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What Atheism Could Not Explain

How falling in love inspired the author Christopher Beha to go back to church

by Luis Parrales

Thu, 12 Mar 2026




Christopher Beha's path to atheism began in college. Close encounters with death--a brother's car accident, his own cancer diagnosis--led to a period of disenchantment. He picked up Bertrand Russell's anti-religious diatribes and started skipping Mass, which he'd attended since childhood. In the years that followed, he immersed himself in the work of atheists such as Albert Camus and Arthur Schopenhauer.

As he grew older, something shifted. In his new book, Why I Am Not an Atheist, Beha--a novelist and a former editor of Harper's Magazine--describes why he ultimately rejected the conclusions of these thinkers and others. The choice was, in part, due to philosophical objections. But he describes another motive for his return to faith--a refreshing counter to how religious conversions, and religion more broadly, are frequently talked about today.

In short: He fell in love.

Comparisons between faith and romantic love crop up throughout the centuries, appearing in the Bible--the "Song of Songs" is one long love poem--and the reflections of early Christians such as Origen and Saint Augustine. In his 1923 biography of Francis of Assisi, the British critic G. K. Chesterton remarked that for the medieval saint, "religion was not a thing like a theory but a thing like a love-affair," a proposition echoed by David Brooks a century later when he wrote that "faith is more like falling in love than it is like finding the answer to a complicated question." With both faith and romance, the comparison suggests, abstractions and proofs only approximate what experience reveals: ineffable wonder, a shout-it-from-the-mountaintops elation, confidence in the unconditionality of another's love.

For Beha, though, falling in love was more than merely analogous to having faith; it was a catalyst. More than a decade after first reading Russell, he began seeing someone. It went poorly at first--he acted "wooden and self-conscious" and rambled about his literary ambitions while she nodded politely. ("She was not the kind of person who judged other people on what they did for a living," Beha writes.) But once he changed course and tried to make her laugh instead, she taught him two things: that he could, and that he was "still capable" of both being happy and making another person so. Within a year, they were engaged.

Read: Marilynne Robinson makes the Book of Genesis new

That wasn't the only change. He quit drinking. His depression receded. The thought of having kids, something he had previously written off as a futile act, now appealed to him. As he tells the story, atheism became untenable not primarily through an argument, but because of its inability to explain how his future wife had changed him. "My life was filled with love," he writes, "but there was something in this love that demanded I make sense of it."

The various forms of atheism espoused by the thinkers he'd read seemed unable to provide an explanation. The scientific bent exemplified by atheists such as Richard Dawkins and Daniel Dennett offered, in his view, a reductive account of his love, flattening it to "a physical sensation, a neurochemical process in the brain," a handshake between dopamine and oxytocin. Romantic idealism--Beha's term for the belief of atheists such as Friedrich Nietzsche that each individual must fashion meaning in a meaningless universe--could not contend with the fact that Beha hadn't brought about his newfound sense of meaning on his own. It was external, at the mercy of someone else.

To Beha's surprise, the Catholic faith that he thought he had left behind provided the meaning he was seeking. Inspired by medieval-Christian mysticism--a tradition that emphasizes contemplation and a "willingness to live with perplexity"--and the New Testament's claim that God is not just loving but love itself, he started attending Mass once again.

Beha's wife, however, has remained an atheist. Although "completely supportive and mostly good-natured about it," she was admittedly mystified by his return to faith. Did her husband really believe in this, she wondered--the miracles, the social doctrines, the resurrection? Beha's response is to describe himself as "a skeptical believer"; for him, moments of certainty commingle with moments of doubt. Sometimes faith feels like "wishful thinking"; sometimes skepticism seems "willful and obtuse." Yet he persists. "Belief is not, after all," he writes, "something that is done once and for all."

Other recent conversion stories share Beha's focus on both love and what their authors come to view as the limits of atheism. The philosopher Matthew Crawford described to The Free Press how he became a Christian after meeting his wife: As he put it, faith opened a previously unseen "layer of reality" that scientific explanations miss. "A lot of very thoughtful people who once believed reason and science could explain everything," Crawford remarked, "are now feeling a genuine hunger for something more." The Pepperdine University political-science professor Jason Blakely wrote in America magazine that his atheism began to crumble when he realized that he had been "surviving on a meaning" that came from outside himself. His conversion's genesis, as with Beha's, was his future wife's love.

This emphasis on love has potential pitfalls. It may strike some readers as sentimental. And many people argue that at some point, a religious person must commit themselves to particular doctrinal claims and practices, the details of which Beha, in his book, does not extensively explore. His accounts and others' are nevertheless valuable because they depict a path to faith that's an alternative to the one portrayed in many prominent conversion stories, which paint Christianity as a sort of cultural antidote for civilizational decay.

Read: My father, my faith, and Donald Trump

Take the writer and activist Ayaan Hirsi Ali. In 2023, after many years as a committed atheist, she described her conversion to Christianity as being motivated by a desire to "fight off" the "formidable forces" of authoritarianism, Islam, and "woke ideology." She made no mention of Christ, or of love. At a 2021 conference, J. D. Vance described his conversion to Catholicism by saying, "I really like that the Catholic Church was just really old. I felt like the modern world was constantly in flux. The things that you believed 10 years ago were no longer even acceptable to believe 10 years later." The British rapper Zuby posted on X a few years ago that "the West is absolutely screwed if it loses Christianity." (The post received nearly 2 million views and earned a reply from Elon Musk, who said, "I think you're probably right.")

Is it possible to understand Christianity as a bulwark against social change and still hold on to faith sincerely? I think so--Ali and Vance have elsewhere also reflected more personally on their conversions, for example. But describing one's religion primarily as a tool to harken back to the past, or as a way to defeat your enemies, risks overlooking the humanizing power of belief. This is what makes Beha's book so worthwhile, for showing how religion at its best offers more than a theory of cultural renewal. As his there-and-back-again story conveys, faith can foster humility, of the mind and of the heart, and a desire to see others with the love that they believe God sees in people.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/family/2026/03/christopher-beha-atheist-catholicism/686338/?utm_source=feed
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Who Cares If AI Brings Down the Economy?

Silicon Valley wants you to love the AI bubble.

by Lila Shroff

Thu, 12 Mar 2026




The tech billionaire Hemant Taneja admits that AI is a bubble. In fact, he welcomes it: "Bubbles are good," Taneja, the CEO of General Catalyst, a venture-capital firm, told me in an email. If AI comes crashing down, it will lead to "some spectacular failures," he said--companies will go under and people will lose their jobs--but that's a price tag worth paying for "enduring companies that change the world forever."



His view is widespread in Silicon Valley. Some, such as Nvidia CEO Jensen Huang, reject the notion that their companies are overvalued. But many of the wealthiest and most powerful people in tech are embracing the idea of an AI bubble. Jeff Bezos has argued that AI might be a "good" kind of bubble. Sam Altman has made similar comments, predicting that AI will be a "huge net win for the economy" even if "a phenomenal amount of money" is lost along the way.



Indeed, a phenomenal amount of money is at stake: OpenAI, which is still far from profitable, is currently worth more than Toyota, Coca-Cola, and Disney combined. This year, Big Tech plans to spend some $650 billion on the AI build-out--a sum that far exceeds the GDP of most countries. Investors are banking that AI will spur a productivity boom and deliver unimaginable corporate profits, but that future could be far off. If the spending dries up first, the bubble could pop--perhaps dragging the rest of the economy down with it. Nonetheless, Silicon Valley thinks that the present mania will eventually pay back its returns through scientific discovery and economic growth. "Stop trying to make bubbles go away," as the entrepreneur James Thomason recently wrote. "The benefits of innovation outweigh the costs of volatility." In other words: Be grateful for the bubble.

Read: Here's how the AI crash happens

Silicon Valley did not invent the idea that bubbles can be worth the pain. Various economists have made the argument for decades. But as the AI boom has exploded, a book by two investors, Tobias Huber and Byrne Hobart, has helped formalize tech's pro-bubble ideology. Boom: Bubbles and the End of Stagnation was a hit in Silicon Valley when it came out in 2024, praised by the tech billionaires Peter Thiel and Marc Andreessen.



The authors argue that there are essentially two kinds of bubbles: good ones (dot-com, the railroads) and bad ones (the 2008 housing crisis). Both cause damage when they burst, but the good bubbles accelerate the development of new technologies, which ultimately benefits society as a whole. In a bubble, a "set of investments that you could never underwrite otherwise suddenly makes sense," Hobart told me.



Bubble defenders such as Hobart point to the railroads as one example of how exuberant speculation can end up paying off. They acknowledge that the development of the railroads in the late 19th century led to multiple devastating depressions--but they also point out that the country got, well, railroads that transformed the fabric of American life. The United States "has some of the world's best freight rail infrastructure thanks to what in the 19th century was excess capacity," Hobart and Huber write. (Commercial rail travel in the U.S. is another story.) They also look to the early days of the internet, when overzealous investing resulted in the dot-com crash. Yes, it was bad when the bubble burst, but the froth also financed a massive build-out of fiber-optic cables that helped shape today's internet. Without a bubble, the thinking goes, the modern web would have developed much more slowly.



Even people outside the tech industry seem convinced by the idea that bubbles can have positive elements. "If investors remained dispassionate," Howard Marks, the billionaire investor who famously anticipated the dot-com crash, told me, "it would take a lot longer for a new unproven technology to be adopted." Of course, this idea is premised on the notion that widespread adoption is in the public's best interest.



Either way, though, bubble defenders see the same thing happening with AI: Conscious machines might sound mythical, but if excited investors throw enough cash at the problem--giving entrepreneurs the space to pursue risky, experimental work--superintelligence just might become reality. "There is both froth in parts of the AI ecosystem and real breakthroughs," as the investment firm KKR wrote last fall. "Past overbuilds in rail, electrification, and fiber seeded critical economic change." Even Mary Daly, the president of the San Francisco Fed, has suggested AI is a "good bubble," noting that "even if the investors don't get all the returns that the early enthusiasts think when they invest, it doesn't leave us with nothing."



Indeed, the technology has already advanced significantly since the arrival of ChatGPT--thanks, in large part, to the spending frenzy. More investment has meant more computing power to throw at training AI models, which, in turn, has led to more capable AI systems. The mania has also sucked talent into the industry and birthed an explosion of start-ups experimenting with new approaches to building the technology. Without such intense investment, it's hard to imagine so much progress over such a short period.

Read: AI agents are taking America by storm

Less clear is whether the current AI-infrastructure build-out will prove fruitful in the long run. As Silicon Valley continues to pour unfathomable sums into data centers, there's a risk they will overbuild. Unlike railroad tracks and fiber-optic cables, which can last for decades, computer chips, which power data centers, quickly become obsolete. Still, some bubble defenders argue that all this construction will have lasting value. For example, AI's seemingly limitless appetite for electricity could also spur a boom in clean-energy generation, as the tech analyst Ben Thompson has written, bringing new sources of nuclear and solar energy online. This, of course, is an optimistic vision: Right now, data centers are driving a gas boom.



Even if Silicon Valley is correct that the bubble is accelerating AI progress, that doesn't make it unilaterally appealing. "The investor doesn't say, 'Well, yes, I lost my money, but thank God it advantaged society,'" Marks said. Accepting short-term financial pain as the cost of technological progress might be easy for tech titans with truckloads of money. It's a much harder sell to the rest of America. Who cares about better chatbots if you're about to retire and a crash wipes out your 401(k)?



The freight-rail system might seem great from today's vantage point, but the Panic of 1893 was among the most severe financial crises in our nation's history, causing unemployment to spike to more than 10 percent for half a decade. The situation was so dire that J. P. Morgan--who himself was enriched by the railroads--helped bail out the federal government. After the dot-com bubble burst, the U.S. entered a recession. If the AI bubble were to collapse, the fallout could be "catastrophic," Carlota Perez, the author of a seminal book on bubbles and innovation, told me. The flood of investment is the eye "of a much larger hurricane that involves the whole financial world," she said. According to one estimate, an AI crash could wipe out some $35 trillion in global wealth.



Inside of tech, many bubble apologists acknowledge the downsides. "There will be people who will have just really unfortunate outcomes from this," Hobart said about a potential crash. Still, the industry's mindset seems to be that innovation is worth whatever costs are incurred along the way. If Meta ends up "misspending a couple of hundred billion dollars, I think that that is going to be very unfortunate, obviously," Zuckerberg said last fall. "But what I'd say is I actually think the risk is higher on the other side."



What makes the narrative of a "good bubble" concerning is that it provides justification for investors to keep pumping money into AI, regardless of whether it really makes sense to do so. As the cash keeps flowing, the risk of a debilitating crash seems to only be increasing. Both Anthropic and OpenAI are racing to go public, reportedly as soon as this year. Such high-status public offerings could ratchet up the mania, and increase the potential for financial contagion, as more people's retirement accounts and investment portfolios get tied up in still-unprofitable AI companies.



Two things can be true at once: AI is a generational technology that will transform the world, and people are going to lose large amounts of money along the way. A bubble is good only if you're the one who wins.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/03/ai-bubble-defenders-silicon-valley/686340/?utm_source=feed
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'If You Win One Penny, You're in the Top 2 Percent of Bettors'

McKay Coppins on his experiment with sports gambling--and why it's a losing game for nearly everyone

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 12 Mar 2026




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

From Plato to Charles Barkley, great minds have warned about the destructive power of gambling. The way societies have usually managed the vice is to cordon it off. It's legal, but contained to disreputable places, such as red-light districts, riverboats, and Nevada. This was true in much of the United States until 2018, when a Supreme Court ruling opened the door to legalized sports betting nationwide. If you've watched a game on TV in the past few years, or listened to a sports podcast, or checked a score on your phone, you have no doubt absorbed, via ads, this practically overnight cultural transformation: Sports betting is everywhere, and now accessible from your couch. Last year, Americans spent $160 billion on it.

The easy availability means that people who otherwise might not have been tempted have gotten sucked in. Unlikely people--such as a Mormon father of four and Atlantic staff writer--are betting on sports these days. In the case of McKay Coppins, it was supposed to be just for research.

In an act of genius or cruelty, this magazine gave Coppins $10,000 to try a season of sports betting. The idea was to provide him with an amount sufficient enough to make the stakes feel real. The result was a painful lesson on hubris, temptation, and how to ruin Christmas. In this episode of Radio Atlantic, Coppins discusses the rise of sports betting, the questionable morals of prediction markets, and what he learned about himself in his season of sanctioned vice.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Last year, when Atlantic staff writer McKay Coppins wanted to do a story about sports gambling, he and his editor started out with the usual angles.

McKay Coppins: We ticked through all the obvious approaches, right? You should talk to people who struggle with gambling addiction. You should talk to the executives at the big online sportsbooks.


Rosin: And then one of them had another idea.

Coppins: I can't remember if it was my editor or me who first said, Well, maybe you should try it a little bit.


[Music]

Coppins: Part of it is that, because I was a sports fan--if you are a sports fan, if you watch sports in the year 2026, you are just constantly bombarded with gambling advertising.


Kevin Hart (in DraftKings commercial 1): DraftKings, now, I know it's the Super Bowl and all, but everyone gets a free bet?
 Speaker (in DraftKings commercial 2): Lay it all on tonight's game or kiss it goodbye.
 Speaker 1 (in FanDuel commercial): FanDuel's free Pick 'Em game gives you more ways to win this fantasy season.
 Speaker 2 (in FanDuel commercial): Agreed.


Coppins: Every game you watch, it's just an onslaught of ads for online sportsbooks.


Narrator (in DraftKings commercial 1): Head to the DraftKings Sportsbook app to claim your free bet now.


Coppins: If you listen to sports podcasts, like I do, all the sponsors are FanDuel, DraftKings.


Bill Simmons: The Bill Simmons Podcast, brought to you by FanDuel Sportsbook. We are also brought to you--


Coppins: And almost through, like, cultural osmosis, I started to pick up some of the kind of sports-betting language. I started to hear about point spreads and money lines so much that I was like, Man, what is the deal with this?


Man 1: --one on one, so--
 Man 2: Now yours will be the opposite. You are +3.5 now.
 Man 1: 'Cause that's not the odds; that is the spread.
 Man 2: No, that's not the odds. That's what a--


Coppins: I just had this feeling that gambling was becoming so culturally ubiquitous that it couldn't help but change our culture, right? It was definitely changing sports and sports media. But it felt like it was having a bigger effect on the country than that, and so I wanted to look into it.


Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Sports betting is everywhere, despite basically only becoming legal in most of the U.S. in the past eight years.

And it just keeps growing.

Coppins: Just to give you a sense--in 2017, Americans legally wagered $4.9 billion on sports. Last year, that number was $160 billion.


Rosin: McKay was about to add to that pile by experimenting with sports gambling himself.

There was just one problem: McKay is Mormon, so gambling is against his religion.

Coppins: And they were like, Well, what if we came up with this work-around? (Laughs.)
 Rosin: (Laughs.) So you asked Jesus.
 Coppins: So I went and presented it to God. Well, no, actually, I asked my bishop, which is a pretty strange experience.


Rosin: His bishop gave a tentative yes--but only because of a technical work-around that he and his editor came up with: McKay would not be staking his own money. For the entire run of the upcoming NFL season, McKay would be staking the magazine's money.

The Atlantic gave one of its staff writers $10,000 to gamble with.

Coppins: And I will say, I did not ask for $10,000.


Rosin: And if, by the end of the season, he came out ahead, he could split the winnings 50-50.

Coppins:  I went into it thinking, My eyes are wide open. I'm already skeptical of the sports-betting industry. I have never had any interest in gambling whatsoever. (Laughs.) This will be kind of a fun gimmick for the story. But that's about it, right?
 My wife, also, when I told her I was gonna do this, had sort of the same feeling, like, Oh, well, that'll make the story funny.


[Music]

Coppins: And I thought maybe it would be, like, one section of the story because it wouldn't really amount to much, but it would be a fun little detail.
 Rosin: I feel like this is where we cue the cliff-hanger music, whatever that cliff-hanger music is. (Laughs.)
 Coppins: (Laughs.) Now for a break. Let's--
 Rosin: Yes. (Laughs.) Now for a break.
 Coppins: We'll tell you what happened next after.


Rosin: So talk about your first few bets. How did you get going?

Coppins: Well, the very first night I set up my DraftKings account was the first game of the NFL season. It was on a Thursday night. I remember excusing myself from the family dinner table. I have four young kids.

I knew they were gonna find out eventually what I was doing, but it still felt a little bit unseemly that I was gonna start gambling, and so I didn't want them to see me download DraftKings and ask what I was doing.

So I went into my bedroom, I downloaded DraftKings and deposited $500 into my account, and I was off. And that first night, I knew so little about sports betting that I was basically just punching in bets at random.

But I think I made a parlay bet that was kind of long odds for Saquon Barkley and Jalen Hurts to both score touchdowns. And at the end of the night, I was up 20 bucks.

And I remember the next morning, I told my wife, Hey, I won 20 bucks last night, and she got so excited. And she high-fived me, and we were immediately fantasizing about what we were gonna do with all the winnings that I would make at the end of the season. (Laughs.) We're gonna replace the KitchenAid mixer that needs to be replaced. Maybe we could even put new shelves up in the pantry. We had all these big ideas 'cause maybe I was secretly a sports-betting savant and we didn't know it.

[Music]

Rosin: So at some point, you realize you're not a savant, or maybe you're not a savant, and you get in touch with Nate Silver, which is hilarious. Just say who Nate Silver is, so--

Coppins: Well, I had this idea that I needed a gambling guru, right? I was gonna need somebody to hold my hand through the process and at least give me the kind of best practices of the sports bettor.

Nate Silver, I would describe him as America's most famous statistics nerd, right? He started FiveThirtyEight. He was known for calling the outcomes of elections based on his proprietary polling model and, a few years ago, pivoted to gambling. (Laughs.) He cites a midlife crisis and general fatigue with politics.

And he wrote a book about gambling, a very good book. He had always been a poker player. And I basically called him up, and I was like, Hey, Nate, I don't know what I'm doing. Do you wanna be my guide?

And he was happy to do it, although I will tell you, my very first call with him was pretty humiliating because I, beforehand, sent him all my bet slips for the first week. (Laughs.) And got on the phone with him and he kind of pulled them up as we were on the phone, and just immediately, he started to react in real time as he was looking at them.

Rosin: Ugh.

Coppins: And he just says, Okay. Oh. Oh, no. (Laughs.) And then started laughing at me, which is how I learned that it's possible to be emasculated by Nate Silver.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Right, right, right, right, right. What was he noticing?

Coppins: Well, he said I was making a bunch of mistakes, and one of them was that I was only using DraftKings. And what he said is, the basic reality of sports betting--and I think this is important to note because I have met so many people who, when I told them I was now getting into sports gambling, they'd say, Oh, I know a guy who made millions as a sports bettor, and if you're just really good at it, then you can make a lot of money. And I just wanna dispel that a little bit because the first thing Nate Silver told me was, It is incredibly hard to make money as a sports gambler. And to do it, you have to exploit microscopic edges, right?

He said, You should be shopping for lines, the best betting lines on any given game, across multiple books; you can't just use DraftKings. You need a bunch of different books 'cause all the lines are a little different. You need to steer clear of parlays and prop bets.

Prop bets are, like, individual outcomes within a game. Parlays are--they have longer odds; they'll pay out more money. But it's only if multiple different outcomes hit, so, like, the Chiefs to win and the Chargers to cover the spread or whatever.

But what it boiled down to was you have to understand that sports betting successfully is a grind.

[Music]

Coppins: And then he told me--and this was a shocking revelation for me--well, actually, what I asked him was, I'm starting out with $10,000. What would be a good season? If I get to the end of the season, how much would I have to win for this to count as a victory? And he was almost confused by the question because he said, Oh, if you win one penny, you're in the top 2 percent of bettors.

Rosin: Ugh, my God. (Laughs.)

Coppins: He was like, Even I--who, in my lifetime, have made hundreds of thousands of dollars gambling--if I break even betting on the NFL, I'll count that as a win.

It was kind of this revelatory moment where it was like, Oh, everybody loses money gambling. You can't really win. And I knew that intellectually, right: The house always wins. This is the one thing everybody knows about gambling. But what's kind of amazing in retrospect is that I didn't really believe him. I heard him, but I was like, But I could be in that 2 percent.

Rosin: Okay, so you leave this Nate Silver conversation with maybe what we can both agree is false confidence. (Laughs.)

Coppins: (Laughs.)

Rosin: And you start to go deeper in. What did you start to notice about yourself? What happens?

Coppins: Well, I started out following his rules that he gave me, right? Basically, what he said is, If you wanna be a good sports bettor, at the beginning of every week, sit down in a quiet place. Look over the lines. Do some research on--

Rosin: What's the lines?

Coppins: The betting lines, so: The Chiefs are favored to beat the Bills by two points, right? Basically, for every game, a bunch of different sportsbooks will have similar but not identical lines, so you look through all the lines; you decide which games you like, which lines are most enticing. You should look at injury reports. You should look at weather forecasts, other factors that might affect the outcome of the game. And then, when the games are still several days away and you're not acting out of emotion or chasing your losses, you should make your bets in kind of a sober frame of mind. So that--

Rosin: And stick to them, calmly.

Coppins: And stick to them. Right. Unless something really dramatic changes--the quarterback gets injured at practice or whatever--you should stick to them and not alter them once the game has started. Because that's the temptation, right? So I stuck to that. I really tried to. For the first month or two, I was doing what Nate told me.

But I was surprised by a couple things. First, I was surprised by how emotionally I reacted when games didn't go my way, right? The very first game that I bet on, 30 seconds into the game, the best defender on the Eagles got into something with a player on the Cowboys and spit on him and got ejected from the game.

And so you have these things that are totally out of your control that you couldn't have possibly anticipated that affect the outcome of the game, and it drives you crazy. And what surprised me was how it wouldn't just drive me crazy, but I would start to develop irrational hatreds for certain players based on their performance losing me money.

Rosin: Okay, so you're angry at the players. Did your family start to notice anything about you?

Coppins: So that was the other thing that changed. I was surprised by how quickly and extensively what was supposed to be, like, this dumb little gimmick kind of took over my life. (Laughs.)

Again, I didn't want my kids to see me gambling all the time. They knew I was doing it for my story. But I was so obsessed with looking at the lines, looking at the prop bets that were available. I would often hide from them to place bets. So I would slip away from the living room and go hide in the kitchen pantry to put bets in. And I remember--

Rosin: (Laughs.) The pantry. Oh my God.

Coppins: --one time--and this is not, like, a vast pantry; it's, like, a closet that I'm hiding in. I remember my 10-year-old son once went into the pantry 'cause I had gone to get them snacks and then just stayed there and was on DraftKings, and he found me, and he announced to the family, Dad is hiding again.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

[Music]

Coppins: My wife caught me looking at one of the betting apps at church, which I think is doubly sinful in some way. I think also one of the early advantages or benefits of sports betting, which was I was so much more interested in the games, also meant that I was watching so much sports.

[Sounds of NFL games]

Coppins: My Sunday afternoons were completely consumed by watching, like, five NFL games at a time.

[Sounds of NFL games]

Coppins: I would stay up super late watching the end of West Coast games. And then after that, I would spend another hour scrolling on FanDuel to see future bets. And that meant that I was then sleeping in later, which meant that I wasn't as present in the morning routine of getting the kids ready for school. And I remember, I knew I was in trouble sometime in October, when my wife, who is pretty patient and supportive, said something like, I can't wait for this gambling experiment to be over.

We kind of got into a little argument because she noted that I had been staying up super late watching these games that I was gambling on and I wasn't as available as I usually was helping with the kids. And she was like, Look, if you're staying up late working, I understand and I get it. And I very stupidly was like, This is for work! (Laughs.)

Rosin: I knew you were gonna say that. (Laughs.)

Coppins: I walked right into it, and she just rolled her eyes. She was like, You don't have to watch every game that you gamble on--you have no control over the outcome, which is the kind of thing that is obviously true and also so outrageous to a gambler because, of course, you're gonna watch the games that you gamble on, like, How dare you!

Rosin: In a moment, things get even worse.

Coppins: I was waking up in the middle of the night because I would have these nightmares that I had blown through the $10,000 and was now gambling with our own money and didn't even realize it. (Laughs.)


Rosin: That's after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: This is all funny, but I do wonder if there was ever a point when you felt like you lost yourself in some way.

Coppins: There was a stretch when I kind of went into a tailspin, and it was right around Christmas of last year.

And I think it started, actually, with another Cowboys game, Lions and Cowboys. I had bet the Cowboys to cover a 3.5-point spread; they were the underdogs. And in the fourth quarter, it looked like I might be able to win. Dak Prescott, the quarterback, was driving down the field, about to score a touchdown, it looked like. And then there was this controversial offensive-pass-interference call that was made that ended the drive, and I ended up losing a bunch of money.

And this game ended, and I couldn't believe it. I couldn't believe that I had been burned by a bad call by a random referee. And it was like something snapped for me. And I think because, up to that point, I had tried to be pretty diligent, right? I was doing all the things Nate Silver said--I was monastically studying the lines; I was staying away from the suckers' bets, the parlays and the prop bets--and I should have won that bet. But because of this bad, bad call--it just drove me insane, and I became determined.

At certain points, I had actually been up for the season. Around Thanksgiving, I was up a couple hundred bucks. But at this point, after losing that game--I lost, I think, $500, and I just went ballistic. And I was like, I am gonna win back everything that I lost. I'm sick of this. And this is a term that I learned in the course of my reporting and then experienced: I was on tilt.

[Music]

Coppins: On tilt describes kind of the emotional, frenzied state that a gambler gets into when they start making really unwise decisions. And for the next two weeks, basically, I was on tilt.

It was a strange experience 'cause it was Christmas season. I have young kids. We're doing all these festive family things. We're going ice skating. And every outing was an opportunity to gamble more.

My toddler fell asleep in the minivan, and I was like, You guys go skate. I'll stay here with the toddler 'til he wakes up.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Coppins: And I'm putting together six-game parlays on my phone. (Laughs.)

I remember collapsing onto the couch and starting to do the mental math, and I realized that I had lost $2,500 in 13 days.

Rosin: Whoa.

Coppins: For basically any gambler, that's a bad two-week stretch, but what was concerning to me was that at no point in those two weeks did I think that I was doing anything wrong.

Rosin: Let's move on to the bigger picture: Sports betting used to be illegal. How did that change?

Coppins: Well, it was always illegal, with some caveats, right? There were always parts of the country where it was either explicitly legal or people kind of looked the other way.

From the very beginning of American history, the Puritans understood that gambling was a dangerous vice. They outlawed it in Plymouth. Pennsylvania had laws on the books about it. It was kind of always consigned to riverboats or red-light districts or places that were kind of considered unsavory. There was this kind of idea that if people had to gamble, they would need to go to unsavory places to do it.

In 2012, Chris Christie, governor of New Jersey, wanted to help the flagging economy of Atlantic City and had this idea that he would make Atlantic City one of those places where sports betting was legal.

Governor Chris Christie: And that's why I'm pleased to announce today that our administration is formally submitting our sports-gambling regulations this week. (Applause.)


Coppins: He passed a bill legalizing sports betting in Atlantic City, which then prompted the sports leagues to sue. And this case ended up winding through federal court, eventually landed at the Supreme Court--

Chief Justice John Roberts: In case number 16-476, Murphy v. NCAA, and the consolidated case, Justice [Samuel] Alito has the opinion of the court.


Coppins: --which, in 2018, decided to overturn the federal ban on sports betting, opening the door for states to legalize it in their respective territories.

Rosin: What a history. Because looking back now, we think, that idea of betting containment, like, We'll only have it in Atlantic City. We'll only have it in Las Vegas, that seems so old-fashioned and wholesome now as an idea.

Coppins: It does, but it was the consensus view, like, as of eight years ago. I want people to understand that this new Wild West era of sports betting that we're in is only a few years old. It's kind of insane how quickly we, as a country, as a society, decided to unlearn the lessons that every civilization before us had learned, which is that gambling is civilizationally ruinous and soul-rotting and incredibly dangerous and should be kept at bay.

Now, look, in a liberal-democratic society, you have to make a certain amount of tolerance for vice, right? And it makes sense to me to have a few places, kind of containment zones, where the vice is tolerated.

But it is literally just in 2018 and after that, all of a sudden, the leagues realized there is an enormous amount of money to make in doing this. The states suddenly realized, Oh, we could get a bunch of tax revenue if we legalize it and tax it. And the sportsbooks, which almost overnight became these kind of economic juggernauts, started throwing money around to very rapidly expand sports betting across the country.

I've lost count--it's 38, 40 states, something like that, that have legalized it. I would be surprised if, by the end of the decade, unless something dramatic changes, every state hasn't legalized it.

Rosin: Okay, so sports betting is one thing. We can see how it's gotten outta control. It makes a certain kind of sense. Sports is a game.

I think where you really start to want to do an anthropology of shifts in American culture is when it goes beyond sports betting, 'cause you can bet on anything these days. So do you see those two things as connected? 'Cause you did do some of that in this experiment as well.

Coppins: I did, and I do think they're connected. I think that, in some ways, the predictive markets, like Polymarket and Kalshi, are kind of the logical end point of the sports-betting explosion, right? And now they're introduced to the idea, Well, you don't know that much about sports? You can also bet on the Oscars. You can also bet on what the temperature in Los Angeles will be tomorrow. You can also bet on when Taylor Swift's wedding to Travis Kelce will take place.

After first kind of conditioning the American population to get more comfortable with gambling on their phones, we're now introducing them to the idea of gambling on every facet of American life. It doesn't have to just be sports.

[Music]

Coppins: I actually first took interest in the predictive markets after the Venezuela operation. This became kind of a famous story, but after U.S. troops went into Venezuela to capture the president, [Nicolas] Maduro, it was revealed that this guy on Polymarket bet a huge amount of money on the idea that Maduro would be removed from power by a certain date.

News reporter (from CBS Detroit): --bet $32,000 that the Venezuelan president would be out of power by January 31.


Coppins: And clearly, this was somebody who had inside knowledge, and he or she made a killing on it.

News reporter (from CBS Detroit): And that user cashed out, making more than $400,000.
 Man: These markets are--


Coppins: And once I started talking to people who work at these platforms, I found out that insider trading is actually kind of part of the whole experience. It's a feature of the platforms, not a bug.

Proponents of these predictive markets will argue that the more insiders use their platforms to cash in on their inside knowledge, the more useful the markets become as predictors of future events.

Rosin: That's circular. Why is that a defense of it?

Coppins: Because their argument is that the predictive market's social utility is that they are more useful than polls or surveys or predictions by experts or pundits, right?

Rosin: I see. So it's an actual freer flow of information. It's a more accurate source of future information.

Coppins: That's right. Well, and they go--

Rosin: That's interesting.

Coppins: --they go even further than that, though. The CEO and founder of Kalshi has said that, basically, the goal is to move the digital public square away from social media, where AI slop and rage bait are kind of the coin of the realm, into predictive markets, where you are incentivized to invest based on what you genuinely believe or have inside knowledge about.

A more grandiose summary of his vision--he said, "The long-term vision is to financialize everything and create a tradable asset out of any difference [in] opinion."

Rosin: Okay. That's where he--

Coppins: (Laughs.) That's where he loses you?

Rosin: (Laughs.) That's where he loses me, because accuracy, actually, is a value. I actually understand that argument.

Did you follow the controversy over Kalshi and Iran, that whether or not people did or didn't bet on Ayatollah [Ali] Khamenei, I think the way they put it was, would be "out"?

Coppins: Yes.

Rosin: And some bettors took that to mean dead, like would be assassinated. And then Kalshi kind of was very morally righteous about that, like, Oh, we would never bet on something like somebody's death. We don't do that.

Coppins: But by the way, these markets also provide bets on whether Gaza will experience a famine, how many people will be deported from the U.S. in a given year, whether a nuclear bomb will be set off somewhere in the world, so I would just be a little skeptical of high-and-mighty defenses from these markets.

Rosin: Your list just now actually sent a chill because that way of collapsing everything into an abstract non-reality, how did we get there? Is this just a symptom of a culture where nothing's really real? We never know if anyone's joking or not joking, so the natural next step is: Why take anything seriously? Just lean into it and turn it into a betting game.

'Cause it's one thing to say, Okay. The gates were open. Everyone started sports betting. But they were meeting a moment.

Coppins: Yes, for sure.

Rosin: The culture was very ready for this moment where everything can be bet on. Why?

Coppins: Yeah, there's a chicken-and-egg thing going on here. I do think it's not a coincidence that America is being turned into a giant casino at a time when a former casino operator is in the Oval Office. And I don't know if that's a symptom or a driver of that cultural change, but it is the fact, by the way, we should say, that these predictive markets were facing a lot of government scrutiny during the last administration. There were investigations by the Justice Department, by the Commodity Futures Trading Commission. Both of those investigations were quietly shut down when [President Donald] Trump returned to office.

But I think this gets at something bigger that you're gesturing at, which is it does feel like America was primed to start to see every aspect of American life, whether it's politics or war or culture or art, as kind of a table game.

And there is something very American about it.

[Music]

Coppins: The idea that we would all start to play these games that reduce to the abstract very real things and turn them into moneymaking ventures, almost like digital video games that can put a distance between us and what's really happening, and also feed that very kind of American optimism that somehow I can come out ahead.

Rosin: Right, right.

Coppins: While, meanwhile, the systems rewards insiders, crushes and demoralizes regular people, and ultimately, the house always does win.

Rosin: Okay. So how much money in total did you lose? (Laughs.)

Coppins: (Laughs.) I lost $9,891.

Rosin: What happens to the last hundred?

Coppins: I return it to the Atlantic, with a thank-you note, I guess. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Wow. Okay, okay.

Coppins: I actually literally just sent an email to our accountant saying, Please deduct this from my paycheck. (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.) Tell the truth: You think you'll never gamble again.

Coppins: Well, the morning after the Super Bowl, I signed something called a self-exclusion form, which is designed for problem gamblers who want to cut themselves off. So I pulled up the Virginia self-exclusion form and filled it out, which means that the online sportsbooks, at least, are legally prohibited from taking my action.

Now, I will say, the caveat is it was a five-year ban. (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.) So ask you again in five years.

Coppins: There is a lifetime ban, but you have to go to a physical location to do that, and I didn't do it, so check in with me again in five years.

Rosin: So if I, right here, say, I will bet you $5 on Best Picture at the Oscars, do you just say no? (Laughs.)

Coppins: (Laughs.) What bet are you making? Gimme the odds.

[Music]

Rosin: Thanks again to Atlantic staff writer McKay Coppins. Make sure to check out the story. It's called "Sucker: My Year as a Degenerate Gambler."
 
 Also, we should say that prediction markets like Polymarket and Kalshi do technically prohibit manipulation and insider trading.

This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Kevin Townsend. Rob Smierciak engineered and provided original music. Michelle Ciarrocca fact-checked. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s April Cover: McKay Coppins on His Year as a Degenerate Gambler



Thu, 12 Mar 2026




For The Atlantic's April cover story, "Sucker," staff writer McKay Coppins reports from inside the country's sports-betting epidemic, examining how gambling has come to consume American sports and culture. Prior to writing the cover story, Coppins had never bet on anything before--he is religiously prohibited from engaging in games of chance--but he received special permission from his Mormon bishop to gamble for reporting purposes, and The Atlantic fronted him $10,000 to bet over the course of the 2025 NFL season: "The magazine would cover any losses, and--to ensure my ongoing emotional investment--split any winnings with me, 50-50. Surely God would approve of such an arrangement, my editors reasoned, because I wouldn't be risking my own hard-earned money."
 
 Throughout the course of the piece, as Coppins narrates his wins and losses, he considers the societal consequences of the legalization of phone-based gambling for a generation of Americans, and for himself. As Coppins writes: "Practically overnight, we took an ancient vice--long regarded as soul-rotting and civilizationally ruinous--put it on everyone's phone, and made it as normal and frictionless as checking the weather. What could possibly go wrong?" Coppins enlisted the betting and data-analytics expert Nate Silver to act as his personal gambling guru, along with fellow Atlantic staff writer and blackjack fan Tom Nichols, while also interviewing professional sports bettors in Las Vegas; professional athletes who have had their lives threatened by gamblers; lonely politicians trying to stem the flood of legalized betting with some regulation; recovering gambling addicts; and the president of FanDuel, one of the biggest gambling-app companies.
 
 Coppins writes that ever since the advent of sports, humans have found ways to lose money gambling on them. But throughout most of America's history, until recently, gambling was heavily regulated and generally discouraged. Now, he writes, "as a society, we are making an enormously risky bet: that we can reap the rewards of a runaway gambling industry without paying any price; that the litany of social ills long associated with this vice--addiction and impoverishment, isolation and abuse, cheating and chasing and corrosive idleness--can, this time, be kept in check; that, unlike every civilization that came before us, we can beat the house. What are the odds that we're right?"
 
 Gambling options have only grown in America with the rise of "prediction markets" like Kalshi and Polymarket. Live-betting odds have been featured on the Golden Globes telecast and CNN's election coverage. Coppins writes: "In 2026, you can gamble on how warm it will get in Los Angeles tomorrow, and the winner of the Grammy for Best Rap Album, and how much money Avatar: Fire and Ash will gross, and the date of Taylor Swift's wedding, and Time magazine's Person of the Year, and the possibility of extraterrestrial life being discovered, and how many people will be deported from the United States, and the prospect of Iranian regime change, and the chances that Donald Trump declares martial law before his term ends, and whether Jesus Christ will return to Earth this year. In remarkably short order, gambling has permeated every nook and cranny of American life. (If this strikes you as apocalyptic, the odds for the Second Coming currently stand at 23 to 1.)"
 
