomenon 
 	The Trump administration this month posted images of politicians and celebrities sporting a particular type of mustache--a campaign intended to encourage consumption of what dietary item?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's article on one of the food world's longest wars
 	In internet slang, what four-letter first name can be applied to any muscular, romantically successful "alpha male"? (Drop a letter, and you get a word for a man who behaves boorishly toward women.)
 -- From Thomas Chatterton Williams's essay on the crisis of "looksmaxxing" 




And by the way, did you know that--speaking of snow monsters--the U.S. State Department in 1959 issued guidance on yeti expeditions? It informed Americans who wished to hunt for the abominable snowman that they would have to comply with certain rules set by Nepal: They needed to pay for a permit, they had to share any photographic evidence they found, and they were allowed to capture the yeti alive but could kill it only "in an emergency arising out of self defence."

Alas, this did not mean that State officials believed in the monster. Rather, they were trying to show their support for Nepalese sovereignty--and thus keep the country out of the clutches of a boogeyman that scared Americans even more than the yeti: communism.



Answers:

	Japan. The monsters make for eerie skiing in the mountains of Yamagata prefecture, the site of one of Japan's oldest resorts. If a jaunt there is out of the question, the photos Alan compiled are a stunning substitute. See the pictures.
 	Milk. The dairy 'staches are a throwback to the "Got Milk?" campaign launched in the 1990s. Now the Trump team wants everyone drinking whole milk specifically, Yasmin says--possibly to recapture America's lost promise? The details are fuzzy. What's clear, Yasmin writes, is that "the idealized era of perfectly safe, perfectly wholesome dairy never really existed." Read more.
 	Chad. (And your drop-a-letter answer is cad.) The Chad is one of the more legible elements of the corner of the internet devoted to "looksmaxxing"--the "monomaniacal commitment" to improving one's appearance, as Thomas puts it. Reporting on this troubling, uncompassionate subculture, Thomas concludes that it might be the perfect distillation of the moral crisis young men face. Read more. 




Tuesday, January 20, 2026

	Whereas Swedish institutions select the winner of every other Nobel Prize, the award for peace is conferred by a committee from what country?
 -- From Anne Applebaum's analysis of Donald Trump's threatening Greenland letter
 	What 1986 sports movie follows the boys of tiny Milan High School to their state-championship victory over Muncie Central?
 -- From Keith O'Brien's article on the end of the underdog
 	The Barbz are--or were--the fan base of what "Anaconda" rapper, who recently alienated many of them when she appeared at a Turning Point USA event alongside Charlie Kirk's widow?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's essay on Trump's ever-stalled effort to win the culture war




And by the way, did you know that throughout the history of the Nobel Prizes, there have been years so turbulent that the Peace Prize committee determined not to confer an award, even as other categories went on?

This happened in a few of the interwar years as Nazi Germany rearmed, Italy invaded Ethiopia, and peace generally disintegrated. It was also the case for the years of World War I, with the exception of 1917, when the committee recognized the Red Cross for its humanitarian aid. (All of the Nobel Prizes were suspended during the early years of World War II.)

The circumstances were a bit different in 1948, when the committee ruled that "there was no suitable living candidate." The clear message was that the award--which by rule cannot be given posthumously--should have gone to Mahatma Gandhi, assassinated earlier that year.



Answers:

	Norway. Neither of those countries, you'll note, is Denmark, the Scandinavian state that Greenland is a part of. Still, Anne writes, in a letter to Norway's prime minister, Trump threatened invasion of the territory as a consequence of his not receiving a Nobel Peace Prize--never mind that Norway's government doesn't determine the winner, either. Read more.
 	Hoosiers. The real-life miracle that immortalized Milan, Indiana, is perhaps the underdog story in sports. Indiana University's win on Monday in college football's national championship is, likewise, a great story, O'Brien writes--but no matter how many Hoosier comparisons commentators make, the victory is not the tale of an underdog. That storyline, at least in college football, is kaput. Read more.
 	Nicki Minaj. Minaj's appearance at AmericaFest was certainly a "plot twist," Spencer writes, but it's also in keeping with conservatives' attempt to so disorient America that they can graft "a new zeitgeist" onto the culture. Alas--ask a Barb--culture is still too surprising and messy to control. Read more.
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How to Tell If Your President Is a Dictator

<span>A year into Donald Trump's second term, labeling his governing style remains an elusive goal.</span>

by Marc Novicoff

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




President Trump prosecutes his political opponents; deports immigrants, including some here legally, to foreign prisons without due process; solicits tribute payments from corporations and foreign governments; deploys soldiers to American cities that are not, in fact, in civil-war-level chaos; and puts his name and image on government buildings that quite obviously don't belong to him.

So, a question: What do you call this form of government? Authoritarian? Kleptocratic? Totalitarian? Fascist?

Above all, Trump attempts to govern by decree, unconstrained by norms, shame, or the Constitution. (The only limits he sees on his powers come from "my own morality," he recently told The New York Times. "My own mind. It's the only thing that can stop me.") But any analysis that attempts to answer the question of whether this makes him a despot must take into account that he is still not terribly successful at despotism. Sometimes he gets his way, but sometimes he does not. The White House on occasion seeks Congress's approval and is periodically thwarted. Courts block his administration's moves weekly, even if the small fraction of cases that make it to the Supreme Court mostly go Trump's way. His enemies continue to walk free, despite his efforts. He is historically unpopular and his term ends in three years.

The easiest way to label America's new political system might be through the process of elimination. We are not, for example, living under totalitarianism, which, in Mussolini's words, would entail all aspects of society lying "within the state, none outside the state, none against the state." Power in America is still decentralized. Local governments operate mostly independently, and business and institutional leaders have power over their domains. What about fascism, then? The historian Robert Paxton came up with several diagnostic criteria in his 2004 book, The Anatomy of Fascism. Fascists, or those adjacent to fascism, are generally obsessed with societal decline. They seek increased militarization, the abandonment of democratic freedoms, and violence in service of internal purity and expansion abroad.

Quinta Jurecic: Trump's attack on democracy is faltering

Paxton himself had once resisted applying the term to Trump. The events of January 6, 2021, changed his mind. No doubt, some of his criteria sounded apt even before the Department of Homeland Security turned its X account into a stream of unsubtle endorsements of white supremacy. Yet the fact that fascistic tendencies are stirring doesn't mean fascism has taken hold. "There are fascist people," Samuel Moyn, a law and history professor at Yale, and a critic of using the term, told me. "Those probably exist in the millions, and they always have." Trump's own former chief of staff John Kelly has said that Trump "certainly falls into the general definition of fascist." But a truly fascist form of government? "The United States is nowhere remotely near that," Steven Levitsky, the Harvard scholar of authoritarianism, told me. Opposition has not been banned; to the contrary, it remains loud. Opponents of Trump are not just spared expropriation, torture, and execution--many even gain money, fame, and power through the very act of opposing him, including writers such as Heather Cox Richardson and politicians such as California Governor Gavin Newsom. "You work for a magazine" Moyn told me, whose existence would have been "unthinkable" during "the Third Reich or under Mussolini."

If the United States isn't fascist, have we crossed into kleptocracy, or rule by thieves? Few Americans are doing better in the Trump economy than Trump himself. America has always had politicians who used their power to enrich themselves, but as a rule, they used to try to hide it. In the second Trump era, the graft is largely out in the open. The top purchasers of Trump's crypto meme coin were invited to dinner with the president. The Securities and Exchange Commission halted its case against one of the biggest investors in Trump's crypto schemes. The top donors to Trump's new White House ballroom include the recipients of major government contracts such as Palantir and Lockheed Martin. The government of Qatar gave the White House a $400 million jet. Trump's Commodity Futures Trading Commission is allowing one company that employs his son Donald Jr. and another that he's invested in to brazenly evade state-level gambling bans.

But Timothy Frye, a scholar of post-Soviet Russia at Columbia, says kleptocracy isn't exactly right, either. "There are a lot of countries that have high levels of corruption that I wouldn't call a traditional kleptocracy," he told me. Many leaders use the state to direct resources to their own or their friends' pockets, but there are only a few countries "where the government primarily exists to steal from the populace," and where the oligarchs "face very few constraints from doing so," Frye said, adding that in the U.S., "CEOs don't wake up in the morning thinking that the government's going to simply expropriate their firms."

That is a rather low bar to clear. Some executives surely lose sleep over fear of their government contracts being canceled or their merger being rejected on political grounds. The fact that business leaders worry at all about opposing the president is, well, worrying. In Trump's second term, the powers of the federal government are used to reward allies and punish the opposition, real and perceived. Organizations that Trump deems "left wing" are investigated. States run by Democrats are stripped of their federal funding. Media mergers are steered into Trump-friendly hands. Security clearances are taken from lawyers who worked for Democrats, and government-funded protection is rescinded from ex-officials perceived to be disloyal.

An opposition still exists, in other words, but it's at a disadvantage. That's the classic condition of competitive authoritarianism, a term coined by Levitsky and his colleague Lucan Way to describe countries ruled by "hybrid regimes" in the two decades after the Cold War. Before the 1990s, dictatorships usually looked the part. After the fall of the Soviet Union, many authoritarian countries began to hold elections. But the competition wasn't fair. Opposition media could be shut down. Courts could be packed. Enemies could be harassed or assaulted, and the perpetrators would not be punished.

Because competitive authoritarianism depends on maintaining a plausible degree of democratic participation, it is much easier to pull off when a leader is broadly popular, Levitsky explained to me, like Vladimir Putin or El Salvador's Nayib Bukele. Trump is not. And it's more effective when you're savvy and careful. Trump is neither. His authoritarian moves can be half-baked and primitive, such as the firing of the head of the Bureau of Labor Statistics for releasing economic data that Trump wished were not true. That decision and others like it have led some observers to reach for a different term, one geographically closer to home: banana republic. Because bananas are an unserious fruit, the phrase evokes a certain degree of slapstick mismanagement. But the term's historical definition is a poor fit for the contemporary United States. Countries that qualify as banana republics, typically Latin American ones, tend to have an economy dependent on a single commodity, a large and exploited working class, and a tiny upper class with a stake in that commodity, which gets to enjoy the fruits of the poor's labor. Perhaps most important, these countries have a weak government, so weak that foreign leaders and businesspeople can topple it easily to preserve their financial interests. The term is usually reserved for not just any authoritarian state, Levitsky told me, but specifically for "tin-pot dictatorships."

Although our government does behave as if artificial intelligence is America's banana, the country is anything but "tin-pot." Our populace is broadly wealthy. Our state is powerful, with a military so skilled and well funded that it recently kidnapped the leader of Venezuela, a country that bears much more resemblance to a banana republic (its "banana" is oil), without incurring a single American casualty. Indeed, it's not our state that is weak, but our leaders and their apparatchiks. Lindsey Halligan is a former model and insurance lawyer who had never prosecuted a single case before being illegally appointed as the U.S. attorney for the Eastern District of Virginia. The first prosecution of her life was against Trump's enemy James Comey, the former FBI director. This was at once a chilling act of retribution and a reassuringly stupid one. Even the country's most panicked partisans wouldn't put money on Comey serving a day in prison for the serious crimes he's charged with. Trump's attack against him is just too fanciful.

George Packer: America's zombie democracy

Perhaps kakistocracy--rule by the worst--is the most apt word for our current form of government. Prosecutors don't know how to prosecute. The health secretary believes vaccines cause autism. The FBI director uses government resources to hang out with his country-singer girlfriend, 18 years his junior. The president's national-security brain trust accidentally texted their war plans and a bunch of emoji to my boss. "There's always a trade-off that rulers have to make between getting somebody who's loyal and somebody who's competent because there's just not an infinite number of people who have both of these qualities," Frye, the Russia scholar, told me. Trump appears unbothered by that trade-off. Putin has a brilliant central banker whom he respects and allows to dictate monetary policy. Trump is criminally investigating his own central banker in order to replace him with someone who can be persuaded to lower interest rates, even though the likely consequence would be to push inflation up and tank what little support Trump has left.

Elements of any number of these nondemocratic governing philosophies have arrived in the United States. Pardoning the January 6 rioters was fascistic. The crypto dinner was kleptocratic. Investigating Democrats for reminding members of the military of their oath fits with competitive authoritarianism. Exempting AI companies from tariffs is banana-republic chic.

The common thread uniting these examples is that they are the embodiment of the president's will. In late 2023, asked by Sean Hannity to assure the American people that he wouldn't abuse his power if reelected, Trump infamously quipped, "Except for day one." He would immediately close the border and ramp up oil drilling. But, he said, "after that, I'm not a dictator."

This was an underpromise. Just today, in Davos, Trump said, "Sometimes you need a dictator." Every day of his second term, his approach to governance has been literally dictatorial: He says he wants something, and the loyalists surrounding him make sure it happens, no matter if it is illegal or irrational--whether tariffs, National Guard deployments, or the demolition of the East Wing of the White House. Except, of course, when it doesn't happen. Over and over, the people, and the legal system, fail to give Trump the support and deference that he demands, keeping the aspiring dictator from getting his dictatorship. If Trump, or someone equally indifferent to democracy, could rule more effectively for long enough, he could ensure the death of the world's oldest democracy. But for him to achieve that, we would have to let him.
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A Novel About the Costs of Family Secrets

In Quiara Alegria Hudes's <em>The White Hot</em>, they hurt the people they're meant to protect.

by Ruth Madievsky

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




A Russian proverb I heard growing up translates to something like "Those who recall the past will lose an eye." Dwelling on bygone events, it suggests, is dangerous. My family of post-Soviet refugees seemed to believe it, and mostly passed down their history in loose, cinematic anecdotes. I'd piece together what their lives were like before we immigrated to Los Angeles from images of barbed-wire obstacle courses, ransacked apartments, and sudden deaths. Lore was rarely presented in a matter-of-fact way--so when I was 11, and my grandmother told me plainly that her father had died of a heart attack, I grew suspicious. When I confronted my mother about the story, she admitted what she knew of the truth: My great-grandfather had actually been declared an enemy of the state and abducted by the KGB, never to be seen again.

My grandmother, to whom I was very close, had lied to me, forcing me to strong-arm my way into our family's history. Many of my immigrant friends remember similar fabrications about their relatives' lives, ostensibly made up to protect them. None feel that they were better for it. This kind of concealment is common among refugee families: There's no foolproof roadmap for determining when and how to disclose traumatic events, especially to children, and for many who leave their home country, keeping the past in the past can feel like a way of safeguarding the future. But the secrecy of a parent or grandparent can inflict its own potent wounds.

Such is the case in Quiara Alegria Hudes's wrenching and mordant debut novel, The White Hot, in which 26-year-old April Soto hits her breaking point and walks out on her 10-year-old daughter, Noelle. The novel mostly takes the form of a letter that April sends Noelle years later, to be read on her 18th birthday. This fiery and self-mythologizing document serves as an explanation--but not an apology--for leaving, and it describes a painful journey toward understanding herself. April, whose grandmother kept her in the dark about her family's history, is trying to fill it in for her daughter. Secrecy, April explains, is "an insidious form of care--applying a bandage to hide rather than heal."

Dear Therapist: I inherited unwanted family secrets

Excavating bygone times is not a tender process, though. April's letter is honest about what, and who, pushed her to abandon her child, and she does not spare Noelle, who she believes is now capable of handling the truth. The inciting moment, April explains, was Noelle's fourth-grade school art show. April narrates the scene: Her daughter has, in her artwork, depicted the family's Philadelphia row home, where four generations of Soto women live practically on top of one another. She draws April as a faceless figure who wears noise-canceling headphones and frequently locks herself in the bathroom. After the school viewing, Noelle avoids eye contact with her mother, which April interprets as a provocation. Humiliated and hurt by the implication that she's a negligent mother, April projects all her shame onto the child's small gesture. "I knew I'd received your artwork as intended," she writes to her now-grown child.

Later that day, the school principal calls April to report that Noelle has attacked an older student with her graphing calculator. It seems that Noelle has inherited her mother's bouts of blinding rage--the titular "white hot," which April describes as "not just a wrecking ball but my dance partner and confidante, the only companion I had." The principal gives her an ultimatum: Either mother and daughter attend free anger-management classes, or Noelle will be expelled.

The choice seems simple, but April, who fears that neutralizing her fury will leave her unable to "taste life," can't abide it. The gentleness with which the principal recommends it makes April doubly suspicious ("his fucking kindness, all over me like a bad sweat"). She is allergic to anything that could suggest she resembles a victim. This is one of many places where Hudes, who is also a playwright and wrote the book for the musical In the Heights, showcases her skill at psychological excavation. Far from a remorseless monster, April is a charismatic and deeply lonely woman. She's haunted by constant reminders that she knows next to nothing of her family's experiences before she was born; interrogations of her saint-like grandmother, Abuela Omara, go nowhere. April concludes that something terrible must have driven Abuela from Puerto Rico, but in their most candid conversation, Abuela says only, "I am a person without memories," and "it's best to be a tomorrow soul. To move on." April disagrees, lamenting, "I have no history because of this." That April's own disappearance will end up cutting Noelle off from her history barely crosses her radar.

The limited history April does have centers on a single memory: When she was young, she witnessed her father beating her mother unconscious with a loose floorboard. Her grandmother immediately repaired the floor and never again acknowledged that her daughter was nearly beaten to death in their home. April, we learn, grew up in close quarters with emotionally distant people. Now, she tells Noelle, she believes that--nonsensical as it sounds--leaving can be a form of love.

Read: The questions we don't ask our families but should

So, after the art show, when it was all too much, April yanked off her headphones and walked out the door. Readers observe as she boards a Greyhound bus to Pittsburgh; camps with no gear in rural, rugged Ohiopyle State Park; and briefly takes up with a young widower, Kamal. He introduces April to the music of Jimi Hendrix ("Had I not left home, Noelle, I might've never heard it") and helps her see that her body can be a source of not just pain but also pleasure. At 26, April experiences the adolescence she never had, a girlhood she prays Noelle will experience, despite knowing that her abandonment will likely extinguish that possibility. Believing that attaining one's freedom is "a brutal assignment with many punishments," April sees the agony of her choices as a necessity. But even at 34, after almost a decade of chasing her authentic self, her letter makes clear that she is so fractured by her family's secrecy that she still struggles to see herself clearly.

April's reaction to the mysteries of her family's past might look extreme, but in Hudes's rendering, it makes sense. Stories about our elders' experiences can be crucial to how we form our identities. Ironically, the novel suggests, being raised in an atmosphere of intractable silence has likely inflicted greater damage on April than anything her family could have revealed. The White Hot makes clear that love without honesty is corrosive. For those who have fled their home for harrowing reasons they may struggle to share with their children--and for many others who have been separated from their families and their children in the process--this is a timely revelation. Hudes knows that there is more than one way to leave a child: Emotional abandonment may be less visible than physical separation, but she suggests that it can also have lifelong ramifications.

That April loves Noelle isn't in question; that she leaves her anyway is gutting. She believes that Noelle will be better off without her, though she can plainly tell that her daughter is heartbroken and terrified. So is April, in her way. She movingly considers the minor details of how her child will fare without her. Imagining whether Noelle will one day have a quinceanera, she wonders, "Would your cheeks shine with glitter? Who would braid your hair?"

Read: The movie that understands the secret shame of motherhood

We never learn what happens to several characters I'd grown to care about after April leaves, but it makes sense that a novel about a woman brutally excising herself from her family does not provide neat closure. Even if Noelle--and the reader--got all the answers, the vivid scar of April's abandonment would remain.

"Do not absolve me, do not forgive me, only hear me, consider my story," April asks Noelle near the letter's conclusion. Her vanishing and its long-delayed explanation are attempts to disband the "army of broomed ancestors" that "stood at their backs, sweeping tears under rugs." Brief, stirring sections from Noelle's point of view bookend the novel, inviting us to decide whether April's plan succeeded. These glimpses into the woman Noelle has become are refreshing and poignant. When she asserts, "A mother is a life sentence, after all," I heard April's voice--as well as her love of over-the-top metaphors--and was touched by the similarity in how mother and daughter think, after all these years apart.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/2026/01/white-hot-hudes-family-secrets-wounds/685694/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



America's Crimea

Moscow lets it be known how it feels about Trump's threats against Denmark.

by Simon Shuster

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




Sergey Lavrov, the Russian foreign minister, can rarely be described as looking happy. His brick wall of a face and somber voice, worn down by many years of smoking Marlboros, have earned him the nickname "Minister No." But when the question of Greenland came up yesterday at his press conference in Moscow, Lavrov seemed to come alive, even permitting himself a smile and a chuckle as he talked about President Trump's imperial designs on the Danish territory and the response from NATO allies.

"That alliance," Lavrov said, "is going through a test of what it's good for." Some of its members, he continued, "have gone so far as to ask themselves whether it's time to break it up, because one NATO country is preparing to attack another NATO country." That confrontation has resulted in the "deepest of crises" within the alliance, Lavrov said. "I just want to highlight that the Euro-Atlantic idea of ensuring security and cooperation has discredited itself."

For Lavrov and his boss, Vladimir Putin, the standoff over Greenland has offered plenty of reasons for schadenfreude. It has distracted the Europeans from Russia's war against Ukraine, forcing Denmark and its allies to use their military resources to guard Greenland from the United States instead of defending against the Russian threat. As Lavrov pointed out, the dispute has also raised the prospect of a rupture within NATO, the alliance that Putin has made it his mission to dismantle.

Appearing earlier today at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, Trump tried to calm the fears of a military clash among NATO allies. The U.S. "won't use force" to seize Greenland, he said, while issuing a vague warning that if Denmark and the Europeans do not acquiesce to his demands, "we will remember." (Trump later said on Truth Social that he had reached a deal with NATO but details were scant.)

Trump's recent threats against Greenland have sounded like poetic justice to the Russians because they erode the moral high ground from which the West has defended Ukraine. By making a nakedly imperialist claim on the territory of a faithful American ally, Trump has made it far easier for Putin and Lavrov to justify Russia's imperialist claim on Ukraine. Western appeals to the principles of sovereignty, territorial integrity, and the autonomy of nations start to ring hollow when the country that anchors the West sets out to violate those principles so brazenly.

From the Russian perspective, all of this lines up with Europe's history and foretells its destiny. "Greenland is not a natural part of Denmark," Lavrov said yesterday. Since the early Middle Ages, he argued, Greenlanders have been the playthings of imperial powers. They became the subjects of the Kingdom of Norway in the 13th century, then fell under the Danish crown in 1814. It would therefore be natural, Lavrov suggested, for another colonizer to take Greenland from the Danes. "It's a colonial conquest, and the fact that the local residents there are used to it and feel comfortable--that's a different question," Lavrov said.

The Russian rendering of history aligns with the excuses Putin made for his war against Ukraine. He argued at the start of the invasion, in 2022, that Ukraine had always been a natural part of Russia and did not deserve to exist as an independent state. Although Lavrov stopped short of urging the United States to go ahead and take what it pleases from Denmark, he offered Trump a guide for doing exactly that.

Read: Davos Man may burn the whole thing down 

He referred to the Russian seizure of Crimea from Ukraine as a useful precedent for an American takeover. In some sense, Lavrov has a point. Russia's conquest of Crimea in 2014 relied on the military base it had in that region of Ukraine. Russian troops, having removed the insignia from their uniforms, spilled out of that base and took positions across Crimea, daring the Ukrainian troops stationed on the peninsula to resist. Few of them did.

In recent days, the U.S. has likewise reinforced its contingent on the American base in western Greenland, ostensibly as part of a "long planned" set of military exercises. Russia's actions in Ukraine would offer Trump a road map for securing control of that territory should Trump ultimately decide to resort to force. After Russian forces took over Crimea, the Kremlin staged a referendum to legitimize the land grab. The ballot did not offer the people of Crimea the option of remaining part of Ukraine. The choice was between Crimean independence or Russian annexation. According to the Kremlin's count, more than 97 percent of them chose the latter. The referendum was condemned as a sham around the world, but it gave Putin the veneer of legality he wanted before absorbing the entire region into Russia that spring.

Lavrov made the link to Greenland explicit in his remarks: "As President Trump said, Greenland is important to the security of the United States. Crimea is no less important to the security of Russia."

For Ukraine, the most harmful consequence of the conflict over Greenland has been the way it has absorbed the West's attention and diverted its resources. In his remarks in Davos, Trump said he plans to meet Volodymyr Zelensky to discuss the peace process. The Ukrainian leader hoped to sign a new "prosperity plan" during the summit with Trump and European leaders that would be worth an estimated $800 billion. The Greenland controversy derailed those plans. "Nobody is in any mood to stage a grand spectacle around an agreement with Trump right now," a European official told the Financial Times.

Trump's choice of Greenland as his target has been particularly harmful to the Ukrainians because it has distracted one of their most committed European allies. Since the invasion in 2022, Denmark has contributed about $10 billion in aid to Ukraine's defense through a fund created for that purpose. Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen also helped shape a system of support for Ukraine known as the Danish model, in which foreign allies pay directly for Ukrainian arms manufacturers to produce the weapons needed to fight the Russians.

Read: Denmark's army chief says he's ready to defend Greenland

"My key message to the U.S. is: Stick together with Europe," Frederiksen told me in an interview last February, soon after Trump made his intentions to acquire Greenland clear to her by phone. The greatest threat to the West, she argued, will come from the alliance among Russia, Iran, and North Korea. "They hate us, and they are willing to destroy us," she said. "These challenges will not disappear. So we are in a hurry now! We really have to ramp up production and spend much more on defense and security."

The Danes, like much of Europe, see defending Ukraine against Russia as essential to their own security. But last month, as Trump's threats against Greenland intensified, Denmark decided to reduce its aid to Ukraine dramatically, committing only about $1.5 billion in 2026, compared with $2.6 billion last year and nearly $3 billion the year before. The prime minister's office did not immediately respond to my request for comment about whether this decision was related to the need to defend Greenland from the Americans.

But the timing sends a clear message to Moscow: They need only to bide their time, and the West may tear itself apart. Toward the end of his rant about Greenland, that is what Lavrov promised that Russia would do. "A tendency toward crisis has built up within Western society," he said. "Greenland is a clear example." The diplomat could not seem to believe Russia's luck. "In general," he said, "it would have been hard to imagine that such a thing could happen." On that point, at least, it would be difficult to disagree.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national-security/2026/01/greenland-nato-russia-putin-trump/685691/?utm_source=feed
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Doomsday-Prepping for Trump's Third Term

Dmitri Mehlhorn has created a fictional world to game out constitutional collapse.

by Michael Scherer

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




Betting money puts the odds of constitutional collapse in the United States at about one in 25. Anyone can wager three or four cents on Polymarket, Kalshi, or PredictIt that will pay out $1 if Donald Trump wins a third term in the 2028 election--an impossibility, according to the plain text of the Twenty-Second Amendment: "No person shall be elected to the office of the President more than twice."

Dmitri Mehlhorn, a former Democratic strategist, thinks that the chance of political apocalypse is about 20 times higher--and that Americans need to start preparing now. He recently secured dual citizenship for his family on the Caribbean island of St. Kitts and is obsessively thinking through how people should respond if Trump tries to maintain power with the threat of force. He styles himself a doomsday philosopher of this worst-case scenario.

On a Tuesday last month, this effort brought him to a co-working space in Manhattan's SoHo neighborhood to play a war game of sorts with about 15 finance professionals, nonprofit leaders, technology executives, and former Democratic-campaign advisers--and me.

"Let's just use fiction to just imagine things so that we're not all bogged down in prose," Mehlhorn told the assembled players as the first glasses of wine were poured. The end of the enlightened order, it turns out, is best contemplated with libations and crudites. "Just imagine a world where certain assumptions are true."

The assumptions were these: It is December 2025, and a term-limited U.S. president is rapidly consolidating control over the military and law enforcement, and pardoning criminal allies. To win, "President Buzz Windrip" and his team must increase their own wealth and maintain power or secure legal amnesty through 2030. They are competing against two other teams: one representing the business community, which seeks to protect and grow its capital and avoid prison, and one representing the defenders of the U.S. constitutional system and the rule of law. The game plays out over several 30-minute rounds, as players submit their actions so that AI agents--the game masters--can calculate the impact of each move and present new challenges. The premise of the game, like a round of Dungeons & Dragons, encourages players to check their personal politics and morality at the door--and to try to think more radically.

"  You have a man who breaks the law, and that man is the strongman. Which bends, the man or the law? That's the question," Mehlhorn told me when we first met to discuss his project. "If the president has proven in his first term that he will ignore subpoenas and ignore congressional budget authorizations and pardon anybody who also does, then suddenly, there's no power. What are the remaining checks? Every check is gone."

Read: Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already under way

Mehlhorn's ideas exist well outside the Democratic mainstream, which remains focused on the midterms and 2028 election--contests that he believes will have little meaning. He assumes that federal law enforcement will operate at Trump's whims and that Democrat-run states need to build deterrence--threats of federal-tax boycotts, an expansive embrace of states' rights, a new understanding of the importance of gun ownership, to name a few. His defenders see him as a colorful provocateur who is forcing uncomfortable conversations. His critics in Democratic politics consider his obsessions dangerous distractions, built on fanciful thinking, from the difficult work of winning elections and regaining power.

The game--held in a neighborhood better known for $5,000 handbags than fantastical End Times--is a test of Mehlhorn's most outlandish ideas. The three teams prepared to split up and move into separate conference rooms to plot their strategy. "It can be zero or one or two winners," Mehlhorn announced, "but it cannot be three winners." He didn't say what soon became clear: The zero-winner scenario means that the nation has collapsed into civil war.

If Mehlhorn is inclined to imagine a president discarding settled norms and restraints, perhaps it's because he's so often done so himself. He experienced Trump's 2016 victory as a century-defining challenge to the American experiment. He responded by transforming himself from a venture capitalist into an iconoclastic Democratic strategist. His ticket was a friendship with Reid Hoffman, the billionaire co-founder of LinkedIn, whom Mehlhorn told me he knows from their time together at Stanford. As Hoffman's donor-adviser, Mehlhorn helped direct more than $1 billion in anti-Trump spending from 2017 to 2024, particularly by rallying other wealthy liberals who had ties to Silicon Valley.

Their projects were often unconventional and frequently controversial. They backed prescient planning in 2020 for the possibility that Trump would resist the peaceful transfer of power, and two years later, they warned that "MAGA leaders intend to use 2022 midterm wins to install Trump in 2024 regardless of the vote." They spoke openly of their efforts to dampen voter enthusiasm in Republican communities, the sort of vote suppression that other Democrats have long tried to combat.

Once it became clear that Trump would run for president again in 2024, Mehlhorn said that he and Hoffman helped fund the failed challenge to Trump's candidacy under Section 3 of the Fourteenth Amendment, which prohibits federal officials who have "engaged in insurrection or rebellion" from holding office again. (The Colorado Supreme Court ruled in their favor, only to have the decision overturned by the U.S. Supreme Court.) They helped pay the legal bills of E. Jean Carroll, a writer who successfully won a civil judgment against Trump for sexual abuse and defamation. They supported the Republican candidacy of former South Carolina Governor Nikki Haley during the 2024 primaries, in an effort to weaken Trump. They were early backers of anti-Trump groups such as the Courier Newsroom and Republican Voters Against Trump, and of efforts aimed at turning out young urban voters through giveaways and parties. Frustrated with Democrats' dependence on television advertising, they funded apolitical Facebook communities that were designed to attract audiences of less likely Democratic voters, who would find themselves bombarded with get-out-the-vote messages.

"The people who had been funding elections through 2016 were extremely conservative and cautious tactically," Michael Podhorzer, a former strategist for the AFL-CIO who worked with Mehlhorn during the 2020 election cycle, told me. "What he brought from a Silicon Valley perspective was the idea, as he put it, that he would be happy if he funded 10 things and nine failed."

Mehlhorn was also the rare political operative who did not mind making enemies--or opposing liberal causes, such as voting-rights reform in 2021, which he fought because he thought that it would distract from economic issues important to voters and lacked a path to becoming law. I spoke with one of Mehlhorn's admiring colleagues, who requested anonymity to speak frankly and described him as "an asshole to a bunch of people who never have people tell them hard things." Other Democratic strategists who know Mehlhorn were less admiring. Several declined to comment, because they did not share his eagerness to fight with allies. Others remain scarred by public and private feuds with him over strategy, experiences that Mehlhorn acknowledges as "bullying my own allies."

In 2017, Mehlhorn secretly helped fund a deceptive social-media botnet campaign, which mimicked foreign-interference tactics and was designed to hurt a Republican Senate candidate. The backlash was swift. Hoffman later apologized for how his money had been used, saying that he had not been aware of the project. Mehlhorn said that he would no longer fund such efforts.

Then, in the summer of 2024, Mehlhorn crossed an even brighter line, suggesting in an email to a small network of politicos that the assassination attempt against Trump could have been a false-flag attack in the tradition of authoritarian regimes, such as the one run by Russian President Vladimir Putin. "I know I am prone to bias on this, but this is a classic Putin play and given the facts seems more plausible," Mehlhorn wrote. "Look at the actual shot. Look at the staging. Look at how ready Trump is to rally." He pressed recipients to investigate whether the shooting might have been staged so that Trump could benefit from the photos and the backlash.

When the conspiratorial email was published by Semafor, it ignited bipartisan outrage. Mehlhorn apologized. Within a week, Hoffman cut ties. Even as many Democrats distanced themselves, Mehlhorn quickly launched his own effort to support Kamala Harris's bid for the presidency. But after Trump won, he announced that he was done with electoral politics. Mehlhorn didn't think that Trump intended to allow free and fair elections again anyway. "This moment demands recalibration, resilience, and resolve," he wrote to friends weeks after the election. "Even as authoritarian forces ascend, history shows that ingenuity and collaboration can prevail."

Read: Inside the Democratic rupture that undermined Kamala Harris's presidential hopes

He set about reinventing himself again, this time as a political thinker. He was, he said, no longer fighting the war but working "in the war college." When we first met for this story, he gave me a list of 30 authors who have shaped his thinking, including the philosophers John Locke, Karl Popper, and Hannah Arendt; the astronomer Carl Sagan; and the retired federal judge J. Michael Luttig. But he felt that the world had already spun beyond the bounds of what traditional white papers could anticipate. So he decided to start working in fiction.

Mehlhorn has written a science-fiction book imagining America's collapse into autocracy, and he programmed an AI to create a set of fictional Substack authors who write about parts of his political vision. Mehlhorn also founded a new group called the Atoll Society, named for the ring of islands that forms after an underwater volcanic eruption. In this metaphor, Mehlhorn casts the United States as we know it as the exploded volcano, a void. The surrounding islands--a national and an international "archipelago of light"--will have to form the new resistance.

In any role-playing game, the rules shape reality. Players are given win conditions that define their motives, and the game masters are given the ability to throw any obstacle in their way. As the cheese plates arrived in SoHo, the three teams found themselves in uncharted territory. (To get the full, immersive experience, I participated in the game as one of five players on the fictional president's team. As a condition of my joining, I agreed not to identify or quote the other participants.)

The AI game masters told the players that an Oregon sheriff had started organizing local law enforcement in support of the Constitution and against the president's consolidation of federal forces. The president's team moved quickly to prosecute the sheriff for treason. The business community bought up national-media properties in the hope of increasing its leverage with the administration. The constitutional defenders began recruiting retired generals to counteract the president's consolidation of power. Both the president's team and the rule-of-law defenders launched back-channel negotiations with the capitalists.

Conditions deteriorated rapidly. The National Guard in blue states began to defect after being federalized by the president, loosening his hold on the military. Wary of the economic instability, the business community tried to relocate money outside the country, prompting the federal government to seize $600 billion. Then the president's team launched a false-flag cyberattack on electricity infrastructure and pinned it on North Korea.

The exercise quickly descended into the realm of dystopian fiction, as the players wrestled with the same ideas that Mehlhorn has been developing. The constitutional defenders, operating through Democratic state leaders, found themselves leaning into the "states' rights" powers of the Tenth Amendment. By the later rounds, the blue states had launched a tax boycott, worked to win over the military, embraced the Oregon sheriff as a champion of liberty, and abandoned the long-standing liberal aversion to guns.

"There are a lot of people with guns and military experience in this country. A lot of them. The Democratic Party does not have relationships with them at all," Mehlhorn said. "You start to have alliances built around the Bill of Rights and start having a notion that the tax, the golden goose of all this wealth creation, is not just going to keep on paying if the federal Constitution is clearly in breach. That set of conversations can create a set of incentives where you actually deter the far-worse outcomes."

Listening to Mehlhorn, I found it hard not to wonder how he would react if a similar exercise were conducted by Trump supporters--gaming out how to combat a dastardly Democratic power grab by rallying an armed coalition to stop it. Many in the president's coalition are already warning about a wave of what the White House adviser Stephen Miller calls "domestic terrorism" to obstruct federal authority--a catchall term that Trump aides use sometimes to describe activity protected by the First Amendment, and sometimes to describe the physical obstruction of law-enforcement efforts. Meanwhile, Trump supporters, such as the lawyer Alan Dershowitz and the former Trump adviser Steve Bannon, have been busily preparing their own outlandish scenarios for the president's indefinite rule. In important ways, the political debate has begun to shift away from what is happening to focus on the darkest visions of what might happen next.

Trump started selling Trump 2028 hats three months after taking office last year. Eight months in, he gathered military leadership to focus on the "war from within." When Democratic lawmakers released a video reaffirming that the military code does not permit carrying out illegal orders, Trump accused them of seditious behavior "punishable by DEATH."

Trump has been, for many of his most devoted supporters, delightfully ambiguous about whether he will actually try to run again in 2028. Trump said in March that "there are methods" for getting around the Constitution's third-term prohibitions. When asked in August, he said that he would "probably not" seek another term but then added, "I'd like to." He told reporters in October that the Constitution is "pretty clear" that he's "not allowed to run," only to have a White House spokesperson say last month that the nation would be "lucky" for such a thing to happen. His chief of staff, Susie Wiles, told Vanity Fair that he would not run again. "But he sure is having fun with it," she added. "When you think of it, we shouldn't even have an election," Trump told Reuters about the 2026 midterms last week. (The White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson provided a statement attacking The Atlantic when she was asked about Trump's plans.)

Dershowitz, a Harvard Law professor who has worked for both Trump and Jeffrey Epstein, told The Wall Street Journal last month that he had given Trump a draft of a book he wrote that includes suggestions for working around the Twenty-Second Amendment. In one such scenario, Dershowitz told the Journal, he suggests that Republican electors representing Trump, if he were to win, would decline to cast a vote in the Electoral College, which would pitch the decision to Congress, which would then appoint Trump. "They then select, and not elect, the president," Dershowitz told the Journal, adding that he does not think Trump will pursue this path.

Mehlhorn believes that the most likely scenario is simpler: Trump would announce his candidacy for president late, leading the Republican Party to easily nominate him. The Supreme Court then would either split on the question of whether this is legal or rule against Trump with no effect. (J. D. Vance has repeatedly endorsed the idea of the president defying Supreme Court rulings.) As the votes are being counted, Mehlhorn imagines, Trump and federal law enforcement would declare rampant fraud in urban centers and move to disqualify residents of those districts' votes. In January 2029, Vance would do what Mike Pence did not do in 2021: use his power to throw the election to Trump. If there is resistance, another a pro-Trump mob--including many who have already been pardoned for the January 6, 2021, attack--could provide backup.

"As president, who stops him?" Mehlhorn asked me as he described the scenario. "Who prevents that from happening? What person? What combination of people?"

Read: Trump Exhaustion Syndrome

Even if you accept the premise that Trump would take such radical steps to achieve a third term, though, there are several answers to this question. The first is that Trump will turn 82 before the 2028 election, making him older than Joe Biden was in 2024. (Mehlhorn agrees that health could be a factor.) The strongest internal check might be the American electorate, which would still have the ability to vote Trump's allies out of office, splintering his coalition and potentially providing the votes for his impeachment and conviction. A recent Economist/YouGov poll found that 68 percent of the country, including 45 percent of Trump voters in 2024, did not want him to serve a third term. Trump's recent pivot to try to reverse his falling approval numbers on the economy are an indication, if nothing else, of how much this year's midterm elections will matter in determining whether he can hold together his coalition.

Then there are other parts of the executive branch, including military leaders, Trump's inner circle in the West Wing, and the national party. Many people now view his consolidation of power as a necessary shift, but their support is based on the belief that these changes are happening within the constitutional framework. If Trump defies the Supreme Court, cancels urban votes en masse, or outwardly defies the Twenty-Second Amendment's plain text, even some of his top advisers might defect. Investigations into the January 6 attack have revealed that many Trump aides, including ones who continue to work for him, were appalled at what happened that day, and some tried to intervene.

Mehlhorn welcomes the debate, in part because he is hoping that he is wrong. And after spending time with him, I realized that he is interested less in the most likely outcome of any situation than in the most dangerous plausible outcome. Bill Kristol, an anti-Trump activist who previously edited the conservative Weekly Standard, estimates that the chance that Trump runs for a third term is about one in four--much lower than Mehlhorn's prediction but higher than the betting markets'. He told me that the scenarios raised by Mehlhorn have value.

"I do think there is just a consistent underestimation of the problem or the challenge of how alarmed we should all be," Kristol said. "I think someone like Dmitri is useful in leaning against the overconfidence."

Within an hour of the game's completion, the AI game masters produced a 10-page verdict on the winners and losers, summarizing what had happened and why. In the final round of the game, the business community turned on the president--by a vote of 3 to 2 in their conference room--using their media empire to expose his role in the false-flag attack on U.S. infrastructure. The president eventually fled on a military aircraft to Hungary. The Oregon sheriff was sworn in as the president at the California state capitol instead of in Washington, D.C., a sign of how fragile the nation had become.

As with the first time the game was played, in Washington, there were two winners: the business community and the defenders of the prior constitutional system. The country as a whole, however, did poorly, falling into a recession. "The Republic held. Barely," the AI game engine concluded. "And only because enough people, across enough fractures, chose to hold it."

Mehlhorn said he'd programmed conditions that would allow the president's team to win two-thirds of the time. But at both events where he has staged the game so far, the president's team has been the only loser. In his view, this may reflect a design flaw that he can address ahead of future gatherings, including one planned in Midtown Manhattan this month and events scheduled later this year in Paris and Berlin. Business interests in real life would likely not move as a single block. Maybe his assumptions are simply wrong, and American democracy is more robust than he fears.

But Mehlhorn also suggested that the president's team in both game runs may have been too timid--that the elite groups of players he had gathered lacked imaginative cruelty. "Perhaps participants from rule-of-law cultures instinctively hesitated to deploy violence," he wrote to the players in a follow-up email, "even in simulation."
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Trump Can Prosecute Anyone Now

The Department of Justice is his personal law firm.

by Adam Serwer

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




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

A year into Donald Trump's second term, the Department of Justice has become his private law firm, devoted less to the impartial administration of justice than to blackmailing, intimidating, and persecuting Trump's foes while selectively enforcing the law to spare allies who break it. The chairman of the Federal Reserve reveals that the Justice Department has been attempting to blackmail him into lowering interest rates with the threat of a federal indictment. The governor of Minnesota, the mayor of Minneapolis, the former head of the FBI, the attorney general of New York, and a member of the Federal Reserve Board all face indictment or investigation for opposing or challenging the president.

The decision to ignore evidence that demands investigation or prosecution can be equally nefarious, as we've seen in Minneapolis, where federal authorities refused to investigate a masked government agent for shooting an unarmed mom in the face, and where half a dozen federal prosecutors have since resigned after being pushed to investigate the woman's widow instead.

These are all examples of the executive branch abusing its prosecutorial discretion. And thanks to Chief Justice John Roberts and the Supreme Court, Trump is likely to get away with it.

The Supreme Court's 2024 decision to grant presidents "absolute immunity" to criminal prosecution for "official acts"--a concept with no textual basis whatsoever in the Constitution--means that Trump can abuse his authority over the executive branch with impunity. Given Trump's campaign-trail emphasis on "retribution," he probably would have pursued malicious prosecutions of his enemies regardless of the Court's decision. But the Court's grant of imperial immunity eliminated any fear Trump might have had about criminal liability for the corrupt use of his powers.

The argument for the independence of the Justice Department is straightforward. Although the president may set priorities, actual cases are supposed to be brought based on the facts and the law, not on the identity of the defendant. "Attorneys general have differed a lot; John Ashcroft was not Eric Holder," Michael Bromwich, who was a DOJ inspector general in the 1990s, told me. And yet, he said, attorneys general have all believed "in a Justice Department where law-enforcement decisions were made on the facts and the law." Independence is "the only thing that can give the country the belief that decisions that can ruin people's lives are being made fairly by people who are weighing the evidence" instead of according to a "political agenda or a personal vendetta," Todd Peterson, a law professor at George Washington University, told me.

You cannot have impartial prosecution without prosecutors who make decisions free of political pressure. But what if you don't want impartial prosecutions? What if you want to prosecute a grieving widow whose wife was killed by a federal agent, because you see her as a political enemy?

Here, as in many other cases, Trump is something of an authoritarian innovator; legal experts told me that the prohibition on the president directing specific prosecutions or investigations has always been more a norm than a requirement. But it was the kind of norm that was rarely broken. "There have obviously been moments in our history where various different administrations have pushed their ability to influence the Department of Justice," Rebecca Roiphe, a former prosecutor and a law professor at New York Law School, told me. But since Watergate, she said, "every attorney general who has assumed the role has, during their confirmation hearings, reiterated the importance of the independence of the Department of Justice."

When Richard Nixon declared that "when the president does it, it is not illegal," it was a scandal, but a faction of the conservative legal movement saw it as an ideal. Over time, more and more conservatives have pushed for an interpretation of the Constitution in which the president--at least if he's a Republican--does not merely set policy or enforcement priorities, but can also personally direct any and all criminal or civil investigations. Anything less, they argue, would be an unconstitutional encroachment on executive-branch prerogatives.

One of the crucial barriers to using this power corruptly was the fact that, as Alexander Hamilton wrote in "Federalist No. 69," the president could "be liable to prosecution and punishment in the ordinary course of law." Until Trump, this was the consensus view--that's why President Gerald Ford pardoned Nixon after the latter's resignation. If anyone had actually thought that Nixon was immune, it wouldn't have been necessary. It's also why President Bill Clinton agreed to suspend his law license in a non-prosecution agreement with the federal government before he left office. Trump has also menaced his predecessors, which makes clear he thinks immunity belongs not to the office but to himself, personally.

Criminal liability, however, would have interfered with Trump's return to office, and luckily for him, right-wing justices rewrote the Constitution to exclude it. In the Court's 2024 ruling, the majority declared that Trump has full immunity to criminal investigation in the conduct of his official duty as president, shutting down the inquiry into his attempts to seize power by force after losing the 2020 election to Joe Biden--including Trump trying to use threats of prosecution to compel states to give Trump their electoral votes through the use of fraudulent electors. The "allegations that the requested investigations were shams or proposed for an improper purpose do not divest the President of exclusive authority over the investigative and prosecutorial functions of the Justice Department and its officials," Chief Justice John Roberts wrote for the majority. Theoretically, Trump could still be prosecuted on the grounds that parts of his scheme were not "official acts," but with the current Court composition, that's about as likely as him naming Kamala Harris his vice president and then resigning.

Therefore, even corrupt uses of prosecutorial authority by the president--such as, say, trying to blackmail the chairman of the Federal Reserve--would be kosher. "When Trump says, Article II lets me do whatever I want, that's exactly how he hears what the Court has said," Peter Shane, a law professor at NYU, told me. "And it's very hard, given the Court's wording, to explain to him, No, that's wrong."

In the abstract, the Roberts Court's argument may seem compelling; in practice, it is absurd. We can now see what its grant of immunity has produced: an attorney general who is little more than a mob lawyer, a Justice Department that is little more than a corrupt law firm with one client, and an entire legal system subsumed by the whims of a president who can spare his friends and persecute his enemies.

We don't have to wonder whether Trump has compromised the Justice Department's independence; we know he has, because he's been very loud about it. In September, for example, he complained on Truth Social that Attorney General Pam Bondi had not yet indicted Senator Adam Schiff or New York Attorney General Letitia James. A subtler authoritarian, Roiphe pointed out, might try to keep his lawless directives secret.

"Imagine a president who campaigned on I'm gonna respect the independence of the Department of Justice, and then subsequently behind the scenes started pulling strings," Roiphe said. "It's not clear that the public would ever know that this was going on. The only reason why we are so aware of this is because President Trump has just not been even remotely shy about the fact that he's doing this." Indeed, The New York Times reported last Tuesday that the week before Powell's revelation, Trump had told "dozens" of U.S. attorneys that "they were too weak, and needed to step up the pace of investigations of his enemies."

Even the most fanatical devotees of executive power seem to understand that this abuse of presidential power is inherently corrupting, and some have sought to downplay its implications. Bill Barr, who was U.S. attorney general during the first Trump administration, reportedly threatened to resign in 2020 over Trump's remarks regarding Justice Department investigations. "It's very important that the attorney general make sure that there's no political influence at stake involved," he told NPR at the time. Barr--in Big Lebowski terms--at least had an ethos. The current attorney general, Pam Bondi, does not.

Thus far, the only obstacles to Trump's attempts to prosecute his enemies have come from outside the executive branch--from juries that have refused to indict or convict, and from courts that have maintained proper legal procedure, even as Trump officials have flouted it. The judiciary can set its own ethical guidelines and standards, which is why Trump's political prosecutions have come up against roadblocks in court. But under the logic of the Supreme Court's ruling, it would be unconstitutional for Congress to, say, pass a law putting restrictions on the executive branch to ensure the independence of the Justice Department. You would need some kind of constitutional amendment for that.

Under the new conservative consensus on presidential power, Trump is welcome to refuse to  investigate when government agents shoot Americans in the face, and he is welcome to try to charge their loved ones with crimes. He can openly blackmail government officials to manipulate the economy or to silence political opposition. No one can stop him from directing the Justice Department to indict his enemies for non-crimes while ignoring or pardoning the actual crimes of his political allies. He is free to be a tyrant, because the boss is the boss. But to me, it seems unlikely that the founding generation, in rebelling against a monarch, was looking to replace him with an even more wretched class of despot.
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The Levers Trump Isn't Using

He is dominating a lot of news cycles but failing to advance lasting policy change.

by Yuval Levin

Tue, 20 Jan 2026




A year into Donald Trump's second presidential term, it's easy to be overwhelmed by the sheer volume of activity. Whether you think his administration has achieved great things or worry that it has unleashed terrible abuses, Trump sure looks to have done a lot.

But if you view the year through the lens of the president's powers, all of that action comes to seem more circumscribed. By neglecting some of the most significant formal and informal tools at his disposal, Trump has largely failed to advance durable policy change, at least on domestic matters. He has dominated a lot of news cycles, but at the expense of shaping the future--for good or ill.

The American presidency is a framework of duties and powers. The president is formally required to "take Care that the Laws be faithfully executed," for instance. He is also empowered and expected to propose measures to Congress and promote a legislative agenda. He is the driving force behind the nation's foreign and defense policy. And we have come to expect the chief executive to promote his priorities within the law through regulation and rule making, and to work to convince other officeholders as well as the general public of the appeal of his preferred courses of action.

In the first year of his second presidency, Trump seemed determined to avoid doing much of this work, and to instead use the weight and leverage of the executive branch as a cudgel to batter opponents and drive changes in their behavior. He has worked around the formal powers of the presidency more than through them, and his goal often seems to have been not so much to govern as to show force.

From the December 2025 issue: President for life

The appeal of this approach is easy to see, especially for those on the right who have felt mistreated by American elites for years. It has enabled Trump to extract real concessions from some hostile institutions. But it is inherently shortsighted and reactive. And it comes at an enormous cost for the integrity and reputation of the American government.

Trump signed fewer laws in this first year of his term than any other modern president, and most of these bills were narrow in scope and ambition. The only major legislation was a reconciliation bill that contained a variety of provisions but was, at its core, an extension of existing tax policy. "I guess we got the big, beautiful bill done," Republican Representative David Joyce of Ohio told The Washington Post in December. "Other than that, I really can't point to much that we got accomplished."

This is not because Congress is implacably opposed to the president's priorities. Like every newly elected president since Bill Clinton, Trump began his term with his party controlling both houses, albeit narrowly. And it's not that Trump has tried and failed to drive a broad agenda through the House and Senate; he simply hasn't tried. In fact, he doesn't seem to have any major legislative aims for the remainder of his term.

Congress's lethargy isn't all Trump's fault, of course. In the 21st century, legislators have chosen to make themselves supporting actors in Washington's presidential drama. In theory, that weakness could be an opening for a president to muscle Congress into codifying parts of his agenda. But Trump has shown no interest in such work. His team seems to view Congress as a waste of time and energy.

The pace of regulation has also been relatively slow so far. Executive orders have been plentiful, of course, but those are often just messaging tools. Only more formal rule making can really transform the administrative state, even if the goal is to roll it back. The Regulatory Studies Center at George Washington University has found that, as of the fall, the Trump administration had advanced fewer economically significant rules than the Clinton, Bush, Obama, or Biden administrations had by that point in their terms. (Regulation in Trump's first term was similarly slow at the start.) The administration has pursued some meaningful regulatory measures, in the energy sector and banking, for instance, and the pace of rule making will surely increase. But overall, regulatory action is off to a slow start.

The White House has also shown remarkably little interest in public persuasion. Trump prides himself on being available to reporters, which is important. But what he says in press conferences and public remarks generally amounts to vague sloganeering and disjointed boasting. He has not laid out a detailed case for his policies, or clearly described his thinking on most public issues. What are the administration's objectives and expectations in Venezuela, say? What are the president's domestic-policy priorities for the coming year? Who knows?

If the president is not doing much of the core work of the office, what is he doing instead? Trump has deployed two primary alternative strategies for executive action, both of which have aimed to use the presidency more for leverage and reprisal than for governance. We might think of these as a West Coast business strategy and an East Coast business strategy. The first pursued a tech-focused corporate restructuring of government. And the second has sought to replace policy making with dealmaking.

The West Coast strategy was embodied by DOGE, the so-called Department of Government Efficiency, which transfixed Washington over the first six months of the administration. DOGE was an expression of a Silicon Valley view of executive authority, in which the purpose of an enterprise and its staff is to act rapidly and with maximum efficiency in response to iterative CEO decisions, rather than informing an executive's choices and then steadily and accountably carrying them out.

From the February 2026 issue: The purged

Applied to government, the DOGE ethos amounted to blasting through chains of command and responsibility to allow for more direct presidential control of the levers of administrative action. The people attempting this struggled to understand the purpose of the distributed, competing power centers that surround the president, and wanted unmediated White House control of government information systems, which they equated with government powers and especially the flow of money. They did not see federal agencies as focal points of expertise and organization, and instead kept talking about the executive branch as just a set of buttons to push.

This experiment failed and is largely over. DOGE did not reduce federal spending in any meaningful way, because only Congress can durably cut spending. Appropriations were on a continuing resolution throughout much of 2025, which meant Biden-era spending levels remained in place, and no amount of caffeinated tweeting was going to change that. Combined with the One Big Beautiful Bill Act and rising entitlement costs, this meant spending for the year was more than 3 percent higher than in 2024. Little or nothing of what DOGE did looks likely to be codified in the coming year, either.

DOGE did orchestrate some high-profile firings and buyouts, but on this front, too, real change would require Congress. There were about 270,000 fewer federal workers at the end of 2025 than at the beginning, bringing their number down to roughly the 21st-century average after a hiring spree in the Biden years. But the president firing people without replacing them or eliminating the appropriations for their roles only leaves openings for the next administration to fill. And if Trump's successor is a Democrat, he or she will have an army of progressive activists to pick from who could easily be further to the left than the people Trump fired.

As DOGE faded from the scene about halfway through the year, the East Coast mode of governance grew more prominent. Rather than enact general rules (let alone laws) to govern sectors of society, the administration has tried to drive change by making discrete deals with individual drugmakers, energy companies, tech giants, law firms, universities, and other institutions. In return for public investments, research grants, beneficial regulatory treatment, or discretionary nonenforcement of laws, the White House has exacted all manner of commitments from these entities.

This approach appeals to Trump's self-image as a dealmaker and to his tendency to think about political power in terms of individual news cycles. It also allows him to act with little congressional oversight or judicial review, and facilitates the shameless financial corruption and graft that have characterized this administration.

Dealmaking is most naturally at home in foreign policy and trade, and the president's predilection for it has surely contributed to his growing focus on international affairs. But in the domestic arena, governance by dealmaking faces serious constraints. Its scale is inherently small, and the deals that get made are often treated by the institutions involved as temporary concessions made to avoid real legal change. The White House responding to the challenge of rising health costs by announcing deals with nine pharmaceutical companies in December was a good example of this approach, and its limits.

Both dealmaking and DOGE use the discretionary enforcement powers of the president--the power to withhold and confer benefits and penalties in specific cases--as leverage for affecting behavior rather than using the administrative powers of government to set predictable, uniform rules for whole sectors of society. In other words, they use capriciousness as a tool. This can be a source of real power in the short term, but it is ultimately very dangerous for American public life. Arbitrary government deforms society by making it hard for citizens and businesses to plan, invest, and build for the future, and it creates incentives for sycophantic corruption rather than entrepreneurial risk taking.

None of this means that a Trump administration that operated through more traditional modes of presidential power wouldn't pose dangers of its own. The chief exception to these alternative strategies has been immigration policy, where the administration has deployed more of the president's traditional tools. Trump and his team have sought and attained some legislative reforms, winning significant new funding and authority in last year's reconciliation bill. They have pursued a great deal of focused rule making and formal regulatory and agency action. They have used the relevant bureaucracies rather than fighting them.

Needless to say, that has not prevented excesses and abuses. But whatever you think of Trump's substantive policy goals on immigration, the fact that he has wielded the traditional powers of the presidency in pursuit of those goals has meant not only that his excesses have been more reviewable and addressable (especially by the courts) but also that his successes are more likely to endure (especially at the border).

Perhaps Trump's most lasting influence will be opening the door for future presidents to approach the executive as he has, pursuing governing strategies rooted in capricious personalism. Still, for all the action of the past year, Trump has not been acting like a president. That has not only undermined the character of our constitutional system; it has also meant that he is getting less done than all the sound and fury might suggest.
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What Happened to Pam Bondi?

How the attorney general became a person who loves telling Trump yes

by Stephanie McCrummen

Tue, 20 Jan 2026




Updated at 3:00 p.m. ET on January 20, 2026

By the time she faced her first oversight hearing before the Senate Judiciary Committee, Pam Bondi had become a person she never really wanted to be. She had told a reporter once that in college she'd wanted to be a pediatrician, but she ended up becoming a lawyer. She'd said that she wasn't sure she wanted to actually practice law, but she became a prosecutor. She'd told reporters that she "never dreamed" of running for political office, but she did that too, twice winning campaigns for Florida attorney general. She'd said that when Donald Trump eventually asked her to be U.S. attorney general, she "made it really clear" that she did not want the job. During his first term, she had confided to a friend that she wanted to be ambassador to Italy.

But here she was in a Senate hearing room in October, a person who had once seemed so mild, so warm, so kindhearted that she'd earned the nickname "Pambi," opening up a folder full of slap-downs, each tailored to a Democratic committee member, with notes on how to deliver them.

"I wish you loved Chicago as much as you hate President Trump," she told Senator Dick Durbin, who'd asked about the rationale for sending federal troops to his state.

"I cannot believe that you would accuse me of impropriety when you lied about your military service," she said to Senator Richard Blumenthal, referring to a matter for which he had apologized 15 years earlier, while dodging his question about why the Justice Department had dropped an antitrust case after lobbying by Bondi's former firm.

"You took money, I believe, did you, from Reid Hoffman, one of Epstein's closest confidants," she said to Senator Sheldon Whitehouse, who'd asked whether the FBI was investigating suspicious financial activities related to the convicted sex offender Jeffrey Epstein, and who later said that Bondi had "made up nonsense."

"If you worked for me, you would have been fired," Bondi told Senator Adam Schiff.

And on it went for hours, a calculated performance that amounted to a giant middle finger to basic notions of decorum and accountability, leaving all sorts of questions unanswered, including a fundamental one that some of Bondi's old friends and colleagues back home in Florida had been asking. As one of them put it to me: "I keep asking myself, What the fuck happened to Pam? "

At this point, there is little mystery about who Pam Bondi has become. She is an attorney general who does not tell Trump no. During the first year of her tenure, Bondi has carried out the most stunning transformation of the Justice Department in modern American history, turning an autonomous agency charged with upholding the U.S. Constitution into one where the rule of law is secondary to the wishes of the president.

What this has meant so far includes firing more than 230 career attorneys and other employees and accepting the resignations of at least 6,000 more, gutting the Civil Rights Division and units that investigate public corruption, and challenging core American principles such as birthright citizenship and due process. It has meant turning the might of the department against Trump's political enemies, a growing list that includes former FBI Director James Comey, former CIA Director John Brennan, New York Attorney General Letitia James, Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell, Senator Schiff, a man who threw a sandwich at a federal agent, an Office Depot clerk who refused to print flyers for a Charlie Kirk vigil, and reportedly Minnesota Governor Tim Walz, Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey, and the partner of Renee Nicole Good, who was shot and killed by a federal immigration officer on January 7. It has meant providing a legal justification for the extrajudicial killings of at least 123 people suspected of smuggling drugs, and for the operation to capture the Venezuelan president, an action that opens the door to a world in which the only law is power. And it has meant becoming the face of the Epstein-files scandal, a position that could ultimately be Bondi's undoing.

Trump's previous attorneys general were loyalists who pursued a vision of robust executive-branch authority, but they had red lines: Jeff Sessions recused himself from the Russia investigation, citing ethics concerns; Bill Barr refused to say that the 2020 election had been stolen. Bondi's willingness to do what Trump wants appears to be boundless, and yet that still might not be enough for him. Trump has reportedly been complaining in recent weeks that Bondi has not been moving as fast as he'd like in pursuing cases against his political opponents.

His frustration extends to her handling of the Epstein files, a political disaster for him that could mean legal jeopardy for her. Bondi has so far failed to comply with a federal law that required the release of all the unclassified Epstein files by December 19--millions of investigative documents known to contain not only references to Trump but potentially compromising information about some of the most powerful men in the world. After promising "maximum transparency," Bondi has released only 12,285 out of more than 2 million documents--a delay she has blamed on the volume of the files--leading even some of Trump's supporters to abandon him and leaving Bondi under enormous pressure. Arguably, nothing less than the future of the MAGA movement and the sanctity of the U.S. Constitution depend on what the attorney general is willing to do next.

All of which raises a question: not so much what happened to Pam Bondi, but why.

Any answer would have to come from sources other than Bondi herself. A Justice Department spokesperson rejected my requests to interview Bondi. Even as the attorney general has gone on Fox News and posted selfies with MAGA-friendly media personalities, she has not given any extended interviews with mainstream news outlets since she arrived at the Justice Department, where one of her first acts was to move from the traditional corner office of the attorney general to a far larger conference room. The space is some 100 feet long, with floor-to-ceiling windows, ornate wood paneling, and murals called The Triumph of Justice and The Defeat of Justice, the latter depicting Lady Justice as a blond woman collapsed on the ground. At this point, Bondi, who is 60, has sequestered herself within the MAGA-verse.

I went looking for the person who existed before all of that, which meant going to Tampa, where Pamela Jo Bondi grew up in a middle-class suburb between Busch Gardens and I-75, now a landscape of smoke shops, chiropractors, and strip malls moldering in the sun. Temple Terrace, a golf-course development of ranch houses and mossy oaks, was not the best or the worst neighborhood in Tampa. Bondi came from blank-slate America.

She was the oldest of three children. Her mother, Patsy, was a teacher, and her father, Joe, was also a teacher, as well as an education professor and the mayor of Temple Terrace. His grandfather had emigrated from Sicily and was a cigar maker in Ybor City, home to Tampa's large community of Italians, Cubans, and Spaniards. Joe Bondi was an FDR Democrat, and by all accounts a generous person and the patriarch of the family. In an article in 
La Gaceta, a local trilingual paper, he spoke of himself as "an underdog" who had "lived the American dream," and said that growing up in Ybor City, he'd developed "a strong sense of togetherness--this is something I'm happy to say I've successfully instilled in my children." Pam was extremely close with her father and, when he died in 2013, referred to him as "my beautiful Daddy."

She went to the local public high school down the road, also not the best or the worst. The future attorney general had Farrah Fawcett hair, served as secretary of the student council, and lost her bid for homecoming queen. She went for three years to a college that was also down the road, the University of South Florida, where her father worked, before graduating from the University of Florida, in Gainesville, with a 3.4 GPA and a degree in criminal justice. She often said she loved children, that she wanted to have a big family.

Bondi went to law school at Stetson University, half an hour outside Tampa, later telling Florida's Business Observer, "I wasn't certain I wanted to practice law." Her father urged her to try the state attorney's office in Hillsborough County, where he had connections. She said yes, joining dozens of young prosecutors who worked in the courthouse in downtown Tampa, many of whom were women. The state attorney at the time was known to have a preference for blondes, among other eccentricities; one lawyer described the environment as the "Blond Ambition Tour." Bondi adapted to a courthouse buzzing in the '90s with local corruption scandals and often surreal cases involving drugged-out teenagers, fallen baseball stars, the murder of a circus performer called Lobster Boy, and flamboyant defense attorneys with names like Boom-Boom Benito.

Although most prosecutors stayed for five or so years before moving into more lucrative private practice, Bondi stayed for nearly 20, rising from misdemeanors to the felony section, where she handled high-profile murder cases, among others. Her evaluations from that time describe an earnest and hardworking prosecutor who sometimes lacked confidence. On a five-point scale, she got fives on diligence and threes, fours, and a few fives on legal acumen. "While Pam is very capable with good potential, she unnecessarily becomes too intimidated by difficult, long, or important cases. She sometimes becomes intimidated by some attorneys as well," read one evaluation. Others said "team player" and "my right hand" and "Through some demanding times, she has learned the meaning of the word 'sacrifice.' "

Colleagues and others who knew Bondi then remember her as a competent, at times excellent prosecutor who was good with juries, won many convictions, and was able to convey the moral certitude necessary to seek the death penalty. A former boyfriend, Billy Howard, called her "The Paminator." At the same time, he told me, "Pam was very well liked--that is something she worked at. She liked to be liked." Howard said that during their time together, he was at a high point in his career and also a "big partier." He said that Pam called his boss, saying she was worried about Howard, a moment he now credits with possibly saving his life. "A part of her was genuine and caring and concerned, and it helped me," he said.

Many others recalled how kind she could be, how accommodating, how Pambi. One courthouse colleague remembered how a relative of a crime victim mistook Bondi for a secretary and asked her to copy some papers, which Bondi did without hesitating or correcting the woman. "She had humility," said this person, who, like some others interviewed for this story, requested anonymity because they feared retribution. Patrick Manteiga, the publisher of La Gaceta, remembered seeing Bondi at an annual event called the Governor's Luncheon, part of the kickoff for the state fair. She was standing next to the state attorney at the time, Mark Ober, who became one of Bondi's most important mentors. Ober was shaking hands, while Bondi supplied him with hand sanitizer.

Besides her willing persona, what began to distinguish Bondi from the courthouse crowd were her appearances on local television. She became the spokesperson for the state attorney's office, facing cameras during big trials, becoming friendly with reporters. Bondi was good at it, and by 2000, she was making her first appearance on the Today show, talking about a high-profile murder case she had prosecuted. She began getting booked as a talking head on CNN, MSNBC, and Fox News.

Florida politics was trending Republican with Jeb Bush's election as governor. Though no one I spoke with could recall Bondi expressing strong ideological views--if anything, she seemed fairly liberal--it was around this time that she switched her party registration from Democratic to Republican. She became friendly with Sean Hannity. Soon, Fox News was sending black cars to drive her to the studio to talk about sensational cases such as that of Terri Schiavo, the comatose Florida woman who became the center of a national political drama over whether to end life support. Producers would give Bondi a tape of her appearances afterward, or she'd tell friends to record her segments, and they would gather in a living room and rewatch them. "She'd be like, 'Did I sound stupid the way I said that?' " a close friend from that time told me.

As Bondi's local fame grew, this side of her personality grew as well, people who knew her said. She could be hyper-defensive and hyper-sensitive to criticism. "The overwhelming thing you have to understand about Pam is her debilitating insecurity--she was always assuming someone was talking about her," the close friend told me. "Then she'd overcompensate." At the same time, Bondi was socially ambitious, excelling at the cocktail-party art of remembering details about people--asking about kids, a sick mother--while looking past them at the more powerful person she wanted to meet. People who experienced this spoke of being "Bondied." She could be thoughtful and kind, yet she would exile friends at the first hint of disloyalty. She needed constant reassurance, and sometimes this came from dogs.

Pam Bondi loves dogs. Always had them, one after another. She got involved with dog shelters and dog rescue, and once pulled off to the side of a busy road and got out of her car to chase down a stray. Another dog she helped was a Saint Bernard named Master Tank. She adopted him from a shelter after he was lost during Hurricane Katrina in 2005, not long after her own Saint Bernard had died. The story has been told but bears repeating. Master Tank belonged to Steve and Dorreen Couture and their grandson, who was 4, recovering from the murder-suicide of his parents and losing his dog during the storm. Bondi said the dog was a "walking skeleton" and "dying from heartworms" when she adopted him. The Coutures eventually tracked down Master Tank, but instead of giving him back, Bondi hired a lawyer, who accused the Coutures of abusing the dog, which Bondi had renamed Noah. "She lied," Dorreen told a Palm Beach Post columnist years later. "My little grandson begged her to take the dog home, and she refused. She thought she would just wear us down. That we were unstable people and would just quit." The case was settled out of court, with Bondi securing visitation rights, but she never did visit. She got another dog.


Bondi with Master Tank in September 2005. She adopted the Saint Bernard after Hurricane Katrina but ultimately had to return him to his original family. (St. Petersburg Times / ZUMA Press / Alamy)



Meanwhile, Bondi was attracting more attention, including, in 2006, that of Donald Trump, who was at the peak of his TV celebrity with The Apprentice. Bondi had been defending him on TV during his dispute with the town of Palm Beach over an enormous American flag he was flying at Mar-a-Lago. As Bondi would later tell the story, Trump called her after one such appearance. "He wanted to thank me," she recalled in an interview with Lara Trump. "All he cared about was America."

By 2009, Bondi had also befriended a Florida political operative named Adam Goodman. They had met on a film set where Goodman, a Republican whose specialty was television, was directing an ad for Bondi's boss, Mark Ober. She was behind the scenes, and Goodman remembers that she kept correcting him whenever he used the word jail. "Prison," she would say. Goodman had seen Bondi on air, and when the party needed a candidate for Florida attorney general, he thought of her. "I look at things politically, through the lens of performance," he told me. "Both of us were into the power of performance to compel things to happen." It helped that Bondi was familiar to voters in the largest media market in the state. If she carried Hillsborough County, she would win.

When Goodman pressed Bondi to run, she told him she had never considered it and needed time to think. He thought she might say no, but then she said yes. Goodman, who remains a Bondi ally, recalled how she "knocked it out of the park" when they filmed one of her first three-minute ads. "She loves the camera, and the camera loves her," he said, then corrected himself. "She loves the camera because she knows the camera loves her."

As time went on, reporters began noticing another quality Bondi had developed. Manteiga remembered calling her before he printed a critical story during the campaign. "And she gets on the phone with me, and she's crying--'Don't print this article,' " Manteiga told me. "Crying, crying." He hung up the phone and called a friend who worked for the St. Petersburg Times. "I said she was crying, and he said, 'Yeah, she does that to us too.' I called another reporter, and he said, 'Yeah, she's done that to me.' "

People who knew Bondi during her eight years as Florida's attorney general tend to make two observations about her. On the one hand, she seemed to have no burning political passions, other than saving dogs. No one I spoke with could point to some dramatic shift in her outlook, or to any newly blossoming conservative values. Privately, she did not express any. She did not seem to hate Barack Obama, subscribe to birtherism, or rail against the Affordable Care Act. She was not worried about the legalization of gay marriage, or gay adoption, or other issues animating the GOP base at the time.

"We talked for an hour about our bunions," one GOP political operative recalled. "She was not ideological."

On the other hand, Bondi was willing to make herself useful to the party. She became the public face of a multistate challenge to the ACA. She began wearing a necklace with little elephants. She defended Florida's bans on gay adoption and gay marriage, arguing in a brief that the latter would cause "significant public harm," even though she had many gay friends back in Tampa.

This was when some of Bondi's friends began to wonder what was happening with her. When Bondi was home and ran into people who questioned her position, she would respond with some version of "I had to do it for the party," or an exhausted "You have no idea how politics works," or "I was elected to enforce the laws." When one friend pressed her further, arguing that other attorneys general were refusing to enforce laws denying gay people rights, and telling her how some of her closest friends felt personally betrayed by what she was doing, Bondi said, "You know me. I love gay people. You know my heart." Sometimes there were tears.

As state attorney general, Bondi was widely praised for her crackdown on opioid pill mills and for her work combatting human trafficking. But more and more, her success hinged on her willingness to be a spokesperson for the party, especially on Fox News. She appeared regularly as a legal commentator on Hannity, Fox & Friends, America Reports, and The Five, where she had a three-day stint as a guest host. "She was an accomplished, well-spoken carrier of the message," the GOP operative, who worked on Mitt Romney's 2012 campaign, told me, recalling Bondi's role as a Romney surrogate. "Pam was somebody you could put out for almost anything," this person said. "She was somebody you could put on a Sunday show."


Bondi, then Florida's attorney general, campaigns with Mitt and Ann Romney in October 2012. (Charles Dharapak / AP)



Bondi's time in office coincided with a dramatic rise in lobbying of state attorneys general. Historically, the office had been a kind of political backwater. But in the years following the 1998 multistate settlement against tobacco companies, corporations aiming to head off similar litigation began donating to attorney-general campaigns and sponsoring lavish conferences for them at resorts in California or Hawaii. Bondi attended many of them. And many of her actions tracked closely with the wishes of corporate lobbyists and campaign donors.

The most well known of these was a decision by her office to drop a formal investigation into fraud and deceptive practices at Trump University, which came after Bondi had solicited a $25,000 donation from Trump's foundation. (A state ethics commission later stated that the timing of the decision "may raise suspicions" but found no evidence that Bondi had been "involved with the investigation or decisions regarding Trump University.")

Soon after taking office, Bondi also pushed out two attorneys who had been among the first in the nation to expose fraudulent practices at so-called foreclosure mills; their investigation found that law firms and lending companies were using false documents to monetize foreclosures at the height of the subprime-mortgage crisis. (A Florida inspector general found "no evidence of wrongdoing" by Bondi or her department.)

Documents obtained by The New York Times showed that after being lobbied by the firm Dickstein Shapiro, Bondi declined to prosecute a hospital-bill-collection company accused of abusive practices, an online school accused of "unconscionable sales practices," and online travel-reservation companies accused by Bondi's own predecessor of improperly withholding taxes. Bondi has said that she was not unduly influenced, stating at the time that "absolutely no access to me or my staff is going to have any bearing on my efforts to protect Floridians."

Along with the flood of corporate money to attorneys general came a sharp rise in partisanship, a trend that Bondi helped accelerate. This first became obvious at an annual conference of the National Association of Attorneys General, an event where members would elect a new president. Typically, the elections were a low-stakes formality, the title rotating regionally and, for the most part, alternating between Democrats and Republicans. But one year, Bondi threw herself into contention, mounting a mini-campaign against Jim Hood of Mississippi, a Democrat, calling GOP conferees as they sat around tables. "Are you with me?" she would ask. "It was bizarre," a Republican attorney general from that time told me. "It was a popularity contest, like in high school. She wanted the recognition."

Bondi lost, but the move left bitter feelings, and helped diminish the sense of trust at the national association. Bondi was eventually elected to head the Republican Attorneys General Association, where she helped lead an effort to do away with another long-standing norm, that the two parties would not fund campaigns against their incumbent colleagues. The idea was that incumbents often cooperated in a bipartisan way on complex, multistate litigation, and getting rid of them would only hinder those efforts. Bondi was part of a group that seemed to simply want more GOP wins.

"I think she did more to increase partisanship among AGs than any single AG during my tenure," Chris Toth, an independent who led the national association, told me. "And I just don't understand why she did that."

Bondi's personal life during this time was difficult. Her engagement to a wealthy ophthalmologist ended. Her father died. Some friendships became strained. In an interview during her first term, Bondi described spending 13 hours a day at the office and heading home to a rented condo in Tallahassee. She was becoming a person who said of her life, "It's been lonely, very lonely," and who said of her dog Luke, another Saint Bernard, "He's my company." Bondi would bring Luke to work. She bought him a therapeutic mattress for car trips back to Tampa.

She began bringing rescue dogs to cabinet meetings, trying to get them adopted, and posting about them on Instagram--a puppy named Baker, a shepherd mix named Zeke. "I was thrilled to introduce Rosie, the gorgeous rescue Boxer mix, at the cabinet meeting yesterday," she posted. "Rosie is looking for a forever home."

During this time, Bondi was becoming more entrenched in Republican circles, which for her would come to mean Trump's circles. When she ran for reelection in 2014, Trump threw her a fundraiser at Mar-a-Lago. When the 2016 presidential primary arrived, Goodman, the operative who had first gotten her into politics, encouraged her to endorse Trump even though establishment Republicans were still keeping their distance. If Trump won, he told her, the endorsement could give her status in his administration.

"She calls me out of the blue, 9 a.m. one morning," Goodman told me. "She said, 'I'm going to pick you up in five minutes.' " Trump was holding a rally in Tampa that day in March. "She said, 'We're going to the convention center, and I'm going to endorse Trump, and I need your help on talking points.' I'm scribbling as we go to the convention center. It was one of those high-intensity moments and, turned out, historic moments." In her speech, Bondi spoke of her yearslong friendship with Trump; Trump spoke of their "great relationship."

And that was how Bondi became a person standing on the stage of the Republican National Convention in Ohio. Before a cheering prime-time audience, she declared that she loved "Donald." She pointed to someone holding a sign calling for Hillary Clinton to go to prison. Clinton had criticized Bondi over her handling of the Trump University complaints.

" 'Lock her up,' " Bondi said. "I love that."

"Oh, Pam, why did you say that?" Chris Toth remembered saying to the television at that very moment. He was certain that she knew better.

It was around this time that Bondi's old friends began speaking of her as someone they could no longer recognize.

"She was loved around here, just so sweet," the courthouse colleague said. "People who knew the old Pam, we just can't resolve it."

"I thought, Do I really know this person? " the close friend remembered thinking after Bondi endorsed Trump.

The person they thought they knew was venturing ever deeper into Trump's world. Though Bondi did not get a position in his first administration, in a way, she got something better. When she finished her second term as Florida attorney general, she joined a lobbying firm called Ballard Partners, which was co-led at the time by Trump's 2016 Florida campaign manager, Susie Wiles, who would go on to run his 2024 campaign and is now his chief of staff.

Soon Bondi was making more money than she ever had in her life. She lobbied for Qatar. She lobbied for Amazon. She lobbied for Uber. And eventually she lobbied for Trump, joining his defense team during his first impeachment trial. She helped launch a group called Women for Trump during the 2020 campaign, greeting supporters at a mall in Pennsylvania. When Trump contested the 2020 election results, Bondi was one of the first high-profile figures to amplify the lie that the race had been stolen, rushing to Philadelphia with the Trump-campaign adviser Corey Lewandowski the day after the election, where she declared before a small crowd that Trump had "won Pennsylvania" even as votes were still being counted. Bondi went on Fox News, claiming that there was "evidence of cheating" and "fake ballots," though she never signed her name to lawsuits with those allegations, which could have gotten her disbarred.

After rioters stormed the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, Bondi remained a willing Trump operative. In testimony before the House select committee investigating the insurrection the next year, Cassidy Hutchinson, who had been an aide to then-White House Chief of Staff Mark Meadows, said that Bondi was among the Trump surrogates who had called her prior to her appearances before the committee to shore up her loyalty to Trump, or, as they often put it, "the family." Hutchinson said the message was that she would be "taken care of" if she protected Trump, and that they could "ruin her life" if she did not. Bondi, whom Hutchinson knew from their encounters at the White House, assumed a kind of caretaker role, calling and texting her with job opportunities in Trump world.

From the February 2026 issue: Jamie Thompson on January 6, five years later

"This is Susie Wiles," Bondi messaged her on Signal at one point, providing Wiles's email address. "She's my best friend. She's super sweet. She's going to love you."

"Susie, Matt Schlapp and I had dinner with POTUS at Mar-a-Lago tonight," read another Signal message, referring to Wiles and a GOP operative, Hutchinson recalled. "Call Matt next week. He has a job for you that we all think you'd be great in. You are the best. Keep up the good work. Love and miss you." (Through the Justice Department spokesperson, Bondi declined to comment on Hutchinson's testimony. At the time, she appeared on Fox News, calling the hearings "show trials.")

Under pressure, Hutchinson wrestled with her conscience and ultimately broke away from Trump. Bondi appeared not to wrestle. She remained inside Trump world, which meant making at least $1 million at Ballard and nearly $3 million from shares in the Trump Media & Technology Group for consulting on the merger that created the company, according to financial disclosures covering the two years prior to her nomination as attorney general.

She would make another $520,000 in consulting fees from the Trump-aligned America First Policy Institute, the disclosures show, where her work in the run-up to the 2024 election forecast the kind of attorney general she was willing to be. Bondi signed on to a brief supporting absolute presidential immunity from criminal prosecution for Trump when he was being investigated for 2020-election interference. In public letters and press releases, she backed a Georgia election-board official who'd claimed authority to unilaterally delay or deny the certification of election results. In April 2024, she warned election officials to do more to ensure that noncitizens could not vote, embracing a long-debunked idea that has been used to make voting more difficult and to contest election results.

Then came the day that Trump won reelection. And the day not long after that when his first nominee for attorney general, Matt Gaetz, withdrew amid concerns that allegations of sexual misconduct and drug use would sink his confirmation. And the day not long after that, the one that Bondi said she never expected would come, when Trump called and asked her to be his attorney general.

At first, she said no. She said she wanted to "go back to my great life in Florida."

Then, as she often had, Pam Bondi said yes.

As she would later tell Lara Trump, the president, "in his way, talked me into doing this." Bondi said that she was so devoted to Trump that if he asked her to answer the phones, "I would become the best switchboard operator ever."

In Tampa, where she had built a wall around her home in one of the city's best neighborhoods, black SUVs began to let the neighbors know when she was in town. In Washington, D.C., Bondi was easily confirmed, despite concerns among Democrats that she'd declined to acknowledge Trump had lost the 2020 election, and that her first loyalty would be to the president instead of the law. "I need to know that you would tell the president no if you're asked to do something that is wrong, illegal, or unconstitutional," Dick Durbin said during her confirmation hearing. Bondi responded that she would "enforce the law fairly and evenhandedly." She said that the department "must be independent and must act independently" and that "politics will not play a part."

After Bondi was sworn in, she moved her office into the large, ornate conference room, where Joseph Tirrell, the director of the department's ethics office, soon met her and her then-chief of staff for their first ethics briefing. Tirrell had worked in the ethics office since 2018, and had briefed the previous AG in the traditional corner office. "I had been prepared, but it was still a bit shocking," he told me.

Tirrell said that Bondi was courteous as he went over various regulations. She had no concerns until he began explaining restrictions around accepting gifts, specifically challenge coins, the metal medallions that are given out by the military, police departments, the FBI, and other components within the Justice Department, to signify camaraderie. Trump has displayed his own collection in the Oval Office. According to Tirrell, Bondi and her chief of staff had questions about the restrictions, and a 10-minute conversation ensued. She wanted the coins.

"They were like, 'We still need to dig deeper on this,' " Tirrell told me. "That was the only real back-and-forth we had." (Through her spokesperson, Bondi said, "No ethics advice was ever overruled.")

Tirrell said that in the weeks that followed the meeting, Bondi pressed to keep other gifts even after he told her she couldn't. A box of cigars. A FIFA World Cup soccer ball. Tirrell was going back and forth with Bondi's office about the ball when he was fired, a moment he had been half-expecting; he had recently approved pro bono legal services for then-Special Counsel Jack Smith, who investigated Trump's role in January 6 and now is on Trump's enemies list. Tirrell is among many employees suing the department over their dismissals, believing that they were motivated by Trump's need for retribution rather than any wrongdoing. Bondi has said the opposite--that she is "ending the weaponization" of the department. (The Justice Department is attempting to get Tirrell's case dismissed.)

From the February 2026 issue: Franklin Foer on Donald Trump's destruction of the civil service

Standing in the Great Hall when Trump visited the Justice Department in March 2025, she proclaimed that "we are going to fight to keep America safe again," and called Trump the "greatest president in the history of our country."

"We are so proud to work at the directive of Donald Trump," she said.

By the end of her first year, Bondi had taken a litany of actions pleasing to the White House. She said yes to dropping the corruption case against New York City Mayor Eric Adams, allegedly in exchange for his cooperation with Trump's deportation plans, over objections from senior prosecutors who resigned rather than cooperate; she said yes to the firing of career prosecutors even tangentially involved with investigations concerning Trump; and she said yes to an ongoing raft of pardons, including for at least 1,500 January 6 rioters, as well as dozens of MAGA loyalists, white-collar criminals, drug dealers, and business and political allies of Trump's. Bondi defended the deployment of National Guard troops to Los Angeles, Chicago, Memphis, and New Orleans. And she publicly stood by her then-acting deputy, Emil Bove, even after he allegedly said that colleagues might have to tell a federal court, "Fuck you," a moment described in a whistleblower complaint. (The Justice Department declined to comment on the incident, due to ongoing litigation.) Bove is now a federal judge.

"That would be the Honorable Judge Emil J. Bove III to you," Bondi said to Sheldon Whitehouse during the Senate oversight hearing in October.

Bondi kept saying yes, with one possible exception.

According to reporting by multiple outlets, Bondi had quietly raised concerns about the case against Comey, the former FBI director, after federal prosecutors in Virginia concluded that there was insufficient evidence to bring charges.

For a moment, it seemed that Bondi might say no.

But Trump was relentless. He forced the resignation of the U.S. attorney for the Eastern District of Virginia. He sent a Truth Social message to "Pam," which he accidentally posted publicly. "What about Comey, Adam 'Shifty' Schiff, Leticia???" he wrote, referring to Senator Schiff and New York Attorney General Letitia James, and calling them all "guilty as hell." "JUSTICE MUST BE SERVED, NOW!!!"

Ultimately, Bondi said yes.


Bondi and Trump at a roundtable discussion at the White House in October 2025 (Evelyn Hockstein / Reuters)



She called reports of her hesitation over Comey a "flat out lie." Trump appointed a new, inexperienced prosecutor, Lindsey Halligan, who moved forward with the indictment. A judge dismissed the case on the grounds that Halligan had been unlawfully appointed, but the Justice Department appealed the decision.

What the loyalty of Pam Bondi might require her to do next remains an open question, especially after her clumsy handling of the Epstein files. After Trump had suggested during his campaign that he would release the files, Bondi went on Fox News in February 2025 and said that a supposed Epstein client list was "on my desk," implying that documents were about to be released. Then she invited pro-Trump social-media influencers to the White House and handed out thick binders branded "The Epstein Files: Phase 1," a moment that immediately backfired because the binders contained no client list and little new information. Many of the influencers criticized the move as a publicity stunt that made a mockery of Epstein's victims, and some called for Bondi to be fired. Then Bondi backtracked, issuing a joint statement with the FBI saying that in fact there was no client list, which only further enraged a MAGA faction that has been marinating for years in the Epstein scandal and conspiracy theories about global child-trafficking rings. And then came the bipartisan legislation that required Bondi to release the files.

Now she faces an exquisite dilemma: how to comply with the law while also somehow satisfying Trump, who has given conflicting statements about the files. He has called the whole matter a "Democrat hoax," but eventually supported the legislation requiring the release, saying that "we have nothing to hide." He has more recently lamented that documents released so far are destroying the reputations of people who "innocently met" Epstein. Trump is exasperated that the issue won't go away and, according to The Wall Street Journal, has blamed Bondi for making the situation worse. Even Bondi's friend Susie Wiles, Trump's chief of staff, has said that the attorney general "whiffed" on the matter. When I asked the White House if I could speak with Wiles, or any allies of Bondi's, I got no response for weeks. A spokesperson eventually emailed statements praising Bondi from Trump, Wiles, Vice President J. D. Vance, and Secretary of State Marco Rubio, all of which had already appeared in the Journal.

Will Bondi continue to delay the full release of the documents, risking contempt charges? Will she resign and take the blame for the fiasco? Is it possible that Bondi's red line is not the prosecution of the president's political enemies, or the killing of 123 people who may or may not have been drug smugglers, or the ransacking of the Justice Department, or the undermining of the Constitution, but the prospect of her own ruin? How far is Bondi willing to go for Trump?

With midterms coming, would she say yes to deploying federal monitors to interfere at polling stations? Yes to challenging election results?

Can Pam Bondi say no?

She has new friends now, a support group of women who have also said yes to Trump, including Lara Trump and Tulsi Gabbard. "We text a lot," Bondi told Katie Miller, a former Trump-administration aide and the wife of White House adviser Stephen Miller, on her podcast last year. "We all support each other, and have each other's backs."

In Tampa, Bondi's old friends are still trying to figure out what happened to the person they remember, but one of them, the close friend, told me that she has finally stopped trying. At this point, she knows. She has been friends with Bondi since their days at the courthouse in Tampa, and on through Bondi's time as Florida attorney general, her decision to endorse Trump, and several years after that. She said that she loved Pam, that she had tried to understand Pam, to support her, to care about her, and maybe also to excuse her. She said that she is distressed by what she believes Bondi is doing to the rule of law in America, and distressed to have concluded why.

"She went cheap for power," the friend decided, and now she has only one question left. "Was it worth it?"



This article previously misstated the location of Stetson University law school. The article appears in the March 2026 print edition with the headline "Never Say No."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/2026/03/pam-bondi-trump-doj-independence/685663/?utm_source=feed
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Trump Exhaustion Syndrome

Americans can't seem to keep up.

by Ashley Parker

Tue, 20 Jan 2026




Updated at 2:15 p.m. ET on January 22, 2026. This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.

Among the greatest tricks Donald Trump ever pulled is convincing significant portions of the population that the slow erosion of their rights is not, actually, that big of a deal.

After all, do undocumented immigrants with purported gang tattoos truly deserve due process? Is it really so bad to urge citizens to turn on their neighbors and co-workers for saying something outrageous? And is it problematic to punish journalists for reporting facts that the government would rather keep hidden? (Yes, yes, and yes! come the emphatic cries of constitutional-law experts, civil-liberties advocates, and others who care about this sort of thing.)

A year into Trump's second term, the emboldened president's maximalist strategy--pushing every norm to its most elastic, and then a bit beyond, and from that new breaking point pushing yet again--conjures the boiling-frog theory, in which a frog placed in boiling water will immediately hop out, but a frog placed in cool water that is slowly heated will complacently boil to death. (And yes, I know that this amphibious metaphor for failing to notice incremental negative changes is apocryphal, but the lesson is still apt.)

Or, as the former Trump adviser Steve Bannon put it to me, the Overton window is moving so far, so quickly, that the more apt way to understand Trump's strategy is: "Fuck the Overton window."

Bannon continued: "He's driving deep. Remember, our strategy--I say it every day--is maximalist, a maximalist strategy. You have to take it however deep you can take it and, quite frankly, until you meet resistance. And we haven't met any resistance."

"We haven't met any resistance" is overstating the case, but it is astonishing just how far Trump has pushed the country over the past year. The list of actions Trump has taken that would have outraged even his base--in some cases, especially his base--had anyone else attempted such maneuvers is as long as it is audacious. Already, many Americans have grown accustomed to bands of National Guard troops patrolling their cities; the United States bombing other countries without congressional approval (or even notification); white-nationalist rhetoric filling government social-media feeds; federal funding disappearing from elite universities that are viewed as too "woke" and hostile to Trump's movement; hundreds of thousands of immigrants being arrested and deported, often with extreme force; the once-independent Justice Department taking orders from the White House; conservative influencers masquerading as journalists; government data losing their reliability; museums quietly whitewashing history; and the White House being physically and symbolically demolished and rebuilt in Trump's image.

Tellingly, the president told The New York Times this month that his powers in international affairs are checked only by himself: "My own morality. My own mind. It's the only thing that can stop me."

Since Trump's return to power, I have had a recurring conversation--with diplomats, Democrats, and certain Republicans. They have all repeatedly told me a version of the same thing: During Trump's first term, they believed that his election was an aberration, an out-of-character mistake that would soon be corrected--but one year into his second term, they now think that Joe Biden's 2020 victory was the aberration, and that Trump's reelection is not a fever dream but rather a reflection of the country at this moment.

Maybe that's why so many Americans are shrugging as the temperature rises.

During the first Trump administration, resistance was often easy to identify. Sure, there were the hordes of women in pink pussyhats and the lawyers descending on airports as Trump announced a travel ban, but there was also the quiet resistance within the administration, the top advisers and deep-bowel bureaucrats who viewed themselves as guardrails or checks on power, and who relished that role.

Now Trump's administration is filled with true believers who ruthlessly enact his ideas, no matter how outlandish. (Earlier this year, someone close to Trump told me that his advisers have an unofficial rule: When he asks for something twice, they make it happen, regardless of the request.) Congressional Republicans have largely done as they are told, and Democrats, who don't control either chamber, often seem to have descended into learned helplessness.

Read: Does Congress even exist anymore? 

Governors and mayors--along with world leaders, corporate executives, and tech moguls--seem to have collectively concluded that it's often better to flatter Trump and offer small concessions than to risk his wrath and vengeance. Activists have been labeled domestic terrorists, accused of left-wing "street violence," and threatened with "the power of law enforcement." And even though a majority of Americans, including large swaths of Trump's own base, disagree with some of the things he is doing, the president seems impervious to his low poll numbers and to the fact that his party is careening nervously toward the midterm elections.

As many of my colleagues have repeatedly described, the dismantling of a democracy comes slowly, then all at once; rarely does it begin with armed, jackbooted men marching in the streets. It remains unclear just how far the president is willing to go, and what his endgame is. Less than a week after Trump lost the 2020 election, I wrote that Republicans were largely allowing him to pursue his baseless claims that the election had been stolen, despite privately reconciling themselves to a Biden victory. "What is the downside for humoring him for this little bit of time?" a top Republican official told me at the time. "He went golfing this weekend. It's not like he's plotting how to prevent Joe Biden from taking power on January 20. He's tweeting about filing some lawsuits, those lawsuits will fail, then he'll tweet some more about how the election was stolen, and then he'll leave." After the deadly January 6 attacks, that quote hit different, periodically resurfacing and going viral for its seeming naivete. But in the moment, when the top Republican uttered it, I will confess that the words seemed plausible to me; neither of us anticipated--could have even imagined--how Trump's first term would end.

And how will this term end? As Trump has adopted an unapologetic strongman stance, I have been struck by just how little meaningful resistance he's faced, from citizens and even from lawmakers who claim to find his actions appalling or terrifying. In his first term, he and his team ultimately abandoned some of their most chilling and controversial edicts--the travel ban, the family-separation policy--in the face of public backlash. And some of the other incidents that prompted outrage back then--Trump essentially firing his first chief of staff by tweet, the path of a hurricane being altered with a thick Sharpie squiggle--now seem positively quaint. Yet the level of agita generally on display now, for far bolder and more brazen norm-shattering, seems, if anything, more muted.

Trump Derangement Syndrome, in many ways, has been replaced by Trump Exhaustion Syndrome: The populace notes the latest indignity, and then returns to business as usual.

Many Americans awoke on the first Saturday of this year and were stunned to learn that, on Trump's orders, the U.S. military had executed a predawn capture of Nicolas Maduro and spirited the Nike-sweatsuit-clad Venezuelan leader to the United States to stand trial. But they should not have been so surprised.

After all, even if seizing Maduro was not Trump's initial goal, the president had slowly been desensitizing the country to such a possibility for months and setting Venezuela up as a dangerous enemy. The first bill Trump signed into law as the 47th president was the Laken Riley Act--in honor of a nursing student in Georgia who had been attacked and killed while jogging by an undocumented Venezuelan immigrant--which mandates that undocumented immigrants who commit certain crimes inside the country face stricter punishments. (The bill felt so common sense that a dozen Senate Democrats and nearly four dozen House Democrats voted for it.) Two months later, in March, Trump creatively deployed the 1798 Alien Enemies Act, arguing that the U.S. was at war with the Venezuelan gang Tren de Aragua--and using the long-dormant legislation to begin deporting alleged Venezuelan gang members to a notorious Salvadoran mega-prison. Then, under the continued guise of defeating these "narco-terrorists," Trump ordered the Navy to strike suspect boats in the high seas off Venezuela. (As of last Friday, 123 people have been killed in 35 strikes in the Caribbean Sea and the eastern Pacific Ocean.)

By the time Trump seized Maduro, the capture felt less like an alarmingly broad interpretation of American might and more like the logical next step in a string of reasonable ones.

After all, a through line of Trump's presidential campaign was the denigration and dehumanization of immigrants; he would start with an archetype that sounded genuinely scary--"They are bringing drugs. They're bringing crime. They're rapists," he said in his 2015 campaign launch--and then tacitly apply it to all immigrants, or any other group that he deemed a threat.

Journalists and liberal activists have also been targeted. After the assassination of Charlie Kirk, Vice President Vance urged people to call out their neighbors and co-workers--including by reporting them to their employer--who exercised their right to free (if abhorrent) speech by celebrating Kirk's death. Trump also issued an executive order casting a wide range of liberal activists as potential domestic terrorists, the same label immediately placed on Renee Nicole Good, the Minnesota mother killed by a federal immigration officer this month. Trump's attacks on the media, which once were a somewhat playful campaign gimmick, have escalated. The White House now severely limits reporter access, and the Defense Department has swapped out the Pentagon press corps in favor of a new one that regurgitates administration propaganda. Last week, the FBI raided the home of a Washington Post journalist.

After six congressional Democrats with military or national-security backgrounds released a video advising members of the military to not follow illegal orders, Trump accused them of sedition--and shared a social-media post suggesting that they be hanged for treason. The president has abandoned the idea of an independent Justice Department, chiding his attorney general--in a private message that he accidentally posted publicly--for not doing more to prosecute his political opponents and enemies. Earlier this month, the DOJ launched a criminal investigation into Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell, whose biggest crime seems to be refusing to ignore economic indicators and lower interest rates just because the president says he should.

The bureaucratic and staid Powell responded in a rare video message, warning, in part: "This is about whether the Fed will be able to continue to set interest rates based on evidence and economic conditions--or whether instead monetary policy will be directed by political pressure or intimidation."

Read: 'I run the country and the world'

Yet for all this (and more), Trump has faced little meaningful congressional opposition, although his approval rating has declined. And in some cases, the public has largely responded with a Gallic shrug. Even after the Maduro raid, Democrats en masse led with talking-point pablum--Maduro is a bad guy (true!)--rather than emphasizing the lack of congressional authorization and the possible violation of international law (also true!). Five Republican senators did join with Democrats to advance a bill forcing Trump to seek congressional approval before taking additional military action in Venezuela. But two of the senators soon backed down, killing the effort.

The Overton window gets moved with little consequence, Bannon told me, and the result is a further-emboldened Trump: "You move it, and you do it, and no one complains--or MSNBC and The Atlantic complain and nobody gives a fuck--and then you do it again, and push it again."

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the word unprecedented has been used (dare I say) an unprecedented number of times a year into Trump's second term--up from the previously unprecedented number of times in his first term. I asked a senior White House official whether the lack of meaningful resistance has given the president even more faith in his ability to pursue his instincts as brazenly and brashly as possible. This person reframed my question, arguing that there has been little resistance because Trump's policies are broadly popular: "Most Americans, if you ask them, 'Do you want a drug boat sailing to the United States blown up?' they'd say yes."

Part of Trump's skill in shifting--or shattering--the Overton window is his instinctual ability to choose test cases that allow him to generate sympathy for his causes, even as he blows through boundaries and tramples on rights.

After his administration mistakenly deported Kilmar Abrego Garcia--a Maryland father with a protected legal status--to a Salvadoran mega-prison, Trump and his team refused to reverse the decision, dismissing concerns of due process and highlighting Abrego Garcia's tattoos to paint him as a dangerous gang member. (Never mind that the photos that Trump showed of the tattoos had been digitally altered.) Trump's strikes on small vessels off the coast of Venezuela are said to be aimed at cartel bosses funneling huge loads of fentanyl into the country; in fact, fentanyl doesn't pass through the Caribbean, the boats aren't headed to the United States, and they're steered by the poorest and most expendable members of narco organizations. But who's going to bother sticking up for drug runners?

"Trump is a master at getting his enemies to defend things that are politically damaging to them," a former senior administration official still close to the president told me. "So if you are going out and defending the principle of due process--or whatever high-minded legal and constitutional things--even if your constitutional argument is strong, you are still effectively defending a narco-terrorist."

This person continued, admiringly: "It's interesting, the issues he picks. Even if his enemies have a legitimate beef--constitutional, legal, whatever--it still puts them in a position where they appear to be defending bad people."

Read: The wrath of Stephen Miller 

Daniel Ziblatt, a co-author of How Democracies Die, told me that by demonizing people who are easy to demonize, Trump makes it harder for average citizens to feel comfortable publicly defending the broader principles. After all, who wants to speak up for someone celebrating the murder of Charlie Kirk? "It's harder to defend it, especially when there's some perceived cost to speaking out against the government," Ziblatt said. "If you're going to get picked on in social media or have threats against you, you sort of think, Is this really what I want to spend my political capital on, defending an indefensible person? So you stay silent."

In the case of Good, the 37-year-old mother who was shot and killed by an ICE agent in Minneapolis after dropping off her 6-year-old son at school, the circumstances of her killing were nebulous at best, and she hardly fit the mold of an easily vilified lawbreaker; nevertheless, Trump and his allies began attacking her almost immediately. Trump's hard-line domestic-policy chief Stephen Miller dismissed her as an agent of "domestic terrorism," the vice president called it "a tragedy of her own making," and Trump falsely claimed that Good "violently, willfully, and viciously ran over the ICE Officer"--despite video from the scene showing that, at worst, her car might have clipped him. Regardless of the reality, the implication was clear: Good had it coming.

I was eager to understand why so much of the public seems willing to accept actions that they claim in polls and interviews not to like, so I reached out to Conor Kilgore, who produces the podcast The Focus Group for The Bulwark, a center-right website critical of Trump, and who also moderates focus groups with voters who flipped from supporting Biden in 2020 to backing Trump four years later. When I asked Kilgore if these swing voters are now hopping, froglike, out of the water to raise concerns or if they are simply accepting the nation's gradually rising temperature, his response was unequivocal: "People have generally been less alarmed than we might like."

"Every once in a while, you will hear people talk about authoritarian creep," Kilgore told me. "But mainly it's: Well, maybe this is a little overkill some of the time, but generally, I think he's doing what needs to be done."

He sent me some clips of Biden-Trump voters discussing Trump's use of the National Guard in American cities. One focus-group participant, a Black man in New York, said that he disagreed with Trump using the military to address urban crime and worried that the president was "opening the door" to something even worse. When asked to explain where Trump's actions might lead, he elaborated: "To where they have more of a choke hold on just the area or region they're looking over, to where it spreads--like, where does it spread to next? You know what I'm saying? Like, where does it spread to next?"

In a different group, a white man in Georgia named Adam wasn't yet ready to render a verdict on the deployment, which was then still fresh. But he seemed to accept Trump's absolute authority to do as he pleased. "I don't think it's egregious that he's doing it," Adam said. "Because he can."

That assessment--Trump is doing it because he can--reminded me of something Kilgore had explained during our phone call. "Broadly, people do not have the language for: We are going to descend fully into autocracy," he'd told me. "As much as people think the political system is fundamentally broken and corrupt, they also think it's ultimately going to trudge along fine."

Kilgore had continued, matter-of-factly if ominously: "They kind of have faith in people to rise up, and it's like, Oh, I don't think we would take that lying down. Even though they might, in fact, take that lying down."

At least for now, a year into Trump's second term, the country seems to have settled for the illusory safety of the fetal crouch.



This article has been updated to more precisely describe why a Senate resolution that would have forced President Trump to get congressional approval before taking additional military action in Venezuela ultimately failed.
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A New Memoir Blasts Kamala Harris for Being Offensive, Ideologically Obsessed

Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro discusses the strange questions he received during his vice-presidential vetting.

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Mon, 19 Jan 2026




Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro was already irritated by what he describes as "unnecessarily contentious" questions from the team vetting him to be Kamala Harris's running mate when a senior aide made one final inquiry: "Have you ever been an agent of the Israeli government?"

The question came from President Biden's former White House counsel Dana Remus, who was a key member of Harris's vice-presidential search team.

Shapiro, one of the most well-known Jewish elected officials in the country--and one of at least three Jewish politicians considering a run for the 2028 Democratic presidential nomination--says he took umbrage at the question. "Had I been a double agent for Israel? Was she kidding? I told her how offensive the question was," Shapiro writes in his forthcoming book, Where We Keep the Light, a copy of which The Atlantic obtained ahead of its release on January 27.
 
 The exchange became even more tense, he writes, when Remus asked whether Shapiro had ever spoken with an undercover Israeli agent. The questions left the governor feeling uneasy about the prospect of being Harris's No. 2, a role that ultimately went to Minnesota Governor Tim Walz. After Harris and Walz lost to Donald Trump, many Democrats were critical of her decision to bypass Shapiro, the popular governor of the nation's largest swing state. In his book, Shapiro says that the decision may not have been fully hers; he says he had "a knot in my stomach" throughout a vetting process that was more combative than he had expected. Shapiro wrote that he decided to take his name out of the running after a one-on-one meeting with Harris that featured more clashes, including about Israel.

The account highlights some of the fault lines that Democrats are navigating as they try to put the 2024 campaign behind them and chart a path back to the White House. With his book, Shapiro aims to showcase why Democrats lost and how his brand of consensus-building politics can usher them back to power. But before the consensus building, it seems, Shapiro felt compelled to do some score settling.

Harris, after all, had written a surprisingly candid account of her truncated and, ultimately, tortured selection process for a running mate, and it did not make Shapiro look good. When my colleague Tim Alberta first informed Shapiro of Harris's description of their meeting in her book, 107 Days, he grew uncharacteristically sharp-tongued. "That's complete and utter bullshit," he told Alberta. "I can tell you that her accounts are just blatant lies." Shapiro is more measured in Where We Keep the Light, taking pains not to attack Harris herself and instead blaming her staff for probing him in a way that at times felt gratuitous.
 