 Coppins writes, "I had always told people that I didn't have an addictive personality, believing that to be so. Now I had to consider a different possibility: Maybe I had simply constructed a life with strong enough guardrails that I'd never had to test the premise. What would happen to me, I wondered, if those guardrails were removed?" When Coppins placed his first bet on an NFL game last September, he calculated that he was up $20. By the end of the NFL season in February, he'd lost nearly $10,000, was placing bets in his minivan while his family ice-skated, and was checking DraftKings in church. He concludes: "When I'd started this project, I had presented it to my bishop as journalism; at some point, it had veered into obsession. And as clearly as I could see that now, in the cold comedown from a brutal loss, I didn't know how long that clarity would last. As I scrolled through the apps, my eye was drawn to the March Madness promotions--some of the Final Four odds looked intriguing. On Kalshi, meanwhile, the Oscars futures were calling to me. The temptation to chase would never go away, it seemed. Those fences that I, and the country, had erected--the ones that had convinced me that I wasn't prone to addiction and America that it didn't need to worry about this particular vice after all--suddenly seemed more vital than ever."
 
 McKay Coppins's "Sucker" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests.
 
 Press contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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The Real Reason California Can't Build

In trying to accomplish every objective and accommodate every interest, all at once, the state set up its housing agenda to fail.

by Roge Karma

Thu, 12 Mar 2026




California knows it needs more housing. The state is the birthplace of the YIMBY movement--"Yes in My Backyard"--and its legislature has been passing laws designed to make housing easier to build for the better part of a decade. These laws are based on a simple theory: Housing is too expensive in large part because of laws that prevent homes from being built. Loosen those laws, and the houses will come.

And yet, in California, even though the laws have been loosened, the houses have not come. Last year, only about 102,000 new units of housing were permitted in a state with nearly 40 million inhabitants, almost the same number as a decade ago. Residents have begun fleeing for lower-cost-of-living states at such a high rate that California is poised to lose Electoral College votes after the next census.

Some observers look at such facts and conclude that the regulatory theory of housing costs was wrong, or at best badly incomplete, all along. "The movement to lift zoning restrictions is still new, but enough time has elapsed to begin to see how well it's working, and the answer is ... a little," Paul Glastris and Nate Weisberg wrote in Washington Monthly last year. If that's true, then the YIMBY activists pushing for zoning reforms around the country are making a terrible mistake, dooming themselves to repeating California's failed experiment.

In reality, the California experience does not disprove the YIMBY theory of the case, but it does provide an important addendum to it. Not all zoning reforms are created equal--as the more successful efforts of other states and cities demonstrate. The problem in California is that the state's pro-housing laws try to do a whole lot more than just make it easier to build housing: preserve local autonomy, pay high construction wages, guarantee that new units are accessible to low-income renters. In other words, even as they removed some regulatory barriers, they created new ones. In trying to accomplish every objective and accommodate every interest, all at once, California set up its housing agenda to fail.

Senate Bill 9 was supposed to be the big one. Passed in 2021, the legislation, referred to as the "duplex bill," overrode local laws that prevented landowners from building multiple units on their property. Proponents framed it as a key part of solving the housing shortage in California. Opponents said it would destroy the character of existing neighborhoods. Both sides agreed that the law would be transformative. A conservative analysis estimated that S.B. 9 could lead to about 700,000 additional units in a state that was permitting just 100,000 new housing units each year. A New York Times housing reporter called the law "probably the biggest change in housing in 50 years or more."

Reihan Salam: Why YIMBY righteousness backfires

But cities and towns quickly realized that they still had ways to block development, Sonja Trauss, the executive director of YIMBY Law, a pro-housing nonprofit, told me. According to her organization, local governments issued more than 100 "emergency ordinances" designed to limit S.B. 9's impact in the 18 months after the law passed. These included imposing fees and parking requirements to make projects financially infeasible, restricting the size of the potential units to make them unlivable, and designating certain areas as historic districts or endangered-species habitats to exempt them altogether. Two years after S.B. 9 came into effect, only about 160 projects had been issued permits.

"Frankly, a lot of us were caught off guard by the lengths that local governments went to stop the law from being effective," State Senator Scott Wiener, one of the bill's authors, told me. Wiener crafted a "clean up" bill targeting the most egregious efforts to circumvent S.B. 9. But he soon found that his colleagues had little appetite to hold localities accountable; the new bill failed to even make it out of committee. "Everyone says they want to solve the housing shortage," Wiener said. "But no one wants to face a bunch of angry homeowners at their next town hall."

For housing advocates, the lesson of S.B. 9 was clear: To get housing built, YIMBYs would have to find a path that did not run through single-family neighborhoods. So, in 2022, they introduced a bill that would allow apartments to be built on land that had been zoned for office and retail space. The bill would create up to 2.4 million units of housing, according to one analysis, while leaving most existing neighborhoods alone. Assembly Bill 2011 passed the legislature with near universal support. Governor Gavin Newsom called it "a big deal."

But once again, months and years went by and hardly anyone even tried to build new housing--as if the law didn't exist. Only 22 projects have applied for the relevant permits since A.B. 2011 went into effect, and even fewer have actually received them, according to an analysis by UC Berkeley's Terner Center for Housing Innovation. And, once again, California's YIMBYs were blindsided. "It was a shock, really," Buffy Wicks, the assembly member who spearheaded A.B. 2011, told me. "Obviously, we didn't think this bill would single-handedly solve the housing crisis. But we were expecting something like half a million or a million new units. And what we got was almost nothing."

A.B. 2011 had made building multifamily housing technically legal--but economically impossible. In order to qualify for A.B. 2011, a project had to pay its construction workers "prevailing wages," based on the relatively high level of compensation that the state's labor unions had negotiated for public-sector projects. Several developers told me that this provision alone raised the potential cost of a given project by 20 to 25 percent. A.B. 2011 also required projects to reserve about 15 percent of units for low-income residents, reducing the revenue that the developers could expect to earn.

Each of these requirements might sound reasonable on its face. Who's against high wages and cheap apartments? But when taken together, and combined with California's already high construction costs, they meant that A.B. 2011 projects would never be financially viable. "It's already hard enough to make a project pencil out in California," Bruce Fairty, the chief development officer at Cypress Equity Investments, a national housing developer, told me. "These extra requirements make it basically impossible."

Ron Davis: The biggest myth about the YIMBY movement

The New York Times columnist Ezra Klein has coined the term everything-bagel liberalism to describe Democrats' tendency to layer bills with so many well-intentioned requirements that they become unworkable. The scholars Christopher Elmendorf and Clayton Nall argue in a 2024 paper that nearly all of the housing bills passed in California over the past decade have been positively covered with what they call "bagel toppings," including labor and affordability standards. "It's the same story over and over again," Elmendorf told me. "A housing bill passes with this fantastic-sounding headline policy. But then you read the fine print and there are so many costly requirements that the actual policy itself is basically guaranteed to fail."

This raises a question: Why would legislators keep making the same mistake? When it comes to prevailing wages, the answer is interest-group politics. "Every California politician knows that if you want to pass anything on housing, you need to get organized labor on board," Brian Hanlon, the president of the housing-advocacy group California YIMBY, told me. "It's that simple."

The story of affordability requirements is more complicated. Some progressive organizations reliably threaten to oppose housing bills unless they include significant affordability requirements and tenant protections--but, unlike unions, these small nonprofits hardly have the political muscle to overpower legislators. Instead, these requirements may stem from an actual conviction that they're useful. The view that new housing should be made available to the less fortunate is widely held among voters and progressive politicians. If a developer is going to profit off a project, then why shouldn't they have to ensure some units are accessible to middle- and low-income households? "A lot of legislators just genuinely believe that the way you make housing more affordable is to force developers to provide affordable units," Elmendorf said.

Of course, an apartment building that never gets built isn't going to employ any construction workers at all, let alone at high wages, and it isn't going to deliver any affordable units. "Look, I get why a 20 or 30 or 50 percent affordability requirement sounds great--I want low-income people to be able to afford housing too," Wiener told me. "But no one benefits if nothing gets built. Fifty percent of zero is still zero."

After the coronavirus pandemic, the housing shortage went national. And in the past few years, some states and cities have managed to avoid repeating California's mistakes. In 2021, Raleigh, North Carolina, responded to a wave of new residents by relaxing its zoning laws for multifamily housing. Over the next three years, the city built 60 percent more housing units annually and experienced half of the rental-cost growth than it had during the previous five years, according to data gathered by Alex Horowitz, a project director for housing policy at the Pew Charitable Trusts. In recent years, similar stories have played out in places as diverse as Austin, Minneapolis, and New Rochelle, New York. What these cities have in common is that their new pro-housing laws came with less restrictive labor and affordability requirements--if any--and, because they were passed at the city level, didn't encounter resistance from local governments. True YIMBYism has been tried, and it works.

Perhaps the most illuminating example of how not to be California comes, naturally enough, from Florida. In 2023, Florida's legislature passed the Live Local Act, which changed the state's zoning laws to allow apartments to be built in commercial, industrial, and mixed-use areas without needing local zoning-board approval. This was almost identical to California's A.B. 2011, but with a key difference: Florida's version had no prevailing-wage provision and only a modest affordability requirement that was offset by a large tax break for developers. According to estimates from the Florida Housing Coalition, a YIMBY-aligned nonprofit, the law has led to permits for at least 55,000 units of new housing even as the country has experienced a combination of high interest rates, soaring costs for building materials, and construction-labor shortages. "In a lot of ways, this bill was passed at the worst possible moment for new housing development," Kody Glazer, the director of the Florida Housing Coalition, told me. "So the fact we're already seeing such a huge response is really encouraging."

Derek Thompson: America's magical thinking about housing

In fact, California itself has experience with the benefits of the plain-bagel approach to housing. Its one big success story came in 2016, when the state legislature began passing a series of new laws allowing residents to build so-called accessory dwelling units on their property, stripping away legal barriers that had prevented building for decades. Since then, ADU growth has taken off. The number of permitted units jumped from just over 1,000 in 2016 to more than 28,000 in 2023 (the last year for which we have comprehensive data), accounting for nearly 20 percent of the total housing growth in the state. But California will never guesthouse its way out of the shortage.

The 2024 election marked a turning point in California housing politics. The crisis became a symbol of the kind of failed blue-state governance that had broken the Democratic coalition. In response, more lawmakers came around to the idea of bold reform. Last year, the California legislature, under pressure from Newsom, passed two bills that had long been considered the holy grail of housing reform. The first, A.B. 130, exempts most new urban construction from the state's famously onerous environmental-review process. The second, S.B. 79, relaxes the state's zoning laws to make building multifamily housing near public transit far easier. Versions of both bills had previously failed to pass; this time, they sailed through the legislature.

Crucially, S.B. 79 includes far less strict labor and affordability standards than previous bills, and A.B. 130 doesn't include any such requirements for most projects. For this reason, some housing advocates believe that a new era has begun. "We think these bills will come to be seen as some of the most important pieces of legislation in modern California history," Nolan Gray, the senior director of legislation and research at California YIMBY, told me.

We have, of course, heard that before. The success of these laws will hinge on whether California has actually learned the lessons of its past failures. With months to go before S.B. 79 takes effect, several localities are lobbying for carve-outs and exemptions, threatening lawsuits, and pushing to delay implementation until the 2030s. In January, the transportation agency of Los Angeles, the most populous county in America, claimed that it should be exempt from the law altogether. Already, the legislators behind S.B. 79, including Wiener, are being forced to draft a "clean-up bill" to prevent localities from exploiting ambiguities in the law's wording. That effort might not have the political support needed to pass, let alone the two-thirds majority required for it to take effect this calendar year.

California's leaders have, at long last, passed legislation free of the requirements that rendered previous bills unworkable. As a result, they are under intense pressure to add requirements back in or to let localities do the same. After a decade of failing to solve the housing crisis by saying yes to everyone and everything, the question now is: Will they finally be willing to say no?
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Cinema's Newest, Grimmest Trend

Call it the anti-coming-of-age story.

by Shirley Li

Thu, 12 Mar 2026




This article contains spoilers for the films Sirat, Hamnet, Train Dreams, The Voice of Hind Rajab, If I Had Legs I'd Kick You, Frankenstein, and One Battle After Another.

For months, I could not stop talking about the film Sirat--or rather, the experience of watching it. I peppered my praise with vague disclaimers, in an effort to avoid spoilers: "You have to see it," I told friends, "but you'll probably find it upsetting." I know I did: The thriller, about a man named Luis (played by Sergi Lopez) searching for his missing daughter among LSD-addled ravers in the southern Moroccan desert, is packed with transfixing but brutal moments. One scene midway through startled me so much that I yelped. Luis is helping other travelers move their vehicle while his son, Esteban (Bruno Nunez Arjona), plays with his dog, Pipa, by a cliff. Worried about Esteban's safety, Luis instructs the boy to go sit inside the family van, and he obeys. Then the van rolls backwards, Esteban screams for help, and both he and his beloved pet plummet to their deaths.

A long list of children have perished on the big screen; blockbusters have been claiming kids' lives since poor little Alex Kintner spent a few too many minutes playing in the water in Jaws. But of late, this plot point is omnipresent--particularly among the nominees for this weekend's Oscars. The 11-year-old titular character in Hamnet, up for Best Picture, succumbs to the plague. In Train Dreams, another Best Picture contender, the protagonist's toddler and wife vanish in a fire. And The Voice of Hind Rajab, which is competing against Sirat for Best International Feature, dramatizes the real-life killing of a 6-year-old Palestinian girl caught in the cross fire of the Gaza war in 2024. Academy voters, it seems, were irresistibly drawn this year to movies featuring children in jeopardy.

These stories go beyond supplying shock value. Despite their obvious differences in setting and premise, each one conveys the difficulty of imagining a future amid an apprehensive present. The bulk of Hamnet, for instance, explores how the boy's parents fail to process their grief and drift apart after his death. Train Dreams, too, largely observes how the disappearance of his child leaves the bereft father rooted to the stretch of land on which he'd last seen her, convinced that she and her mother will come back. The recent cinematic landscape has been marked by films like these, which rely on provocative scenes of children being tormented by man-made conflicts, natural disasters, and horrible accidents. These scenes complicate the emotional journeys of the adult characters while tapping into the dread that viewers themselves may feel about the world around them.

Read: The long history of the Hamnet myth

Call this unfortunate, emerging subgenre the anti-coming-of-age story. The plots tend to go something like this: Adults fail to protect a child--or sometimes a childlike adult--and as a result, the kid loses their innocence or their life punishingly early. These youthful characters are usually in supporting roles, and they're born amid unresolved political conflicts (One Battle After Another, Avatar: Fire and Ash), left in the care of troubled guardians (If I Had Legs I'd Kick You, Die My Love), or are taken advantage of for their naivete (Bugonia, Frankenstein). In the movies Bring Her Back and Weapons, supernatural forces take over children's minds. An adaptation of Stephen King's The Long Walk, perhaps his novel with the highest underage body count, hit theaters in September. Even the two biggest superhero hits of 2025--The Fantastic Four: First Steps and James Gunn's take on Superman--featured set pieces in which the lives of literal babies were threatened.

The bulk of these anti-coming-of-age movies play like horror flicks even when they don't explicitly fit the genre. The suffocating camerawork used throughout If I Had Legs I'd Kick You; the disorienting violence of Die My Love; the assaultive sound design of Sirat--each evokes the anxiety and hopelessness its characters feel about improving their circumstances, for themselves and their offspring. Doubt courses through the films' endings: The mother in If I Had Legs I'd Kick You promises to be a better parent, but that's tough to believe after almost two hours of watching her reject the role. The mother in Die My Love adores her son, but she ultimately deserts her family and walks into a forest fire naked--a surreal visual, and a choice that leaves her and her family's fate ambiguous. Sirat, too, signals a deeply uncertain future for Luis; it concludes with him on a train, heading to an unknown destination.

Many of these films earn their ruthless plot points by rendering them plausible. Some deliberately echo reality, reminding audiences to take note of the pain that kids can experience every day. In Sirat, snippets of radio broadcasts about an unspecified war play in the background, casting a bleak shadow over Luis's search for his daughter. In Weapons, the father of one of the young victims has a nightmare of a giant assault rifle hovering in the sky. The children also run away from their homes, their arms outstretched behind them--a pose influenced by the infamous Napalm Girl photograph taken during the Vietnam War. "I think that image is so awful, and the way she's holding her arms out just killed me," the director Zach Cregger told Entertainment Weekly. "I think there's something really upsetting about that posture."

Read: The bizarre tragedy of children's movies

Not every movie that portrays a child in trouble ends on a worrisome note. The characters in Hamnet and Train Dreams eventually come to terms with how every life--no matter how short or unremarkable--contains meaning. The action in One Battle After Another hinges on a teenager who was abandoned by her mother, raised by a less-than-responsible parent, and then kidnapped by her biological (and bigoted) father, yet she emerges as the rare child in peril who determines her own future. And Guillermo del Toro's adaptation of Frankenstein, which the writer-director reimagined into a tale about fathers and sons, also leads to a comforting, even cathartic denouement: In its final moments, the guileless, misunderstood Creature reconciles with his creator before walking off to feel the sun on his face.

"Life never calls to tell you, Next week, be careful," the director Oliver Laxe told IndieWire, about his decision to kill off a child in Sirat. "The film is about this, about how life doesn't give you what you are looking for; life gives you what you need, and there is a difference." That goes for this past year's grimmest cinematic trend too. These movies reflect a poignant, urgent truth: If we're not careful with their present, the youngest people won't get to shape their own future. They'll be the ones who get left behind.
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The Republican Party Continues Eating Its Own

What one lawmaker's defection from the GOP says about the state of politics

by Elaine Godfrey, Russell Berman

Thu, 12 Mar 2026




In a sea of congressional bloviators, Kevin Kiley has always stood out. The two-term California lawmaker, unlike most of his colleagues, does not reflexively defend the president and, at least recently, has been a frequent critic of his own party's leadership. So it shouldn't have been particularly shocking when, earlier this week, Kiley announced that he would run for reelection not as a Republican, but as an independent.

Kiley will be the newest initiate of Congress's tiny club of independents, which, until this week, consisted of just two senators: Bernie Sanders of Vermont and Angus King of Maine. More important, though, the switch represents the latest example of the Republican Party eating its own.

Politically, Kiley's decision is something of a Hail Mary pass. The new House maps that California voters approved last fall as part of the Democrats' retaliation for GOP gerrymandering in Texas carved up his district, which stretches from the Sacramento suburbs hundreds of miles south along the Nevada border. Kiley had to choose whether to challenge a conservative colleague, Representative Tom McClintock, in a safe Republican seat, or to run in a district that Democrats drew in their own favor. He chose to avoid a potentially nasty intraparty primary and seek the seat that includes his hometown (and that voted for Kamala Harris by about 10 points in 2024). In such a Democratic-leaning district, however, running as an independent might be Kiley's only chance to win.

Read: 'None of this is good for Republicans' 

Kiley's move may have been prompted by short-term expediency, but it fits into a longer-running pattern of the Republican Party becoming less tolerant of free-thinking legislators and Congress as a whole becoming more polarized. Over the past two decades, the GOP's moderate wing has shrunk to the point where most members avoid the term altogether. The Republicans who hold a dwindling number of swing seats are more conservative (and more loyal to party leadership) than were the most electorally endangered Republicans in the 1990s and early 2000s.

In recent years, those GOP lawmakers who regularly criticize Trump or vote against the party don't last very long. In the Senate, North Carolina's Thom Tillis voted against the president's signature tax-cut bill last year and then promptly announced that he wouldn't be seeking reelection. Representative Don Bacon of Nebraska voices his displeasure with Trump regularly; he, too, is retiring after this year.

Gerrymandering has only worsened this trend among House Republicans, as has Trump's demand for near-total fealty within the party. With fewer competitive districts, GOP lawmakers fear a Trump-backed primary challenge more than a general-election defeat at the hands of Democrats. And when Republicans--egged on by Trump--launched their nationwide redistricting war last summer in Texas, Kiley became a casualty. His district was one of five held by the GOP in California that Democrats targeted; they redrew another five of their own seats to make them harder for Republicans to flip. "One of the evils of gerrymandering is that it elevates partisanship above everything else. It makes it the sum and substance of our politics," Kiley told us in an interview. "So I thought, well, maybe one antidote to that is to just take partisanship out of the equation."

Read: 'California is allowed to hit back' 

Kiley has bucked the GOP a few times in the past, including, most recently, when he criticized House Speaker Mike Johnson's handling of the 43-day government shutdown, and then signed a discharge petition to force a vote on extending health-care subsidies. But even in shedding his party label, Kiley isn't completely abandoning Republicans. He will continue to caucus with the party in the House, which helps the GOP retain its slim majority and ensures that Kiley can keep his committee assignments. Kiley attributed this decision to House rules that hand power almost exclusively to the majority party, though he said he would try to change them. "It's a practical necessity to remain associated with one of the two caucuses," he said. "And since I was elected for this term as a Republican, that seems like the right thing to do."

Political independents have lately been more common in the Senate than in the House, although there, too, they tend to align themselves with one party or the other. Senator Kyrsten Sinema of Arizona left the Democratic Party in 2022, and Senator Joe Manchin of West Virginia did the same in 2024, briefly joining Sanders and King as independents who still caucused with the Democrats. (Neither sought reelection, and they both left Congress in January 2025.) In the House, Representative Justin Amash quit the GOP to become an independent in 2019; he, too, decided against seeking another term. Political prognosticators see Kiley's experiment expiring with similar speed: The nonpartisan Cook Political Report, a top electoral forecaster, projects that Democrats will win Kiley's district easily.

In declaring his independence, Kiley joins a parade that has been led not by politicians but by voters. The number of Americans registering as independents (or simply not choosing a party) has dwarfed gains made by either major party over the past several years. Kiley said he hopes other members of Congress follow his lead: "If I can help to encourage others to at least adopt that mentality, I think it'd be a really good thing for politics in this country." Whether he does might depend on whether California voters reward his independence this fall.
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Sucker

My year as a degenerate gambler

by McKay Coppins

Thu, 12 Mar 2026




On a Thursday evening in September, I excused myself from the family dinner table and slipped into my bedroom. I didn't want my kids to see what I was about to do.

With the door locked behind me, I pulled out my phone and downloaded the DraftKings betting app. I felt a certain thrill as I typed in my debit-card information and deposited $500. The first game of the NFL season was a few minutes away. Anything seemed possible.

I am not, by temperament, a gambling man. As a suburban dad with four kids, a mortgage, and a minivan, I'm more likely to be found wrestling a toddler into a car seat than scouring moneylines or consulting betting touts. And as a practicing Mormon, I am prohibited from indulging in games of chance. Besides, I had always thought of gambling as a waste of time. This makes me an outlier among my generational peers: Since 2018, Americans have wagered more than half a trillion dollars on sports, and roughly half of men ages 18 to 49 have an active account with an online sportsbook.

When I set out to report on the sports-betting industry--its explosive growth, its sudden cultural ubiquity, and what it's doing to America--my editors thought I should experience the phenomenon firsthand. Mindful of my religious constraints, they proposed a work-around: The Atlantic would stake me $10,000 to gamble with over the course of the upcoming NFL season. The magazine would cover any losses, and--to ensure my ongoing emotional investment--split any winnings with me, 50-50. Surely God would approve of such an arrangement, my editors reasoned, because I wouldn't be risking my own hard-earned money.

This spiritual loophole intrigued me. But for the sake of my soul, I decided I'd better consult a higher ecclesiastical authority than The Atlantic's masthead.

A few days later, I sat across from my bishop, explaining the experiment and watching a look of pastoral concern come over his face. After some consideration, he said (a bit tentatively, if I'm being honest), "I don't think you're doing anything wrong." He grasped the difference between gambling with my own money and using my employer's for research purposes. But he had also seen too many lives wrecked by vice to let me leave without a warning. He told me stories he'd heard about upstanding family men who had let an initially modest gambling habit ruin them, and a cautionary tale about a churchgoing lawyer who developed an unhealthy curiosity about sex work after handling a prostitution case and wound up devastating his family.

I promised the bishop that I would steer clear of slippery slopes. "This will really just be a journalistic exercise," I assured him.

Fifteen minutes before kickoff, I scrolled through the available wagers on DraftKings in wide-eyed bewilderment. Struggling to make sense of the terminology--Profit boosts? Alternative spreads?--I punched in bets almost at random. I bet that the Eagles would beat the Cowboys by at least nine points, based on the sophisticated premise that the Eagles had won the previous Super Bowl and the Cowboys had not. I placed a bet that Eagles quarterback Jalen Hurts would throw for more than 200 yards, and wagered on something called a "same-game parlay" that would pay out if both Hurts and running back Saquon Barkley scored touchdowns.

Then, after tucking in my kids for the night, I turned on the TV in our bedroom and settled in next to my wife, Annie.

Watching the game was unexpectedly stressful. Toggling among my five different bets--monitoring their progress, weighing live "cash out" options--left me feeling harried and sweaty. Four seconds into the game, I got a taste of the capriciousness of the enterprise when the Eagles' best defender inexplicably spit on the Cowboys' quarterback and got himself ejected. Had the Eagles' chances of beating the spread, and my chances at winning $75, just been expectorated away?

Ever since the advent of sports, humans have found ways to lose money gambling on them.

But the experience was also strangely mesmerizing. For 200 bucks, I had purchased an artificial rooting interest in a game I had no reason to care about. I kept watching even after a weather delay pushed it late into the night, scrolling frenetically next to my sleeping wife in search of angles to exploit with late-game bets. Most of my bets ended up losing, but the long-shot Hurts-Barkley parlay hit, and when the game ended, I calculated that I was up $20.

The next morning, I proudly shared the news with Annie, who high-fived me and immediately began to fantasize about how we would spend my winnings for the season. Could we replace our dying KitchenAid mixer? Remodel the kitchen pantry? Like so many wives before her, she had looked upon my foray into sports gambling with a bemused air of exasperation; now she was seeing a potential upside.

I laughed at her sudden enthusiasm--but I was starting to get ideas myself. I had made $20 on my very first night of gambling. Scale up the wager sizes, multiply across all 272 games in the NFL season, throw in some NBA and college football, and I stood to make--what, $10,000? $20,000? More?

I knew, of course, that I wouldn't win every bet. But I didn't see the harm in dreaming. As Annie and I traded home-improvement fantasies, I tried my best not to dwell on the last thing the bishop had said to me: "Be careful."

Ever since the advent of sports, humans have found ways to lose money gambling on them. Ancient Greeks wagered on the (occasionally rigged) early Olympic Games; Romans bet on chariot races and gladiatorial contests (also sometimes rigged). When 17th-century settlers arrived in North America, they encountered Native tribes placing high-stakes bets on "little brother of war," a precursor to lacrosse.

Throughout most of America's history, gambling was heavily regulated and generally discouraged. In 1631, Puritans banned games of chance in Plymouth Colony "under pain of punishment." In 1794, a Pennsylvania law prohibited "cockfighting, cards, dice, billiards, bowling, shuffleboard, horse racing, or any other type of gambling."

Laws varied by state and century, but the practice always came with a healthy social stigma, one rooted in millennia of accumulated wisdom. To humanity's great thinkers and leaders, gambling was an impediment to an ethical life (Aristotle), an invention of the devil (Saint Augustine), and a tax on the ignorant (Warren Buffett). It fostered selfishness and a something-for-nothing ethos that was poisonous to the soul. George Washington went so far as to warn that "every possible evil" could be tied to gambling: "It is the child of avarice, the brother of inequity, and the father of mischief." As a result, gambling was largely contained to certain disreputable corners of society, such as riverboats, red-light districts, and Nevada. For a time, it was the near-exclusive province of leg-breaking bookies and pin-striped criminals. Later, Native American reservations and offshore bookmakers got in on the action.

But professional sports leagues remained determined to keep gambling at a distance. High-profile scandals--the White Sox World Series fix in 1919, the Mafia-instigated point-shaving scheme at Boston College in 1978--had convinced commissioners that betting posed an existential threat to organized sports. In June 1990, officials from the major U.S. leagues testified before the Senate. Paul Tagliabue, then the NFL commissioner, captured their shared assessment: "Nothing has done more to despoil the games Americans play and watch than widespread gambling on them."

Two years later, Congress passed the Professional and Amateur Sports Protection Act, which effectively banned most sports betting outside Nevada. It remained the law of the land for decades.

Then, in 2012, New Jersey Governor Chris Christie, hoping to boost Atlantic City's flagging economy, signed a bill expanding sports betting to licensed locations in his state. The leagues sued New Jersey, and the case began winding its way through the federal courts. When I spoke with him recently, Christie recalled the thundering indignation that his bill provoked at the time. He was once cornered at an event by Bill Bradley, the former Knicks player turned senator, and NBA Commissioner David Stern, who both shouted at him so loudly that other attendees started to gawk. "I'm not an animal to be bet on, like a horse," Bradley scolded Christie. "We're going to come after you with everything we've got," Stern warned.

"You know what, David?" Christie recalled telling Stern. "After I win this thing--and I'm going to win it--you're going to thank me."

G. K. Chesterton once wrote about two people who encounter a fence erected across a road. One of them demands that it be torn down; the wiser of the two responds that they should find out why it was put there in the first place before deciding on a course of action.

By 2018, Christie's case had landed before the Supreme Court, which overturned the federal ban on sports betting. Justice Samuel Alito, writing for the majority, made no effort to consider the public-policy rationale that had led Congress to make the law, or the cascading consequences of overturning it. He simply ruled that the Constitution empowers states, not the federal government, to regulate gambling, and scrapped the entire legal framework that had been in place for the past quarter century. No one involved--not Alito; nor the five justices who joined him; nor the legislators in 36 states who would legalize sports betting for their constituents; nor the league commissioners, who would rush into partnerships with online sportsbooks--seemed acquainted with Chesterton's fence.

Practically overnight, we took an ancient vice--long regarded as soul-rotting and civilizationally ruinous--put it on everyone's phone, and made it as normal and frictionless as checking the weather. What could possibly go wrong?

Week Two

Total gambled: $376.00
 Down $58.15

If I was going to do this, I decided, I would need a gambling guru--someone to talk me through the basics of sound sports betting (if such a thing existed) and teach me best practices.

The obvious choice was Nate Silver, America's most famous statistics nerd. Silver first made a name for himself as the founder of 538, an election-forecasting website that accurately predicted the winner of all 50 states in the 2012 presidential campaign. A few years ago, Silver, citing a midlife crisis and political fatigue, discarded the pundit suits, threw on a baseball cap, and started writing more about gambling. He launched a newsletter full of sophisticated sports-betting models and wrote a book about the psychology of successful gamblers. He estimates that he has netted in the "mid-six figures" over the course of his gambling life. If anyone could turn me into a respectable bettor, I figured, it was him.

Before our first call, I sheepishly sent Silver my week-one bet slips. After that first triumphant game, things had gone downhill. Scrolling through DraftKings' offerings, I had turned into a little kid at a carnival, emptying my parents' wallet into any ring toss or high striker that caught my eye. I'd taken fliers on games without doing any research, and placed live bets on whatever ESPN happened to be showing when I turned on the TV. On Saturday afternoon, while casually watching a random college-football game with my brother, I bet $10 that the point total wouldn't go over 52.5, lost, tried to make my money back with a new bet that it wouldn't go over 61.5, and lost that one too. Of the 14 wagers I'd placed in my first week, I'd won three.

Silver pulled up my slips when we got on the phone, and began to audibly react as he scrolled:

"Okay ..."

"Oh."

"Oh no." He started laughing.

Is it possible to be emasculated by Nate Silver? Apparently, yes.

Perhaps sensing my humiliation, he tried to soften his assessment. "Look, the nice way to put it is that you're betting like a recreational bettor." I took this as a withering insult.

Silver laid out some basic realities of the sports-betting economy. The books effectively charge you about 4.5 percent for every bet you place, he explained, which means it isn't enough to win 50.1 percent of the time; you have to win 52.5 percent of your bets just to break even, and that's before taxes. My most obvious mistake, he said, was that I was using only DraftKings. To find edges, I would need to shop for lines across at least three or four books every week.

He gave me other tips, too: Avoid "prop bets" on individual players (Josh Allen to rush for more than 50 yards) and multi-leg parlays, which pay out only if every outcome hits (the Chiefs cover the spread, the Ravens win, and the Chargers score more than 24 points). Props and parlays are how sportsbooks generate most of their profits. "They're suckers' bets," Silver said, which made sense, given that I had already placed several of them.

Live betting--placing wagers in the middle of games--was also a bad idea, he told me, because it leads to gambling based on emotion more than logic. Also, televised games are broadcast on a delay, which means the sportsbooks can adjust lines before you even see what has happened on the field. You are, in effect, betting against people who live 20 seconds in the future.

To guard against emotional betting, Silver suggested a Tuesday-morning ritual: I should sit in a quiet place, study the lines for that week's games, gather information on injury reports and weather forecasts, and then place $100 bets on the six or seven games I liked best.

Before we hung up, I asked Silver what kind of profit would make it a successful season for me.

He seemed confused by the question. "If you make one penny, that would be better than 98 percent of people over an entire season," Silver answered, as if this were obvious.

I was taken aback. Hadn't Silver himself made hundreds of thousands of dollars gambling? Yes, he said, but that was mostly from poker tournaments. Sports betting was a game of razor-thin margins and microscopic edges. NFL football was among the hardest sports to win money on--the lines were too sharp, the teams too evenly matched. Silver told me that, even with his quantish models and prognosticatory brilliance, he would consider it cause to celebrate if he broke even on the season.

Intellectually, I understood what he was saying. But some part of me didn't believe him. Somehow, I was still convinced that I could beat the odds.




There is something unsettling about the suddenness with which gambling became omnipresent in American sports.

Turn on any game, on any channel, at any time of day, and you are likely to be bombarded with neon-soaked, star-studded ads for sports-betting apps: Jamie Foxx stalking a Bellagio suite, phoning Wayne Gretzky, Kevin Garnett, and Barry Sanders for betting tips. Shaquille O'Neal and Kevin Hart hyping new-customer bonuses for DraftKings. Hall of Famers who would have been selling sneakers and Wheaties a generation ago are now getting paid millions of dollars to lure 21-year-olds into online casinos.

Virtually every sports-media outlet in America, from CBS Sports to your favorite niche football podcaster, takes sponsorship money from gambling companies. ESPN now recaps the day's games by covering which teams beat the spread; gambling talk pervades pregame studio panels. Every major TV network now seems to employ a data whiz with glasses and rolled-up sleeves who can break down the betting angles for viewers at home.

The leagues, initially so opposed to legalized sports betting, embraced it to help reverse sliding TV ratings and lure back the younger fans who were drifting away. Before long, they found themselves beholden to the industry they'd helped create. Now the NFL, the NBA, and MLB all have large equity stakes in the data companies that power the sportsbooks. They license broadcast rights directly to sportsbook-operated streaming services, and hurry to defend their partners whenever a game-fixing scandal breaks. "Gambling touches everything," the former ESPN reporter Joon Lee recently wrote in a New York Times op-ed. "The betting apps are in charge now, and everyone knows it. The leagues are hostage to the forces they unleashed."

In 2017, Americans legally bet $4.9 billion on sports. Last year, that number rose to at least $160 billion--and once you're hooked, the list of sporting events you can gamble on is seemingly endless. Unsatisfied with wagering only on Sunday football games? Not to worry: How would you like to bet on an Indian cricket match, or Lithuanian Ping-Pong, or a Polish soccer game in a league whose name you can't pronounce? In 2023, an offshore book called BetOnline briefly allowed people to gamble on the Special Olympics. The plan ran aground when athletes were apparently awarded identical medals in the same event--the Special Olympics is not, strictly speaking, about winners and losers--and bettors revolted after their payouts were delayed. A spokesperson for BetOnline acknowledged to the New York Post that grading the Special Olympics had been "more challenging than we expected."

Now, with the rise of "prediction markets" like Kalshi and Polymarket, gambling options are no longer limited to sports. Live-betting odds have been featured on the Golden Globes telecast and CNN's election coverage. In 2026, you can gamble on how warm it will get in Los Angeles tomorrow, and the winner of the Grammy for Best Rap Album, and how much money Avatar: Fire and Ash will gross, and the date of Taylor Swift's wedding, and Time magazine's Person of the Year, and the possibility of extraterrestrial life being discovered, and how many people will be deported from the United States, and the prospect of Iranian regime change, and the chances that Donald Trump declares martial law before his term ends, and whether Jesus Christ will return to Earth this year.

In remarkably short order, gambling has permeated every nook and cranny of American life. (If this strikes you as apocalyptic, the odds for the Second Coming currently stand at 23 to 1.)

Week Three

Total gambled: $1,011.00
 Down $185.40

In late September, my family piled into our Honda Odyssey and drove to Greenville, North Carolina, for the Brigham Young-East Carolina football game. Like any good father, I had made a project in recent years of indoctrinating my young kids in the sports fandom of my alma mater. We rolled up to the BYU tailgate party--fancy bespoke sodas instead of beer; a canned-food drive in place of keg stands--and spent the hours before the game eating barbecue and taking pictures with Cosmo, the beloved Cougar mascot.

I had decided in advance not to bet on the game--I didn't need any action in order to be invested in its outcome, and the stress might sour the family experience. But at the tailgate, I met a BYU administrator who told me about how prepared the team was and how the defense would be "locked in." This was hardly insider information, but it was enough to compel me--an hour before kickoff--to put $100 on BYU to win. When I mentioned this to my 12-year-old daughter, she rolled her eyes. "That's not very Mormon of you," she said.

The game was a blast. BYU fans had traveled from all along the East Coast to fill a large section of the stadium. Our defense was indeed locked in, forcing two turnovers and propelling the team to an early lead. By the middle of the third quarter, East Carolina fans were leaving in droves while my kids and I belted the Cougar fight song until we were hoarse: Rise and shout, the Cougars are out!

It was one of those ecstatic family moments--a core memory in the making. And yet, as we sang, I couldn't quite ward off an intrusive thought: I should have bet BYU to cover the spread. Much better juice.

Week Five

Total gambled: $2,206.00
 Down $220.13

By October, I had settled into a rhythm with my betting. Following Silver's advice, I had downloaded several more sportsbook apps (FanDuel, ESPN Bet) and spent time early each week searching for the most enticing games on the NFL schedule. I kept tabs on roster updates and checked various prediction models.

One of my most valuable resources was a website that aggregated the lines across all sportsbooks and tracked the micro-movements in real time. The differences were minimal, but Silver had told me that exploiting even the tiniest advantage was crucial. If I liked the Seahawks to beat the Buccaneers, one book might have them as four-point favorites, while another would have them at 3.5; one might require me to bet $110 to win an additional $100, while another needed only $106. The books are constantly adjusting their lines to keep users evenly balanced on each side of a given bet, in order to limit the risk of lopsided payouts, which would cut into their profits.

I took a certain perverse pride in my mastery of the lingo and the basic betting math. Scouring the sportsbooks each week for the best lines made me feel like a sharp. But the process could be time-consuming. One rainy evening, I found myself parked outside a big-box store in Northern Virginia where my wife had sent me on an errand, obsessively scavenging for lines on my phone and jotting down favorites in my Notes app. When I looked up, 45 minutes had passed. I would be late for dinner.