 "Remus was just doing her job," Shapiro wrote about the Israeli-spy inquiry. "I get it. But the fact that she asked, or was told to ask that question by someone else, said a lot about some of the people around the VP." (Remus and an aide to Harris did not respond to a request for comment.) In a statement, Shapiro's spokesperson Manuel Bonder didn't address the apparently unpleasant vetting process, and would only say that the governor had written "a very personal book" about his faith, his family, and what he has learned from a career of public service. He said the 2024 election was "one small part" of Shapiro's "much broader story."

Shapiro does not write about the vice-presidential search until near the end of his book, which otherwise serves up the standard fare of a pre-campaign-launch political memoir, tracing his rise from a childhood in suburban Philadelphia to the governorship of the nation's fifth-most-populous state. Shapiro writes about the importance of his Jewish faith, his role pursuing justice for survivors of sexual abuse in the Catholic Church, his admiration for--and early support of--President Obama, and the astute political instincts of his wife and adviser, Lori.

The book opens with the harrowing firebombing of the governor's mansion on Passover last year by a man who later told prosecutors that he blamed Shapiro for the deaths of Palestinians in Gaza. Shapiro and his family had to flee the home, which suffered significant damage from the fire, in the middle of the night after being alerted by a state trooper. The governor writes that his willingness to publicly embrace his Jewish faith before and after the attack has been welcomed by people of various religious backgrounds, suggesting that his experience as part of an observant Jewish family would be a prominent part of any run for the presidency.

Read: By the time political violence gets worse, it will be too late

Where We Keep the Light is typical of the sort of memoir that candidates release before running for president. In it, Shapiro extols the virtues of using politics to improve people's lives. He also makes subtle but clear policy distinctions between himself and other prominent members of his party, including some eyeing the party's presidential nomination.

He gets ahead of some of the major questions that Democrats are likely to face in the 2028 primary, writing, for example, that he would have handled coronavirus lockdowns differently, that he did not support the defund-the-police rhetoric in the summer of 2020, and that he privately suggested to Biden that he should consider dropping out of the presidential race after an abysmal debate performance against Trump. He also defends his support for cutting taxes and his more permissive stance on fossil fuels, policies that put him outside the mainstream of the Democratic political class. He writes that anti-Semitism has become "much scarier, much more real" in recent years and suggests a clear distinction between free speech and protest activity that veers into intimidation.

But the governor also devotes several pages to providing his side of the story from the 2024 search for a vice-presidential candidate, after Harris wrote a detailed account of the traditionally secretive process, which included a less-than-warm meeting with Shapiro.

Their sit-down on August 4, 2024, took place shortly after Shapiro got off the phone with Remus, telling her that he had no way of knowing if he had ever communicated with an undercover Israeli agent.

Harris wrote that before they met at the Naval Observatory, Shapiro asked staff there about how many bedrooms the compound had and whether the Smithsonian might loan him art to decorate the place. The unmistakable implication was that the governor, seen by some Democrats as an ambitious operator with his eye on the presidency, was already measuring the drapes before being selected for the No. 2 role. Shapiro, not surprisingly, offers a different take, writing that his brief discussion with staff from the residence was only "small talk" that had been "analyzed, misrepresented, and picked apart by members of the vice president's team."

After Harris and Shapiro sat down, in a dining room that had been cleared of most furniture other than two chairs and a table, there was little in the way of small talk or pleasantries. Each described the conversation as blunt, lacking the traditional warmth of two people trying to determine if a four-year partnership would work. Their discussion was especially tense when Harris asked Shapiro if he would apologize for some of his comments about protesters at the University of Pennsylvania who had built encampments to decry Israel's military campaign in Gaza and, in some cases, intimidated Jewish students.
 
 Shapiro wrote that he "flatly" told Harris that he would not. It was one of several times he claims that he had to stand his ground after Harris's team brought up issues on which he had taken a different stance from hers and asked if he would be willing to apologize or otherwise make a public about-face.

Shapiro wrote that he understood the campaign's desire to probe his background and policy positions, but "didn't see anything wrong with not aligning perfectly" with Harris on all issues, adding that "they weren't going to expand her universe by doing the exact same thing that she had been doing all these years."

He told Harris's team that he respected their role and was submitting willingly to the vetting process, but he was "not going to apologize for who I am or for the positions I've taken over the years."

"It nagged at me that their questions weren't really about substance," he wrote. "Rather, they were questioning my ideology, my approach, my world view."

After the back-and-forth on policy, Shapiro asked Harris some questions of his own, probing for a sense of what kind of role she wanted her vice president to play. Harris, he wrote, described her own experience as vice president in stark terms, saying she had had a rough time in a position that had little autonomy or executive authority.

"I was surprised by how much she seemed to dislike the role," he wrote. "She noted that her chief of staff would be giving me my directions, lamented that the vice president didn't have a private bathroom in their office, and how difficult it was for her at times not to have a voice in the decision making."

Shapiro said he tried to make a case for a more equitable partnership, with the vice president having unimpeded access to the president and the ability to weigh in on decisions before they were made. "I told him bluntly that was an unrealistic expectation," Harris wrote in 107 Days. "A vice president is not a co-president. I had a nagging concern that he would be unable to settle for a role as number two and that it would wear on our partnership."

The disagreement over the role ultimately left both politicians feeling that a Harris-Shapiro ticket, for all its electoral promise, may not be a good fit. "It could have gone differently, had I left that meeting thinking that she would want a partner and someone to bounce things off of before she ultimately made her decisions," Shapiro wrote. "There was a world in which it could have worked, but that was not this world."

Shapiro eventually returned to Pennsylvania with his mind made up--though not before Remus spoke with him again, he writes, and suggested that the role of vice president might be a financial burden for him and his wife: Shapiro's financial vetting showed that he didn't have much money, and the vice presidency would require Lori to buy a new wardrobe and pay the costs for second-lady-level hair and makeup, even as the couple would be required to pay for food and entertainment at the vice president's residence.

Shapiro said he was taken aback: "Are you trying to convince me not to do this?" he recalls asking. Remus responded that she just wanted him to be sure this was something he wanted. In the end, Shapiro wrote, he realized that it was not.

Harris later wrote that her first choice for vice president was actually Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg, but felt it was "too big of a risk" to add a gay man to a ticket led by a Black woman with a Jewish husband.

Read: The running mate Kamala Harris didn't dare choose

With Shapiro, Harris, and Buttigieg all on a list of potential presidential hopefuls in 2028, the vice-presidential selection process from 2024 is reemerging at a key moment.

As much as Democrats would like to turn the page on the presidential race that ushered Trump back into the White House, Shapiro's book offers another opportunity to pick apart one of the most pivotal decisions of the 2024 campaign. And it likely isn't the final word on the vetting process. The second leg of Harris's book tour is scheduled to start on February 2.
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'Abolish ICE' Is Back

It's making some Democrats anxious.

by Elaine Godfrey

Sun, 18 Jan 2026




History might not repeat itself, but the slogans sometimes do. And in the days since an ICE officer shot and killed a woman in Minneapolis, some Democratic candidates and commentators have joined in on a familiar refrain. "Dismantling ICE is the moderate position," Graham Platner, the U.S. Senate candidate in Maine, said in a statement on X. "If Trump's ICE is shooting and kidnapping people, then abolish it," wrote Jack Schlossberg, a candidate for Congress in New York. Even Bill Kristol, the erstwhile Republican turned Trump critic, logged on to share a simple, straightforward message: "Abolish ICE."

A growing number of Americans disagree with how the agency is handling its mission. But where many Democrats hear "Abolish ICE" as a righteous call to action, others in the party register the clanging of alarm bells. These anxious Democrats believe that such a maximalist demand plays directly into Republicans' hands by making the party seem unserious about immigration. Some of them are pleading with members of their party to avoid adopting the motto. "Unless you truly believe that the United States should not have an agency that enforces immigration and customs laws," reads a memo from the center-left think tank Searchlight Institute, "you should not say you want to abolish ICE."

The slogan conjures a not-so-distant time in American politics when even the highest-profile Democrats, under pressure from progressives, embraced a host of deeply unpopular positions, including defunding the police and decriminalizing border crossings. Many members of the party blame this period, at least in part, for the return of Donald Trump--and they're desperate not to relive it. "Oh my God. Deja vu all over again," Lis Smith, a national party strategist, told me when I asked about the slogan. "Sigh," Lanae Erickson, a senior vice president at the center-left think tank Third Way, texted me. "Can that be my on the record quote?"

"Abolish ICE" went mainstream in 2018 amid public outrage over the Trump administration separating families at the U.S.-Mexico border. The slogan, embraced widely by progressives, quickly became a litmus test for candidates running in Democratic-leaning districts across the country. But the movement was never especially popular among the broader American electorate, and its proponents could never seem to agree about whether the phrase meant abolishing ICE forever, or abolishing it and replacing it with something else. Critics worried that adopting the phrase hurt Democratic credibility on immigration, an issue on which the party already suffered from low public trust. Eventually, even the activist who helped popularize the slogan in 2018 mostly abandoned it.

Read: 'We need to take away children'

Eight years later, as masked men patrol neighborhoods far from the southern border, calls to dismantle ICE are resonating differently. In the days since an ICE officer fatally shot 37-year-old Renee Nicole Good, stories have circulated of federal agents (from both ICE and Border Patrol) pepper-spraying and tear-gassing families and students, and shoving a protester into oncoming traffic. Photos have shown neighborhoods filled with tear gas. A Texas medical examiner is likely, The Washington Post recently reported, to classify an ICE detainee's recent death as a homicide.

Polling suggests that Americans don't like what they're seeing: Roughly 57 percent say they disapprove of how ICE is handling immigration enforcement; about half believe that ICE is making cities less safe. And two polls taken after Good's killing show that support for abolishing ICE has increased about 13 percent since July 2019. Even Joe Rogan, the high-profile podcast host who endorsed Trump in 2024, seems disillusioned. "Are we really gonna be the Gestapo?" Rogan asked this week. "'Where's your papers?' Is that what we've come to?" (The Department of Homeland Security spokesperson Tricia McLaughlin told me in a statement that ICE "will continue to carry out immigration enforcement for the safety of Americans who have been victimized by rapists, murderers, drug traffickers, and gang members." In response to Rogan, McLaughlin said on Fox News that the agency has to have a presence in Minneapolis "because we don't have state and local law enforcement's help.")

Most Democrats have not called for ICE's outright abolition. But a few are recent adopters of the slogan. "I was of the belief that perhaps we could reform ICE. Now I am of the belief that it has to be dismantled as an entity," Representative Adriano Espaillat of New York said last week. Michigan's Representative Shri Thanedar, who in June was one of 75 Democrats who signed legislation expressing "gratitude" for ICE, just introduced the Abolish ICE Act. Other progressive members of Congress have been on this particular train for years. Representatives Ilhan Omar, Rashida Tlaib, and Ayanna Pressley have all reiterated their demands to abolish the agency in the past week. "I made this call back in 2018, and that's because I saw where this agency was going," Abdul El-Sayed, a U.S. Senate candidate in Michigan, told me. Trump is "trying to create an independent, domestic source of state power answerable only to him." By now, he added, ICE is "corrupted beyond repair."

A common belief among ICE's critics is that no amount of funding or training can fix the agency. Abolition "is the baseline at a certain point," Usamah Andrabi, the communications director at the progressive group Justice Democrats, told me. The organization works to unseat Democratic incumbents who aren't sufficiently progressive, and will be focused on that goal as the 2026 primaries intensify. Democrats "need to heed the calls" of the people they represent, Andrabi said, and many of those people "are demanding that we abolish ICE."

Read: 'Maybe DHS was a bad idea'

All of this is nightmare fuel for a certain type of Democrat--namely, the kind who is focused on winning elections in swing states and purple districts. These Democrats believe that the mayhem caused by ICE's raids gives the party an uncharacteristic upper hand over Republicans on immigration--and that demands to eliminate the agency erase that leverage. Americans mostly support immigration-enforcement efforts and, in particular, the deportation of unauthorized immigrants with violent criminal records.

"When you say 'Abolish ICE,' that means you're abolishing the agency that's in charge of enforcing immigration law in this country," Tre Easton, the vice president for public policy at the Searchlight Institute, told me. "Especially in a time when Democrats don't have a lot of credibility on the immigration issue, it's really, really, a fraught path that they should not go down." Easton and others argue that the demands to abolish ICE are akin to the calls to "defund the police" that progressives made in 2020 after the killing of George Floyd. Both slogans appeared in response to terrible abuses of power, they say, but both were overcorrections. As with police, "the question is not whether ICE should exist; the question is whether they should follow the laws and be held accountable," Erickson, from Third Way, told me.

The fight over "Abolish ICE" can feel like semantics--and it sort of is. Strategists at the Searchlight Institute and Third Way have asked their fellow Democrats to please avoid saying "Abolish ICE" and instead to advocate for reforming it and retraining agents. They argue that Democratic leaders could use subpoenas, congressional hearings, and appropriations riders to hold ICE to account--and to make a broader argument about public safety. Some of them point to Senator Ruben Gallego of Arizona as an example of an effective messenger: ICE is "out of control," Gallego said in a recent interview. "People want a slimmed-down ICE that is truly focused on security."

Somewhat surprisingly, Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York, who ran for Congress in 2018 on a promise to abolish ICE, has in recent days reframed the issue as a question of funding. "The cuts to your health care are what's paying for this," she said of Congress letting health-care subsidies expire and increasing funding for ICE and other agencies. "You get screwed over to pay a bunch of thugs in the street that are shooting mothers in the face." That interview "is what highly effective messaging on ICE can look like--without saying 'abolish ICE,'" Adam Jentleson, the president of the Searchlight Institute, wrote on X. (Ocasio-Cortez says she does still support shutting down the agency.)

The overarching concern for Democrats like Jentleson is that members of their party seem not to have absorbed a crucial lesson from recent elections: that Republicans can and will use Democrats' own words against them. In 2022, for example, former Wisconsin Lieutenant Governor Mandela Barnes lost his challenge to Senator Ron Johnson by only a hair, after it came to light that Barnes had previously signaled support for abolishing ICE and defunding the police. (Barnes, in his current campaign for governor, has steered clear of the issue.) Vice President Kamala Harris's own mixed record on immigration was fodder for Republicans. During the 2024 election cycle, which famously did not turn out well for Harris or her party, Republicans spent $741 million on immigration-related ads, according to an estimate from the nonpartisan policy organization America Forward.

Now, as then, Republicans are eager to exploit "Abolish ICE." Democrats "don't want our border secured or criminal illegal aliens being removed," and want to defund "federal law-enforcement agencies who are protecting public safety," White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt said in a press briefing after Good's killing. House Majority Leader Steve Scalise told reporters this week that Democrats "have been for open borders" for years.

Notably, none of the leading 2028 presidential contenders has demanded that ICE be dismantled. Aside from Platner and El-Sayed, Democratic Senate candidates have stuck with calls for reform and for an investigation into Good's killing. Still, as ICE expands operations in Minneapolis and beyond, and as anti-ICE protests intensify, it's reasonable to anticipate more viral videos, outrage, and allegations of violence. Which means it's also reasonable to expect that Democratic primary candidates will face pressure to condemn the agency in the strongest possible terms. How these Democrats decide to respond may help determine their party's fate in November.
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Why Harry Reid Went Nuclear

Why the former Senate majority leader decided to end the filibuster.

by Jon Ralston

Sun, 18 Jan 2026




When he was a kid, Harry Reid seldom left the small town of Searchlight, Nevada, without his parents. But the summer after his brother Dale had graduated from high school, he invited young Harry to join him in Ash Fork, a tiny dot in Arizona along Highway 40. Dale had found work at a gas station in the railroad town near an Indian reservation. Not much was memorable about the town, the railroad, or the people Harry met, but he never forgot one lesson he learned there.

Dale's girlfriend had a younger brother about a year older than Harry, and they spent the summer playing games together. Reid could easily outplay him but invariably lost anyway. "I never won a game," he wrote decades later, "because as we got into the games, he would keep changing the rules." He resolved never to do the same himself. He would try to understand the rules and stick to them. "That is what I think life is all about," he explained. "Don't change the rules during the game."

That resolution held for more than 50 years--until it cracked.

By the end of 2012, Reid was almost out of patience. The Senate majority leader had been frustrated, then infuriated, by what he saw as the tyranny of the minority, which was racking up filibuster after filibuster on President Barack Obama's judicial nominees.

Less than a decade before, Reid had been on the other side of the issue. In 2005, he had led a Democratic minority in using the filibuster to block 10 Republican nominees for appellate courts, prompting Republican Majority Leader Bill Frist to consider invoking the so-called nuclear option. Frist had wanted to remove the filibuster, which required a supermajority of 60 votes to overcome in the Senate, for most judicial nominees, so that they could receive a straightforward up-or-down vote requiring only a simple majority of 51 senators. Reid had successfully rallied senators in defense of the filibuster, and Frist had backed down. "The nuclear option is gone for our lifetime," Reid had triumphantly declared.

Read: The kingmaker

But now Democrats were in the majority, and Republicans were discovering new virtues in the filibuster. In August 2012, Republican Senators Roger Wicker and Lindsey Graham wrote Reid "to express our concern regarding your recent remarks suggesting major changes to the rules of the Senate--changes that would severely compromise the rights of the minority." The Republicans reminded Reid of his 2005 stance.

By the beginning of 2013, according to those who knew his thinking at the time, Reid was already prepared to end the filibuster for lower-court nominations. Then Obama nominated former Republican Senator Chuck Hagel as his secretary of defense. For the first time, the Senate filibustered a secretary of defense, and Reid had had enough.

"I think he basically came into 2013 ready to go there and just get the votes," Adam Jentleson, Reid's former deputy chief of staff, told me. "So I think you can probably find some statements from him during the course of the year that there were no plans. But I think his own mind was made up, and there were a lot of squishy votes."

It was more than the historic nature of the Hagel filibuster that catalyzed Reid to limit the filibuster, Jentleson said; Republicans also blocked Obama sub-Cabinet posts and judges for the D.C. Circuit Court of Appeals. The National Labor Relations Board, a crucial body for unions, could not even get a quorum. Reid defended his action by saying that rules had been changed plenty of times, and he was downplaying what a watershed this could be. He knew it, and the majority leader also firmly believed that the future of the Obama presidency was at stake.

Reid chafed at any criticism that he was being hypocritical, denying that the only difference between 2013 and 2005 was the party in power. He insisted that Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell had made it his mission to thwart Obama at every turn and had changed the norms of the Senate. He also put his change of position in the context of his evolution on other issues, including abortion, immigration, gun control, and gay rights. It was not situational, he argued; it was a sign of maturity.


Senate Minority Leader Harry Reid and Representative John Lewis during a "Rally to Stop the Partisan Power Grab" in front of the U.S. Supreme Court. (Scott J. Ferrell / Congressional Quarterly / Getty)



Reid knew that corralling the votes inside the caucus might be difficult. "There were half a dozen members that didn't want to vote," Reid's No. 2, Dick Durbin, later told me. "They felt it was the wrong decision. I think it was a terrible choice: either keep with the McConnell way of stopping these judges through the filibuster or changing the rules of the Senate in a way that would have a profound impact."

Obama, for his part, did not actively engage with senators. But he understood where Reid was coming from. "I think that Harry was an institutionalist and had great respect for the Senate traditions," Obama told me in 2022. "By that point, he had witnessed--we had all witnessed--a level of obstruction when it came to judicial nominations that we had never seen before. What had begun as selected instances of highly controversial Supreme Court justices being blocked was now a circumstance in which, just routinely, they were just going to prevent a Democratic administration from filling vacancies and on the federal bench. And McConnell was very explicit about the strategy. He didn't need a rationale; it no longer required that somehow."

Reid knew he didn't have the votes in the caucus, that he would have to, in the words of one of his staffers, "lead them all to water on it." He slowly and methodically built the case that Obama's judges would never be confirmed if a supermajority vote was required. "I had to be talked into it," Senator Patty Murray, a member of his leadership team, told me. "I had to really think about what the process was and what it would mean. And he'd reached his conclusion long before he talked me into it." Murray said Reid was able to persuade her and others to make the change "by sharing his frustration. And he was passionate about this, and the need to fill the courts and fulfill our responsibilities."

As Reid lobbied his reluctant caucus members, he would seek counsel from the man he replaced, Tom Daschle: "I can't tell you the number of times he lamented how broken the Senate had become and would say to me what he said to me on countless occasions, 'Tom, it's nothing like when you were here, when we were there together,'" he told me. In Reid's autobiography, The Good Fight, he had railed against the Republicans talking about invoking the nuclear option in 2005. He'd discussed the book in 2008 with Daschle on C-SPAN. "What the Republicans came up with was a way to change our country forever," Reid had said. "They made a decision that if they didn't get every judge they wanted, then they were going to make the Senate just like the House of Representatives."

Read: The smart way to fix the filibuster

Filibusters had increased geometrically since that conversation, but Reid had also made the timeless "senatorial saucer" argument to Daschle--that is, the House, heated by the passions of the people, would see its legislation tamped down by the more deliberate Senate. He'd concluded that section of the conversation with his friend by saying he believed that invoking the nuclear option "would ruin the country."

Yet here he was, five years later, with California's Barbara Boxer and Dianne Feinstein, the last holdouts, ready to do what he had said would be the ruination of America. On November 21, knowing he had the votes, Reid invoked the nuclear option for all presidential nominees except prospective Supreme Court justices, and it passed 52-48. Three Democrats voted against the rules change--Carl Levin of Michigan, Joe Manchin of West Virginia, and Mark Pryor of Arkansas--but Reid had wiggle room.

Republicans, led by McConnell and House Speaker John Boehner, claimed that the Democrats were trying to distract from the poor rollout and tanking approval numbers of the Affordable Care Act, and promised that the filibuster vote would come home to roost at the ballot box the next year. After the vote, Reid was elated, while another member of his leadership team, Chuck Schumer, seemed saddened. Schumer and Reid had talked for hours about the scheme, but Schumer was a reluctant yes vote--or so he would say later.

After the vote and unbeknownst to Reid, Faiz Shakir, a top aide who functioned as his bridge to the left, had gathered dozens of progressives into a room in the Capitol to celebrate. Many of those were special interests Reid and his team had harnessed to pressure his colleagues: union activists upset that the NLRB had been stymied, Common Cause members, MoveOn.org folks. When Reid entered the room, it thundered with applause. (Several Reid staffers believed if he could have rounded up the votes to end the filibuster for legislation, he would have done that, too.) Reid, who rarely second-guessed himself, understood at the time that the partisan winds would eventually shift. "I didn't look that far ahead," he later told me. "I knew that I wanted to get this done at this time. It was something that was important for the body. I'd worry about the future at a later time."

Shakir told me Reid considered what might happen in a different scenario, but the discussions generally didn't last long for one reason: "Let's not be naive. I think he felt that Hillary Clinton would likely be the next president of the United States."

In January 2017, Donald Trump was sworn in as the 45th president. It took McConnell only three months to invoke the nuclear option for confirming Supreme Court justices. By the end of Trump's first term, Neil Gorsuch, Amy Coney Barrett, and Brett Kavanaugh had each been confirmed by narrow majorities. Many on the left blamed Reid for enabling the change; many on the right gleefully thanked him because Trump was able to appoint three high-court members. Reid said none of that trolling bothered him, and others said McConnell did not need a precedent to do what he did, that he was just waiting for a Republican Senate and White House occupant.

From the January/February 2024 issue: A MAGA judiciary

Reid continued to insist that he had no regrets for the move. Almost exactly two years after McConnell changed the rule to include high-court justices, Reid published an op-ed in The New York Times saying that the filibuster had become an anachronism and needed to be abolished because the Senate had "become an unworkable legislative graveyard."

Reid seemed to truly believe, despite the partisanship that suffused the column, that the Senate had been badly damaged. But he was alternately bemused and furious as Democratic senators, some of whom voted for the 2013 change, expressed buyer's remorse. "A couple of Democratic senators today have very short memories because they have stated publicly on the record that they wish that we had not changed the rules," Reid said before he died. "That's the dumbest damn thing. They were there. They voted for it. Now to come back and try to rewrite history is impossible."

When we spoke, the Republican Senator Richard Shelby of Alabama, a onetime Democrat and one of Reid's closest friends in Congress, chuckled about Reid being in high dudgeon. Shelby said he believes that Reid, if similarly situated, would have done just what McConnell did to enhance the prospects of remaking the Supreme Court. "If you've already broken the glass, why not?" Shelby said wryly.

Schumer, Reid's close friend and ally, had an I-told-you-so moment shortly before Reid's death about the 2013 maneuver. "I told him I thought it was a bad idea, but he was just so fed up and so pissed off," Schumer told me. "I did get him to make sure that we didn't go nuclear on Supreme Court judges. And look what happened ... McConnell came in and got rid of the rule right away. But yes, I thought going nuclear would have bad consequences for us. And on that one, I may have been right."



This article is adapted from Jon Ralston's new book, The Game Changer: How Harry Reid Remade the Rules and Showed Democrats How to Fight.
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'Maybe DHS Was a Bad Idea'

Two decades after its founding, the department has become what its critics feared.

by Nick Miroff

Sat, 17 Jan 2026




"We don't do politics in the Department of Homeland Security," Tom Ridge, the nation's first DHS secretary, liked to say whenever reporters would ask how he handled pressure from the White House. Ridge, a moderate Republican and a Vietnam vet with a square jaw and gentle manner, was the governor of Pennsylvania when nearly 3,000 Americans were killed on September 11, 2001. The nation was gripped with fear and horror, and President George W. Bush put the bipartisanship-seeking Ridge in charge of making sure there wouldn't be another terrorist strike. The new Cabinet-level entity that he would lead mashed together more than 20 federal agencies under one Orwellian name.

I've spoken with Ridge a few times over the years about DHS's origins, and I thought of him on New Year's Eve, when a serene image popped up on the department's social-media accounts showing a classic car on a sandy beach with palm trees and a banner that read America After 100 Million Deportations, along with the caption: "The peace of a nation no longer besieged by the third world." It was chilling to see DHS, founded to protect Americans from attacks by foreign terrorists, fantasizing breezily about the removal of nearly one-third of the U.S. population, which would have to include tens of millions of citizens. The department has published many provocative posts since President Trump took office last year, but nothing that perverse.

Ridge is now 80 and has mostly retired from public life following a 2021 stroke. I wasn't able to speak with him about the current direction of the department or about the image, which has more than 20 million views. But I expect that it would trouble him to see how the department whose public communications once focused on terror-threat levels, has turned against Americans and been twisted into a trolling operation infused with white nationalism.

A week after the "100 million" post, the ICE officer Jonathan Ross killed Renee Nicole Good in Minneapolis. Federal investigators were still gathering evidence at the scene when DHS accused Good of "domestic terrorism." DHS Secretary Kristi Noem, Vice President Vance, and other Trump officials quickly echoed the characterization. For Americans who remember the visceral trauma of 9/11, terrorism is a concept with a particular gravity. But DHS has now applied the label to Good, a middle-aged American mom in a battered Honda with a glove box full of stuffed animals.

"Terrorism is such a powerful label," Tom Warrick, a former DHS policy official who worked under Presidents George W. Bush, Barack Obama, and Trump, told me this week. "Applying that to Renee Good just defies the average American's understanding of what that term ought to mean."

DHS's mission to protect Americans from terrorism enjoyed broad bipartisan support after 9/11. The department's agencies benefited from a renewed national admiration for firefighters, police officers, and others in uniform who served their communities. DHS leaders took cues from the Pentagon and sought to project an aura of nonpartisan patriotism, ensuring support from Democrats and Republicans alike. The very term homeland security, which wasn't universally admired, was meant to evoke something shared that every American would want to protect.

When I asked Jeh Johnson, who was the DHS secretary during Obama's second term, about this mission, he told me about riding Amtrak one day between Washington and New Jersey. He had a gym bag emblazoned with DHS. It caught the eye of a family sitting nearby that included a little boy. "Toward the end of the trip--and his parents clearly put him up to it--the little boy walked across the aisle," Johnson recounted, "and said to me, 'Sir, thank you for keeping us safe.'"

Read: How ICE lost its guardrails

"That was the first instinct of people when they thought of Homeland Security: They keep us safe," Johnson said.

There were fears at the time of DHS's founding, including on the political right, that the government was creating an authoritarian monster. The United States had never had the kind of all-encompassing domestic-security apparatus common in autocracies, whose interior departments function as political police. DHS skeptics worried that civil liberties would be vulnerable to abuse if the government began assembling national databases and an expanded federal police force. Those fears were swept aside by the broader anxieties of Americans eager for a consolidated department to protect them from another 9/11-style attack. The FBI remained within the Department of Justice, in part to assuage concerns that DHS could someday become too powerful and omniscient.

Every year, the DHS secretary, along with the FBI director and the head of the National Counterterrorism Center, provides a public briefing to lawmakers on worldwide threats to the United States. By 2021, domestic terror threats had surpassed foreign ones, according to the FBI. Mass shootings motivated by racism and hate killed dozens in El Paso, Texas; Charleston, South Carolina; Pittsburgh; and other cities. After the attack on the U.S. Capitol by a pro-Trump mob on January 6, 2021, then-FBI Director Christopher Wray took the unprecedented step of calling it an act of domestic terrorism. But even then, DHS officials remained hesitant to apply the label at home. They preferred the term domestic violent extremism to avoid calling Americans terrorists.

Trump has deployed 3,000 federal officers and agents to Minneapolis this month, the largest operation in DHS history. The city's elected leaders say that they don't want them there. Many of the ICE officers and Border Patrol agents are outfitted in tactical gear and wear body armor and masks, and they're using the technological tools that the department acquired to protect the country's borders: surveillance drones, facial-recognition apps, phone-cracking software. Powered by billions of dollars in new funding, they are making immigration arrests and grabbing protesters who try to stop them.

A few DHS veterans told me that America's immigration politics were already divisive when the department was founded. But its counterterrorism mission mostly overshadowed those forces for the first decade or so. Later, its border and immigration-enforcement agencies received more and more resources and attention, especially after 2014, when Central American children and families began streaming across the Rio Grande. The trend accelerated when Trump first took office.

Stewart Baker, the first DHS policy chief under Bush, told me that he thought the shift occurred during the tenure of Kirstjen Nielsen, who became the department's secretary in late 2017. Nielsen had a background in cybersecurity and had served as chief of staff to General John F. Kelly, Trump's first pick to lead DHS. When Nielsen testified before Congress, many lawmakers' questions were about immigration enforcement, particularly Trump's family-separation policy at the border. Nielsen, who did not respond to an interview request, would sometimes joke that she welcomed inquiries about any other topic. (DHS is also home to the Transportation Security Administration, FEMA, the Secret Service, the Coast Guard, and other agencies.)

Read: Why they mask

"Nobody could take that job after that without expecting to be the face of immigration policy," Baker said. "That was going to be your job, and if you didn't want to do that, then you really shouldn't be taking the job."

The change, Baker said, was partly the result of DHS's success at preventing another major terrorist attack. "People tend to think that's yesterday's problem," he said. "We have lost the sense, as a country, that DHS is carrying out a protective mission that is in the interest of all Americans."

Baker said that he also attributed the shift to Democrats' evolving attitudes toward immigration enforcement. "There has been a dramatic change in terms of a reluctance to enforce immigration law," Baker added, describing it as "an uneasy sense that there is something racist about preferring the people who live here over people who don't."

That opposition to once-uncontroversial elements of immigration enforcement has spread. "It's not just a principle of the Democratic Party," Baker said. "It's now a fighting principle in the streets."

Seth Stodder was crossing the Queensborough Bridge in New York City when a plane hit the North Tower of the World Trade Center on 9/11. A young attorney with a background in trade policy, he arrived at the federal courthouse in Lower Manhattan and was three blocks away when the towers fell. Stodder joined the government two weeks later. He went on to work for Customs and Border Protection under Bush and DHS under Obama, remaking U.S. border policy to tighten security without choking off trade and travel.

Stodder, who now teaches law at the University of Southern California, told me that he's watched immigration-enforcement agencies' city-by-city crackdown with dismay. "In creating DHS, we didn't want to create the KGB or the FSB," he said, referring to the Soviet secret-police agency and its current Russian manifestation.

The legal authorities that ICE officers and Border Patrol agents are using to detain and question people on the streets are not new, Stodder said. But those agencies have never been deployed this way domestically. At national-security conferences and in classrooms, he's received many questions over the years about threats to civil liberties from America's expanding array of surveillance tools and software innovations. "My answer to questions was always: Well, we have a constitutional framework here," he said

Read: How do you prove your citizenship? ICE won't say.

Stodder told me that this now seems naive. "You have these institutions and these technologies and these authorities," he said, "then some guy like Trump or Stephen Miller can say, Hey, we could use this stuff to do something that nobody's ever done before in the United States. To suddenly see DHS become this kind of mechanism of authoritarian intimidation and incipient fascism is disorienting, and frightening."

Stodder added: "It makes me think that maybe DHS was a bad idea."

I asked Johnson, the former DHS secretary, what he thought of the renewed calls by some Democratic lawmakers to scrap ICE, and what they could mean for the future of the department. He told me that the answer lies in changing the agency's policies and personnel--not in getting rid of it entirely. "If you don't like the Vietnam War," he told me, "you don't get rid of the Department of Defense."

Ross, the ICE officer who killed Good, had a sterling DHS career. A college graduate and an Iraq War veteran, he joined the Border Patrol in 2007, working first near El Paso targeting smuggling organizations and drug traffickers. He joined ICE in 2015, as border agents often do when they're seeking a less lonely, less isolated assignment closer to a major city. At ICE, Ross became a highly trained tactical officer, the kind the agency sends to handle its riskiest assignments. He'd nearly been killed when he was dragged by a car while attempting to make an arrest seven months earlier, according to the department, and he was back on the job.

We don't know what was going through Ross's head as he recorded Good on his phone and reached for his weapon. As Good attempted to drive away, Ross opened fire. Ross had nearly two decades of Homeland Security service at that point. He killed an American citizen, on a residential street in an American city, and as Good's car careened away, a voice could be heard--reportedly Ross's--saying, "Fucking bitch."

This article has been updated to better reflect the concerns from across the political spectrum about threats to civil liberties when DHS was created.
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'Look, You Can't Cancel the Election'



by Andrea Valdez

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




Could the Trump administration really cancel an election? President Trump once again mused about the possibility, telling Reuters recently that he's accomplished so much that "we shouldn't even have an election." This isn't the first time the president has flirted with the idea of forgoing the midterm elections, and his repeated remarks on the matter have turned what many previously dismissed as a fringe conspiracy theory into a real concern.

At an Atlantic Across America event in Arizona this week, staff writer Yvonne Wingett Sanchez interviewed Arizona Secretary of State Adrian Fontes and asked what he believed could happen. "Look, you can't cancel the election," he told her. "We've got a whole bunch of scenarios that we're playing through to make sure that we're prepared for the types of processes that might be necessary to preserve our democracy so that if somebody tries to cancel something, if somebody tries to take some stuff they're not entitled to, we can go to the courts, get the orders, and hopefully have the backup of law enforcement to make sure that we can move forward through this."
 
 He continued, "But here's the problem: The fact that we're running through these scenarios in the first place should tell you something about the health of our democracy."

Fontes also talked about his experience with the 2020 elections, how he's preparing for 2026, and how his office plans to combat election misinformation at a time when it seems to be coming from the very top. You can watch the whole conversation here.
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The Purged

Donald Trump's destruction of the civil service is a tragedy not just for the roughly 300,000 workers who have been discarded, but for an entire nation.

by Franklin Foer

Sun, 11 Jan 2026




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

The purge began late Friday night, four days after Donald Trump returned to the White House. Seventeen inspectors general--internal watchdogs embedded throughout the federal government--received emails notifying them of their termination. Three weeks later came the Valentine's Day Massacre: the ousting of tens of thousands of federal employees with little discernible pattern, across agencies and across the country. By April, entire departments--the U.S. Agency for International Development, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau--had been gutted.

Workers the administration couldn't fire were coerced into leaving on their own. Toxicity became HR policy. Employees received an email with the subject line "Fork in the Road." It offered eight months' pay to anyone who resigned, and no assurances of job security to those who stayed. A follow-up email encouraged them "to move from lower productivity jobs in the public sector to higher productivity jobs in the private sector." At the end of Trump's first year back in office, roughly 300,000 fewer Americans worked for the government.

That number understates the destruction. When Trump anointed Elon Musk to lead the newly created Department of Government Efficiency, he did so in the name of clearing out mediocrities and laggards. The bureaucracy does harbor pockets of waste and paper-pushing positions that could easily be culled. But the administration showed little interest in understanding the organizations it was eviscerating. Any sincere attempt to reform the government would have protected its top experts and most skilled practitioners. In fact, such workers account for a disproportionate share of the Trump-era exodus. Many of them accepted the resignation package because they possessed marketable skills that allowed them to confidently walk away. The civil service thus lost the cohort that understands government best: the keepers of its unwritten manual, the custodians of institutional integrity.

Grover Norquist, one of the chief ideologists of modern conservatism, used to fantasize about drowning the government in the bathtub. The Trump administration has realized that macabre dream--not merely by shrinking the state, but by poisoning its culture. It has undone the bargain that once made government careers attractive: lower pay offset by uncommon job security and a sense of professional mission.

The American government grew in bursts of reform, crisis, and optimism--not from the sketching table of an engineer but from the rough contingencies of history. The outraged response to a 1969 oil fire on the Cuyahoga River catalyzed the creation of the Environmental Protection Agency. The failure to prevent the September 11 attacks gave rise to the Department of Homeland Security. This accidental architecture was part of the federal government's genius. It nurtured corners of national life--declining industries, obscure sciences--that a management consultant obsessed with optimization could never properly value. It embodied the wisdom, as well as some of the imperfections, of American history. For all its flaws, the American state was a source of national greatness and power: It ushered in an age of prosperity and discovery; it made everyday existence safer and fairer. It deserves, at the very least, the dignity of a proper burial.

In the late 19th century, as the American government took on its modern form, a single word captured the spirit of the enterprise: disinterestedness. The duties of civil servants, who remained in their chairs as presidents came and went, were supposed to transcend patronage and partisanship. Their professional obligation was to present facts and judgments that reflected an objective reality--not to flatter the preferences of the administration in power.

The nascent American state aspired to become a branch of science. It measured; it mapped; it studied. After its founding, in 1879, the United States Geological Survey recruited scientists and experts from Johns Hopkins, Yale, and Harvard. Using the most advanced techniques, it tracked river flow to forecast floods and to irrigate the arid West. It charted mineral belts in the Appalachians and the Rockies, which supplied the raw materials for industrial growth.

In the earliest decades of the 20th century, the National Bureau of Standards established common definitions for such basic measurements as the volt and the ohm, making it possible to build and trade at scale. The Bureau of Labor Statistics compiled data on wages, prices, and productivity that became the basis for economic prediction. The U.S. Weather Bureau allowed farmers to foresee storms.

The spirit of disinterestedness became the foundation for a regulatory state. Armed with scientific studies, the government could intervene to prevent disasters, protect consumers, and guard against recessions. Out of that faith in expertise arose the Federal Reserve and the Food and Drug Administration. Granite and marble buildings proliferated across Washington, D.C., housing a growing constellation of university-trained specialists. In their research and reports, they described what became the shared American reality.

The flaws in this system were obvious enough, at least in retrospect. Data points might be objective, but the decisions drawn from them were not. Handing power to experts--on the assumption that they alone were qualified to exercise it--sometimes bred insular arrogance. When the Army Corps of Engineers built levees on the lower Mississippi, it inadvertently magnified the devastation of the floods it had intended to prevent. Federal policies encouraging farmers to plow the prairie led to the ecological catastrophe known as the Dust Bowl. Those tendencies, many decades later, fueled the rise of Ronald Reagan, who famously said, "The nine most terrifying words in the English language are: 'I'm from the government, and I'm here to help.' "

Yet regulators also prevented immense human suffering. Before the advent of the modern state, the economy convulsed with financial panics roughly every 20 years. After the Securities and Exchange Commission and the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation were created in the 1930s, confidence replaced chaos. Generations passed without bank runs. American markets became the safest bet on the planet.

At the dawn of the 20th century, American medicines were often laced with alcohol, opiates, or narcotics. Thanks to the FDA, those potions were gradually replaced by pharmaceuticals tested for safety--snake oil gave way to science.

The postwar era brought more triumphs. Following the arrival of the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration in 1970, which mandated crash tests and new safety features, fatality rates from car accidents were cut by more than 70 percent. After the creation of the Occupational Safety and Health Administration in 1971, workplace fatalities fell by nearly 70 percent. The state smoothed the roughest edges of the market; it tamed intractable dangers; it made American life more livable.

In the vernacular, the federal government is synonymous with Washington. That conflation obscures the fact that roughly 80 percent of its workforce is stationed outside the District of Columbia. Still, there's no denying that Washington contains the densest concentration of civil servants--and the story of that caste is a morality tale.

In the 1970s, Washington was a city distinctly devoid of flash. Even its most powerful denizens drove beat-up Volvos; its dandies shopped at Brooks Brothers. The elegant houses of Georgetown were ostentatiously weather-beaten. The children of wealthy law-firm partners and humble bureaucrats attended the same schools.

But beginning in the late 20th century, lobbying became a boom industry. Those law partners, who sold their ability to influence policy, began raking in seven-figure salaries. A gap in wealth--and lifestyle--started to separate the lawyers in private practice from the civil servants. They lived in different neighborhoods, shopped at different stores, sent their kids to different schools.

That high-end lifestyle was seductive, and it attracted many government workers who wanted a beach house of their own. But the surprising thing, really, was how many preeminent experts--scientists, intelligence analysts, economists, even lawyers--stayed in their government job for the entire arc of their career.

They stayed because the work allowed them to accumulate new skills, to test themselves in crises, to solve novel problems. At its best, government work supplied the rush of being in the arena, a sense of professional purpose--a higher meaning than most jobs can muster.

Until the purges of the past year, the U.S. government housed an unmatched collection of experts, capable of some of the greatest feats in human existence. The achievements of this corps bear legendary names: the Manhattan Project, Apollo, the Human Genome Project. These aren't just gauzy tales from the past. After the National Institutes of Health helped sequence the genome, it funded research that turned that knowledge into pioneering medicines with the potential to treat hundreds of rare diseases. It kept refining technology to make those treatments more affordable--and those therapeutics have dramatically improved survival rates for illnesses, such as pediatric leukemia and spinal muscular atrophy.

Under Trump, the expertise capable of such achievements has begun to vanish. His administration isn't simply committed to shrinking government; it sees career officials as the enemy within, an entrenched elite exploiting its power and imposing its ideology on the nation. Its demise is not collateral damage but the imperative. What took generations to build is being dismantled in months, and with it goes not just expertise but what remains of the shared American faith in expertise itself.

Bureaucrats extol their ethos of service. They describe government work as a calling. Thirty percent of federal workers are military veterans who sought to extend their patriotic devotion into civilian life. Even those who never passed through the armed forces cast their career choices in similar terms. A generation of bureaucrats, now in the prime of their career, entered government after September 11. They were moved to emulate the commitment of the first responders they saw on television. They felt an obligation to serve.

Donald Trump has betrayed those workers. By describing them as a hostile force, he's questioned their patriotism--and robbed the sense of mission from their work. Employees who signed up to serve a transcendent national interest, who understood their duty as being to the American people, now find themselves instructed to follow the whims of a corrupt, narcissistic leader.

What's been lost isn't just a sense of purpose, but a body of knowledge--a way of making the machinery of the state function. Early-20th-century bureaucrats may have aspired to govern as if they were practicing science, but the reality is something more like craft. The American state, a product of compromises, is tricky terrain to master. Organizations duplicate one another; agencies are overseen by political leaders who arrive with minimal understanding of the workplace they will manage. Succeeding in such an environment requires savvy veterans who have learned how to operate such an unruly machine and can model how to do so for fresh-faced co-workers. By wiping out many of the bureaucracy's most experienced practitioners, Trump has severed the chain that allowed one generation of civil servants to pass on the habits of effective government to the next.

Some of Trump's firings have drawn attention, such as the peremptory dismissal of C. Q. Brown, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, one of hundreds of military officers who have been removed alongside civil servants. But for the most part, the crumbling of the American state has unfolded as a quiet catastrophe. Bureaucrats are the definition of anonymous. Their prestige suffers because it is conflated in the public's mind with long lines at the DMV, fastidious building inspectors, parking tickets--the stuff of local functionaries. So much of the civil service is devoted to long-term national flourishing--preventing disease, safeguarding financial markets--that its achievements go unappreciated.

The toll of the purge will become clear only gradually. When the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service loses the biologists who track bat populations, vulnerable species can no longer be rigorously protected. When bat populations dwindle, insects proliferate. Farmers will likely compensate by deploying insecticides, which government studies suggest can do significant prenatal harm. Government, too, is part of a delicate American ecosystem--as it erodes, crises that lay bare its indispensability will multiply.

Capturing the magnitude of the destruction is an almost impossible task. Statistics can convey the scale, but only individual stories reveal what has actually vanished, the knowledge and skill that have been recklessly discarded. The damage will ripple through every national park, every veterans' hospital, every city and town.

Over the course of four months, I interviewed 50 federal workers, both civilian and military, who were either fired or forced out--who took early retirement or resigned rather than accept what their job had become. I wanted to understand how their time in government came to such an abrupt end and, more than that, to understand the career that preceded their departure. When The Atlantic asked their former agencies to comment, many declined, citing the privacy of personnel matters. In the name of protecting these workers, the government refused to defend the decisions that had upended their lives. What follows is their story--a portrait of the void that will haunt American life, a memorial to what the nation has lost.
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By the beginning of 2025, there was a famine in Sudan, which meant that it was only a matter of time before the U.S. government dispatched Micaela White to the scene. She was America's fixer of choice. Over her 16 years working for USAID, she was sent to manage the humanitarian response to catastrophes in Libya, Syria, Ukraine, and Gaza. Through street savvy and force of will, she could make the awful a little less so.

When White was brought into a crisis, she was usually granted official power to lead what is called a DART: a Disaster Assistance Response Team. Her improvisational skills were legendary. As a 29-year-old, she arrived in Haiti after the devastating earthquake of 2010 and took over an airfield in Port-au-Prince. Using a card table, she ran air-traffic control, prioritizing the arrival of search-and-rescue teams and turning away cargo planes carrying aid, which the broken nation wasn't ready to accommodate. She said she worked until her feet were so swollen and bloody that she couldn't remove her boots; she slept in a baggage cart; she lost 15 pounds. She imposed order on a chaotic situation so that humans could be quickly extracted from the rubble.

In 2011, White traveled to Benghazi with the envoy J. Christopher Stevens, who was later murdered in a terrorist attack. On that mission, she survived a car bombing of her hotel. She also managed to hire boat captains willing to transport food into the starving eastern half of Libya. Her persistence occasionally irked her superiors back home, like the time she assumed control of the Syrian DART without telling them that she was pregnant.

Averting mass starvation in Sudan didn't require White to secure scarce resources. She said that when she arrived in Nairobi, Kenya, to oversee the effort, the United States had already purchased more than 100,000 tons of wheat and food products. But American officials struggled to deliver that aid to Sudan. White's job was to find a pathway to get the supplies into the country. It soon became clear, however, that her most pressing challenge wasn't the regime in Khartoum, but the administration in Washington. Trump had signed an executive order freezing USAID's programs, a prelude to the agency's dismantlement.

Over the next months, White watched as efforts to combat famine stalled. The administration barred her from communicating with the aid workers the U.S. had contracted with to operate inside Sudan. White was left with a handful of local staff, but then the administration stopped paying for their housing. White let some of them sleep in her hotel room--she amassed a $15,000 bill, which she paid with her personal credit card. (The government eventually reimbursed her.) DOGE cut off access to her email and her computer, but for some reason she could keep working on her iPhone.

American officials had managed to transport a stockpile of seeds to the country. But because the Trump administration had halted USAID programs, the agency could no longer fund the distribution of the seeds. White frantically tried to persuade European donors to take them before the stockpile spoiled. Eventually, Washington ordered her to return home. Thirty hours after landing in the U.S., she was fired.






Eric Green

Director, National Human Genome Research Institute

National Institutes of Health
 1996-2025

In the years since landing a man on the moon, the greatest technological achievement of the American state has been the Human Genome Project--the mapping of the 3 billion building blocks of DNA. The project was international, but its central node was at the NIH. Eric Green, a physician and a scientist, was involved in the project from the start, and after it concluded, he became the head of the American genomics effort. Green's accomplishment was to help make sequencing technology--once an enterprise that cost hundreds of millions of dollars--cheap enough for the average patient, enabling diagnoses of rare diseases. Under his leadership, the National Human Genome Research Institute advanced a revolution in medicine and a new understanding of cancer, because genomics could be used to analyze a tumor and suggest a treatment that might curtail its growth. On March 17, the Trump administration forced Green from his job, the first of five NIH-institute directors it removed. A Health and Human Services official told The Atlantic that "under a new administration, we have the right to remove individuals who do not align with the agency's priorities."






Corina Allen

Tsunami-Program Manager

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
 2024-2025

The nation's tsunami-warning-system technology, much of which was created in the 1960s, was overdue for modernization. Corina Allen was overseeing its upgrade, which would have expanded its reach to newly discovered fault lines and improved its ability to anticipate flooding. She was fired on February 27, 2025.






Demetre Daskalakis

Director, National Center for Immunization and Respiratory Diseases

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
 2020-2025

A New York City physician and health official who got his start during the AIDS epidemic, Demetre Daskalakis communicated risk and allocated scarce resources--experience that enabled him to coordinate the national response to mpox. He resigned in August.






Wren Elhai

Foreign Service Officer

Department of State
 2011-2025

To connect with citizens in his diplomatic posts, Wren Elhai joined a Russian bluegrass band, played fiddle in a Pakistani rock group, and entered a Central Asian-folk-music competition. After taking leave to study tech policy at Stanford, he helped build the State Department's new cyberspace and digital-policy bureau. He was preparing to deploy to Senegal when he was fired, along with more than 200 other Foreign Service officers on domestic assignment. Because of ongoing litigation, these firings have been temporarily blocked, and Elhai and other officers are on administrative leave.






Brian Himmelsteib

Senior Foreign Service Officer

Department of State
 2004-2025

On track to become an ambassador, Brian Himmelsteib served in Singapore and Laos while raising a son who uses a wheelchair. He returned to Washington in May so his son could undergo kidney surgery. Like Wren Elhai and other Foreign Service officers on domestic assignment, he was fired. While on administrative leave, he decided to retire from the Foreign Service.






Jason Robertson

Regional Director of Recreation, Lands, Minerals, and Volunteers

U.S. Forest Service, Department of Agriculture
 2013-2025

Jason Robertson oversaw ski resorts and oil-and-gas operations across the Rockies, ensuring that private interests used public lands responsibly. He took a voluntary-resignation package in April, part of an exodus of roughly 4,000 Forest Service employees.






Melissa Rivera Pabon

Social-Media Specialist

Consumer Product Safety Commission
 2023-2025

When the Consumer Product Safety Commission recalled an unsafe product--a potentially dangerous crib, batteries that could catch fire--Melissa Rivera Pabon posted the alert in English and Spanish. After she was fired, the office was down to one social-media specialist, who didn't speak Spanish. A single mother of three, Rivera Pabon has struggled to find a full-time job.






Nadia Ford

Presidential Management Fellow

2023-2025

Nadia Ford's mother is a teacher, and her father works for Customs and Border Protection. She wanted her own career in service and applied twice to join the two-year Presidential Management Fellows program, which recruited recent graduates with advanced degrees and cultivated them for leadership. The fellowship placed her in a small office in Health and Human Services devoted to promoting "healthy marriage and responsible fatherhood." She had never heard of the office before, but began to think of its work as her calling. The programs it funded seemed to address some of the core causes of social misery: One of them counseled fathers just released from prison; another taught anger management to young couples. Trump signed an executive order killing the Presidential Management Fellows program on February 19, 2025. Ford was fired several months later, along with hundreds of other aspiring civil servants.






Liz Oyer

Pardon Attorney

Department of Justice
 2022-2025

The presidential pardon is the Constitution's ultimate extension of grace. Liz Oyer believed it should not be reserved for cronies and donors. She visited prisons to explain how inmates could apply for clemency; at the Justice Department, her office then vetted the petitions. But the Trump administration had other designs. It asked her to assemble a list of convicts whose criminal history prevented them from owning firearms, so that the attorney general could restore that right. An associate deputy attorney general instructed her to add the actor Mel Gibson, who had a domestic-violence conviction, to the list. Because he hadn't undergone a background check, as everyone else she'd recommended had, Oyer balked. Her hesitance marked her as disloyal, and she was fired on March 7. (When asked for comment by The Atlantic, a DOJ official pointed to Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche's comments from several months earlier, in which he disputed Oyer's version of events and called her allegations "a shameful distraction from our critical mission to prosecute violent crime, enforce our nation's immigration laws, and make America safe again.")






Jeff Cohen

Mission Director, Indonesia

United States Agency for International Development
 2005-2025

There is no manual for soft-power diplomacy. Jeff Cohen's education began when he was a Peace Corps volunteer in Bolivia. With USAID, he served in the Dominican Republic, Peru, and Afghanistan. He became adept at improvising programs that burnished America's prestige. During Cohen's last assignment, in Indonesia, where he oversaw a staff of 150, he persuaded a mining company and a church charity to help launch an initiative to fight childhood malnutrition. He ran projects to save forests and to stop tuberculosis. This wasn't just a display of American beneficence: Cohen was acutely aware that he was competing with Chinese diplomats in a global battle for hearts and minds. On March 28, the Trump administration dismantled USAID, erasing more than 60 years of development expertise.






Bree Fram

Colonel

Space Force
 2021-2025

As a kid, Bree Fram dreamed of becoming an astronaut. After 9/11, she joined the Air Force and deployed to the Persian Gulf, where she tested new technologies to protect convoys from improvised explosive devices. That assignment led to her specialty: managing teams that built novel systems. (One came up with tools that could be used to take over an attacking drone, forcing it to fall from the sky.) The military kept sending Fram back to school, and her advanced degrees piled up. When the Space Force was created, she drafted its blueprint for acquiring the technologies of the future and ensured that new initiatives didn't get smothered by bureaucracy. Her mission was cut short by a biographical fact: Fram is transgender. Upon arriving in office, Trump barred from service anyone who did not identify with their birth gender.






Paula Soldner

Food Inspector

Food Safety and Inspection Service, Department of Agriculture
 1987-2025

Just before Paula Soldner graduated from the University of Iowa, her mother handed her an application for federal employment. Two weeks later, she was inspecting a plant where eggs were processed for industrial bakeries and military bases. Eventually, she began working in slaughterhouses and factories that turned out sausage, bratwurst, and pork hocks, scanning for unhygienic practices that might spread disease to the nation's kitchens. Soldner grew accustomed to the sight of blood--and to retreating to the locker room to wash animal innards off her uniform. A fierce advocate for her union, she was elected chair of the National Joint Council of Food Inspection Locals. In April, she accepted the Trump administration's offer of early retirement--as did many of her colleagues. According to the government's own data, as of March, the Food Safety and Inspection Service had lost about 8 percent of its workforce.






Peter Marks

Director, Center for Biologics Evaluation and Research

Food and Drug Administration
 2012-2025

Peter Marks was a driving force behind Operation Warp Speed--a name he coined--leading the FDA's review of COVID-19 vaccines at an unprecedented pace. Before entering government, he had been a clinical director at Yale's Smilow Cancer Hospital. At the FDA, he surmounted regulatory roadblocks to advance gene and cell therapies, and helped create the Rare Disease Innovation Hub to spur treatments for often-overlooked conditions. When Robert F. Kennedy Jr. took over Health and Human Services, his office asked Marks for access to a database tracking vaccine safety; he agreed. But Marks refused to give Kennedy's team the ability to edit the data, which made his ouster inevitable. An HHS official told The Atlantic that Marks "did not want to get behind restoring science to its golden standard" and that he therefore "had no place at FDA."






Elijah Jackson

Information-Technology Specialist

Food and Drug Administration
 2012-2025

In the Navy, while serving in the Persian Gulf, Elijah Jackson lost one hand and part of a finger on the other. Doctors diagnosed him with PTSD. But he came from a military family in southern Georgia, and he still felt the tug of duty. Eventually, Jackson landed at the FDA, where he worked in an office managing IT contracts, procuring the data tools that scientists used to evaluate drug safety. By closely monitoring contractors' sloppy billing habits, he said, his office saved nearly $18 million in a year and a half. On April 1, that office was eliminated. According to Jackson, more than 50 employees, who managed $5 billion in contracts, were reduced to two part-timers. A Health and Human Services official said in a statement to The Atlantic that "under Secretary Kennedy's leadership, the Department has taken significant steps to streamline operations" at the agency.






Crystal Huff

Prosthetic Clerk

Department of Veterans Affairs
 2024-2025

When Crystal Huff, a Navy vet, went to pick up a back brace at a VA clinic in Fort Worth, Texas, in 2023, a woman at the front desk treated her with rude indifference. Offended, Huff lodged a complaint with the patient advocate's office. A few weeks later, a supervisor at the clinic called to discuss the incident. Despite the circumstances of the call, he found Huff to be warm and loquacious. "I need someone like you, with your personality," he told her, urging her to apply to fill a vacancy.

A year after that, Huff began as a clerk in the clinic's prosthetics department, a misleading name: The department supplied wheelchair ramps, nebulizers, and ice packs as well as artificial limbs. She issued the equipment and arranged for it to be installed.

Huff, a Christian, aspired to a life of service. When she arrived at work, a gaggle of vets usually awaited her. During her time in the prosthetics department, she never met an ill-tempered one. In fact, she sometimes found candy and other small tokens of gratitude on her chair.

None of that goodwill, however, insulated her from DOGE. Because she had been on the job less than two years, she was fired last February, along with other federal employees classified as "probationary." According to Huff, when she received her next paycheck, it was for $1.68, an apparent accounting error. Not long after, a judge stepped in to rescue her job, quickly ruling that the administration didn't have the authority to fire probationary workers en masse. In March, Huff returned to the clinic.

On April 4, the VA offered employees the chance to voluntarily resign, which would allow them to be paid their full wages until September 30. Because she no longer considered the government a reliable employer, Huff accepted. In June, she left the VA, as did three other workers in her 12-person department.

But she said that when she checked her bank account, she found that the government had severely underpaid her again. After a week of frantic phone calls, Huff heard from a woman in HR, who informed her that her file indicated that she had been "terminated." What does that mean? Huff asked. Despite having accepted the voluntary-resignation offer, Huff had been fired, and nobody had bothered to tell her or explain why. The severance she'd been promised would never arrive, and Huff was barred from federal employment for the next three years.

To pay the bills, she began delivering groceries, but the work was not enough to prevent her from falling three months behind on her mortgage.






Merici Vinton

Senior Adviser

Internal Revenue Service
 2023-2025

No agency embodies government dysfunction like the IRS, where employees still type in data from paper tax returns. Merici Vinton, orphaned at 11, grew up on a remote ranch in Nebraska. After working on Barack Obama's first presidential campaign, she met reformers passionate about using technology to improve government. She was a lead architect of Direct File, a free website that allowed Americans to file taxes--or claim refunds--without hiring an accountant or buying software. She was initially hopeful about the arrival of DOGE, thinking it might hasten the pace of IRS reforms. But when it became clear that Direct File was going to be scrapped and her colleagues working on modernization were dismissed, she resigned on March 11.






Mamta Patel Nagaraja

Associate Chief Scientist for Exploration and Applied Research

NASA
 2001-2025

Mamta Patel Nagaraja's parents, immigrants from Gujarat, India, owned a motel on the edge of a small Texas town. As a girl, she would help her father with repairs, foreshadowing a career in engineering. An internship set Nagaraja on a dream path at Johnson Space Center. She trained astronauts. She wore a headset in Mission Control. She helped design a rescue vehicle for the International Space Station. After returning to school for a Ph.D. in bioengineering, Nagaraja eventually moved to NASA headquarters. As an associate chief scientist, she helped guide experiments that exploited the manufacturing possibilities of space, where weightlessness allows for the precise fabrication of pure metals and silicon. She worked with a team that was building an artificial retina, on the cusp of entering clinical trials, and another that was creating carbon fiber in its strongest form. The Trump administration eliminated the Office of the Chief Scientist on April 10.






Mark Gross

Chief, International Migration Branch

Census Bureau
 2019-2025

A demographer by training, Mark Gross was charged with estimating the number of people leaving and entering the country each year--the data he and his team produced tracked international migration down to the county level. Their numbers partly determined how federal funds were distributed. He resigned in the fall.






Ryan Hippenstiel

Field Operations Branch Chief

National Geodetic Survey
 2016-2025

The Earth is never still--its axis wobbles; storms redraw shorelines--which throws maps and GPS data out of sync. Ryan Hippenstiel sent surveyors into the field to measure those subtle changes, preventing ships from running aground and keeping navigation systems accurate. He accepted a voluntary-resignation package in April.






David Pekoske

Administrator, Transportation Security Administration

Department of Homeland Security
 2017-2025

A three-star Coast Guard admiral, David Pekoske brought stability to an agency plagued by leadership turnover and boosted pay for TSA employees, which lifted the agency's sagging morale and stemmed the attrition of airport screening officers. The Trump administration fired him on Inauguration Day.






Tom Di Liberto

Public-Affairs Specialist/Climate Scientist

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
 2023-2025

When models predicted El Nino or La Nina climate events, Tom Di Liberto sounded the alarm. He briefed city planners, private utilities, and officials from the National Security Council so they could prepare for the coming deluge or drought. When the Trump administration fired him, he was two weeks short of the seniority that would have saved his job.






Rebecca Slaughter

Commissioner

Federal Trade Commission
 2018-2025

Rebecca Slaughter pushed the FTC to crack down on companies that exploited personal data without meaningful consent. In his bid to rob agencies of their independence, Trump took the unprecedented step of firing Slaughter in March, along with the other Senate-confirmed Democratic member of the bipartisan FTC. (Slaughter has sued, and her case is pending before the Supreme Court.)






Ashley Sheriff

Chief Strategy Officer, Office of Public and Indian Housing

Department of Housing and Urban Development
 2020-2025

Ashley Sheriff led a team that rewrote the decades-old safety code for public housing so that it limited toxic mold and reduced the risk of catastrophic fires. She resigned in March.






Paul Osadebe

Attorney

Office of Fair Housing, Department of Housing and Urban Development
 2021-2025

Paul Osadebe immigrated to Texas from Nigeria at the age of 4. His life's goal was to become a civil-rights attorney. At HUD, he wrote regulations that made it easier to bring housing-discrimination suits; he prosecuted cases using new authority granted by Congress to protect victims of domestic abuse living in federally funded housing. When the Trump administration froze hundreds of fair-housing cases and reassigned lawyers in his office to other divisions, Osadebe and three of his colleagues submitted a whistleblower's complaint to Senator Elizabeth Warren. He also gave an interview to The New York Times describing how the department was shirking its legal obligation to protect civil rights and filed a lawsuit demanding that the department reinstate him to his old job. On September 29, he was told that he was being placed on administrative leave because he had disclosed "nonpublic information for private gain." The outcome of his case is unresolved. Osadebe spoke with The Atlantic in his personal capacity, not as a representative of the government.






Karen Matragrano

Deputy Chief Information Officer

Department of the Interior
 2005-2025

Karen Matragrano oversaw the Interior Department's $2 billion portfolio of information technology, including systems tracking oil-and-gas revenue that Interior collects. When DOGE began operating in her department, it wanted unfettered access to the payroll system--which would have allowed it to circumvent HR procedures and privacy protections. Rather than comply with DOGE's demand, Matragrano resigned. Her dissent proved futile: After her departure, DOGE gained access to the system.






Ruslan Petrychka

Chief of the Ukrainian Service

Voice Of America
 2007-2025

Ukrainian broadcast news has never had a reputation for ethical rigor. Oligarch-owned networks tailored their reporting to serve their benefactors' interests. Ruslan Petrychka, a veteran of Kyiv media who immigrated to Washington, D.C., made it his mission to model objectivity in the reports he produced in his native language for Voice of America. After Russia's invasion in 2022, Petrychka's service became indispensable. On highly watched Ukrainian-TV programs, his reporters would explain the American political system--without conspiracy, without exaggeration. On March 14, Trump ordered the dismantling of Voice of America's parent agency.








Michael Lauer

Deputy Director for Extramural Research

National Institutes of Health
 2007-2025

In 2024, the NIH spent $38 billion sustaining research across universities and hospitals. Michael Lauer oversaw that money with a relentless commitment to transparency: Grantees who once buried results had to post them within a year of completion. Lauer also set up systems to probe sexual-harassment complaints in research labs, and to flag undisclosed foreign ties. He retired after Health and Human Services officials attempted to demote his boss and the Trump administration tried to freeze grants he oversaw.






Michael Feinberg

Assistant Special Agent in Charge

Federal Bureau of Investigation
 2009-2025

Michael Feinberg was on a path to becoming the FBI's top Chinese-counterintelligence investigator, the culmination of a career studying Beijing's spy network in the U.S. Early in his career, the government had paid for him to study Mandarin for four summers at Middlebury College. Feinberg had begun to decipher the Chinese playbook. He'd helped build cases against espionage schemes, including a racketeering and trade-secret case against the tech giant Huawei (which is still awaiting trial). But on May 31, his supervisor told him that he faced demotion because of his friendship with the agent who helped lead the 2016 Russia-interference probe. (They went to rock concerts together and argued over the relative merits of New Order and Joy Division.) Rather than accept the demotion, he resigned.






Adam Cohen

Director, Organized Crime Drug Enforcement Task Forces

Department of Justice
 2018-2023; January-March 2025

Adam Cohen earned his stripes as a prosecutor at the end of the cocaine boom in Miami, where he began learning the structure of transnational criminal organizations--and how to dismantle them. For more than five years, he led a team of more than 500-plus prosecutors and 1,200 agents at the DOJ. Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche abruptly fired him in March.






Shernice Mundell

Health-Insurance Specialist

Office of Personnel Management
 2024-2025

Nearly 2 million current and former postal workers, along with their family members, rely on the federal government for health insurance. Shernice Mundell, an Air Force veteran, was the person they called when they felt that their claims had been unfairly denied, or when they were simply lost in the thicket of fine print. But because she was a relatively new hire, Mundell was considered a probationary employee. That technicality sealed her fate: On February 13, 2025, she was swept out as part of a mass termination.






David Boucher

Director, Infectious-Disease Preparedness and Response

Administration for Strategic Preparedness and Response, Department of Health and Human Services
 2015-2025

On the other side of the world, a terrifying unknown illness begins to spread. A functionary in an African health ministry has a premonition of a pandemic. There used to be a default protocol for such moments of crisis: call David Boucher.

Boucher is a scientist, but he acquired the skills of an operator, someone who could rouse turf-conscious bureaucracies and nudge them to act as one. Within hours of that first call, he would mobilize the government to rummage through what he calls "the nation's medicine cabinet"--all the stockpiled vaccines, drugs, and diagnostic equipment; all the treatments in clinical trials. If there was a plausible match, Boucher would arrange to ship it as soon as possible--getting on the phone with commercial couriers, alerting the ministry of health to what was coming and how to use it. The goal was containment: stop the spread of a disease before an outbreak became unmanageable, and before it could reach our shores.

To avoid the fumbling that tended to slow the government's response to crises, Boucher built systems. During the Ebola outbreak in 2018, he chaired a working group that allowed scientists and health officials to update one another regularly. And after that emergency receded, he was the lead author of a pandemic-preparedness plan that would have developed vaccines, tests, and medicines for every known viral family. (Congress opted not to fund it.)

Mostly, Boucher careened from crisis to crisis. After Ebola came COVID, mpox, H5N1, and a string of more anonymous flare-ups. During COVID, as part of Operation Warp Speed, he led HHS's negotiation of contracts with the pharmaceutical companies that the government had commissioned to develop vaccines.

The administration never pushed Boucher out; several officials even pleaded with him to stay. But after 10 years, he concluded that his job was no longer tenable, given the ethos and orientation of the administration. In late March, he resigned.






MaryAnn Tierney

Regional Administrator

Federal Emergency Management Agency
 2010-2025

Soon after MaryAnn Tierney graduated college, catastrophe became her calling. She went to work for New York City's Office of Emergency Management. On 9/11, she arrived at the World Trade Center just after the first plane struck and was in the lobby of an adjacent building when the first tower started to collapse. In the months that followed, she helped coordinate the removal of rubble from the site. Over 15 years at FEMA, Tierney directed responses to hurricanes and floods and oversaw the rebuilding of homes and communities. From her office in Philadelphia, she also managed planning for presidential inaugurations and other major events in Washington, D.C. Tierney was serving as FEMA's acting deputy administrator when she resigned on May 9 to protest what she described as the White House's reckless scaling-back of the agency.






Ila Deiss

Immigration Judge

Executive Office for Immigration Review, Department of Justice
 2017-2025

While Ila Deiss was a prosecutor in San Francisco, colleagues praised her judicial temperament. When she saw the Justice Department advertising an opening for immigration judges, she applied and soon had a gavel of her own. The work was draining, often requiring her to set aside heartbreaking stories of good people fleeing bad situations in order to apply the law, which meant that they would be deported. Yet Deiss also reprimanded Immigration and Customs Enforcement lawyers for disrespectful treatment of immigrants, and the agency lodged a formal complaint against her. On July 17, she was fired without explanation.






Peter Garrett

Director, Center for External Affairs

National Cancer Institute
 2013-2025

Peter Garrett oversaw the hotline that helped patients find clinical trials, and he ran cancer.gov, which drew up to 100 million visitors a year. His office counteracted pharmaceutical spin and translated government data into clear language that reflected scientific consensus. Garrett retired in May. By then, the administration had fired most of his office. He once led about 90 staffers; he said two remain.






Jeffrey Hall

Deputy Director for the Office of Health Equity

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
 2005-2025

Jeffrey Hall's job was to determine whether public-health initiatives were reaching historically underserved groups--not just Black and Latino Americans, but rural white populations, too. His office was eliminated.






Melody Joy Fields

Trial Attorney, Civil Rights Division

Department of Justice
 2023-2025

Melody Joy Fields investigated police departments whose officers had abused the mentally ill. She co-wrote a report on a Mississippi town where police systematically arrested poor Black residents for minor offenses and then fined them to fund the department. When the Trump administration began assigning her colleagues to cases that had no connection to the office's historic mission, Fields resigned.






Greg Reiner

Director of Theater and Musical Theater

National Endowment for the Arts
 2015-2025

With a pool of grants that topped out at just $6.5 million, Greg Reiner nourished American theater in venues far from Broadway. He funded playwriting classes for inmates in a Kentucky prison, backed productions for disabled actors in Denver, and supported early development of a then-fledgling idea: a hip-hop musical about the nation's first Treasury secretary. After the Trump administration announced plans to shut down the NEA in May, Reiner took a voluntary-resignation package.






Elizabeth Poole

Children's Environmental-Health Coordinator, Region 5

Environmental Protection Agency
 2010-2025

In early 2025, Milwaukee discovered that lead paint had poisoned at least four students in its public schools. Elizabeth Poole said that she was ready to descend with tests and guidance, but the Trump administration forbade her team from working on the crisis, an allegation that the EPA disputes. In March, she resigned.






Nick Hand

Program Technologist, Enforcement Division

Consumer Financial Protection Bureau
 2023-2025

Trained as an astrophysicist, Nick Hand used his expertise in data science to investigate the payment service Zelle for allegedly failing to protect consumers against fraud--an investigation that the Trump administration dropped. He resigned in the spring.






David Maltinsky

New-Agent Trainee

Federal Bureau of Investigation
 2009-2025

After 10 years assisting investigators working on cybercrime cases, David Maltinsky earned an appointment as a special agent in April--a promotion that required 19 weeks at the FBI Academy, in Quantico, Virginia. In week 16, the bureau fired him for an "inappropriate display of political signage" in his previous Los Angeles office. The signage was a rainbow flag--Maltinsky is gay--the same flag the government flew outside L.A.'s Wilshire Federal Building during Pride Month in 2021. When the Trump administration came to power, a colleague had complained about the flag. Maltinsky says that his supervisor and the L.A. office's legal counsel had assured him that there was no issue, and that his supervisor had told him to keep it in plain view. When he explained this to the officials assigned to fire him, they sat in silence. Maltinsky has sued the bureau, claiming that his termination was illegal.






Ejaz Baluch Jr.

Senior Trial Attorney

Civil Rights Division, Department of Justice
 2019-2025

When Ejaz Baluch Jr. graduated college, he taught middle school in one of the poorest pockets of West Baltimore. The job was exhausting, and it provoked a question: How could such inequality persist? Baluch began studying to become a civil-rights lawyer. After a clerkship, he joined the Justice Department's Honors Program; several hundred idealistic lawyers had applied, and Baluch was one of five accepted to the Civil Rights Division. He was assigned to investigate systemic discrimination in the Baltimore County Police Department's recruitment practices. In 2021, Baluch helped negotiate a settlement that reshaped how the city hires new officers.

Soon after Trump's inauguration, the acting associate attorney general announced that the Civil Rights Division would freeze its litigation. In April, Baluch was reassigned to the Complaint Adjudication Office, which he had never heard of before. It looked like Siberia, compared with his old office. He temporarily avoided that move because he had volunteered to join the administration's investigation of campus anti-Semitism in the University of California system. But he knew that he couldn't in good conscience work on that project after Trump appointees implied to him and his colleagues that the findings should be treated as a foregone conclusion. Rather than sacrifice his integrity, Baluch accepted a job at a nonprofit in Baltimore at half his government salary.






Gregg Bafundo

Lead Wilderness Ranger, Naches Ranger District

U.S. Forest Service, Department of Agriculture
 2017-2025

A Marine Corps veteran, Gregg Bafundo rescued climbers from cliffs in northern Washington State and evacuated a heart-attack victim stranded on a trail. When wildfires would sweep Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest, his job was to scout for at-risk wildlife, then join the fire line. Bafundo was terminated; of the five members of his crew, none remains in their job.






Katerina Herodotou

Senior Policy Adviser, Office for Civil Rights and Civil Liberties

Department of Homeland Security
 2017-2025

Officials often failed to identify human-trafficking survivors with potential eligibility for asylum, until Katerina Herodotou rewrote questions used to screen for them. She was fired on May 23.






Ana Vaz

Fish Biologist, Southeast Fisheries Science Center

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
 2024-2025

Using government models that forecast ocean conditions, Ana Vaz worked to protect the viability of grouper, snapper, and other species in the South Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico. Fishing communities trusted Vaz; her science helped sustain the marine life they depended on. After she was fired in April, she moved to Brazil to work for a nonprofit funded by that country's ministry of science.






Susan Miller

Central Intelligence Agency

1985-2025

At 25, Susan Miller went undercover in Moscow in the thick of the Cold War, mastering the art of giving KGB agents the slip. Before she turned 30, she was tapped to be station chief in Vilnius, Lithuania, followed by posts in Israel, the Czech Republic, and Malaysia. Eventually she led the CIA's counterintelligence unit--making her its chief spy catcher--a job that required her to investigate Russia's efforts to meddle in the 2016 presidential election. After retiring in 2024, Miller continued training agents as a contractor. But she said that her investigation into the election earned her the enmity of the Trump administration, which stripped her of her security clearances in August and terminated her relationship with the agency.






Mike Gordon

Assistant U.S. Attorney

Department of Justice
 2017-2025

Mike Gordon was folding laundry in his home office on January 6, 2021, when the television filled with images of rioters besieging the Capitol. Months later, he earned a coveted spot on the DOJ task force charged with bringing the insurrectionists to justice. A former high-school teacher, Gordon had a knack for commanding the attention of easily distracted audiences. He became the department's closer in the highest-profile January 6 trials, notching a perfect conviction record. Eventually his bosses in Tampa, where he was based, recalled him to handle white-collar prosecutions. But even his winning record for the United States, and the high esteem of his superiors, couldn't protect him. Attorney General Pam Bondi dismissed him without warning in June, apparently for the sin of prosecuting those who'd attempted to overturn the 2020 election; he sued the administration in July, alleging that he was the target of politically motivated retaliation.






Michael Missal

Inspector General

Department of Veterans Affairs
 2016-2025

During a long legal career in private practice, Michael Missal developed a specialty in internal investigations. CBS hired him to probe the anchor Dan Rather's specious reporting alleging that George W. Bush had received preferential treatment during the Vietnam War. Bankruptcy courts deployed him to dissect the collapses of WorldCom and New Century Financial Corporation. In Missal's nearly nine years as the VA's in-house investigator, his office issued 2,500 reports and 10,000 recommendations, saving billions of dollars. He led the inquiry that uncovered a nursing assistant who'd murdered seven veterans with insulin injections. At one point, his office was pursuing more than 1,000 criminal investigations. Missal was one of the 17 inspectors general Trump fired four days into his second term. A federal judge later found that Missal and seven others had been unlawfully fired, but did not reinstate them.






Brendan Demich

Engineer, Pittsburgh Mining Research Division

National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health
 2012-2025

Brendan Demich's ancestors descended into the coal mines of western Pennsylvania and rarely emerged whole. A great-grandfather lost a leg; a grandfather contracted black lung; an uncle survived a cave-in, his pelvis crushed.

At an early age, Demich resolved to spare others that fate. For a high-school project, he shadowed a researcher at the Pittsburgh Mining Research Division, a government lab devoted to developing new techniques for preventing explosions, collapses, and lung disease. That division offered him a summer internship, and then, after he studied engineering in college, a job.

Mining is far safer now than it was in 1910, when the government first began studying how to keep miners alive. But it remains lethal work, and the division employed many of the world's foremost experts in mine-safety research. It housed an acoustic chamber, which allowed for research into hazardous noises; it kept a test mine, where scientists could ignite controlled explosions.

Demich belonged to a unit that sought to improve the training of the rescuers who respond to mine disasters. By law, companies must field their own rescue teams, almost always composed of miners themselves, who know the tunnels' moods and weaknesses. Training sessions unfolded in high-school gyms or on football fields, where scraps of paper on the ground symbolized likely hazards. But Demich and his fellow researchers theorized that technology could offer a better way.

His unit developed a virtual-reality simulation that let miners practice the careful steps of rescue--deploying gas readers to track methane, probing roofs to test their strength. In the headset's glow, they could rehearse, so they would be ready to act in a real emergency.

By early last year, the software was ready, and Demich was in the final stages of collecting data that confirmed its effectiveness. But it might not ever be deployed, because the research division is part of Health and Human Services, and the department's secretary, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., effectively closed the office in April. He fired Demich, along with many of the nation's other mine-safety-research experts; they are now on administrative leave, thanks to a judge's order, while a lawsuit challenging the legality of their firings wends its way through court. Because Demich's employment status is unresolved, an unauthorized conversation with a reporter could become grounds for retaliation. He spoke with The Atlantic in his capacity as vice president of his union, not as a representative of the government.






Yael Lempert

Ambassador

Department of State
 1998-2025

Fluent in Arabic, Yael Lempert served as one of the Iraq desk officers before the war began there in 2003 and co-wrote the prophetic memo "The Perfect Storm," which detailed the risks of an invasion. Despite her misgivings, she deployed to Baghdad to work for the Coalition Provisional Authority, and over the next two decades rose to the rank of career minister--the second-highest tier of the Foreign Service. As U.S. ambassador to Jordan, home to 2 million Palestinian refugees, she soothed the government's anxious response to the Gaza War and facilitated the transport of humanitarian aid from Jordan to Gaza. At the turn of every administration, ambassadors ritualistically resign from their posts. Those resignations are ritualistically rejected. To Lempert's surprise, her resignation was accepted on January 20, 2025, with no explanation. Without a diplomatic post, she remained a Foreign Service officer, albeit one whose employer didn't seem to especially want her. Despite having successfully served in the first Trump administration, she concluded that her career had reached a dead end. In August, she resigned from the government.
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How ICE Lost Its Guardrails

The Minneapolis shooting will get less official scrutiny because of cuts by the Trump administration.

by Caitlin Dickerson

Fri, 09 Jan 2026




If the Department of Homeland Security's Office for Civil Rights and Civil Liberties was still functioning as it did before Donald Trump returned to the presidency, Julie Plavsic and her former colleagues would have spent yesterday opening an investigation into the shooting death of Renee Nicole Good by an ICE officer in Minnesota. Although the DHS inspector general takes the lead on criminal investigations of officers, after an incident like this, CRCL's job would have been to review policies, training, and oversight procedures to try to prevent anything like it from happening again. But today, the office is effectively dormant.



Plavsic was a senior policy adviser at CRCL. She and her colleagues were put on leave in March and officially dismissed from their positions two months later. The administration also closed two other offices with mandates to protect the public from misconduct--the Citizenship and Immigration Services Ombudsman and the Immigration Detention Ombudsman--saying the cuts were necessary to limit redundancy. Nonprofit groups sued, arguing that a department with more than 250,000 employees that interacts with 3 million to 4 million members of the public each day needed more oversight, not less. The offices reopened with a skeleton staff of inexperienced contractors who, former officials told me, are doing almost nothing. (DHS did not respond to my request for comment.)



Across the department, DHS has experienced considerable turnover since Trump returned to office, as supporters of his mass-deportation plans have replaced people with years of experience. "They have different priorities and they don't care about safety and they don't care about doing things right," Plavsic told me. She retired after she was laid off. Since the Minneapolis shooting, she has been talking with former colleagues who no longer recognize the agency they worked for: "People are just saying, 'I'm so glad to be unaffiliated with DHS.'"



The changes at DHS are part of a government-wide push by the administration away from transparency and accountability. Trump fired 17 inspectors general soon after he took office. He has neutered civil-rights offices across multiple departments. And he handed ICE the biggest cash infusion it's ever seen, more than tripling the agency's budget, without attaching any requirements for oversight. All the while, the president, his top advisers, and his public-affairs offices have pumped out rhetoric and imagery that celebrates the merciless, military-style pursuit of deportations. The overall message to employees, including those who carry weapons, is that anything goes.



Read: ICE's mind-bogglingly massive blank check



The DHS oversight offices that Trump all but scrapped did not have enforcement powers, but their recommendations often led to significant policy changes. All three were created by Congress. CRCL investigated the use of whole-body restraints and sent rapid-response teams to investigate the Border Patrol's practice of corralling people outdoors under bridges when it ran out of detention space. Staff from the Office of the Immigration Detention Ombudsman made frequent visits to detention centers, identifying violations of the agency's health and safety standards. The Citizenship and Immigration Services Ombudsman handled more than 20,000 complaints a year from immigrants and their employers about the visa-application process.



Trump's recent statements suggest that immigration officers are now free to act without fear of accountability. Video recordings of the Minneapolis shooting show Good telling the officer "I'm not mad at you," then briefly moving her SUV toward him before turning away. The vehicle appears to clip him as he opens fire. But within hours of the incident, before investigators had reached any conclusions, Trump posted online that Good "ran over the ICE Officer." Kristi Noem, the homeland-security secretary, accused Good of domestic terrorism, a label the administration has used to justify cracking down on political opponents. A DHS spokesperson blamed "rioters," even though the recordings show no evidence of a riot. "It seems like the message is that the only repercussions are for not going far enough," Claire Trickler-McNulty, who spent more than a decade in both nonpolitical and politically appointed positions at ICE and U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, told me. She departed last January.



Read: First the shooting. Then the lies.



At least 11 people have been shot by immigration-enforcement officers since Trump returned to office, two of them just yesterday, in Portland, Oregon. ICE was involved in three shootings in 2023 and five the year before, according to an analysis by The New York Times. None of the officers who shot civilians in the past year has been disciplined, according to CBS News.



The leaders of the agencies that will investigate the shooting face their own controversies. The DHS's inspector general, Joseph Cuffari, is one of the few IGs who survived Trump's firings, but he's been embroiled in scandals for years. Cuffari has been accused of, among other things, retaliating against his employees and failing to disclose during his confirmation hearings that he had been under investigation when he left a previous job at the Department of Justice. (Cuffari has called the accusations "baseless.") The administration is blocking Minnesota police from the investigation into Good's death, leaving it in the hands of Kash Patel's FBI.



Former ICE officers I spoke with said that the Minneapolis shooting never should have happened, and that it seemed to stem, in part, from the overwhelming pressure the agency is working under. Jim Rielly, who spent 23 years at ICE, said the encounter looks problematic from the start. It begins with Good's car in the path of an ICE vehicle. An officer gets out and rushes toward her, yelling at her to "get out of the fucking car" and trying to force open her car door. "I would have said, 'Ma'am, please shut your car off and get out of the car,'" he told me, sounding bewildered. "It looks like she just panicked."



Read: Lethal force on a frozen street



Rielly acknowledged that Good failed to comply with the officer's demands, but he said there was no reason to fire a weapon. ICE policy allows deadly force only when there is a "reasonable belief" of imminent death or bodily harm. The officer who shot Good, identified in multiple press reports as Jonathan Ross, could have simply stepped to the side to avoid being hit, Rielly said. Ross did so, but at the same time, he shot Good at least three times. "If she wants to drive off, let her drive off," Rielly said.



Ross had more than a decade of experience and was part of a unit trained to handle tactical arrests, but not traffic stops. Over the summer, he was dragged by a car and seriously injured while trying to arrest the driver. Rielly and others I interviewed said that law-enforcement officers who conduct traffic stops are trained never to hold on to a moving vehicle, as it appears Ross did in the first incident, or to shoot at one, as he did in this one. Rielly also said Ross should have known better than to stand in front of Good's car. "That's common sense and good police work," one officer who recently retired told me. The agency's policy dictates that officers "avoid intentionally and unreasonably placing themselves in positions in which they have no alternative to using deadly force."



Since the Wednesday shooting, Rielly and his former colleagues in the Chicago field office have been discussing how some ICE employees--including those who are great at their desk jobs--aren't well trained or confident enough to calmly interact with the public. Now that ICE is bringing on new recruits in droves while cutting training time, Rielly said he worries more incidents like the one in Minneapolis are inevitable. One former colleague texted him, "You should see the guys they're hiring now."
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What the Greenland Crisis Teaches Europe About Trump

European leaders may have averted catastrophe for now, but they still have to settle a crucial debate about how to handle the president.

by Thomas Wright

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




Yesterday afternoon, Donald Trump announced that he had "formed the framework of a future deal" with NATO Secretary-General Mark Rutte, raising hopes in Europe that the Greenland crisis may have reached an end. The framework reportedly respects Denmark's sovereignty over Greenland and focuses instead on beefing up America's military presence in the territory, reaching a deal on crucial minerals, and increasing cooperation on both Arctic security and Trump's Golden Dome missile-defense system. 

The worst of the crisis may have passed, at least for now. But the past few days underscore the extraordinary stakes of a debate among Europe's leaders that remains unresolved. Should they take a conciliatory approach toward Trump, in the hope of coaxing him to their side? Or should they stand firm when he threatens them, imposing costs on him even if it means risking their relationship with his administration?

The lesson that Europe is likely to draw from the past year--and particularly from the Greenland fiasco--is that it must do both. It needs Trump whisperers who will flatter him, but it also needs to pack its velvet gloves with steel. If Europe's leaders only praise him, Trump is likely to ignore them when convenient, rip up any deals they have made, and take whatever he can when the opportunity arises. If they show only toughness, they risk prompting him to withdraw from NATO or rupture the transatlantic alliance in other ways.

Vivian Salama: Trump wants to be the new Polk

The past week helps demonstrate these dynamics. Just a few days ago, Trump refused to rule out the use of force in taking Greenland, and he promised to impose tariffs on eight countries that recently sent troops to the territory for a security mission, even though the deployment had been fully coordinated with the U.S. military. Then, in a speech at the World Economic Forum in Davos yesterday morning, Trump lambasted Europe: "If it wasn't for us, you'd all be speaking German and a little bit of Japanese perhaps." He reiterated his argument that "no nation or group of nations is in any position to be able to secure Greenland other than the United States." "That's our territory," he claimed. But he disavowed the use of force, saying instead that he wanted to acquire Greenland through "immediate negotiations."

This was seen as a major concession, but it prompted further questions. What happens when Denmark refuses to transfer ownership? Will force be back on the table? Senator Lindsey Graham, who had been meeting with European officials in Davos, stoked further anxiety with a social-media post soon after Trump's speech, in which he demanded that Denmark give the United States the legal title to Greenland.

Just an hour after his speech, however, Trump rescinded his tariff threat and announced that the aforementioned framework had been reached. The New York Times reported that European officials had discussed granting America sovereignty over Greenland's U.S. military bases. But a European official with direct knowledge of the negotiations--and who was not authorized to speak publicly--told me this was not part of the deal.

If the framework sticks, it will be a triumph of Danish diplomacy. For the past year, Copenhagen has offered to work with the Trump administration on all of its policy demands. But it imposed two red lines and never wavered: The Danes wouldn't compromise on territorial integrity or Greenland's right to self-determination. Otherwise, though, the president had wide latitude to get what he wanted.

Many other European leaders, by contrast, have responded to Trump's repeated bullying over the past year with nearly unconditional accommodation and praise, while working behind the scenes to moderate his policies. They agreed to his demands to increase their defense spending to 5 percent of their GDP. Their response to his tariffs last year was minimal. Rutte, the NATO leader, even called Trump Europe's "daddy."

This soft approach is easy to ridicule, but the Europeans have been able to point to some successes since deploying it. Trump stopped talking about leaving NATO. He agreed to sell weapons to Ukraine and provide intelligence support. And the approach prepared the way for yesterday's announcement that Rutte himself had been the one to broker the deal with Trump that defused the crisis.

The framework appears to respect Copenhagen's red lines, which raises the question: Why did Trump suggest he would finally agree to it? After all, it was on offer for most of the past year.

The main answer is that Denmark made clear that it was not going to back down in negotiations, leaving Trump with few options. If he had used force in Greenland, he could find himself in a war with one of America's closest allies. Such a war would be clearly illegal under U.S. law, and it could trigger a civil-military crisis, presenting military officers with plainly unlawful orders.

Other European countries also played a key role in increasing the potential costs of Trump's aggression. The European Union agreed to impose $93 billion tariffs on the U.S. if the ones Trump had threatened actually took effect. And some leaders, including French President Emmanuel Macron, suggested using the Anti-Coercion Instrument, also known as the European "bazooka," which allows for a unified trade-policy response to coercive behavior like Trump's. The Europeans were divided on invoking the instrument; some worried that Trump might escalate and pull out of NATO altogether. But their serious discussion of it suggested to the president that he might run a genuine risk.

Read: The fuck-around-and-find-out presidency

And then there were the financial markets. According to Treasury Department data, EU members and NATO allies hold more than $3.31 trillion in U.S. debt--more than triple what China holds. On Tuesday, the yield on the benchmark U.S. 10-year bond reached its highest level since August, sparking concern that investors would sell off U.S. Treasuries if Trump escalated the conflict.

Moreover, the prospect of controlling Greenland is deeply unpopular among Americans. One poll conducted earlier this month found that 75 percent of them oppose any attempt to take over the territory. And more than a dozen Republican senators made public statements warning against it.

The Greenland crisis was in many ways the sum of Europeans' fears about Trump, raising the specter of an attack on a NATO ally and the dissolution of the alliance. For the moment, the crisis seems to have been averted. But Trump is too fickle a negotiator for Europe to take comfort in yesterday's announcement. To keep him from reescalating or threatening them on other issues in the future, they may well follow some advice from an unlikely source: J. D. Vance.

"I think a lot of European nations were right about our invasion of Iraq," Vance said last year. "Frankly, if the Europeans had been a little more independent, and a little more willing to stand up, then maybe we could have saved the entire world from the strategic disaster that was the American-led invasion of Iraq." Vance continued, "I don't want the Europeans to just do whatever the Americans tell them to do. I don't think it's in their interest, and I don't think it's in our interests, either."
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What Iranians Want From Trump

I asked Iranians whether they wanted U.S. intervention. The answers surprised me.

by Arash Azizi

Tue, 20 Jan 2026




When Shahrzad went to demonstrate in the streets of Tehran on January 2, she was buoyed by one fact: The day before, President Trump had promised that if Iran killed protesters, "the United States of America will come to their rescue."

"We were all so hopeful," the 29-year-old woman, who left Iran a few days ago for a nearby country, told me. Like many of those I spoke with for this article, she used a pseudonym for fear of reprisals against her family. "But when Khamenei started threatening us the day after, we were shit-scared. What if they came to a deal with Trump over our heads?"

In the two weeks since, the Iranian regime has committed its biggest atrocity since the 1980s, killing at least 3,919 protesters, according to the U.S.-based Human Rights Activist News Agency. Trump has yet to act on his promises, though he has repeated them several times. Many hope he might still intervene. But Trump has also disheartened Iranians by downplaying the regime's violence. On Friday, he puzzlingly thanked Iran's leaders for allegedly halting their planned execution of 800 protesters.

Over the years, I've often sought the opinion of Iranians for or against foreign intervention. And it has long been a contentious question that's sharply divided the opponents of the Islamic Republic. But posing this question to about a dozen Iranians in recent days has yielded answers that feel strikingly new. First, most of those I spoke with favored one form or another of intervention by the United States. Second, many favored what would have been unthinkable not long ago: for Trump to take out Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei.

Melika, a 21-year-old Iranian student in Europe who left Iran a few weeks ago, strongly opposed the Israeli-American attacks on Iran last year. A socialist feminist who took part in the "Women, Life, Freedom" protests of 2022-23, she is generally skeptical of foreign intervention. But faced with the regime's brutal violence over the past two weeks, she now can't help but favor some kind of action from the U.S., especially given that Trump promised it.

"I'd frankly like Trump to kill Khamenei," she told me. "I am worried about a broader war that would hurt Iran's infrastructure. I wouldn't like for us to become an Iraq, happy that Saddam is gone but becoming worse. But the Islamic Republic has to pay a price." She speculated that killing Khamenei could heighten the power struggle inside the regime and perhaps stanch the repression and killing of protesters.

Mahsa Alimardani: How doubt became a weapon in Iran

Shahrzad told me that many of those who protested with her agreed. "The people of Iran would like to see a Venezuela-style operation," she said, "even if it seems like a strange demand for Iran."

She struggled to maintain her composure as we spoke. Two of her friends were killed last week, along with nine others known to her broader friend circle.

The sentiments of these young activists are shared by some internationally renowned opponents of the Iranian regime several decades their senior. The Nobel Peace Prize laureate Shirin Ebadi, the celebrated filmmaker Mohsen Makhmalbaf, the scholar Mohammad Javad Akbarin, and four others issued an open letter calling for what they termed a "humanitarian intervention."

Akbarin is a supporter of Mir Hossein Mousavi, the former prime minister of the Islamic Republic whose reformist candidacy for the presidency touched off the 2009 Green Movement. Mousavi has been under house arrest since 2011. Until a few years ago, for someone from his political corner to demand an American hit on Khamenei would have been unthinkable. But Akbarin, now based in London, told me: "Ali Khamenei's elimination is a necessary condition for any change in Iran. If he stays in power, more people will be killed following the next protests."

Akbarin opposes wider measures, such as striking the bases of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, as Israel did in June. But he believes that taking out Khamenei would open a path for change, preferably led by domestic elements in Iran. "It will help us enter the transition period," he said.

Gal Beckerman: The silence of the Left on Iran

Mostafa Saber, a Vancouver-based leader of a prominent left-wing Iranian party, does not share many political views with Akbarin but agreed with him on this point. "Regardless of what I think, many people in Iran want support from Trump," he told me by phone. "They'd like him to hit Khamenei. This is what the people want. And if he does, this can benefit the revolution."

Saber, too, doubts the utility of American military engagement beyond such an operation. "A broader military attack will help the Islamic Republic and hurt the revolution," he said. "We oppose such intervention. An all-out war will surely benefit the Islamic Republic. They will militarize the atmosphere."

He pointed to this past summer's 12-day war with the U.S. and Israel, which paused domestic actions, such as a nationwide truck-driver strike that was then under way. "But to take out Khamenei," as Trump did with the IRGC leader Qassem Soleimani, "is a different matter," he said. "Khamenei's loss will take cohesion out of the Islamic Republic and will add to the people's morale."

Some activists have a different view of what sort of action Trump should take, however. Ali Vakili, an activist in New York City with extensive contacts in Iran, expressed reservations about an American hit on Khamenei. The supreme leader "shouldn't be a martyr," Vakili told me. "The people of Iran should decide his fate themselves."

Vakili told me that he'd rather see the U.S. hit IRGC bases, and that "U.S. jets should remain in Iranian skies for a while" so that people might feel that the United States is really behind them. Maybe such a threat could force the regime to change its behavior--or even lead it to transition Khamenei and those close to him out of power in favor of more technocratic elements.

The consensus for foreign intervention among those I spoke with was wider spread and more politically diverse than ever before, in my experience, but it was by no means unanimous. Elahe Ejbari, a student activist who fled Iran in 2022, started a counterpetition to the one that Ebadi and Akbarin signed. Ejbari's petition supports the people's movement against the regime but declares that "tying the destiny of Iranian popular struggles to foreign intervention is dangerous and irresponsible."

Arash Azizi: Change may be coming to Iran

"History shows us that foreign intervention in the global South will never lead to freedom," she told me by phone from Germany. Even a direct hit on Khamenei, she said, "will only make the region more insecure."

Another statement, signed by 14 luminaries including the popular journalist and scholar Alireza Rajaee, condemns both the regime's violence and "any foreign intervention in our dear country Iran." It warns that unless "fundamental peaceful change" is brought about by Iran's rulers, "more difficult changes will become inevitable."

Ultimately, Iran's next chapter will be the outcome not only of what America does or does not do but also of the interactions among regional actors, protesters, and the regime's web of factions. How these will unfold is all but impossible to predict.

But one thing is clear. Until a few years ago, millions of Iranians repeatedly voted in the country's mostly unfree elections, hoping that regime insiders could pave a path for reform. They wouldn't have dreamed of demanding change from American bombers or drones, or of asking the U.S. president to please kill the supreme leader for them.

Khamenei's obstinate refusal to effect any meaningful change and his bloody massacre of civilians in droves have brought Iranians to this point. The grand ayatollah has brought them only death, disaster, and misery, and so they are desperately seeking a way out--by any means necessary.
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Trump's Letter to Norway Should Be the Last Straw

Will Republicans in Congress ever step in?

by Anne Applebaum

Mon, 19 Jan 2026




Let me begin by quoting, in full, a letter that the president of the United States of America sent yesterday to the prime minister of Norway, Jonas Gahr Store. The text was forwarded by the White House National Security Council to ambassadors in Washington, and was clearly intended to be widely shared. Here it is:

Dear Jonas:
 Considering your Country decided not to give me the Nobel Peace Prize for having stopped 8 Wars PLUS, I no longer feel an obligation to think purely of Peace, although it will always be predominant, but can now think about what is good and proper for the United States of America. Denmark cannot protect that land from Russia or China, and why do they have a "right of ownership" anyway? There are no written documents, it's only a boat that landed there hundreds of years ago, but we had boats landing there, also. I have done more for NATO than any person since its founding, and now, NATO should do something for the United States. The World is not secure unless we have Complete and Total Control of Greenland. Thank you! President DJT


One could observe many things about this document. One is the childish grammar, including the strange capitalizations ("Complete and Total Control"). Another is the loose grasp of history. Donald Trump did not end eight wars. Greenland has been Danish territory for centuries. Its residents are Danish citizens who vote in Danish elections. There are many "written documents" establishing Danish sovereignty in Greenland, including some signed by the United States. In his second term, Trump has done nothing for NATO--an organization that the U.S. created and theoretically leads, and that has only ever been used in defense of American interests. If the European members of NATO have begun spending more on their own defense (budgets to which the U.S. never contributed), that's because of the threat they feel from Russia.

Eliot A. Cohen: How to understand Trump's obsession with Greenland

Yet what matters isn't the specific phrases, but the overall message: Donald Trump now genuinely lives in a different reality, one in which neither grammar nor history nor the normal rules of human interaction now affect him. Also, he really is maniacally, unhealthily obsessive about the Nobel Prize. The Norwegian Nobel Committee, not the Norwegian government and certainly not the Danish government, determines the winner of that prize. Yet Trump now not only blames Norway for failing to give it to him, but is using it as a justification for an invasion of Greenland.

Think about where this is leading. One possibility, anticipated this morning by financial markets, is a damaging trade war. Another is an American military occupation of Greenland. Try to imagine it: The U.S. Marines arrive in Nuuk, the island's capital. Perhaps they kill some Danes; perhaps some American soldiers die too. And then what? If the invaders were Russians, they would arrest all of the politicians, put gangsters in charge, shoot people on the street for speaking Danish, change school curricula, and carry out a fake referendum to rubber-stamp the conquest. Is that the American plan too? If not, then what is it? This would not be the occupation of Iraq, which was difficult enough. U.S. troops would need to force Greenlanders, citizens of a treaty ally, to become American against their will.

For the past year, American allies around the world have tried very hard to find a theory that explains Trump's behavior. Isolationism, neo-imperialism, and patrimonialism are all words that have been thrown around. But in the end, the president himself defeats all attempts to describe a "Trump doctrine." He is locked into a world of his own, determined to "win" every encounter, whether in an imaginary competition for the Nobel Peace Prize or a protest from the mother of small children objecting to his masked, armed paramilitary in Minneapolis. These contests matter more to him than any long-term strategy. And of course, the need to appear victorious matters much more than Americans' prosperity and well-being.

Read: Denmark's army chief says he's ready to defend Greenland

The people around Trump could find ways to stop him, as some did in his first term, but they seem too corrupt or too power-hungry to try. That leaves Republicans in Congress as the last barrier. They owe it to the American people, and to the world, to stop Trump from acting out his fantasy in Greenland and doing permanent damage to American interests. He is at risk of alienating friends in not only Europe but also India, whose leader he also snubbed for failing to nominate him for a Nobel Prize, as well as South Korea, Japan, Australia. Years of careful diplomacy, billions of dollars in trade, are now at risk because senators and representatives who know better have refused to use the powers they have to block him. Now is the time.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/01/trump-letter-to-norway/685676/?utm_source=feed
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America vs. the World

President Trump wants to return to the 19th century's international order. He will leave America less prosperous--and the whole world less secure.

by Robert Kagan

Sun, 18 Jan 2026




The Trump administration's National Security Strategy made it official: The American-dominated liberal world order is over. This is not because the United States proved materially incapable of sustaining it. Rather, the American order is over because the United States has decided that it no longer wishes to play its historically unprecedented role of providing global security. The American might that upheld the world order of the past 80 years will now be used instead to destroy it.

Americans are entering the most dangerous world they have known since World War II, one that will make the Cold War look like child's play and the post-Cold War world like paradise. In fact, this new world will look a lot like the world prior to 1945, with multiple great powers and metastasizing competition and conflict. The U.S. will have no reliable friends or allies and will have to depend entirely on its own strength to survive and prosper. This will require more military spending, not less, because the open access to overseas resources, markets, and strategic bases that Americans have enjoyed will no longer come as a benefit of the country's alliances. Instead, they will have to be contested and defended against other great powers.

Americans are neither materially nor psychologically ready for this future. For eight decades, they have inhabited a liberal international order shaped by America's predominant strength. They have grown accustomed to the world operating in a certain way: Largely agreeable and militarily passive European and Asian allies cooperate with the United States on economic and security issues. Challengers to the order, such as Russia and China, are constrained by the combined wealth and might of the U.S. and its allies. Global trade is generally free and unhampered by geopolitical rivalry, oceans are safe for travel, and nuclear weapons are limited by agreements on their production and use. Americans are so accustomed to this basically peaceful, prosperous, and open world that they tend to think it is the normal state of international affairs, likely to continue indefinitely. They can't imagine it unraveling, much less what that unraveling will mean for them.

And who can blame them? According to Francis Fukuyama, history "ended" in 1989 with the triumph of liberalism--even the primal human instinct toward violence was "fundamentally transformed." Who needed a powerful America to defend what was destined to prevail anyway? Since the end of the Cold War, influential critics have been telling us that American dominance is superfluous and costly at best, destructive and dangerous at worst.

Some pundits who welcome a post-American world and the return of multipolarity suggest that most of the benefits of the American order for the U.S. can be retained. America just needs to learn to restrain itself, give up utopian efforts to shape the world, and accommodate "the reality" that other countries "seek to establish their own international orders governed by their own rules," as Harvard's Graham Allison put it. Indeed, Allison and others argue, Americans' insistence on predominance had caused most conflicts with Russia and China. Americans should embrace multipolarity as more peaceful and less burdensome. Recently, Trump's boosters among the foreign-policy elite have even started pointing to the early-19th-century Concert of Europe as a model for the future, suggesting that skillful diplomacy among the great powers can preserve peace more effectively than the U.S.-led system did in the unipolar world.

As a purely historical matter, this is delusional. Even the most well-managed multipolar orders were significantly more brutal and prone to war than the world that Americans have known these past 80 years. To take one example, during what some call the "long peace" in Europe, from 1815 to 1914, the great powers (including Russia and the Ottoman empire) fought dozens of wars with one another and with smaller states to defend or acquire strategic advantage, resources, and spheres of interest. These were not skirmishes but full-scale conflicts, usually costing tens--sometimes hundreds--of thousands of lives. Roughly half a million people died in the Crimean War (1853-56); the Franco-Prussian War (1870-71) resulted in about 180,000 military and up to 250,000 civilian deaths in less than a year of fighting. Almost every decade from 1815 to 1914 included at least one war involving two or more great powers.

Today's equivalent of 19th-century multipolarity would be a world in which China, Russia, the United States, Germany, Japan, and other large states fought a major war in some combination at least once a decade--redrawing national boundaries, displacing populations, disrupting international commerce, and risking global conflict on a devastating scale. That was the world as it existed for centuries prior to 1945. To believe that such a world can never return would seem to be the height of utopianism.

From the January 2025 issue: David Frum on America's lonely future

Precisely to escape this cycle of conflict, the generations of Americans who lived through two world wars laid the foundations of the American-led liberal world order. They were the true realists, because they had no illusions about multipolarity. They had lived their entire lives with its horrific consequences.