Doing all of this homework heightened my investment in the games--but it also conjured something disconcerting and primal in me.

I first noticed it during the fourth quarter of the Cardinals-Titans game that Sunday. The Cardinals had been heavy favorites, and I'd bet on them to win by a touchdown. Early in the fourth quarter, it looked like a win was in the bag. The Cardinals were already up 21-6 when running back Emari Demercado ran for what looked like a game-sealing 72-yard touchdown. But when the referees reviewed the play, they found that Demercado, who had dropped the ball after scoring, had actually let it go half a step before reaching the end zone. The touchdown was reversed, the play was ruled a fumble, and the Titans proceeded to pull off an improbable 16-point comeback to win the game. My money vaporized.

Rewatching clips of Demercado's fumble, I was filled with an irrational hatred for this person I had never met. I hated the way he sauntered so cavalierly into the end zone. I hated the way he tossed the ball to the ground like a used dish towel in what I'm sure he thought was a cool flex. I hated the way he shrugged off reporters' questions in the locker room afterward by repeating the same meaningless quote ("Just gotta be smarter").

The intensity of the feeling, fleeting as it was, unnerved me.

Caroline Garcia doesn't remember the first abusive message she received from an angry gambler who lost a bet on her, but she knows she was still a teenager.

Garcia, a French tennis player who at her peak was ranked fourth in the world, told me she got so many deranged messages over the years--so many slurs and death threats, so many fuck you s and kill yourself s--that they started to feel like background noise. She recalled the dissonance of receiving the most unhinged message imaginable and then looking at the sender's wholesome Instagram: "His profile picture is with his kid of 1 year old, and you're like, I don't understand--what is the problem with you? " I felt a twinge of shame as I realized I could empathize with that gambler's brief spell of insanity more than I'd like to admit.

Having given up on the prospect of a big payday, my wife was now focused on the more immediately visible consequences of my gambling--like the fact that our 7-year-old daughter knew the difference between a point spread and a moneyline.

Garcia, who retired last year, was speaking with me via Zoom from Dubai, where she now lives with her husband. She told me she likes how safe the city feels. More than a decade of death threats from deranged bettors can make you appreciate high-tech security systems and heavily policed streets.

Athletes are no strangers to wrathful comments, of course. But the rise of legal, normalized betting has coincided with an increase in harassment. More than a third of men's Division I college-basketball players say they've received abusive messages from gamblers, and 21 percent of gamblers themselves cop to lashing out at athletes in person or online. The trend makes sense: When a player underperforms, he's not just letting down his teammates and fans. He's costing gamblers money. In the adrenaline spike of a tough beat, a bettor loses perspective; the athlete becomes a subhuman extra in the gambler's personal drama.

Tennis is among the most gambled-on sports in the world. And because it's primarily an individual game, the frustration of losing bettors lands directly on the players themselves rather than on coaches or whole teams. Garcia, who hosts a podcast called Tennis Insider Club, said players trade tips on how to deal with the abuse. They call law enforcement and hire private security; some of them rely on AI-powered software called Threat Matrix, which monitors and assesses the credibility of menacing messages across platforms.

A few have taken to mocking the misdirected rage. After Gael Monfils lost in the first round of the Stuttgart Open last year, he posted a "special message" on Instagram for the gamblers who were filling his DMs with racist insults. "Really? You're still betting on me?" deadpanned Monfils, who at 38 was one of the oldest players on the tour. "You write in that I'm shit. I know I'm shit! We both know I'm shit!"

But even the most easygoing athletes realize that the desperation of a losing bettor can lead to scary places. In 2024, during a fourth-round women's match at the U.S. Open, in New York City, the official X account for the U.S. Tennis Association received a DM: "I'm inside Louis Armstrong with a bomb that will go off at 1 pm est." As experts worked to determine the credibility of the threat and the NYPD quietly swept the arena for explosive devices, tournament officials considered evacuating the stadium. Eventually, the message was traced to Strasburg, Pennsylvania, where a 20-year-old man had wagered a large sum on the match. When his player fell behind, he tried to disrupt the match and void his bet with a bomb threat. He now faces up to five years in prison.

Before Garcia retired, she told me, she often found herself wondering if a losing gambler's digital threat would escalate to physical violence. She told herself it was unlikely, but the possibility was always in the back of her mind. "You just hope that he will always stay in messages, and he will never go the next step," she said. Her eyes drifted to some unseen point off camera. "You never know."

Week Seven

Total gambled: $3,551.00
 Down $567.23

I was surprised at how quickly and extensively the experiment was bleeding into the rest of my life. I was listening to gambling podcasts in the shower and spending my Sunday afternoons watching five football games at a time--one on my phone and four on the TV's split screen.

I routinely stayed up past midnight scrolling through the apps, my face illuminated in the dark of our bedroom by brightly colored ads for "NO SWEAT BETS" and "SAME GAME PARLAYS." I impatiently swiped away FanDuel's "Reality Check" pop-ups, which notified me, in what I took to be a passive-aggressive tone of disapproval, that I was spending quite a lot of time on the platform.

It was now common for my family to catch me furtively tapping in wagers. On one occasion, my 10-year-old son discovered me on my phone in the kitchen pantry, where I'd gone to get snacks for the kids, and announced, "Dad is hiding again!" On another, Annie happened to glance down the pew at church just as I was sneaking a peek at DraftKings. "You're addicted," she stage-whispered.

My wife was no longer having fun with this stunt of mine. Having given up on the prospect of a big payday, she was now focused on the more immediately visible consequences of my gambling--like the fact that our 7-year-old daughter knew the difference between a point spread and a moneyline, and that our 10-year-old's first question whenever I turned on a game was "Who are we betting on?"

Once, Annie overheard me enthusiastically explaining to our kids that if the third leg of my parlay hit, I would win enough money to erase all of my losses for the season. "But gambling is bad," she shouted from the other room, "and people who do it eventually lose all their money, right?" Her tone of voice suggested that I was bound by marital covenant to endorse this position, which I promptly did.

"I can't wait for your gambling experiment to be over," Annie muttered one night as we drove home from a long weekend at my parents' house. I had been up late the night before, sweating a Texans-Seahawks game that didn't end until about 1 a.m., and I'd slept in longer than intended, leaving Annie to wrangle the kids by herself all morning. This had become, she noted, a regular occurrence in recent weeks.

"I'm fine with you sleeping in when you're up late working, but ..." Annie began.

"This is for work," I insisted.

She scoffed. "You don't have to watch every game you bet on," she said. "You have no control over the outcome."

The irrefutability of her point reduced me to indignant sputtering.

In truth, I was beginning to wonder about what Annie had said to me at church. I had always told people that I didn't have an addictive personality, believing that to be so. Now I had to consider a different possibility: Maybe I had simply constructed a life with strong enough guardrails that I'd never had to test the premise.

What would happen to me, I wondered, if those guardrails were removed?

I met Craig Carton at his Midtown Manhattan studio--faux brick, wood floors, klieg lights--near Madison Square Garden, about an hour before he went on air. Carton was a quintessential sports-media success story, having leveraged his bombastic New York morning show, Boomer and Carton, into a national following, as well as a book deal and a lucrative TV gig.

Now he spends a lot of his time talking to gambling addicts.

Carton hosts a weekly call-in show on WFAN called Hello, My Name Is Craig, in which he interviews recovering gambling addicts. The guests' stories are invariably bleak. The Wall Street trader who maxed out 15 credit cards and started stealing jewelry from his parents to cover his losses. The father of two whose wife left him when she found out he hadn't paid the mortgage for two years. The Little League umpire who got so deep in the hole that he decided he would try to win it all back in one trip to Atlantic City or else kill himself.

Carton, a bald, wiry guy with a raspy New York accent, toggles between empathy and razzing his guests--routinely interrupting a confession to bark, "Heard that one before!"

He's hard on them because he's been there. "I'm not a therapist," he told me. "But I can talk to a gambler the way a nongambler can't. You can't bullshit me--anything you've done in the gambling world, I've done times a hundred."

The story of Carton's own descent into ruinous gambling addiction is typical: He started out playing low-stakes blackjack and placing modest bets on sporting events. But little by little, the habit consumed him. He began gambling so much that casinos would fly him out to Vegas on private jets and comp his meals and hotel rooms. As his bets got bigger, the losses became harder to conceal. He borrowed, refinanced, moved money around, and lied about it all, until federal agents showed up early one morning in 2017 outside his Tribeca apartment and arrested him for securities and wire fraud. Prosecutors accused him of siphoning millions from a ticket-resale business, and misleading investors, in order to pay off gambling debts. What Carton remembers most vividly from the morning agents handcuffed him to a bench outside his building was the look on his wife's face when she saw him.

Carton went to rehab in Arizona, spent a year in prison, and, when he got out, started counseling compulsive bettors and speaking at schools about the dangers of gambling addiction. He is overbooked. Since 2018, when the sports-betting ban was overturned, internet searches for phrases like Am I addicted to gambling? have spiked by 25 percent, and calls to gambling helplines from young men have surged. Gamblers Anonymous has reported young men showing up in droves across the country, and one survey found that nearly one-third of 11-year-old boys had gambled in the past year. (The CEO of FanDuel's parent company, Flutter Entertainment, has spoken enthusiastically about the growth potential provided by the massive, exploitable market of Americans soon to come of age.)

Experts estimate that only about 2 to 5 percent of gamblers will develop compulsive behaviors. But as Carton likes to point out, that small percentage becomes a very large number when tens of millions of Americans suddenly have casinos in their pockets.

Gambling addiction is similar to other addictive disorders, but there are key differences. It's easier to hide, at least at first--the addict doesn't have glazed eyes or slurred speech, and no one can smell it on him. Plus, the compounding financial pressure of the habit can quickly turn a private vice into a full-blown crisis. One in five compulsive gamblers will attempt suicide in their life, a higher rate than for any other category of addict.

Executives at the major online sportsbooks are quick to trumpet their commitment to "responsible gaming." But that purported commitment runs up against an economic reality: As much as 90 percent of the sportsbooks' revenue comes from less than 10 percent of their users. Their apps seem clearly designed, much like TikTok and Candy Crush, to keep users scrolling and tapping in a hypnotic stupor. If your account is nearing empty, DraftKings will offer a "reload bonus" of gambling credits to entice you to deposit more money; if you've gone a couple of days without making a wager, you might get a push alert from FanDuel offering a "no sweat bet," promising to refund a loss with site credits to be used for more gambling.

When I asked Christian Genetski, the president of FanDuel, about accusations that online sportsbooks prey on problem gamblers, he dismissed the idea as "a bit of a trope." He said his company goes out of its way to identify and slow down users who exhibit reckless or addictive behaviors. Bettors who start spending more time or money than usual on the app will receive a notification alerting them to the anomaly--hence the Reality Check alerts I had impatiently dismissed. If they disregard too many of these notifications, FanDuel will impose limits on their gambling, and may even shut down their accounts. (An executive at DraftKings told me it has a similar policy.) "We don't want any revenue from someone that has a gambling problem," Genetski told me, noting that the platform's biggest spenders are not necessarily the ones with unhealthy habits. Genetski said that it's in FanDuel's long-term interest to keep users gambling at a sustainable rate. "If people are burning out because they are spending beyond their means, they're not going to be customers for very long." ("Loss smoothing" is the industry's term of art for this tactic; gamblers call it "the slow bleed.")

When Carton sits down with a gambling addict, his first suggestion is to fill out a "self-exclusion" form. Most states that have legalized gambling allow you to submit a document to the government that prohibits online sportsbooks from taking your action for a defined period--the gambling equivalent of Odysseus binding himself to the mast so he can withstand the temptation of the Sirens. (The strategy isn't fail-safe: After Carton filled out his own self-exclusion form in New Jersey, he received a letter from a brick-and-mortar casino in Atlantic City. "It said something to the effect of 'We see that you've self-excluded from online gaming. Feel free to come in anytime. We'd love to have you.' ")

Many of the young men Carton works with started out betting on football games with their dads. The dad, craving a Sunday-afternoon bonding experience, would open the account, make picks with his son, and then split the winnings--while covering the losses himself. "You're creating these little mini-monsters in gambling who have no idea that there are times you lose, and the money is real," Carton told me.

Listening to him talk, I became aware of the troubling parallels to my arrangement with The Atlantic. When I mentioned this to him, he chuckled ruefully. "You're in harm's way, that's for sure," he said.

I asked him, hypothetically, what warning signs a new gambler should watch for, and he rattled off a list of questions. Are you going to sleep and waking up thinking about your bets? Are you staying up late to watch West Coast games with teams whose rosters you know nothing about? Are you "chasing"--making reckless new bets to win back the money you lost? Are you placing bets on your phone in the bathroom so your family doesn't see you gambling?

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat.

Week Eight

Total gambled: $5,321.00
 Down $132.40

On October 23, the FBI announced the arrests of more than 30 people in a pair of interlocking gambling schemes. The indictments alleged a yearslong mob operation that drew on insider information to manipulate NBA games and win bets. Terry Rozier, while playing for the Charlotte Hornets, was said to have tipped off associates that he would leave a game early with a foot injury, enabling bettors to place more than $200,000 on "under" prop bets for his points, rebounds, and assists. The implicated included NBA players and a retired Hall of Fame point guard turned head coach. (They have pleaded not guilty.)

As I watched the FBI press conference on CNN, my phone pinged with messages from friends and sources who knew about my sports-betting experiment, including one from the governor of Utah: "Really relieved your name didn't come out in that gambling ring."

That evening, I had made plans to check out a real-life sportsbook in Washington, D.C. I invited along two friends, Steve and Ryan, who had been following my gambling rumspringa with deep amusement, and were eager to see me in action.

Neither their wives nor mine expressed interest in joining us. This had become something of a pattern since my experiment began--whenever I started talking about gambling with a couple, the woman would almost invariably tune out or recoil, while her husband leaned in attentively, eager to hear more. Neuroscientists have sought to explain this phenomenon. Men are, on average, less psychologically affected by financial loss than women, and more prone to optimism (rational or otherwise) about their financial future; this combination naturally leads to more risk-taking. There are complicated brain-chemistry factors involved that have to do with testosterone, and dopaminergic systems, and kappa-opioid receptors, all of which seem to add up to a Jim Gaffigan joke about how men are morons compared with their wives. Whatever the reason, the gender split is undeniable: Men make up about 70 percent of sports bettors in America and, according to one study, 98 percent of online sports bettors who qualify as "problem gamblers."

Our plan was to watch the Chargers play the Vikings, along with a couple of NBA games, at the Caesars inside Capital One Arena. But the place was smaller than anticipated and depressingly empty, redolent with the smell of cleaning chemicals, secondhand smoke, and dissatisfaction with life choices. "This feels like the DMV," Ryan said. We decided to take our business across the Anacostia River to the MGM National Harbor casino, in Maryland.

I approached the counter, eager to show off my newfound gambling prowess to my friends, and confidently told the bored-looking woman in a blazer that I wanted to "put $100 on the Thunder minus 7.5." I whipped out my debit card, feeling particularly proud of this bit of lingo I'd picked up. "Cash only," the woman responded, without making eye contact. Chastened, I shuffled over to an ATM that charged me a $9.75 withdrawal fee.

We settled into recliners facing a wall of massive TV screens. I had expected the sportsbook lounge to be more glamorous, more fun, than the apps I'd been using--a classic sports bar on steroids. But the communal experience I craved was curiously absent. Everyone seemed to be paying attention to different games, or rooting for different sub-outcomes within the games. I tried to bond with some guys nearby who, like me, had money on the Chargers. But they were preoccupied with a prop bet, and barely noticed when Justin Herbert completed a perfect 27-yard touchdown pass to Ladd McConkey with 45 seconds left in the first half.

Gambling had made us all care much more about the games, but it had also atomized us--taking the last and purest expression of American monoculture and turning it into a hyper-individualized, every-man-for-himself portfolio of micro-bets.

The Chargers game was a blowout, but the Oklahoma City Thunder went into double overtime against the Indiana Pacers, and I stayed late with Steve to watch the end. My 7.5-point cover looked out of reach until the final seconds of the game, when the Pacers, down six, tried to foul Thunder center Chet Holmgren. Two free throws would have won me the bet, but the referees ignored the foul, and the game ended. Shouts of indignation rang out from disparate quarters of the lounge. I buried my head in my hands while Steve cackled at my misfortune.

"Tough beat, buddy," he said.

Seeking company in my misery, I pulled up X, where I found a stream of outraged gamblers accusing the referees of fixing the game, perhaps with the aid of the NBA commissioner.

"Clearly they had money on Indiana," one wrote.

"Disgusted."

"Adam Silver must resign."

I am not usually prone to paranoid thinking. But to my surprise, I found myself wondering if these venting gamblers were right. The morning's indictment lingered in my mind. Had the refs rigged the game? Were league officials involved? What about players? How deep did this thing go?

The NBA gambling ring exposed in October was only the beginning. In November, two MLB players pleaded not guilty after being indicted for manipulating pitches to help bettors. In January, federal prosecutors accused 39 college-basketball players across 17 Division I teams of taking bribes from gamblers to underperform. (The indictment alleges that the scheme began with rigging Chinese professional-basketball games, then spread to the NCAA.) That same month, the Ultimate Fighting Championship canceled a bout after reports of suspicious betting activity.

Taken together, the proliferating scandals have posed the most significant threat to the credibility of organized sports in the U.S. since Shoeless Joe Jackson got paid to help fix the 1919 World Series. One recent poll found that 65 percent of Americans now believe that professional athletes sometimes change their performance to influence gambling outcomes; in another poll, 70 percent of respondents agreed that sports betting "lessens the integrity of the game."

Gambling apologists argue that the recent revelations are proof that new laws are working--offshore sportsbooks and black-market bookies never coordinated with law enforcement to flag suspicious bets the way FanDuel and DraftKings do now. The cheating isn't new, this argument goes; it's just getting discovered and prosecuted more frequently.

Even if that's true--and some researchers are skeptical--fans' teetering confidence could become an existential problem. It's easy to start questioning the legitimacy of what you're watching on the field or the court, especially when the leagues and the gambling-subsidized sports media both have such clear conflicts of interest. (In October, while ESPN was covering the gambling-ring indictments, producers scrubbed the screen of references to its own online sportsbook.) If trust in the integrity of the game disappears, then interest is likely to follow. Every sport risks becoming professional wrestling--an entertaining spectacle that everyone knows is bogus.

Sports leagues, of course, are not the first American institutions to suffer a crisis of authority in the 21st century. (See also: Wall Street, Congress, the military, the police, the press, etc.) But the recent decline of trust in sports is, to an extraordinary degree, self-inflicted and avoidable. By embracing gambling so completely--normalizing it, celebrating it, reaping massive profits from it--the leagues have all but ensured that many fans will see it as baked into the game itself. Even if point-shaving is rare, each new revelation reinforces the notion that the system is rigged. To watch sports in 2026 is to become, almost inevitably, a kind of conspiracy theorist.

After a late penalty in a December game between the Broncos and the Raiders turned a meaningless field goal into a bad beat for anyone who had Denver minus 8.5, the Barstool Sports founder, Dave Portnoy, filmed himself melting down on camera. "This is the most rigged game I have ever seen in my entire life," Portnoy ranted, pacing around his living room alone, looking like a paranoid QAnon adherent. He demanded that the referees be investigated; he demanded that the Raiders' coach, Pete Carroll, be investigated. Then he called for more decisive punishments. "Prison for Pete Carroll!" he bellowed. "Murder Pete Carroll! I want Pete Carroll murdered!"

Portnoy apologized the next day, clarifying that he'd only been calling for a "metaphorical murder." But he didn't back off his accusation. He had lost a quarter of a million dollars on "one of the wildest sequences" of the season, he told his audience. Somebody needed to get to the bottom of it.

Week Thirteen

Total gambled: $10,941.00
 Up $156.16

A couple of days before Thanksgiving, I called Nate Silver, who was preparing to leave for a poker tournament in the Bahamas. He asked me for a gambling status report, and I informed him that I'd been following his advice--diligently shopping for lines, mostly sticking to point spreads. Three months in, I had wagered about $11,000 on 117 bets and was right about even. I didn't think this sounded like something to brag about, but Silver set me straight. If I could sustain that kind of performance over the long term, he said, it would place me in the top 5 percent of sports bettors.

"So, a moral victory?" I joked.

"I'm serious," he insisted. This NFL season had been a particularly "weird" one, he said--injuries galore, untested quarterbacks, and no dominant favorites steamrolling the rest of the league, among other anomalies. I had noticed that the FanDuel-sponsored sports podcasters I listened to most often--Bill Simmons, Cousin Sal, Joe House, and the rest of the Ringer crew--were all under .500 with their recommended picks for the year.

Silver didn't want to reveal how much money he'd personally wagered on NFL games, but he said if it were 100 "units," he was down about two-tenths of one unit. "You're beating the lines," he told me. He sounded almost impressed.

My family and I spent Thanksgiving in Florida, where my parents and siblings teased me relentlessly about my new gambling vocabulary. I laughed along with them, acknowledging the strangeness of the reporting project I'd embarked upon. I also shared their revulsion when we saw a dystopian FanDuel ad depicting a family gathered around a Thanksgiving table, each member staring at their phone, accompanied by the tagline "Bet together like never before."

What I didn't tell my family was that I was experiencing my first bout of gambling withdrawal. Upon arriving in Orlando, I had discovered that none of my regular apps worked. Florida allows online sports betting only through an app called Hard Rock Bet, whose servers are on Native land--the result of a 2021 compromise between gambling lobbyists and the Seminole Tribe.

When my brother put on the Chiefs-Cowboys game, a barn burner that came down to the final minutes, I noted with some alarm that I could barely muster any interest. The dopamine system in my brain had been hijacked; I needed money on the game to care about it.

When we got back to Virginia, I reflexively reached for my phone and opened DraftKings as soon as I woke up in the morning, a junkie reaching for his fix. Silver's encouragement had filled me with irrational confidence. Could it be that I was actually good at gambling? Exceptional, even? A sports-betting savant who had discovered his talent only in middle age? This was not exactly what Silver had said, but I could read between the lines.

That night, the Patriots, my favorite team, were playing the Giants on Monday Night Football, and I spent all day putting together what I thought was the perfect play. The Pats had been on a good run, and the Giants were only 2-10. But New England was dealing with multiple injuries, and I thought the 7.5-point spread was a little rich. I decided to violate one of Silver's key guidelines and bet $350 on a parlay: the Patriots to win outright, and the game's point total to be under 50.5. I figured, given my performance, that I'd earned the right to break some rules.

Before the game, I showed the parlay to my 10-year-old son, explaining my logic as if I were a physicist explaining a particle accelerator. The temperature in Foxborough was forecast to be 29 degrees at kickoff, I told him, and teams always score less in the cold.

"You're, like, a betting genius now," he said. I felt, briefly, the swelling pride of a father who has impressed his son.

Paul Tonko does not cut an especially imposing figure. He has white tufts of hair that flare over his ears, and a rumpled, curmudgeonly affect that calls to mind a disapproving grandfather. But the 76-year-old congressman from New York is one of Washington's few prominent crusaders against the sports-betting industry. It's a lonely job.

Tonko came to the cause four years ago, when he saw that the social-media feeds of his younger aides were filled with ads for sports-betting apps. The marketing, he thought, bore a striking resemblance to the cigarette campaigns from a generation earlier--glossy, predatory, and calibrated to hook the young. As a co-chair of the Addiction, Treatment, and Recovery Caucus, Tonko says he recognized immediately that the industry needed more regulation. "They're delivering a known addictive product," he told me, sitting in his office overlooking the U.S. Capitol.

When he began working on a bill that would ban certain kinds of advertising for sportsbooks, he was surprised by the energy around the issue. He was urged on forcefully by parents whose sons had gambled away their tuition money, and by politicians and experts in the United Kingdom and Australia who wished that they'd cracked down on the industry earlier. Key players in the fight against Big Tobacco told him that online gambling was the next major public-health crisis, and volunteered their help.

The only place Tonko struggled to find support was in Congress. When he brought up the bill with colleagues, they would listen politely and then waffle when asked to sign on. They seemed to regard sports betting as an insignificant problem--a nice pet issue for Tonko, maybe, but not something worth spending time or political capital on.

Maybe the hurdle was generational: The average House member is about 60 years old, well outside the DraftKings target demographic. But Tonko suspects that at least some of the resistance has to do with money. In the years since the Supreme Court paved the way for state-by-state legalization, sports-betting companies have mounted a lobbying blitzkrieg in statehouses across the country.

In Kansas, industry representatives plied lawmakers with steak dinners, premium whiskey, and cigars in a private club as they pushed favorable tax legislation. In Mississippi, DraftKings courted the House speaker, bringing him and his wife to New Orleans for the Super Bowl, where they mingled with celebrities in a luxury suite over drinks and gourmet Creole food.

The lobbyists' pitch to politicians is easy enough to understand: Tax revenue from online gambling can help fund schools and roads. In 2024, online sportsbooks generated at least $2.9 billion in taxes for state and local governments, a figure that is growing rapidly. Mindful of this, Tonko has been careful to frame his proposals in terms of basic harm reduction. "We're not out to outlaw sports gambling," he told me. He has proposed a new bill that would restrict how online sportsbooks can target and track customers, as well as cap certain kinds of losses, ban prop bets on college and amateur athletes, and create a national self-exclusion list so that people who want to bar themselves from betting don't have to fill out a new form every time they cross a state line.

Despite all of my research--my monastic study of the lines, my careful hunt for small edges--I had been burned by a bad call from a random referee. I became determined to win it all back.

When I asked Tonko how confident he was of the bill's passage, he seemed to slump into his sofa. "It's an uphill battle," he admitted. "The industry's got megabucks. So I don't kid myself."

But he noted that his colleagues do seem to be growing more interested in the issue. As the hazards of ubiquitous gambling become harder to ignore, Tonko expects political support to grow. "Give it time," he said; three years from now, things might be so bad that Americans will be clamoring for regulation.

This, it seemed, was his best-case scenario.

Week Fourteen

Total gambled: $11,841.00
 Down $74.60

The tailspin began on a Thursday night, with a Lions-Cowboys game. I had bet on the Cowboys, who were 3.5-point underdogs, to cover the spread--and in the fourth quarter, a win looked within reach for me. Quarterback Dak Prescott was driving toward the end zone in pursuit of a touchdown that would have pulled the Cowboys within three. But with less than four minutes left and the Cowboys on the 11-yard line, a controversial offensive-pass-interference call ended the drive and my hopes for a backdoor cover. "That call is gonna be talked about," the announcer boomed.


Illustration by Tyler Comrie. Source: Aleksandra Sokolachko / Getty.



It was almost midnight--the Christmas tree was glowing nearby, my father-in-law was dozing on the couch, and I had just lost $500. I noticed that I was grinding my teeth.

I had endured plenty of tough beats up to that point, but the fluky nature of this particular loss made something inside me snap. Despite all of my research--my monastic study of the lines, my careful hunt for small edges, my righteous avoidance of the high-risk suckers' bets that the apps were constantly pushing on me--I had been burned by a bad call from a random referee. I became determined to win it all back.

My first move was to bump up the size of my wagers. When I'd started out, I put no more than $100 on most games; now I was betting up to $500--impatiently swiping to deposit more money when DraftKings or FanDuel told me I was out of funds. Months of diligent recordkeeping were abandoned as the flurry of action caused me to lose track completely of how much I had bet, and on what. Uncertain of what remained of my $10,000 stake from The Atlantic, I routinely woke in the middle of the night, panicked that I was inadvertently dipping into my own savings.

On tilt--this was one of the terms I hadn't known before my foray into betting. It describes the emotional distress that causes a gambler to make unwise decisions. Over several frenzied days in December, I disregarded every rule Silver had taught me--throwing money at random prop bets and constructing multi-leg parlays like I was a mad scientist mixing volatile compounds in a lab.

Point spreads and moneylines ran constantly through my head, mingling with the omnipresent Christmas carols to create a strange backbeat to the holiday season. Every festive family outing became an opportunity for me to gamble. While my wife and kids ice-skated, I sat in the minivan, our toddler napping in his car seat, as I put together a six-game parlay (lost $80). While my daughter practiced for a Christmas choir performance, I stayed outside the church, chewing my fingernails as I watched a Chiefs-Chargers game on my phone (lost $400).

One Sunday evening, we hosted a small Christmas party, where Steve and Ryan asked me how my gambling was going. I tried to adopt the same wry, self-aware tone that had so amused them when I began the experiment. But I was too keyed up to stay in character. Instead, as I rattled off betting lines in rapid succession, explaining my strategy to get back in the black with ever larger bets, I saw them exchange looks of concern.

"So you're chasing," Steve said.

I laughed, too loudly, and then slipped into the pantry to check the Seahawks-Colts score on my phone.

I had put a lot of money on the Seahawks to cover a two-touchdown spread. But while our guests filtered out in a blur of hugs and Merry Christmas es, I watched miserably as Seattle eked out a measly two-point win with a field goal in the dwindling moments, losing me $450.

When the house was empty, I collapsed onto the couch and started doing the math in my head. The flames were low in the fireplace; Bing Crosby was playing over the speakers. I had lost more than $2,500 in 13 days.

Week Eighteen

Total gambled: $20,511.00
 Down $3,605.77

Four months of burying myself in gambling apps had apparently made me twitchy in ways that were perceptible to my colleagues. The editor in chief, concerned for my mental health, suggested that I log off for a bit and touch felt.

I landed in Las Vegas on a Sunday in early January and headed to the Bellagio, where I met Tom Nichols, the colleague that my editors had selected as my chaperone. Tom, a professor emeritus at the U.S. Naval War College and a blackjack obsessive (who knew?), came to Vegas several times a year, and was eager to teach me his ways.

He led me across the casino floor as I scampered behind him taking notes--the sage professor, goateed and clad in a black oxford shirt, explaining slot machines and table games to his earnest pupil. In my notebook, I wrote down, "Always tip the dealer" and "Forget roulette, that's a Eurotrash game."

Tom's main piece of advice was to never gamble on the Strip. The corporate casinos had gotten too greedy, he explained: The odds were bad, the table minimums too high. Besides, the real Vegas wasn't in places like the Bellagio.

He took me downtown to Fremont Street, where showgirls wandered past buskers beneath a canopy of LED screens. We passed a bar with a sign that read DRINK BEER THROW AXES, and a restaurant, the Heart Attack Grill, that offered free meals to anyone over 350 pounds and displayed customers' weight in giant neon numbers. Tom let out a contented sigh. "America is already great," he said.

Tom loves Las Vegas--the kitsch, the unsavory history--and seems almost protective of it. Too many people think of casinos as depressing, predatory places, he said, filled with dead-eyed senior citizens sucking on oxygen tanks as they pump their Social Security checks into slot machines. But what he loves about casinos is not so much the gambling per se as the sense of community it generates.

Tom's favored casinos (the Golden Gate, El Cortez, the Plaza) were decidedly grimier than the Bellagio--the synthetic air-freshener-and-cologne scent replaced by the stench of beer-soaked carpet and secondhand smoke. But they were also surprisingly friendly places. At one blackjack table, we met two chain-smoking blond women in their 60s from Green Bay, one of whom ribbed me for refusing to hit on 16 while the other proudly recounted her second wedding, where the guests wore Packers jerseys. At another table, a young Black guy with facial tattoos was playing $100 hands and had developed a rollicking alliance with the white-haired geriatric at the other end of the table. "I see you!" he shouted in celebration whenever the old man got a blackjack. Tom, meanwhile, developed a running bit with the dealer about their "dysfunctional marriage."

There was something quaintly American about the scene: strangers from different parts of the country, of different races and generations, chatting, drinking, joking, commiserating. Yes, everyone was slowly getting ripped off, but at least they were getting ripped off together. Compared with the solitary swiping of the sports-betting apps, the blackjack table was almost Rockwellian.

But as I followed Tom around town for three days, I began to appreciate Vegas for another reason: As a venue for vice, it is inherently self-limiting, a kind of containment zone for sordid behavior. Even for someone who didn't partake in booze or strip clubs, it was an exhausting place to spend time in. The sensory overload wore me down after a while--the smells, the noise, the permanent neon twilight, the intentional assault on my circadian rhythm. I was never quite sure what time it was, only that I had probably stayed too long.

Las Vegas struck me as a monument to a truth that America once knew and had somehow chosen to forget: If gambling had to be legal, it should be contained to remote cities in the desert that make you feel a little bad about yourself.

Before leaving Las Vegas, I was determined to meet with Sean Perry, a professional sports bettor with nearly half a million followers on Instagram. Perry belongs to a new, influencer-age breed of "handicappers"--people who sell picks to recreational gamblers, claiming inside information or proprietary analytics models.

I had come across Perry's Instagram profile months earlier, when my algorithm began to identify me as a degenerate gambler. Scrolling through his posts, I didn't find much sports analysis--but I did find the fruits of his purported success: the private-jet selfies and Lamborghinis in his driveway, the yacht off the Amalfi Coast, the 21 Hermes handbags he presented to his girlfriend for their six-month anniversary. "Sports betting," Perry likes to tell his followers, "is the highest-paying job in the world."

I was fascinated by the fantasy that Perry was selling--and, if I'm being honest, a part of me was intrigued to learn his secrets. But interviewing him turned out to be trickier than anticipated. Perry was a moving target, constantly bouncing around the Strip from one sportsbook to another.

The first time we met was on Sunday afternoon at the Bellagio. He arrived with an entourage: his mom, his girlfriend, a leashed English bulldog named Ripple, and a muscly bodyguard named Ron. Perry was surprisingly quiet, even awkward, in person, mumbling as he introduced himself and generally avoiding eye contact. "I'm gonna record a little intro if you want to watch," he muttered as he handed Ron his phone.

But once the camera blinked on, Perry's face lit up. He pulled $100,000 in cash out of his Goyard backpack. "If you've got a house, sell the house!" he exhorted his followers. "If you've got a car, sell the car! I've got a guaranteed winner for you." He marched up to the counter--his bodyguard still recording--and plunked down the wad of cash on the Ravens to beat the Steelers in that night's game.

I was so mesmerized by the performance that I got in line behind him and put down $300 on the Ravens myself. (I'd never bought my wife 21 Hermes bags.)

Before I could ask him any questions, Perry--displeased with the size of the TV that was showing that afternoon's Las Vegas Raiders game--decided to change his plans. He and his squad were headed to Allegiant Stadium, the Raiders' home field, to watch the game in person. He promised to text me a meetup spot later, but I never heard from him. And when the Ravens ended up losing that night with a missed 44-yard field goal, I was glad that I hadn't sold my house.

For three days, I chased Perry up and down the Strip. He would text me plans to be at one casino or another, and then flake at the last minute. One afternoon, he DMed me on Instagram: "I've got a major play lined up, ready to move when you are. How much do you usually bet on something big?" I didn't see the message until it was too late--and good thing, because it turned out to be another loser when the Montana State Bobcats failed to cover the spread against the Illinois State Redbirds in the Football Championship Subdivision title game.

One reason to doubt the betting prowess of handicappers like Perry, who claims to make tens of millions a year gambling, is that the professional sportsbooks are carefully designed to prevent such success stories. When a gambler starts to win too consistently, the books will place limits on how much he can bet. A true sharp will be effectively banned by every sportsbook in the country before too long.

Once that happens, a game of cat and mouse ensues: The sharp might hire someone else to place bets on his behalf--on any given day, the Las Vegas Strip is teeming with "runners" who carry backpacks stuffed with $100 bills--but this strategy has its own risks. Betting in another person's name violates the terms of most sportsbooks, and depending on how the transaction is executed, it could be considered fraud. To avoid detection, some sharps will "prime" their accounts--placing scattershot bets to make themselves look like reckless gambling addicts and prompt the sportsbooks to increase their limits--before moving in for the kill. Although the tactics are always evolving, one element of the sportsbook business model remains constant: to take as many bets as possible from bad gamblers, and as few as possible from good ones.

On my last day in Vegas, I finally caught up with Perry at Circa, whose sportsbook features a 1,000-seat theater, a 78-million-pixel Jumbotron, and half a dozen rooftop swimming pools from which gamblers can watch games and place bets. Circa, widely considered the largest sportsbook in the world, is the closest thing that sports betting has to Mecca.

Perry walked in alone--it was a weekday afternoon, and the place was mostly empty--but he was clearly dressed for another Instagram stunt. He wore wide-leg, diamond-studded jeans; a $350,000 Rolex; and two massive, bejeweled chains that read SPW ("Sean Perry Wins"). As soon as he saw me, he thrust a phone into my hand and asked me to get ready to film.

I followed him to the counter, where he placed a $100,000 bet on an NBA game. The ticket writer typed something into his computer, and then informed him that the book could take only $3,000 from him.

Perry, elated, told me to press record. "I just got limited by the biggest sportsbook in Vegas!" he declared. He was feigning outrage, but in fact, this was a badge of honor for a handicapper like him--proof that the sportsbooks were scared of his gambling facility. I pointed out that the man at the counter had cited a player injury as the reason bets on the game were limited, but Perry waved me off. "If you walk to that window right now and try to bet the 100K, they would 100 percent have accepted it."

When he was done preening for the camera, we retreated to a quiet row of empty seats. I asked him how closely he resembled his social-media persona. "What do you think?" he scoffed. In real life, he told me, he didn't wear bling or gaudy watches. "I put on a character when I'm on the internet," he explained. "You have to--that's how you get views. That's how I make money."

Did he ever worry that his followers might take him literally when he tells them to sell their house for a bet?

"They know I'm trolling," Perry insisted.

I pressed him. "Sometimes people are degenerate," he conceded. "They'll go all in on a single play and lose money. The truth is, that's not my fault." Perry said that he employs a team of data analysts who pore over statistical models. One of his clients, he claimed, had made $8 million following his picks; another had made $13 million in four months.

No single bet is guaranteed, he told me. But if you stick with him over time, "it's impossible to lose money."

Week Nineteen

Total gambled: $22,386.00
 Down $4,257.67

Upon my return from Vegas, the editor in chief asked for an update on my losses. I admitted that I was down about $4,000 but assured him, like an underwater debtor talking to his loan shark, that I was going to win it all back--the NFL playoffs were coming up. He reminded me that this was the magazine's money I was playing with. "The future of The Atlantic depends on you," he said. "Pick wisely."

What I didn't mention to him was that I was no longer gambling just on sports. I was now experimenting with prediction markets.

I had been aware of platforms like Polymarket and Kalshi, which allow users to "invest" in predictive outcomes and trade their "positions." I also knew that the platforms, which are available in all 50 states, were competing for market share in sports betting with FanDuel, DraftKings, and other incumbents.

But my curiosity wasn't piqued until U.S. forces stormed Venezuela in January. Days before the operation, an anonymous user had created a Polymarket account and started wagering tens of thousands of dollars that President Nicolas Maduro would be in U.S. custody by the end of the month. When Maduro was captured, the account holder walked away with more than $400,000 in profit.

I assumed at first that the story was an example of obscene abuse--insider trading on a deadly military raid. But once I started playing around with the markets, it became clear that insider trading was a feature, not a bug. The platforms' founders say they're providing a social utility, moving the entire digital public square from social-media sites, where AI slop and rage bait reign, to prediction markets, where you are incentivized to invest based on what you genuinely know or believe. "People don't lie when money's involved," Tarek Mansour, a Kalshi co-founder and its CEO, told The New York Times. And although the platforms technically prohibit manipulation--and, in Kalshi's case anyway, insider trading--proponents have acknowledged that insiders making bets based on what they know only heightens the markets' predictive value.