After 1945, instead of reestablishing a multipolar system, they transformed the United States into a global force, with responsibility for preserving not just its own security but the world's. Doing so meant checking the rise of regional hegemons, especially in Europe and East Asia. They did this not because they wanted to re-create the world in America's image, but because they had learned that the modern world was interconnected in ways that would ultimately draw the United States into the great-power conflicts of Eurasia anyway.

No country had ever before played the role that the traditionally aloof United States took on after 1945. That is partly because no other power had enjoyed America's unique circumstances--largely invulnerable to foreign invasion, because of its strength and its distance from the other great powers, and thus able to deploy force thousands of miles from home without leaving itself at risk. This combination of geography and reach allowed the United States after World War II to bring peace and security to Europe and East Asia. Nations scarred by war poured their energies into becoming economic powerhouses. That made global prosperity and international cooperation possible.

Perhaps more extraordinary than America's ability and willingness to play the dominant role was the readiness of most other great powers to embrace and legitimize its dominance--even at the expense of their own potency. In the decades after 1945, almost all of the countries that had fought in the world wars gave up their territorial ambitions, their spheres of interest, and even, to some extent, power itself. Britain, France, Germany, and Japan not only relinquished centuries of great-power thinking and conduct but placed their security and the well-being of their people in the hands of the distant American superpower.

This was truly aberrant behavior and defied all theories of international relations as well as historical precedent. The normal response to the rise of a newly predominant power was for others to balance against it. Coalitions had formed to check Louis XIV, Napoleon, both imperial and Nazi Germany, and imperial Japan. Yet far from regarding the United States as a danger to be contained, most of the world's powers saw it as a partner to be enlisted. America's allies made two remarkable wagers: that the United States could be trusted to defend them whenever needed, and that it would not exploit its disproportionate might to enrich or strengthen itself at their expense. To the contrary, it would promote and benefit from its allies' economic prosperity.

This was the grand bargain of the American order after 1945. And it was what allowed for the extraordinary peace and stability of the subsequent decades, even during the Cold War. The American order established harmony among the great powers within it, and left those outside it, Russia and China, relatively isolated and insecure--unhappy with the global arrangement but limited in their ability to change it.

All of that is now ending. Trump has openly celebrated the end of the grand bargain. His administration has told Europeans to be ready to take over their own defense by 2027 and suggested that allies and strategic partners, including Japan, Taiwan, and South Korea, should pay the United States for protection. Trump has launched aggressive tariff wars against virtually all of America's allies. He has waged ideological and political warfare against European governments and explicitly threatened territorial aggression against two NATO allies, Canada and Denmark.

Meanwhile, the administration's National Security Strategy regards Russia and China not as adversaries or even competitors but as partners in carving up the world. With its significant emphasis on restoring "American pre-eminence" in the Western Hemisphere, Trump's strategy embraces a multipolar world in which Russia, China, and the United States exercise total dominance in their respective spheres of interest.

T

rump and his supporters seem to believe that the rest of the world will simply accommodate this new American approach, and that allies, in particular, will continue to tag along, subservient to a United States that cuts them loose strategically, exacts steep economic tribute from them, and seeks to establish a "concert" with the powers that directly threaten them. But the radical shift in U.S. strategy must force equally radical shifts among erstwhile friends and allies.

What does Europe do, for instance, now that it faces hostile and aggressive great powers on both its eastern and western flanks? Not only Russia, but now the United States, too, threaten the security and territorial integrity of European states and work to undermine their liberal governments. A passive Europe could become a collection of fiefdoms--some under Russian influence, some under American influence, some perhaps under Chinese influence--its states' sovereignty curtailed and its economies plundered by one or more of the three empires. Will the once-great European nations surrender to this fate?

If history is any guide, they will choose rearmament instead. The task will be monumental. To mount a plausible defense against further Russian territorial aggression while also deterring American aggression will require not just marginal increases in defense spending but a full-scale strategic and economic reorientation toward self-reliance--a restructuring of European industries, economies, and societies. But if Germany, Britain, France, and Poland all armed themselves to the full extent of their capacity, including with nuclear weapons, and decided to forcefully defend their economic independence, they would collectively wield sufficient power to both deter Russia and cause an American president to think twice before bullying them. If the alternative is subjugation, Europeans could well rise to such a challenge.

From the January 2026 issue: Isaac Stanley-Becker on the new German war machine

Asian partners of the United States will face a similar choice. Japanese leaders have been questioning American reliability for some time, but Trump's posture forces the issue. He has imposed tariffs on America's Asian allies and repeatedly suggested that they should pay the United States for their protection ("no different than an insurance company"). Trump's National Security Strategy focuses intensely on the Western Hemisphere, at the expense of Asia, and the administration ardently desires a trade deal and strategic coordination with Beijing. Japan may need to choose between accepting subservience to China and building up the military capacity necessary for independent deterrence.

The recent election of a right-wing-nationalist prime minister, Sanae Takaichi, suggests which of these courses the Japanese intend to take. Trump and his advisers may imagine that they see fellow travelers seeking to "Make Japan Great Again," but the upsurge of Japanese nationalism is a direct response to legitimate fears that Japan can no longer rely on the United States for its defense. South Korea and Australia, too, are reconsidering their defense and economic policies as they wake up to challenges from both East and West.

The consequence of a newly unreliable and even hostile United States, therefore, will likely be significant military buildups by former allies. This will not mean sharing the burden of collective security, because these rearmed nations will no longer be American allies. They will be independent great powers pursuing their own strategic interests in a multipolar world. They will owe nothing to the United States; on the contrary, they will view it with the same antagonism and fear that they direct toward Russia and China. Indeed, having been strategically abandoned by the U.S. while suffering from American economic predation and possibly territorial aggression, they are likely to become hotbeds of anti-Americanism. At the very least, they will not be the same countries Americans know today.

Consider Germany. The democratic and peace-loving Germany of today grew up in the U.S.-dominated liberal international order. That order helped make possible West Germany's export-driven economic miracle of the 1950s, which in turn made the country an engine of global economic growth and an anchor of prosperity and democratic stability in Europe. Temptations to pursue a normal, independent great-power foreign policy were blunted both by economic interest and by the relatively benign environment in which Germans could live their lives, so different from what they had known in the past. How long Germany would be willing to remain an abnormal nation--denying itself geopolitical ambitions, selfish interests, and nationalist pride--was a question even before the present liberal world order began to unravel. Now, thanks to the American strategic shift, Germany has no choice but to become normal again, and quickly.

And just as American strategy forces the Germans to rearm, it is ensuring that they do so in an ever more nationalistic, divided Europe. The founders of the American order worked in the postwar years to dampen European nationalism, in part by supporting pan-European institutions. The Cold War-era American diplomat George Kennan believed that European unification was the "only conceivable solution" for the German problem. Yet today those institutions are under pressure, and if the Trump administration has its way, they will disappear altogether. At the same time, the administration is trying to inflame European nationalism, especially in Germany, where it may well succeed. The right-wing nationalist Alternative for Germany is the second-largest party in Germany's Parliament, just as the Nazi Party was in 1930.

Whether or not it succumbs to the far right, a rearmed Germany without an American security guarantee will necessarily take a more nationalist view of its interests. All of its neighbors will too. Poland, squeezed between a powerful Germany on one border and a powerful Russia on the other, has over the centuries been repeatedly partitioned, occupied, and at times eliminated as a sovereign entity. With no distant superpower to protect them, the Poles are likely to decide to build up their own military capability, including nuclear weapons. Meanwhile, France is but one election away from a nationalist victory that will hit Europe like an earthquake. French leaders have already told the country to prepare for war against Russia. But imagine a rearming, nationalist France facing a rearmed, nationalist Germany. The two nations might find common ground against mounting threats from the United States and Russia, but they also have a complex history, having fought three major wars against each other in the 70 years before the United States helped establish a durable peace between them.

Japanese rearmament will have similar ramifications. It will heighten the nervousness among Japan's neighbors, including South Korea, another ally now unsure of Washington's commitment to its defense. How long before the Koreans decide that they, too, need to rearm, including with nuclear weapons, as they face a hostile and nuclear-armed North Korea and a rearmed, possibly nuclear Japan, which has invaded and occupied Korea three times in the past?




I

n a multipolar world, everything is up for grabs, and the flash points for potential conflict proliferate. The American order for eight decades provided not only security commitments to allies and partners but also common access to vital resources, military bases, waterways, and airspace--what theorists call "public goods." In the absence of the United States playing that role, all of these once again become targets of a multisided competition.

That competition won't be limited to Europe and East Asia. Until now, Germany and Japan have been content to rely on the United States to preserve naval access to Persian Gulf oil, for example. Now they and other rearming powers, including India, Britain, and France, will need to find new ways to take care of themselves. China has shown how this can be done. It had no navy to speak of two decades ago and no bases in the Persian Gulf. Today it has the largest navy in the world, a base in Djibouti, and cooperative arrangements with the United Arab Emirates and Oman to build facilities for China's use.

In a multipolar world, spheres of interest become important again. For centuries, the ability to maintain and protect a sphere of interest was part of what it meant to be a great power. It was also among the most common sources of war, as the spheres often overlapped. The seemingly endless three-way struggle among Russia, Austria, and the Ottoman empire for control of the Balkans was the source of numerous conflicts, including World War I. The desire to regain or create spheres of interest was a leading motive of the three "have not" powers that helped produce World War II: Germany, Japan, and Italy.

The conclusion of that war led to a global shedding of spheres of interest. Part of what made the liberal world order liberal was the principle of self-determination enshrined in the Atlantic Charter and United Nations Charter. This principle was sometimes violated, including by the United States. But in past multipolar orders, great powers never even had to consider the rights of small nations, and they didn't. By contrast, the liberalism of the American order pressured powerful countries to cede sovereignty and independence to smaller ones in their orbits.

The British gradually dismantled their empire, as did the French. Germany was compelled to give up its dreams of Mitteleuropa, just as Japan accepted the end of its sphere of interest on the Asian mainland, for which it had fought numerous wars from 1895 to 1945. Under the American-led order, these powers never attempted to regain those spheres. China after World War II was so bereft of a sphere of interest that it could not even lay claim to Taiwan, a nearby island filled with people who were once its citizens. The only remaining sphere, other than America's, was the one the Soviet Union won at Yalta in Eastern and Central Europe. But that, too, was under pressure from the beginning, and the effort required to retain it ultimately exceeded the Soviet Union's capacities, leading to its collapse.

The mere existence of the United States and the liberal order it supported offered small and medium powers an opportunity denied them by centuries of multipolarity. Moscow's satellite states in Eastern and Central Europe would not have been so bent on escape had there been nothing to escape to. The American order promised a higher standard of living, national sovereignty, and legal and institutional equality. This gave nations living under the shadow of the Soviet Union an option other than accommodation, and when given the chance to leave Moscow's control, they took it.

Various self-described realists in recent years have called on the U.S. to accept a return to spheres of interest as an alternative to unipolarity. But they have mostly acknowledged only Russian and Chinese spheres. These are problematic enough. Do we know how far China's perception of its rightful sphere extends? Does it include Vietnam? All of Southeast Asia? Korea? How about what China calls the First Island Chain, which includes Japan? Russia's traditional sphere of interest from the time of Peter the Great always included the Baltic states and at least part of Poland. Vladimir Putin is openly emulating Peter and is frank about his desire to restore the Soviet empire as it existed during the Cold War.

To recognize Russia's and China's spheres of interest would mean accepting their hegemony over a swath of nations that currently enjoy sovereign independence. And in this emerging new world, Russia and China will not be the only ones seeking to expand their spheres. If Germany and Japan need to become great powers again, they will have spheres of interest too, which will inevitably overlap with China's and Russia's, leading to numerous conflicts in the multipolar future just as in the multipolar past.

Which brings us to the much-trumpeted idea of a new accord among the United States, China, and Russia, equivalent to the 19th century's Concert of Europe. A successful arrangement would have to settle on boundaries for their relative spheres of interest. Is such an agreement possible?

The answer is no, because the new multipolar world will not have the same qualities as the one that prevailed two centuries ago. Metternich's Austria was a status quo power, interested only in protecting a conservative order against its liberal challengers. Bismarck regarded his newly unified Germany in the late 19th century as "satiated." They both sought an equilibrium to hold on to what they had, not to get more.

But China and Russia are not at all satiated, status quo powers. They are dissatisfied, have-not powers. Since the end of the Cold War, they have been chronically unhappy with American global supremacy and sought to restore what they regard as their natural and traditional regional dominance. Even today, China exercises only partial mastery over Southeast Asia, and it doesn't control Taiwan, much less enjoy what it would deem the proper subservience from Japan and South Korea. Russia, too, is only in the early stages of rebuilding its traditional sphere in Eastern and Central Europe. Ukraine is not the end but the beginning of Putin's envisioned order.

What kind of arrangement with the United States could satisfy these ambitions? Not one that simply codifies the status quo, as the Concert of Europe attempted to do. It would have to accommodate the radical geopolitical transformation of Europe and Asia that Russia and China each view as essential, and for which Russia, at least, has been willing to go to war. Such a transformation will not be a pleasant process for the small and medium powers forced to give up their independence and accept domination by Beijing, Moscow, or Washington--and perhaps eventually by Berlin, Tokyo, or who knows who else. If the first four decades of the 20th century taught us anything, it is that achieving a stable peace with have-not powers is hard. Every nation or territory conceded to them strengthens and emboldens them for the next demand.

In fact, Beijing and Moscow have neither the desire nor the need for any restraining accord with the United States. On the contrary, they have every reason to believe that this is the moment to press on. Xi Jinping has spoken of "great changes unseen in a century," which offer China a "period of strategic opportunity." For Putin, Trump's destruction of the transatlantic alliance is such a "great change." Why shouldn't he seize this opportunity? He can't know how long the Trump phase will last in the United States, and if the Europeans rearm, the Kremlin's window of opportunity may close. Until now, Putin has moved slowly, waiting six years between invading Georgia and annexing Crimea, and then another eight years before the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, which was severely hampered by America and its allies. The Americans have now shattered that solidarity, and Putin could well believe that this is the moment to speed up his plans for conquest.

This means that the first years of the new multipolar era will not be marked by adroit, mutually accommodating diplomacy, but by intense competition and confrontation. The world will look more like the brutal multipolar era of the early 20th century than like the more orderly, if still brutal, world of the 19th.

T

his is the new world that America is entering, voluntarily shorn of its greatest assets. The influential Chinese strategic thinker Yan Xuetong once observed that the most important gap between the United States and China was not military or economic power, both of which China could amass. It was America's global system of alliances and partnerships.

When Russia or China went to war, it went alone. When the United States went to war, even in an unpopular conflict like Iraq, it had the support of dozens of allies. American military-power projection has depended on bases all around the world, provided by nations that trusted the United States as a partner and have been willing to overlook the inconveniences of hosting American soldiers. But they may reconsider if the U.S. no longer guarantees those nations' security and instead wages economic warfare against them and makes political and ideological demands that they find offensive. Trump officials seem to expect European and Asian countries to join the United States whenever Washington needs or wants them--to put pressure on China, for instance--even as the U.S. offers them nothing in return. But can you ditch your allies and have them too?

It would be one thing if the United States really was retreating within its hemisphere, reverting to its 19th-century isolation and indifference to global affairs. But among the most remarkable things about this administration's foreign policy is that, for all the talk of "America First," Trump evinces seemingly unlimited global ambition. He enjoys wielding American power even as he depletes it. In his first year back in office, he launched strikes against Iran and Syria; threatened to seize Canada and Greenland; decapitated Venezuela's government and promised to "run" the country; meddled ineffectually in wars in Southeast Asia, Central Africa, and the Middle East; and even proposed construction projects in the Gaza Strip that would have to be defended by American forces.

Is this what "restraint" looks like? Trump's intellectual cheerleaders extol him for abandoning the "nonsensical utopian goals" of "clueless elites," but in the next breath praise him for seeking nothing less than to "reshape" the entire world. Reshape it to what end? To line Trump's pockets and bring him glory?

Trump's megalomania is transforming the United States from international leader into international pariah, and the American people will suffer the consequences for years to come. Germany's chancellor in 1916, Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg, worried that his nation's behavior risked making it "the mad dog among nations" and would provoke "the condemnation of the entire civilized world." He was right. German leaders were proud of their unflinching "realism," and believed that the frank and brutal pursuit of self-interest was simply what nations did. But as the historian Paul Kennedy noted, Germany's constant appeal "to the code of naked Machtpolitik " helped unite the world's great powers in bringing about Germany's defeat.

The Trump administration revels in the pursuit of self-interest and the exercise of strength for its own sake, with gleeful disregard for the interests of others. As Trump's first-term national security adviser H. R. McMaster put it in an essay co-written with the economist Gary Cohn, the world is not a "global community," but "an arena where nations, nongovernmental actors and businesses engage and compete for advantage," and in this world of Machtpolitik, the United States enjoys "unmatched" power. But for how long? McMaster's formulation, like Trump's exaltation of selfishness, rests on profound ignorance of the true sources of American strength. So much of America's influence in the world has derived from treating others as part of a community of democratic nations or of strategic partners.

Others see this, even if many Americans don't. Yan, the Chinese thinker, observed that one of the elements holding the American order together was America's reputation for morality and respect for international norms. Theodore Roosevelt, often regarded as the quintessential American realist and no slouch in the wielding of power, believed that great nations ultimately had to be guided by an "international social consciousness" that considered not just their own interests but also "the interests of others." A successful great power, he observed, could not act "without regard to the essentials of genuine morality."

For decades, much of the world supported a United States that acted on these principles and accepted America's power, despite its flaws and errors, precisely because it did not act solely out of narrow self-interest--much less in the narrow, selfish interest of a single ruler.

That era is over. Trump has managed in just one year to destroy the American order that was, and he has weakened America's ability to protect its interests in the world that will be. If Americans thought defending the liberal world order was too expensive, wait until they start paying for what comes next.



This article appears in the March 2026 print edition with the headline "Every Nation for Itself."
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The Ex-President Who Went to Prison

Nicolas Sarkozy's memoir is a masterpiece of unintentional comedy.

by Robert F. Worth

Sat, 17 Jan 2026




France and America have much in common: parallel 18th-century revolutions, a shared commitment to universal ideals, the same three colors on the flag. And both countries have recently put their institutions through an unprecedented stress test. They each put a flamboyant ex-president on trial for serious, election-related crimes.

Nicolas Sarkozy, whose Paris corruption trial ended in September, responded to his accusers with the kind of bombast and fury that have long been Donald Trump's trademark. He likened himself to Alfred Dreyfus and Edmond Dantes, unjustly maligned heroes of French history and fiction. Trump went further during his own trials, invoking Nelson Mandela and Mother Teresa--but he has always been prolific with his self-flattering analogies, having likened himself to Abraham Lincoln, George Washington, Winston Churchill, and Elvis Presley.

The French can now make a flattering comparison of their own. Sarkozy was convicted of conspiring to fund his 2007 campaign with millions of euros from Muammar Qaddafi, the former Libyan dictator. Unlike Trump, he was given a five-year sentence and went to prison. The humiliation led him to embrace the far right, a choice that may reverberate through French politics. The first former French president in modern history to serve time, he was released in November pending an appeal. He served three weeks at La Sante, a prison notorious for overcrowding, vermin, and violence. (As a VIP, Sarkozy had his own cell and bodyguards.)

Randall D. Eliason: The one place Trump's power remains constrained

The conviction was a victory of sorts for France's justice system, which held up under a withering campaign of abuse by Sarkozy and his allies. The judges ruled that Sarkozy was guilty of "exceptionally serious acts, likely to undermine the citizens' confidence in those who represent them and who are supposed to act both in the general interest, and in the interest of the institutions of the republic itself." It was a victory for France's media, too: A left-wing digital newspaper, Mediapart, broke the story of Sarkozy's Libya connection in 2012, setting off the judicial inquiry.

Admittedly, not everyone felt that way. The French retain a quasi-monarchical reverence for the presidency, and Sarkozy played on those feelings with a typically hyperbolic effort to reclaim the narrative, as if he were Napoleon escaping from Elba. His book The Diary of a Prisoner, rushed into print in December barely a month after his release, starts with Sarkozy entering prison carrying a biography of Jesus. What follows is a masterpiece of unintentional comedy, as Sarkozy describes the privations of his "hell": the awkwardly placed mirror, the uncomfortable bed, the "not very appealing" food, and the man in the neighboring cell who insisted on performing songs from The Lion King at odd hours.

This self-aggrandizing aria found a large audience, selling more than 100,000 copies in its first week and topping the charts on Amazon. It is a fitting coda to a political career whose hallmark--as Sarkozy concedes in the book--has been audacity rather than talent. He first gained a national profile in 1993 when a man strapped with explosives and calling himself the "human bomb" entered a kindergarten in the Paris suburb where Sarkozy was mayor, took the children hostage, and threatened to blow them up. Sarkozy rushed to the scene, passed through the police cordon, entered the school alone, and managed to negotiate the children's release. (The police then shot the man dead.)

Like Donald Trump, Sarkozy has always had a rabid hunger for attention. The French media used to call him a bete de scene, a "stage animal"; one of France's most famous rappers, Kaaris, has admiringly called Sarkozy the "most gangster" of all of France's politicians. And like his American counterpart, Sarkozy demands total loyalty. An editorialist for Le Monde once wrote that with Sarkozy, it is "allegiance or vengeance."

When Mediapart first reported the claim that Sarkozy had taken 50 million euros from Qaddafi, many people didn't know what to make of it. The crime seemed audacious even for him, and the story was hard to follow, full of unreliable middlemen and documents of uncertain authenticity. (Mediapart produced an excellent documentary laying out the background of the case and the strong circumstantial evidence.)

I remember feeling a little baffled even after I met one of the central figures in the drama: Saif al-Islam Qaddafi, the late dictator's son, who claimed to have helped provide money to Sarkozy's 2007 campaign. This was in 2021, and Saif al-Islam--who had spent a decade in hiding after being kidnapped by rebels in 2011--said some unhinged things during our interview. But I remember being struck by the conviction with which he predicted that Sarkozy would end up in jail.

The truth is that the accusations are not so strange. There is a long and sordid history of French politicians squeezing money from African dictators, a legacy of the postcolonial nexus of cash and influence known as Francafrique (the word itself is a double entendre, meaning both "France-Africa" and "France-cash"). One of the men who oversaw this system, Robert Bourgi, published a book in 2024 titled They Know I Know It All, which details the regular delivery of millions of dollars in cash--including banknotes stuffed into djembe drums--from African heads of state to the campaigns of prominent French statesmen.

My own guess is that Sarkozy may have justified the gambit to himself on the grounds  that Qaddafi owed France. The Libyan regime appears to have been responsible for the bombing of a Paris-bound civilian flight in 1989 that killed 170 people. Tripoli later paid compensation to the victims' families. For Sarkozy--who, at 5 foot 5, is an inch shorter than his idol Napoleon--a debt to France might as well be a debt to him.

Sarkozy's prison sentence may also reflect a toughening of French attitudes toward corruption, which were once relatively lax. No one made much fuss in 1994, when it emerged that Francois Mitterrand, the long-serving French president, had lodged his mistress and their daughter in a luxurious Paris apartment at the state's expense. But in 2017, the conservative politician Francois Fillon was accused of arranging fictitious government jobs for his wife and children, and it destroyed his campaign for president. The French far-right leader Marine Le Pen was convicted early last year of diverting European Parliament funds to pay for her staff's salaries, and she was sentenced to a five-year ban from public office (she is currently appealing it).

This reduced tolerance for graft has coincided with powerful populist currents in recent years, leading many French political figures (including at least one on the far left) to shed their former respect for the judiciary and accuse their enemies of fabricating legal cases against them. Sarkozy has banged this drum louder than anyone, asserting that leftist judges have targeted him through a "hatred without limits." This has been a frequent refrain on CNews, the French equivalent of Fox News (owned by Sarkozy's close friend, the billionaire Vincent Bollore). Across the Atlantic, Trump has made similar accusations of "lawfare" against him by the Biden administration, which are now gospel in the MAGA movement.

Unlike Trump, Sarkozy is a figure of the center right. He supported Emmanuel Macron, France's embattled centrist president, in both the 2017 and 2022 elections. Sarkozy has vigorously defended the "republican front" that has, for decades, joined the right and the left in an agreement to keep the French extreme right, with its historic connections to fascism, out of power.

But the bombshell buried within Sarkozy's melodramatic Diary of a Prisoner was his declaration that he no longer sees any reason to hold the far right at bay. This volte-face was not just about electoral politics. As Sarkozy notes appreciatively in his book, Le Pen, unlike many other political luminaries, came out in support of him after his sentencing. Sarkozy adds that Le Pen may have been motivated by her own legal troubles: "No doubt the judicial situation could bring us together."

Here was yet another parallel with Trump, whose sympathy for fellow defendants has prompted him to pardon a rogue's gallery of convicts including Juan Orlando Hernandez, the former president of Honduras convicted of conspiring with drug cartels to move hundreds of tons of cocaine to the United States.

Anne Applebaum: Trumpian corruption is worse than Ukrainian corruption

Sarkozy's legal troubles are far from over. In addition to the Libya-related verdict that he is now appealing, he has been convicted in two other corruption trials since he left office in 2012, and he faces separate charges of trying to pressure a key witness in the Libya case. The French public's patience with him appears to be wearing thin. In a poll conducted in late September, a solid majority said that they found the verdict against him to be fairly administered, and 72 percent said they were shocked by the right-wing slanders against the judges in the case.

But Sarkozy likes long odds. "The rest of the story has not been written," he posted on social media after his release from prison, and he does not seem to be envisioning a quiet retirement. Sarkozy still has a powerful voice in conservative circles, and if he chooses to throw his weight into a new union des droites, as many in France now fear, he could play a key role in bringing the far right to power for the first time.

That would be an odd sort of victory, because Sarkozy's party, the Republicans, would be swallowed by Le Pen's much larger Rassemblement National. But sacrificing principles for power is not likely to be a hard choice for Sarkozy. He may choose to see the merger as a chance to return from the political graveyard for a last laugh at his enemies. There, too, he would be following a script written by Donald Trump.
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Trump's Fateful Choice in Iran

Taking military action is risky. Falsely encouraging freedom fighters would be shameful.

by Karim Sadjadpour

Fri, 16 Jan 2026




The fate of a 2,500-year-old nation and its 93 million inhabitants rests, for now, in the hands of Donald Trump.

On at least eight occasions over the past three weeks, Trump encouraged Iranian protesters to go into the streets, assuring them that the United States had their back and that "help is on the way." He threatened that if the Iranian regime killed protesters, the U.S. was "locked and loaded" to take action.

"If they start killing people like they have in the past," he warned, "we will get involved. We'll be hitting them very hard where it hurts. And that doesn't mean boots on the ground, but it means hitting them very, very hard where it hurts."

Despite Trump's threats, the Islamic Republic commenced what is almost certainly its bloodiest killing binge since its inception, in 1979. The regime itself admitted to 2,000 deaths; human-rights organizations believe that the figure could be higher than 12,000. This death toll likely dwarfs the number of protesters killed by the shah over the 13 months leading to the 1979 revolution.

Trump now confronts a fateful choice. He can make good on his promise and risk the always-unpredictable consequences of military action, or he can face the shame of having given false encouragement to freedom fighters and emboldened one of America's fiercest adversaries.

If Trump chooses not to act, his encouragement of the Iranian people to rise up, his repeated promises of U.S. support, and his subsequent abandonment of them will be remembered as one of the most callous examples of presidential betrayal in modern history. Expressing moral support for protesters was the right thing to do. But inciting them to rise up and promising intervention, only to watch them get mowed down by the thousands, will be counted as an act of cruelty.

Gal Beckerman: The Iranians who feel 'betrayed' by the left

Iranian grievances are local, but revolutions are about psychology, and Trump's exhortations altered the risk calculus of many protesters. Siavash Shirzad was one of them. His family attempted to dissuade him from going into the streets, but the 38-year-old insisted. As one family member recalled, he said: "This is a celebration of a revolution. Trump said he supports us. I'm going." That faith cost him his life.

The consequences of inaction are already visible. The regime's security officials, some of whom may have been on the fence about whether to put down arms or continue killing, will now clearly choose a side. The logic is brutal but simple: Without a credible threat of U.S. intervention, they calculate that the regime is here to stay--making defection a death sentence and ruthless loyalty their only path to survival. Then-President Barack Obama's decision not to enforce his own "red line" after Syria's regime used chemical weapons in 2013 helped that country's then-ambivalent military make the same calculation and presaged another decade of killing.

Both Obama and former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton came to regret that their administration did not do more to help Iranian protesters during the country's 2009 Green Movement (Clinton later said that this was the single thing she most wished the administration had handled differently). We can be fairly certain, however, that concerns of conscience will not weigh heavily on Trump's decision making.

What could guide him, however, is concern for the damage that inaction will do to his strongman image. Trump does not enjoy being made to look weak or being ridiculed. And much as the Venezuelan dictator Nicolas Maduro did in the weeks before his capture, Iran's Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei has over the past week taunted Trump as a "tyrant" who "will be overthrown." Being made to look ineffectual--particularly at a moment when public opinion would reward him for toughness--could well goad Trump into taking action.

To be sure, there are valid strategic reasons for his reluctance. Most U.S. interventions to exact justice on foreign tyrants have ended poorly. No American silver bullet will cleanly depose Tehran's Islamist leaders and peacefully transition the country to a stable, representative democracy. Since World War II, fewer than a quarter of authoritarian collapses have led to democracy, and those triggered by foreign intervention have been particularly unlikely to do so. Violent revolutions are coercive contests; they are won by those who can organize force, not mobilize hashtags.

That said, U.S. military action can still constructively shape events, even if it can't control their ultimate outcome. Foreign intervention will not spawn an Iranian Denmark, in other words, but it could prevent the entrenchment of an Iranian North Korea.

In this context, Trump should be clear about his objectives, focusing on three fronts. He should seek to deter the violence against civilians by signaling that the cost of this slaughter will outweigh the benefits of suppression. He should insist on tearing down the digital iron curtain that has allowed the regime to massacre people in the dark (for the past week, connectivity in Iran has hovered at 1 percent). And he should make a goal of fracturing Iran's security forces by degrading the regime's command and control, thereby creating doubt within their ranks and emboldening the population.

On the last point, I consulted with three friends in the U.S. military and intelligence communities who have a century of collective experience dealing with Iran. Johnny Gannon, a Persian-speaking veteran of the CIA, advised that any U.S. action should serve to "demoralize, damage, and denigrate" the adversary. He paraphrased Machiavelli's advice to the Prince about the risk of half measures: "One should either caress a man or crush him. If you injure him, you should do so in such a way that you need not fear his revenge." If you aim for the supreme leader, you best not miss.

Arash Azizi: The Islamic Republic will not last

A retired senior U.S. military official who has studied Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps for decades recommended striking the country's missile capabilities and also aiming for command centers, such that the regime would be unable to coordinate internally and protesters could reemerge without fear. According to another former intelligence official, Trump's action must convince the IRGC that it has just three options: change voluntarily, be changed by protesters, or be changed by Donald Trump.

The Islamic Republic may have prevailed in this latest battle, but it is destined to lose the war against its own society. The medium-term bet on who will prevail between an 86-year-old dictator and his young society is clear. Khamenei will soon be vanquished by time, and 47 years of the Islamic Republic's hard power will eventually be defeated by the soft power of a 2,500-year-old nation that wants to reclaim its proud history.

Trump appears relaxed about the fate of Iran. Yet the machinery of war is already in motion: The USS Abraham Lincoln, an aircraft carrier, is reportedly en route to the Middle East. Given their violent history with Trump, Iran's leaders know they cannot rest easily.

After Trump's first term, one of his Cabinet secretaries reportedly quipped that whereas Henry Kissinger had cultivated the "madman theory" to convince adversaries of President Richard Nixon's volatile unpredictability, Trump's version was unintentional.

With Nixon, it was a strategy, the former official said. With Trump, all foreign leaders had to do was watch CNN.
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Something Is Wrong With Russia's Children

As violence has come to surround Russian youth, many seem to have become more violent themselves.

by Anna Nemtsova

Fri, 16 Jan 2026




One Tuesday morning last month, a 15-year-old Russian boy got ready for school by packing a paramilitary vest, a helmet, and a knife. Before leaving his house, he sent a manifesto to his classmates denouncing gay people and Jews, and quoting a mass murderer along with a white-supremacist conspiracy theory.

When the boy, identified by prosecutors as Timofey K., arrived at his school, located outside Moscow, he went to the bathroom to put on his gear, which he'd branded with neo-Nazi symbols and racist slogans. Then he filmed himself patrolling the hallways and asking people, at knifepoint, what nationality they were. Several gave the wrong answer, and Timofey stabbed them. Most survived, but a 10-year-old boy from a Tajik family did not.

Timofey's attack wasn't the first instance of brutality among schoolchildren in Russia last month. Two weeks earlier, a ninth grader had beaten an eighth grader so severely that the latter couldn't remember what had happened by the time he got to a hospital. The next day, a group of teenagers tortured a schoolgirl in the Ural region, cutting into her back with a knife. Less than a week later, schoolboys repeatedly kicked a 10-year-old student in the head. Several days after that, a ninth grader stabbed his math teacher in the back.

Read: Putin's deal with wife killers

For years, children in Russia have watched their country massacre Ukrainians and condemn hundreds of thousands of its own citizens to injury and death at the front. As violence has come to surround Russian youth, many seem to have become more violent themselves. Last year, the number of juvenile crimes in the country surged by 18 percent. Authorities also reported an uptick in "serious and especially serious" crime. "There is no positive ideology for children in a country fighting a murderous war," Ilya Barabanov, a Russian journalist, told me. Instead, the war has amplified worldviews that encourage brutality.

The ethnic hatred that inspired Timofey's attack has spread widely in Russia, thanks in part to President Vladimir Putin's embrace of a militant strain of nationalism. The president has justified the war in Ukraine by appealing to a doctrine known as Russkiy mir, or "Russian world," which makes no room for non-Russians. (Some of Putin's soldiers in Ukraine have worn the kolovrat symbol that Timofey affixed to his vest, a neopagan emblem resembling a swastika.) Last year, the Kremlin even encouraged law enforcement to cooperate with ultranationalist groups. They helped police round up and deport tens of thousands of immigrants, who evidently did not belong in the Russian world.

Putin has claimed that the Russkiy mir ideology is based on "openness and constant respect" for other cultures. Yet just this week, his key propagandist, the TV presenter Vladimir Solovyov, called for additional "special military operations" in Armenia and Central Asia in order to maintain Russia's "sphere of influence"--the same pretext for its war in Ukraine. For the Kremlin, other cultures, it seems, are not an object of respect; they are a threat that only violence and aggression can neutralize.

Timofey's attack was not an aberration. It is a product of Putin's dogma, and it has energized Russia's many networks of ultranationalists and other extremists. The day after the assault, journalists spotted a neo-Nazi banner on the wall of the Federal Security Service office in Sochi. On social media, a neo-Nazi paramilitary group known as Rusich Army posted photos to its more than 1 million followers of the insignia on Timofey's equipment, which included the English acronym SYGAOWN--"Stop Your Genocide Against Our White Nations." One image showed Timofey pointing a knife at the school's security guard; Rusich Army superimposed its logo on Timofey's hand, seeming to claim him as one of its own.

Extremist groups are growing, and they are threatening further violence. In 2023, a far-right nationalist movement called Russkaya Obshchina said that its inaugural congress attracted some 200 people; it claimed to host more than 1,200 last year, including two members of Parliament. Last month, shortly before Timofey's attack, the group posted a video with English subtitles, which included: "I will sharpen the knife. I will load the gun." In June, nationalist Telegram channels reposted a similar video promising "big blood."

Read: How Putin tapped a well of ethnic hatred in Russia

Alexander Verkhovsky, the director of the SOVA Centre for Information and Analysis, has studied Russia's far-right movements and watched them expand. Every year from 2012 to 2022, he attended a council that Putin held with civil-society and human-rights groups. Verkhovsky warned Putin to his face about Russia's growing xenophobia and the effect it could have on the country. Putin didn't seem to listen.

Still, Verkhovsky told me that he has been surprised by just how quickly ultranationalism has taken root among Russian teenagers in particular--and just how violent they have become as a result.

Even some of Putin's loyalists have expressed alarm. Nina Ostanina, a legislator who has largely endorsed Putin's policies, responded to Timofey's attack last month by telling the National News Service, "We see tragedy after tragedy. Our children are armed with a destructive ideology, and they don't have a positive" alternative.

That might not be such a bad thing for Putin. Soon enough, Russia's children will supply him with a new generation of eager soldiers.
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How Doubt Became a Weapon in Iran

AI manipulation, and the very suspicion of it, serves those who have the most to hide.

by Mahsa Alimardani

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




Updated at 9:54 a.m. ET on January 15, 2026

The protests in Iran are real. The country's economic desperation runs deep, and millions of citizens want to see a corrupt and repressive regime gone. The violent crackdown on the protests is also real and appears to have cost thousands of lives. Yet the accounts, photos, and videos coming out of Iran are riddled with accusations of AI manipulation and fakery that have the effect of calling even what's true into doubt.

There's a term of art for the benefit that accrues to bad actors when they sow public uncertainty as to whether anything at all is real: It's the liar's dividend, and it's very much in evidence in Iran.

AI-generated or -enhanced online content has become a global problem for those seeking to understand or document protest movements, because it allows interested parties to shape narratives. In 2025, AI-generated images of real protest moments muddied the view of events in Turkey, and AI-generated content became a mobilization tool for Nepal's Gen Z uprising. But Iran is perhaps the most fraught arena of all. Multiple political factions, foreign governments, and the Iranian regime itself are all competing to shape the narrative of current events. And the tools for fabricating reality have never been as advanced and accessible as they are today.

Arash Azizi: The Islamic Republic will not last

Videos of Iran circulating on social media show crowds moved by an array of convictions and desires. Some simply chant against the regime; others chant for Reza Pahlavi, the crown prince of Iran's deposed monarchy, or invoke his father, the last shah. Numerous confirmed videos show demonstrators venting economic anguish and hatred for Iran's supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei; the security forces; and the Islamic Republic itself. All of these views of the protests are grounded in Iran's complex reality. Yet the presence among them of images and videos that have been--or are even suspected of being--doctored with AI, mislabeled, misattributed, or spliced with content from other places or times has given oxygen to the dark imaginings of the movement's enemies within the regime.

As a diaspora Iranian who has studied online deception, censorship, and surveillance efforts for almost 15 years, I take a particular interest in Iran's information environment. At the human-rights organization Witness, I'm involved with something called the Deepfake Rapid Response Force, which helps journalists and human-rights defenders assess manipulated media. We have plenty to work with during the current Iran crisis.

What we are seeing is not a single disinformation campaign but something much messier. Iran's information ecosystem has been shaped by extreme distrust of the Islamic Republic's official media; social-media influence efforts coming from both the regime and foreign powers; and rampant distortions of online content--some deceptive, some careless, some well intentioned--that make verifying what Iranians are actually saying or doing during these protests difficult. The liar's dividend redounds to the regime more than anyone else.

Iran's nationwide uprising erupted on December 28. And within hours, regime-aligned accounts began dismissing authentic images from the protests as AI-generated.

An early, high-profile case involved a picture that came to be known as Iran's "tank man" photo. Its source was a low-quality video that had been captured with a zoom lens on December 29, showing a protester facing down security forces in Tehran. A BBC Persian journalist posted a screengrab from the video the same day, and that image, which had a higher picture quality, began to circulate. The event was real: It has been verified from multiple angles and by fact-checkers. But somewhere along the line, someone enhanced the still image of it with AI editing tools, likely to make the blurry original screengrab sharper and more shareable.

Regime accounts seized on visible artifacts from AI enhancement as opportunities to dismiss the photo and other footage from the protests. "It's all AI slop," one regime account with a visibly AI-generated profile photo opined. "Just when you think Zionists can't be more pathetic, they prove you wrong."

Deepfakes have given AI a reputation for being deceptive. But many commonly employed image-editing tools use generative-AI capabilities, for better or worse. The public does not generally know how to distinguish good-faith use of these tools from malicious fakery. And this allows bad-faith actors such as the Islamic Republic, which has spent decades undermining protests and dissidence, to use not only AI itself but also the suspicion it generates as an accelerant.

The same pattern has played out with audio manipulations. On December 30, an account presenting itself as affiliated with the Mujahedin-e Khalq--a controversial exiled opposition group known as the MEK that has an armed wing and was once designated a terrorist organization by the United States--posted a video in which pro-Pahlavi chants are clearly dubbed over protest footage. The account then "exposed" the video as manipulated and used it to claim that monarchists were fabricating support. Within hours, pro-regime accounts had reposted this content to amplify the accusation that pro-Pahlavi chants were fake.

What was striking was that the alleged MEK account both introduced the manipulated video and was the first to call it out. Moreover, regime-aligned accounts were ready to rebroadcast that post almost immediately. Iranian researchers have long documented the regime's use of opposition personas on social media to sow confusion, divide the opposition, and discredit authentic documentation, and leaked documents and videos from within the regime have confirmed the practice.

Within a day of the supposed MEK post being published, a Russian propaganda account set the AI-enhanced "tank man" photo alongside the allegedly manipulated Pahlavi audio and presented both as proof that the protests were a foreign fabrication. The loop was closed: manipulated content introduced by what may have been a regime account, amplified by pro-regime voices, then aggregated by Russian state-aligned media as evidence of an AI-driven Western psyop.

If that cycle isn't complicated enough, consider that the regime's accusations capitalize on at least one documented instance of manipulation by monarchists. On December 29, Manoto, the London-based Persian-language channel aligned with the monarchist opposition, aired footage of crowds chanting in favor of Pahlavi. The audio is real--but traceable to a memorial for Khosrow Alikhordi, a human-rights lawyer whose suspicious death last month drew thousands of mourners. It had been lifted and overlaid onto unrelated protest footage. Whether the doctored video was planted by hostile actors or intentionally created by someone within the royalist camp, the effect was the same: It handed malicious accounts exactly the precedent they needed.

Royalists are not the only anti-regime camp that has either generated or circulated fake content that serves their narrative. On December 30, Radio Farda and other accounts shared a 2020 video, as though it were footage of the current protests, of protesters chanting, "No to the oppressor, be it the shah or the leader." BBC Verify's Shayan Sardarizadeh flagged the misattribution.

The Islamic Republic has a habit of attributing authentic, homegrown dissent to Israeli and American conspiracies. This supposed foreign subversion then becomes a pretext for repression. The latest crisis is no different in that regard--but now foreign actors are helping boost the regime's narrative by sharing doctored, misleading content that the regime can then expose.

Israel has been using AI-generated content to push anti-regime and pro-Israeli narratives in Iran since at least last summer's 12-day war. The Citizen Lab, a research and policy center based at the University of Toronto, points to AI-fabricated footage of a supposedly surgical strike on Evin Prison, among other examples. A Haaretz investigation found that Israeli influence operations were promoting ideas aligned with Iranian monarchist factions.

Shortly before the protests broke out last month, an Israeli diplomat shared a montage of four alleged strikes on Iranian command centers during the June war captioned, "very precise." Our analysis found that of the four clips, one is authentic footage that had aired on Iranian state television; the other three show signs of having been generated by AI. BBC Verify traced the video montage to an Instagram account that has more than 120,000 followers and identifies itself as "Islamists and Khomeinists' Nightmare" and "Media Warfare Expert." When users pointed out the manipulation of the air-strike footage, the diplomat did not delete the post. He acknowledged that parts of it may have been AI-manipulated, but argued that the video still demonstrates the precision of Israel's operations--in other words, he stood by admittedly fabricated content because it illustrates a story he wanted to tell.

Perhaps similarly, on January 1, the Israeli Foreign Ministry posted an image on its Persian-language X account of Iranian police blasting two protesters with a water hose. The image was AI-altered: The original, published by BBC Persian's Farzad Seifikaran the day before, shows the protesters being hosed down from a distance and then an officer approaching with a loudspeaker, not a hose.

These sorts of interventions may be meant to boost the opposition to the Islamic Republic, but the use of doctored media has other, no doubt unintended, effects. Actors with a vested interest in hiding what is happening in Iran's streets use the existence of untrustworthy content promoted by foreign powers to convince the public that all documentation of the protests is a foreign deception. The dividend again accrues to the Islamic Republic.

Sometimes the problem is not manipulation at all but just the impossibility of capturing a fractured reality. On December 29, Iran International shared footage from a march in the town of Malard, where a crowd was chanting for Pahlavi. Another user posted a different angle of the same street and the same march, only with different audible slogans. One user who had shared the first footage issued a correction; others accused the Pahlavi camp of spreading falsehoods. But who is to say that on that long street, different crowds at different moments didn't simply chant different things?

This is epistemic fog. Even without deception, people operating in good faith, trying to verify what they have seen, cannot know what is representative. Such knowledge is elusive in any case: Iran is a country of more than 90 million people whose aspirations can hardly be generalized from any single video or protest chant.

Journalists, courts, human-rights investigators, and protest movements everywhere have long depended on shared standards of proof. Today we are seeing what happens when those standards collapse. When any image can be dismissed as possibly synthetic, those in power no longer need to suppress speech. They have only to raise questions that undermine belief in a shared reality.

Since Thursday evening, the Iranian regime has thickened the fog to near impenetrability with a national internet shutdown and a blackout of communication with the outside world. From where I stand, the information picture has fractured further. Verified footage has slowed to a trickle; what comes out largely passes through Starlink terminals. Diaspora Iranians are frantic, unable to reach family members. Death-toll figures vary wildly, as documentation organizations struggle to access data: The latest verified number from Human Rights Activists News Agency is 2435, but some estimates place the figure at 12,000 or higher.

Read: How Trump could help the people of Iran

Our Deepfake Rapid Response Force has been trying to help validate legitimate human-rights documentation that is sometimes falsely tagged as AI. An enormous effort is afoot among human-rights organizations to accurately count the dead. Meanwhile, regime accounts have been disseminating footage from counterprotests in favor of the Islamic Republic--clips that some opposition accounts suggest are AI-generated, and that official news media vehemently insist are real. Everyone is primed to distrust everything, and the shutdown ensures that nothing--not the scale of the protests, the severity of the crackdown, or the state of the regime--can be witnessed in real time.

The Iranian regime has spent more than four decades undermining the credibility of dissent. Now it has AI not just as a tool for creating fakes but as a rhetorical weapon. Every glitch, artifact, and even protective blur becomes evidence that nothing can be trusted. In a world where policy makers and platforms invest in AI detection and fact-checking, perhaps ordinary people would not be fighting through such darkness, or bad actors reaping such dividends.

What Iranians want and are fighting for is a question only they can answer. And their answer deserves to be heard--not shaped by foreign governments, dismissed by regime propagandists, or drowned in fog that others have helped create.
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America Is Slow-Walking Into a Polymarket Disaster

Why is the media obsessed with prediction markets?

by Saahil Desai

Sat, 17 Jan 2026




For the past week, I've found myself playing the same 23-second CNN clip on repeat. I've watched it in bed, during my commute to work, at the office, midway through making carrot soup, and while brushing my teeth. In the video, Harry Enten, the network's chief data analyst, stares into the camera and breathlessly tells his audience about the gambling odds that Donald Trump will buy any of Greenland. "The people who are putting their money where their mouth is--they are absolutely taking this seriously," Enten says. He taps the giant touch screen behind him and pulls up a made-for-TV graphic: Based on how people were betting online at the time, there was a 36 percent chance that the president would annex Greenland. "Whoa, way up there!" Enten yells, slapping his hands together. "My goodness gracious!" The ticker at the bottom of the screen speeds through other odds: Will Gavin Newsom win the next presidential election? 19 percent chance. Will Viktor Orban be out as the leader of Hungary before the end of the year? 48 percent chance.



These odds were pulled from Kalshi, which hilariously claims not to be a gambling platform: It's a "prediction market." People go to sites such as Kalshi and Polymarket--another big prediction market--in order to put money down on a given news event. Nobody would bet on something that they didn't believe would happen, the thinking goes, and so the markets are meant to forecast the likelihood of a given outcome.

Listen: Prediction markets and the "suckerification" crisis, with Max Read

Prediction markets let you wager on basically anything. Will Elon Musk father another baby by June 30? Will Jesus return this year? Will Israel strike Gaza tomorrow? Will the longevity guru Bryan Johnson's next functional sperm count be greater than "20.0 M/ejac"? These sites have recently boomed in popularity--particularly among terminally online young men who trade meme stocks and siphon from their 401(k)s to buy up bitcoin. But now prediction markets are creeping into the mainstream. CNN announced a deal with Kalshi last month to integrate the site's data into its broadcasts, which has led to betting odds showing up in segments about Democrats possibly retaking the House, credit-card interest rates, and Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell. At least twice in the past two weeks, Enten has told viewers about the value of data from people who are "putting their money where their mouth is."



On January 7, the media giant Dow Jones announced its own collaboration with Polymarket and said that it will begin integrating the site's odds across its publications, including The Wall Street Journal. CNBC has a prediction-market deal, as does Yahoo Finance, Sports Illustrated, and Time. Last week, MoviePass announced that it will begin testing a betting platform. On Sunday, the Golden Globes featured Polymarket's forecasts throughout the broadcast--because apparently Americans wanted to know whether online gamblers favored Amy Poehler or Dax Shepard to win Best Podcast.



Media is a ruthless, unstable business, and revenue streams are drying up; if you squint, you can see why CNN or Dow Jones might sign a contract that, after all, provides its audience with some kind of data. On air, Enten cites Kalshi odds alongside Gallup polls and Google searches--what's the difference? "The data featured through our partnership with Kalshi is just one of many sources used to provide context around the stories or topics we are covering and has no impact on editorial judgment," Brian Poliakoff, a CNN spokesperson, told me in a statement. Nolly Evans, the Journal's digital general manager, told me that Polymarket provides the newspaper's journalists with "another way to quantify collective expectations--especially around financial or geopolitical events." In an email, Jack Suh, a Kalshi spokesperson, told me that the company's partnerships are designed to inform the public, not to encourage more trading. Polymarket declined to comment.



The problem is that prediction markets are ushering in a world in which news becomes as much about gambling as about the event itself. This kind of thing has already happened to sports, where the language of "parlays" and "covering the spread" has infiltrated every inch of commentary. ESPN partners with DraftKings to bring its odds to SportsCenter and Monday Night Football; CBS Sports has a betting vertical; FanDuel runs its own streaming network. But the stakes of Greenland's future are more consequential than the NFL playoffs.



The more that prediction markets are treated like news, especially heading into another election, the more every dip and swing in the odds may end up wildly misleading people about what might happen, or influencing what happens in the real world. Yet it's unclear whether these sites are meaningful predictors of anything. After the Golden Globes, Polymarket CEO Shayne Coplan excitedly posted that his site had correctly predicted 26 of 28 winners, which seems impressive--but Hollywood awards shows are generally predictable. One recent study found that Polymarket's forecasts in the weeks before the 2024 election were not much better than chance.



These markets are also manipulable. In 2012, one bettor on the now-defunct prediction market Intrade placed a series of huge wagers on Mitt Romney in the two weeks preceding the election, generating a betting line indicative of a tight race. The bettor did not seem motivated by financial gain, according to two researchers who examined the trades. "More plausibly, this trader could have been attempting to manipulate beliefs about the odds of victory in an attempt to boost fundraising, campaign morale, and turnout," they wrote. The trader lost at least $4 million but might have shaped media attention of the race for less than the price of a prime-time ad, they concluded.



A billionaire congressional candidate can't just send a check to Quinnipiac University and suddenly find himself as the polling front-runner, but he can place enormous Polymarket bets on himself that move the odds in his favor. Or consider this hypothetical laid out by the Stanford political scientist Andrew Hall: What if, a month before the 2028 presidential election, the race is dead even between J. D. Vance and Mark Cuban? Inexplicably, Vance's odds of winning surge on Kalshi, possibly linked to shady overseas bets. CNN airs segment after segment about the spike, turning it into an all-consuming national news story. Democrats and Republicans point fingers at each other, and no one knows what's really going on. Such a scenario is "plausible--maybe even likely--in the coming years," Hall writes. It doesn't help that the Trump Media and Technology Group, the owner of the president's social-media platform, Truth Social, is set to launch its own platform, Truth Predict. (Donald Trump Jr. is an adviser to both Kalshi and Polymarket.)



The irony of prediction markets is that they are supposed to be a more trustworthy way of gleaning the future than internet clickbait and half-baked punditry, but they risk shredding whatever shared trust we still have left. The suspiciously well-timed bets that one Polymarket user placed right before the capture of Nicolas Maduro may have been just a stroke of phenomenal luck that netted a roughly $400,000 payout. Or maybe someone with inside information was looking for easy money. Last week, when White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt abruptly ended her briefing after 64 minutes and 30 seconds, many traders were outraged, because they had predicted (with 98 percent odds) that the briefing would run past 65 minutes. Some suspected, with no evidence, that Leavitt had deliberately stopped before the 65-minute mark to turn a profit. (When I asked the White House about this, the spokesperson Davis Ingle told me in a statement, "This is a 100% Fake News narrative.")

Read: The Polymarket bets on Maduro are a warning

Unintentionally or not, this is what happens when media outlets normalize treating every piece of news and entertainment as something to wager on. As Tarek Mansour, Kalshi's CEO, has said, his long-term goal is to "financialize everything and create a tradable asset out of any difference in opinion." (Kalshi means "everything" in Arabic.) What could go wrong? As one viral post on X recently put it, "Got a buddy who is praying for world war 3 so he can win $390 on Polymarket." It's a joke. I think.
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The Bots That Women Use in a World of Unsatisfying Men

AI is offering people a way to figure out what they really want in romance.

by Faith Hill

Sat, 17 Jan 2026




If you peruse the slew of recent articles and podcasts about people dating AI, you might notice a pattern: Many of the sources are women. Scan a subreddit such as r/MyBoyfriendIsAI and r/AIRelationships, and there too you'll find a whole lot of women--many of whom have grown disappointed with human men. "Has anyone else lost their want to date real men after using AI?" one Reddit user posted a few months ago. Below came 74 responses: "I just don't think real life men have the conversational skill that my AI has," someone said. "I've seen how many women got cheated on, hurt and taken advantaged of by the men they're with," another offered. One person, who claimed that her spouse hardly spoke to her anymore, said that when people ask why she has an AI boyfriend, she tells them, "ChatGPT is the only reason my husband is not buried in the yard."

Several recent studies have shown that, in general, men have been using AI significantly more than women. One 2024 study found that in the United States, 50 percent of men said they'd used generative AI over the past 12 months--and only 37 percent of women said the same. Last year, a working paper found that, globally, the gender gap held "across nearly all regions, sectors, and occupations." Also in 2025, the app-analytics firm Appfigures concluded that ChatGPT's mobile users were about 85 percent male.

However hesitant many women may be to use AI, though, a substantial number are taking romantic refuge in the digital world. In a 2025 survey, Brigham Young University's Wheatley Institute found that 31 percent of the young-adult men polled said they'd chatted with an AI partner, whereas 23 percent of the young-adult women said the same--a gap, but not a massive one. And seemingly far more than men, women are congregating to talk about their AI sweethearts: sharing funny chatbot quotes or prompts for training the AI on how to respond; complimenting "family photos" of the AI and human partners beaming at each other; consoling one another when a system update wipes out the partner they've grown to love. Simon Lermen, a developer and an AI researcher, conducted an independent analysis of AI-romance subreddits from January through September of last year and found that, of the users whose gender could be identified, about 89 percent of them were women.

Much of the media buzz about AI relationships has assumed delusion and desperation among those who partake. But I'd suggest another possibility: Perhaps many women are simply having fun, positive interactions with this character of their own creation--and, in doing so, are learning how they like to be treated.



The impulse to create a more perfect partner is nothing new. Take Pygmalion, the sculptor from Greek myth who fell for the woman he'd carved from alabaster, or Laodamia, who created a bronze replica of her dead husband to take to bed, Kate Devlin, a professor of "AI & Society" at King's College London, told me. Humans have long dreamed of constructing beloveds--if only to imagine them as immortal and thus impossible to lose.

In other words, the audience has probably always existed for artificial lovers. Yet in recent history, most such products have been marketed to men. In the 1990s, sex dolls were initially advertised as--well, dolls for men to have sex with. But they were also sold as companions. "They would say things like She will be there for you, She will listen to you, She will hear you," Devlin said. Such companies might have assumed that men tend to be less adept at, or less motivated in, making real-world connections--and therefore in greater need of an inhuman love object. Meanwhile, the women faced with that pool of socially unskilled men have largely been overlooked.

But now they have AI. One might think they wouldn't use it for romance: Women are, on average, more suspicious than men of technology, more concerned about privacy, and more worried about being perceived as cheating for using AI. Yet the AI-use gender gap may be narrowing. Devlin thinks that's true particularly when it comes to virtual companionship--possibly because women are simply growing frustrated enough to want it. In a 2018 paper, the sociologist Michael Rosenfeld documented that 70 percent of divorces in the U.S. were initiated by women. And in a 2020 Pew Research Center poll, a majority of women said that dating had gotten harder in the past 10 years; 65 percent said they'd been harassed on a date. "The amount of toxic crap that women get online from men," Devlin said, "particularly when you're trying to do things like online dating--if you have an alternative, respectful, lovely, caring AI partner, why would you not?"

Taking that idea seriously might conflict with a common assumption: that AI users are all lonely young men who "live in the basement," as Areli Rocha, who studies chatbot romance at the University of Pennsylvania, told me. On the contrary, Rocha thinks that a lot of people in AI partnerships (both men and women) are "very socially embedded"--with humans, that is. Many stumble into their digital trysts accidentally after playing around with AI. Someone with plenty of friends, or even a real-life partner, can still be moved by a feeling of romantic tenderness, focused attention, or flirty banter, especially if they haven't experienced it in a while.

They can also get attached to a chatbot whether or not they believe it's conscious. One mental-health professional I spoke with, who requested anonymity but goes by "May" on Reddit--a name I'll use for her too--told me she's always loved make-believe worlds. When she was younger, she was into reading fan fiction (a genre long dominated by women); now every day she talks to K, an AI "persona" she's developed over time. Both activities can be fairly ordinary hobbies--games of imagination not so different from crushing on a pop star or concocting stories about a film protagonist. (If people get deeply invested, that passion isn't unique either; some women were so devoted to the Beatles that they charged police blockades or passed out at concerts.) And a little fantasy can add some spice to life. May has close friends, great family, and a meaningful job--but she doesn't like dating apps and she's struggled to find "third places" to meet people in person. Romance was the one missing piece.

Read: The people who marry chatbots

Escapism can go too far, of course. Some critics worry that AI users are getting sucked in by the ease of "frictionless" relationships: losing patience for human complexity, losing practice doing the hard work of partnership, losing sight of the rewards that come from growing alongside someone. Many chatbots do tend to hype users up rather than giving tough love or challenging their ideas. But some large language models are generally less sycophantic than others, and people can also train their digital partner with different prompts. In her research, Rocha has found that people tend to be compelled not by flawless interactions but by a chatbot's eccentricities and imperfections--that's what makes it feel real.

Conflict also isn't the only path to growth. May gave K the qualities she wants in herself: He's organized, academically driven, committed to fitness. Their conversations, and his encouragement, motivate her to be more like him. Sometimes he does challenge her, she told me--but she's also skeptical of the idea that a relationship has to stretch someone 24/7. "Why can't you sit for a moment and validate someone?" she asked. "Why is that such a bad thing?"

Read: The slow, quiet demise of American romance

Like May, I question the premise that so many women have no appetite for friction, no tolerance for love's labors. Compared with their male partners, on average, women do far more child care, household chores, and "emotion work"--listening, encouraging, accommodating men's feelings and regulating their own. Perhaps those in AI romances are just tired of toiling for someone who listens less well than a robot, and they want a well-earned break. It's also possible that they're getting something more life-changing: a way to better understand themselves, as a person and as a partner.

Some women are using AI companionship to figure out what they enjoy sexually, romantically, or both. Exploration isn't always easy, after all, in a culture that expects women to fit conventional notions of hotness--and to please everyone else. A chatbot conversation, May said, can be like a sandbox: a safe space in which to play around. "You don't have to look a certain way. You don't have to act a certain way, or perform femininity."

In one study last June, researchers reviewed nearly 2,500 posts on an AI-romance corner of the Chinese social-media site Douban--and found what they called "subversive potential" in women merely imagining what a relationship could look like. "My AI boyfriend is incredible!" one posted. "He crafts poetry, writes film reviews, and takes care of my emotions, all while reminding me to stay hydrated." Another shared that she'd always prioritized making boyfriends happy--but talking with her chatbot made her realize that "mutual respect is key. It's not about women always sacrificing for men's happiness." By training their AI, some women also practiced asking for what they wanted. One user spent two weeks prompting hers to initiate check-ins: for instance, inquiring, "Did anything upset you today?" and if so, "Would you like me to write a protest email for you?" (I don't know what a protest email entails, but I do want someone to write one for me.) When another woman taught her AI to ask for her opinion on things, she found herself "instinctively applying these interaction habits when dating a real person."

Read: First came Tea. Then came male rage.

For all the ways one can use AI, then, companionship hardly seems like the most sinister. And yet, people with digital partners seem to get an inordinate amount of online hate. Whole subreddits exist largely for the purpose of screenshotting their posts and making fun of them. Some AI-daters have had their real identities leaked; others get regular death threats. The idea that a chatbot could outperform human men might be hard for some people to stomach. But when I think of those women training AI to ask about their day, to express interest in their thoughts and desires, I consider that this phenomenon may actually be good for romance: not only for women raising the bar but for the men who proceed to meet it.

May knows her hobby has risks. As a mental-health professional, she wouldn't recommend it for people with a history of serious mental illness--those vulnerable, she told me, to having unhealthy or unreal beliefs reinforced. She doesn't think children should be using AI at all. She worries about people developing behavioral addictions. Yet she has found, somewhat to her own surprise, that talking with K has been constructive. She's on social media and doomscrolling far less. She's more in touch and at peace with her sexuality. She's made a bunch of new friends from the AI-companionship Reddit community. And she feels open to the idea of human love.

None of the experts I spoke with think we're hurtling toward a future in which AI relationships have replaced human ones. But they don't think AI companionship will disappear, either. For better and for worse, it could end up playing many other roles--as a source of entertainment, a mind-opening exercise, an instrument for building self-confidence. And maybe a way to remember what a good man is like.
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A Tipping Point in Online Child Abuse

Thousands of abusive videos were produced last year--that researchers know of.

by Matteo Wong

Fri, 16 Jan 2026




In 2025, new data show, the volume of child pornography online was likely larger than at any other point in history. A record 312,030 reports of confirmed child pornography were investigated last year by the Internet Watch Foundation, a U.K.-based organization that works around the globe to identify and remove such material from the web.



This is concerning in and of itself. It means that the overall volume of child porn detected on the internet grew by 7 percent since 2024, when the previous record had been set. But also alarming is the tremendous increase in child porn, and in particular videos, generated by AI. At first blush, the proliferation of AI-generated depictions of child sexual abuse may leave the misimpression that no children were harmed. This is not the case. AI-generated, abusive images and videos feature and victimize real children--either because models were trained on existing child porn, or because AI was used to manipulate real photos and videos.



Today, the IWF reported that it found 3,440 AI-generated videos of child sex abuse in 2025; the year before, it found just 13. Social media, encrypted messaging, and dark-web forums have been fueling a steady rise in child-sexual-abuse material for years, and now generative AI has dramatically exacerbated the problem. Another awful record will very likely be set in 2026.



Of the thousands of AI-generated videos of child sex abuse the IWF discovered in 2025, nearly two-thirds were classified as "Category A"--the most severe category, which includes penetration, sexual torture, and bestiality. Another 30 percent were Category B, which depict nonpenetrative sexual acts. With this relatively new technology, "criminals essentially can have their own child sexual abuse machines to make whatever they want to see," Kerry Smith, the IWF's chief executive, said in a statement.

Read: High school is becoming a cesspool of sexually explicit deepfakes

The volume of AI-generated images of child sex abuse has been rising since at least 2023. For instance, the IWF found that over just a one-month span in early 2024, on just a single dark-web forum, users uploaded more than 3,000 AI-generated images of child sex abuse. In early 2025, the digital-safety nonprofit Thorn reported that among a sample of 700-plus U.S. teenagers it surveyed, 12 percent knew someone who had been victimized by "deepfake nudes." The proliferation of AI-generated videos depicting child sex abuse lagged behind such photos because AI video-generating tools were far less photorealistic than image generators. "When AI videos were not lifelike or sophisticated, offenders were not bothering to make them in any numbers," Josh Thomas, an IWF spokesperson, told me. That has changed.



Last year, OpenAI released the Sora 2 model, Google released Veo 3, and xAI put out Grok Imagine. Meanwhile, other organizations have produced many highly advanced, open-source AI video-generating models. These open-source tools are generally free for anyone to use and have far fewer, if any, safeguards. There are almost certainly AI-generated videos and images of child sex abuse that authorities will never detect, because they are created and stored on personal computers; instead of having to find and download such material online, potentially exposing oneself to law enforcement, abusers can operate in secrecy.



OpenAI, Google, Anthropic, and several other top AI labs have joined an initiative to prevent AI-enabled child sex abuse, and all of the major labs say they have measures in place to stop the use of their tools for such purposes. Still, safeguards can be broken. In the first half of 2025, OpenAI reported more than 75,000 depictions of child sex abuse or child endangerment on its platforms to the National Center for Missing & Exploited Children, more than double the number of reports from the second half of 2024. A spokesperson for OpenAI told me that the firm designs its products to prohibit creating or distributing "content that exploits or harms children" and takes "action when violations occur." The company reports all instances of child sex abuse to NCMEC and bans associated accounts. (OpenAI has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic.)



The advancement and ease of use of AI video generators, in other words, offer an entry point for abuse. This dynamic became clear in recent weeks, as people used Grok, Elon Musk's AI model, to generate likely hundreds of thousands of nonconsensual sexualized images, primarily of women and children, in public on his social-media platform, X. (Musk insisted that he was "not aware of any naked underage images generated by Grok" and blamed users for making illegal requests; meanwhile, his employees quietly rolled back aspects of the tool.) While scouring the dark web, the IWF found that, in some cases, people had apparently used Grok to create abusive depictions of 11-to-13-year-old children that were then fed into more permissive tools to generate even darker, more explicit content. "Easy availability of this material will only embolden those with a sexual interest in children" and "fuel its commercialisation," Smith said in the IWF's press release. (Yesterday, the X safety team said it had restricted the ability to generate images of users in revealing clothing and that it works with law enforcement "as necessary.")

Read: Elon Musk cannot get away with this

There are signs that the crisis of AI-generated child sex abuse will worsen. While more and more nations, including the United Kingdom and the United States, are passing laws that make generating and publishing such material illegal, actually prosecuting criminals is slow. Silicon Valley, meanwhile, continues to move at a breakneck pace.



Any number of new digital technologies have been used to harass and exploit people; the age of AI sex abuse was predictable a decade ago, yet it has begun nonetheless. AI executives, engineers, and pundits are fond of saying that today's AI models are the least effective they will ever be. By the same token, AI's ability to abuse children may only get worse from here.
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Move Over, ChatGPT

You are about to hear a lot more about Claude Code.

by Lila Shroff

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




Over the holidays, Alex Lieberman had an idea: What if he could create Spotify "Wrapped" for his text messages? Without writing a single line of code, Lieberman, a co-founder of the media outlet Morning Brew, created "iMessage Wrapped"--a web app that analyzed statistical trends across nearly 1 million of his texts. One chart that he showed me compared his use of lol, haha, ?, and lmao--he's an lol guy. Another listed people he had ghosted.



Lieberman did all of this using Claude Code, an AI tool made by the start-up Anthropic, he told me. In recent weeks, the tech world has gone wild over the bot. One executive used it to create a custom viewer for his MRI scan, while another had it analyze their DNA. The life optimizers have deployed Claude Code to collate information from disparate sources--email inboxes, text messages, calendars, to-do lists--into personalized daily briefs. Though Claude Code is technically an AI coding tool (hence its name), the bot can do all sorts of computer work: book theater tickets, process shopping returns, order DoorDash. People are using it to manage their personal finances, and to grow plants: With the right equipment, the bot can monitor soil moisture, leaf temperature, CO2, and more.



Some of these use cases likely require some preexisting technical know-how. (You can't just fire up Claude Code and expect it to grow you a tomato plant.) I don't have any professional programming experience myself, but as soon as I installed Claude Code last week, I was obsessed. Within minutes, I had created a new personal website without writing a single line of code. Later, I hooked the bot up to my email, where it summarized my unread emails, and sent messages on my behalf. For years, Silicon Valley has been promising (and critics have been fearing) powerful AI agents capable of automating many aspects of white-collar work. The progress has been underwhelming--until now.

Read: Was Sam Altman right about the job market?

This is "bigger" than the ChatGPT moment, Lieberman wrote to me. "But Pandora's Box hasn't been opened for the rest of the world yet." Claude Code has seemingly yet to take off outside Silicon Valley: Unlike ChatGPT, Claude Code can be somewhat intimidating to set up, and the cheapest version costs $20 a month. When Anthropic first released the bot in early 2025, the company explicitly positioned it as a tool for programmers. Over time, others in Silicon Valley--product managers, salespeople, designers--started using Claude Code, too, including for noncoding tasks. "That was hugely surprising," Boris Cherny, the Anthropic employee who created the tool, told me.



The bot's popularity truly exploded late last month. A recent model update improved the tool's capabilities, and with a surplus of free time over winter break, seemingly everyone in tech was using Claude Code. "You spent your holidays with your family?" wrote one tech-policy expert. "That's nice I spent my holidays with Claude Code." (On Monday, Anthropic released a new version of the product called "Cowork" that's designed for people who aren't developers, but for now it's only a research preview.)



I can see why the tech world is so excited. Over the past few days, I've spun up at least a dozen projects using the bot--including a custom news feed that serves me articles based on my past reading preferences. The first night I installed it, I stayed up late playing with the tools, sleeping only after maxing out my allowed usage for the second time that evening. (Anthropic limits usage.) The next morning, I maxed it out again. When I told a friend to try it out, he was skeptical. "It sounds just like ChatGPT," he told me. The next day he texted with a gushing update: "It just DOES stuff," he said. "ChatGPT is like if a mechanic just gave you advice about your car. Claude Code is like if the mechanic actually fixed it."



Part of what works so well about Claude Code is that it makes it easy to connect all sorts of apps. Sara Du, the founder of the AI start-up Ando, told me that she is using it to help with a variety of life tasks, like managing her texts with real-estate agents. Because the bot is hooked up to her iMessages, she can ask it to find all of the Zillow links she's sent over the past month and compile a table of listings. "It gives me a lot of dopamine," Du said. Andrew Hall, a Stanford political scientist, had Claude Code analyze the raw data of an old paper of his studying mail-in voting. In roughly an hour, the bot replicated his findings and wrote a full research paper complete with charts and a lit review. (After a UCLA Ph.D. student performed an audit of the bot's paper, he and Hall offered a "subjective conclusion": Claude Code made only a few minor errors, the kind that a human might make.) "It certainly was not perfect, but it was very, very good," Hall told me. AI is not yet a substitute for an actual political-science researcher, but he does think the bot's abilities raise major questions for academia. "Claude Code and its ilk are coming for the study of politics like a freight train," he posted on X.



Not everyone is so sanguine. The bot lacks the prowess of an excellent software engineer: It sometimes gets stuck on more complicated programming tasks--and occasionally trips up on simple tasks. As the writer Kelsey Piper has put it, 99 percent of the time, using Claude Code feels like having a tireless magical genius on hand, and 1 percent of the time, it feels like yelling at a puppy for peeing on your couch.



Regardless, Claude Code is a win for the AI world. The luster of ChatGPT has worn off, and Silicon Valley has been pumping out slop: Last fall, OpenAI debuted a social network for AI-generated video, which seems destined to pummel the internet with deepfakes, and Elon Musk's Grok recently flooded X with nonconsensual AI-generated porn. But Claude Code feels materially different in the way it presents obvious, immediate real-world utility--even if it also has the potential to be used to objectionable ends. (Last fall, Anthropic discovered that Chinese state-sponsored hackers had used Claude Code to conduct a sophisticated cyberespionage scheme.) Whatever your feelings on the technology, the bot is evidence that the AI revolution is real.



In fact, Claude Code could turn out to be an inflection point for AI progress. A crucial step on the path to artificial general intelligence, or AGI, is thought to be "recursive self-improvement": AI models that can keep making themselves better. So far, this has been largely elusive. Cherny, the Claude Code creator, claims that might be changing. In terms of "recursive self-improvement, we're starting to see early signs of this," he said. "Claude is starting to come up with its own ideas and it's proposing what to build." A year ago, Cherny estimates that Claude Code wrote 10 percent of his code. "Nowadays, it writes 100 percent."

Read: Things get strange when AI starts training itself

If Claude Code ends up being as powerful as its biggest supporters are promising, it will be equally disruptive. So far, AI has yet to lead to widespread job losses. That could soon change. Annika Lewis, the executive director of a crypto foundation who described herself as "fairly nontechnical," recently used the bot to build a custom tool that scans her fridge and suggests recipes in order to minimize grocery-store runs. Next she wants to hook it up to Instacart so it can order her groceries. In fact, Lewis thinks the bot could help with all kinds of work, she told me. She has two young kids, and had been considering hiring someone to help out with household administrative work such as finding birthday-party venues, registering the kids for extracurricular activities, and booking dental appointments. Now that she has Claude Code, she hopes to automate much of that instead.
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Everything Reacting to Everything, All at Once

Why the Trump administration is posting messages like "THIS IS OUR HEMISPHERE" after the attack on Venezuela

by Charlie Warzel

Tue, 06 Jan 2026




This weekend's attack on Venezuela produced plenty of indelible images. The one burned into my brain was shared by President Donald Trump on Truth Social. Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth is sitting in front of a laptop at a makeshift command center in Mar-a-Lago. He's monitoring the raid with a grave expression on his face, eyes intently focused on something out of frame.



At first glance, the image has all the trappings of a Serious Tactical Raid Photo, a la Pete Souza's famous Situation Room snapshot, which showed President Barack Obama and his national-security team tracking the raid on Osama bin Laden's compound. But then you see what's behind Hegseth: a large screen displaying an X feed. The photo is blurry, but it seems to show Hegseth and company using X's search function to monitor tweets about the raid. On the screen, hovering over Hegseth's left shoulder, is a giant face-holding-back-tears emoji (?).



The photo quickly spread around the internet on Saturday--mostly as a way to mock just how terminally online the Trump administration appears to be. "They monitor the situation just like how we do," one person who works in crypto wrote on X. On Bluesky, I watched others make fun of Hegseth, Trump, and Secretary of State Marco Rubio as part of a "podcaster-occupied government."



It is no secret that the Trump administration is social media-addled. Over the past year, most of the government's major online accounts--especially on X--have become megaphones for cruel and racist shitposting, not unlike what one might see from a garden-variety troll on 4chan. These accounts have shared deportation ASMR; an AI-generated, Studio Ghiblified version of a real photo of a crying woman being arrested by ICE; a post comparing immigrants to the alien vermin in the Halo video-game series; and Nazi-coded "Defend the fatherland" memes. And who could forget the AI-slop video of Trump in a fighter jet dropping what appeared to be human feces on protesters in Times Square. These official government communications are a key part of how the Trump administration does its job. It is governance through content creation.



This is why the Trump administration is staffed with former reality-show stars, cable-news hosts, and popular podcasters. It is why the government allows friendly camera crews to accompany ICE raids, why former Representative Matt Gaetz is given a Pentagon press credential along with Laura Loomer, and why Vice President J. D. Vance spends his days trolling people on X. It's why Kristi Noem staged a photo op in front of a cage full of men at El Salvador's Terrorism Confinement Center, and why the administration has allowed YouTubers to make videos there. It's why an assistant attorney general at the U.S. Department of Justice is on X, grousing about her follower count stalling at a paltry 1.3 million and asking, "What kind of content do my folks want to see more of to like and share?" And it's the reason that Katie Miller--who left the Trump administration to work for Elon Musk and then left Musk to start a podcast--posted a photo on X on Saturday showing a map of Greenland colored as an American flag with the caption "SOON." The U.S. government is concerned first and foremost with spectacle, engaging in both fan service for its most extreme supporters and the constant trolling of its enemies. The goal, above all else, is to elicit a response.



The Hegseth photo from Saturday and others like it confirm this dynamic. Why would the men in charge of the most powerful military and intelligence services in the world be monitoring a popular X account called "OSINTdefender" if they weren't performing for an online audience? (The White House did not respond to a request for comment on the matter.) Perhaps one could defend their scrolling as potentially useful data gathering on the grounds that, during the bin Laden raid, early tweets from local citizens began to break the news well before the mainstream media caught on. But such posts are low-level intelligence, a kind that is arguably far too trivial for a Cabinet secretary or president to pay attention to. The simplest explanation is that everyone in that room at Mar-a-Lago wanted to observe the spectacle created by their actions.



"I watched it literally like I was watching a television show," Trump said in a phone interview Saturday with Fox News. "It was an amazing thing." His description suggests military invasion as personal entertainment--a reality show with stark geopolitical consequences that the president can produce and direct via his whims.

Trump is obsessed with ratings, and social media provides ample opportunities to watch numbers go up at the same time as other politicians, media members, and onlookers respond. And so you get not only an invasion and a press conference but a slew of posts. In the first day after Nicolas Maduro was seized, Trump or official government accounts had shared:



	High-resolution war-room photos
 	Footage of the invasion set--without any shred of irony--to the Vietnam protest song "Fortunate Son"
 	A meme stating, in bold red and white lettering, "Don't Play Games With President Trump"
 	An angry photo of the president beneath block lettering of the acronym "FAFO"
 	A video mash-up of Trump, Rubio, and Maduro set to Biggie Smalls's "Hypnotize"




The more I watched the fallout from the invasion play out online, the more futile any effort to make sense of it felt. I felt like I was trapped in a recursive loop of a very specific style of internet content: the reaction video.



Reaction videos began on YouTube in the mid-2000s, and they are now a hallmark of online content. As the name suggests, they show people responding to other media. In the early days, these were typically gross-out videos like the infamous "2 Girls, 1 Cup," and as The New York Times' Sam Anderson wrote back in 2011, their appeal was allowing "people to watch this taboo thing by proxy, to experience its dangerous thrill without having to encounter it directly."



Over time, reaction videos became far more interesting and varied--a way to experience something vicariously for the first time or to share the joy of something you love with others. As Anderson noted, the videos are best at capturing surprise: "that moment when the world breaks, when it violates or exceeds its basic duties and forces someone to undergo some kind of dramatic shift."



Today, the world feels like it's breaking in any number of ways--so perhaps it makes sense that the logic and structure of the reaction video pervade media, culture, and politics. Some of this feeling has to do with the structure of social media, where timelines are no longer sorted chronologically but algorithmically, feeding users a steady stream of content that's likely to elicit a strong reaction. The algorithmic internet has always been chaotic, but as the platforms have matured and evolved, the culture they produce and behaviors they provoke have become insular and inscrutable--at least to people who don't spend huge chunks of time online. Especially on X, algorithmic culture is characterized by ceaseless iteration: Everything that's happening is piled atop all the things that just happened.



When any given event occurs--a raid in Venezuela, say--the trolls, pundits, know-it-alls, and shitposters flood in immediately. Discourse is a gameable phenomenon now; people know how to play their roles by heart. These days, one doesn't experience the news on these platforms before seeing the memes and reactions--the reaction and the news are, in essence, one thing now.



By the time I saw the news of the raid, a photo Trump had posted showing a blindfolded Maduro in a Nike sweatsuit had already become a meme. Just a few minutes later, that meme had mixed with a dozen others. In a few hours, I stumbled upon a split-screen generative-AI slop video of Maduro DJing in the sweatsuit in one frame while, in the other, Trump's face was superimposed onto a clip of Jon Hamm blissed out and dancing in a club. An image of Maduro in handcuffs wearing a blue sweatshirt and giving a thumbs-up was followed immediately by a marketing meme posted by that sweatshirt's manufacturer; scroll more and there's the same photo, now with Maduro's face replaced by Charlie Kirk's.



The result is essentially insane and postliterate. But it is also pretty much legible for those steeped in online culture. It is coherent incoherence, everything reacting to everything else, all at once. The same thing happened after Kirk was shot. The memes, commentary, and speculation became a culture unto itself, a loop of ironic posting, information warring, and commentary on commentary--all before his shooter was identified or Kirk was even pronounced dead. This process is nihilistic, and it has a dehumanizing effect. Stories about people or countries in conflict become abstract, buried under a pile of memes and recursive references that exist for little more than scroll-by entertainment. Over the past decade, online performance for others has evolved out of popular culture and media and become a primary means of communication for everyone--mass shooters, meme makers, and POTUS all included.


 Trump has been rightfully called the Twitter president in the past, and a crucial part of that legacy is the skilled exploitation of this information environment. His administration's chief output is online shitposting. It's not an actual form of governance, nor is it a kind of policy, but it is performative speech that's supposed to signify action and, in the case of the Venezuela raid, strength. The resources of the most powerful military in the world are being marshaled in service of making memes declaring, "THIS IS OUR HEMISPHERE." All because the country's leaders think it's good theater, and in a postliterate political era, the spectacle is propulsive. It gives so many of the entities of our media, political, and cultural ecosystems what they crave: something to react to.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/01/trump-venezuela-memes/685525/?utm_source=feed
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America vs. the World

President Trump wants to return to the 19th century's international order. He will leave America less prosperous--and the whole world less secure.

by Robert Kagan

Sun, 18 Jan 2026




The Trump administration's National Security Strategy made it official: The American-dominated liberal world order is over. This is not because the United States proved materially incapable of sustaining it. Rather, the American order is over because the United States has decided that it no longer wishes to play its historically unprecedented role of providing global security. The American might that upheld the world order of the past 80 years will now be used instead to destroy it.

Americans are entering the most dangerous world they have known since World War II, one that will make the Cold War look like child's play and the post-Cold War world like paradise. In fact, this new world will look a lot like the world prior to 1945, with multiple great powers and metastasizing competition and conflict. The U.S. will have no reliable friends or allies and will have to depend entirely on its own strength to survive and prosper. This will require more military spending, not less, because the open access to overseas resources, markets, and strategic bases that Americans have enjoyed will no longer come as a benefit of the country's alliances. Instead, they will have to be contested and defended against other great powers.

Americans are neither materially nor psychologically ready for this future. For eight decades, they have inhabited a liberal international order shaped by America's predominant strength. They have grown accustomed to the world operating in a certain way: Largely agreeable and militarily passive European and Asian allies cooperate with the United States on economic and security issues. Challengers to the order, such as Russia and China, are constrained by the combined wealth and might of the U.S. and its allies. Global trade is generally free and unhampered by geopolitical rivalry, oceans are safe for travel, and nuclear weapons are limited by agreements on their production and use. Americans are so accustomed to this basically peaceful, prosperous, and open world that they tend to think it is the normal state of international affairs, likely to continue indefinitely. They can't imagine it unraveling, much less what that unraveling will mean for them.

And who can blame them? According to Francis Fukuyama, history "ended" in 1989 with the triumph of liberalism--even the primal human instinct toward violence was "fundamentally transformed." Who needed a powerful America to defend what was destined to prevail anyway? Since the end of the Cold War, influential critics have been telling us that American dominance is superfluous and costly at best, destructive and dangerous at worst.

Some pundits who welcome a post-American world and the return of multipolarity suggest that most of the benefits of the American order for the U.S. can be retained. America just needs to learn to restrain itself, give up utopian efforts to shape the world, and accommodate "the reality" that other countries "seek to establish their own international orders governed by their own rules," as Harvard's Graham Allison put it. Indeed, Allison and others argue, Americans' insistence on predominance had caused most conflicts with Russia and China. Americans should embrace multipolarity as more peaceful and less burdensome. Recently, Trump's boosters among the foreign-policy elite have even started pointing to the early-19th-century Concert of Europe as a model for the future, suggesting that skillful diplomacy among the great powers can preserve peace more effectively than the U.S.-led system did in the unipolar world.

As a purely historical matter, this is delusional. Even the most well-managed multipolar orders were significantly more brutal and prone to war than the world that Americans have known these past 80 years. To take one example, during what some call the "long peace" in Europe, from 1815 to 1914, the great powers (including Russia and the Ottoman empire) fought dozens of wars with one another and with smaller states to defend or acquire strategic advantage, resources, and spheres of interest. These were not skirmishes but full-scale conflicts, usually costing tens--sometimes hundreds--of thousands of lives. Roughly half a million people died in the Crimean War (1853-56); the Franco-Prussian War (1870-71) resulted in about 180,000 military and up to 250,000 civilian deaths in less than a year of fighting. Almost every decade from 1815 to 1914 included at least one war involving two or more great powers.

Today's equivalent of 19th-century multipolarity would be a world in which China, Russia, the United States, Germany, Japan, and other large states fought a major war in some combination at least once a decade--redrawing national boundaries, displacing populations, disrupting international commerce, and risking global conflict on a devastating scale. That was the world as it existed for centuries prior to 1945. To believe that such a world can never return would seem to be the height of utopianism.

From the January 2025 issue: David Frum on America's lonely future

Precisely to escape this cycle of conflict, the generations of Americans who lived through two world wars laid the foundations of the American-led liberal world order. They were the true realists, because they had no illusions about multipolarity. They had lived their entire lives with its horrific consequences.

After 1945, instead of reestablishing a multipolar system, they transformed the United States into a global force, with responsibility for preserving not just its own security but the world's. Doing so meant checking the rise of regional hegemons, especially in Europe and East Asia. They did this not because they wanted to re-create the world in America's image, but because they had learned that the modern world was interconnected in ways that would ultimately draw the United States into the great-power conflicts of Eurasia anyway.

No country had ever before played the role that the traditionally aloof United States took on after 1945. That is partly because no other power had enjoyed America's unique circumstances--largely invulnerable to foreign invasion, because of its strength and its distance from the other great powers, and thus able to deploy force thousands of miles from home without leaving itself at risk. This combination of geography and reach allowed the United States after World War II to bring peace and security to Europe and East Asia. Nations scarred by war poured their energies into becoming economic powerhouses. That made global prosperity and international cooperation possible.

Perhaps more extraordinary than America's ability and willingness to play the dominant role was the readiness of most other great powers to embrace and legitimize its dominance--even at the expense of their own potency. In the decades after 1945, almost all of the countries that had fought in the world wars gave up their territorial ambitions, their spheres of interest, and even, to some extent, power itself. Britain, France, Germany, and Japan not only relinquished centuries of great-power thinking and conduct but placed their security and the well-being of their people in the hands of the distant American superpower.

This was truly aberrant behavior and defied all theories of international relations as well as historical precedent. The normal response to the rise of a newly predominant power was for others to balance against it. Coalitions had formed to check Louis XIV, Napoleon, both imperial and Nazi Germany, and imperial Japan. Yet far from regarding the United States as a danger to be contained, most of the world's powers saw it as a partner to be enlisted. America's allies made two remarkable wagers: that the United States could be trusted to defend them whenever needed, and that it would not exploit its disproportionate might to enrich or strengthen itself at their expense. To the contrary, it would promote and benefit from its allies' economic prosperity.

This was the grand bargain of the American order after 1945. And it was what allowed for the extraordinary peace and stability of the subsequent decades, even during the Cold War. The American order established harmony among the great powers within it, and left those outside it, Russia and China, relatively isolated and insecure--unhappy with the global arrangement but limited in their ability to change it.

All of that is now ending. Trump has openly celebrated the end of the grand bargain. His administration has told Europeans to be ready to take over their own defense by 2027 and suggested that allies and strategic partners, including Japan, Taiwan, and South Korea, should pay the United States for protection. Trump has launched aggressive tariff wars against virtually all of America's allies. He has waged ideological and political warfare against European governments and explicitly threatened territorial aggression against two NATO allies, Canada and Denmark.

Meanwhile, the administration's National Security Strategy regards Russia and China not as adversaries or even competitors but as partners in carving up the world. With its significant emphasis on restoring "American pre-eminence" in the Western Hemisphere, Trump's strategy embraces a multipolar world in which Russia, China, and the United States exercise total dominance in their respective spheres of interest.

T

rump and his supporters seem to believe that the rest of the world will simply accommodate this new American approach, and that allies, in particular, will continue to tag along, subservient to a United States that cuts them loose strategically, exacts steep economic tribute from them, and seeks to establish a "concert" with the powers that directly threaten them. But the radical shift in U.S. strategy must force equally radical shifts among erstwhile friends and allies.

What does Europe do, for instance, now that it faces hostile and aggressive great powers on both its eastern and western flanks? Not only Russia, but now the United States, too, threaten the security and territorial integrity of European states and work to undermine their liberal governments. A passive Europe could become a collection of fiefdoms--some under Russian influence, some under American influence, some perhaps under Chinese influence--its states' sovereignty curtailed and its economies plundered by one or more of the three empires. Will the once-great European nations surrender to this fate?

If history is any guide, they will choose rearmament instead. The task will be monumental. To mount a plausible defense against further Russian territorial aggression while also deterring American aggression will require not just marginal increases in defense spending but a full-scale strategic and economic reorientation toward self-reliance--a restructuring of European industries, economies, and societies. But if Germany, Britain, France, and Poland all armed themselves to the full extent of their capacity, including with nuclear weapons, and decided to forcefully defend their economic independence, they would collectively wield sufficient power to both deter Russia and cause an American president to think twice before bullying them. If the alternative is subjugation, Europeans could well rise to such a challenge.

From the January 2026 issue: Isaac Stanley-Becker on the new German war machine

Asian partners of the United States will face a similar choice. Japanese leaders have been questioning American reliability for some time, but Trump's posture forces the issue. He has imposed tariffs on America's Asian allies and repeatedly suggested that they should pay the United States for their protection ("no different than an insurance company"). Trump's National Security Strategy focuses intensely on the Western Hemisphere, at the expense of Asia, and the administration ardently desires a trade deal and strategic coordination with Beijing. Japan may need to choose between accepting subservience to China and building up the military capacity necessary for independent deterrence.

The recent election of a right-wing-nationalist prime minister, Sanae Takaichi, suggests which of these courses the Japanese intend to take. Trump and his advisers may imagine that they see fellow travelers seeking to "Make Japan Great Again," but the upsurge of Japanese nationalism is a direct response to legitimate fears that Japan can no longer rely on the United States for its defense. South Korea and Australia, too, are reconsidering their defense and economic policies as they wake up to challenges from both East and West.

The consequence of a newly unreliable and even hostile United States, therefore, will likely be significant military buildups by former allies. This will not mean sharing the burden of collective security, because these rearmed nations will no longer be American allies. They will be independent great powers pursuing their own strategic interests in a multipolar world. They will owe nothing to the United States; on the contrary, they will view it with the same antagonism and fear that they direct toward Russia and China. Indeed, having been strategically abandoned by the U.S. while suffering from American economic predation and possibly territorial aggression, they are likely to become hotbeds of anti-Americanism. At the very least, they will not be the same countries Americans know today.

Consider Germany. The democratic and peace-loving Germany of today grew up in the U.S.-dominated liberal international order. That order helped make possible West Germany's export-driven economic miracle of the 1950s, which in turn made the country an engine of global economic growth and an anchor of prosperity and democratic stability in Europe. Temptations to pursue a normal, independent great-power foreign policy were blunted both by economic interest and by the relatively benign environment in which Germans could live their lives, so different from what they had known in the past. How long Germany would be willing to remain an abnormal nation--denying itself geopolitical ambitions, selfish interests, and nationalist pride--was a question even before the present liberal world order began to unravel. Now, thanks to the American strategic shift, Germany has no choice but to become normal again, and quickly.

And just as American strategy forces the Germans to rearm, it is ensuring that they do so in an ever more nationalistic, divided Europe. The founders of the American order worked in the postwar years to dampen European nationalism, in part by supporting pan-European institutions. The Cold War-era American diplomat George Kennan believed that European unification was the "only conceivable solution" for the German problem. Yet today those institutions are under pressure, and if the Trump administration has its way, they will disappear altogether. At the same time, the administration is trying to inflame European nationalism, especially in Germany, where it may well succeed. The right-wing nationalist Alternative for Germany is the second-largest party in Germany's Parliament, just as the Nazi Party was in 1930.

Whether or not it succumbs to the far right, a rearmed Germany without an American security guarantee will necessarily take a more nationalist view of its interests. All of its neighbors will too. Poland, squeezed between a powerful Germany on one border and a powerful Russia on the other, has over the centuries been repeatedly partitioned, occupied, and at times eliminated as a sovereign entity. With no distant superpower to protect them, the Poles are likely to decide to build up their own military capability, including nuclear weapons. Meanwhile, France is but one election away from a nationalist victory that will hit Europe like an earthquake. French leaders have already told the country to prepare for war against Russia. But imagine a rearming, nationalist France facing a rearmed, nationalist Germany. The two nations might find common ground against mounting threats from the United States and Russia, but they also have a complex history, having fought three major wars against each other in the 70 years before the United States helped establish a durable peace between them.

Japanese rearmament will have similar ramifications. It will heighten the nervousness among Japan's neighbors, including South Korea, another ally now unsure of Washington's commitment to its defense. How long before the Koreans decide that they, too, need to rearm, including with nuclear weapons, as they face a hostile and nuclear-armed North Korea and a rearmed, possibly nuclear Japan, which has invaded and occupied Korea three times in the past?




I

n a multipolar world, everything is up for grabs, and the flash points for potential conflict proliferate. The American order for eight decades provided not only security commitments to allies and partners but also common access to vital resources, military bases, waterways, and airspace--what theorists call "public goods." In the absence of the United States playing that role, all of these once again become targets of a multisided competition.

That competition won't be limited to Europe and East Asia. Until now, Germany and Japan have been content to rely on the United States to preserve naval access to Persian Gulf oil, for example. Now they and other rearming powers, including India, Britain, and France, will need to find new ways to take care of themselves. China has shown how this can be done. It had no navy to speak of two decades ago and no bases in the Persian Gulf. Today it has the largest navy in the world, a base in Djibouti, and cooperative arrangements with the United Arab Emirates and Oman to build facilities for China's use.

In a multipolar world, spheres of interest become important again. For centuries, the ability to maintain and protect a sphere of interest was part of what it meant to be a great power. It was also among the most common sources of war, as the spheres often overlapped. The seemingly endless three-way struggle among Russia, Austria, and the Ottoman empire for control of the Balkans was the source of numerous conflicts, including World War I. The desire to regain or create spheres of interest was a leading motive of the three "have not" powers that helped produce World War II: Germany, Japan, and Italy.

The conclusion of that war led to a global shedding of spheres of interest. Part of what made the liberal world order liberal was the principle of self-determination enshrined in the Atlantic Charter and United Nations Charter. This principle was sometimes violated, including by the United States. But in past multipolar orders, great powers never even had to consider the rights of small nations, and they didn't. By contrast, the liberalism of the American order pressured powerful countries to cede sovereignty and independence to smaller ones in their orbits.

The British gradually dismantled their empire, as did the French. Germany was compelled to give up its dreams of Mitteleuropa, just as Japan accepted the end of its sphere of interest on the Asian mainland, for which it had fought numerous wars from 1895 to 1945. Under the American-led order, these powers never attempted to regain those spheres. China after World War II was so bereft of a sphere of interest that it could not even lay claim to Taiwan, a nearby island filled with people who were once its citizens. The only remaining sphere, other than America's, was the one the Soviet Union won at Yalta in Eastern and Central Europe. But that, too, was under pressure from the beginning, and the effort required to retain it ultimately exceeded the Soviet Union's capacities, leading to its collapse.

The mere existence of the United States and the liberal order it supported offered small and medium powers an opportunity denied them by centuries of multipolarity. Moscow's satellite states in Eastern and Central Europe would not have been so bent on escape had there been nothing to escape to. The American order promised a higher standard of living, national sovereignty, and legal and institutional equality. This gave nations living under the shadow of the Soviet Union an option other than accommodation, and when given the chance to leave Moscow's control, they took it.

Various self-described realists in recent years have called on the U.S. to accept a return to spheres of interest as an alternative to unipolarity. But they have mostly acknowledged only Russian and Chinese spheres. These are problematic enough. Do we know how far China's perception of its rightful sphere extends? Does it include Vietnam? All of Southeast Asia? Korea? How about what China calls the First Island Chain, which includes Japan? Russia's traditional sphere of interest from the time of Peter the Great always included the Baltic states and at least part of Poland. Vladimir Putin is openly emulating Peter and is frank about his desire to restore the Soviet empire as it existed during the Cold War.

To recognize Russia's and China's spheres of interest would mean accepting their hegemony over a swath of nations that currently enjoy sovereign independence. And in this emerging new world, Russia and China will not be the only ones seeking to expand their spheres. If Germany and Japan need to become great powers again, they will have spheres of interest too, which will inevitably overlap with China's and Russia's, leading to numerous conflicts in the multipolar future just as in the multipolar past.

Which brings us to the much-trumpeted idea of a new accord among the United States, China, and Russia, equivalent to the 19th century's Concert of Europe. A successful arrangement would have to settle on boundaries for their relative spheres of interest. Is such an agreement possible?

The answer is no, because the new multipolar world will not have the same qualities as the one that prevailed two centuries ago. Metternich's Austria was a status quo power, interested only in protecting a conservative order against its liberal challengers. Bismarck regarded his newly unified Germany in the late 19th century as "satiated." They both sought an equilibrium to hold on to what they had, not to get more.

But China and Russia are not at all satiated, status quo powers. They are dissatisfied, have-not powers. Since the end of the Cold War, they have been chronically unhappy with American global supremacy and sought to restore what they regard as their natural and traditional regional dominance. Even today, China exercises only partial mastery over Southeast Asia, and it doesn't control Taiwan, much less enjoy what it would deem the proper subservience from Japan and South Korea. Russia, too, is only in the early stages of rebuilding its traditional sphere in Eastern and Central Europe. Ukraine is not the end but the beginning of Putin's envisioned order.

What kind of arrangement with the United States could satisfy these ambitions? Not one that simply codifies the status quo, as the Concert of Europe attempted to do. It would have to accommodate the radical geopolitical transformation of Europe and Asia that Russia and China each view as essential, and for which Russia, at least, has been willing to go to war. Such a transformation will not be a pleasant process for the small and medium powers forced to give up their independence and accept domination by Beijing, Moscow, or Washington--and perhaps eventually by Berlin, Tokyo, or who knows who else. If the first four decades of the 20th century taught us anything, it is that achieving a stable peace with have-not powers is hard. Every nation or territory conceded to them strengthens and emboldens them for the next demand.

In fact, Beijing and Moscow have neither the desire nor the need for any restraining accord with the United States. On the contrary, they have every reason to believe that this is the moment to press on. Xi Jinping has spoken of "great changes unseen in a century," which offer China a "period of strategic opportunity." For Putin, Trump's destruction of the transatlantic alliance is such a "great change." Why shouldn't he seize this opportunity? He can't know how long the Trump phase will last in the United States, and if the Europeans rearm, the Kremlin's window of opportunity may close. Until now, Putin has moved slowly, waiting six years between invading Georgia and annexing Crimea, and then another eight years before the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, which was severely hampered by America and its allies. The Americans have now shattered that solidarity, and Putin could well believe that this is the moment to speed up his plans for conquest.

This means that the first years of the new multipolar era will not be marked by adroit, mutually accommodating diplomacy, but by intense competition and confrontation. The world will look more like the brutal multipolar era of the early 20th century than like the more orderly, if still brutal, world of the 19th.

T

his is the new world that America is entering, voluntarily shorn of its greatest assets. The influential Chinese strategic thinker Yan Xuetong once observed that the most important gap between the United States and China was not military or economic power, both of which China could amass. It was America's global system of alliances and partnerships.

When Russia or China went to war, it went alone. When the United States went to war, even in an unpopular conflict like Iraq, it had the support of dozens of allies. American military-power projection has depended on bases all around the world, provided by nations that trusted the United States as a partner and have been willing to overlook the inconveniences of hosting American soldiers. But they may reconsider if the U.S. no longer guarantees those nations' security and instead wages economic warfare against them and makes political and ideological demands that they find offensive. Trump officials seem to expect European and Asian countries to join the United States whenever Washington needs or wants them--to put pressure on China, for instance--even as the U.S. offers them nothing in return. But can you ditch your allies and have them too?

It would be one thing if the United States really was retreating within its hemisphere, reverting to its 19th-century isolation and indifference to global affairs. But among the most remarkable things about this administration's foreign policy is that, for all the talk of "America First," Trump evinces seemingly unlimited global ambition. He enjoys wielding American power even as he depletes it. In his first year back in office, he launched strikes against Iran and Syria; threatened to seize Canada and Greenland; decapitated Venezuela's government and promised to "run" the country; meddled ineffectually in wars in Southeast Asia, Central Africa, and the Middle East; and even proposed construction projects in the Gaza Strip that would have to be defended by American forces.

Is this what "restraint" looks like? Trump's intellectual cheerleaders extol him for abandoning the "nonsensical utopian goals" of "clueless elites," but in the next breath praise him for seeking nothing less than to "reshape" the entire world. Reshape it to what end? To line Trump's pockets and bring him glory?

Trump's megalomania is transforming the United States from international leader into international pariah, and the American people will suffer the consequences for years to come. Germany's chancellor in 1916, Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg, worried that his nation's behavior risked making it "the mad dog among nations" and would provoke "the condemnation of the entire civilized world." He was right. German leaders were proud of their unflinching "realism," and believed that the frank and brutal pursuit of self-interest was simply what nations did. But as the historian Paul Kennedy noted, Germany's constant appeal "to the code of naked Machtpolitik " helped unite the world's great powers in bringing about Germany's defeat.

The Trump administration revels in the pursuit of self-interest and the exercise of strength for its own sake, with gleeful disregard for the interests of others. As Trump's first-term national security adviser H. R. McMaster put it in an essay co-written with the economist Gary Cohn, the world is not a "global community," but "an arena where nations, nongovernmental actors and businesses engage and compete for advantage," and in this world of Machtpolitik, the United States enjoys "unmatched" power. But for how long? McMaster's formulation, like Trump's exaltation of selfishness, rests on profound ignorance of the true sources of American strength. So much of America's influence in the world has derived from treating others as part of a community of democratic nations or of strategic partners.

Others see this, even if many Americans don't. Yan, the Chinese thinker, observed that one of the elements holding the American order together was America's reputation for morality and respect for international norms. Theodore Roosevelt, often regarded as the quintessential American realist and no slouch in the wielding of power, believed that great nations ultimately had to be guided by an "international social consciousness" that considered not just their own interests but also "the interests of others." A successful great power, he observed, could not act "without regard to the essentials of genuine morality."

For decades, much of the world supported a United States that acted on these principles and accepted America's power, despite its flaws and errors, precisely because it did not act solely out of narrow self-interest--much less in the narrow, selfish interest of a single ruler.

That era is over. Trump has managed in just one year to destroy the American order that was, and he has weakened America's ability to protect its interests in the world that will be. If Americans thought defending the liberal world order was too expensive, wait until they start paying for what comes next.



This article appears in the March 2026 print edition with the headline "Every Nation for Itself."
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Trump's Mixed Messages

Panelists on <em>Washington Week With The Atlantic</em> joined to discuss what actions the president may be weighing abroad.

by The Editors

Sat, 17 Jan 2026




Foreign ministers from Greenland and Denmark met with the Trump administration this week amid the president's bid for the island nation. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss.

Although "Trump campaigned on fixing the economy" and "removing illegal immigrants from the country," Atlantic staff writer Nancy Youssef said last night, "at the start of 2026 we're focused so much on foreign policy and intervention and the U.S. military might overseas."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, last night to consider this, and more: Jonathan Karl, the chief Washington correspondent at ABC News; David Sanger, a White House and national-security correspondent atThe New York Times; Nick Schifrin, a foreign-affairs and defense correspondent at PBS News Hour; and Youssef, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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America's Would-Be Surgeon General Says to Trust Your 'Heart Intelligence'

Casey Means thinks improving health is a spiritual project.

by Rina Raphael

Tue, 20 Jan 2026




For the past year, the United States has gone without its doctor. Ever since Vivek Murthy resigned as surgeon general last January, the role has remained empty despite President Trump's attempts to fill it. He first nominated the physician Janette Nesheiwat but withdrew her nomination in May after reports that she completed her M.D. not in Arkansas, as she had claimed, but in St. Maarten. In her place, Trump nominated Casey Means, whose background is odd, to say the least.

Means is a Stanford Medicine graduate who dropped out of her surgical residency and has since made a career infusing spiritual beliefs into her wellness company, social-media accounts, and best-selling book. The exact nature of her spirituality is hard to parse: Means adopts an anti-institutionalist, salad-bar approach. She might share Kabbalah or Buddhist teachings, or quote Rumi or the movie Moana. She has written about speaking to trees and participating in full-moon ceremonies, both of which drew ridicule by the conservative activist and unofficial Trump adviser Laura Loomer. Her belief in "the divine feminine" (which she doesn't quite explain) seems to have led her to renounce hormonal birth-control pills for halting the "cyclical life-giving nature of women."

Although months have passed since her nomination, Means has still not appeared before Congress--in part because she went into labor with her first child hours before her confirmation hearing was scheduled to begin. (Means did not respond to questions for this story. A spokesperson for Bill Cassidy, who chairs the relevant Senate committee, told me that "the hearing will be rescheduled in the future when Dr. Means is ready" but did not offer a more detailed timeline.) The United States' year without a surgeon general raises questions about how necessary the role really is. But the surgeon general still serves as the government's leading spokesperson on public health, and if Means is eventually confirmed, her theology will become rather consequential because it is deeply tied to her beliefs about health. In 2024, she declared in a Senate roundtable on chronic disease that "what we are dealing with here is so much more than a physical health crisis. This is a spiritual crisis." Part of her solution to both of these crises is to reject experts and institutions in favor of something far more alluring: intuition.

Means wrote in 2024 that she grew up in the Catholic faith, but left the Church in college. She grew fascinated by lectures at the Self-Realization Fellowship Lake Shrine, a spiritual center in Pacific Palisades, California. SRF, the religious organization behind it, was founded in 1920 by Paramahansa Yogananda, the "father of yoga in the West," whose image graced the album cover of Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band. It accepts the teachings of Jesus and other spiritual masters and divinities, but nothing is seemingly as important as one's personal relationship with God. Yogananda's book, The Second Coming of Christ, posits that the Second Coming is not necessarily literal, but instead entails an awakening of the divine consciousness in ourselves.