But scrolling through the available bets on Kalshi, I struggled to locate the civic spirit. Would anyone truly benefit because I could wager on which words Trump would use next week (5-to-1 payout on Somalian), or which nicknames he'd deploy for his political enemies (3-to-1 for Newscum)? Was the quality of the discourse improved by our ability to gamble on drug-boat bombings in the Caribbean or whether Gaza would experience a famine? "The long-term vision is to financialize everything and create a tradable asset out of any difference in opinion," Mansour has said.

As a society, we are making an enormously risky bet: that we can reap the rewards of a runaway gambling industry without paying any price; that, unlike every civilization that came before us, we can beat the house.

It is perhaps not a coincidence that the casinofication of America is taking place while the Oval Office is occupied by a former casino operator. Under the Biden administration, the Justice Department and the Commodity Futures Trading Commission opened investigations into whether Kalshi and Polymarket were flouting federal regulations. But the government scrutiny ended when Trump returned to office. Polymarket hired a former Trump adviser as its first Washington lobbyist and added the president's son Don Jr. to its board; Kalshi also brought on Don Jr., as a "strategic adviser." The investigations were quietly closed, and the companies began to scale up rapidly.

But the great gambling experiment that we've embarked on is bigger than the current president. The prediction markets represent the logical end point of the sports-betting explosion: Everything in American life--politics and culture, art and war--becomes a Las Vegas table game, tantalizing in its promise of profit, rigged against regular people, destined to demoralize and crush those who play.

In 1907, a Unitarian minister, writing in The Atlantic, warned against "speculation." "The long and costly experience of mankind bears uniform testimony against gambling," Charles F. Dole wrote. "It is a dangerous or unsocial form of excitement; it hurts character, demoralizes industry, breeds quarrels, tempts men to self-destruction."

From the December 1907 issue: Charles F. Dole on the ethics of speculation

Not every consensus of the past is worth clinging to, of course. But as a society, we are making an enormously risky bet: that we can reap the rewards of a runaway gambling industry without paying any price; that the litany of social ills long associated with this vice--addiction and impoverishment, isolation and abuse, cheating and chasing and corrosive idleness--can, this time, be kept in check; that, unlike every civilization that came before us, we can beat the house.

What are the odds that we're right?

The Super Bowl

Total gambled: $28,206.00
 Down $4,787.70

Despite my assurances to the editor in chief, the playoffs did not go well. For complicated reasons involving point spreads and, possibly, divine punishment, I somehow managed to correctly pick the winner in 10 out of 12 games through the first three rounds while still losing money.

As the losses piled up, I took solace in my beloved Patriots' improbable postseason run. I had grown up in Massachusetts at the dawn of the Brady-Belichick dynasty; now I was sharing in the joy of New England fandom with my son, who perched next to me for every game. When quarterback Drake Maye scrambled through a blizzard for a game-clinching first down in the AFC championship--my son and I jumping up from the couch in a frenzy of high fives and enraptured whoops--it felt a little like destiny.

It also felt like an opportunity: When the line opened that night for Super Bowl LX, the Patriots were 2-to-1 underdogs against the Seattle Seahawks. I had what I thought were sound analytical reasons to believe the sportsbooks were underestimating the Patriots. But I was also seduced by the allure of a big, go-for-broke win, the chance to dig out of the hole I'd dug myself into.

If I put everything I had left on the Patriots moneyline and they won, I would end the season up about $5,000. Not life-changing money, but enough to put that new KitchenAid mixer in play.

Nate Silver did not endorse this plan. My fanatical faith in the Patriots didn't factor into his model, and he calmly walked me through the many reasons it favored the Seahawks. "You're gambling, McKay," he said disapprovingly.

I spent some time perusing the Cheesecake Factory-size menu of available Super Bowl bets. It turned out you could gamble on essentially every second of the event, from the length of the national anthem (the smart money was on less than 116.5 seconds for the whole song but more than 3.5 seconds for how long the singer would hold the last note on brave) to the coin toss (it had been tails eight out of the past 12 games) to the color of the Gatorade poured on the winning coach's head (the chalk bet was yellow/lime, but red would pay out 15 to 1).

In the end, I put $4,735 on the Patriots to win the game, and spent about $700 on a smattering of long-shot parlays and prop bets that ranged from plausible to preposterous.

The Super Bowl was a disaster. After the Patriots got shut out in the first half--which I spent shouting at the TV and anxiously shoving tortilla chips into my mouth--our guests decided they needed to "get the kids to bed." By the time Maye threw a hope-killing fourth-quarter interception, I had retreated into my phone, watching despondently as the live odds for a Patriots comeback got longer and longer until finally the TV screen filled with confetti.

As I toggled between gambling apps, my son sullenly turned off the TV and announced that he was going to bed. He was suffering the first sports-fan heartbreak of his young life; I was checking on my prop bets. The rest of my family soon followed him, leaving me to wallow alone. Before going to bed, Annie forwarded me an email from our bank alerting us that a card had been declined. Apparently, in my last frantic flurry of pre-kickoff bets, I had unwittingly overdrawn the checking account I had set up for my gambling. "The end of an era," she wrote.

Was it? That had been the plan, of course. My adventure in sports betting was supposed to conclude with the Super Bowl, when I no longer had journalism as an excuse and my employer's money to gamble with. But was I really going to let my grand gambling experiment end like this?

I slept poorly that night--tormented by the loss, moral dissonance, and Walmart-brand ranch dip--and woke before the sun came up. Sitting at my desk, I made a final tally of my wagers. I'd had an astonishingly bad night, even worse than I'd realized. Of my 22 Super Bowl bets, I'd won exactly two: that Patriots receiver Mack Hollins would score a touchdown, and that Ricky Martin would perform with Bad Bunny in the halftime show.

The season was over. I had lost $9,891.

Staring at that number, I thought about all the people who had placed their first-ever bets on the Super Bowl. Some 68 million Americans had been expected to gamble on the game, and 70 percent had picked the Seahawks. I knew how they were feeling this morning--the thrill of a win, the sudden appetite for more, the hubristic belief that they just might be savvy enough to make money at this.

But I also knew how easily that joyful naivete could curdle into delusion and compulsion. When I'd started this project, I had presented it to my bishop as journalism; at some point, it had veered into obsession. And as clearly as I could see that now, in the cold comedown from a brutal loss, I didn't know how long that clarity would last. As I scrolled through the apps, my eye was drawn to the March Madness promotions--some of the Final Four odds looked intriguing. On Kalshi, meanwhile, the Oscars futures were calling to me. The temptation to chase would never go away, it seemed. Those fences that I, and the country, had erected--the ones that had convinced me that I wasn't prone to addiction and America that it didn't need to worry about this particular vice after all--suddenly seemed more vital than ever.

My family was still asleep upstairs; the gray winter light seeped through the cracks in the blinds. I thought about the advice that every addiction counselor gives to a problem gambler, and I opened my laptop. In the Google search bar, I typed the words Virginia self-exclusion form.
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Trump Isn't Even Trying to Sell This War

Has the salesman in chief gotten rusty?

by Jonathan Lemire

Thu, 12 Mar 2026




A year ago yesterday, President Trump turned the White House lawn into a Tesla showroom to try to boost the slumping sales of his then-pal Elon Musk's electric-car company. A few months ago, Trump declared from behind the Resolute Desk that he was Boeing's "salesman of the year," claiming to have helped facilitate the purchase of hundreds of aircraft. And long before he entered politics, Trump slapped his name on just about anything--apartment buildings, steaks, even a dubious for-profit university--to market it to the masses. Trump will sell anything.

He has now made one of the most consequential decisions of his presidency: launching a war against Iran. The conflict, which is well into its second week, has widened throughout the Middle East, sent oil prices skyrocketing, and caused tumult in the financial markets. Yet Trump has not sold the war. In many ways, he hasn't even tried.

The absence of a sales strategy is all the more confounding when you consider the political stakes. The upcoming midterm elections were supposed to be about the economy. That was perhaps Trump's most effective issue in the 2024 presidential campaign, as voters grew frustrated with the stubborn inflation that permeated Joe Biden's presidency. Trump vowed to fix it, but his record over the past 15 months is inconsistent: Yes, inflation has cooled some, but last month's jobs report was brutal; the president's tariffs have created confusion and kept costs high; and the economy is starkly stratified--the rich are doing great, and everyone else is decidedly less so. Republicans have been on a losing streak in a series of elections, and poll after poll reveals a clear disapproval of Trump's handling of the economy.

But there were some real silver linings. Chief among them: gas prices. Ron Klain, who was Biden's first White House chief of staff, told me a few years ago that the first thing he did each morning while in that role--even before seeing if the president had called--was check the price of a gallon of gas. Bill Clinton was equally obsessed, realizing that gas-station signs were billboards for the nation's economy. Trump made the low cost of gas a staple in his stump speech and gave it a central spot in his State of the Union address a few weeks ago. It was key in White House talking points for Republicans pitching voters to keep them in power: See, things are getting better. Give us time to finish the job.

That pitch just got harder to make. Even before the war began, most Republicans privately acknowledged that keeping the House would be challenging. Now they will be forced to defend a war that, polls show, Americans didn't want. Already, seven U.S. soldiers have died, and approximately 140 more have been injured. Tens of thousands of Americans were stranded in the Middle East after the Trump administration did not facilitate their departure--or evacuate government outposts--before Iran retaliated. And, of course, there is the price of gas. The average cost of a gallon has jumped by more than 50 cents since the conflict began. This spike has been the subject of relentless news coverage and, yes, has been splashed across those gas-station billboards. Even for voters who rarely care about foreign policy, the rising cost of filling up their tank has been unavoidable. And more price hikes are likely coming to airfare, shipping, and groceries, just to name a few.

Elections are in many cases won or lost on economic issues. But there are moments when Americans are willing to endure fiscal hardship or accept that the nation will make sacrifices for a greater good. Presidents of the past have made a point of convincing Americans that it was worth it. Franklin D. Roosevelt famously made the case for World War II, and his nation endured years of rations while sending a generation of young men off to battle. George H. W. Bush built an international coalition and sold the public on the need to push Iraqi forces out of Kuwait. And although the public would eventually sour on his son's own war in Iraq the following decade, George W. Bush made the case for the conflict.

Trump has done none of this. He faced his biggest audience of the year just three weeks ago during the State of the Union address, in which he gave Iran only a passing mention: a few lines near the end of a 108-minute speech. Trump that night declared Iran the "world's No. 1 sponsor of terror" and warned its leaders against developing a nuclear program. He didn't prime the public, and his administration barely briefed Congress. (Aides later claimed that he did so to maintain the element of surprise, a perplexing notion considering the unmissable size of the U.S. armada parked in the waters off Iran.) When Trump eventually announced the conflict, he did not do so with a major speech or a prime-time address from the Oval Office. Instead, news of the war came via a social-media video filmed at his Mar-a-Lago estate and released in the middle of the night. Trump, wearing a baseball cap but not a tie, did not offer a clear rationale.

Read: The Pentagon cut its civilian safeguards before the Iran war

Since then, the explanations that the president and his team have offered for the invasion have grown only more muddled. As documented by my colleagues Marie-Rose Sheinerman and Isabel Ruehl, the reasons have shifted from Iran was posing an imminent threat, to Israel made me do it, to We're doing it for the grandkids. Trump has also taken to briefly answering dozens of reporters' phone calls in the first weeks of war, and offers a variety of explanations for the invasion (without providing much opportunity for follow-up questions). His administration's goals for the war have been equally opaque. Only on Tuesday did Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Dan Caine, clearly lay out three primary objectives: Destroy Iran's missiles and its ability to make them; cripple its navy; and permanently end its nuclear program. But Trump himself continues to step on that, musing about the possible need for regime change in Tehran and how he wants to be involved in choosing Iran's next leader. Iran's initial response was a strong no: It empowered the slain Ayatollah Ali Khamenei's son Mojtaba Khamenei, who is viewed by many as more militant and is likely embittered toward a United States that was involved in killing his father, mother, wife, and son.

A few people close to Trump believe that his lack of clarity comes from a confidence that he doesn't need to be clear. He's gotten rusty, perhaps, in convincing anyone of anything. The GOP-controlled Congress has been compliant, his staff is almost exclusively populated by true believers, and although he takes plenty of reporters' questions, a healthy percentage of them are from journalists who work at sympathetic, right-leaning outlets. Over the past year, the president has fallen in love with overwhelming, one-and-done demonstrations of force, like the kind he ordered in Venezuela, in Nigeria, and last summer in Iran. He appeared confident that a quick strike would suffice this time too. The United States' and Israel's military's performances have been impressive, but Tehran has been resilient--and the Trump administration now expects the conflict to drag on for weeks, not days.

Trump, though quick to extol the damage that the military is inflicting on Iran, has still not laid out what goals would have to be accomplished to declare victory and end the American air campaign. One of his closest allies, Senator Lindsey Graham, a longtime Iran hawk, made his views clear yesterday, saying, "There's no way you can say you won this war with an ayatollah in charge." (Graham and a few other pro-war Republican senators have privately indicated that the conflict's political consequences are overrated, because they believe the GOP was going to lose the House anyway, a person familiar with the conversations told me.) Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu also has advocated for the permanent elimination of Iran's regime. But that goal will be difficult--verging on unattainable--and would likely require a lengthy military commitment. Experts also note that achieving the Pentagon's goal of ensuring that Iran can never build a nuclear weapon would be more or less impossible; even if the current facilities were destroyed and its scientists killed, another effort could be mounted in the years ahead.

The lack of clear objectives complicates Trump's ability to find an off-ramp from the war. Iran has continued to pummel its oil-producing neighbors and has threatened to menace the Strait of Hormuz, through which 20 percent of the world's petroleum normally travels. Tehran has already struck more than a dozen vessels there, including at least three yesterday, despite Trump's warnings. Officials said that the U.S. has destroyed at least 16 minelayers, and Trump is considering dispatching naval vessels to act as escorts to the oil tankers. But even state-of-the-art battleships could be vulnerable to Iranian drone and speedboat attacks.

A senior administration official downplayed to me the extent of America's economic punishment, declaring it "short-term pain; long-term gain." Yet the price of gas seems likely to keep rising, which alarms Republicans. Senate Majority Leader John Thune told reporters this week that "the price of gas is always kind of a benchmark" and is "something obviously we've got to pay attention to." Senator Rand Paul added that the war could lead to "disastrous" midterms for Republicans.

The White House disputed that Trump has been muddled on the war's goals, and White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told me in a statement that "the military objectives of Operation Epic Fury have been clearly outlined by the President" since "the very first strikes." Yet Trump, even as the bombing raged, told reporters at the White House yesterday, "Let me tell you. We've won. You know, you never liked to say too early you won. But we won."

There are some influential MAGA voices--Steve Bannon, Tucker Carlson, Megyn Kelly--who believe that the Iran attack conflicts with Trump's "America First" agenda, and his 2016 campaign commitments to end the forever wars of Iraq and Afghanistan while avoiding new Middle East entanglements. A few elected Republicans, such as Representative Thomas Massie, also oppose the war. But Republicans largely continue to back Trump, making it easy for Democrats to tie them to the unpopular war. A new poll conducted just before the conflict by Navigator, posted yesterday, shows that Trump and his fellow Republicans were perceived as caring far too much about foreign conflicts (as well as immigration), as opposed to caring about the economy. The Democrats have also seized upon Trump's lack of clarity about the war's motivations and its endgame. After a briefing from administration officials, Senator Richard Blumenthal told reporters that he was "dissatisfied and angry," and his colleague Senator Chris Murphy alleged on social media that "all the briefings are closed, because Trump can't defend this war in public."

Read: Why hasn't Trump mentioned Iran's oil?

Trump, of course, has no shortage of opportunities to change the war's narrative. He traveled yesterday to Cincinnati and northern Kentucky for a series of events. And in a lengthy Truth Social post that he unleashed while en route, Trump laid out a case for why he believed that drastic action is needed to remove a "COMPLETE AND TOTAL DISASTER" from power--just not the one in Tehran.

"Thomas Massie," Trump wrote, "is disloyal to the United States of America! He is a MISFIT, who should be voted out of Office, ASAP."

Vivian Salama, Ashley Parker, and Michael Scherer contributed reporting.
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A Police Report About a House Candidate Surprised the White House

A woman's allegations of rape against a Republican House candidate have put Trump in a bind.

by Michael Scherer

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




Three days after President Trump announced his "Complete and Total Endorsement" of the Louisiana congressional candidate Blake Miguez, the Republican contender posted a video from outside the West Wing boasting of his close relationship with Trump and his team. "I just got done having some great meetings with the White House," he told his supporters on February 7.

What he did not say--either publicly or to Trump's advisers at the time--was that there was a political bombshell about to drop on his campaign for Louisiana's deep-red Fifth Congressional District. Months earlier, when Miguez was running for the U.S. Senate, a 2007 police report had surfaced that showed that Miguez's former girlfriend had accused him of rape and other abusive behavior, including locking her in bedrooms, taking away her keys, and holding her down. The Miguez campaign denies the claims.

In the report, which I obtained, the woman described to police how Miguez had sex with her even though she told him no, and then followed her when she fled the home. She told police that she'd hidden behind a car near a convenience store until a friend could join her, then called 911. An officer took her to a hospital for a rape-kit examination, the report stated. Miguez, who was then 25 years old, was detained and questioned. After the woman, then 22, told a detective that she did not want to press charges, none were filed. "I called 911 cause I honestly was/am scared!" she wrote in a voluntary statement to the police.

The police report has put the president in a difficult position, because Trump has been repeatedly accused of sexual assault and was found liable for sexual abuse in a New York civil trial. The president has denied any wrongdoing. Two people familiar with the White House endorsement process told me that Trump's top advisers were not informed of the police report or the rape accusation before the president endorsed. That has raised concerns that Miguez either wasn't fully vetted or wasn't forthcoming about discoverable documents from his past. The report has been circulating in Louisiana for months, according to people familiar with the effort to uncover it, and last fall, a private investigator requested public records related to the woman that have since been used to try to undermine her credibility.

"It has been widely discussed amongst the political crowd that there was a massive bomb," one Republican who works in the state told me about the rumors. "Nobody knew what it was."

The Club for Growth, a conservative group that is involved in Republican primaries in safe House seats, endorsed Miguez a day earlier than the president and continues to support him. A spokesperson for the group, Joe Kildea, declined to say whether officials knew about the rape allegation ahead of its endorsement and told me that the group was aware of what he called "false accusations made 20 years ago" and does not find them credible.

The White House press office declined to comment.

Miguez, a champion sharpshooter and a former reality-show contestant, has served in the Louisiana legislature since 2015, most recently as a state senator. He announced a campaign last year to challenge Louisiana Senator Bill Cassidy, who earned Trump's ire by voting to convict him for impeachment in 2021. After Trump decided earlier this year to endorse Representative Julia Letlow in that primary, Miguez pivoted to run for Letlow's open congressional seat, a rural expanse that wraps the state's border with Mississippi, which is about 40 miles from the parish where Miguez has long lived.

The Miguez campaign pointed me to a February 24 email that the accuser's father sent to Miguez's state-Senate office after he was contacted by an Associated Press reporter asking about the accusations. The father told Miguez he could share the email, the campaign told me.

"The only thing I told him were that you are a good man and you have my vote and everything my daughter has reported about you were lies and she is a liar and has a drug problem," the accuser's father wrote. "Not sure why they are digging up this crap but I wanted to give you a heads up." The email did not refute any of the specifics in the police report, which the father claimed that he'd refused to read when the reporter offered it to him. (I was unable to reach the accuser, whom I am not naming, or her family.)

A campaign spokesperson declined to answer my questions about when Miguez had learned that the police report was circulating or whether he'd told the White House or the Club for Growth about its contents.  "We would refer you to an email from the woman's own father," the campaign responded in an unsigned statement.

Three days after the email from the accuser's father was sent, Matthew Foldi, a former Republican candidate for the U.S. House, published an article on his Substack that described the unearthing of the 2007 police report as a "Kavanaugh-esque smear," a reference to the accusations of sexual assault that Supreme Court Justice Brett Kavanaugh faced during his confirmation hearings. (Kavanaugh denied wrongdoing and was confirmed.) Foldi wrote that the Miguez campaign told him, "  They know they can't beat Blake with the truth, so they're trying to destroy him with lies." The Associated Press has yet to publish an article about the accusations.

Foldi also nodded to information about the accuser's interactions with law enforcement in the years since her relationship with Miguez. She sought protective orders against another boyfriend in 2008 and 2011, alleging domestic violence. In 2012, she alleged abuse by a third boyfriend, who told police that she was addicted to pills and had recently been in rehab. In 2014, she was booked for unauthorized entry into a residence and later charged with a felony. She pleaded not guilty, and the case was later dropped. In 2023, she was arrested for child desertion, according to a local news report. The case was not charged or prosecuted, according to court records. Last year, she was arrested when methamphetamine and marijuana were found in the car she was traveling in, and she has pleaded not guilty to the resulting charges. (I have reviewed copies of legal documents related to all of these charges.)

The Club for Growth referenced the woman's troubled history in their statement to me and accused her of a "long record of fabricated claims" and of making similar allegations against other men. The documents that I reviewed do not show evidence of fabrication on her part and did not include other rape accusations. Kildea did not answer my follow-up questions asking for evidence.

Despite Trump's endorsement, the Republican primary for Lousiaians's Fifth District, where Trump won 67 percent of the vote in 2024, remains contested. Other Republican candidates include Michael Echols, a state representative; State Senator Rick Edmond, a pastor at Speaker Mike Johnson's church; and Misti Cordell, a member of the state Board of Regents. The primary is on May 16.
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Dubai's Army of Influencers Gets Back in Line

After briefly playing war correspondents, their tune changed.

by Ali Breland

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




As Iranian missiles and drones exploded above Dubai in the first days of the Iran war, the city's legions of social-media influencers started posting. "Your boy is currently in the middle of World War III right now," the day trader Mike Babayan, who posts under the handle "Nitrotrades," said into his camera on February 28, a clip that garnered 1.1 million views on Instagram Reels. It was a departure from his usual fare of filming fancy sports cars and stock-trading strategies. Now "I am seeing a lot of people who are just, like, packing up and leaving altogether," he said, standing under the Burj Khalifa, the cloud-scraping, 163-floor high-rise where he lives.

"That was meters away from us," another influencer, Will Bailey, said, wide-eyed, as he turned his camera to a nearby plume of black smoke and explained that it was coming from the Fairmont Dubai. CNN later reported that an Iranian drone had struck near the hotel. In a subsequent video, Bailey moved inside from the pool at the sound of two explosions, saying that the target appeared to be the Dubai Marina. The videos had an altogether different vibe from other recent posts that show him admiring his torso and getting his blood tested at a hospital. (He hates needles.)

Turning moments--whether geopolitical crises or quotidian morning trips to the gym or a coffee shop--into viral content is what social-media influencers do. But the war has scrambled the equation for influencers in Dubai. The strikes were gold by influencer standards, the chance for a bit of cinema-verite reporting from the front lines, Dubai-style. Yet the influencers have thrived by portraying Dubai as a magnet for the business-class (and above) global jet set, who are drawn to the city's futuristic, crossroads-of-the-world appeal. After a few days, many influencers reached a Solomonic compromise: They might mention the war, but only to reassure their followers that Dubai was actually great and so ably led that there was no reason to worry about anything happening just across the Persian Gulf. The switch underscored how content creation in Dubai is different from content creation in most other places, because Dubai is fundamentally different from most other places.

Moving through Dubai is like moving through a series of simulacra: make-believe worlds of bright lights, tall buildings, and international fashions conjured out of the desert sand over the past 50 years. If you like, you can go to an "Irish Village," which you can enter through a circular portal. On the other side, you will find an Irish-themed beer garden with storefronts (a "Tobacconist" and the "Ballinasloe Post Office") that leads to a replica of an Irish pub with draught Guinness. Inside the Dubai Mall, "Chinatown" has floating, glowing orange paper lanterns and a "Neon City" section with LED-lit signs that roughly mimic the famous neon lights of Hong Kong and Shanghai. The Mall of the Emirates has an indoor ski resort. (Dubai's average daytime temperature in March is 84 degrees Fahrenheit.)

There are European-style waterfront areas and hypermodern cafes that look as though someone typed the prompt "South Korean cafe with lots of stainless steel" into ChatGPT and then built exactly what it spat out. If you're searching for some authentic, old-school Middle Eastern atmosphere, you can visit Al Seef, an area completed in 2017 and designed to look like a traditional bazaar. Al Seef features an array of food options--KFC, McDonald's, Peet's Coffee, and a Starbucks--all designed to look ancient. I could go on, but you get the point: To walk through Dubai is to experience an ever-changing series of scenes, as if you were moving among different levels of a video game. When you drive around, the haze slightly blurs the distant skyline, as though the world beyond you hasn't fully loaded yet. Many of Dubai's prominent spaces and buildings are shiny--lurid, even--and seem as though they've been designed to photograph well. In other words, Dubai is the perfect backdrop for social media.

Read: The Trump administration is publishing a stream of Nazi propaganda 

The United Arab Emirates (Dubai is one of seven) courts influencers as a matter of state policy. The U.A.E. Government Media Office organizes an annual three-day influencer conference called the "1 Billion Followers Summit," which celebrates "the power of online communities." MrBeast--the most popular YouTube video creator in the world--and the actor Will Smith spoke at the convention in January. At the event last year, the government advertised the extension of its "Golden Visa"--a special five-to-10-year visa for "investors, entrepreneurs, scientists, outstanding students and graduates, humanitarian pioneers and frontline heroes"--to influencers. A government Creators HQ office helps influencers with the boring part of their work: obtaining a Golden visa, securing film permits and licenses, relocating to Dubai, and registering their businesses.

The push has succeeded. Based on a hashtag count, Dubai is one of the top-five most Instagrammed cities in the world, above Miami and Los Angeles and just below Istanbul and New York.

Influencers are often regarded as a nuisance, fodder for dry wit and schadenfreude. "Won't Someone Please Think of Dubai's Influencers?" read the headline of a column in The Spectator. "Influencer trapped in five-star Dubai hotel says Brits who have got out 'have been lucky,'" read an article from the Daily Mail.

But from Dubai's point of view, courting influencers makes sense: What better than to have people whose lives appear idyllic and fun showcase your city to millions of others? There are, however, conditions. Influencers need to stay in the good graces of the Emirati government to remain. Posting advertisements--influencers' main source of income--requires an "Advertiser Permit," and holders agree not to violate the U.A.E. government's restrictive media-content standards, which include a ban on publishing anything that "might harm the national currency or the economic situation in the State." After the Iran strikes, the U.A.E.'s Public Prosecution office posted that "circulating rumors and information from unknown sources through social media platforms" would be "subject to legal accountability in accordance with applicable legislation" and that "spreading rumors is a crime." The message was clear.

"You can't say anything negative about the Dubai government or anything negative about Dubai, full stop," Ralph Anthony Chiti, an influencer and investor, told me. No one from the government had contacted him, but he said that he felt pressure to conform or risk reprisals.

He had intended to start a crypto hedge fund in Dubai and to remain there. But he left for London after the strikes began. "I didn't feel in danger. I just felt like Dubai was just pretty quiet. The streets were empty. It just wasn't as vibey as it was beforehand," Chiti said, adding that he felt able to speak more freely now that he was out of the U.A.E. with no immediate plans to return.

Back in Dubai, soon after the rash of posts about people being scared and shocked, a uniform counter-message spread across Dubai's influencer ecosphere. Posts using very similar language and images touted how safe the U.A.E. was because of the country's strong leadership and advanced air defenses. Others included this Q&A: "You live in Dubai, aren't you scared?" "No, because I know who protects us," often accompanied by a video of Emirati leaders.

A BBC analysis of 129 influencer posts from Dubai in the first days of the war found that many contained similar language emphasizing the same themes--"stability," "safety," "strong leadership"--and that they were sometimes uploaded within minutes, or even seconds, of one another. The study didn't draw any conclusions on how that happened.

"We live in one of the greatest cities in the world," Louise Starkey, an Australian living in Dubai, posted from the patio of a waterfront restaurant a week into the war. "It is safe and feels normal." Babayan, the day trader, told his followers that, two days after the possible start of World War III, "besides a few loud noises, absolutely nothing happened. Everyone is safe, and life continues as usual." He declined requests for comment.

Today, after Babayan's, Starkey's, and similar posts about how things had gone back to normal, Iran fired another barrage of missiles and drones at the United Arab Emirates. Two drones fell near the Dubai airport, injuring four.

Dubai wants to portray an image of composed opulence so that it can, in some ways, keep the real world at bay. Influencers specialize in creating a world that looks better than the one we are living in. They are a good match.
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The Republican Who Wants to Banish His Own Constituents

Representative Andy Ogles wrote on Monday that "Muslims don't belong in American society." He represents thousands of them in Congress.

by Russell Berman

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




The Islamic Center of Columbia, Tennessee--a small city about 45 miles south of Nashville--had been around for only a few years when white supremacists burned it down. On a Saturday in early 2008, three young men went to the mosque armed with spray paint and Molotov cocktails. According to a federal indictment, they first defaced the exterior walls with swastikas and phrases including White Power. Then they broke into the building and set it aflame.

"Everything on the inside was charred," a former member of the Islamic Center told me. "The roof had come down, and they had to demolish the building afterwards." The mosque, which had a few dozen members, had been the first in Columbia and was, for a time, the only Muslim house of worship between Nashville and Huntsville, Alabama. After the fire, its leaders bought an empty church building nearby and converted it into a new mosque, though they initially kept their plans for the space a secret to avoid a community backlash.

The former member who related this to me asked that I not publish his name, because nearly two decades later, the Muslim community in middle Tennessee is again on edge. The membership of the rebuilt Islamic Center of Columbia is smaller but still active. Its mosque sits less than a mile from the district office of the area's U.S. House member, Andy Ogles. But Representative Ogles, a Republican in his second term, doesn't seem to want Muslims to reside in his district. And he doesn't want them anywhere else in the country, for that matter. "Muslims don't belong in American society," Ogles posted on X on Monday. "Pluralism is a lie."

Ali Breland: Meet the new Proud Boys

Ogles is a Trump loyalist who has proposed amending the Constitution to allow the president a third term. Ogles has long denigrated Muslims; he's pushed for New York City Mayor Zohran Mamdani (who was born in Uganda and with whom Trump has lately been chummy) to be denaturalized and deported, and just last week, he called for a ban on immigration from several majority-Muslim countries. His comments on Monday were more sweeping, and a more direct attack on America's constitutional values. They also imply an outright rejection of thousands of Ogles's own constituents.

Tennessee's Fifth Congressional District includes parts of Nashville and several counties to the south. For 20 years, its House representative was a centrist Democrat, Jim Cooper, who had welcomed a Muslim community in Nashville that grew over the years to more than 40,000 people. It comprises significant Kurdish and Somali populations that arrived as a result of refugee-resettlement programs, as well as a sizable number of Palestinians. In Columbia, as in other parts of the region, Muslim physicians who had been recruited to the area because of a need for more doctors brought along their families.

After the 2020 census, Republicans in the state legislature targeted Cooper's seat in redistricting, prompting him to retire. Ogles now has more Muslim people in his district than does any other member of Tennessee's House delegation (including its lone Democrat, Representative Steve Cohen), according to Sabina Mohyuddin, the executive director of the Nashville-based American Muslim Advisory Committee.

But Ogles barely acknowledges his Muslim constituents, much less represents them, Mohyuddin told me. "This is not someone that anyone feels comfortable contacting for any kind of issue," she said. "It is a total disconnect." The AMAC formed in 2012 from a coalition that successfully fought a state bill targeting Muslim communities by seeking to ban "Sharia organizations" in Tennessee. Mohyuddin has since become accustomed to fielding calls about Ogles's attacks on Muslims. To protect imams seeking a lower public profile, the council advises area mosques to direct media inquiries to Mohyuddin. She was busy preparing a statement responding to Ogles's proposed Muslim immigration ban on Monday when she saw his even more incendiary comments. "This is going to make everything worse," she told me.

There was a time, not too long ago, when Republican leaders would sanction, or at least denounce, a member who made a statement like Ogles did. In 2019, then-House Minority Leader Kevin McCarthy stripped Representative Steve King of his committee assignments after he defended the terms white nationalist and white supremacist in a newspaper interview. (King had been making offensive remarks about immigrants for years, some of which GOP leaders would call out.)

In Trump's second term, however, the avowedly anti-Muslim influencer Laura Loomer has the ear of the president, and top House Republicans have oscillated between silence and equivocation in response to bigotry from their members. Republican leadership said nothing last month when Representative Randy Fine, a Florida Republican less than a year into his term, compared Muslims unfavorably to dogs and then proudly defended the comments. Some other Republicans, though, did criticize Fine and Ogles. Richard Grenell, a special presidential envoy and Trump's appointee to lead the Kennedy Center, replied to Ogles by saying, "Stop attacking the First Amendment to the United States Constitution."

When a reporter asked Speaker Mike Johnson about the comments from Fine and Ogles during a press conference in Florida yesterday, the closest that Johnson came to criticizing them was to say that they had used "different language than I would use." He devoted the bulk of his answer to validating worries about Sharia law. "There's a lot of energy in the country, and a lot of popular sentiment that the demand to impose Sharia law in America is a serious problem," Johnson said. "That's what animates this."

Jonathan Chait: What the Islamophobic attacks on Mamdani reveal

Idle warnings about Sharia law--a fixation among conservatives during the 2010s--have reemerged on the right in recent months. They spiked during the Texas Republican primaries after a deadly shooting at an Austin bar early this month, allegedly by a man wearing a sweatshirt that said Property of Allah. To Mohyuddin, the refrains about Sharia law are familiar and ridiculous, but no less disturbing. "Where is Sharia law being used?" she asked, a tone of exasperation in her voice. "This is a made-up boogeyman."

Ogles's office did not return a request for an interview. He's spent the past few days on X reiterating his call to banish Muslims and multiculturalism from American society. Mohyuddin seemed torn about how--or even whether--to respond. On one hand, she felt the need to speak up for Muslims in and around Ogles's district, who have few allies among the conservative Republicans dominating Tennessee politics. (Muslim constituents have reported being kicked out of meetings with state legislators, the former member of the Islamic Center of Columbia told me.) Yet, on the other hand, Mohyuddin worried that by denouncing Ogles, she and others were just playing into his desire for attention and notoriety. "He's targeting our community and trying to gain relevance, because no one takes him seriously," she told me. "And, honestly, it's working."
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Dario Amodei's Oppenheimer Moment

It came earlier than expected.

by Ross Andersen

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




More than a year before his recent standoff with the Pentagon, Dario Amodei, the chief executive of Anthropic, published a 15,000-word manifesto describing a glorious AI future. Its title, "Machines of Loving Grace," is borrowed from a Richard Brautigan poem, but as Amodei acknowledged, with some embarrassment, its utopian vision bears some resemblance to science fiction. According to Amodei, we will soon create the first polymath AIs with abilities that surpass those of Nobel Prize winners in "most relevant fields," and we'll have millions of them, a "country of geniuses," all packed into the glowing server racks of a data center, working together. With access to tools that operate directly on our physical world, these AIs would be able to get up to a great deal of dangerous mischief, but according to Amodei, if they're developed--or "grown," as staffers at Anthropic are fond of saying--in the correct way, they will decide to greatly improve our lives.

Amodei does not explain precisely how the AIs will accomplish this. In most cases, he expects them to do what the smartest humans do, but much more rapidly, compressing decades of scientific progress. He says that by 2035, we could have the theories, cures, and technologies of the early 22nd century. Our infectious diseases and cancers could be cured, and we could live twice as long, and slow the decay of our brains. Demis Hassabis, the head of Google DeepMind, has similarly conceived of superintelligent AI as the ultimate tool to accelerate scientific discovery, and Sam Altman, OpenAI's CEO, has said that advanced AI may even solve physics.

Amodei does not say that this utopian AI future is inevitable. To the contrary, among the chief executives at the top AI labs, he may be the one who worries most about the technology's dangers. "Machines of Loving Grace" is an optimistic outlier in his larger oeuvre of published writing, much of which concerns the risks that will accompany the creation of a greater-than-human intelligence. Amodei seems to think of today's AI researchers as comparable to Manhattan Project scientists, and has been known to recommend The Making of the Atomic Bomb. In his telling, superhuman AI could be even more dangerous than nuclear weapons, which is why AI needs to be developed the right way, by the right people, so that it doesn't overpower humanity or tip the global balance of power toward autocracies.

Implicit in this vision is the hope that in the end, when the chips are down, Amodei, or someone very much like him, will have some say in how AI will be used. But if Anthropic's recent experience with the Pentagon is any indication, that likely won't be his decision to make. For all of Amodei's reading and thinking about the early nuclear age, he may not have fully internalized its meaning.

Before nuclear technology even existed, there was nuclear utopianism, and the physicist Leo Szilard was its first serious adherent. Like Amodei, his ideas were profoundly influenced by science fiction. In 1932, the year before Szilard had his prescient vision of the nuclear chain reaction, he read The World Set Free, a novel written by H. G. Wells, in which a great war delivers humanity into a new and lasting peace. Wells's novel, published in 1914, anticipated the development of the atomic bomb, and even coined that name for it. It envisions a world in which nuclear technology has brought energy costs down dramatically, freeing people from toil so that they can become artists.

Edward Teller, the father of the hydrogen bomb, also imagined a great many uses for atomic energy, including the violent reshaping of the Earth's surface. According to Teller, if nuclear weapons were detonated in the right place, they could redirect rivers. (The Soviets later set off three nuclear explosives in an attempt to send water from the Pechora River in Siberia to the receding Caspian Sea.) Teller claimed that a handful of these explosions could blast alpine highways through stubborn mountain rock, and hundreds of them could carve a new Panama Canal. Teller told reporters that if Alaska's residents wished, he could use nuclear explosions to dig a harbor in the shape of a polar bear.

As the number of nuclear utopians grew, so did the list of benefits that they imagined would flow from having energy that was "too cheap to meter," as Lewis Strauss, the chair of the Atomic Energy Commission, famously described it. (Altman has recently riffed on this by claiming that intelligence will soon be too cheap to meter.) Strauss said that atomic engineering would allow for the transmutation of one chemical element into another, fulfilling the ancient dream of alchemy; he said that famine would become a matter of historical memory, and that human lifespans would be extended by a new nuclear-powered infrastructure for medical research.

No problem existed that could not be solved, or at least greatly helped, by mastery of the atom. The Danish physicist Niels Bohr hoped that it would even deliver peace. The terrible power of atomic weapons would scare statesmen straight. They'd recognize that the world was profoundly endangered by this technology, and adopt a posture of radical openness toward their adversaries to head off conflicts and prevent apocalyptic misunderstandings. The bomb, in Bohr's telling, was so awful that it could leave humanity no choice but to grow up, and even lead to a step change in the moral evolution of the species.