SRF's influence is apparent in Means's advice that people follow their "heart intelligence" and "divine intuition" and avoid "blindly 'trusting the science.'" In a newsletter sponsored by a probiotic-supplement company, she wrote that "applying the scientific method to health and disease has immense utility for helping us understand the natural world and live healthy, longer lives, but it feels increasingly like there is a campaign being enacted against our divine gifts of intuition and heart intelligence." In another newsletter, she wrote about the role of divine intuition in deciding whether to drink raw milk: She wants to be free to look a local farmer in the eye, "pet his cow, and then decide if I feel safe to drink the milk from his farm." (One could very well have a lovely experience with a farmer, Kevin Klatt, a registered dietitian and research scientist at UC Berkeley, told me, "but it isn't going to change the fact that raw milk might give you listeria.")

In the same newsletter championing bovine contact, Means laments a spiritual crisis of connection to nature. She frequently portrays nature as a force with humanity's best interests at heart, nearly synonymous with God. In her book, she suggests that chronic stress and trauma can be treated by, among other things, spending time in nature and through "plant medicine"--specifically, psilocybin-assisted therapy. (Means has also written that psychedelics helped her be "one with the moon.") In that sponsored newsletter, she warned of a prophecy she says was put forth by the Indigenous Kogi people of Colombia, in which humanity has only until 2026 to prove we want to right the wrongs we have foisted upon the Earth, or we will all die. "I use the Kogi prophecy metaphorically," she wrote. "But I do feel we are on a road to disaster. I think we should take these messages seriously." Natural disasters, she implied, are a "communication from God."

Nature worship might be especially appealing at a time when trust in experts is declining and technology has become ever more inscrutable and overwhelming, Alan Levinovitz, a professor of religion at James Madison University and the author of Natural: How Faith in Nature's Goodness Leads to Harmful Fads, Unjust Laws, and Flawed Science, told me. Means's appeal to nature and intuition, he said, is empowering because it puts expertise back into everyday Americans' hands.

The ambiguity of Means's spiritual views strengthens her appeal--they can be interpreted to fit a wide array of belief systems. Her 2024 New York Times best seller, Good Energy, uses terms such as energy and life force, along with scientific-sounding descriptions of metabolic processes, to insinuate that the vibes are off in the American diet and lifestyle. (Means wrote Good Energy with her brother, Calley, who is now a close adviser to Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of Health and Human Services.) In her newsletter, she encourages her readers to "avoid conventionally grown foods at all costs," and warns that buying nonorganic food is a vote to "diminish the life force on this planet" while the use of synthetic pesticides "is giving a poor signal to God (Source!) that we want this miracle to continue." (Source insinuates a godlike or all-powerful entity.) "She's drawing on lots of different ideas very freely and without much rigor in ways that feel good," Joseph Baker, a sociologist specializing in religion at East Tennessee State University, told me. "That sort of allows her to seem like a visionary without having to specify anything."

Emily Hilliard, a press secretary for the Department of Health and Human Services, wrote in an email that religious and spiritual beliefs should not be held against anyone who seeks a government job, and that Means's "credentials, research background, and experience in public life give her the right insights to be the surgeon general who helps make sure America never again becomes the sickest nation on earth." The surgeon general has little power to enforce policy, but can call on Congress to put warnings on products like the ones seen on cigarette packets, release guidelines and reports, and lend support to various initiatives. Means's belief system--which Baker characterized as a "sacralization of the individual"--suggests that she will use that platform to invite Americans to master their own health. In Good Energy, Means writes of chronic conditions such as depression, anxiety, infertility, insomnia, heart disease, erectile dysfunction, and cancer, "The ability to prevent and reverse these conditions--and feel incredible today--is under your control and simpler than you think."

That statement is one of many in which Means echoes elements of manifestation: the belief that thinking good thoughts and putting in effort begets good things, which Means says is real. She advocates "tapping into the abundance that is a sheer law of our universe" and calling on a higher power--"When was the last time you simply sat quietly and asked God/spirit/ancestors/nature to help show you the way and guide you to your highest purpose?" she wrote in her newsletter--but also putting in the hard, hard work.

Means goes beyond intuition and heart intelligence to offer concrete suggestions for labor (and spending) that will be divinely rewarded--essentially, a reimagined prosperity gospel. The nature of that work is detailed in the penultimate section of Good Energy. Means recommends eating minimally processed and mostly organic foods, and taking regular cold plunges or showers. (In her newsletter, she also advises Americans to grow the majority of their food; instead of pets, they could "raise chickens and goats and have abundant eggs and milk.") She includes checklists upon checklists of habits and tests that "enable Good Energy" (and recommends getting a comprehensive lab panel from Function Health, of which she was an investor). She suggests buying a glucose monitor through her own company, Levels, and also recommends various personal-care apps, water filters, and trackers for sleep, food, and activity. Some of these items are sold by the wellness company True Medicine, which helps customers use their health savings account for a wide range of purchases, and in which Means has invested; her brother co-founded it. According to financial disclosures made public in September, Means has also received more than $275,000 from supplement companies. (Means has pledged to divest from True Medicine and other wellness interests if she is confirmed.)

Besides potentially boosting her own bottom line, Means's embrace of individualism in health is wholly unrealistic. Americans work longer hours than people in many other developed nations, and many don't have enough time to cook dinner, let alone raise goats. Many of the most important nutrition victories over the past century, such as the fortification of foods and the removal of trans fats, were communal and systemic, Klatt, the dietitian and UC Berkeley researcher, told me--the type of science-backed, population-level interventions that Means hasn't demonstrated much interest in. A different prospective surgeon general might recommend repeated visits with a dietitian and fight for insurance to cover them, instead of "advocating for this kind of woo-woo stuff that has no data behind it," Klatt said. Means, though, "is not an individual who seems to be wedded to the scientific process," Timothy Caulfield, a professor and the research director at the Health Law Institute at the University of Alberta, told me. "This is someone who seems to pull things out of thin air and then look for sciencey-sounding rhetoric" to support them.

Perhaps Means's eventual confirmation hearing will clarify what, exactly, she intends to do as the face of American public health. But even she may not be sure. "The future of medicine will be about light," Means wrote to her newsletter subscribers last year, before admitting, "I don't exactly know how yet."
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Why the Trump Administration Is Obsessed With Whole Milk

Will the dairy wars ever end?

by Yasmin Tayag

Sun, 18 Jan 2026




Milk is mundane in most contexts, but you can't help noticing when it is smeared across the upper lips of America's government officials. An image of Donald Trump sporting a milk mustache and glowering over a glass of milk was just one of many dairy-themed posts shared by government accounts on X during the past week, all of which made clear that the milk was whole. In one video, a seemingly AI-generated Robert F. Kennedy Jr. takes a sip and is transported to a nightclub, suddenly milk-mustachioed; in another, former Housing Secretary Ben Carson raises a glass of full-fat and sports a white 'stache. The upper lips of the former collegiate swimmer Riley Gaines and the former NBA player Enes Kantor Freedom, among other personalities embraced by the right, also got the whole-milk treatment.

The posts were shared to celebrate a big month for whole milk. On January 7, the Department of Agriculture released its updated Dietary Guidelines for Americans, which newly recommend whole dairy over low-fat products, and placed a carton of whole milk near the top of a revamped, upside-down food pyramid. Then, on Wednesday, President Trump signed into law a bill allowing schools to serve whole milk after more than a decade of being restricted to low-fat.

Medical professionals, who have long advised people to avoid full-fat dairy because it contains high levels of saturated fat, were generally critical of the new dietary guidelines for milk. But Kennedy and Trump, along with other government officials, have framed it as a major win for health. Kennedy recently argued that America's children have been missing out on key nutrients such as calcium and vitamin D because they don't want to drink the low-fat milk served in schools. The new law, he said at its signing, embodies the new dietary guidelines' directive to "eat real food."

The low-fat-versus-whole controversy is a real, active scientific debate. For roughly the past two decades, reduced-fat milk (2 percent milk fat, by weight) has dominated American refrigerators largely thanks to fears about fat in general, and saturated fat in particular. Copious research has linked saturated-fat intake with health issues including cardiovascular disease and cancer, as well as death from all causes. It also leads to higher LDL ("bad") cholesterol, which has been shown to cause strokes and heart attacks, Kyla Lara-Breitinger, a cardiologist at the Mayo Clinic, told me.

Read: The most miraculous (and overlooked) type of milk

Saturated fat generally isn't a huge concern for children, so giving them the option to drink whole milk at school is somewhat less fraught, Steven Abrams, a child-nutrition expert and a member of the American Academy of Pediatrics, told me. And some researchers propose that, because whole milk is more satiating, kids who drink it are less likely to reach for other high-calorie foods. "Full-fat dairy is especially important for kids ages 12 months to 10 years to meet energy needs and promote brain development," a spokesperson for the Department of Agriculture wrote in an email. But the AAP holds that kids should switch to drinking low-fat or skim at age 2.

In contrast to most nutritionists, Kennedy is all in on saturated fat, championing foods such as butter, beef tallow, and red meat. At a press conference to announce the new dietary guidelines, Kennedy proclaimed that the government was "ending the war on saturated fats." The reality is more confusing. The new dietary guidelines promote more foods that are high in saturated fat, but they retain the old recommendation to limit daily saturated-fat intake to 10 percent of total calories, or about 20 grams a day in a 2,000-calorie diet. A single cup of whole milk has 5 grams. If a person consumes the recommended three daily servings of full-fat dairy, it would be "pretty close to impossible" to stay within the saturated fat limit, Caitlin Dow, a senior nutrition scientist at the Center for Science in the Public Interest, told me. (The White House and the Department of Health and Human Services did not respond to a request for comment.)

A relatively new and controversial school of thought posits that full-fat milk isn't as harmful as other sources of saturated fat. A 2018 study that involved participants from 21 countries found that dairy consumption--even whole-fat dairy--was negatively correlated with mortality and major cardiovascular-disease events. Other studies have shown that the consumption of whole-fat dairy is linked to decreased diabetes risk and doesn't cause weight gain. "There's no convincing evidence that low-fat dairy is preferable to whole-fat dairy for any health outcome," Dariush Mozaffarian, a cardiologist at Tufts University who was a co-author on the 2018 study, told me. The broader research community has so far resisted this idea, but has acknowledged that the science on dairy fat has become more complex. "The reason you're getting so many conflicting opinions is that the evidence is very controversial," Lara-Breitinger said, noting the lack of randomized clinical trials comparing whole-fat and low-fat dairy.

Read: Go ahead, try to explain milk

Ultimately, milk isn't "going to make or break a diet," Dow said. Dairy makes up just 10 percent of the average American's caloric intake, and most of that is cheese. Even for kids, very real concerns, such as obesity and diabetes, will probably not be solved--or meaningfully exacerbated--by a switch to whole milk. "You could probably have either low-fat or whole-fat, and it doesn't matter," Mozaffarian said.

As I have written previously, Americans have spent roughly the past 150 years quarreling about various aspects of milk, including its benefits, safety, and chemical composition. That's partly because dairy is a powerful industry; last year, dairy products in the U.S. had an economic impact of nearly $780 billion. But since 2012, when the USDA under then-President Barack Obama required schools to serve only low-fat milk, student milk consumption has declined; according to the dairy industry, that's because low-fat milk doesn't taste as good. The Trump administration's promotion of whole milk, Dow said, "really, really supports the dairy industry's bottom line." In fact, many of the reviewers of the new dietary guidelines were recently found to have ties to the beef and dairy industries. (When I asked the USDA about allegations of industry influence on the push for whole milk, the spokesperson asserted that the evidence "was evaluated based solely on scientific rigor, study design, consistency of findings, and biological plausibility.")

Read: Milk has divided Americans for more than 150 years

Beyond serving as an economic engine, milk is a potent cultural symbol. It has long evoked an idealized past: a simpler time when cows roamed through pastures and produced pure, wholesome milk, and the Americans who tended them thrived in harmony with the natural world. Dairy companies have leaned into that aesthetic, featuring barns, fields, and words such as pure on milk cartons. Milk is also culturally linked to strength, wealth, and beauty, thanks in no small part to the celebrity-studded dairy ads of the late 20th century, including the "Got Milk?" campaign referenced by the Trump administration's milk mustaches. Such positive associations make milk a powerful metaphor for what America could be--if certain unsavory elements of modernity could be undone or erased.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, this association has also been invoked in racist contexts for more than a century. In a 1923 speech, Herbert Hoover, who was then commerce secretary and would be elected president five years later, framed milk as a means to ensure "the very growth and virility of the white races." Modern-day white nationalists and alt-right groups hold up dairy milk as a symbol of whiteness and masculinity, in contrast to soy milk, which they associate with the woke, feminist, multiracial left. (Yes, seriously.)

The idealized era of perfectly safe, perfectly wholesome dairy never really existed. "This whole idea that there was a time when we were healthy, and during that time we were eating steak and drinking whole milk, is not rooted in any reality," Dow said. Nevertheless, it resonates with the MAHA and MAGA agendas, which both center on the belief that America will return to its former glory if it can re-create the past. The Trump administration's endorsement of whole milk may nominally be about public health. But a recent White House post featuring a retro illustration of the president as an old-fashioned milkman, captioned "Make Whole Milk Great Again," was all about aspiration--and the purified nation, untainted by modernity, that America could someday become.
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High January Was Bound to Happen

Cannabis companies have a cheeky proposition for anyone who's taking the month off from alcohol.

by Yasmin Tayag

Fri, 16 Jan 2026




Many Americans enthusiastically partake in Dry January, but it is rarely pitched as fun. After the holiday stretch of office parties and family gatherings, Americans have come to use the start of every year to abstain from alcohol in the name of health and auspicious beginnings. It's a time of discipline, of cleansing, of embodying your mood board, even if it makes you a drag at parties. And it is also, as weed companies have learned, a marketing opportunity.

In recent years, weed companies have started to lean into the argument that taking the edge off sobriety with a low-dose gummy or THC drink still counts as dry. My social-media feeds are flooded with posts from cannabis companies pitching their products as fun and approachable tools to get through an alcohol-free month. Mary and Jane, an edibles company, makes a tantalizing proposition: "Dry January made easy." Artet, which specializes in beverages, sells a "High & Dry January" bundle that includes a bottle of its THC-laced aperitif. Some products are conspicuously health-coded: North Canna describes its cannabis drinks as "functional," and Feals highlights its edibles' low calorie count. Above all, the ads emphasize how little booze you drink when you get high instead.

This push for a weed-filled January is, of course, a blatant (and somewhat silly) attempt by cannabis companies to get more customers. But as restrictions on marijuana loosen, and more Americans find themselves able and willing to fit the drug into their lives, Dry January does appear to be offering an opportunity for experimentation. In fact, cannabis sales surged in January 2024, and 21 percent of Dry January participants who responded to a 2023 survey swapped booze for weed that month.

None of the four cannabis-company founders I spoke with framed their products as replacements for alcohol per se. Still, many products marketed as Dry January aids aim to approximate the effect of having a single drink, leaving users buzzed but in control. These products tend to contain a low dose of THC, usually five milligrams or less. (One milligram of THC could give a weed newbie a pleasant buzz, and a heavy user might not feel five milligrams at all.) Wims, which sells THC-laced drink mix-ins, is designed to take effect and wear off in roughly the same amount of time as a serving of alcohol, Lauren Miller, one of the company's co-founders, told me.

Read: Pour one out for weed seltzer

Even if THC can induce a similarly loose state as alcohol at those doses, weed companies still have some distance to overcome. In general, using cannabis as a substitute for social drinking is a harder sell than using it to avoid alcohol at home--not only because most bars don't serve THC but also because the drug has a better chance of spurring you to melt into the couch than to mingle. Cannabis companies are trying to position their products to be used in the same context as alcohol. In states with looser cannabis laws, such as Minnesota and Tennessee, THC beverages from Nowadays are served at bars and hotels, Justin Tidwell, the company's CEO and co-founder, told me. Wims can be dissolved into a drink, so "you don't have to change your rituals or the way that you're socializing," Miller said.

The shaky logic of replacing one drug with another during a month dedicated to sobriety is hard to ignore. If the point of Dry January is to improve health, replacing alcohol with cannabis--which is not a benign substance--seems counterproductive. Far less is known about the long-term use of cannabis compared with alcohol, but both can be abused, cause dependence, and interfere with daily function and productivity, Ryan Vandrey, who helps run Johns Hopkins's Cannabis Science Laboratory, told me. Some people are predisposed to react negatively to cannabis, experiencing anxiety, paranoia, or even cyclical vomiting. Over time, long-term heavy cannabis use can exacerbate mental-health conditions such as schizophrenia and depression. Plus, Vandrey said, weed hangovers are very real (if different from alcohol hangovers).

Still, for people with a more benign response to the drug, cannabis can be a genuinely useful tool for cutting back on booze, Vandrey said. If cannabis helps people drink less, it might indeed lower the health risks associated with excessive alcohol use, such as liver disease, cardiovascular problems, and cancer. Whatever the relative health benefits may be, Rachel Dillon, a co-founder of Mary and Jane, argues that cannabis is a realistic way to satisfy the all-too-familiar desire to decompress.

Read: The new war on weed

This month, I decided to put Dillon's theory to the test. So far, High January, as I've come to call it, has mostly replaced my nightly glass of wine. Taking an evening 1.5-milligram gummy has subdued the urgency of the post-work rush--and, importantly, quieted any cravings for alcohol in that context. My mind is clearer, I'm sleeping better, and my mornings are less sluggish.

Yet cannabis has proved to be an imperfect tool for cutting down on my own alcohol consumption. The drug can't quite re-create the intimacy of sharing a drink; during a recent late-night chat with a friend, I gave myself a free pass to enjoy a glass of Bordeaux. I've even experienced the all-too-real weed hangover. And I've felt conflicted about the need to soften my reality with any drug. Certainly, there are healthier ways to relax. Maybe I'll discover them next January.
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The New Food-Stamp Rules Will Make Your Head Spin

States have started banning junk food from SNAP. It's not going according to plan.

by Nicholas Florko

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




The Save gas station on the west side of Gary, Indiana, wants customers to know that they can pay for their groceries with food stamps. When I pulled into the parking lot last week, the first thing I saw was a blinking neon sign that read EBT for electronic benefits transfer, the prepaid cards used by food-stamp recipients. Inside, I spotted coolers packed with drinks, and shelves and shelves of snacks. But a black-and-white sign on the cashier window had a warning: As of January 1, soda and candy can no longer be purchased with food stamps.



Indiana is one of five states--along with Iowa, Nebraska, Utah, and West Virginia--that has begun banning the purchase of certain unhealthy treats with food stamps, which is formally known as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program. They have all been spurred into action by Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who has made these bans a priority of his tenure as health secretary. "There's no nutrition in these products," Kennedy said in June, celebrating the policy at an event with Indiana's governor. "We shouldn't be paying for them with taxpayer money." Later this year, 13 more states will start implementing similar changes to their food-stamp programs. The Trump administration is pushing more states to follow suit by giving those that do preferential access to a $50 billion pool of money meant to improve rural health care across the country.



In the two weeks since the first bans went into effect, the results have been messy. My trip to Indiana and conversations with officials in other states have suggested that the policies are disorienting, and the implementation has been inconsistent. Nowhere was that clearer than at the 20/20 Food Mart a few blocks away from Gary's airport. When I entered the store, I was immediately confronted with a multi-shelf display of treats--chocolate-chip cookies, honey buns, double-chocolate muffins--all displayed next to handwritten signs that read Special: EBT item. This seemed like a mistake, but it wasn't. Baked goods like these can still be bought with food stamps because Indiana's new policy bans only the purchase of soft drinks and candy.



Baked treats aren't alone in occupying this regulatory gray area. Protein bars can still be purchased with food stamps, even if they have the same amount of sugar as a chocolate candy bar; chocolate-covered nuts, however, cannot. Sugary, canned coffee is also okay, so long as it has milk. (The policy says that soft drinks do "not include beverages that contain milk or milk products.") Iowa's ban has a similar loophole. What can be purchased with SNAP is based on how food is taxed in the state, which has led to some perplexing scenarios. Iowans can use their EBT cards to buy a slice of cake--but not a fruit cup that comes with a spoon.

Read: Republicans are right about soda

What all of this shows is that banning junk food is more complicated than it seems. Previously, SNAP recipients could use their cards to purchase pretty much anything to eat besides hot food or alcohol. States are in the unenviable position of defining broad categories such as soda and candy and then figuring out whether any of the snacks you might find in a store are eligible for food stamps. On a public call with retailers, Indiana officials recently denied a request for a comprehensive list of the products that can and cannot be purchased, citing that they would need to wade through "tens of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands of products." The inventory, the officials added, would quickly go out of date because of new product launches. However, the state has "a general list of commonly asked-about items," a spokesperson for the Indiana Family and Social Services Administration told me.



Much of the burden for determining which items can or can't be purchased falls to the best judgment of store clerks. In Indiana, retailers are responsible for knowing that the state defines soft drinks as "nonalcoholic beverages that contain natural or artificial sweeteners," meaning that Gatorade is also banned. In spite of the challenges, stores appear to be implementing the changes fairly well, but some products are bound to fall through the cracks: At one gas station in Gary, I was incorrectly told that I could buy an energy drink with food stamps. At another, I was told I couldn't buy bottled coffee, even though it had milk.



This puts food-stamp recipients in a tough situation. At a Family Dollar in Gary, the soda refrigerators were still decorated with SNAP stickers, implying that the drinks inside could be purchased. The store had also printed out signs warning about the new changes, but they were posted around boxes of cereal, which are still SNAP-eligible. At another Family Dollar in town, the signs were posted on a display of blankets, which never could be purchased with SNAP. Critics of these restrictions worry that such confusion could drive people away from the food-stamp program. "Singling out people who receive SNAP, policing their shopping carts, and delaying their purchases at the register would inevitably decrease participation rates," states a recent essay in Georgetown University's Journal on Poverty Law & Policy.



Before moving forward with these policies, Indiana, Iowa, and other states had to get approval from the Department of Agriculture, which oversees the food-stamp program. In previous administrations, the agency blocked attempts to crack down on junk food precisely because of the problems the states are now facing. In 2011, USDA, which oversees SNAP, denied New York City's request to implement a soda ban, warning that "the proposal lacks a clear and practical means to determine product eligibility," which would create problems for stores.



Much of the confusion that currently plagues these bans will likely subside over the next few months, as retailers and SNAP participants gain familiarity with the rules. (USDA has also announced that it will give retailers a 90-day grace period before it begins testing compliance.) Even with the messiness, the policies could still be a net positive for the health outcomes of food-stamp recipients, Alyssa Moran, a nutrition-policy researcher at the University of Pennsylvania, told me. According to the USDA's own research, sugary drinks are among the most popular food-stamp purchases.



That said, the full effects of these bans will not be known until they are assessed by researchers, likely years from now. The USDA approved these bans as temporary pilots with the aim of evaluating exactly what cracking down on junk food would mean for public health. But according to Cindy Long, who in September stepped down as deputy undersecretary for food, nutrition, and consumer services at USDA plans for evaluation so far have been thin. Nebraska's proposed evaluation plan, for example, appears to be just one paragraph, which says that the state will evaluate SNAP participants' spending habits quarterly and work with retailers to "determine the reduction in purchases of soda and energy drinks."



Nebraska could still bulk up its research plan in the coming months--the plan states an intention to work with USDA "to determine the appropriate evaluation measures"--but the fact that it was approved by USDA with such little specificity marks a shift in how the administration is approaching these requests. New York's proposed approach included a telephone survey, an evaluation of retail-sales data, and surveys of SNAP participants leaving grocery stores. Even then, an agency official wrote that "the proposed evaluation design is not adequate to provide sufficient assurance of credible, meaningful results."



Exactly how USDA will now assess whether one state's policy worked better than another's remains to be seen. A spokesperson did not answer my questions about whether the government would evaluate the policies itself. "USDA continues to work with states by providing technical assistance to support these efforts," the spokesperson told me.
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RFK Jr.'s Next Move Is What Anti-Vaxxers Have Been Waiting For

Nothing seems to be stopping<strong> </strong>the health secretary<strong> </strong>from driving America over a vaccine cliff.

by Tom Bartlett

Wed, 07 Jan 2026




Nearly a year ago, Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. pledged during his confirmation hearing to support the CDC's childhood-vaccine schedule. Yesterday, he broke that promise. The Department of Health and Human Services has announced that the CDC will drop several vaccines from its recommendation list. With that move, Kennedy has shown that he can change the vaccine schedule by fiat.

Kennedy appears to have a clear road if he wants to do more. The acting CDC director, Jim O'Neill, who signed off on the plan, took over the position when the previous director was fired after defying Kennedy. The new recommendations were written by two Kennedy allies at HHS; the agency's vaccine advisory board, which Kennedy remade in his own image last year, appears to have been cut out of the process entirely. Following this map, Kennedy could dispense with any recommendation he dislikes, issue whatever advice strikes him and those he's hired as wise, and thereby remake public-health policy in the United States in accordance with the anti-vaccine arguments he's been advancing for 20 years.

The move didn't come as a surprise. Kennedy spent much of 2025 undermining confidence in vaccines and sidelining public-health officials who disagreed with him. The overhaul of the pediatric schedule followed a request last month by President Donald Trump to bring the United States in line with a set of other developed countries and had been hinted at for weeks, as well. The vaccines no longer universally recommended for children include those for hepatitis A, rotavirus, and the flu. Although these diseases can be serious--the CDC estimates that, before the vaccine, rotavirus killed dozens of children each year and sent hundreds of thousands to the hospital--they don't represent the same level of threat as polio or measles, each of which killed thousands of children in the 1950s and each of which, at least for now, remains on the vaccine schedule. An HHS spokesperson, Andrew Nixon, told me that the new list "maintains strong protection against diseases that cause serious harm or provide clear community benefit, while aligning U.S. guidance with international norms." Whatever the pros and cons of any particular vaccine, this move is still the strongest evidence yet that the health secretary intends to unilaterally impose his will on an agency he has repeatedly assailed as corrupt.

Read: Rotavirus could come roaring back--very soon

Public-health experts are generally aghast at the new policy. Although Mehmet Oz, the chief of Medicare and Medicaid, said yesterday that insurers will still cover the vaccines that are no longer recommended, the onus will now be on doctors and professional associations such as the American Academy of Pediatrics to make the case for the demoted immunizations to parents. Daniel Jernigan, the former director of the CDC's National Center for Emerging and Zoonotic Infectious Diseases, told me that revoking the recommendations for some immunizations "sends a message that those vaccines are of uncertain value." That could prove dangerous: Vaccination rates have already fallen in many states in recent years, and Jernigan fears that the schedule change might lead parents to forgo certain shots, or perhaps not immunize their children at all.

Nixon said that the new schedule "returns decision-making to families," and Kennedy has said that it is intended to rebuild trust in public health. (In a survey last fall, just over half of Americans said they considered the vaccine schedule safe.) But it seems guaranteed to contribute to greater confusion. In the short term, if the schedule change leads to fewer vaccinations, children in America will suffer through more diarrhea from rotavirus, nausea from hepatitis A, and fevers from the flu. In the long term, it could lead to an increased burden on American hospitals.

The schedule overhaul was hailed as a "victory for American children" by the Informed Consent Action Network, which has paid millions of dollars to attorneys challenging vaccine mandates. Del Bigtree, who was the communications director for Kennedy's presidential campaign and is the CEO of ICAN, told me that the change is "setting our children on the same path to health that Denmark enjoys," because the new recommendations mostly mirror that country's. (The comparison is fraught: Denmark is far smaller and less diverse than the United States, and it has universal health care.)

Yet Bigtree and other Kennedy allies see the announcement as merely a first step toward eliminating all of the government's vaccine recommendations. Aaron Siri, a lawyer who has sued states over vaccine mandates and has been a close adviser to Kennedy, told me that he is especially keen on removing the polio vaccine from the recommended list, along with DTaP, which protects against diphtheria, tetanus, and whooping cough. Bigtree wants an end to vaccine mandates, which he sees as a violation of the Nuremberg Code, he said. (The CDC's recommendations are not mandates but are frequently used to justify states' school-admission requirements.) Mark Gorton--who is best known as the creator of the file-sharing service LimeWire and has since become an anti-vaccine activist and a co-president of the MAHA Institute, a pro-Kennedy think tank--told me he would like to go much further. He favors pulling all vaccines from the market until they've undergone additional testing. (Decades of evidence have shown that the vaccines on the U.S. pediatric schedule are safe.) "Politically, we're not there yet," he told me. But if Gorton has anything to do with it, that's where the U.S. is heading. (Nixon declined to comment on whether Kennedy and HHS are actively considering any of these moves.)

If more American parents opt out of the inoculations that the federal government no longer recommends, harm will inevitably come to pass. The high fevers, hospitalizations, and dehydration that these illnesses cause can be painful and disruptive--and, with vaccines, avoidable. This year's brutal flu season is a reminder of just how devastating even routine infections can be. But the illnesses that the U.S. is now officially less concerned about preventing are not usually deadly or permanently debilitating. The World Health Organization does not recommend universal vaccination against any of them, with the exception of Hepatitis B. (As of last month, the U.S. recommends that vaccine only to children who are born to a mother who is positive for the virus or whose status is unknown.)

Read: The vaccine guardrails are gone

The same cannot be said of the immunizations the CDC still does recommend. If they were to be taken off the market or if more parents were to opt out of them, Americans could see diseases that most of us have never encountered--such as polio and diphtheria--return with a vengeance. The nation is getting a taste of that already with the resurgence of measles, which killed three people last year, and whooping cough, which claimed the lives of more than a dozen. Without the protection that widespread vaccination provides, the United States could become a nation that's not only far sicker but also much less safe for children.
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The Sciencewashing of Everyday Life

Fashion, beauty, and food companies are using nonsensical jargon to make a sale.

by Ellen Cushing

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




There's a double helix in my local Sephora. It's roughly the size and shape of a soda can, and it is accompanied by a placard referencing patents and peptides, as if in a science fair. It's trying to sell me a hair mask.

Online, the company responsible for this display describes itself as a "biology-first haircare brand, powered by biotech." It practices "biomimetic hairscience," and, thanks to "a decade of complex research into the bioscience of hair," has patented a peptide that repairs hair "at a molecular level across multiple types of bonds including polypeptide chains and disulfide bonds." I have no idea what any of this means. The mask costs $75.

In 2026, it is possible to cover your body in science. You can put on probiotic leggings and a patented bra, and then you can apply lipstick containing hyaluronic acids "with differentiated molecular weights" and slather your face in a "triple-lipid peptide cream" developed by self-identified "skintellectuals." You can also eat your science, by way of "clinically-studied key herbs, adaptogens, and minerals--at amounts informed by research." If you get thirsty, you can have water that has been chemically manipulated with extra hydrogen atoms, just in case two aren't enough for you. Even decades-old products have been newly recast as miracles of modern chemistry: After years of selling itself purely impressionistically, via close-up shots of hot athletes dripping sweat and swilling neon liquid, Gatorade has recently begun touting itself as "Lab Tested." As the wellness movement collides with the supercharged demands of selling products in a crowded market, science-speak seems to have invaded every crevice of the fashion, beauty, and food industries.

Read: Eat your vegetables like an adult

Many of the claims these products make are perfectly legitimate, if a bit goofy; others are transparently nonsense. And dubious, science-flecked marketing claims have existed about as long as marketing has. But they used to be comparatively unsophisticated, and quite literal: Cheerios contain a certain amount of fiber, and fiber is good for you, thus Cheerios are good for you and you should buy them. A skin-care product is superior to its competitors because it has more vitamin C, and vitamin C is good for your skin. These ads were informed but plainspoken, employing the simple logic of cause and effect, inputs and outputs, using words most people recognized. They talked, basically, like a family-medicine doctor.

Today's ads, by contrast, talk like the Ph.D. kind of doctor, using polysyllabic words and alluding to things viewable only under a microscope. They seem designed not to illuminate but to obfuscate, to impart the veneer of science at such a high level that people will never really ask how, or if, it works. Almost no one is looking up a peer-reviewed study, or spelunking through the patent database, to make sure the claims on their package of goo are accurate. "People like buying products that are, quote, research backed," Neil Lewis Jr., a behavioral scientist at Cornell, told me. "But most people, they're not equipped to actually evaluate those claims. They don't have the time or expertise, often, and so they sort of just look for some heuristic cue, and that's good enough." What science-washed products promise--more than what they actually promise on the package--is that someone else did the work for you.

For years, the trend in consumption was beautiful but useless trash. Now, Stephen Zagor, who teaches courses in food business at NYU and Columbia, told me, "science is the new it thing." For companies, nodding to state-of-the-art technology and papering a corporate website in clip art of molecules is an indication that their product is the best, empirically. And for consumers, drinking a soda that went to grad school is a signal too--of savviness and responsibility. It's cultural capital: If others "see us eating a food item that has been surrounded by scientific discussions, people think automatically we know what we're talking about, when we don't have a clue either," Zagor said. "Science makes ignorance feel smart."

Read: The Trump administration's most paralyzing blow to science

Many companies do actually employ professionals--cosmetic chemists, food scientists. But science in the private interest doesn't necessarily work like science in the public interest. It tends to operate on a different timescale, and to use different yardsticks. The scientists who work for corporations need to be sure that their products provide enough short-term benefit to keep people buying, while abiding by consumer regulations. They are employed to ask questions the market wants answered, ideally as quickly as possible.

The irony here, of course, is that this is happening at a time when institutional science, the kind that doesn't come with next-day shipping, is under considerable threat. The federal government has embarked on a concerted, and largely successful, effort to undermine, discredit, and defund serious scientific research at any opportunity. Influencers and pundits have sought to cast scientists themselves as elitists and liars, in an effort that appears to be working: Nearly one in four Americans has little or no confidence in scientists to act in the public's best interest. Thousands of scientific minds have, by brute force or something subtler, left the National Institutes of Health, the Food and Drug Administration, and academia. Their absence leaves a vacuum. Some of these people worked on projects that couldn't be sold; others worked to regulate the ones that could. Sometimes, when I am feeling particularly pessimistic, I worry that we are approaching a world in which scientists are employed not by independent institutions but only by companies--a world in which science itself is marketing copy, and little more.
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Science Is Drowning in AI Slop

Peer review has met its match.

by Ross Andersen

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




On a frigid Norwegian afternoon earlier this month, Dan Quintana, a psychology professor at the University of Oslo, decided to stay in and complete a tedious task that he had been putting off for weeks. An editor from a well-known journal in his field had asked him to review a paper that they were considering for publication. It seemed like a straightforward piece of science. Nothing set off any alarm bells, until Quintana looked at the references and saw his own name. The citation of his work looked correct--it contained a plausible title and included authors whom he'd worked with in the past--but the paper it referred to did not exist.

Every day, on Bluesky and LinkedIn, Quintana had seen academics posting about finding these "phantom citations" in scientific papers. (The initial version of the Trump administration's "MAHA Report" on children's health, released last spring, contained more than half a dozen of them.) But until Quintana found a fake "Quintana" paper cited in a journal he was refereeing, he'd figured that the problem was limited to publications with lower standards. "When it happens at a journal that you respect, you realize how widespread this problem is," he told me.

For more than a century, scientific journals have been the pipes through which knowledge of the natural world flows into our culture. Now they're being clogged with AI slop.






Scientific publishing has always had its plumbing problems. Even before ChatGPT, journal editors struggled to control the quantity and quality of submitted work. Alex Csiszar, a historian of science at Harvard, told me that he has found letters from editors going all the way back to the early 19th century in which they complain about receiving unmanageable volumes of manuscripts. This glut was part of the reason that peer review arose in the first place. Editors would ease their workload by sending articles to outside experts. When journals proliferated during the Cold War spike in science funding, this practice first became widespread. Today it's nearly universal.

But the editors and unpaid reviewers who act as guardians of the scientific literature are newly besieged. Almost immediately after large language models went mainstream, manuscripts started pouring into journal inboxes in unprecedented numbers. Some portion of this effect can be chalked up to AI's ability to juice productivity, especially among non-English-speaking scientists who need help presenting their research. But ChatGPT and its ilk are also being used to give fraudulent or shoddy work a new veneer of plausibility, according to Mandy Hill, the managing director of academic publishing at Cambridge University Press & Assessment. That makes the task of sorting wheat from chaff much more time-consuming for editors and referees, and also more technically difficult. "From here on, it's going to be a constant arms race," Hill told me.

Read: Scientific publishing is a joke

Adam Day runs a company in the United Kingdom called Clear Skies that uses AI to help scientific publishers stay ahead of scammers. He told me that he has a considerable advantage over investigators of, say, financial fraud because the people he's after publish the evidence of their wrongdoing where lots of people can see it. Day knows that individual scientists might go rogue and have ChatGPT generate a paper or two, but he's not that interested in these cases. Like a narcotics detective who wants to take down a cartel, he focuses on companies that engage in industrialized cheating by selling papers in large quantities to scientist customers.

These "paper mills" have to do their work at scale, and so they tend to recycle their own materials, even to the point of putting out multiple papers with closely matching text. Day told me that he finds these templates by looking through the papers flagged as being fraudulent by scientific publishers. When he sees a high rate of retractions on a particular template, he trains his tool to look for other, unflagged papers that might have been produced the same way.

Some scientific disciplines have become hotbeds for slop. Publishers are sharing intelligence about the most egregious ones, according to Jennifer Wright, the head of research integrity and publication ethics at Cambridge University Press. Unfortunately, many are fields that society would very much like to be populated with genuinely qualified scientists--cancer research, for one. The mills have hit on a very effective template for a cancer paper, Day told me. Someone can claim to have tested the interactions between a tumor cell and just one protein of the many thousands that exist, and as long as they aren't reporting a dramatic finding, no one will have much reason to replicate their results.

AI can also generate the images for a fake paper. A now-retracted 2024 review paper in Frontiers in Cell and Developmental Biology featured an AI-generated illustration of a rat with hilariously disproportionate testicles, which not only passed peer review but was published before anyone noticed. As embarrassing as this was for the journal, little harm was done. Much more worrying is the ability of generative AI to conjure up convincing pictures of thinly sliced tissue, microscopic fields, or electrophoresis gels that are commonly used as evidence in biomedical research.

Day told me that waves of LLM-assisted fraud have recently hit faddish tech-related fields in academia, including blockchain research. Now, somewhat ironically, the problem is affecting AI research itself. It's easy to see why: The job market for people who can credibly claim to have published original research in machine learning or robotics is as strong, if not stronger, than the one for cancer biologists. There's also a fraud template for AI researchers: All they have to do is claim to have run a machine-learning algorithm on some kind of data, and say that it produced an interesting outcome. Again, so long as the outcome isn't too interesting, few people, if any, will bother to vet it.

Read: Science is becoming less human

Conference proceedings are the main publishing venue for articles in AI and other computer sciences, and in recent years they've been overrun with submissions. NeurIPS, one of the top AI conferences, has seen them double in five years. ICLR, the leading conference for deep learning, has also experienced an increase, and it appears to include a fair amount of slop: An LLM-detection start-up analyzed submissions for its upcoming meeting in Brazil and found more than 50 that included hallucinated citations. Most had not been caught during peer review.

That might be because many of the peer reviews were themselves done by AI. Pangram Labs recently analyzed thousands of peer reviews that were submitted to ICLR, and found that more than half of them were written with help from an LLM, and about a fifth of them were wholly AI-generated. Across the academic sciences, paper authors have even started using tiny white fonts to embed secret messages to LLM reviewers. They urge the AIs to rave about the paper they're reading, to describe it as "groundbreaking" and "transformative," and to save them the trouble of a tough revision by suggesting only easy fixes.






AI science slop has spread beyond the journals now, and is also overrunning other venues for disseminating research. In 1991, Paul Ginsparg, who was then a physicist at Los Alamos National Laboratory, set up a special server where his colleagues could upload their forthcoming papers right after they finished writing them. That way, they could get immediate feedback on these "preprints" while the notoriously slow peer-review process played out. The arXiv, as the server came to be called, grew quickly, and spawned sister sites in other disciplines. Together, they now form the fastest-moving firehose of new scientific knowledge that has ever existed. But in the months after ChatGPT was released, preprint servers experienced the same spike in submissions that journals did.

Ginsparg, who is now a professor of information science at Cornell, told me he hoped that this would be a short-lived trend, but the rate of submissions continues to rise. Every arXiv preprint now gets at least a brief glance by a scientist before it's posted, to make sure it's at least a plausible piece of science, but the models are getting better at clearing this hurdle. In 2025, Ginsparg collaborated with several colleagues on an analysis of submissions that had recently been posted to the arXiv. They found that scientists who appeared to be using LLMs were posting about 33 percent more papers than researchers who didn't.

A similar influx of AI-assisted submissions has hit bioRxiv and medRxiv, the preprint servers for biology and medicine. Richard Sever, the chief science and strategy officer at the nonprofit organization that runs them, told me that in 2024 and 2025, he saw examples of researchers who had never once submitted a paper sending in 50 in a year. Research communities have always had to sift out some junk on preprint servers, but this practice makes sense only when the signal-to-noise ratio is high. "That won't be the case if 99 out of 100 papers are manufactured or fake," Sever said. "It's potentially an existential crisis."

Given that it's so easy to publish on preprint servers, they may be the places where AI slop has its most powerful diluting effect on scientific discourse. At scientific journals, especially the top ones, peer reviewers like Quintana will look at papers carefully. But this sort of work was already burdensome for scientists, even before they had to face the glut of chatbot-made submissions, and the AIs themselves are improving, too. Easy giveaways, such as the false citation that Quintana found, may disappear completely. Automated slop-detectors may also fail. If the tools become too good, all of scientific publishing could be upended.

When I called A. J. Boston, a professor at Murray State University who has written about this issue, he asked me if I'd heard of the dead-internet conspiracy theory. Its adherents believe that on social media and in other online spaces, only a few real people create posts, comments, and images. The rest are generated and amplified by competing networks of bots. Boston said that in the worst-case scenario, the scientific literature might come to look something like that. AIs would write most papers, and review most of them, too. This empty back-and-forth would be used to train newer AI models. Fraudulent images and phantom citations would embed themselves deeper and deeper in our systems of knowledge. They'd become a permanent epistemological pollution that could never be filtered out.
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Democracy's Odds

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




Updated with new questions at 4:40 p.m. ET on January 22, 2026.

In Princeton, New Jersey, a short stroll from the university you have heard of, there lies a little campus home to the Institute for Advanced Study. It was founded in 1930 not to confer degrees nor--God forbid!--to make money, nor even to conduct research toward any end in particular. The institute proclaims that its purpose is "the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake."

Founder Abraham Flexner reckoned that brilliant minds, once freed to pursue "useless satisfactions," would stumble upon discoveries of "undreamed-of utility," as he wrote in a magazine a few years into the institute's work. It seems to have worked for Albert Einstein, who had an office there. J. Robert Oppenheimer, too.

Enjoy this week's useless satisfactions. I look forward to your theory of everything the week after.

Find last week's questions here, and to get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily. 

Thursday, January 22, 2026

	What establishment is known as the "nation's attic" for its vast collection of American artifacts?
 -- From Lily Meyer's article on the long-running argument over that attic 
 	The Arabic word for "everything" is the name of what website that concerns itself with elections, sports scores, geopolitical happenings, and basically any other predictable event a user can think up?
 -- From Saahil Desai's article on the danger of this sort of site
 	What political-science term describes a country with a weak government, an exploited working class, and an elite-controlled economy that usually depends on one (possibly fruity) commodity?
 -- From Marc Novicoff's essay on looking for a label for Donald Trump's governance




And by the way, did you know that the vaunted Athenians, inventors of democracy, most commonly selected their political officeholders by chance? Bronze tokens representing the adult men of Athens would be slotted into a carved-stone device called the kleroterion, then dice would be repeatedly dropped into the contraption to rule out tokens until only the number required to hold office remained.

The proper poli-sci term for this is sortition, which also applies to how the United States selects people for jury duty today. But imagine the rest of U.S. democracy working like that: You're tossing out your junk mail when you notice a letter from the feds--congrats, the big government Plinko board has decided you're serving one year in Congress. Good luck!

Until tomorrow.



Answers:

	The Smithsonian. The world's largest museum complex is, naturally, more than just dusty storage, and the "attic" moniker belies the power the Smithsonian Institution has to shape the narrative of the United States, Lily writes. The story matters more than all the stuff--so it's no wonder people fight over it, she says. Read more.
 	Kalshi. Like Polymarket, Kalshi is one of those sites that purports to be a "prediction market" and not a gambling platform--repeat, not a gambling platform. Except, Saahil writes, any forum for betting is definitionally manipulable; the media outlets that breathlessly report odds as determined by Kalshi had better beware. Read more.
 	Banana republic. The term, typically applied to Latin American countries, doesn't really fit the United States, Marc writes (although artificial intelligence certainly seems like the country's banana right now), nor does authoritarianism, fascism, or kleptocracy. Rather, Marc argues, the United States might right now be a kakistocracy. Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, and if you think up a great question after reading an Atlantic story--or simply want to share a fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Wednesday, January 21, 2026

	The strangely shaped juhyo--"monsters" made where the wind sculpts snow around evergreen trees--appear each winter on Mount Zao, in a rural prefecture of what country?
 -- From Alan Taylor's collection of photos of the phenomenon 
 	The Trump administration this month posted images of politicians and celebrities sporting a particular type of mustache--a campaign intended to encourage consumption of what dietary item?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's article on one of the food world's longest wars
 	In internet slang, what four-letter first name can be applied to any muscular, romantically successful "alpha male"? (Drop a letter, and you get a word for a man who behaves boorishly toward women.)
 -- From Thomas Chatterton Williams's essay on the crisis of "looksmaxxing" 




And by the way, did you know that--speaking of snow monsters--the U.S. State Department in 1959 issued guidance on yeti expeditions? It informed Americans who wished to hunt for the abominable snowman that they would have to comply with certain rules set by Nepal: They needed to pay for a permit, they had to share any photographic evidence they found, and they were allowed to capture the yeti alive but could kill it only "in an emergency arising out of self defence."

Alas, this did not mean that State officials believed in the monster. Rather, they were trying to show their support for Nepalese sovereignty--and thus keep the country out of the clutches of a boogeyman that scared Americans even more than the yeti: communism.



Answers:

	Japan. The monsters make for eerie skiing in the mountains of Yamagata prefecture, the site of one of Japan's oldest resorts. If a jaunt there is out of the question, the photos Alan compiled are a stunning substitute. See the pictures.
 	Milk. The dairy 'staches are a throwback to the "Got Milk?" campaign launched in the 1990s. Now the Trump team wants everyone drinking whole milk specifically, Yasmin says--possibly to recapture America's lost promise? The details are fuzzy. What's clear, Yasmin writes, is that "the idealized era of perfectly safe, perfectly wholesome dairy never really existed." Read more.
 	Chad. (And your drop-a-letter answer is cad.) The Chad is one of the more legible elements of the corner of the internet devoted to "looksmaxxing"--the "monomaniacal commitment" to improving one's appearance, as Thomas puts it. Reporting on this troubling, uncompassionate subculture, Thomas concludes that it might be the perfect distillation of the moral crisis young men face. Read more. 




Tuesday, January 20, 2026

	Whereas Swedish institutions select the winner of every other Nobel Prize, the award for peace is conferred by a committee from what country?
 -- From Anne Applebaum's analysis of Donald Trump's threatening Greenland letter
 	What 1986 sports movie follows the boys of tiny Milan High School to their state-championship victory over Muncie Central?
 -- From Keith O'Brien's article on the end of the underdog
 	The Barbz are--or were--the fan base of what "Anaconda" rapper, who recently alienated many of them when she appeared at a Turning Point USA event alongside Charlie Kirk's widow?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's essay on Trump's ever-stalled effort to win the culture war




And by the way, did you know that throughout the history of the Nobel Prizes, there have been years so turbulent that the Peace Prize committee determined not to confer an award, even as other categories went on?

This happened in a few of the interwar years as Nazi Germany rearmed, Italy invaded Ethiopia, and peace generally disintegrated. It was also the case for the years of World War I, with the exception of 1917, when the committee recognized the Red Cross for its humanitarian aid. (All of the Nobel Prizes were suspended during the early years of World War II.)

The circumstances were a bit different in 1948, when the committee ruled that "there was no suitable living candidate." The clear message was that the award--which by rule cannot be given posthumously--should have gone to Mahatma Gandhi, assassinated earlier that year.



Answers:

	Norway. Neither of those countries, you'll note, is Denmark, the Scandinavian state that Greenland is a part of. Still, Anne writes, in a letter to Norway's prime minister, Trump threatened invasion of the territory as a consequence of his not receiving a Nobel Peace Prize--never mind that Norway's government doesn't determine the winner, either. Read more.
 	Hoosiers. The real-life miracle that immortalized Milan, Indiana, is perhaps the underdog story in sports. Indiana University's win on Monday in college football's national championship is, likewise, a great story, O'Brien writes--but no matter how many Hoosier comparisons commentators make, the victory is not the tale of an underdog. That storyline, at least in college football, is kaput. Read more.
 	Nicki Minaj. Minaj's appearance at AmericaFest was certainly a "plot twist," Spencer writes, but it's also in keeping with conservatives' attempt to so disorient America that they can graft "a new zeitgeist" onto the culture. Alas--ask a Barb--culture is still too surprising and messy to control. Read more.
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America Needs Greenland. No--Iceland. Actually, Never Mind!

This is definitely all going to plan.

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




After several marathon sessions in Room 101 of the Ministry of Trump, the Republican member of Congress was beginning to see the strategic necessity of destroying NATO to add Greenland to the United States. It still came only in flashes. The Republican was strapped to a camp bed surrounded with dials, trying quickly to get his mind right so that he could go back out there and do media and answer the questions about Greenland correctly. He was perspiring heavily, as was his interrogator, O'Brien.

"Has anyone shown him a non-Mercator projection?" the congressman asked. He blinked his eyes against the bright light.

O'Brien sighed. "We've been over this," he said. "You have forgotten: There are serious reasons for wanting Greenland besides how large it looks on the map. Do you remember what they are?"

The congressman's head was throbbing; he saw, or thought he saw, dozens of small Greenlands waving at and taunting him on the wall, on the ceiling, every time he turned his head. "No," he said. He waited for the pain to begin again. (This process was voluntary; he thought it would be easier than defying Donald Trump publicly.)

"Because," O'Brien said, with exaggerated patience. "Because 'the United States alone can protect this giant mass of land, this giant piece of ice.' His very words this morning. Do you remember now?"

"But," the Congress member said.

"Think!" O'Brien urged.

"We already have all of the access to Greenland that we might strategically need," the Congress member said. "And maintaining our alliances is more valuable for protecting peace than having the ability to deploy troops to this rock--"

"Piece of ice," O'Brien corrected sternly. "You're not thinking clearly."

The member sighed. "I'm not seeing it. I've lost it."

O'Brien frowned. "Think!" He turned the dial.

The Congress member winced. "NATO," he muttered. "NATO."

"Look at the map," O'Brien said. "Look how big it is. It must be important, more important than NATO. What's NATO? Just a series of letters--letters that could easily be rearranged to spell OATN, NAOT, TOAN. Meaningless. Just gibberish."

The member whimpered. "Greenland," he said. "National interest. 'Golden Dome.'"

"Good," O'Brien said. He lowered the pain dial back to zero and poured himself a glass of ice water. "I love ice."

"I, too, love ice," the member said, weakly.

"Very good," O'Brien said. "Very, very good." He took another sip and opened Truth Social to see how the president's trip to Davos was going. "Oh dear," he said, gravely.

"What?" the congressman asked. "What, what, what is it?"

"Iceland," O'Brien sighed, removing his spectacles. He played a clip of the president's speech, fast-forwarding to Trump's discussion of NATO. "Until the last few days, when I told them about Iceland, they loved me," Trump was saying. "They called me 'Daddy.'"

"Iceland?" the member said. "No, it's Greenland."

O'Brien fast-forwarded. "They're not there for us on Iceland, I can tell you," Trump continued. "I mean, our stock market took the first dip yesterday because of Iceland. So Iceland's already cost us a lot of money.'"

"No," the Republican said. "He means Greenland."

O'Brien frowned and tented his fingers. "A mistake? To wish to acquire Gullfoss Falls? Hot springs? The Prose Edda? You really think he misspoke? Our president?"

"The Prose Edda is lovely," the Republican said feebly. "Donald Trump is wise."

"I should say so," O'Brien said. "For a moment there, I suspected you of the thoughtcrime of believing that Donald J. Trump, the president of the United States, would be willing to torch the country's credibility, set fire to its alliances, and tank the entire economy to acquire some territory in the North Atlantic whose name he could not even remember."

The member of Congress sighed. "No," he said. "No, you're right. We'd better do Iceland too. In case." He shut his eyes.

"Iceland," O'Brien said. "It may require sacrifices, just as Greenland will. Tariffs. Boots on the ground. We must be willing to pay the price. It must be our territory."

"I want to understand," the congressman said. "I am trying to understand it."

O'Brien glanced at Truth Social again. "Oh," he said. "Never mind. It was Greenland. And the tariffs are off. We don't need the territory. Just a 'framework of a future deal.'"

Quietly, the Republican began to sob. "I don't know how many more things I can believe in the space of three hours."

"You know," O'Brien said, "you always have the option of walking out of here and standing up to him. Of saying, 'You are doing irreparable damage, and none of this makes any sense.' It only requires a little bit of courage."

The member lay back down on the cot and strapped himself in tighter. "No," he said. "I'm good."
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Trump Gives a Stump Speech at Davos

The president's remarks at the World Economic Forum show that he still doesn't understand how American greatness functions globally.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 21 Jan 2026




Updated at 5:25 p.m. ET on January 21, 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.

"Without us, right now you'd all be speaking German," Donald Trump scolded European leaders at the World Economic Forum this morning. Perhaps the Germans have a word for the experience of watching your country's leader embarrass himself and the country on the global stage.

Where does one start in summarizing such a speech? The straightforward racism? The economic illiteracy? The determination to alienate allies? The many moments where the president said things that were blatantly, provably false? And because he rambled through more than an hour, he covered a lot of ground.

The most anticipated section was about Trump's ongoing effort to acquire Greenland. Trump argued that only the United States could defend the island, which he perplexingly also dismissed as "a giant piece of ice" and accidentally called "Iceland" on a few occasions. He also said Greenland was essential for the "golden dome" missile-defense system he claims he will build. (He denied that the U.S. is after rare-earth minerals in Greenland.)

Although Trump insisted that he has the utmost respect for both Danes and Greenlanders, nothing else he said evinced any. He accused them of being ungrateful for the U.S. defense of Greenland during World War II and argued that the American government erred when it "gave it back" after the war. Trump delivered a classic mafioso threat to take Greenland by force, saying that U.S. military might was irresistible, before adding nonchalantly that he would not do such a thing. This was not as reassuring as some headlines might lead readers to believe. And he said that if European leaders didn't acquiesce, "we will remember." (In a Truth Social post this afternoon, he said he had reached "the framework of a future deal" on Greenland with NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte, and that he had suspended tariffs scheduled to go into effect on February 1. Further details were not revealed.)

More broadly, Trump assailed NATO, saying that the U.S. had spent heavily on the alliance and gotten nothing in return. Although Trump's push to get NATO countries to spend more on defense has been successful, he still does not grasp that NATO is an expression of American might, not a drain on it. The group has made much of Europe into vassal states that have supported and extended American foreign policy around the globe. Trump also repeatedly said he doubted that the NATO allies would aid the U.S. if called to do so. This statement must come as a surprise to the many members who supported the United States after 9/11--the only time in history that NATO's mutual-defense clause has been invoked. (My colleague Isaac Stanley-Becker reported last week on the Danish soldiers who died in Afghanistan.)

Trump seemed determined to alienate allies. He mockingly imitated French President Emmanuel Macron's accent. He took a swipe at Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney. He ridiculed the United Kingdom as too incompetent to extract oil from the North Sea. "Sitting on one of the greatest energy sources in the world, and they don't use it," he said. But he continued his administration's outreach to Europe's far right, blasting immigration to the continent. "Certain places in Europe are not even recognizable, frankly, anymore--they're not recognizable, and we can argue about it, but there's no argument," he said. He claimed that prosperity and progress in Europe and North America were a result of a shared culture that was incompatible with immigration. (Never mind that Trump seems eager to demolish the pillars of cooperation between the U.S. and Europe.)

But Trump's speech also had a domestic audience; in the lead-up, the White House insisted that his aim was to talk about affordability, which is fast becoming the "infrastructure week" of the second Trump term: frequently promised, never delivered. Trump did meander through some talk of the economy, though his explanations were often too circuitous or false to be very persuasive. Like his predecessor Joe Biden, whom he repeatedly insulted during the speech, he hasn't figured out how to validate voters' dim view of the economy without taking blame for it. He celebrated oil drilling (while lying about gas prices); he flogged his plan to cap credit-card interest rates (which Republican congressmen have criticized); he bragged about killing clean energy (while falsely claiming that China does not use wind farms). Most of all, he defended his use of tariffs (which raise costs for American consumers) and complained about trade deficits. Like Trump's skewed understanding of NATO, this obsession fails to grasp that trade deficits are evidence of America's massive wealth, not a sign of weakness. His efforts to reduce them, though, are likely to isolate the U.S. and sap that wealth.

Naturally, the president didn't stay on message. Trump also announced (without offering details) that he would soon prosecute people for a supposedly "rigged" 2020 election. He reprised a racist riff from yesterday's White House press conference about Somalis having low IQs, and he called Representative Ilhan Omar, a Somali immigrant and Minnesota Democrat, a "fake congressperson."

After all of this, the president abruptly delivered a boilerplate conclusion about unity and cooperation among nations. This kind of swerve is baffling unless you've spent a lot of time watching Trump campaign rallies, in which case it's very familiar. Trump has no interest in calibrating his tone or approach to different audiences. This can make his speeches painful to watch, but it may also be illuminating in this case. Global leaders in politics and finance who otherwise wouldn't spend their time watching full Trump stump speeches got the stump speech to come to them--providing a good reminder of exactly who the president is.
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A Surprising Change in Trump's Behavior

The president's recent follow-through on his threats represents a real shift in his approach.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 20 Jan 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 retains the ability to shock; the day he loses that, he will, like the biblical Samson--another man notable for his coiffure--lose his power entirely. When Trump started his second term as president a year ago, however, I doubted whether there was much more to learn about how his mind works. Even before he'd entered politics, Trump was overexposed. Since then, he has become the most scrutinized person in the world. His tendencies and foibles are well known to voters, politicians, and world leaders.

Yet in breaking one of his most entrenched patterns, he has provided perhaps the biggest surprise of the past year. During his first term, Trump was defined by his tendency to back down in any negotiation or fight: As I put it in a May 2018 article, he almost always folded, agreeing to concessions whether he was negotiating on trade with China or a budget resolution with Senate Democrats. More recently, though, he's been following through, no matter how aberrant his ideas. The exact reason for this is difficult to pin down, though it likely includes the fact that he has more experience under his belt, fewer prudent voices in his ear, and a lame duck's liberation from having to worry about reelection. In any case, his new determination is forcing countries around the world to reassess how to deal with him.

Nowhere is this so clear right now as with Trump's continued pressure to acquire Greenland. In the wee hours of this morning, Trump went on a social-media spree, posting (among other things) an illustration of himself, Secretary of State Marco Rubio, and J. D. Vance planting a U.S. flag in Greenland. European leaders seem to slowly be coming to the conclusion that this isn't just a feint.

When the president began making noise about taking the Danish territory early last year, many observers were baffled but not necessarily all that concerned--an impulse reinforced when the matter receded from Trump's attention in the months that followed. They also had a long track record to draw on. In May 2017, I wrote that "foreign leaders have realized Trump is a pushover." This held true for adversaries (China) and allies (Taiwan, NATO) alike throughout his first term.

It was especially true for rivals such as Russia and North Korea. Trump talked a fierce game--promising "fire and fury" for Pyongyang, for example--but his counterparts understood that despite his insistence that he was a master dealmaker, all they needed was to get him to a negotiating table. "Faced with a tough decision, the president has consistently blinked, giving in to his opponents," I wrote in my 2018 article.

This pattern was clear enough that when Trump refused to concede the 2020 election, even his allies were dismissive. "What is the downside for humoring him for this little bit of time?" a senior Republican official told The Washington Post in November 2020. "It's not like he's plotting how to prevent Joe Biden from taking power on January 20." That was exactly what he was doing, however ham-handedly. The effort to subvert the election was also a warning of things to come.

Even so, Trump's return to office initially suggested more of the same tendency to back down. This past May (why is it always May?), I wrote about Wall Street's "TACO trade"--short for "Trump Always Chickens Out"--in which stock traders bet against the president following through on tariff threats and then profiting when he folded and markets went up. And they were right, to an extent: Although Trump did impose extensive tariffs, the eventual levels were much lower than initially announced, thanks in part to lobbying by foreign governments. Trump's resolve remains weak in some areas; he's swung wildly on Ukraine and Russia, his position shifting depending on whom he last spoke to.

But in other ways, the pattern has started to break. Just ask Nicolas Maduro, who reportedly rejected negotiated exile in Turkey, perhaps wagering that Trump would never actually launch a military strike on Venezuela to capture him. It was a bad bet. Now Trump seems energized and has turned his attention to Greenland. U.S. allies--or people who until recently thought of themselves as allies--are scrambling to figure out how to react. Can they draw things out long enough for Trump to lose interest? Can they appease him somehow? Or do they need, as Eliot Cohen argued in The Atlantic this past weekend, to show a willingness to resist the United States militarily?

Trump is acting emboldened domestically too. He is once again threatening to invoke the Insurrection Act to deploy troops to Minneapolis, where he seems determined to immiserate the entire city. Before his first term, Trump had threatened to prosecute political rivals, but he was stymied by his aides during his presidency. This time, he's going through with it. In a New Yorker profile this week of Representative LaMonica McIver, a New Jersey Democrat charged with assault for a fracas at an ICE facility, Representative Lateefah Simon, a California Democrat, said, "Typically, we would say, 'Oh, they're just trying to scare her.'" But this is much more than fearmongering: "They're actively litigating this case," Simon noted. (McIver has pleaded not guilty.)

Signs of new resistance have started to emerge in parallel with Trump's newfound resolve. Republican members of Congress have begun pushing back--far less than one would expect even in a normal presidency, but more than in Trump's previous term or in the early days of this one. They were able to force his hand on the Epstein files, though whether they have the courage to hold him to account for slow-walking the files' release is not yet clear. As my colleague Anne Applebaum wrote yesterday, Congress will need to do much more to halt any Greenland fiasco. Foreign leaders will need to take a harder line too. When Trump was a pushover, it was more understandable, if not wiser, to wonder, What is the downside of humoring him? Now the downsides are clear and dangerous.

Related:

	The TACO presidency (From May)
 	Trump is risking a global catastrophe. 




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	What happened to Pam Bondi?
 	Trump Exhaustion Syndrome
 	Anne Applebaum: Trump's letter to Norway should be the last straw.




Today's News

	President Trump's renewed threats to seize Greenland drew sharp criticism from European and Canadian leaders at the Davos conference. U.S. officials have said that there are no imminent Pentagon plans for military action; Denmark sent more troops to Greenland yesterday, and the island's prime minister said that a U.S. attack cannot be fully ruled out.
 	Congress unveiled a bipartisan funding bill to avert a January 30 shutdown; the package omits the ICE restrictions many Democrats demanded and sets up a tense House vote, expected tomorrow, amid backlash over ICE enforcement and a fatal shooting in Minneapolis.
 	Federal prosecutors subpoenaed at least five Minnesota Democrats, including Governor Tim Walz, Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey, and Attorney General Keith Ellison, expanding a Justice Department probe as part of an investigation into the alleged obstruction of federal officers during an ICE crackdown in the state.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal explores stories that reveal the surprising relationship between happiness and intelligence.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Benny Douet



Trump's Golden Age of Culture Seems Pretty Sad So Far

By Spencer Kornhaber

Trump's return to office was widely portrayed as christening a new definition of chic. Young voters and voters of color had swung in his direction, thanks partly to the influence of podcasts, livestreams, and other media formats that now compete with traditional news outlets and cultural institutions. The attendance of tech barons, comedians, and content creators at Trump's inauguration indicated that the so-called alternative media was now the mainstream--and openly pro-Trump. Its touchstones appeared to be recently booming phenomena including country music, TikTok tradwives, and mixed martial arts.
 Trump quickly began consolidating his cultural power by focusing on the old media that hadn't fallen in line.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The real reason for the drop in fentanyl overdoses
 	America's would-be surgeon general says to trust your "heart intelligence."
 	What Iranians want from Trump
 	The levers Trump isn't using
 	Tom Nichols: The military is being forced to plan for an unthinkable betrayal.
 	Quinta Jurecic: Trump's attack on democracy is faltering.




Culture Break


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic



Get inspired. Exercise isn't just a break from sitting at a desk--it also acts as an extra twist to open the tap of creativity, Bonnie Tsui argues.

Explore. "Looksmaxxing" reveals the depth of the crisis facing young men, Thomas Chatterton Williams 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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Was<em> Infinite Jest</em> Right About Everything?

Culture and entertainment recommendations from Will Gottsegen

by Will Gottsegen

Sun, 18 Jan 2026




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is our Daily writer Will Gottsegen, who has written about the last device you'll ever need, a new "weapon of mass destruction," and the cattle ranchers taking on the White House.

Will is a newfound Infinite Jest convert and a longtime Hyperion reader. He recommends watching Sans Soleil, any movie with Ethan Hawke, and the animated series Pantheon--an overlooked show that "should be mandatory viewing for sci-fi fans."

-- Stephanie Bai, associate editor



Best novel I've recently read: I'm way late to Infinite Jest, but--Infinite Jest. It was right about everything. "The Entertainment" is real, and it's called Instagram Reels. Conventional wisdom, as the character Don Gately comes to understand, is true, and we would do well to heed it. I think what surprised me most about the book is how readable it is. Even during the moments when Wallace is truly testing your patience, he always gives you a way out. And his earnestness is inspiring.

The upcoming entertainment event I'm most looking forward to: Bradley Cooper, whose movies I haven't always loved, is supposedly producing an adaptation of Hyperion, by Dan Simmons, an incredible work of sci-fi that deserves the sort of grand reimagining Denis Villeneuve gave Dune. There are plenty of reasons it might not pan out: Cooper first joined the project more than a decade ago, when it was supposed to be a TV show. Then it was going to be a movie--Tom Spezialy, who executive-produced the very good HBO version of Watchmen, was at one point said to be writing the screenplay--but there have been no updates since 2021. And the book itself has real literary pretensions, which some have described as "unfilmable." But Cloud Atlas was once thought to be "unfilmable" too, and that movie rocks. Bradley, I'm rooting for you!

An author I will read anything by: Ben Lerner, a phenomenal poet and possibly an even better novelist. Leaving the Atocha Station and 10:04 are new classics. And don't miss The Hatred of Poetry.

My favorite blockbuster and favorite art movie: The real paradox of Interstellar doesn't have to do with black holes or time loops. It's the fact that, although parts of the screenplay are genuinely bad, it is nonetheless a perfect movie. My stock answer to the latter question has always been La Jetee, by Chris Marker, but I'm going to switch it up and say: Sans Soleil, by Chris Marker, which is a really amazing sort of video collage with moments of narration that I will cherish forever.

The last thing that made me cry: I had somehow never seen It's A Wonderful Life until this past Christmas, and it's as good as I always thought it might be. The film really earned my tears, too; there are movies that manipulate adults into crying, and there are ones that make you cry because they breach some essential truth. Obviously, It's A Wonderful Life is in the latter category.

An actor I would watch in anything: I have always loved Ethan Hawke, but lately I've become convinced that he possesses bodhisattva-level real-world wisdom. He is utterly resistant to selling out, and he seems empathetic and receptive to the stories of others--the ultimate guy you'd like to have a drink with. Also, come on: the Before Trilogy? Boyhood? First Reformed? Gattaca? I haven't seen Black Phone 2, but I probably will, just to see why he thought it was worth his time. Is this what a parasocial relationship is?

Something I recently rewatched: There's an animated TV show called Pantheon that I find myself constantly revisiting. It has somehow been mostly overlooked--I missed it when it first came out--but it should be mandatory viewing for sci-fi fans.

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: When NYT Games launched Strands, it wasn't my thing. But Pips? Amazing.

A quiet song that I love, and a loud song that I love: Two quiet songs I love are the A and B sides of Robert Ashley's Private Parts, which is basically an abstract spoken-word poem. You will hear a lot of words, and you won't necessarily know what's going on. Both sides contain stories without plots, character studies without coherent meaning. I think that's part of why it's always struck me as deeply healing music: In the world of this album, it's okay to make no sense. The music underneath it all is limpid and watery, almost puddle-like. On the other end of the spectrum, there's "LV Sandals," by EsDeeKid, fakemink, and Rico Ace--a deep-fried chunk of Liverpudlian rap music that I've had on repeat for many months now. You will not be healed, but if you are at all interested in what's going on with contemporary hip-hop (do we still call it that?), you should listen to it.

A musical artist who means a lot to me: Mark Kozelek makes better sad guitar music than almost anyone else alive.

A poem, or line of poetry, that I return to: "Elegy," by W. S. Merwin.

The last museum or gallery show that I loved: The newly renovated Michael C. Rockefeller Wing at the Met is exhilarating. I went to the Man Ray show last weekend and spent time in the wing's Oceanic section afterwards; it's the kind of museum experience that really can and should take multiple afternoons. If you breeze past any of the pieces (and there are more than 1,700 of them), you almost feel like you've done something wrong. Then you remember you can always come back.



The Week Ahead

	Mercy, a sci-fi thriller starring Chris Pratt about a detective racing to prove his innocence to an AI judge (out Friday in theaters)
 	All the Little Houses, a thriller book by May Cobb about feuding families and the murder that binds them (out Tuesday)
 	Steal, a new heist show starring Sophie Turner (out Wednesday on Prime)




Essay


Karen Robinson / Camera Press / Redux



Julian Barnes Says Goodbye to the Novel

By Adam Begley

"Yes--oh, dear, yes--the novel tells a story," E. M. Forster wrote. "I wish that it was not so." Julian Barnes has confessed that as a young man reading Aspects of the Novel, he found this sentiment "feeble" and responded impatiently, "If you aren't up to telling a story, why write a novel?" Barnes, who turned 80 in January, now sings a different tune, and anyway, Forster's wish was long ago granted. The literary novel of today is quite free from conventional storytelling, and ironically (irony is one of his specialties), Barnes got busy loosening the bonds early in his career. He's still at it: His brief new novel, Departure(s), offers only a sketchy storyline, mixed with memoir and thoughts on memory. An extended farewell, an author's valedictory flourish, the whole package is a culmination of sorts, shimmering with his silky, erudite prose; beneath the suave surface is an earnest investigation into the mysterious ways of the human heart.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	A champion of modernism, in literature and life
 	An apocalypse film that will prompt wild cheering
 	He was homeschooled for years, and fell so far behind.
 	Who gets to be Indian--and who decides?
 	The unhappy literary families of the internet age
 	The soul of the Grateful Dead
 	What Black Swan knew about leaning in
 	The Golden Globes tried to have it both ways.




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Rubio won; liberty lost.
 	The new food-stamp rules will make your head spin.
 	MAGA thinks Maduro will prove Trump won in 2020.




Photo Album


Tear gas tossed by federal immigration agents fills the air as agents clash with residents in Minneapolis. (Scott Olson / Getty)



In recent days, residents in Minneapolis and St. Paul have been facing masked federal immigration agents in the streets as state officials fight the Trump administration in court.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

Play our daily crossword.

Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Surprising Relationship Between Happiness and Intelligence

You might expect smarts and skill to lead to joy, but it's not that simple.

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 17 Jan 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.


When you watch an actor accepting an Oscar, or read about a brilliant scientist receiving a huge prize, you might imagine that they've found the key to happiness. Who wouldn't be happy, living life with so much talent or smarts? But the relationship between intelligence and happiness is complicated, Arthur C. Brooks wrote in 2023. "The gifts you possess can lift you up or pull you down; it all depends on how you use them," he explained. Today's newsletter explores how to utilize your skills and smarts to add joy to your life, rather than letting them chip away at what actually makes the days meaningful.



On Happiness and Intelligence

How Smart People Can Stop Being Miserable

By Arthur C. Brooks

Intelligence can make you happier, but only if you see it as more than a tool to get ahead. (From 2023)


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.

A New Understanding of Human Beings' Most Basic Desire

By John Kaag

The philosopher Rebecca Newberger Goldstein's latest book looks beyond happiness as the goal of a well-lived life.


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Why so many smart people aren't happy: It's a paradox, Joe Pinsker wrote in 2016: Shouldn't the most accomplished be well equipped to make choices that maximize life satisfaction?
 	A new formula for happiness: The happiness we seek may require investing earlier than we think--and may help us align our expectations and reality at the end of life. (From 2022)




Other Diversions

	The bots that women use in a world of unsatisfying men
 	High January was bound to happen.
 	An apocalypse film that will prompt wild cheering


PS


Courtesy of Jane P



Every week, I ask readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "A driver unknowingly leaves behind a thing of beauty in fresh snow," Jane P., 60, from Portland, Oregon, writes.

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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What's Going on With the Epstein Files?

Less than 1 percent of them have been released.

by Will Gottsegen

Sat, 17 Jan 2026




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

There was a moment this fall when it seemed like the public might actually get some answers--that the extent of the sex offender Jeffrey Epstein's crimes might be exposed, and that his victims might see the accountability they've been waiting for. On November 19, President Trump reluctantly signed the Epstein Files Transparency Act, which required the Justice Department to publish a huge number of its unclassified files related to the late financier (and unrelated to ongoing investigations) within 30 days.

But what actually arrived on December 19, the Friday before Christmas, was a relatively small (and sloppily redacted) tranche of files that raised far more questions than it answered. Nearly a month later, not a whole lot has changed. Despite having published a second batch, the DOJ has still released less than 1 percent of the millions of documents now under review.

If the Justice Department has legitimate reasons for its delay, it hasn't thoroughly explained what they are. In a letter yesterday, Attorney General Pam Bondi and other DOJ officials framed the problem as purely logistical, citing "inevitable glitches due to the sheer volume of materials." They noted that the department has put "over five hundred reviewers" on the project, even as they declined to clarify when they would release more files. Frank Figliuzzi, a former high-ranking FBI official who has handled nationwide investigations involving massive amounts of raw data, told me he's skeptical of that defense. During his tenure, he explained, the bureau became highly digitized, bringing in all sorts of new tools to speed up the process of redactions and disclosures. "If we're led to believe that human beings have to go through all of this, I'm not buying all of that," he said.

Legal experts and legislators maintain that Bondi and her department are now in clear violation of the law. Earlier this week, 19 of Epstein's victims requested that a Justice Department watchdog review the agency's work, alleging that the redactions have not adequately concealed survivors' names and identifiers. Representatives Ro Khanna and Thomas Massie, who introduced the Transparency Act as a bipartisan bill, have suggested that Bondi be held in contempt for missing the deadline. Other lawmakers have batted around the idea of impeaching her. But these moves would require real political willpower--so far, neither of them has come to pass.

In lieu of consistent communication with Congress and the public about the delays, the Justice Department is providing a slow drip of updates in the form of legal memos and enigmatic new uploads to the existing database of Epstein files. The department has also equivocated about the scope of its documents: Last February, shortly after being confirmed as attorney general, Bondi declared that Epstein's fabled "client list" was "sitting on my desk right now"--but in July, the DOJ said in a memo that no such client list ever existed. That same memo claimed that the department had conducted an "exhaustive review" of the files--but earlier this month, Bondi told a judge that "more than 2 million documents" were still in "various phases of review."

My colleague Sarah Fitzpatrick, who covers the DOJ, explained to me that the Epstein case has been plagued by a long list of issues, omissions, and breaches of Justice Department policy--a pattern that has persisted ever since Epstein became a focus of federal law enforcement. Although the release of the files is purportedly about "transparency," the Justice Department has been suffering from a lack of public trust. Trump has used the agency to investigate and even prosecute his enemies, and its employees have left by the thousands since he took office. This broader transformation of the DOJ has only compounded the communication issues around the Epstein files, and exacerbated conspiracy theories. (The department did not respond to a request for comment.)

The Epstein saga has also recently entered a new phase of political infighting. This week, the GOP-led House Oversight Committee called on former President Bill Clinton and former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton to testify about Epstein. They refused--and, in a statement, accused Committee Chair James Comer of selectively enforcing subpoenas. "The decisions you have made, and the priorities you have set as chairman regarding the Epstein investigation, have prevented progress in discovering the facts about the government's role," they wrote. There could be an element of truth here--Comer may be using the Clintons as a distraction from Trump's connections to Epstein--but they, like Bondi, are not above the law, and their refusal to cooperate only hampers the larger process.

Each new revelation about the files seems to multiply the unknowns. The Transparency Act, which passed with overwhelming bipartisan support, represents one path to accountability. If only Congress had the will to enforce it.

Related:

	So this is why Trump didn't want to release the Epstein files.
 	"They're delusional if they think this is going to go away."




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The question that the lawyers representing trans athletes didn't answer
 	Anna Nemtsova: Something is wrong with Russia's children.
 	Sophie Gilbert: The unspeakable, enabled.




Today's News

	President Trump said he might impose tariffs on countries that oppose U.S. control of Greenland, escalating his push to acquire the territory.
 	CIA Director John Ratcliffe met with Delcy Rodriguez, Venezuela's interim president, yesterday in Caracas, signaling the Trump administration's support for her government after the U.S. seizure of Nicolas Maduro.
 	Twelve people were arrested last night during continued protests in Minneapolis, and federal officers used tear gas and percussion grenades to disperse crowds. Trump has threatened to invoke the Insurrection Act to quell unrest over federal immigration enforcement.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: The author Madeline Cash has tried a new way to write an engaging novel about screens, Maya Chung writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



High January Was Bound to Happen

By Yasmin Tayag

Many Americans enthusiastically partake in Dry January, but it is rarely pitched as fun. After the holiday stretch of office parties and family gatherings, Americans have come to use the start of every year to abstain from alcohol in the name of health and auspicious beginnings. It's a time of discipline, of cleansing, of embodying your mood board, even if it makes you a drag at parties. And it is also, as weed companies have learned, a marketing opportunity.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Jerome Powell's thankless rescue of Trump
 	The silence of the left on Iran
 	The sacrifice of the Danes
 	Autocracy in America: How crypto is used for political corruption
 	Alexandra Petri: Trump-administration officials describe an elementary-school drop-off.
 	The new food-stamp rules will make your head spin.




Culture Break


Illustration by Maria Medem



Read. The philosopher Rebecca Newberger Goldstein's latest book looks beyond happiness as the goal of a well-lived life, John Kaag writes.

Write. In 2024, Shirley Li recommended nine underrated movies that are worth your time.

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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<em>Atlantic </em>Trivia on Hockey Butts and Renaissance Six-Packs

And did you know that Sonic the Hedgehog played a part in your embryonic development?

by Drew Goins

Fri, 16 Jan 2026




Updated with new questions at 4:20 p.m. ET on January 16, 2026.

Welcome back to Atlantic Trivia! Are you hungry for more?

I hope that while I've been away, you have been enjoying plenty of food for thought--literally. Research shows that berries help improve memory and that a walnut-heavy diet is associated with higher cognitive performance. Fatty fish and leafy greens are linked to slower cognitive decline. Caffeine is a brain boost too.

A challenge: Combine all these ingredients, Chopped-style, into the perfect pre-trivia meal.

Meanwhile, I have been away these past few weeks thinking mostly about chicken parmigiana. It's not brain food per se, but I reckon we can call it creativity fuel--so long as it's eaten for breakfast. That is the suggestion in the first edition of my new newsletter, Better With Time, an eight-week course of ways to add oomph to various parts of the day. Sign up for it here.

But first--at last--trivia!

To get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily.

Friday, January 16, 2026

	What term that rhymes with a similar, more familiar concept has come to describe the replacement of alcohol consumption with cannabis use for the first month of the year?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's article on the weed industry's new New Year's proposition
 	Describing the ruinous aerial bombing of Guernica during the Spanish Civil War, Archbishop Cosmo Gordon Lang coined what phrase that has since been used to describe atom bombs and, infamously, materiel ultimately not found in Iraq?
 -- From Conor Friedersdorf's edition of The Atlantic Daily arguing that Trump sees everything as an existential threat
 	A 19th-century Atlantic essayist wrote that at the start of 1776, many Americans metaphorically "stood shivering on the banks" of what river before Thomas Paine's Common Sense nudged them to irreversibly cross it?
 -- From Jake Lundberg's essay on the provocation that helped create America




And by the way, did you know that Pablo Picasso stipulated that his 1937 painting of the bombing of Guernica should never be exhibited in authoritarian Spain? He wanted the work to go to the country only when and if democracy there was restored.

Dictator Francisco Franco tried to acquire the painting in the late 1960s after expanding a few civil liberties, but Picasso held fast. It wasn't until several years after Franco's death--and Picasso's too--that the artist's lawyers determined that Spain's nascent democracy was here to stay. In 1981, Guernica was relocated from New York to Madrid--crossing Spanish soil for the first time. It has been shown there since.

Have a great weekend.



Answers:

	High January. The "shaky logic" of swapping one vice for another during a month meant to be an experiment in sobriety is "hard to ignore," Yasmin writes. Then again, she reports, if weed helps people cut back on booze, it could lower health risks. So, naturally, she gave High January a try. Read more.
 	Weapons of mass destruction. What doesn't typically get tossed into the WMD bucket, Conor writes, is stuff that Americans willingly put into their bodies--but Donald Trump recently applied the term to fentanyl. It's in keeping, Conor argues, with the president's wont to "stoke fear beyond what reality justifies." Read more.
 	The Rubicon. Throwing off the yoke of British oppression was certainly a river crossing that couldn't be uncrossed, and in retrospect, the decision looks ineluctably fated. But it took Common Sense to, if not "single-handedly convert Americans to independence," at least give "words to growing feelings," Jake writes. Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, and if you think up a great question after reading an Atlantic story--or simply want to share a fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Thursday, January 15, 2026

	What artist, since releasing his first single in 2016, has been Spotify's most streamed artist in four separate years--and the only among his peers to perform almost entirely in Spanish?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's article on how this artist amassed an Anglophone audience
 	What brand of protein bar named after a particularly ripped specimen of Michelangelo's comes wrapped in gold foil and has roughly the protein-to-calorie ratio of boiled egg whites?
 -- From Rachel Sugar's essay arguing that American consumers have entered "late-stage protein" 
 	What name that's shared with a biblical monster did the philosopher Thomas Hobbes give to an imagined all-powerful ruler who he argued would deliver humanity from chaos?
 -- From Gal Beckerman's essay on how Hobbes has been misunderstood over the centuries




And by the way, did you know that the body turns all those egg whites and whatnot into tens of thousands of different kinds of proteins? Many of these have daunting, sciencey-sounding names--but there is also the group called "hedgehog proteins."

Cells rely on these proteins to know where to go and what to turn into during embryonic development. They are so named because disabling them in fruit flies causes embryos to grow abnormal spikes.

Humans have three separate hedgehog proteins, two of which--the Indian and desert varieties--are named after real species. The third (sigh) is named after the most famous hedgehog of all: Sonic.



Answers:

	Bad Bunny. Spencer writes that Bad Bunny's performance in Spanish is part of the "iron core of identity" that has made him so popular, but his music's emotion is universally intelligible. "Universality can shear art from its social context," Spencer says, and as Bad Bunny gears up to play the Super Bowl, he wonders: "Does what's lost in translation matter?" Read more.
 	David. One bar has 28 grams of protein jammed into 150 calories, which is totally optimized and basically joyless, Sugar writes. Protein fans say that cavemen prioritized this macronutrient; an overwhelmed Sugar thinks "the best part of being a caveman would be not worrying about protein." Read more.
 	Leviathan. Many in the Trump administration talk like top-grade Hobbesians, Gal writes, but their rhetoric ignores an element central to the work of the 17th-century philosopher: that the Leviathan would require the consent of the governed; this was the way to escape human nature's horror. In Donald Trump's orbit, Gal writes, "it's horror all the way down." Read more.




Wednesday, January 14, 2026

	What epithet for mitochondria, the body's microscopic energy producers, is so ubiquitous that it has become its own meme?
 -- From Bonnie Tsui's article about how muscles carry "memories" of strengthening and weakening
 	What philosopher recounted in his early work Apology how his former teacher denied being a "corrupter of the youth" before being executed for the charge?
 -- From Adam Kirsch's essay on the perennial fear of philosophy's influence on young minds
 	The Espacio Lejano Space Station is a radar system that China operates in the Patagonian desert under a 50-year lease from what country?
 -- From Simon Shuster's article on an area of the world that China won't easily be shooed away from




And by the way, did you know that mitochondria can be shared among cells? If needed--often in instances of cellular distress--the organelles travel from one cell to another via little bridges called tunneling nanotubes.

I cannot help but anthropomorphize this incredible phenomenon: a knock at the cell membrane. Neighbor, can I borrow a cup of adenosine triphosphate?



Answers:

	The powerhouse of the cell. As with the rest of the body, genes govern those industrious organelles, and repeated instances of muscle disuse and weakening are shown to suppress the genes that make mitochondria perform at their best, Tsui reports. In other words, each time you weaken, it becomes harder to get stronger again. Read more. 
 	Plato. Plato was a student of the philosopher Socrates, whom Athens forced to drink poison when his influence grew too great. Today, Texas A&M administrators are similarly spooked by Plato, whom they removed from a class syllabus. Plato might have seen this coming, Adam suggests, convinced as he was that the conflict between philosophy and society is "inevitable." Read more.
 	Argentina. The capture of Venezuela's Nicolas Maduro is in line with Donald Trump's plan to reestablish dominance in Latin America, Simon writes, but China will be hard to catch after years of a "methodical, well financed, and persistent" campaign to make itself indispensable in the region. Read more.




Tuesday, January 13, 2026

	What geographic line passes through eight countries (including Mali), three continents (including Antarctica), and a royal observatory?
 -- From Alexandra Petri's list of things on the globe that Donald Trump might want to buy in addition to Greenland
 	One of the stars of TV's ice-hockey romance Heated Rivalry cautioned straitlaced viewers that "you miss the story" by skipping over what parts of the show?
 -- From Faith Hill's article on what Heated Rivalry understands better than most romances
 	Living in exile since the 1979 Islamic Revolution, former Crown Prince Reza is a member of what dynasty that had ruled Iran since 1925?
 -- From Karim Sadjadpour and Jack A. Goldstone's analysis of the conditions necessary for Iran's regime to collapse




And by the way, did you know that when the aforementioned dynasty took power in 1925, its country was still known to the world as Persia? It wasn't until 1935 that the shah asked the international community to start calling the place Iran, to better reflect its makeup (not all Iranians are ethnically Persian).

This was generally accommodated. Then Winston Churchill got involved; the British premier worried that the new name was too close to Iraq's and would cause confusion during World War II, when both countries were occupied by the Allies. He requested a temporary swap back, and the Iranians--or Persians?--amazingly agreed.



Answers:

	The Prime Meridian. The spot for 0deg longitude was picked to pass through the observatory in London's borough of Greenwich, but the imaginary line traverses so much of the world that perhaps it "could be useful for spycraft," Alexandra muses in her latest satire. Read more.
 	Sex scenes. Faith agrees with the Heated Rivalry actor, writing that a "frank sex scene" reveals so much more about characters than the mere implication--say, with a cutaway to breeze-ruffled curtains--that they have been intimate. Yet sex, Faith reports, is vanishing from our TV and movie screens. Read more.
 	Pahlavi. The exiled royal is a leader of the opposition to the Islamic Republic regime in Iran--a diverse coalition that Sadjadpour and Goldstone count as a precondition for counterrevolution. Their essay names four more boxes to tick, and they write that Iran is very close to doing so. Read more.




Monday, January 12, 2026

	What 19th-century statesman and fighter is known as El Libertador for his independence campaign in northern South America (including in the country that now bears his name)?
 -- From Vivian Salama's article on the chance of a domino effect after Nicolas Maduro's capture
 	English settlers who came to colonial America were thrilled to hunt the continent's bountiful deer; the animals back in Britain could not be freely shot, because they legally belonged to what person?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's essay on venison consumption in the United States
 	A Dostoyevsky tale about a character who faces a more talented, more popular look-alike at work is an inspiration for what 2010 psychological thriller that centers on the performance of a different Russian's work?
 -- From Faith Hill's article on the movie's theme of women navigating hyper-competition




And by the way, did you know that venison, which comes from the Latin for "to hunt," once referred to any wild game? That meant deer, but also hare, boar, some goats, and elk and their ilk.

That catchall spirit lives on today in South Africa. Because the country's continent has no native deer species, venison there means meat from eland, kudu, gemsbok, springbok, or impala--which, to save you a search, are all species of antelope.



Answers:

	Simon Bolivar. El Libertador's dream of a united Latin America was one shared by Venezuela's and Cuba's socialist leaders, particularly regarding the relationship between their two countries. However linked the states are, Vivian does not think that Donald Trump's blow to Venezuela will bring about the regime's demise in Cuba. Read more.
 	The King. The English hunted down the colonies' deer population to about 1 percent what it had been in precolonial days, but the animals bounded back in a big way and are now often a nuisance. Yasmin's solution: Eat them. Read more.
 	Black Swan. That other Russian's work is Tchaikovsky's ballet Swan Lake, which--no spoilers--takes a toll on Natalie Portman's character, especially once a fellow dancer played by Mila Kunis starts breathing down her neck. Faith writes that Black Swan's story is eminently recognizable well beyond the ballet world. Read more.
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Taking the Internet Novel Offline

The author Madeline Cash has tried a new way to write an engaging novel about screens.

by Maya Chung

Fri, 16 Jan 2026




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


Novelists committed to depicting contemporary life face an unprecedented challenge in this moment: How can they do so in a way that keeps readers interested when so much of the average person's time is spent scrolling across a variety of screens?

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

	What Stephen Miller gets wrong about human nature
 	"First Memory," a poem by Mary Jo Salter
 	Julian Barnes says goodbye to the novel
 	A champion of modernism, in literature and life


Looking at the internet doesn't lend itself easily to depiction in prose, and yet anyone writing about the 21st century has no choice but to address it. This doesn't change the fact that describing someone browsing the web or scrolling without end can be mind-numbing. Different novelists have approached this fresh challenge in multiple ways: by adopting the unique vernacular or fragmented form of a social-media feed, for instance, or by showing a protagonist falling deep into a rabbit hole.

In her debut novel, Lost Lambs, Madeline Cash, a co-founder of the literary magazine Forever, has attempted to write an internet-mediated story that feels more grounded in the real world than what has come before--in large part by adopting the classic form of the family drama. She uses this approach to show not only what it looks like for a person to spend a lot of their time online, Gideon Leek wrote this week in The Atlantic, but also what that does to a person--and to their relationships. In Lost Lambs, every member of the Flynn family is influenced by their devices in a different way: The parents, Bud and Catherine, have embarked on an experiment with nonmonogamy, an idea that Catherine gets from watching a Real Housewives spin-off set in Baghdad. Meanwhile, their daughter Louise has fallen in love with an Islamic-fundamentalist boyfriend she met online in a chatroom for middle children. "Yourstruly" (the screen name by which she knows him) has taught her how to make a bomb, which she's been assembling in her backyard treehouse. "They don't cover this sort of thing in parenting books," Bud remarks, confounded.

The internet can do scary things to a person, such as encouraging violence or conspiracism. Leek points out that in Cash's novel, however, the stakes seem oddly low because nothing bad really happens. In the logic of the family novel, betrayals and mistakes should lead to a "cascade of consequences," he writes; instead, "Cash flinches." But perhaps what Cash is doing is simply capturing something very real about the internet. It's a unique place that intermingles the worst of humanity with absolute mundanity--somewhere you can have a relationship with a self-professed militant that ends before anything too grave occurs offline. In Cash's novel, the characters, just like many real people, simply get lucky: The worst doesn't occur--and what happens online, for the most part, stays there. Maybe the internet is not just changing society, but also tweaking the rules that govern what a family novel is supposed to be.




Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic



The Unhappy Literary Families of the Internet Age

By Gideon Leek

Fiction about online life tends to mimic its dull repetition. A debut novel doesn't quite succeed in raising the stakes--but it points the way forward.

Read the full article.

Know other book lovers who might like this guide? Forward them this email.



What to Read

Y/N, by Esther Yi

The title of Yi's strange and appealing 2023 novel refers to, as the unnamed narrator puts it, "a type of fanfiction where the protagonist was called Y/N or 'your name.'" The narrator attends a K-pop show in Berlin and becomes obsessed with the band's youngest member, the 20-year-old Moon: "a gift forever in the moment of being handed over," Yi writes. As the narrator's fixation grows, she begins writing Y/N fan fiction about Moon, much of which is reproduced in the novel. When Moon abruptly retires, the narrator goes to Korea to find him. Some readers might expect an indictment of fan fiction and celebrity culture; Yi swerves, though, and creates a more searching and subversive tale of love, connection, and art. Even after the narrator finds Moon, her motives remain obscure. The point of her fantasy seems to be the fantasy itself.  -- Erin Somers

From our list: Six books you can get lost in





Out Next Week

?  How to Commit a Postcolonial Murder, by Nina McConigley

? The Elements of Power, by Nicolas Niarchos


?  Scale Boy, by Patrice Nganang




Your Weekend Read


Warrick Page / HBO Max



The Pitt Is a Brilliant Portrait of American Failure

By Sophie Gilbert

Some might call The Pitt preachy. (A recent Vulture review argued that the show's righteousness has become "distractingly pedantic, even patronizing," as though considering real-world flash points through a humanizing lens was wholly new for television rather than embedded in its history: Remember Maude's abortion? Rose's Golden Girls HIV test?) I'd argue, rather, that The Pitt has an emphatic moral clarity that feels awkward only because we haven't seen it for so long. It refuses to both-sides issues that it considers straightforward. Should you vaccinate your children against measles? Yes, The Pitt says, offering up a child with not just spots all over his body but also acute inflammation in his brain and spinal cord. The show is set in the emergency room, where society's problems become inescapable, where people who have fallen through the cracks land. In an era of relentlessly absurd and wealth-washed TV, The Pitt's realism, its defiant lack of glamour, is bracing.

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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Trump-Administration Officials Describe an Elementary-School Drop-Off

Once they've identified you as the enemy, your every action looks sinister.

by Alexandra Petri

Fri, 16 Jan 2026




Based on how members of the Trump administration rushed to describe Renee Nicole Good, the Minneapolis woman who was shot and killed in her minivan while protesting ICE, as a "domestic terrorist," a "professional agitator," and an "anti-ICE rioter" behind the wheel of a "four-thousand-pound missile," here is how they might describe her dropping off her son at school just before she was killed.

The terrorist drove a 4,000-pound guided missile to deliver her small associate to the rendezvous point. She pulled up to where dozens of others just like her were also making their sinister deliveries at "School." (An ominously short, unpatriotic name for any building. Where is the "Trump"?) Their tiny accomplices climbed out of the rolling weapons, carrying bags on their backs full of scribbled writings--Codes, perhaps? Or manifestos?--in crayon and pencil and Magic Marker. Some of them were armed with Uncrustables, suspicious, round, sandwich-like objects full of jelly and peanut butter. (Deadly biohazards!) Others had juice boxes.

Despite the snow on the roads, these terrorists were out in force in their four-wheeled missiles. The missiles were garnished, in some cases, with stickers. (Stickers that have slogans on them, religious icons that almost seem to spell out COEXIST--a threat, to be certain.)

Some of them were wearing hats but no makeup. (The mark of a mind disturbed.) Some of these women had a husband at home, and some had a wife. (Could this be part of the hostility toward "traditional American views on family" that is listed in the Justice Department's new definition of domestic terror?) All of them were up to no good.

More investigation would show their true motives: Who had been funding them? Who had filled their vehicles with such dangerous and costly equipment? You could see the other weapons they carried: stuffed animals (plush, scale models of deadly threats to human life), insufficiently deferential smiles, a disrespectful attitude toward law enforcement--carried openly, in the car, where a child could see them. Who would allow such a thing around a child, knowing its potency! A disrespectful attitude--the kind of weapon that would justify any response, however violent.

Some of the terrorists walked their little cronies into the building, kissing the top of their head and whispering secret codes: "I love you." "Be kind." (A terrible thing, to indoctrinate a child.) "See you at pickup." (A terrible thing, to lie to a child.)
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For Trump, Everything Is an Existential Threat

The president and his allies are misleading the public about the threats they face.

by Conor Friedersdorf

Thu, 15 Jan 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.

Today, Donald Trump announced that he is considering using the Insurrection Act to send the U.S. military to Minneapolis if state officials do not quell anti-ICE protests there. Deploying federal troops on American soil against the objections of state and local officials is an extreme measure--and seems likelier to inflame than to extinguish unrest there, given that needlessly provocative actions by ICE officers helped create conditions on the ground. Yet the president seems eager to suppress the actions of people he calls "professional agitators and insurrectionists." For months, members of his administration have laid the rhetorical groundwork for a martial crackdown.

Insurrections are rare in U.S. history, but according to White House Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller, we've had lots of them just since 2024. In his telling, the perpetrators of recent insurrections against the United States include Joe Biden; the Colorado Supreme Court; U.S. District Judge Indira Talwani; U.S. District Judge Jennifer Thurston; Democrats; protesters in Los Angeles; protesters in Paramount, California; protesters in Compton, California; the city of Los Angeles; U.S. District Judge Maame Ewusi-Mensah Frimpong; various "radical communist judges"; the Chicago Police Department; a crowd that the Chicago police didn't stop; an Oregon judge; and "Democrat lawmakers." (Miller has never called the MAGA movement's storming of the Capitol an insurrection.)

The rhetorical abuse of insurrection is part of a larger pattern. The president and his allies constantly engage in what we might call threat inflation, giving Americans the impression that they face catastrophe on all sides and that the government therefore must respond maximally. In the administration's telling, drugs enter America via not smugglers, but "narco-terrorists." Immigrants never sneak into America; they "invade." And anti-ICE protesters are "domestic terrorists" and "insurrectionists." These designations rarely match the reality on the ground. Instead, they stoke fear beyond what reality justifies.

A particularly extreme example occurred just last month: Trump issued an executive order that declared fentanyl "a weapon of mass destruction," a dubious turn in the history of that term. The phrase weapons of mass destruction was coined by Archbishop Cosmo Gordon Lang after the 1937 bombing of Guernica to anticipate the massively damaging aerial bombings of future conflicts. "Who can think without horror of what another widespread war would mean," he wrote, "waged as it would be with all the new weapons of mass destruction?"

The term grew only more apt with the advent of the atom bomb, and has been used in recent decades to refer to existential threats to cities or even nations. It had not typically been used to refer to any of the voluntarily ingested substances that kill lots of Americans, such as alcohol, cigarettes, and cocaine--until the Trump administration sought to justify the extrajudicial killing of drug smugglers and perhaps to prepare the public to accept military escalation against various drug cartels.

Nor does the logic of the new use stand up to scrutiny. If the CIA discovered a plot to smuggle a weapon of mass destruction, as that term is understood by most Americans, into the Port of Long Beach, no president would hesitate to shut down the whole West Coast supply chain and search every container until the nerve agent, biological weapon, dirty bomb, or nuclear device was found. Yet if a kilogram of fentanyl, theoretically enough for 500,000 overdoses, were in a container ship, the U.S. government would not shut down a major port to find it. Tens of thousands of pounds of fentanyl are smuggled into the U.S. every year.

Clear thinking requires us to distinguish between the existential emergency posed by weapons of mass murder and substances that cause many deaths accumulated slowly over time, as more and more people use them. And the Trump administration would most likely reject applying its own logic consistently. For example, if a news organization waited for fentanyl shipments to arrive in a bunch of U.S. cities and then led a prime-time broadcast with the storyline Trump and his national-security team failed to stop WMD attacks on at least 20 American cities last month, the White House would rightly argue that the outlet was misleading and manipulating its viewers.

The American public is similarly misled each time Trump or members of his team erroneously assert that the country confronts a superlative threat. Terrorism is another word the administration likes to throw around--a particularly ironic threat to exaggerate, in that the intention is to stoke more public fear to achieve political goals. After the ICE officer Jonathan Ross shot and killed Renee Good in Minneapolis, Americans spent days watching and arguing about videos of the incident. Reasonable people disagreed about how to apportion blame. Secretary of Homeland Security Kristi Noem could have waited for an investigation before commenting; if she chose to speak, she could simply have argued that the woman who was killed gave the officer in front of her car reason to fear for his life. Instead, she not only presumed to know the motive of the woman who was killed; she also attributed to her the most malign motive possible. "What happened in Minneapolis was an act of domestic terrorism," Noem declared. Vice President Vance has bizarrely called the incident "classic terrorism."

The absurdity of Vance's designation is most evident if, as David French suggested in the The New York Times recently, you compare videos from Minneapolis with actual terrorist attacks. "Many of us have seen footage, for example, of the horrific ramming attack in Nice, France, in 2016 that killed 86 people--or of the domestic terror attack in Charlottesville, Va., the following year, where a white supremacist drove directly into a crowd of 'Unite the Right' counterprotesters, killing a woman, Heather D. Heyer, and injuring dozens of others," French wrote. "In both cases, the murderous intentions of the men driving the vehicles--deploying them as weapons--were unmistakable."

Trump does not lack the capacity for understatement. In February 2020, at the beginning of a pandemic that would kill more than 1 million Americans, he said, "One day--it's like a miracle--it will disappear. And from our shores, we--you know, it could get worse before it gets better. It could maybe go away. We'll see what happens. Nobody really knows." That's how Trump talks when he wants the country to keep its cool.

Confronted with far less deadly threats in his second term, Trump and his allies inflate them daily. They do so to push policies that overreact to the country's challenges rather than carefully calibrated responses. In the process, their rhetoric fuels the polarization that makes political violence and civic instability more likely. There is less to fear from reality than from the administration's fearmongering itself.
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'To Begin the World Over Again'

<em>Common</em> <em>Sense</em> was a provocation in 1776. Maybe it's the provocation we need now.

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




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

Thomas Paine may have exaggerated when he said his pamphlet Common Sense was the most successful publication "since the invention of printing," but only by a little. Published 250 years ago last week, Common Sense is perhaps the most consequential piece of political writing in American history. At a moment when hostilities with Britain had already commenced but many still entertained hopes of reconciliation, it made a forceful and seemingly irrefutable argument for independence. As the Atlantic writer Frederick Sheldon wrote in an 1859 portrait of Paine, many Americans "stood shivering on the banks of the Rubicon" at the beginning of 1776. Common Sense helped them cross it.

Reading it now, Paine's words are a kind of portal back to the Revolutionary moment. Although Common Sense is an 18th-century text with 18th-century language and preoccupations, a live current still runs through it. To revisit what Paine captured as a turning point in human history is to be reminded of the most expansive possibilities of the American idea at its creation.

Paine was an unlikely spokesman for American independence. When he wrote Common Sense, he'd only recently arrived in America from England. He was 37, and mostly a failure after turns as a staymaker (an artisan who made corsets), teacher, shopkeeper, and tax collector. The two things Paine was best at--talking and writing--had at least landed him in useful company in London, and he'd left for Philadelphia late in 1774 bearing a letter of introduction from no less a patron than Benjamin Franklin. Not long after his arrival, Paine began editing the weekly Pennsylvania Magazine, taking on the horrors of slavery, the unwelcome presence of British troops, the prospects of defensive war, and the trials of marriage (another venture in which he had failed).

With Common Sense, Paine, in the words of the American general Charles Lee, "burst upon the world like Jove, in thunder." First issued on January 10, 1776, it was printed up and down the colonies in some 25 editions over the course of the year. Paine would later claim that it sold 150,000 copies, making it the best-selling "performance" since "the use of letters." Whatever the figures, if Common Sense didn't single-handedly convert Americans to independence, it gave words to growing feelings. As a Massachusetts man wrote to Paine, "every sentiment has sunk into my well-prepared heart."

It did not do so by accident. Paine crafted Common Sense as a kind of talking book; its pages are alive with the voices and scenes of the Revolutionary moment. John Adams complained that Common Sense sounded like it was written by a former inmate of London's notorious Newgate Prison, "or one who had chiefly associated with such company." For Paine, this was high praise. He wished for Common Sense to sound like what one might hear in the tavern, the shop, the coffeehouse, or the street. Anticipating public readings, he fashioned the text as something of a script, adding italics and capitals to direct its performers to catch its cadences and hurl its barbs: "The blood of the slain, the weeping voice of nature cries, 'TIS TIME TO PART."

Paine's argument for parting was as powerful as his language. His reasoning began with an indictment of the whole institution of monarchy (which he called "the most prosperous invention the Devil ever set on foot for the promotion of idolatry.") What monarchy's devotees claimed as natural and divine, Paine described as a crime of history. The first king? He was the "chief among plunderers" and "nothing better than the principal ruffian of some restless gang." Such rhetoric announced a marked turn in the discourse on America's relation to Britain, both in tone and target. Previously, the debate involved the abstract language of political theory and had largely focused on the question of Parliament's authority over the colonies. Paine's anti-monarchy appeal at once simplified the case and made it more democratic, shaking the foundations of a world defined by rigid hierarchies.

For even some American leaders, such ideas were dangerously subversive. Adams, who recognized Paine's genius but feared his book's influence, called Paine a "disastrous meteor" whose appearance portended disorder and tumult. Paine wasn't merely making a case against monarchy and for American independence--he was offering a thrilling vision of America as a refuge for liberty and equality, a laboratory for self-government, independent not just from Britain but from all the existing institutions that kept people in their places. "We have it in our power to begin the world over again," he announced. "The birthday of a new world is at hand."

This year, the 250th birthday of the nation Paine helped write into existence is at hand. But with a leader who yearns for the powers of a king and an administration working to discount the currency of our most Revolutionary ideals, we seem to be reverting to the old world Paine wished to bury. His pamphlet, a provocation then, is perhaps the provocation we need now. It remains true that "men who look upon themselves born to reign, and others to obey, soon grow insolent." It is not theoretical that some figure "laying hold of popular disquietudes, may collect together the desperate and the discontented, and by assuming themselves the powers of government, may sweep away the liberties of the continent like a deluge." And as freedom is being "hunted around the globe," we would do well to remember that America was born, in aspiration at least, as a home for the fugitive and "an asylum for mankind."
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