The men who split the atom were right to believe that they were delivering humanity into a new world. But it was not the one they had envisioned. The pure potential of nuclear technology was exhilarating to contemplate in the abstract, but the ideas of science fiction are not always so smoothly integrated into the messy reality of the real world. Quite an expensive alignment regime was required to bend and channel the enormous energies unleashed by fission reactions to human purposes. To generate usable power, these reactions had to unfold inside thick, radiation-shielded structures, and the costs of building and cooling these reactors, while also getting rid of their waste, ate into the fuel-cost savings. Nuclear power may one day be too cheap to meter, but that day is not yet in sight.

The world has not been set free, as Wells and Szilard had hoped. Atomic energy did not allow people to fly freely through the sky or across the planet's surface. In 1958, when nuclear hype was near its apex, Ford Motor Company unveiled the Nucleon concept car, a family automobile designed to be powered by a small, rear-mounted reactor. Studebaker-Packard conceived of a different vehicle that not only would run on atomic energy, but would generate a force field around itself to prevent collisions. Neither idea went anywhere, nor did the various atomic-airplane concepts that were dreamed up at the time. Ted Taylor and Freeman Dyson, two other mid-century savants of the atom, spent years at General Atomic designing a gigantic spacecraft that would weigh thousands of tons and propel itself to Mars, Saturn, and the nearby stars with nuclear explosions. The Defense Department's Advanced Research Projects Agency provided the initial funding, but quickly lost interest. The Air Force picked it up, hoping that the research might yield a weapons platform, but then eventually bailed too.

Teller did get to live out his dream of sculpting land forms with nuclear explosions. Project Plowshare, the Atomic Energy Commission's program devoted to these peaceful detonations, conducted 27 separate tests, but it achieved nothing except contamination and the galvanization of the environmental movement. Meanwhile, nuclear weapons did not shock the world's leaders into a new era of peace and candor, as Bohr had hoped. A year before the bombing of Hiroshima, Bohr went to the White House to make his case for international openness on these matters to Franklin D. Roosevelt. The president, who was in his last months, was by some accounts sympathetic to Bohr's arguments, but when Winston Churchill heard them, he was horrified. Churchill told an aide that Bohr should be locked up for even suggesting that the allies reveal their nuclear hand.

After the war, J. Robert Oppenheimer revived some of Bohr's ideas and channeled them into a proposal for a new international agency that would control all dangerous nuclear activities. A similar plan was presented to the United Nations in June 1946. The Soviet Union rejected it and countered with a proposal that America simply destroy its arsenal first.

The United States did not destroy its arsenal but rather grew it, and developed new weapons that are more than 1,000 times more powerful than the one that leveled Hiroshima. Today, nine nations possess nuclear arsenals, comprising more than 12,000 warheads in total, including many that are set on a virtual hair trigger. The constant possibility that these arsenals will be used in a major exchange is the true lasting legacy of the nuclear age. The final remaining treaty constraining the two largest of them, belonging to America and Russia, expired last month without being replaced. Like the proposals put forth by Bohr and Oppenheimer, the treaties were defeated by the cold logic of competitive advantage, which will also likely shape the global future of AI.

On February 27, Amodei released another piece of writing, a memo for a smaller audience: his staff. Four days earlier, the Pentagon had issued an ultimatum demanding that Anthropic remove any restrictions on how the military used its AI model, beyond existing law. The model had been operating on America's classified networks since last year, and reportedly has already been used in America's attacks on Venezuela and Iran.

It's striking that only a few years into the large-language-model moment, these models seem to have become central to the most complex operations of the world's most powerful military, but Amodei has no general objection to AI's use in war. He had eagerly sought a Department of Defense contract, in part because he believes that democracies should use AI to maintain a military edge over China and the world's other autocracies, which will almost certainly be using AI more and more in the years to come.

Amodei had stuck to two red lines throughout his negotiations with the Pentagon: He didn't want the awesome informational processing power of Anthropic's AI used for mass surveillance of American citizens, and he didn't want it directing autonomous weapons that could kill without human oversight. The Pentagon refused, demanding unrestricted use of Anthropic's model, Claude. After the talks broke down, it used a coercive tool never before deployed against an American company, a supply-chain-risk designation, which could imperil Anthropic's business. (Anthropic has since filed suit to have it removed. The company declined to comment for this article.) And while all of this was happening, Altman swooped in to finalize his own Pentagon deal for OpenAI.

Amodei's frustration with the week's events leaked into the memo that he wrote to his staff. Its tone differed greatly from "Machines of Loving Grace." Amodei excoriated OpenAI, and described the reported provisions of its deal as "safety theater." (OpenAI later added what it has said are stiffer provisions to its deal.) The haste with which OpenAI's leadership had come to an agreement with the Pentagon clearly irked Amodei; the episode revealed "who they really are," he said.

But Amodei didn't seem to reckon with the larger structural lesson here. Anthropic's dispute with the Pentagon is a reminder that the people who create a powerful technology don't usually get the final say in how it's used. The models aren't even all that advanced compared with what they will be, and in Venezuela and Iran, the U.S. is not facing off against the world's great AI champions. Yet the Pentagon still bristled at the very idea that its use of Anthropic's AI could be limited, and in the face of resistance, it threatened to burn a private company down. If AI becomes a much more dangerous weapon, and the U.S. finds itself pitted against a country with frontier models that are as powerful as its own, the government will almost certainly demand total control or commandeer the technology outright.

After the builders of the atomic bomb finished their work in the New Mexico desert, they very quickly learned how little say they would have in its use. The weapons were driven away on trucks, and in the weeks afterward, no one called the scientists to get a green light for the bombing of Hiroshima or Nagasaki. Neither did anyone ask them to sign off on future additions to America's nuclear stockpile. Their leverage was front-loaded: They could choose to create their terrible weapons or not, but once they'd successfully tested even one, they'd already forfeited it.

Amodei now finds himself in a similar position. He may well be right that soon, whole "countries of geniuses" will occupy the data centers that are being built, en masse, all over the world. But whether anyone will be able to control such a technological force remains an open question, and either way, it certainly won't be him.
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A Horrible Throwback to the Early 2000s

Members of Congress are using the kind of anti-Muslim rhetoric that was common then--this time with a president who has encouraged it.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

No one could accuse Representative Andy Ogles of using dog whistles. The Tennessee Republican prefers a bullhorn.

"Muslims don't belong in American society," Ogles wrote on X on Monday. "Pluralism is a lie."

The statement's open bigotry is jarring. Where American Islamophobes in the past two decades have tended to demand that Muslims assimilate or denounce particular people or views, Ogles is taking a categorial approach. (In the past, Ogles has demanded the denaturalization of New York Mayor Zohran Mamdani, whom he called "little muhammad"-- whatever that means--and told an activist that his attitude toward Gazan children was that "we should kill them all.") His denunciation of pluralism is un-American--not in the sense that it's reprehensible, though it is, but that it is directly in conflict with the founding principles of the United States. Ironically, it has more in common with hard-line Wahhabis.

But Ogles is not alone. Last month, his House colleague Randy Fine of Florida declared, "If they force us to choose, the choice between dogs and Muslims is not a difficult one." (In January, Fine blamed Representative Ilhan Omar for being attacked during a town hall.) And when Speaker Mike Johnson was asked about the comments yesterday, the Louisiana Republican declined to condemn them. "Look, there's a lot of energy in the country, and a lot of popular sentiment, that the demand to impose Sharia law in America is a serious problem," Johnson said. (There is no evidence of any serious effort to "impose Sharia law.") He added, "It's not about people as Muslims," but of course that's exactly what Ogles's comment was about.

This kind of hateful rhetoric is a throwback to the early 2000s. Then, as now, the U.S. was involved in a dubious, poorly defined war in the Middle East. But there are two important differences. One, jihadist violence in the U.S. was at the time a more active threat, following a devastating terror attack on U.S. soil. A failed attack on Islamophobic protesters this weekend in New York City, inspired by the Islamic State, was a notable exception to a sharp decrease in jihadist attacks in the U.S. today.

Second, leaders in the Republican Party made an effort to tamp down on anti-Muslim sentiment in the 2000s. "Americans understand we fight not a religion; ours is not a campaign against the Muslim faith," George W. Bush said two weeks after 9/11. "Ours is a campaign against evil." (Bush's presidential center today makes pluralism one of its focuses.) And in 2008, when a town-hall attendee said that the Democratic presidential candidate, Barack Obama, was "an Arab," the GOP nominee, John McCain, was quick to bat it down. "No, ma'am. He's a decent family man, citizen, that I just happen to have disagreements with," he said. It was an imperfect response, suggesting that being a decent man was somehow opposed to being an Arab, but it at least reflected McCain's reflex to oppose such rhetoric--even when it may have hurt him politically.

Johnson's smarmy answer on Ogles showed that today's Republican leadership has neither the courage nor the desire to push back in the same way. After McCain lost the 2008 election, some voices on the right began questioning whether Obama was an American citizen and falsely suggesting that he was a Kenyan-born Muslim. The most prominent among them was Donald Trump, who seemed to represent the prejudices of many Republican voters better than Bush or McCain did. (Less remembered than McCain's decency at the campaign event is the crowd's response: They booed him for defending Obama.) Trump's "birther" antics laid the foundation for his successful presidential run in 2016. During the campaign, he called for a complete ban on Muslims entering the United States and indicated a willingness to create a registry of Muslims inside the country.

As a result, it's no surprise that a Trump-led GOP would become a home for anti-Muslim bigotry. What is less expected is that the president himself has not been a notable participant recently. The Trump administration has prominently targeted Muslims such as Mahmoud Khalil and Rumeysa Ozturk for deportation over their views on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, but among his many rotating justifications for the war in Iran, the regime's theocratic brand of Islam has not been prominent. His approach to Gaza also seems driven more by affinity for Israel's government and greed for real estate than by any consideration of religion--unlike some members of his administration, such as Ambassador to Israel Mike Huckabee, who interprets Israel's existence in religious rather than transactional terms. And although Mamdani's rise has produced a spike in Islamophobia on the right, Trump has so far cultivated a surprisingly chummy relationship with the mayor.

Trump's relative silence does not absolve him of his role in creating the atmosphere that fostered Ogles and Fine, both hard-line MAGA figures. As he has been happy to point out, he is the sole leader of the GOP, and if he disliked such comments he could put a stop to them by simply expressing his disapproval. During the 2024 election, many Arab and Muslim voters who were angry about the Biden administration's support for Israel's war in Gaza voted for Trump, especially in the key swing state of Michigan, but the idea that Trump would be more pro-Palestinian than Kamala Harris was ridiculous to anyone paying close attention. The GOP's tacit approval of Ogles and Fine is a reminder of the real face of the MAGA movement.

Related:

	The Republican who wants to banish his own constituents
 	What to make of the Gracie Mansion incident




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The obvious is taking its revenge on Trump.
 	 
	A police report about a House candidate surprised the White House.
 	 
	The people who shun super-popular pop culture




Today's News

	The International Energy Agency said that member countries will release 400 million barrels of oil from strategic reserves--the largest-ever release--to stabilize markets after the Iran war disrupted the global oil supply.
 	Strikes continued across Iran on the 12th day of the U.S. and Israel's war. Tehran launched what it called its "most intense" attacks yet, targeting Israel, Gulf States, and ships in the Strait of Hormuz, a key route for about one-fifth of the world's oil.
 	The Trump administration is expected to launch new trade investigations today into what it calls unfair foreign practices, as it seeks new ways to impose tariffs after the Supreme Court struck down many of the president's earlier tariffs.




Evening Read


Steve Christo / Fairfax Media / Getty



AI Isn't Coming for Everyone's Job

By Adam Ozimek

By the early 1900s, player pianos had evolved to more fully reproduce a human performance, including subtle dynamics like tempo changes and the introduction of a damper pedal. The human role went from deskilled to fully deprecated as electric motors replaced foot-powered bellows. With the Seeburg Lilliputian Model L, the only job left for humans who wanted to play the piano in the 1920s was to put in a coin ...
 How could humans possibly compete? Yet today you are more likely to encounter a piano player than a player piano, despite the job being successfully automated a very long time ago. The automatons have been relegated to museums and the rare curiosity. Pianists can be found any night of the week in hotel lobbies, Italian restaurants, and concert halls.


Read the full article.
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Listen. On her first album in eight years, Robyn reckons with motherhood and midlife desire, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Explore. Hollywood isn't directly attacking Trump, Jake Pitre argues. It's doing something more interesting.
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Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia: Skims and Stravinsky

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 11 Mar 2026

Like a strictly limited quantity of Marvel-branded Oreos, today's Atlantic Trivia questions have dropped. Once they're gone, they're gone. Well, until more arrive tomorrow.

To play, type your response into the field below the question. If you need a hint, click to reveal. Next, click "Submit" to have your response checked. You'll see the answer, a bit about the corresponding article, and the button to proceed.

And by the way, did you know that at one location, the United States and Russia are only 2.4 miles of water apart? Smack in the center of the Bering Strait are the Diomede Islands. Little Diomede belongs to the U.S., and Big Diomede is Russia's; the ice bridge that forms between the two in winter is, as far as I can tell, unclaimed.

The gap is just big enough for the international date line to squeeze through, putting the Diomedes 21 hours apart for most of the year. The little one is nicknamed Yesterday Island, and the big one Tomorrow Island.

Speaking of--see you then!

Find previous questions here, and to get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily. If you think up a question yourself, send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.
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Winter Paralympics Photo of the Day: Curling Gold

Members of China's curling team celebrate Paralympic Gold.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




Jinqiao Yang and Meng Wang of Team People's Republic of China celebrate victory in the wheelchair-curling mixed-doubles gold-medal match against Team Republic of Korea on day five of the 2026 Winter Paralympic Games, at Cortina Curling Olympic Stadium on March 11, 2026.

Previously:

	March 10: Guided Speed

	March 9: Sled Hockey

	March 8: Para Biathlon

	March 7: Flying Downhill

	March 6: Opening Ceremony
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Netanyahu's Very Useful War

The Israeli leader is trying to make the Iran war work to his political advantage. He may not succeed.

by Yair Rosenberg

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




Benjamin Netanyahu has spent the better part of two decades perfecting the art of the political escape. Just when his career appears to be buried under the weight of indictments, or his coalition fatally fractured, he reappears, seemingly unscathed, with a new lease on power. Today, as Israel finds itself locked in a multifront war with Iran and its proxies, Netanyahu is once again attempting his favorite trick: transmuting a national existential crisis into a personal political lifeline.

Take the prime minister's perennial quest to call off his corruption trial. Netanyahu has been in the dock for bribery, fraud, and breach of trust since 2020. During that time, he has attempted to intimidate and disempower Israel's judiciary and pressured Isaac Herzog, the country's president, to grant him a pardon. Last week, thanks to the Iran war, that push got some backup from none other than Donald Trump. "I don't want anything on Bibi's mind other than fighting against Iran," the U.S. president told Axios, calling Herzog a "disgrace" for letting the trial continue. "Every day I talk to Bibi about the war. I want him to focus on the war and not on the fucking court case." Trump is not known for his attention to the minutiae of the internal politics of foreign countries, but one can guess where he has been hearing repeatedly about the trial.

Read: Netanyahu just admitted he's unfit to lead Israel

Netanyahu is using the war to shore up his shaky grip on Israel's domestic politics as well. By law, the prime minister's coalition needs to pass a budget by the end of this month in order to avert mandatory new elections. For a time, Netayahu seemed likely to miss this deadline. The reason: The ultra-Orthodox parties, which hold 18 of the coalition's 64 seats, refused to back the budget unless the prime minister passed legislation officially exempting yeshiva students from military service.

Most Israelis are subject to a mandatory draft, but the ultra-Orthodox--or Haredi--are not. This arrangement, the result of historical horse-trading for Haredi political backing, was unpopular in peacetime. It became intolerable during wartime, as Israelis watched their sons and daughters fight and fall in armed conflicts while Haredi life continued as usual. Today, some 70 percent of Jewish Israelis oppose the ultra-Orthodox exemption, and the supreme court has ruled that the government must end it. The Haredi ultimatum has put Netanyahu in a bind. Either he can placate his ultra-Orthodox allies and infuriate most voters, or he can placate most voters and infuriate the ultra-Orthodox. The war, however, has bought him some time. "Is it possible to wage a war without a budget?" one ultra-Orthodox politician said, reportedly explaining why his faction would be supporting the measure, at least for now.

Read: The earthquake that could shatter Netanyahu's coalition

Finally, Netanyahu's allies have begun suggesting to journalists that the premier might call early elections if the military campaign against Iran ends well. Their hope is that fresh wartime gains will overshadow Netanyahu's liabilities, such as the Haredi exemption--the prime minister is still ultimately committed to preserving it--and his government's failure to prevent the October 7 attacks.

If all of this sounds premature, bordering on hubristic, that's because it is. Netanyahu is a consummate tactician and excels at leveraging unforeseen circumstances to bolster his political position. But there is good reason to think that this time, his gambits may fail. To begin with, despite public pressure from Trump, President Herzog has not acquiesced to Netanyahu's demand for a pardon. "Anyone who thinks that a gun to the head and external threats will influence the president to deviate from the proper administration of the law does not know the people involved and has no idea what he is talking about," Michael Herzog, the president's brother and Israel's former ambassador to the United States, said. Last week, Israel's Justice Ministry reportedly concluded that Netanyahu's request for a pardon did not meet the criteria for granting one and should therefore be rejected.

The Haredi issue is also not going away. Indeed, the ultra-Orthodox exemption is likely to upset voters more than ever now that Israel is fighting a war on two fronts--against the regime in Iran and its proxy Hezbollah in Lebanon. Last week, many Israelis erupted in outrage as 90 yeshiva students flew to Poland to visit the grave of a famous rabbi, while their non-Haredi counterparts were being called up to the front. Even if the ultra-Orthodox don't capsize Netanyahu's current coalition with their highly unpopular political demands, those demands may prevent the coalition from returning to power in the next election.

Likewise, whether the Iran war will alter the electoral map in Netanyahu's favor is far from clear. Most Israelis back the conflict at the moment, viewing it as necessary to secure the future of their state against an eliminationist foe. But Israeli voters were not born yesterday, and their views of Netanyahu and his hard-right coalition have been remarkably stable since 2023. Most polls have consistently shown that Israelis do not trust Netanyahu and that support for his government has collapsed. These numbers have not been improved by military feats such as the decapitation of Hezbollah in 2024 and the 12-day war against Iran last year. And those conflicts at least had defined end points with decisive Israeli victories, such as the killing of the Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah and the bombing of Iran's nuclear sites. The current war provides far less cause for Israeli optimism.

"Ending these kinds of operations is much harder than starting them," Netanyahu wrote in his 2022 memoir. Yet today, he has embroiled his country in two such open-ended engagements--not counting the continuing skirmishes along the Gaza cease-fire line. With Trump already signaling a potential retreat in Iran, and the Islamic Republic still in power and showing that it can successfully hold the world's energy supply hostage, the endgame for Israel remains an enigma. If Netanyahu winds up trapped in the very sort of conflict he once warned against, he will have given new meaning to the phrase self-fulfilling prophecy.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2026/03/netanyahu-iran-war/686323/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Can Democrats Actually Win in Texas?

Beto O'Rourke on the Texas Democratic Senate primary and what it means for a key race in the 2026 midterms. Plus: chaos at DHS and Samuel Fleischacker on Adam Smith's <em>The Wealth of Nations</em>.

by David Frum

Wed, 11 Mar 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 opens with his thoughts on Kristi Noem's removal as head of the Department of Homeland Security. David warns that the chaos at the department, combined with President Trump's demand that the SAVE Act be passed before he will sign any budget for the DHS, could endanger Americans as the United States wages war against Iran, the world's leading state sponsor of terrorism.

Then David is joined by former Representative Beto O'Rourke to discuss the hotly contested 2026 Senate primary in Texas between James Talarico and Representative Jasmine Crockett. Frum and O'Rourke discuss what this race means for the future of the Democratic Party, why Texas Democrats always seem to fall short of victory, and the importance of the Texas Senate race for control of the chamber.

Finally, David is joined by Samuel Fleischacker, a philosophy professor at the University of Illinois at Chicago, to commemorate the 250th anniversary of Adam Smith's The Wealth of Nations and discuss how Smith would fit in politically today.

Get more from your favorite Atlantic voices when you subscribe. You'll enjoy unlimited access to Pulitzer-winning journalism, from clear-eyed analysis and insight on breaking news to fascinating explorations of our world. Atlantic subscribers also get access to exclusive subscriber audio in Apple Podcasts. Subscribe today at TheAtlantic.com/Listener.

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 Beto O'Rourke, who ran for U.S. Senate from Texas in 2018, ran for governor of Texas in 2022. We'll be discussing about the politics of the state of Texas after the March 3 primary.

For my book talk this week, we're gonna be doing something a little bit different. This week marks the 250th anniversary of the publication of Adam Smith's [The] Wealth of Nations, and I will be joined to discuss that by one of the world's leading experts on Adam Smith, an old friend of mine named Samuel Fleischacker, who teaches at the University of Illinois in Chicago. And we'll be doing a short book dialogue about Adam Smith and The Wealth of Nations.

Before turning to either Beto O'Rourke or The Wealth of Nations, I wanna open with some preliminary thoughts about events of the recent days. If you traveled over the weekend just past, you probably encountered snarling queues at TSA or any of the other airport check-ins. This may have been maliciously organized by the Department of Homeland Security to drive home a point. It may be a general, genuine problem. I can't assess that. But it is true that the Department of Homeland Security's budget is stalled in Congress, and it is true there is no leadership at the Department of Homeland Security. President [Donald] Trump just removed the head of DHS, Kristi Noem, and her deputy Corey Lewandowski, and he has proposed to nominate someone else, but there's no action on that nomination, and so there's no leadership, there's no budget at the Department of Homeland Security in the middle of a U.S.-led war against the world's leading state sponsor of terror.

At the FBI, which is also a bureaucracy in charge of keeping Americans safe against terrorism, many of the leading counterterrorism experts have been purged from the FBI because they had worked on cases involving President Trump. Now, just how bizarre is this?

A week ago, the United States started a war, or joined a war, or resumed a war, or intensified a war--you can put it however you like--against the world's leading state sponsor of terror. It is a predictable response by the Iranians to this military confrontation with the United States that they would try to turn on all of their worldwide terror networks, and the United States is without leadership and without a budget for the agency that is most responsible for keeping Americans safe against terrorism. That's something you would think that would be thought of in advance, but apparently, it has not been.

Okay, all right, maybe they didn't think about it in advance, but now, now that the war's actually here, you would think there would be a big hurry to get the Department of Homeland Security on a counterterrorism footing, to stop the inessentials, like detaining grandmothers and shooting Americans at street corners, and to focus on the core mission for which the DHS was created back in the George W. Bush years: counterterrorism. Focus on that. But no, no. President Trump posted on his social-media platform this past weekend that he would not sign any budget for the Department of Homeland Security unless he got first the passage through Congress of a voting measure to make it more difficult to vote by mail.

Now, why President Trump cares so much about voting by mail is a little hard to understand. Let me just go down this rabbit hole for a second. Who votes by mail? Above all, active-duty service personnel and older people--typically Republican constituencies. So even from a narrow [Republican] Party maximizing point of view, this makes no sense.

But Donald Trump seems to be motivated by a fear that, or by a theory, that he lost in 2020 because of vote-by-mail; therefore, vote-by-mail must be punished. He may also be thinking--and this is pretty sinister, but it's not, I think, beyond the realm of imagining--that if what you wanna do is a crackdown on voting in 2026 in the congressional elections, and if you wanna use ICE and other agencies to intimidate people at polling stations, you'd better remove the vote-by-mail option because a lot of people who might be afraid to confront federal force at the polling stations may still be willing to vote if they can put their ballot in an envelope and mail it safely and in privacy and not have to worry that, because of the accent of their voice or the color of their skin, they will be wrongly accused of voting illegally and detained and held for however long the government wants to detain them. So they have that fear. They vote by mail. Their vote still counts--they are American citizens, naturalized or native-born, but with just a different accent or a different skin color. So maybe that's what Donald Trump has in mind.

But whatever he's got in mind, whether it's some strange or crazy reaction to his defeat in 2020, whether it's a strategic plan to stop or harass voting in 2026, or whether it's just a misconception of who votes by mail--that, in fact, it is a Republican-leaning constituency that mostly uses this option--whatever his motive, the point is, he's holding hostage, he who started the war or who intensified this war, he's holding hostage the national security counterterrorism budget of the United States in a war with the world's leading state sponsor of terrorism, in a war that he timed and that he chose. It just seems like a bizarre abdication of responsibility.

Now, if you watched my dialogue with Tom Nichols last week, you've noticed I have a lot of sympathy for at least the stated goals of confronting Iran: to punish the world's leading state sponsor of terror, to stop the Iranian nuclear program, and to deliver the promised help to the brave people of Iran, who rose in January against an oppressive government, one of the most repressive and aggressive governments in the world. They rose in hundreds of thousands and were killed in the thousands. The president of the United States promised to help them, and I think, even when the president is Donald Trump, the promises of the president should be made good. But the anxiety that Tom and I discussed last week and that I've discussed in articles with The Atlantic is, These guys? These guys? These guys are supposed to lead the war? They don't seem capable of organizing a lemonade stand. What do you mean, they're going to lead a war, and such an ambitious war? And the proof of all of those anxieties being well founded is what is happening now with the counterterrorism.

The idea you would go to war against Iran with a nonfunctioning Department of Homeland Security and, now that you know it's nonfunctioning and that the queues are snaking around the block at America's airports because Global Entry isn't working and TSA isn't there and the Department of Homeland Security is not doing its job, it says because it doesn't have enough budget, that you would not hasten to get that budget passed by any compromise necessary, hasten to install the most professional counterterrorism leadership you could find, and not pick the next DHS leader because that person is good at going on TV and defending President Trump, no matter what he does--and by the way, also hasten out of the building the last DHS leader, who delivered hundreds of millions of dollars in advertising contracts to her friends and supporters on a no-bid basis--that you would not just bring some professionalism to this suggests a kind of negligence in the prosecution of a war of choice.

It's really hard to wrap your mind around. Nothing like this has been seen before. The United States has gotten into military conflicts that didn't go as well as Americans hoped, but not because no one did the basic thing of making sure that the agencies of government you need to prosecute the war have a budget and a leadership. That's, like, 101; you would think that would happen automatically. But it didn't happen.

So the United States finds itself unprepared, unready for the most frightening possible Iranian counterstroke on the U.S. homeland. There seems to be no progress because, for President Trump, protecting the homeland is a lesser priority than stopping voting by mail, for whatever reason he wants to stop voting by mail. And here we are, here we are as the war continues, as the price of oil surges, as stock markets fall, as Americans face terrible risks in conflict, and as the people of Iran wait for the rescue they were promised that may or may not ever arrive in a way that means any difference to their lives.

And now my dialogue with Beto O'Rourke.

[Music]

Frum: Beto O'Rourke represented the El Paso district in the United States House of Representatives from 2013 to 2019. He challenged incumbent U.S. Senator Ted Cruz in 2018. He lost that race despite winning more votes than any Democrat before or since in a statewide Texas contest, winning 100,000 more votes than Hillary Clinton won in Texas in her 2016 presidential race.

Since then, Beto O'Rourke has worked in Texas political organizing and fundraising. Last month, I turned to him for some insight into the bitter contest for the Democratic nomination for the U.S. Senate in 2026, and we agreed to reconvene after the state primaries on March 3. That primary was won by James Talarico, who will now face either incumbent Senator John Cornyn or state Attorney General Ken Paxton. Assuming neither drops out beforehand, that Republican nomination will be decided in a runoff May 26.

No Democrat has won a statewide contest in Texas since 1994, ao nonincumbent Democrat has won since 1990, and no Democrat has won a U.S. senatorship from Texas since Lloyd Bentsen in the 1980s.

Beto O'Rourke, thank you so much for joining The David Frum Show and for enlightening us about Texas today.

Beto O'Rourke: Oh, it's great to be with you. Thanks for having me on.

Frum: So here's the first question: I sort of gave a summary of what has gone on in the longer view of Texas--what is your interpretation of Texas politics as it stands after March 3?

O'Rourke: It's one of the most exciting times, at least in my lifetime, especially if you're a Democrat in the state of Texas. You have a generational talent in James Talarico, who not only won the [Democratic] primary for U.S. Senate in Texas but won it against another generational talent in Jasmine Crockett. I think this contest only made him a stronger candidate. It allowed him to introduce himself not just to the voters in Texas, who are the most important constituency in this, but also to the rest of the country. The Texas Senate race is, by definition, a national race. If Talarico wins this in November, he could very well be the 51st vote in the United States Senate, so the position that he's in right now, I don't know could be any better.

And you contrast that, David, with the Republican Senate primary, where John Cornyn and Ken Paxton and their allies have spent more than $90 million--I think it's the most expensive Senate primary in world history--$90 million tearing each other apart, only to have to face each other again in a runoff to that primary on the 26th of May. There's two more months of this unless, as you alluded to, one of them drops out at the behest of the president, but I don't see either one of them doing that, even if Trump demands it. So Talarico has the opportunity over the coming two months to consolidate support, to go out and earn the votes of Jasmine Crockett's constituency and the people who were most excited about her, and to go into the final stretch into November in a very strong position.

In addition, and this has never happened before, at least not in the last 50 years, there is a Democrat running for every single state House seat in Texas--there's 150 of them; every open state Senate seat--there's 16 of them; and every congressional race--there are 38 of them. We have a full ticket for the first time since 1974. And even if many of those Democratic contenders do not win in, let's say, the Panhandle or Abilene or Odessa or East Texas, they are still gonna draw in net new Democratic voters and send those votes all the way to the top of the ticket, which is only gonna help James Talarico.

So this set of conditions that I just described, when you add that to the fact that we're in the president's midterm and he has never been more unpopular, including in Texas--the policies he's pursuing, the tariffs that are decimating farmers and ranchers in this state, the ICE raids that are breaking up families, the fact that we were already the least insured state in America and now hundreds of thousands more will be kicked off Medicaid--none of this stuff is popular, and it's really kind of a perfect storm not just for James Talarico but for Texas Democrats. So I'm very optimistic and very excited by what I'm seeing right now.

Frum: So national Democrats have this feeling about Texas that it's like Lucy and the football: It's always about to happen, but it never quite does happen, and you have the bruises to show for that. Why is Texas so inhospitable to Democrats? It's a highly urbanized state. It's a state crammed with knowledge industries. It's a state with rising levels of education. And it's a state, of course, that depends heavily on export industries. It's not just an extractive state; it's a state that sells to the world. Those are the kinds of places where Democrats tend to do well and better over time, and yet it never seems to quite happen, not even in 2018, another midterm year when President Trump was very unpopular.

O'Rourke: Yeah, going back to 2018, though, though I lost to Ted Cruz by about two and a half points, beneath me on that ballot, you saw people break through who had no business winning, much less even running: Colin Allred, who defeated Pete Sessions in that year; Lizzie Pannill Fletcher won a congressional seat against an entrenched, well-funded incumbent in southeast Texas; and James Talarico, who no one had ever heard of, defeated an incumbent state House Republican in that year. It was a sea change for Texas, and, David, the response from the governor, Greg Abbott, and the Republican legislature was to make it even harder for people to vote in Texas. This is the state that makes it harder than any other not only to register to vote but to cast a ballot, the highest forms of voter suppression--ironically, in the state that produced [President Lyndon B. Johnson] LBJ and the Voting Rights Act in 1965 in the first place. So those targets are on Black voters. They're on young voters. They're on census tracts in communities like Houston, Texas, the most diverse city in America, where Republicans cynically believe that, if they make it harder for people in these communities to vote, they can hold on to power. And so far that has proven true. You see these restrictions getting more onerous with each passing election cycle.

I think this perfect storm that I just described is the best way to overcome that--not that it will be easy. Despite all those conditions that I described earlier, you also have now a president hell-bent on retaining power because he understands the consequences of a potential loss. There will no longer be impunity for his crimes and corruption. There will be the very real prospect of free and fair elections in 2028. And you will have Democratic chairs who have subpoena power to be able to disclose the full Epstein files, for example, or to lay bare the connections between money and influence and outcomes in the White House. He understands what's coming for him if he loses, hence asking Greg Abbott and the Republican legislature to gerrymander five congressional districts in Texas, which they did last summer; his threat to cancel mail-in voting; and I would not be surprised if he sent federal agents--Border Patrol, ICE, or otherwise--to popular polling places in big cities in Texas.

But here's a glimmer of hope: In addition to the monster turnout that we saw in Texas over our primary that concluded on March 3 and shattered records across the state, in five of those newly gerrymandered seats, more Democrats voted in the primary in those congressional districts than did Republicans, and that's with a hotly contested Republican primary for Senate and a hotly contested Democratic primary for Senate. So the momentum is with us right now, and if we needed more proof, you probably saw this, but on January 31, in a special election for a state Senate seat, a Democrat defeated the Republican by 14 points in a district that Trump had won 14 months earlier by 17 points--it was a 31-point swing--in Tarrant County, home to Fort Worth.

So there are really good things happening here, but we know that we're gonna meet the threat of the president trying to control the situation in Texas.

Frum: Can I hit a pause button there? So the claim "Texas is not a red state; it's a nonvoting state" is a favored talking point, especially of Texas progressives, and it was the theory of the Jasmine Crockett campaign: If only we could get more people out to vote and the voter suppression weren't so bad. But isn't it true that every Texas political scientist who has studied this question said if Texans vote in higher numbers, they will actually be more red and less blue because the places where people are not voting are exactly the kind of disaffected, disaffiliated sectors of the population where President Trump does well, and the high-commitment voters are the people who actually are the heart and soul of today's Democratic Party?

O'Rourke: I don't know. I don't know that I'm smart enough to be able to divine the answer. I spend most of my time with our group, Powered by People, registering young voters, and then it's important that we not just register them, we stay in touch with them, because we don't really have so much a registration problem as we have a turnout problem. When I ran for governor in '22, 9 million registered Texans didn't cast a ballot. A lot of them were these young people, very often first in their families to be registered to vote, who are intimidated by the voter-suppression, voter-intimidation regime that we have in Texas. So my theory of the case, in part, is that meeting these young voters where they are, getting them registered, staying in touch with them, and having them turn out at much higher rates is going to help Democrats.

But I will concede this much, David, that I don't think that's sufficient for the task at hand; I think persuasion is in order as well. And I don't know that you can do it at a distance, through technology or money. I think you have to be in the 254 counties of Texas, reaching out to people everywhere. We saw what happened when Democrats took places like the Rio Grande Valley in South Texas for granted. It had voted overwhelmingly for Democrats for the last 100, 150 years, and as we saw in 2020, then 2022, and certainly in 2024, there was a big shift that moved over to Republicans and Donald Trump. What we're seeing from the exit polls from the primary is that population is now open for persuasion. It's in the game, and it's not spoken for already. I think that's an exciting dynamic in Texas.

So I think it's both a turnout issue and a persuasion issue, and I think we have an amazing candidate at the top of the ticket who can help us accomplish both.

Frum: Persuasion versus turnout was kind of the abstract issue in the primary: Crockett saying, We don't need to persuade anybody. We just need to turn out the voters who are not turning out--flying in the face of the political scientists, who said, The people who don't turn out are more Trumpy, not less Trumpy--and Talarico saying, I think I can persuade some of the people who formerly voted for Trump. And that was the question: persuasion versus turnout. And those are both plausible points of view.

Why, given that there were two plausible theories of the election, why did the election turn so nasty? Why can't Democrats in Texas play nicer with one another?

O'Rourke: I think, to some degree, it's just a function of a contested primary, which we haven't had in Texas in as long as I can remember. There nominally have been primary contests, but there really hasn't been one like this, where you have two people who can raise more money than God, who have almost universal name ID amongst Democrats, and as you pointed out, have two really distinct theories of the case, whether it's persuasion or whether it's turnout. And stylistically, I don't know that you could pick two more polar opposites than Jasmine Crockett and James Talarico.

I think it was a great thing, honestly. Having that spirited contest drew in precisely the kinds of voters who'd been missing from our politics and our elections in the state of Texas--overwhelmingly young people, who turned out at much higher rates in this primary than they ever have before in the state of Texas. And if we can keep them engaged, now that their interest is piqued after this contest, if James Talarico can consolidate that support, especially from Jasmine Crockett's base and the folks who were most excited about her, I think this just adds more wind to our sail. So I'm not, perhaps, as disturbed as you might think I would be by the nature of that contest. I think overall it was a good thing. It's a reflection, if the market is telling us something, that this is a very winnable seat.

I take all of this as a good sign, and, David, it's not just because I'm an optimist; it's because I really see it in the turnout, where you had really tough contests on both sides, but 100,000-plus more Democrats voted in Texas on March 3 than Republicans. That never happens. It happened in 2020 only because we had a contested Democratic presidential primary, but that's the anomaly. Otherwise, this never happens in Texas. So that many more Democrats turning out in the primary bodes very well for November.

Frum: But when the race did turn nasty, the weapons everyone reached for were the nuclear weapons in the Democratic arsenal: accusations of race. And it escalated very fast, and Colin Allred--and I know you don't wanna talk about personality, so I'm not making this a personal issue about anybody--who had also done a statewide race, instead of being, as you have been, a kind of calming force, became an accelerant force. What is missing from the party that it doesn't have a way to sort these inevitable disputes--as you say, they are inevitable in a hotly contested primary--but in a way where people do not reach for the deadliest weapons at hand?

O'Rourke: It's really the Wild West out here, David. There's no Texas Democratic Party relative to, say, the Pennsylvania Democratic Party or the California Democratic Party. This is a party that had been allowed by national Democrats and the DNC, probably going back to the 2008 presidential election and the loss of the 50-states strategy from Howard Dean, to just wither on the vine--no resources. We're a net donor to Senate and congressional races across the country: more money flowing out of Texas than coming in. You don't have a senior stateswoman or statesman. If Ann Richards were alive today, I think she'd have the gravitas and the standing and the basis to bring these parties together. Where there's decentralization, no strong central party, no strong, universally revered leader, you have this fractiousness and sometimes an inability to control these fights.

And here's the great thing: All of that was settled on the 3rd of March, and you probably saw, the next morning, Jasmine Crockett, I thought, graciously conceded and encouraged everyone who follows her and voted for her to get behind Talarico and other Democrats. I expect to see her, in the coming weeks and months, on the campaign trail across the state of Texas.

One of the things you saw in the election returns from the 3rd is that Jasmine Crockett did overwhelmingly well amongst Black voters in Texas, and as you probably know, David, there are more Black voters in the state of Texas than there are in any other state in the union. And this is a constituency in Texas, as it has been throughout the country, that I think my party has taken for granted: Your skin is Black; you're probably gonna vote for me. I don't have to work on it or earn your vote or spend time in your community. That's one of the great sins committed by this party. Jasmine was able to electrify, energize, and turn out people who felt like they had been taken for granted by the Democratic Party before. If she and Talarico can work in tandem to make sure that these voters know that they are a priority in this party not just in the primary but through the general election, I really think we have something there, and that hopefully is gonna be the other side to the story that you've begun to tell today about this division within our party. These two people coming together, bringing the rest of us together, I think could just be the most positive thing to happen for Texas, and given the outsized role our state plays in our national politics, for the country as well.

Frum: You keep reminding us of the size of Texas, and as obvious a point as that is, it's really important to keep in mind, and sometimes people in the rest of the country just--the idea that Texas is not just massively large in physical space, but so overwhelmingly populous--I did not know the point you just made, that there are more Black voters in Texas than in any other state. If you'd asked me that in advance, I would've guessed that question wrong. So that's another reminder.

But lemme test a theory on you: that one of the consequences of the vastness of Texas and the fact there are so many different large metropolitan areas means it just takes a lot of money to mount a competitive campaign. And Texas then becomes a magnet for money from all over the country and especially from national donors who are much more progressive than Texas voters, and so you get this push of candidates farther to the left than really suits the Texas electorate. And one of the reasons the Texas Democrats have not done well since the time of Lloyd Bentsen and Ann Richards is they are pushed, unlike Bentsen and Richards, away from the Texas voter by the national donor. And when you look at Talarico, he seems to have staked out a lot of issue positions in pursuit of donations that are not going to suit him as he becomes a general-election candidate against whoever the Republicans produce, especially if it's John Cornyn.

O'Rourke: Yeah. I guess I'd compare that to Colin Allred, who ran against Ted Cruz in 2024. I haven't put their voting records or their positions on given policy issues side by side, but my gut is that Colin is a more conservative politician, a more conservative candidate, and has not really staked positions to the left of the center of our party; James Talarico, perhaps a little more progressive or a little more liberal, as you suggest. I don't know all the dynamics that took place in 2024, but Colin Allred lost by a lot more than I did to the same man in the same state. That might, in part, be a test of whether centrism can work in Texas, although there are a lot of other variables and factors.

The thing with Talarico--I'm sure you saw his Joe Rogan interview; I'm sure you've seen his clips of his engagement with Republican colleagues in the state House or speeches that he's given or his performance in the debate with Jasmine Crockett--I think he really has a way of bringing a lot of people into a shared position by finding the common ground on the issue. He really made his name in Texas, in large part, by fighting for public education. He's a former public-school educator. He helped, with Republican colleagues, to rewrite our public-education financing and then led the fight against vouchers, which is the privatization of public tax dollars, taking those monies away from public schools and sending them to private schools. He also helped to cap the cost for insulin in the state of Texas at $25 for a co-pay. These are very popular and maybe even populist issues that don't just play well in Austin and Houston and Dallas, but maybe even more so in remote rural and even red counties, where the public schoolhouse is the largest employer in that given county, where public hospitals have shut down because of Medicaid cuts, and where these two things--public education and reducing cost of prescription drugs--are just incredibly popular, regardless of your party affiliation.

I think if you can keep bringing us back to those things that bring us together, that most of us care about, regardless of where we live or who we voted for for president in 2024, he's gonna continue to do well, even if he scores to the left of the middle of the Democratic Party on a few hot-button political issues. But even with those, I think he's got such an incredibly calming manner of listening to people, demonstrating respect, and then trying to find the common ground on those issues.

So you're right--this will be a test, and I think the A/B is Allred in '24 and Talarico in '26.

Frum: Well, let me push you a little more on this.

O'Rourke: Sure.

Frum: It seems to me, and again, I'm looking at this from outside, but that the theory of the national Democratic Party is that the way you hold together a coalition is, you find candidates who give the progressives what they want on the issues, but have some biographical element that, in theory, should appeal to nonprogressives. And that's how Tim Walz found himself [Kamala] Harris's running mate in 2024. He was very, very progressive on the issues but a former football coach, and he had this kinda shuffling-dad-from-a-TV-comedy-show demeanor. And so the biography, the physical presence would appeal to the center and the right, but the positions would appeal to the left. Result? Failure. And you can't blame it all on him, but it obviously didn't work.

And there seems to be some similar theory about Talarico, which is, he's very liberal on the issues, much more so than Allred or than you were in 2018, but he speaks a lot about religion. He's a seminarian. And the theory of the case is that by talking about religion and his background in seminary, that that will offset the issues. He's a much more refined version of the Tim Walz proposition, but it's the same proposition. What do you think of that theory?

O'Rourke: I don't know, and I don't know how calculated this approach is. I really like to think that this is authentic and genuinely James Talarico and his approach to the world, but I understand how it could seem programmed, right? You're gonna be a straight white male who's conversant in Bible verse and New Testament theology and has a way of breaking through to audiences and parts of the electorate that maybe were unavailable to Democrats before and might also kind of buffer the impact of liberal or progressive ideas on hot-button issues.

What I think that people want even more than that package is change from what has failed them so far, and James Talarico is just so different than anything that we have seen, or at least that I have seen, in the state of Texas. That package that you just described--his extraordinary ability to connect with audiences, whether he's doing it on TikTok or Instagram, digitally through a screen, or in person in large gatherings, in town halls, in rural communities and big cities alike--this feels different to people because I think it is different for all of us. And if 2024 was a change election, I think 2026--and I guess they're all change elections--but I think the premium on change and something different is gonna be greater than perhaps at any other time. So I think he's gonna represent that to people.

And kind of interestingly, just from my experience--and we're very different in many, many ways--but running in Trump's first midterm in 2018, you're right, David, I had probably one of the most bipartisan voting records in Congress. I was in the minority the entire time I was there. The only way to get anything passed was to find Republican colleagues with whom I could agree on and then to get Donald Trump to sign that stuff in the last two years that I was there. But I would go to communities where people would say, Man, I love you because you're one of the most progressive guys I've ever seen here. And I'd go to other communities, and people would say, I love you because you're so conservative. I was different than anything that they had seen before, and they would pin their hopes to somebody breaking through a system that had so badly failed them, wherever they happened to live across the state of Texas. And I feel that same energy as I travel the state right now, in 2026, as I did in 2018, but perhaps even more so. So I don't know that this is in any way a conventional year, where conventional theories of the case are going to apply.

Frum: Well, not to speak for you, but isn't the difference, to put it a little crudely, that your message in 2018 was, actually, if anyone cared to look, moderate content but a progressive affect, whereas Talarico is trying to do it the other way around?

O'Rourke: I don't know; I never thought about it that way, but that could be the case. But I think that the greatest success accrues to those candidates who are most genuinely and honestly themselves. And so, whether it's an affect or not, I think this really is Talarico, and people really believe that and respond to that, and it energizes them. And in this competition for eyeballs, this premium placed on authenticity that has so richly rewarded Trump, who no one believes that anybody has written any of those speeches for him or the crazy things that he comes up with, I think having somebody who's equally honest and authentic but is coming from a good place, who says things that we can agree with, that make rational, logical sense and hopefully bring us together at a time of extraordinary division, that might be the ticket in Texas.

Frum: I had a chance to talk a little while ago to a member of the House of Representatives who was a Democrat who had won in a Republican-leaning seat, and I was able to ask, So what's the secret? What did you do that broke through? And he said, I ran my race for the House as if I was running for mayor of my district. Every water project, every bridge, every bad pothole, I knew them all. I knew the leader of every community group, every chess club, every church. I ran as if for mayor. And he ran on very local issues--he had strong national views, but he ran on local issues and won. Does that formula work for the Senate? Does it work in a year like '26, when the country is so in an uproar about what the president has done nationally and when now there is a war on, maybe a big war and maybe still on in November? Or is that always the right formula for breaking out in unlikely places, like a Democrat in red Texas?

O'Rourke: Yeah, no, I think there's so much to that. It's a challenging moment, though, to pursue that path because of what's happening in the country. Everything is on the line in November. If Democrats don't win a majority in the House and perhaps, through Texas, pick up the 51st seat in the U.S. Senate, this slide to authoritarianism and fascism, I think, is unstoppable. There's no argument that has convinced me that we can get this country back. That Republican-majority Congress will roll out the royal red carpet for a Trump third term or for his designee. We will no longer have real elections in this country. And that's very much on my mind, it's very much on the mind of Democrats across this country, and I think it's what's driving, to a point that you made earlier, so much of the donations and attention and interest and national media that some candidates, like Talarico, are enjoying right now.

But to your other point, which I think is absolutely excellent, the way that you win on the ground, the way that you win these votes in a general election is by ensuring that the people in this state know that you know who they are and where they live. When I went to King County in 2018, for example, small rural county in Texas that voted for Trump 96 percent in the 2016 election, I knew I wasn't perhaps going to win a whole bunch of votes there. But meeting the county judge of King County, other people who lived in that community, and understanding their water issues--their water is literally undrinkable, and they were pissed off at the EPA that had come to impose a solution without asking the people of King County what was on their minds or how they would wanna address this in the first place--I knew, if I were to win that Senate seat, that that was going to be a priority for me, and the people in King County knew that I was gonna make that a priority. And I did that 253 other times across the rest of the counties of the state of Texas.

So, David, yes, those were my issues. I wanted to make sure that every single person in every single county knew that I was gonna fight for them, because I had met them where they lived, listened to them, understood their challenges, and we'd agreed we were gonna work on these things together. I think that was so much of the success that I enjoyed. It wasn't my position on reproductive health care or foreign policy or any other issue. It was that I had been to every county. I had opened these town halls to any person. Whether you liked me, didn't like me, Republican, Democrat, had a gun on your hip or came unarmed, you were welcomed into our meetings, and there were two microphones so everyone could have a say. That became the story. That's what you knew about me if you knew nothing else in that 2018 race: That fucker went everywhere. He showed up for everybody, wrote nobody off, took nobody for granted.

And that's the way that you run for mayor or city council--I was a former city council member here in El Paso, Texas. They aren't partisan issues. It's: Do you know my neighborhood? Have you been to my door? Have you seen the streetlight that's out on my block? Those are the things that matter to people in their day-to-day life. So it's being able to do both of those things: run a national campaign, because national dollars have to flow into this state in order to win--five of the most expensive media markets in America right here in Texas--and then to win the actual voters, you've got to be in their communities, meet them where they are, and reflect their concerns and their aspirations in the campaign that you run.

Frum: Let me end by asking you to lift your eyes a little bit out the time horizon. There's gonna be a census in 2030. Texas is a growth powerhouse, both for wealth and population, increasingly dominant state in the country. What does American politics anchored in Texas look like in the years after 2030?

O'Rourke: Some people look at Texas as a state that would be nice to win. To your question, this is a state that we must win if Democrats are going to be a national party. In the 2032 presidential contest, if we have one, the Democratic nominee could win all of the so-called blue-wall states, but if they don't also win the state of Texas, there is no viable path to the White House. After the 2030 census and the reapportionment, those states will lose population, Electoral College votes, to the benefit of Texas and other Sunbelt states. This is a state that we have to win, and you cannot start working on 2032 in 2032 or even in 2030; you have to be working on it yesterday. And that's what so many of us have been doing. The Senate race in 2018, the governor's race in '22, the work that we're doing on the ground organizing with Powered by People, this is all trying to build the voter power that I wish had existed in 2018, when I took on Cruz in that very close contest.

So you mentioned this--it's kind of a zero-sum equation on national Democratic dollars and where they flow. We've got an important Senate race in Michigan, one in Georgia, another in Maine, another in North Carolina, and then this one in Texas, and I understand people who are saying, Hey, can we really afford to invest in Texas? I don't think we can afford not to invest in Texas. This is the path to the White House. Last time that a Democrat won it [in Texas], as you know, was 1976, Jimmy Carter. As you mentioned, Lloyd Bentsen, the last Democrat to win a Senate race here in 1988. If we're in the wilderness, it's not just to the detriment of the Democratic Party; it means that we may not have democracy in America. This state is absolutely critical, and thank God that the people of this state have not been waiting for the rest of the country to figure it out. I mentioned James Talarico and Jasmine Crockett getting after it, risking their political careers on this prize in November, 150 state House Democratic contenders, 6 state Senate, 38 for congressional seats--this state is doing everything it can with what it has right where it is. As national Democrats also pitch in, I think that this state will ride to the rescue of the country in 2026, in 2028, and then, importantly, in 2032, when I think that the Democratic nominee for president can actually win Texas.

Frum: Beto O'Rourke, thank you for joining me today on The David Frum Show.

O'Rourke: Thank you, David.

[Music]

Frum: So, as mentioned at the top of the show, we're doing something a little different in the book segment this week. 2026 is the 250th anniversary of a lot of events in English literature and English political theory, not just the Declaration of Independence, of course, in 1776, but as we discussed earlier, February of 1776 saw the publication of the first volume of Edward Gibbon's [The History of the] Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, and March of 1776 saw the publication of The Wealth of Nations.
 
 Rather than just talk about The Wealth of Nations myself, I thought I would take advantage of the fact that one of my oldest friends in the world is one of the world's leading experts on the philosophy of Adam Smith. Sam Fleischacker, as I mentioned above, teaches at the University of Illinois in Chicago, and he is the author of a 2004 study of Adam Smith's philosophy, and I'm gonna ask him to back me up on my limited knowledge of things Smithian today.

Sam, thank you for making time.

Samuel Fleischacker: Oh, thank you very much for having me, David.

Frum: I'm hoping we can get to two questions, but here's the one that is most important: I think a lot of people have a mental model of Adam Smith as a kind of early libertarian, someone who thought, It's all about the individual engaged in business and transactions and laissez-faire, nothing to do with society. Is this an accurate reading of Smith?

Fleischacker: So I'm tempted to say it's totally inaccurate and has his picture of human beings exactly reversed, but that's not entirely fair. There is some truth to the picture. Smith was very insistent throughout The Wealth of Nations on the advantages of having individuals make their own economic decisions about what to invest in, how to run their business, and what to buy--this is as against sumptuary laws that restricted, especially, the purchases of luxury goods among the poor. On all these things, he thought government should leave people alone and let them do what they think is best in their own situation.

So that idea and the idea that governments actually just don't have the knowledge base to run an economy, that isn't Smith. And if that's libertarianism, that part of it is correct. But his picture of human nature is perhaps the most socially constructed, or the most socially shaped, that you're gonna find among the thinkers of his time and place in mid-18th-century Scotland and England.

Frum: Lemme pause you there. What do you mean, his theory of individuals--do we need a theory of what an individual is?

Fleischacker: Well, philosophers think we do, and he was a moral philosopher first, and in his [The] Theory of Moral Sentiments, which is his great book of moral philosophy, he says we don't even recognize ourselves as a self until we start interacting with other people. We're always concerned with how other people are looking at us. We start incorporating into ourselves a kind of a spectator, an "impartial spectator," he says, that watches our actions, which is built on the people around us, and we want to be the kind of person other people can approve of. So in that sense, we're very intertwined with other people. We have benevolent feelings towards them. Friendship, he thinks, is the most important thing in human life.

So in these senses, he's not at all a believer that everyone should just do their own thing, that individuals are on their own, and he really sees us enmeshed in a society and relating to other people.

Frum: And you've always insisted that you have to read both books, not just one, that the two form a unity of understanding how the individual works in the world.

Fleischacker: Yes, and actually, that goes with his life, where these books come from. He was a professor of moral philosophy at the University of Glasgow, following his own teacher, Francis Hutcheson, and he taught a yearlong course, which started with moral philosophy, then went to philosophy of law--he never published that part--and that ended with a discussion of policy, mostly economic policy. So he published the beginnings and the ends. He published the moral philosophy as The Theory of Moral Sentiments. He published the economic stuff with The Wealth of Nations. He didn't put in the law stuff in between. But he saw this all as one large project.

And I think, among other things, if you do see the project as a whole, you realize, for one thing, why he doesn't want governments to run our lives morally. That's also a core of truth in the libertarian view. He didn't think government should impose religion. He didn't think they should give moral instruction. And one reason for that is that he thought everyday social interaction with your friends and neighbors would do that better than government could ever do.

Frum: So he was someone who believed, maybe, in what would be recognized today as a libertarian approach to governance, but the libertarian psychology of the autonomous individual, the master of his domain, the Ayn Rand superhero, that he had no time for.

Fleischacker: Exactly. In fact, he spends a lot of time arguing against that.

And then I should add, his big concern as regard to libertarian governance is that government shouldn't pick winners and losers in the economy, they shouldn't favor one company versus another, and they shouldn't favor one sector versus another--manufacturing versus agricultural, or vice versa. He did not think government should refrain from helping the poor. So the whole issue about welfare policy, it wasn't really on the table at the time, but to the extent that it was, he supported the English poor law, and he supported public education for poor people. So he certainly wasn't in any way clearly on the side of libertarians. And I, as a kind of social democrat, welfare liberal, I claim Smith as an ancestor, and I think both libertarians and welfare liberals can pull on different pieces of him for that. It's just not his issue.

Frum: Now, he's got one piece of good luck, which is, thinkers are often remembered for things they didn't say--Charles Darwin never said survival of the fittest--but Adam Smith did mention the "invisible hand." What is the invisible hand? What did he mean by it, and why is it different from modern thinking about pure autonomous markets that don't need any assistance from anybody?

Fleischacker: Right. So this is fiercely debated to this day in Smith's scholarship. There are some people who think he means the hand of God governing the market, so everything will work out right. I think that's clearly not true, especially in The Wealth of Nations, which never mentions God and has no--

Frum: Let me pause you. For those who are not familiar with the phrase, let's put this phrase--I'm not gonna be able to quote it verbatim--but reconstruct the larger sentence in which the phrase invisible hand appears.

Fleischacker: So it appears in the context of his argument that you don't need to force merchants to favor their own country in their trading, because they will do that anyway because they wanna keep an eye on their goods. And he says they "are led, as if by an invisible hand, to do what is best" for their society.

Now, that's been read in many different ways. My own version of it is that Smith thinks the opportunities for any individual to make money in an economy are made possible by what other people around them need. So it makes sense that anything that you do to further your own interest will also help the society as a whole. And this is actually, I think, part of his view that societies shape individuals so that even when you think you're doing something for your own interests, you might be and you might not be, but you're always helping your society--or not always; you can do antisocial things. But when people are doing their normal economic transactions, and actually, in many other respects as well, they're helping their society, whether they know it or not, and that's the core of the invisible hand.

Frum: We are in a world right now where the United States government has moved away from many of Smith's ideas. There are tariffs. There are efforts to pick winners and losers. Government is taking a share of particular companies and then favoring them. People in government are receiving streams of payment from companies, some domestic, many foreign. And there's a kind of auction of government favoritism going on in Washington. What would Adam Smith think of today's America?

Fleischacker: I think he'd be appalled. You couldn't have a more un-Smithian way of running the economy. He doesn't trust government figures; he thinks they're corrupt, and of course, we're seeing signs of that. There's nothing, no policy he hates more than tariffs. He thinks that that is really a way of government leaders deciding what should be imported and what should be exported, and in all cases, he thinks, tariffs wind up hurting the home economy more than they help. And that's even true when they're imposed for the sake of defense. One point he says, "Defense is more important than opulence," so in some cases, maybe a tariff on goods that you need for defense purposes would be legitimate. But he actually elsewhere says that even those tariffs are unnecessary and they hurt your economy. So--

Frum: In his context, he'd be thinking, Well, what if you have one cannon factory in all of England or one place where you make ships' sails? You might wanna protect that company, but even then, you'll be sorry [in] the long run.

Fleischacker: That's actually exactly his example, and he still thinks that you'll probably do better--if another company makes those sails cheaper, you should import them, and at best, you'll do something that's useful for defense purposes, but it will have an economic cost. In no case does he think that a tariff will actually help the economy.

Frum: Let's finish here with one more thought, which is, reading Gibbon, which was published 250 years ago last month, that's a pretty daunting challenge. It's very long, and a lot of it can be kind of obscure. But Smith reads today as powerfully as he did 250 years ago this month. People should go read him.

Fleischacker: (Laughs.) I certainly agree. I have to say, it's funny that you say this. I was just reading yesterday a letter from David Hume to the publisher of both Smith and Gibbon--they had the same publisher--saying, I think that Gibbon will sell much better than Smith because Smith is very hard to read and Gibbon is a nice story, a narrative. And [William] Strahan, the publisher, sort of agrees, but it turns out that Smith was selling better than anybody expected. I think both are still relevant, but Smith maybe even more so.

Frum: Thank you, Sam, so much for making time today.

Fleischacker: Thank you, David, for having me on.

Frum: All right. This is bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Samuel Fleischacker for joining me today to talk about Adam Smith. Thanks to Beto O'Rourke for joining me to talk about politics in Texas. Thanks to all of you for watching and listening to The David Frum Show. As ever, if you are minded to support the program, the best way to do that, and to support all of us at The Atlantic, is by subscribing to The Atlantic. I hope you'll consider doing that. See you next week on The David Frum Show. Bye-bye.
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The Obvious Is Taking Its Revenge on Trump

The reasons other U.S. presidents avoided war with Iran are becoming all too evident.

by Franklin Foer

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




In the least charitable--and probably accurate--view, President Trump went to war with Iran out of a delusional faith in himself. He believed that the worst-case scenarios that have deterred past presidents from attacking Iran wouldn't come true for him, because he is Donald Trump.

In the most charitable--and probably accurate--view, the president had reasons to believe that all of the catastrophic warnings about the most hair-raising consequences of an attack wouldn't come to pass this time. The 12-day war, which Israel and the United States fought last June, demonstrated that they could strike Iran without provoking catastrophic retaliation. Having endured that assault on the country's military infrastructure, and then wave after wave of protest by its own citizens, the Islamic Republic was isolated and weak. So why shouldn't Trump exploit that fragility to land a death blow against a murderous adversary?

I could nearly convince myself of these arguments, except that almost no other foreign-policy question has been studied harder over the past 20 years or so than the likely effect of U.S. military strikes on Iran. The many years spent pondering and preparing for a potential attack on Iran are the reason that the first days of the war were, for the most part, a bravura display of American power. Yet all of that study also pointed out the risks: spiking oil prices, the spread of violence throughout the Middle East, civilian casualties of the sort now evidenced by an apparent U.S. missile strike near an Iranian elementary school. When past presidents balked at the possibility of war with Iran, they weren't just dodging a hard choice; they were deterred by all of the obvious reasons a conflict could perilously spiral. Nobody should be shocked that the expected is now coming to pass.

To begin, there's geography. Just 35 miles across at its narrowest, the Strait of Hormuz links the Persian Gulf to the rest of the world and is surrounded on three sides by Iran. One-fifth of the world's oil and liquefied-natural-gas supply passes through an Iranian turkey shoot. Fighting for its survival, Iran has the capacity to choke fossil-fuel markets by launching sporadic attacks on passing tankers, enough to deter companies and their insurers from justifying that risk. A hard fact of geography was always going to be a hard fact of war.

Read: What Iran might do when it has nothing else

Another daunting obstacle to victory is the nature of the Iranian regime, a theocracy that celebrates martyrdom and has spent its entire history preparing for what it considers an inevitable war with the United States. Every time protests fill public squares, I allow myself to believe that the terrible government in Tehran will crumble. But its willingness to kill to survive is the biggest obstacle to its toppling. And Trump intervened after the regime killed tens of thousands of its most determined foes. Calling for revolution after the revolution has been crushed is belated timing, to say the least. Perhaps the Trump administration will succeed in further weakening Iranian authoritarianism--the attacks will certainly set back the country's already struggling economy--so that after the bombs stop falling, regime opponents will rush into the streets. But, thus far, decapitating the regime has succeeded only in replacing one Ayatollah Khamenei with another. By all accounts, the son is no less fanatical than his father and believes with theological certainty that the most brutal means justify his righteous ends.

Because airpower isn't likely to dislodge the regime, the crucial question was always going to be "How does this end?" The lesson that the Trump administration seemed to learn from the failed planning for postwar Iraq is that planning isn't worth the effort at all. When asked what comes next, Trump can manage only several contradictory answers, sometimes in the course of a single sentence. But the most plausible of these answers is that the administration finds a faction in the government willing to cut a deal favorable to the United States, an Iranian version of Delcy Rodriguez--the Venezuelan official who quietly negotiated her government's survival after U.S. forces captured Nicolas Maduro. Such an outcome would undercut every promise that Trump made to protesters about help being on the way. It's hardly encouraging that the administration doesn't have a plausible candidate for this job after nearly two weeks of conflict--and that the existing regime hasn't begun suing for peace, even though it's fighting for survival.

By trumpeting unachievable objectives--unconditional surrender, regime change--as his war aims, Trump has given his enemies the opportunity to claim survival as victory. He's left himself with no evident end point to what he recently called a "short-term excursion." If he had wanted to weaken Iran's ballistic-missile threat--a worthwhile aim--he could have focused U.S. strikes on launchers and production sites. Much as he did after attacking Iranian nuclear facilities last year, Trump could have declared that limited goal and walked away a victor a few days later. Or he could have allowed Israel to carry out attacks, with U.S. support, which might have limited fallout in the Gulf.  If he wanted to topple the regime, he could have helped organize and support the opposition, nurturing and supplying the movement to better equip it to succeed. Instead, Trump ignored the obvious and went to war. Now the obvious is seeking its revenge.
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AI Isn't Coming for Everyone's Job

The rise and fall of the player piano indicates a robust demand for human labor that machines cannot replace.

by Adam Ozimek

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




About 130 years ago, the job of pianist was automated when Edwin Votey created the first player piano. The machine worked by reading music that was encoded by holes punched into rolls of paper, which in turn directed airflows to levers that depressed piano keys. The human's task was relegated to pumping a foot pedal to create the pneumatic pressure that drove the automaton.

Things got worse for the human pianist from there.

By the early 1900s, player pianos had evolved to more fully reproduce a human performance, including subtle dynamics like tempo changes and the introduction of a damper pedal. The human role went from deskilled to fully deprecated as electric motors replaced foot-powered bellows. With the Seeburg Lilliputian Model L, the only job left for humans who wanted to play the piano in the 1920s was to put in a coin.

Nearly every major pianist of the early 20th century made music for these machines. Echoing AI commentary today, some musicians viewed the player piano as not just replicating human playing, but exceeding it. The Russian composer Igor Stravinsky explained that he wrote pieces specifically for the machines because "there are tone combinations beyond my ten fingers," and argued that "there is a new polyphonic truth in the player-piano ... There are new possibilities. It is something more."

How could humans possibly compete? Yet today you are more likely to encounter a piano player than a player piano, despite the job being successfully automated a very long time ago. The automatons have been relegated to museums and the rare curiosity. Pianists can be found any night of the week in hotel lobbies, Italian restaurants, and concert halls.

Read: Go ahead, buy a piano

When it comes to the arts, this is hardly an isolated example of automation failing to cause mass unemployment. Musicians broadly have faced mechanical and digital competition for well over a century, first from the phonograph, then the radio, and later the instantaneous on-demand technologies that emerged with the internet and Spotify.

Each of these technological turns produced complaints and concerns that bear a similarity to things being said about AI today. One of these warnings came from John Philip Sousa, who in 1906 used the term canned music to deride the output of "music-reproducing machines."

The phrase rose to new popularity in the late 1920s, when recorded music began replacing the live orchestras that accompanied silent movies. Musicians were undoubtedly concerned about this new technology. The union-funded Music Defense League spent hundreds of thousands of dollars on cartoons and ads to try to turn the public against this trend. In what amounted to misplaced optimism, the labor union's president argued that "the public will demand personal appearances instead of mechanized music," and union officials even declared in 1929 that, as a New York Times report put it, "the decline in the number of movie orchestras" has stopped, and "many houses are re-hiring their musicians."


An ad in the September 22, 1930, edition of the Milwaukee Leader (Library of Congress)



Movie orchestras and the jobs they supported were doomed. You would be hard-pressed to find one today. In a narrow sense, this shows the limits of the ability of human artists to resist automation. But the job market for musicians broadly has grown since the invention of recorded music. Data from the Census Bureau show that the number of individuals employed as musicians today is at an all-time high. Musicians were displaced in some tasks, but as society collectively grew richer, the number of paying opportunities for musicians went up as well.

Nor are these jobs available only to those with the talent and determination to achieve the apex of musical success at Carnegie Hall or the Grand Ole Opry. In bars across the country, local bands of limited ability entertain crowds despite the competition from nearly free recordings of the greatest musical acts in history.

What has provided musicians with this protection from replacement during a century of competition with increasingly sophisticated automation? As Sousa argued more than 100 years ago, "The nightingale's song is delightful because the nightingale herself gives it forth." In the bloodless language of economics, consumer demand places value on who actually provides certain goods and services. Art is not just a physical good, but a who, what, where, and when. We see this reflected in the marketplace of music every day, in the continued existence of the bar band as well as in the 10 million fans who paid to see Taylor Swift's Eras Tour.

Read: What made Taylor Swift's concert unbelievable

This may do little to assuage the concerns of those who do not aspire to become a musician and whose current job seems likely to be replaced by AI. But the demand for the human touch is not limited to music. It is valuable across the economy, in a wide variety of goods and services and the jobs that create them.

The demand for the human touch is one reason there are still millions of waiters despite the potential to automate them with QR codes and ordering tablets. There are more than 10 million people employed in sales roles today despite the ability to buy and sell just about anything online, the rise of self-checkout, retail kiosks, and many other automating technologies.

This demand for the human touch appears to grow with income. The level of restaurant service and the number of jobs needed to provide it tends to go up with the size of the bill. Fine dining likely involves not only a waiter but someone who advises on wines, someone to keep the table clean as you dine, someone to bring out the cheese cart. In economics terms, the human touch is a normal good, something that a richer society demands more of.

Our willingness to pay for the human touch does not mean that AI will not be disruptive to the labor market. There are still many jobs that AI will be able to do and where consumers won't mind and may even value the absence of humans. Like the members of the movie-theater orchestra, some people will need to find their way from tasks where they have been displaced by technology to those where they haven't.

What the demand for human touch does tell us is that there will always be jobs that consumers do not want AI to do. The existence of some demand for human labor is consequential. When there is some demand for a good or a service, we can spur more. There are many ways we could redistribute an increase in national income: for instance, making taxes more progressive, or sending out annual stimulus checks. We could introduce more novel policy solutions like a wage subsidy, through which the government would boost the take-home pay of lower-wage jobs.

This would be a very different future from one where humans and our labor are fully displaced by thinking machines.
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The People Who Shun Super-Popular Pop Culture

<em>The Pitt</em>, <em>Severance</em>, <em>Sinners</em>, you name it: For some reason, the more hype something gets, the more likely I am to resist it.

by Anna Holmes

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




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

These days, everyone seems to be watching The Pitt--but not me. I hear it's really good. I have to believe it's good, in fact, because people in my social circle--and Emmy Award voters--won't stop saying it's really good. "I'm riveted," one friend said. "It's addictive," another said. "I'm surprised you haven't seen it," yet another said. But honestly, the more people who recommend the show, the less likely I am to watch it.

I've been this way for a while now. It was the same back in the early aughts, with The Wire, and in the later aughts, with Breaking Bad. Though eventually I succumbed and watched both shows--and loved them enough to rewatch them years later--my unwillingness to engage with literally popular culture in the moment that it's popular seems only to have intensified in the ensuing years.

"But have you seen Severance?" you might ask. No. Slow Horses? The Night Manager? No and no. I also haven't seen Sinners--even though I love a period piece and a good fright, and everybody I know is obsessed with it.

This tendency is something I've come to call "hype aversion": an avoidance of the pop-culture products that seemingly everyone insists I would like. It's not that I'm somehow above it all or too cool (I don't consider myself cool at all). Some people are early adopters; others are late adopters. I'm simply a weirdly resistant one.

Does this make me a jerk? I don't like to think so. Contrarian doesn't quite describe me; my rejection of The Pitt isn't an attempt to appear provocative or argumentative. And nonconformist doesn't work; it suggests a person allergic to the zeitgeist, which I'm not. (After all, I covet Clare V. bags. I own a pair of Stan Smith Adidas.) I'm also not a dissenter. Dissent suggests a protest against something that a person has previous experience with, or doesn't believe in; but my pop-culture resistance is different from having seen something and deemed it wanting or boring. I'm not necessarily worried about encountering pop culture that turns out to be bad. I just don't care to act on it if it's supposed to be good.

From the June 2025 issue: Is this the worst-ever era of American pop culture?

I'm not alone in this. (As a matter of fact, the impetus for this inquiry was an unscheduled conversation between me and one of my Atlantic editors, with whom I bonded over a reluctance to watch The Pitt.) Roland Imhoff, a social psychologist at the Psychological Institute of Gutenberg University, in Germany, told me that he relates as well, and suggested that what I'm expressing is less a need for uniqueness than a form of "psychological reactance"--a defensive response that occurs when someone thinks their freedom of choice is being constrained. For a long time, Imhoff told me, he "furiously refused to even touch" the Harry Potter novels because of their popularity and ubiquity; he dug into the series only once his daughter expressed interest in it. The same happened with the music of Taylor Swift: He made an effort to avoid it, then was forced to listen. "And then," he said, laughing, "I kind of liked it."

My aversion to hype might seem particularly strange, given that staying on top of popular culture used to be my full-time job. In the mid-'90s, I was an editorial assistant at Entertainment Weekly, a magazine where, among staffers, having an opinion about culture was a primary currency. It was how we came up with ideas, and ideas about how to express those ideas. Our cultural knowledge gave us sway and access. We were the influencers who covered the day's influencers--actors, writers, directors--and back then, I loved it all.

So what's my damage now? A few days before my conversation with Imhoff, I reached out to Marilynn Brewer, a social psychologist who, in 1991, articulated what she called "optimal distinctiveness theory," which proposes that human beings are driven by two (often opposing) psychological impulses: a need for belonging and a need for differentiation. These desires operate in tension, Brewer told me. People look to foster enough in-group behaviors that they feel a sense of social cohesion and belonging, but they also want to express a distinction from others, to avoid a loss of identity or anonymity.

Of course, context matters. The need to belong or feel different fluctuates depending on any number of factors--your job, the town you live in, the friend groups surrounding you. Brewer explained that these needs operate less as fixed personality traits than as something more fluid, such as hunger, which has a threshold that changes over time. When I asked her about my disinterest in widely hyped cultural products, she speculated that these trends might activate my "pretty steep need for differentiation." And what I have sometimes worried is a sign of immaturity or arbitrary contrariness could be, she suggested, resistance to immersion in a crowd. For some people, Brewer said, excessive hype triggers FOMO (a fear of missing out). Perhaps, I thought later, people like me suffer from LOMO: a love of missing out.

Read: Your FOMO is trying to tell you something

Occasionally, I worry that my LOMO might be annoying. For instance, I don't so much announce my refusal to engage with The Pitt to interested parties as humor them and try to change the subject, which makes me bad at watercooler conversation. And adopting the mantle of cultural curmudgeon can get tiring. If I've made a big deal to friends about brushing off their pop-culture recommendations, I then feel a need to keep up an appearance of recalcitrance. Eventually this becomes an expected posture: an orientation and reputation that is difficult to extract myself from. "You're the sort of person who doesn't watch TV," the guy I'm dating says. "Yes, I do!" I say. Then he points out that I don't even know how to use my smart TV.

In his book Invisible Influence, Jonah Berger, a marketing professor at the Wharton School of Business, distinguishes between cultural products such as movies, music, and television, which are commonly used as identity markers, and something like, say, dishwashers or toilet paper, which are what he calls more "functional" domains of life. "Imagine you met someone at a party," he suggested when we spoke recently, and they asked you, "'What TV shows do you like?'" You might think, "Well, wait a second, what shows I say may impact what this person thinks about me," he said, and then you might become cautious about what you pick.

According to Berger, a "magnet" model of social influence pushes some people toward conformity and others away from it. In our conversation, he made a distinction between what he called "bandwagon effects" (conformity) and "snob effects" (avoidance when something is too popular), or a need for uniqueness. These motivations aren't divergent or mutually exclusive, he said; they can, and do, coexist. "It's not that people only want to fit or only want to stand out," he said. "Both are true."

Perhaps this means that resistance to hype is not snobbery but identity management--a need for differentiation that gets triggered when a person believes their autonomy is under threat. In other words, maybe my rejection of The Pitt has little to do with the cultural product and much more to do with an effort to retain independence. I'm not rejecting culture; I'm rejecting overidentification--which, in a highly individualistic society like the United States, may not be such an odd reaction.

My chat with Brewer turned up something else I hadn't thought of: that my attitude might be related to the sheer number of cultural products on offer, and to the speed with which these products are analyzed and memed. Perhaps shrugging off culture is a form of self-preservation to those of us who are easily overwhelmed by the way social-media algorithms accelerate consumption, and push individuals to engage in public conversation. When the culture pressures people to show that they're in the know, some of us might be quicker to recoil from knowing in the first place.

Or maybe my resistance to pop-culture evangelism has grown more intense because of our atomized way of consuming said culture, now that streaming has nearly obliterated the custom of synchronized, communal viewing (live sports, awards shows, and huge political events aside). I did watch the Super Bowl, after all, and I plan to watch the Oscars, both of which evoke a sense of participation in a shared cultural moment. When it comes to The Pitt--which I can click to play at any time, any day, in solitude--perhaps what I'm resisting, in choosing not to join the crowd, isn't the hype, but aloneness.




  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 Midlife Crisis Comes for Millennial Pop

On her first album in eight years, Robyn reckons with motherhood and midlife desire.

by Spencer Kornhaber

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




Once upon the '90s, a teenage girl named Robin Miriam Carlsson was crowned a pop princess. Her crystalline voice and secretive smile caught the attention of the Swedish record industry, whose producers and songwriters helped her create the swooning global hits "Show Me Love" and "Do You Know (What It Takes)." But Carlsson, first discovered at age 13, realized she didn't want to be a singing automaton, a mere vessel for the pop machine. She turned down a deal from the U.S. branch of Jive Records, which then set out to find an American version of her--and landed on Britney Spears.

By then, Robin Carlsson had become Robyn. A few years later, in 2005, she founded her own label to make her own kind of music. Her new sound combined firm dance beats, campy hip-hop flourishes, and synth riffs that spiraled and tessellated like the instruments in a Bach fugue. Her lyrics declared independence from clingy lovers and assorted social expectations, often through analogies inspired by technology. To simply quote her song titles from 2010's Body Talk, a now-classic album, she was an "Indestructible" "Fembot" warning, "Don't Fucking Tell Me What to Do." Beneath the metallic veneer, though, her songs had the tenderness and precision of a homily. The effect was to make solitude sound sexy, sad, and hopeful at once.

The timing had been right for her to liberate herself. The traditional music business was collapsing, as the internet cut into CD sales while letting listeners elevate their own niche idols. Mainstream pop was going maximalist by overloading its production with digital whizbangery; indie rock had risen as a rawer alternative. Robyn split the difference. She expressed a rebellious worldview in a sleek and organized way, like a manifesto in a well-formatted Word doc.

That manifesto was one that 21st-century pop culture wanted to hear. Spears had become a cautionary tale: The girl who gave her youth to the record industry ended up losing her legal sovereignty (via the establishment of a conservatorship in 2008 that remained intact until 2021). Robyn did not become nearly as famous, but her emo bangers pointed the way for the likes of Lorde, Ariana Grande, and even Taylor Swift once she started playing with keyboards. Poptimism, the ascendant belief that a genre ruled by formulas and artifice can contain plenty of originality and humanity, made Robyn its mascot. And with time, her outlook on music came to seem like an insight into life itself.

Or at least, that's how many Millennials felt. Though Robyn is Gen X, she captivated my generation of idealists, who were out to upgrade the world that our parents had built and express ourselves in the process. Young adults in the early earbuds age used her songs as fuel for runs, laptop work, Tinder hookups, and the solitary, self-reflective mornings after. We also bopped along to her with our friends. HBO's Girls cemented her status in a legendary scene: Hannah Horvath carefully drafts a killer tweet in her bedroom, then starts jumping around to Robyn's defining single, "Dancing on My Own." Her roommate, back from her yuppie adventuring, walks in and joins the party.

The assurance of being yourself and being liked, fulfilling your purpose while climbing life's rungs, has obvious appeal in youth, before compromises and obligations start to pile too high. But Robyn is now 46 and back with her first album in eight years. She is somehow singing the same song--even if the fable it spins seems more fantastical than ever.

Many pop stars mellow into stately eminence in middle age, as Madonna (temporarily) did in her late 30s with 1998's Ray of Light. Robyn appeared to be trending that way with her last album, 2018's Honey--a dreamy beatscape that signaled appreciation for the mid-range of life after chasing many highs. Anthemic action was giving way to chill mantras, as if to regulate the ever noisier, ever more distracting world.


Robyn performs "Sexistential" on The Late Show With Stephen Colbert in January.
 (Scott Kowalchyk / CBS)



But Sexistential, released in March, pushes in the opposite direction, toward starry-eyed excess and abandon. The cover art shows Robyn screaming and topless. The title track features her rapping the word boner. Echoes of earnest 2000s indie pop, including from Robyn's own catalog, abound. When she humped the air during a performance on The Late Show With Stephen Colbert in January, much of the internet snickered: Had the coolest girl in pop finally become cringe?

Read: Robyn's Honey: The thrill is gone, and that's okay

Perhaps so--cringe appears to be the fate of anyone older than 25 in the TikTok age. And pop culture has rarely allowed its female stars to grow older without mockery. But Sexistential may discomfit listeners for reasons other than ageism. After Honey, Robyn broke up with her on-and-off partner of more than a decade and then had a son through IVF. To judge by the disorienting sound of this album, middle-aged motherhood for her has been less an experience of setting down roots than of ripping them up. The title song sets her pregnancy saga--scrolling through dating apps amid doctor visits and hormonal spikes--to fast-paced club music while filtering her voice for cartoonish effect. "Blow My Mind" is a cover of her own song from 24 years ago, but this version rewrites lyrics about romantic infatuation into ones about finding your baby to be ridiculously cute. On the final track, "Into the Sun," distorted bass roars like a rocket engine--evoking her many previous sci-fi references--as Robyn propels herself into the unknown: "Look what I've done / So brave and dumb."

The music amplifies both her giddiness and her uncertainty. Sexistential 's production judders and glitches in ways that call to mind '80s synth experimentalists such as Art of Noise and the rowdy sample collaging of the Beastie Boys in the '90s. Its messiness is also in step with 2020s hyperpop--scruffy, topsy-turvy electronic music that seeks to harness, not counteract, modern overstimulation. The wooziest moments sacrifice Robyn's easy-listening appeal for the sake of surprise. On the album opener, "Really Real," a shattered-glass sound effect rings out before she sings, "We're splitting up reality / And I slip out through the crack in between it."

What makes this chaos delightful rather than annoying is Robyn's unshakable sense of control, grounded in pop principles and thoughtful craft. Sexistential 's many catchy melodies bounce atop bright, blocky synth lines. Its psychedelic interludes exist to snap back into satisfying rhythms. Its lyrics brim with depersonalized language ("This is where the shared experience ends"), self-help real talk ("Fuck a therapist, it's not mental / I need philosophy, this shit is existential"), and biological determinism (as in the lead single, "Dopamine"). She's mapping out the way that even life's strangest chapters unfold logically.

The album, Robyn has said, was partly inspired by hearing Andre 3000, of the hip-hop duo Outkast, explain that he'd pivoted to instrumental music because no one wants to hear a 48-year-old man rap about his colonoscopy. In Robyn's view, the unglamorous milestones of middle age are plenty deserving of pop treatment. Two years ago, a 33-year-old Charli XCX dominated pop culture with a similarly unruly album called Brat. It dwelled on the question of whether Charli would ever give up her hard-partying ways and settle down with kids. Robyn is now arguing that the choice is a false one.

That argument is certainly upbeat in its implications--but the sound of Sexistential suggests the limits of maturing hedonistically. As I've been playing the album on repeat, savoring its intricate details and humming its candied choruses, I've felt a little self-conscious: Sexistential 's childlike glee raises the specter that Robyn and her listeners still have some growing up to do.

But I've also felt grateful for how playfully she's engaging with midlife vertigo. The generation that grew up listening to Robyn is full of people whose blend of careerism and individualism has made them delay or skip marriage and children. Have we compromised too much, or not enough? Is there time for a reset? These sorts of questions are timeless rites of passage at the end of youth. Barreling ahead, Robyn is yet again modeling how to find meaning in the conventional--by doing it our own way.



This article appears in the April 2026 print edition with the headline "Robyn Is Still Dancing On Her Own."
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The Big Story: Signalgate, One Year Later

Jeffrey Goldberg and Adrienne LaFrance discuss reporting on national security and the political fallout from the Signal story.

Tue, 10 Mar 2026




On March 10, Atlantic editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg and executive editor Adrienne LaFrance discussed the political fallout after publishing Goldberg's Signalgate story last year. You can watch the full conversation here:
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The Iranian Regime Doubles Down

Trump was hoping for an Iranian Delcy Rodriguez. Instead, he may have produced an Iranian Kim Jong Un.

by Karim Sadjadpour

Tue, 10 Mar 2026




Less than two weeks into the American and Israeli bombardment of Iran, the war is both a success and a failure. Militarily, the campaign has effectively degraded the Islamic Republic's warmaking capacities. But politically, thus far, it has only strengthened the regime's cohesion.

President Trump may have hoped the elimination of the Islamic Republic's longtime supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, would produce an Iranian Delcy Rodriguez--a pragmatic insider who would capitulate to American pressure--but it has instead spawned a budding Iranian Kim Jong Un. Mojtaba Khamenei, 56, will succeed his father, making the Islamic Republic a hereditary dictatorship poised to double down on ideology and repression.

Mojtaba inherits one of the most difficult jobs in the world. Reportedly injured and in hiding, he will lead a government that is simultaneously fighting full-blown wars against the United States and Israel and against much of its own population. He survived the missile strike that killed his father, wife, and mother only because he was in an adjacent room. The attack that nearly killed him catapulted him to power, as the Islamic Republic, fighting for its own survival, closed ranks around a son committed to his father's revolutionary principles--choosing continuity over competence and familiarity over sudden change.

Graeme Wood: 'The most dangerous man in the world'

Mojtaba's predicament is not only physical. The revolution's founding ideology offers him precious little legitimacy for the role he is about to assume. Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the leader of the 1979 revolution that deposed a hereditary monarchy to establish a theocracy, called hereditary succession a "sinister, evil system of government" that "has no place in Islam." Like the pigs in Animal Farm, the Islamic Republic's leaders have become a dynastic ruling class presiding over a system of privilege and repression far more egregious than the one they overthrew.

Mojtaba's name is familiar to the Iranian public, but his face and voice are not. He has been mentioned as a potential successor for more than a decade, but the only video of him online is a short, grainy clip about seminary matters. A source in Tehran who has known him for more than four decades described him to me as "more radical" but "much less capable" than his father.

The elder Khamenei was a genuine revolutionary. He spent years in prison under the shah and rose to power on the force of his oratory. His son grew up a princeling in his father's shadow, undergoing none of the hardship that forged the father's authority. Those who know Mojtaba well say he is a poor speaker and has the stunted interpersonal skills of a dictator's son. "When people hear his maiden speech as leader," my source told me, "they will see his lack of presence."

The second-oldest of Khamenei's four sons, all of whom became clerics, Mojtaba was reportedly a weak student. Whereas his father was a voracious reader, including of Western novels, Mojtaba has primarily read Islamic texts and the poetry of Hafez. His overseas travel has been limited to Saudi Arabia, on pilgrimage, and the United Kingdom, for medical treatment. Contrary to government propaganda, the same source said, he does not speak English. His father was not a warm presence, but Mojtaba is considered dry even by comparison.

Hard men populate Mojtaba's inner circle. They include figures such as Hossein Taeb, the feared former head of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps' intelligence arm; Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, a former IRGC commander and the current speaker of Parliament; and Hossein Fadaei, the late Ali Khamenei's primary internal enforcer. These figures have collectively spent more than a century in the service of repression. Their coarsened appearances reflect George Orwell's observation that by age 50, every man has the face that he deserves.

Taeb and the younger Khamenei go back to the 1980s, when Mojtaba served in the Iran-Iraq War and Taeb was his commander. Although the clergy and the IRGC are commonly understood as separate pillars of the Islamic Republic, Taeb, as both a cleric and an IRGC officer, serves as a bridge between the two power centers. One of the most feared and loathed men in Iran, he is thought to have helped engineer Mojtaba's succession through his influence over the Assembly of Experts, the body of elderly clerics responsible for choosing the supreme leader.

Siamak Namazi, a U.S. citizen, is a businessman and an Iran analyst who was held hostage for nearly eight years by the IRGC intelligence agency when it was under Taeb's command. Namazi described Taeb to me as "the most hard-line of the hard-line" and "one of the most evil figures in the Islamic Republic." The regime has long taken dual and foreign nationals hostage to use as tools of foreign policy or financial extortion. Namazi believes that Taeb, with Mojtaba's blessing, is behind many of these incidents and that the practice is unlikely to end as long as both men remain alive and in power.

While the country is in crisis mode, Mojtaba will need to rely on Ali Larijani for domestic and foreign-policy expertise. Larjani is one of the few remaining regime loyalists with senior experience in both the domestic and the international realms. In a recent state-television interview, filmed in what appears to be a bunker, a relaxed Larijani said that Iran had been "raped" by outside powers, and he tried to rally not just the regime's base but the broader public behind the imperative to fend off foreign designs. Trump's words--the U.S. president had said that he would choose Iran's next leader, and that he didn't know whether Iran's map would look the same at the end of the war--have proved invaluable propaganda tools for the Islamic Republic.

For the foreseeable future, Mojtaba will attempt to rule from hiding as he tries to elude Israeli assassination. His focus will be not governing the country but staying alive. Whether Mojtaba has the endurance for this life is an open question. His father was forged by years of revolutionary hardship--prison, persecution, life underground--before coming to power and reportedly amassing a war chest exceeding $100 billion, built in part from properties confiscated from religious minorities who fled persecution.

Mojtaba has skipped the hardship portion of that arc entirely. A Bloomberg report suggests that he has, via middlemen, already amassed a personal overseas fortune exceeding $150 million--the entitlements of a privileged scion, not the spoils of a revolutionary. As the social theorist Eric Hoffer once observed, "Every great cause begins as a movement, becomes a business, and eventually degenerates into a racket."

Arash Azizi: Meet the nepo-tollah

One of Iran's most prominent 20th-century secular intellectuals, Ahmad Kasravi, observed that Iran "owed the clergy one government," just so that the people could truly witness the clerics' incompetence. That debt has been settled in full by five decades of theocratic brutality and economic decay. In a dark twist of history, Kasravi was assassinated in 1946 by a radical Islamist named Mojtaba Navab Safavi, who sought to establish an Islamic state in Iran. Safavi was executed by the shah a decade later, when Ali Khamenei was a teenager. Khamenei once declared that Safavi "first kindled the fire of revolutionary Islam in my heart." It was in his honor that Khamenei named his second-born son.

Trump has little interest in this history. He wants a deal and an exit. But can he afford to end a costly and chaotic war by leaving Iran in the hands of a Khamenei who is just as radical, and 30 years younger, than the man he killed?

In Tehran, the only men who currently have the legitimacy to end the war are now doubly committed to the character of the Islamic Republic. Foremost among them is the new supreme leader, who in the best of times possessed neither the worldview nor the temperament to meet Trump's public demand for unconditional surrender. "They've just killed his family," the source in Tehran said. "He's bloodthirsty now."
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Arizona Is Now at the Center of Election Investigations

Both the Department of Homeland Security and the FBI are probing the results of the 2020 election in Arizona.

by Yvonne Wingett Sanchez, Sarah Fitzpatrick, Nick Miroff

Tue, 10 Mar 2026




Updated on March 10 at 9:21 p.m. ET.

In mid-February, as Department of Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem was fighting to keep her job, she held an election-security event at a Homeland Security Investigations field office in Scottsdale, Arizona. In the past, she said, the state had been an "absolute disaster on elections," and ensuring the security of election equipment was her responsibility. She also urged Congress to pass President Trump's voter-ID bill. The message was less surprising than the location. HSI, the agency's investigative branch, devotes most of its efforts to going after transnational drug cartels and human-trafficking networks, not to securing domestic elections.

A week after the event, Arizona's acting special agent in charge for HSI, Matthew Murphy, told the state attorney general's office that his office was now probing the 2020 election in Arizona, according to a person familiar with the details of the meeting. A state investigator asked why the government was scrutinizing the results, given that they had already been litigated and investigated. Murphy made clear that he was acting on "direction from D.C.," the person told us, speaking on condition of anonymity because they are not authorized to discuss the matter publicly. The HSI investigation in Arizona, which has not previously been reported, comes as the FBI has embarked on a separate election probe in the state. "This is not a joint investigation" with HSI, a person familiar with the FBI investigation told us. HSI headquarters and the Office of the Deputy Attorney General at the Department of Justice are coordinating the investigation, which is focused on identifying alleged voter-fraud activity and related potential enforcement actions, according to a person familiar with the effort.

The Arizona investigations are part of the Trump administration's escalating effort to vindicate the president's claims that the 2020 presidential election was stolen. Trump narrowly lost the contest in Arizona, and the state has since become a magnet for conspiracy theorists. Early last year, the administration ordered the creation of a small task force within HSI to probe election-fraud claims in other cities, according to a former HSI agent and one current HSI agent who described the assigned personnel as "unenthusiastic." Last month, HSI investigators reportedly showed up at a high school in Dayton, Ohio, to investigate voter fraud. (HSI's election work is not wholly without precedent; in 2020, HSI investigators charged 19 foreign nationals with illegally voting in the 2016 election.) HSI is "not able to comment on any active investigations," said DHS spokesperson Lauren Bis, but is "actively rooting out and investigating election fraud wherever it can be found." Bis said that HSI is "committed to restoring integrity to our election systems and ensuring that American citizens and only American citizens are electing American leaders," citing cases from the past year where four foreign nationals were charged with voting fraud or unlawful voting.

Yesterday, Arizona Senate President Warren Petersen, a Trump ally, wrote on X that he had complied with a subpoena he had received last week seeking records related to a widely discredited review of the 2020 election in Maricopa County, where Phoenix is located. (That review, despite its questionable methodology, still affirmed Joe Biden's win.) "The FBI has the records," Petersen wrote. The attorney general's office said there was no indication that the two probes were connected: "The FBI never came up in conversations," Richie Taylor, a spokesperson for Arizona Attorney General Kris Mayes, a Democrat, told us. (The FBI, the Department of Justice, and the U.S. Attorney's Office for the District of Arizona declined to comment. Petersen declined to comment further through a spokesperson. Murphy did not comment.) State and county election officials were unaware of the probe. "This is chasing conspiracy theories and mythologies and perpetuating the politics of grievance. Donald Trump lost 2020, and he needs to put on his big-boy pants and accept it," Arizona Secretary of State Adrian Fontes, a Democrat, told us. A spokesperson for the county recorder, who splits election duties with a governing board, said the office has not been contacted by federal law enforcement about the probe. A county spokesperson told us that the governing board "will continue to focus on administering safe, secure, and accurate elections in 2026."

Read: 'It's a five-alarm fire'

The investigations in Arizona mark the latest attempt by the Trump administration to re-litigate 2020. In January, federal authorities seized ballots in Fulton County, Georgia. Last year, the Office of the Director of National Intelligence opened an examination of voting equipment from Puerto Rico. In recent months, ODNI staff have met with U.S. Attorney's Offices across the country to discuss their inquiry into potential vulnerabilities in voting machines and communication networks. Those efforts appear intended to validate claims that foreign actors could interfere with American elections. An ODNI official told us that the agency "cooperates with various government agencies, including DOJ, to help protect election integrity" in accordance with its statutory authorities. ODNI is not directly involved in the HSI or FBI investigations in Arizona, a source familiar with the matter told us.

Mayes said that her office responded to HSI's request with public records from the 2020-election investigation that had been conducted by her Republican predecessor, Mark Brnovich. "The Trump administration is engaged in an unserious investigation into an election that took place six years ago based on nothing but conspiracy theories and lies," she told us in a statement.

Emails that we obtained through a public-records request detail the interactions among Homeland Security investigators and state officials. On February 20, after Murphy met with state authorities, a state special agent sent him an email with the subject line "2020 Election Audit Summary." Attached to the email was a report that Mayes had released in February 2023, Taylor told us. That report drew on records from her predecessor's tenure to address a slew of accusations by Republican state lawmakers, MAGA influencers, activists, and others claiming widespread fraud in the 2020 election. The attorney general's office found that many of the allegations submitted to state authorities were unsupported by evidence, and others amounted to mischaracterizations of the election process. The allegations included assertions that votes had been counted more than once and that large numbers of votes had been cast by deceased people. "The Attorney General's Office spent 10,000 hours investigating every claim made by election deniers, from bamboo ballots imported from China to Italian spy satellites flipping votes to President Biden," Mayes's office said.

Days later, Murphy wanted more information from state investigators about claims in the report that had been listed as "undetermined." He asked whether any conclusions had been made regarding allegations about ballots that arrived after the legal deadline, "questionable ballots from unknown printers," or the deletion of election records.

"Just checking in with you," Murphy wrote to state investigators on March 2. "I have to get a report in by COB today, so was hoping to have some of the materials soon if at all possible."

On Thursday, state investigators and the attorney general's criminal-division chief replied to Murphy, sending him a PowerPoint presentation that details a slew of false claims about the election that state investigators had previously debunked. Separately, state officials shared with him more links to their investigative work about the 2020 election.

Read: 'The trust has been absolutely destroyed'

"Thanks for sharing guys much appreciated," Murphy replied. "Couple of quick follow up questions based on my review and in trying to focus on the few areas we are following up on," he continued. He again asked whether the investigators had more information about late-arriving ballots and allegations about "questionable ballots."

The attorney general's office did not respond to Murphy's final missive--and has no plans to do so, an official in Mayes's office told us.

The 2020 election in Maricopa County drew intense scrutiny inside and outside Arizona largely because, as home to more than half of the state's voters, the county helped deliver the state to Biden by 10,457 votes. Influenced by Trump's and his MAGA base's relentless and false claims that the election was rigged against him, the GOP-led state Senate hired contractors to review the election in the county. Election officials and experts assailed the review, done by the security firm Cyber Ninjas--which made claims about the election process that were disputed by state and county election officials--as deeply flawed and partisan. Still, the Cyber Ninjas review is frequently cited by MAGA influencers, state lawmakers, and others in Trump's orbit as credible evidence of a system that could not be trusted.

Mark Finchem, a Republican state lawmaker and a Trump ally who has long spread misinformation about elections, said during an online media appearance yesterday that a nonprofit he helps lead has been "feeding research" to investigators.

"Quite frankly," Finchem said, "we've advocated that this has been a racketeering case for a long time."

Arizona's state- and local-election officials have consistently defended the integrity of their elections amid challenges from candidates of both parties, online conspiracy theorists, and even their own state government. One thing they haven't had to contend with are investigations of a long-ago election by the federal government, working on behalf of the president. But that's the world they're in now--and it will make the task of pulling off a midterm election eight months from now that much trickier.
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Sucker

My year as a degenerate gambler

by McKay Coppins

Thu, 12 Mar 2026




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

On a Thursday evening in September, I excused myself from the family dinner table and slipped into my bedroom. I didn't want my kids to see what I was about to do.

With the door locked behind me, I pulled out my phone and downloaded the DraftKings betting app. I felt a certain thrill as I typed in my debit-card information and deposited $500. The first game of the NFL season was a few minutes away. Anything seemed possible.

I am not, by temperament, a gambling man. As a suburban dad with four kids, a mortgage, and a minivan, I'm more likely to be found wrestling a toddler into a car seat than scouring moneylines or consulting betting touts. And as a practicing Mormon, I am prohibited from indulging in games of chance. Besides, I had always thought of gambling as a waste of time. This makes me an outlier among my generational peers: Since 2018, Americans have wagered more than half a trillion dollars on sports, and roughly half of men ages 18 to 49 have an active account with an online sportsbook.

When I set out to report on the sports-betting industry--its explosive growth, its sudden cultural ubiquity, and what it's doing to America--my editors thought I should experience the phenomenon firsthand. Mindful of my religious constraints, they proposed a work-around: The Atlantic would stake me $10,000 to gamble with over the course of the upcoming NFL season. The magazine would cover any losses, and--to ensure my ongoing emotional investment--split any winnings with me, 50-50. Surely God would approve of such an arrangement, my editors reasoned, because I wouldn't be risking my own hard-earned money.

This spiritual loophole intrigued me. But for the sake of my soul, I decided I'd better consult a higher ecclesiastical authority than The Atlantic's masthead.

A few days later, I sat across from my bishop, explaining the experiment and watching a look of pastoral concern come over his face. After some consideration, he said (a bit tentatively, if I'm being honest), "I don't think you're doing anything wrong." He grasped the difference between gambling with my own money and using my employer's for research purposes. But he had also seen too many lives wrecked by vice to let me leave without a warning. He told me stories he'd heard about upstanding family men who had let an initially modest gambling habit ruin them, and a cautionary tale about a churchgoing lawyer who developed an unhealthy curiosity about sex work after handling a prostitution case and wound up devastating his family.

I promised the bishop that I would steer clear of slippery slopes. "This will really just be a journalistic exercise," I assured him.

Fifteen minutes before kickoff, I scrolled through the available wagers on DraftKings in wide-eyed bewilderment. Struggling to make sense of the terminology--Profit boosts? Alternative spreads?--I punched in bets almost at random. I bet that the Eagles would beat the Cowboys by at least nine points, based on the sophisticated premise that the Eagles had won the previous Super Bowl and the Cowboys had not. I placed a bet that Eagles quarterback Jalen Hurts would throw for more than 200 yards, and wagered on something called a "same-game parlay" that would pay out if both Hurts and running back Saquon Barkley scored touchdowns.

Then, after tucking in my kids for the night, I turned on the TV in our bedroom and settled in next to my wife, Annie.

Watching the game was unexpectedly stressful. Toggling among my five different bets--monitoring their progress, weighing live "cash out" options--left me feeling harried and sweaty. Four seconds into the game, I got a taste of the capriciousness of the enterprise when the Eagles' best defender inexplicably spit on the Cowboys' quarterback and got himself ejected. Had the Eagles' chances of beating the spread, and my chances at winning $75, just been expectorated away?

Ever since the advent of sports, humans have found ways to lose money gambling on them.

But the experience was also strangely mesmerizing. For 200 bucks, I had purchased an artificial rooting interest in a game I had no reason to care about. I kept watching even after a weather delay pushed it late into the night, scrolling frenetically next to my sleeping wife in search of angles to exploit with late-game bets. Most of my bets ended up losing, but the long-shot Hurts-Barkley parlay hit, and when the game ended, I calculated that I was up $20.

The next morning, I proudly shared the news with Annie, who high-fived me and immediately began to fantasize about how we would spend my winnings for the season. Could we replace our dying KitchenAid mixer? Remodel the kitchen pantry? Like so many wives before her, she had looked upon my foray into sports gambling with a bemused air of exasperation; now she was seeing a potential upside.

I laughed at her sudden enthusiasm--but I was starting to get ideas myself. I had made $20 on my very first night of gambling. Scale up the wager sizes, multiply across all 272 games in the NFL season, throw in some NBA and college football, and I stood to make--what, $10,000? $20,000? More?

I knew, of course, that I wouldn't win every bet. But I didn't see the harm in dreaming. As Annie and I traded home-improvement fantasies, I tried my best not to dwell on the last thing the bishop had said to me: "Be careful."

Ever since the advent of sports, humans have found ways to lose money gambling on them. Ancient Greeks wagered on the (occasionally rigged) early Olympic Games; Romans bet on chariot races and gladiatorial contests (also sometimes rigged). When 17th-century settlers arrived in North America, they encountered Native tribes placing high-stakes bets on "little brother of war," a precursor to lacrosse.

Throughout most of America's history, gambling was heavily regulated and generally discouraged. In 1631, Puritans banned games of chance in Plymouth Colony "under pain of punishment." In 1794, a Pennsylvania law prohibited "cockfighting, cards, dice, billiards, bowling, shuffleboard, horse racing, or any other type of gambling."

Laws varied by state and century, but the practice always came with a healthy social stigma, one rooted in millennia of accumulated wisdom. To humanity's great thinkers and leaders, gambling was an impediment to an ethical life (Aristotle), an invention of the devil (Saint Augustine), and a tax on the ignorant (Warren Buffett). It fostered selfishness and a something-for-nothing ethos that was poisonous to the soul. George Washington went so far as to warn that "every possible evil" could be tied to gambling: "It is the child of avarice, the brother of inequity, and the father of mischief." As a result, gambling was largely contained to certain disreputable corners of society, such as riverboats, red-light districts, and Nevada. For a time, it was the near-exclusive province of leg-breaking bookies and pin-striped criminals. Later, Native American reservations and offshore bookmakers got in on the action.

But professional sports leagues remained determined to keep gambling at a distance. High-profile scandals--the White Sox World Series fix in 1919, the Mafia-instigated point-shaving scheme at Boston College in 1978--had convinced commissioners that betting posed an existential threat to organized sports. In June 1990, officials from the major U.S. leagues testified before the Senate. Paul Tagliabue, then the NFL commissioner, captured their shared assessment: "Nothing has done more to despoil the games Americans play and watch than widespread gambling on them."

Two years later, Congress passed the Professional and Amateur Sports Protection Act, which effectively banned most sports betting outside Nevada. It remained the law of the land for decades.

Then, in 2012, New Jersey Governor Chris Christie, hoping to boost Atlantic City's flagging economy, signed a bill expanding sports betting to licensed locations in his state. The leagues sued New Jersey, and the case began winding its way through the federal courts. When I spoke with him recently, Christie recalled the thundering indignation that his bill provoked at the time. He was once cornered at an event by Bill Bradley, the former Knicks player turned senator, and NBA Commissioner David Stern, who both shouted at him so loudly that other attendees started to gawk. "I'm not an animal to be bet on, like a horse," Bradley scolded Christie. "We're going to come after you with everything we've got," Stern warned.

"You know what, David?" Christie recalled telling Stern. "After I win this thing--and I'm going to win it--you're going to thank me."

G. K. Chesterton once wrote about two people who encounter a fence erected across a road. One of them demands that it be torn down; the wiser of the two responds that they should find out why it was put there in the first place before deciding on a course of action.

By 2018, Christie's case had landed before the Supreme Court, which overturned the federal ban on sports betting. Justice Samuel Alito, writing for the majority, made no effort to consider the public-policy rationale that had led Congress to make the law, or the cascading consequences of overturning it. He simply ruled that the Constitution empowers states, not the federal government, to regulate gambling, and scrapped the entire legal framework that had been in place for the past quarter century. No one involved--not Alito; nor the five justices who joined him; nor the legislators in 36 states who would legalize sports betting for their constituents; nor the league commissioners, who would rush into partnerships with online sportsbooks--seemed acquainted with Chesterton's fence.

Practically overnight, we took an ancient vice--long regarded as soul-rotting and civilizationally ruinous--put it on everyone's phone, and made it as normal and frictionless as checking the weather. What could possibly go wrong?

Week Two

Total gambled: $376.00
 Down $58.15

If I was going to do this, I decided, I would need a gambling guru--someone to talk me through the basics of sound sports betting (if such a thing existed) and teach me best practices.

The obvious choice was Nate Silver, America's most famous statistics nerd. Silver first made a name for himself as the founder of 538, an election-forecasting website that accurately predicted the winner of all 50 states in the 2012 presidential campaign. A few years ago, Silver, citing a midlife crisis and political fatigue, discarded the pundit suits, threw on a baseball cap, and started writing more about gambling. He launched a newsletter full of sophisticated sports-betting models and wrote a book about the psychology of successful gamblers. He estimates that he has netted in the "mid-six figures" over the course of his gambling life. If anyone could turn me into a respectable bettor, I figured, it was him.

Before our first call, I sheepishly sent Silver my week-one bet slips. After that first triumphant game, things had gone downhill. Scrolling through DraftKings' offerings, I had turned into a little kid at a carnival, emptying my parents' wallet into any ring toss or high striker that caught my eye. I'd taken fliers on games without doing any research, and placed live bets on whatever ESPN happened to be showing when I turned on the TV. On Saturday afternoon, while casually watching a random college-football game with my brother, I bet $10 that the point total wouldn't go over 52.5, lost, tried to make my money back with a new bet that it wouldn't go over 61.5, and lost that one too. Of the 14 wagers I'd placed in my first week, I'd won three.

Silver pulled up my slips when we got on the phone, and began to audibly react as he scrolled:

"Okay ..."

"Oh."

"Oh no." He started laughing.

Is it possible to be emasculated by Nate Silver? Apparently, yes.

Perhaps sensing my humiliation, he tried to soften his assessment. "Look, the nice way to put it is that you're betting like a recreational bettor." I took this as a withering insult.

Silver laid out some basic realities of the sports-betting economy. The books effectively charge you about 4.5 percent for every bet you place, he explained, which means it isn't enough to win 50.1 percent of the time; you have to win 52.5 percent of your bets just to break even, and that's before taxes. My most obvious mistake, he said, was that I was using only DraftKings. To find edges, I would need to shop for lines across at least three or four books every week.

He gave me other tips, too: Avoid "prop bets" on individual players (Josh Allen to rush for more than 50 yards) and multi-leg parlays, which pay out only if every outcome hits (the Chiefs cover the spread, the Ravens win, and the Chargers score more than 24 points). Props and parlays are how sportsbooks generate most of their profits. "They're suckers' bets," Silver said, which made sense, given that I had already placed several of them.

Live betting--placing wagers in the middle of games--was also a bad idea, he told me, because it leads to gambling based on emotion more than logic. Also, televised games are broadcast on a delay, which means the sportsbooks can adjust lines before you even see what has happened on the field. You are, in effect, betting against people who live 20 seconds in the future.

To guard against emotional betting, Silver suggested a Tuesday-morning ritual: I should sit in a quiet place, study the lines for that week's games, gather information on injury reports and weather forecasts, and then place $100 bets on the six or seven games I liked best.

Before we hung up, I asked Silver what kind of profit would make it a successful season for me.

He seemed confused by the question. "If you make one penny, that would be better than 98 percent of people over an entire season," Silver answered, as if this were obvious.

I was taken aback. Hadn't Silver himself made hundreds of thousands of dollars gambling? Yes, he said, but that was mostly from poker tournaments. Sports betting was a game of razor-thin margins and microscopic edges. NFL football was among the hardest sports to win money on--the lines were too sharp, the teams too evenly matched. Silver told me that, even with his quantish models and prognosticatory brilliance, he would consider it cause to celebrate if he broke even on the season.

Intellectually, I understood what he was saying. But some part of me didn't believe him. Somehow, I was still convinced that I could beat the odds.




There is something unsettling about the suddenness with which gambling became omnipresent in American sports.

Turn on any game, on any channel, at any time of day, and you are likely to be bombarded with neon-soaked, star-studded ads for sports-betting apps: Jamie Foxx stalking a Bellagio suite, phoning Wayne Gretzky, Kevin Garnett, and Barry Sanders for betting tips. Shaquille O'Neal and Kevin Hart hyping new-customer bonuses for DraftKings. Hall of Famers who would have been selling sneakers and Wheaties a generation ago are now getting paid millions of dollars to lure 21-year-olds into online casinos.

Virtually every sports-media outlet in America, from CBS Sports to your favorite niche football podcaster, takes sponsorship money from gambling companies. ESPN now recaps the day's games by covering which teams beat the spread; gambling talk pervades pregame studio panels. Every major TV network now seems to employ a data whiz with glasses and rolled-up sleeves who can break down the betting angles for viewers at home.

The leagues, initially so opposed to legalized sports betting, embraced it to help reverse sliding TV ratings and lure back the younger fans who were drifting away. Before long, they found themselves beholden to the industry they'd helped create. Now the NFL, the NBA, and MLB all have large equity stakes in the data companies that power the sportsbooks. They license broadcast rights directly to sportsbook-operated streaming services, and hurry to defend their partners whenever a game-fixing scandal breaks. "Gambling touches everything," the former ESPN reporter Joon Lee recently wrote in a New York Times op-ed. "The betting apps are in charge now, and everyone knows it. The leagues are hostage to the forces they unleashed."

In 2017, Americans legally bet $4.9 billion on sports. Last year, that number rose to at least $160 billion--and once you're hooked, the list of sporting events you can gamble on is seemingly endless. Unsatisfied with wagering only on Sunday football games? Not to worry: How would you like to bet on an Indian cricket match, or Lithuanian Ping-Pong, or a Polish soccer game in a league whose name you can't pronounce? In 2023, an offshore book called BetOnline briefly allowed people to gamble on the Special Olympics. The plan ran aground when athletes were apparently awarded identical medals in the same event--the Special Olympics is not, strictly speaking, about winners and losers--and bettors revolted after their payouts were delayed. A spokesperson for BetOnline acknowledged to the New York Post that grading the Special Olympics had been "more challenging than we expected."

Now, with the rise of "prediction markets" like Kalshi and Polymarket, gambling options are no longer limited to sports. Live-betting odds have been featured on the Golden Globes telecast and CNN's election coverage. In 2026, you can gamble on how warm it will get in Los Angeles tomorrow, and the winner of the Grammy for Best Rap Album, and how much money Avatar: Fire and Ash will gross, and the date of Taylor Swift's wedding, and Time magazine's Person of the Year, and the possibility of extraterrestrial life being discovered, and how many people will be deported from the United States, and the prospect of Iranian regime change, and the chances that Donald Trump declares martial law before his term ends, and whether Jesus Christ will return to Earth this year.

In remarkably short order, gambling has permeated every nook and cranny of American life. (If this strikes you as apocalyptic, the odds for the Second Coming currently stand at 23 to 1.)

Week Three

Total gambled: $1,011.00
 Down $185.40

In late September, my family piled into our Honda Odyssey and drove to Greenville, North Carolina, for the Brigham Young-East Carolina football game. Like any good father, I had made a project in recent years of indoctrinating my young kids in the sports fandom of my alma mater. We rolled up to the BYU tailgate party--fancy bespoke sodas instead of beer; a canned-food drive in place of keg stands--and spent the hours before the game eating barbecue and taking pictures with Cosmo, the beloved Cougar mascot.

I had decided in advance not to bet on the game--I didn't need any action in order to be invested in its outcome, and the stress might sour the family experience. But at the tailgate, I met a BYU administrator who told me about how prepared the team was and how the defense would be "locked in." This was hardly insider information, but it was enough to compel me--an hour before kickoff--to put $100 on BYU to win. When I mentioned this to my 12-year-old daughter, she rolled her eyes. "That's not very Mormon of you," she said.

The game was a blast. BYU fans had traveled from all along the East Coast to fill a large section of the stadium. Our defense was indeed locked in, forcing two turnovers and propelling the team to an early lead. By the middle of the third quarter, East Carolina fans were leaving in droves while my kids and I belted the Cougar fight song until we were hoarse: Rise and shout, the Cougars are out!

It was one of those ecstatic family moments--a core memory in the making. And yet, as we sang, I couldn't quite ward off an intrusive thought: I should have bet BYU to cover the spread. Much better juice.

Week Five

Total gambled: $2,206.00
 Down $220.13

By October, I had settled into a rhythm with my betting. Following Silver's advice, I had downloaded several more sportsbook apps (FanDuel, ESPN Bet) and spent time early each week searching for the most enticing games on the NFL schedule. I kept tabs on roster updates and checked various prediction models.

One of my most valuable resources was a website that aggregated the lines across all sportsbooks and tracked the micro-movements in real time. The differences were minimal, but Silver had told me that exploiting even the tiniest advantage was crucial. If I liked the Seahawks to beat the Buccaneers, one book might have them as four-point favorites, while another would have them at 3.5; one might require me to bet $110 to win an additional $100, while another needed only $106. The books are constantly adjusting their lines to keep users evenly balanced on each side of a given bet, in order to limit the risk of lopsided payouts, which would cut into their profits.

I took a certain perverse pride in my mastery of the lingo and the basic betting math. Scouring the sportsbooks each week for the best lines made me feel like a sharp. But the process could be time-consuming. One rainy evening, I found myself parked outside a big-box store in Northern Virginia where my wife had sent me on an errand, obsessively scavenging for lines on my phone and jotting down favorites in my Notes app. When I looked up, 45 minutes had passed. I would be late for dinner.

Doing all of this homework heightened my investment in the games--but it also conjured something disconcerting and primal in me.

I first noticed it during the fourth quarter of the Cardinals-Titans game that Sunday. The Cardinals had been heavy favorites, and I'd bet on them to win by a touchdown. Early in the fourth quarter, it looked like a win was in the bag. The Cardinals were already up 21-6 when running back Emari Demercado ran for what looked like a game-sealing 72-yard touchdown. But when the referees reviewed the play, they found that Demercado, who had dropped the ball after scoring, had actually let it go half a step before reaching the end zone. The touchdown was reversed, the play was ruled a fumble, and the Titans proceeded to pull off an improbable 16-point comeback to win the game. My money vaporized.

Rewatching clips of Demercado's fumble, I was filled with an irrational hatred for this person I had never met. I hated the way he sauntered so cavalierly into the end zone. I hated the way he tossed the ball to the ground like a used dish towel in what I'm sure he thought was a cool flex. I hated the way he shrugged off reporters' questions in the locker room afterward by repeating the same meaningless quote ("Just gotta be smarter").

The intensity of the feeling, fleeting as it was, unnerved me.

Caroline Garcia doesn't remember the first abusive message she received from an angry gambler who lost a bet on her, but she knows she was still a teenager.

Garcia, a French tennis player who at her peak was ranked fourth in the world, told me she got so many deranged messages over the years--so many slurs and death threats, so many fuck you s and kill yourself s--that they started to feel like background noise. She recalled the dissonance of receiving the most unhinged message imaginable and then looking at the sender's wholesome Instagram: "His profile picture is with his kid of 1 year old, and you're like, I don't understand--what is the problem with you? " I felt a twinge of shame as I realized I could empathize with that gambler's brief spell of insanity more than I'd like to admit.

Having given up on the prospect of a big payday, my wife was now focused on the more immediately visible consequences of my gambling--like the fact that our 7-year-old daughter knew the difference between a point spread and a moneyline.

Garcia, who retired last year, was speaking with me via Zoom from Dubai, where she now lives with her husband. She told me she likes how safe the city feels. More than a decade of death threats from deranged bettors can make you appreciate high-tech security systems and heavily policed streets.

Athletes are no strangers to wrathful comments, of course. But the rise of legal, normalized betting has coincided with an increase in harassment. More than a third of men's Division I college-basketball players say they've received abusive messages from gamblers, and 21 percent of gamblers themselves cop to lashing out at athletes in person or online. The trend makes sense: When a player underperforms, he's not just letting down his teammates and fans. He's costing gamblers money. In the adrenaline spike of a tough beat, a bettor loses perspective; the athlete becomes a subhuman extra in the gambler's personal drama.

Tennis is among the most gambled-on sports in the world. And because it's primarily an individual game, the frustration of losing bettors lands directly on the players themselves rather than on coaches or whole teams. Garcia, who hosts a podcast called Tennis Insider Club, said players trade tips on how to deal with the abuse. They call law enforcement and hire private security; some of them rely on AI-powered software called Threat Matrix, which monitors and assesses the credibility of menacing messages across platforms.

A few have taken to mocking the misdirected rage. After Gael Monfils lost in the first round of the Stuttgart Open last year, he posted a "special message" on Instagram for the gamblers who were filling his DMs with racist insults. "Really? You're still betting on me?" deadpanned Monfils, who at 38 was one of the oldest players on the tour. "You write in that I'm shit. I know I'm shit! We both know I'm shit!"

But even the most easygoing athletes realize that the desperation of a losing bettor can lead to scary places. In 2024, during a fourth-round women's match at the U.S. Open, in New York City, the official X account for the U.S. Tennis Association received a DM: "I'm inside Louis Armstrong with a bomb that will go off at 1 pm est." As experts worked to determine the credibility of the threat and the NYPD quietly swept the arena for explosive devices, tournament officials considered evacuating the stadium. Eventually, the message was traced to Strasburg, Pennsylvania, where a 20-year-old man had wagered a large sum on the match. When his player fell behind, he tried to disrupt the match and void his bet with a bomb threat. He now faces up to five years in prison.

Before Garcia retired, she told me, she often found herself wondering if a losing gambler's digital threat would escalate to physical violence. She told herself it was unlikely, but the possibility was always in the back of her mind. "You just hope that he will always stay in messages, and he will never go the next step," she said. Her eyes drifted to some unseen point off camera. "You never know."

Week Seven

Total gambled: $3,551.00
 Down $567.23

I was surprised at how quickly and extensively the experiment was bleeding into the rest of my life. I was listening to gambling podcasts in the shower and spending my Sunday afternoons watching five football games at a time--one on my phone and four on the TV's split screen.

I routinely stayed up past midnight scrolling through the apps, my face illuminated in the dark of our bedroom by brightly colored ads for "NO SWEAT BETS" and "SAME GAME PARLAYS." I impatiently swiped away FanDuel's "Reality Check" pop-ups, which notified me, in what I took to be a passive-aggressive tone of disapproval, that I was spending quite a lot of time on the platform.

It was now common for my family to catch me furtively tapping in wagers. On one occasion, my 10-year-old son discovered me on my phone in the kitchen pantry, where I'd gone to get snacks for the kids, and announced, "Dad is hiding again!" On another, Annie happened to glance down the pew at church just as I was sneaking a peek at DraftKings. "You're addicted," she stage-whispered.

My wife was no longer having fun with this stunt of mine. Having given up on the prospect of a big payday, she was now focused on the more immediately visible consequences of my gambling--like the fact that our 7-year-old daughter knew the difference between a point spread and a moneyline, and that our 10-year-old's first question whenever I turned on a game was "Who are we betting on?"

Once, Annie overheard me enthusiastically explaining to our kids that if the third leg of my parlay hit, I would win enough money to erase all of my losses for the season. "But gambling is bad," she shouted from the other room, "and people who do it eventually lose all their money, right?" Her tone of voice suggested that I was bound by marital covenant to endorse this position, which I promptly did.

"I can't wait for your gambling experiment to be over," Annie muttered one night as we drove home from a long weekend at my parents' house. I had been up late the night before, sweating a Texans-Seahawks game that didn't end until about 1 a.m., and I'd slept in longer than intended, leaving Annie to wrangle the kids by herself all morning. This had become, she noted, a regular occurrence in recent weeks.

"I'm fine with you sleeping in when you're up late working, but ..." Annie began.

"This is for work," I insisted.

She scoffed. "You don't have to watch every game you bet on," she said. "You have no control over the outcome."

The irrefutability of her point reduced me to indignant sputtering.

In truth, I was beginning to wonder about what Annie had said to me at church. I had always told people that I didn't have an addictive personality, believing that to be so. Now I had to consider a different possibility: Maybe I had simply constructed a life with strong enough guardrails that I'd never had to test the premise.

What would happen to me, I wondered, if those guardrails were removed?

I met Craig Carton at his Midtown Manhattan studio--faux brick, wood floors, klieg lights--near Madison Square Garden, about an hour before he went on air. Carton was a quintessential sports-media success story, having leveraged his bombastic New York morning show, Boomer and Carton, into a national following, as well as a book deal and a lucrative TV gig.

Now he spends a lot of his time talking to gambling addicts.

Carton hosts a weekly call-in show on WFAN called Hello, My Name Is Craig, in which he interviews recovering gambling addicts. The guests' stories are invariably bleak. The Wall Street trader who maxed out 15 credit cards and started stealing jewelry from his parents to cover his losses. The father of two whose wife left him when she found out he hadn't paid the mortgage for two years. The Little League umpire who got so deep in the hole that he decided he would try to win it all back in one trip to Atlantic City or else kill himself.

Carton, a bald, wiry guy with a raspy New York accent, toggles between empathy and razzing his guests--routinely interrupting a confession to bark, "Heard that one before!"

He's hard on them because he's been there. "I'm not a therapist," he told me. "But I can talk to a gambler the way a nongambler can't. You can't bullshit me--anything you've done in the gambling world, I've done times a hundred."

The story of Carton's own descent into ruinous gambling addiction is typical: He started out playing low-stakes blackjack and placing modest bets on sporting events. But little by little, the habit consumed him. He began gambling so much that casinos would fly him out to Vegas on private jets and comp his meals and hotel rooms. As his bets got bigger, the losses became harder to conceal. He borrowed, refinanced, moved money around, and lied about it all, until federal agents showed up early one morning in 2017 outside his Tribeca apartment and arrested him for securities and wire fraud. Prosecutors accused him of siphoning millions from a ticket-resale business, and misleading investors, in order to pay off gambling debts. What Carton remembers most vividly from the morning agents handcuffed him to a bench outside his building was the look on his wife's face when she saw him.

Carton went to rehab in Arizona, spent a year in prison, and, when he got out, started counseling compulsive bettors and speaking at schools about the dangers of gambling addiction. He is overbooked. Since 2018, when the sports-betting ban was overturned, internet searches for phrases like Am I addicted to gambling? have spiked by 25 percent, and calls to gambling helplines from young men have surged. Gamblers Anonymous has reported young men showing up in droves across the country, and one survey found that nearly one-third of 11-year-old boys had gambled in the past year. (The CEO of FanDuel's parent company, Flutter Entertainment, has spoken enthusiastically about the growth potential provided by the massive, exploitable market of Americans soon to come of age.)

Experts estimate that only about 2 to 5 percent of gamblers will develop compulsive behaviors. But as Carton likes to point out, that small percentage becomes a very large number when tens of millions of Americans suddenly have casinos in their pockets.

Gambling addiction is similar to other addictive disorders, but there are key differences. It's easier to hide, at least at first--the addict doesn't have glazed eyes or slurred speech, and no one can smell it on him. Plus, the compounding financial pressure of the habit can quickly turn a private vice into a full-blown crisis. One in five compulsive gamblers will attempt suicide in their life, a higher rate than for any other category of addict.

Executives at the major online sportsbooks are quick to trumpet their commitment to "responsible gaming." But that purported commitment runs up against an economic reality: As much as 90 percent of the sportsbooks' revenue comes from less than 10 percent of their users. Their apps seem clearly designed, much like TikTok and Candy Crush, to keep users scrolling and tapping in a hypnotic stupor. If your account is nearing empty, DraftKings will offer a "reload bonus" of gambling credits to entice you to deposit more money; if you've gone a couple of days without making a wager, you might get a push alert from FanDuel offering a "no sweat bet," promising to refund a loss with site credits to be used for more gambling.

When I asked Christian Genetski, the president of FanDuel, about accusations that online sportsbooks prey on problem gamblers, he dismissed the idea as "a bit of a trope." He said his company goes out of its way to identify and slow down users who exhibit reckless or addictive behaviors. Bettors who start spending more time or money than usual on the app will receive a notification alerting them to the anomaly--hence the Reality Check alerts I had impatiently dismissed. If they disregard too many of these notifications, FanDuel will impose limits on their gambling, and may even shut down their accounts. (An executive at DraftKings told me it has a similar policy.) "We don't want any revenue from someone that has a gambling problem," Genetski told me, noting that the platform's biggest spenders are not necessarily the ones with unhealthy habits. Genetski said that it's in FanDuel's long-term interest to keep users gambling at a sustainable rate. "If people are burning out because they are spending beyond their means, they're not going to be customers for very long." ("Loss smoothing" is the industry's term of art for this tactic; gamblers call it "the slow bleed.")

When Carton sits down with a gambling addict, his first suggestion is to fill out a "self-exclusion" form. Most states that have legalized gambling allow you to submit a document to the government that prohibits online sportsbooks from taking your action for a defined period--the gambling equivalent of Odysseus binding himself to the mast so he can withstand the temptation of the Sirens. (The strategy isn't fail-safe: After Carton filled out his own self-exclusion form in New Jersey, he received a letter from a brick-and-mortar casino in Atlantic City. "It said something to the effect of 'We see that you've self-excluded from online gaming. Feel free to come in anytime. We'd love to have you.' ")

Many of the young men Carton works with started out betting on football games with their dads. The dad, craving a Sunday-afternoon bonding experience, would open the account, make picks with his son, and then split the winnings--while covering the losses himself. "You're creating these little mini-monsters in gambling who have no idea that there are times you lose, and the money is real," Carton told me.

Listening to him talk, I became aware of the troubling parallels to my arrangement with The Atlantic. When I mentioned this to him, he chuckled ruefully. "You're in harm's way, that's for sure," he said.

I asked him, hypothetically, what warning signs a new gambler should watch for, and he rattled off a list of questions. Are you going to sleep and waking up thinking about your bets? Are you staying up late to watch West Coast games with teams whose rosters you know nothing about? Are you "chasing"--making reckless new bets to win back the money you lost? Are you placing bets on your phone in the bathroom so your family doesn't see you gambling?

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat.

Week Eight

Total gambled: $5,321.00
 Down $132.40

On October 23, the FBI announced the arrests of more than 30 people in a pair of interlocking gambling schemes. The indictments alleged a yearslong mob operation that drew on insider information to manipulate NBA games and win bets. Terry Rozier, while playing for the Charlotte Hornets, was said to have tipped off associates that he would leave a game early with a foot injury, enabling bettors to place more than $200,000 on "under" prop bets for his points, rebounds, and assists. The implicated included NBA players and a retired Hall of Fame point guard turned head coach. (They have pleaded not guilty.)

As I watched the FBI press conference on CNN, my phone pinged with messages from friends and sources who knew about my sports-betting experiment, including one from the governor of Utah: "Really relieved your name didn't come out in that gambling ring."

That evening, I had made plans to check out a real-life sportsbook in Washington, D.C. I invited along two friends, Steve and Ryan, who had been following my gambling rumspringa with deep amusement, and were eager to see me in action.

Neither their wives nor mine expressed interest in joining us. This had become something of a pattern since my experiment began--whenever I started talking about gambling with a couple, the woman would almost invariably tune out or recoil, while her husband leaned in attentively, eager to hear more. Neuroscientists have sought to explain this phenomenon. Men are, on average, less psychologically affected by financial loss than women, and more prone to optimism (rational or otherwise) about their financial future; this combination naturally leads to more risk-taking. There are complicated brain-chemistry factors involved that have to do with testosterone, and dopaminergic systems, and kappa-opioid receptors, all of which seem to add up to a Jim Gaffigan joke about how men are morons compared with their wives. Whatever the reason, the gender split is undeniable: Men make up about 70 percent of sports bettors in America and, according to one study, 98 percent of online sports bettors who qualify as "problem gamblers."

Our plan was to watch the Chargers play the Vikings, along with a couple of NBA games, at the Caesars inside Capital One Arena. But the place was smaller than anticipated and depressingly empty, redolent with the smell of cleaning chemicals, secondhand smoke, and dissatisfaction with life choices. "This feels like the DMV," Ryan said. We decided to take our business across the Anacostia River to the MGM National Harbor casino, in Maryland.

I approached the counter, eager to show off my newfound gambling prowess to my friends, and confidently told the bored-looking woman in a blazer that I wanted to "put $100 on the Thunder minus 7.5." I whipped out my debit card, feeling particularly proud of this bit of lingo I'd picked up. "Cash only," the woman responded, without making eye contact. Chastened, I shuffled over to an ATM that charged me a $9.75 withdrawal fee.

We settled into recliners facing a wall of massive TV screens. I had expected the sportsbook lounge to be more glamorous, more fun, than the apps I'd been using--a classic sports bar on steroids. But the communal experience I craved was curiously absent. Everyone seemed to be paying attention to different games, or rooting for different sub-outcomes within the games. I tried to bond with some guys nearby who, like me, had money on the Chargers. But they were preoccupied with a prop bet, and barely noticed when Justin Herbert completed a perfect 27-yard touchdown pass to Ladd McConkey with 45 seconds left in the first half.

Gambling had made us all care much more about the games, but it had also atomized us--taking the last and purest expression of American monoculture and turning it into a hyper-individualized, every-man-for-himself portfolio of micro-bets.

The Chargers game was a blowout, but the Oklahoma City Thunder went into double overtime against the Indiana Pacers, and I stayed late with Steve to watch the end. My 7.5-point cover looked out of reach until the final seconds of the game, when the Pacers, down six, tried to foul Thunder center Chet Holmgren. Two free throws would have won me the bet, but the referees ignored the foul, and the game ended. Shouts of indignation rang out from disparate quarters of the lounge. I buried my head in my hands while Steve cackled at my misfortune.

"Tough beat, buddy," he said.

Seeking company in my misery, I pulled up X, where I found a stream of outraged gamblers accusing the referees of fixing the game, perhaps with the aid of the NBA commissioner.

"Clearly they had money on Indiana," one wrote.

"Disgusted."

"Adam Silver must resign."

I am not usually prone to paranoid thinking. But to my surprise, I found myself wondering if these venting gamblers were right. The morning's indictment lingered in my mind. Had the refs rigged the game? Were league officials involved? What about players? How deep did this thing go?

The NBA gambling ring exposed in October was only the beginning. In November, two MLB players pleaded not guilty after being indicted for manipulating pitches to help bettors. In January, federal prosecutors accused 39 college-basketball players across 17 Division I teams of taking bribes from gamblers to underperform. (The indictment alleges that the scheme began with rigging Chinese professional-basketball games, then spread to the NCAA.) That same month, the Ultimate Fighting Championship canceled a bout after reports of suspicious betting activity.

Taken together, the proliferating scandals have posed the most significant threat to the credibility of organized sports in the U.S. since Shoeless Joe Jackson got paid to help fix the 1919 World Series. One recent poll found that 65 percent of Americans now believe that professional athletes sometimes change their performance to influence gambling outcomes; in another poll, 70 percent of respondents agreed that sports betting "lessens the integrity of the game."

Gambling apologists argue that the recent revelations are proof that new laws are working--offshore sportsbooks and black-market bookies never coordinated with law enforcement to flag suspicious bets the way FanDuel and DraftKings do now. The cheating isn't new, this argument goes; it's just getting discovered and prosecuted more frequently.

Even if that's true--and some researchers are skeptical--fans' teetering confidence could become an existential problem. It's easy to start questioning the legitimacy of what you're watching on the field or the court, especially when the leagues and the gambling-subsidized sports media both have such clear conflicts of interest. (In October, while ESPN was covering the gambling-ring indictments, producers scrubbed the screen of references to its own online sportsbook.) If trust in the integrity of the game disappears, then interest is likely to follow. Every sport risks becoming professional wrestling--an entertaining spectacle that everyone knows is bogus.

Sports leagues, of course, are not the first American institutions to suffer a crisis of authority in the 21st century. (See also: Wall Street, Congress, the military, the police, the press, etc.) But the recent decline of trust in sports is, to an extraordinary degree, self-inflicted and avoidable. By embracing gambling so completely--normalizing it, celebrating it, reaping massive profits from it--the leagues have all but ensured that many fans will see it as baked into the game itself. Even if point-shaving is rare, each new revelation reinforces the notion that the system is rigged. To watch sports in 2026 is to become, almost inevitably, a kind of conspiracy theorist.

After a late penalty in a December game between the Broncos and the Raiders turned a meaningless field goal into a bad beat for anyone who had Denver minus 8.5, the Barstool Sports founder, Dave Portnoy, filmed himself melting down on camera. "This is the most rigged game I have ever seen in my entire life," Portnoy ranted, pacing around his living room alone, looking like a paranoid QAnon adherent. He demanded that the referees be investigated; he demanded that the Raiders' coach, Pete Carroll, be investigated. Then he called for more decisive punishments. "Prison for Pete Carroll!" he bellowed. "Murder Pete Carroll! I want Pete Carroll murdered!"

Portnoy apologized the next day, clarifying that he'd only been calling for a "metaphorical murder." But he didn't back off his accusation. He had lost a quarter of a million dollars on "one of the wildest sequences" of the season, he told his audience. Somebody needed to get to the bottom of it.

Week Thirteen

Total gambled: $10,941.00
 Up $156.16

A couple of days before Thanksgiving, I called Nate Silver, who was preparing to leave for a poker tournament in the Bahamas. He asked me for a gambling status report, and I informed him that I'd been following his advice--diligently shopping for lines, mostly sticking to point spreads. Three months in, I had wagered about $11,000 on 117 bets and was right about even. I didn't think this sounded like something to brag about, but Silver set me straight. If I could sustain that kind of performance over the long term, he said, it would place me in the top 5 percent of sports bettors.

"So, a moral victory?" I joked.

"I'm serious," he insisted. This NFL season had been a particularly "weird" one, he said--injuries galore, untested quarterbacks, and no dominant favorites steamrolling the rest of the league, among other anomalies. I had noticed that the FanDuel-sponsored sports podcasters I listened to most often--Bill Simmons, Cousin Sal, Joe House, and the rest of the Ringer crew--were all under .500 with their recommended picks for the year.

Silver didn't want to reveal how much money he'd personally wagered on NFL games, but he said if it were 100 "units," he was down about two-tenths of one unit. "You're beating the lines," he told me. He sounded almost impressed.

My family and I spent Thanksgiving in Florida, where my parents and siblings teased me relentlessly about my new gambling vocabulary. I laughed along with them, acknowledging the strangeness of the reporting project I'd embarked upon. I also shared their revulsion when we saw a dystopian FanDuel ad depicting a family gathered around a Thanksgiving table, each member staring at their phone, accompanied by the tagline "Bet together like never before."

What I didn't tell my family was that I was experiencing my first bout of gambling withdrawal. Upon arriving in Orlando, I had discovered that none of my regular apps worked. Florida allows online sports betting only through an app called Hard Rock Bet, whose servers are on Native land--the result of a 2021 compromise between gambling lobbyists and the Seminole Tribe.

When my brother put on the Chiefs-Cowboys game, a barn burner that came down to the final minutes, I noted with some alarm that I could barely muster any interest. The dopamine system in my brain had been hijacked; I needed money on the game to care about it.

When we got back to Virginia, I reflexively reached for my phone and opened DraftKings as soon as I woke up in the morning, a junkie reaching for his fix. Silver's encouragement had filled me with irrational confidence. Could it be that I was actually good at gambling? Exceptional, even? A sports-betting savant who had discovered his talent only in middle age? This was not exactly what Silver had said, but I could read between the lines.

That night, the Patriots, my favorite team, were playing the Giants on Monday Night Football, and I spent all day putting together what I thought was the perfect play. The Pats had been on a good run, and the Giants were only 2-10. But New England was dealing with multiple injuries, and I thought the 7.5-point spread was a little rich. I decided to violate one of Silver's key guidelines and bet $350 on a parlay: the Patriots to win outright, and the game's point total to be under 50.5. I figured, given my performance, that I'd earned the right to break some rules.

Before the game, I showed the parlay to my 10-year-old son, explaining my logic as if I were a physicist explaining a particle accelerator. The temperature in Foxborough was forecast to be 29 degrees at kickoff, I told him, and teams always score less in the cold.

"You're, like, a betting genius now," he said. I felt, briefly, the swelling pride of a father who has impressed his son.

Paul Tonko does not cut an especially imposing figure. He has white tufts of hair that flare over his ears, and a rumpled, curmudgeonly affect that calls to mind a disapproving grandfather. But the 76-year-old congressman from New York is one of Washington's few prominent crusaders against the sports-betting industry. It's a lonely job.

Tonko came to the cause four years ago, when he saw that the social-media feeds of his younger aides were filled with ads for sports-betting apps. The marketing, he thought, bore a striking resemblance to the cigarette campaigns from a generation earlier--glossy, predatory, and calibrated to hook the young. As a co-chair of the Addiction, Treatment, and Recovery Caucus, Tonko says he recognized immediately that the industry needed more regulation. "They're delivering a known addictive product," he told me, sitting in his office overlooking the U.S. Capitol.

When he began working on a bill that would ban certain kinds of advertising for sportsbooks, he was surprised by the energy around the issue. He was urged on forcefully by parents whose sons had gambled away their tuition money, and by politicians and experts in the United Kingdom and Australia who wished that they'd cracked down on the industry earlier. Key players in the fight against Big Tobacco told him that online gambling was the next major public-health crisis, and volunteered their help.

The only place Tonko struggled to find support was in Congress. When he brought up the bill with colleagues, they would listen politely and then waffle when asked to sign on. They seemed to regard sports betting as an insignificant problem--a nice pet issue for Tonko, maybe, but not something worth spending time or political capital on.

Maybe the hurdle was generational: The average House member is about 60 years old, well outside the DraftKings target demographic. But Tonko suspects that at least some of the resistance has to do with money. In the years since the Supreme Court paved the way for state-by-state legalization, sports-betting companies have mounted a lobbying blitzkrieg in statehouses across the country.

In Kansas, industry representatives plied lawmakers with steak dinners, premium whiskey, and cigars in a private club as they pushed favorable tax legislation. In Mississippi, DraftKings courted the House speaker, bringing him and his wife to New Orleans for the Super Bowl, where they mingled with celebrities in a luxury suite over drinks and gourmet Creole food.

The lobbyists' pitch to politicians is easy enough to understand: Tax revenue from online gambling can help fund schools and roads. In 2024, online sportsbooks generated at least $2.9 billion in taxes for state and local governments, a figure that is growing rapidly. Mindful of this, Tonko has been careful to frame his proposals in terms of basic harm reduction. "We're not out to outlaw sports gambling," he told me. He has proposed a new bill that would restrict how online sportsbooks can target and track customers, as well as cap certain kinds of losses, ban prop bets on college and amateur athletes, and create a national self-exclusion list so that people who want to bar themselves from betting don't have to fill out a new form every time they cross a state line.

Despite all of my research--my monastic study of the lines, my careful hunt for small edges--I had been burned by a bad call from a random referee. I became determined to win it all back.

When I asked Tonko how confident he was of the bill's passage, he seemed to slump into his sofa. "It's an uphill battle," he admitted. "The industry's got megabucks. So I don't kid myself."

But he noted that his colleagues do seem to be growing more interested in the issue. As the hazards of ubiquitous gambling become harder to ignore, Tonko expects political support to grow. "Give it time," he said; three years from now, things might be so bad that Americans will be clamoring for regulation.

This, it seemed, was his best-case scenario.

Week Fourteen

Total gambled: $11,841.00
 Down $74.60

The tailspin began on a Thursday night, with a Lions-Cowboys game. I had bet on the Cowboys, who were 3.5-point underdogs, to cover the spread--and in the fourth quarter, a win looked within reach for me. Quarterback Dak Prescott was driving toward the end zone in pursuit of a touchdown that would have pulled the Cowboys within three. But with less than four minutes left and the Cowboys on the 11-yard line, a controversial offensive-pass-interference call ended the drive and my hopes for a backdoor cover. "That call is gonna be talked about," the announcer boomed.
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It was almost midnight--the Christmas tree was glowing nearby, my father-in-law was dozing on the couch, and I had just lost $500. I noticed that I was grinding my teeth.

I had endured plenty of tough beats up to that point, but the fluky nature of this particular loss made something inside me snap. Despite all of my research--my monastic study of the lines, my careful hunt for small edges, my righteous avoidance of the high-risk suckers' bets that the apps were constantly pushing on me--I had been burned by a bad call from a random referee. I became determined to win it all back.

My first move was to bump up the size of my wagers. When I'd started out, I put no more than $100 on most games; now I was betting up to $500--impatiently swiping to deposit more money when DraftKings or FanDuel told me I was out of funds. Months of diligent recordkeeping were abandoned as the flurry of action caused me to lose track completely of how much I had bet, and on what. Uncertain of what remained of my $10,000 stake from The Atlantic, I routinely woke in the middle of the night, panicked that I was inadvertently dipping into my own savings.

On tilt--this was one of the terms I hadn't known before my foray into betting. It describes the emotional distress that causes a gambler to make unwise decisions. Over several frenzied days in December, I disregarded every rule Silver had taught me--throwing money at random prop bets and constructing multi-leg parlays like I was a mad scientist mixing volatile compounds in a lab.

Point spreads and moneylines ran constantly through my head, mingling with the omnipresent Christmas carols to create a strange backbeat to the holiday season. Every festive family outing became an opportunity for me to gamble. While my wife and kids ice-skated, I sat in the minivan, our toddler napping in his car seat, as I put together a six-game parlay (lost $80). While my daughter practiced for a Christmas choir performance, I stayed outside the church, chewing my fingernails as I watched a Chiefs-Chargers game on my phone (lost $400).

One Sunday evening, we hosted a small Christmas party, where Steve and Ryan asked me how my gambling was going. I tried to adopt the same wry, self-aware tone that had so amused them when I began the experiment. But I was too keyed up to stay in character. Instead, as I rattled off betting lines in rapid succession, explaining my strategy to get back in the black with ever larger bets, I saw them exchange looks of concern.

"So you're chasing," Steve said.

I laughed, too loudly, and then slipped into the pantry to check the Seahawks-Colts score on my phone.

I had put a lot of money on the Seahawks to cover a two-touchdown spread. But while our guests filtered out in a blur of hugs and Merry Christmas es, I watched miserably as Seattle eked out a measly two-point win with a field goal in the dwindling moments, losing me $450.

When the house was empty, I collapsed onto the couch and started doing the math in my head. The flames were low in the fireplace; Bing Crosby was playing over the speakers. I had lost more than $2,500 in 13 days.

Week Eighteen

Total gambled: $20,511.00
 Down $3,605.77

Four months of burying myself in gambling apps had apparently made me twitchy in ways that were perceptible to my colleagues. The editor in chief, concerned for my mental health, suggested that I log off for a bit and touch felt.

I landed in Las Vegas on a Sunday in early January and headed to the Bellagio, where I met Tom Nichols, the colleague that my editors had selected as my chaperone. Tom, a professor emeritus at the U.S. Naval War College and a blackjack obsessive (who knew?), came to Vegas several times a year, and was eager to teach me his ways.

He led me across the casino floor as I scampered behind him taking notes--the sage professor, goateed and clad in a black oxford shirt, explaining slot machines and table games to his earnest pupil. In my notebook, I wrote down, "Always tip the dealer" and "Forget roulette, that's a Eurotrash game."

Tom's main piece of advice was to never gamble on the Strip. The corporate casinos had gotten too greedy, he explained: The odds were bad, the table minimums too high. Besides, the real Vegas wasn't in places like the Bellagio.

He took me downtown to Fremont Street, where showgirls wandered past buskers beneath a canopy of LED screens. We passed a bar with a sign that read DRINK BEER THROW AXES, and a restaurant, the Heart Attack Grill, that offered free meals to anyone over 350 pounds and displayed customers' weight in giant neon numbers. Tom let out a contented sigh. "America is already great," he said.

Tom loves Las Vegas--the kitsch, the unsavory history--and seems almost protective of it. Too many people think of casinos as depressing, predatory places, he said, filled with dead-eyed senior citizens sucking on oxygen tanks as they pump their Social Security checks into slot machines. But what he loves about casinos is not so much the gambling per se as the sense of community it generates.

Tom's favored casinos (the Golden Gate, El Cortez, the Plaza) were decidedly grimier than the Bellagio--the synthetic air-freshener-and-cologne scent replaced by the stench of beer-soaked carpet and secondhand smoke. But they were also surprisingly friendly places. At one blackjack table, we met two chain-smoking blond women in their 60s from Green Bay, one of whom ribbed me for refusing to hit on 16 while the other proudly recounted her second wedding, where the guests wore Packers jerseys. At another table, a young Black guy with facial tattoos was playing $100 hands and had developed a rollicking alliance with the white-haired geriatric at the other end of the table. "I see you!" he shouted in celebration whenever the old man got a blackjack. Tom, meanwhile, developed a running bit with the dealer about their "dysfunctional marriage."

There was something quaintly American about the scene: strangers from different parts of the country, of different races and generations, chatting, drinking, joking, commiserating. Yes, everyone was slowly getting ripped off, but at least they were getting ripped off together. Compared with the solitary swiping of the sports-betting apps, the blackjack table was almost Rockwellian.

But as I followed Tom around town for three days, I began to appreciate Vegas for another reason: As a venue for vice, it is inherently self-limiting, a kind of containment zone for sordid behavior. Even for someone who didn't partake in booze or strip clubs, it was an exhausting place to spend time in. The sensory overload wore me down after a while--the smells, the noise, the permanent neon twilight, the intentional assault on my circadian rhythm. I was never quite sure what time it was, only that I had probably stayed too long.

Las Vegas struck me as a monument to a truth that America once knew and had somehow chosen to forget: If gambling had to be legal, it should be contained to remote cities in the desert that make you feel a little bad about yourself.

Before leaving Las Vegas, I was determined to meet with Sean Perry, a professional sports bettor with nearly half a million followers on Instagram. Perry belongs to a new, influencer-age breed of "handicappers"--people who sell picks to recreational gamblers, claiming inside information or proprietary analytics models.

I had come across Perry's Instagram profile months earlier, when my algorithm began to identify me as a degenerate gambler. Scrolling through his posts, I didn't find much sports analysis--but I did find the fruits of his purported success: the private-jet selfies and Lamborghinis in his driveway, the yacht off the Amalfi Coast, the 21 Hermes handbags he presented to his girlfriend for their six-month anniversary. "Sports betting," Perry likes to tell his followers, "is the highest-paying job in the world."

I was fascinated by the fantasy that Perry was selling--and, if I'm being honest, a part of me was intrigued to learn his secrets. But interviewing him turned out to be trickier than anticipated. Perry was a moving target, constantly bouncing around the Strip from one sportsbook to another.

The first time we met was on Sunday afternoon at the Bellagio. He arrived with an entourage: his mom, his girlfriend, a leashed English bulldog named Ripple, and a muscly bodyguard named Ron. Perry was surprisingly quiet, even awkward, in person, mumbling as he introduced himself and generally avoiding eye contact. "I'm gonna record a little intro if you want to watch," he muttered as he handed Ron his phone.

But once the camera blinked on, Perry's face lit up. He pulled $100,000 in cash out of his Goyard backpack. "If you've got a house, sell the house!" he exhorted his followers. "If you've got a car, sell the car! I've got a guaranteed winner for you." He marched up to the counter--his bodyguard still recording--and plunked down the wad of cash on the Ravens to beat the Steelers in that night's game.

I was so mesmerized by the performance that I got in line behind him and put down $300 on the Ravens myself. (I'd never bought my wife 21 Hermes bags.)

Before I could ask him any questions, Perry--displeased with the size of the TV that was showing that afternoon's Las Vegas Raiders game--decided to change his plans. He and his squad were headed to Allegiant Stadium, the Raiders' home field, to watch the game in person. He promised to text me a meetup spot later, but I never heard from him. And when the Ravens ended up losing that night with a missed 44-yard field goal, I was glad that I hadn't sold my house.

For three days, I chased Perry up and down the Strip. He would text me plans to be at one casino or another, and then flake at the last minute. One afternoon, he DMed me on Instagram: "I've got a major play lined up, ready to move when you are. How much do you usually bet on something big?" I didn't see the message until it was too late--and good thing, because it turned out to be another loser when the Montana State Bobcats failed to cover the spread against the Illinois State Redbirds in the Football Championship Subdivision title game.

One reason to doubt the betting prowess of handicappers like Perry, who claims to make tens of millions a year gambling, is that the professional sportsbooks are carefully designed to prevent such success stories. When a gambler starts to win too consistently, the books will place limits on how much he can bet. A true sharp will be effectively banned by every sportsbook in the country before too long.

Once that happens, a game of cat and mouse ensues: The sharp might hire someone else to place bets on his behalf--on any given day, the Las Vegas Strip is teeming with "runners" who carry backpacks stuffed with $100 bills--but this strategy has its own risks. Betting in another person's name violates the terms of most sportsbooks, and depending on how the transaction is executed, it could be considered fraud. To avoid detection, some sharps will "prime" their accounts--placing scattershot bets to make themselves look like reckless gambling addicts and prompt the sportsbooks to increase their limits--before moving in for the kill. Although the tactics are always evolving, one element of the sportsbook business model remains constant: to take as many bets as possible from bad gamblers, and as few as possible from good ones.

On my last day in Vegas, I finally caught up with Perry at Circa, whose sportsbook features a 1,000-seat theater, a 78-million-pixel Jumbotron, and half a dozen rooftop swimming pools from which gamblers can watch games and place bets. Circa, widely considered the largest sportsbook in the world, is the closest thing that sports betting has to Mecca.

Perry walked in alone--it was a weekday afternoon, and the place was mostly empty--but he was clearly dressed for another Instagram stunt. He wore wide-leg, diamond-studded jeans; a $350,000 Rolex; and two massive, bejeweled chains that read SPW ("Sean Perry Wins"). As soon as he saw me, he thrust a phone into my hand and asked me to get ready to film.

I followed him to the counter, where he placed a $100,000 bet on an NBA game. The ticket writer typed something into his computer, and then informed him that the book could take only $3,000 from him.

Perry, elated, told me to press record. "I just got limited by the biggest sportsbook in Vegas!" he declared. He was feigning outrage, but in fact, this was a badge of honor for a handicapper like him--proof that the sportsbooks were scared of his gambling facility. I pointed out that the man at the counter had cited a player injury as the reason bets on the game were limited, but Perry waved me off. "If you walk to that window right now and try to bet the 100K, they would 100 percent have accepted it."

When he was done preening for the camera, we retreated to a quiet row of empty seats. I asked him how closely he resembled his social-media persona. "What do you think?" he scoffed. In real life, he told me, he didn't wear bling or gaudy watches. "I put on a character when I'm on the internet," he explained. "You have to--that's how you get views. That's how I make money."

Did he ever worry that his followers might take him literally when he tells them to sell their house for a bet?

"They know I'm trolling," Perry insisted.

I pressed him. "Sometimes people are degenerate," he conceded. "They'll go all in on a single play and lose money. The truth is, that's not my fault." Perry said that he employs a team of data analysts who pore over statistical models. One of his clients, he claimed, had made $8 million following his picks; another had made $13 million in four months.

No single bet is guaranteed, he told me. But if you stick with him over time, "it's impossible to lose money."

Week Nineteen

Total gambled: $22,386.00
 Down $4,257.67

Upon my return from Vegas, the editor in chief asked for an update on my losses. I admitted that I was down about $4,000 but assured him, like an underwater debtor talking to his loan shark, that I was going to win it all back--the NFL playoffs were coming up. He reminded me that this was the magazine's money I was playing with. "The future of The Atlantic depends on you," he said. "Pick wisely."

What I didn't mention to him was that I was no longer gambling just on sports. I was now experimenting with prediction markets.

I had been aware of platforms like Polymarket and Kalshi, which allow users to "invest" in predictive outcomes and trade their "positions." I also knew that the platforms, which are available in all 50 states, were competing for market share in sports betting with FanDuel, DraftKings, and other incumbents.

But my curiosity wasn't piqued until U.S. forces stormed Venezuela in January. Days before the operation, an anonymous user had created a Polymarket account and started wagering tens of thousands of dollars that President Nicolas Maduro would be in U.S. custody by the end of the month. When Maduro was captured, the account holder walked away with more than $400,000 in profit.

I assumed at first that the story was an example of obscene abuse--insider trading on a deadly military raid. But once I started playing around with the markets, it became clear that insider trading was a feature, not a bug. The platforms' founders say they're providing a social utility, moving the entire digital public square from social-media sites, where AI slop and rage bait reign, to prediction markets, where you are incentivized to invest based on what you genuinely know or believe. "People don't lie when money's involved," Tarek Mansour, a Kalshi co-founder and its CEO, told The New York Times. And although the platforms technically prohibit manipulation--and, in Kalshi's case anyway, insider trading--proponents have acknowledged that insiders making bets based on what they know only heightens the markets' predictive value.

But scrolling through the available bets on Kalshi, I struggled to locate the civic spirit. Would anyone truly benefit because I could wager on which words Trump would use next week (5-to-1 payout on Somalian), or which nicknames he'd deploy for his political enemies (3-to-1 for Newscum)? Was the quality of the discourse improved by our ability to gamble on drug-boat bombings in the Caribbean or whether Gaza would experience a famine? "The long-term vision is to financialize everything and create a tradable asset out of any difference in opinion," Mansour has said.

As a society, we are making an enormously risky bet: that we can reap the rewards of a runaway gambling industry without paying any price; that, unlike every civilization that came before us, we can beat the house.

It is perhaps not a coincidence that the casinofication of America is taking place while the Oval Office is occupied by a former casino operator. Under the Biden administration, the Justice Department and the Commodity Futures Trading Commission opened investigations into whether Kalshi and Polymarket were flouting federal regulations. But the government scrutiny ended when Trump returned to office. Polymarket hired a former Trump adviser as its first Washington lobbyist and added the president's son Don Jr. to its board; Kalshi also brought on Don Jr., as a "strategic adviser." The investigations were quietly closed, and the companies began to scale up rapidly.

But the great gambling experiment that we've embarked on is bigger than the current president. The prediction markets represent the logical end point of the sports-betting explosion: Everything in American life--politics and culture, art and war--becomes a Las Vegas table game, tantalizing in its promise of profit, rigged against regular people, destined to demoralize and crush those who play.

In 1907, a Unitarian minister, writing in The Atlantic, warned against "speculation." "The long and costly experience of mankind bears uniform testimony against gambling," Charles F. Dole wrote. "It is a dangerous or unsocial form of excitement; it hurts character, demoralizes industry, breeds quarrels, tempts men to self-destruction."

From the December 1907 issue: Charles F. Dole on the ethics of speculation

Not every consensus of the past is worth clinging to, of course. But as a society, we are making an enormously risky bet: that we can reap the rewards of a runaway gambling industry without paying any price; that the litany of social ills long associated with this vice--addiction and impoverishment, isolation and abuse, cheating and chasing and corrosive idleness--can, this time, be kept in check; that, unlike every civilization that came before us, we can beat the house.

What are the odds that we're right?

The Super Bowl

Total gambled: $28,206.00
 Down $4,787.70

Despite my assurances to the editor in chief, the playoffs did not go well. For complicated reasons involving point spreads and, possibly, divine punishment, I somehow managed to correctly pick the winner in 10 out of 12 games through the first three rounds while still losing money.

As the losses piled up, I took solace in my beloved Patriots' improbable postseason run. I had grown up in Massachusetts at the dawn of the Brady-Belichick dynasty; now I was sharing in the joy of New England fandom with my son, who perched next to me for every game. When quarterback Drake Maye scrambled through a blizzard for a game-clinching first down in the AFC championship--my son and I jumping up from the couch in a frenzy of high fives and enraptured whoops--it felt a little like destiny.

It also felt like an opportunity: When the line opened that night for Super Bowl LX, the Patriots were 2-to-1 underdogs against the Seattle Seahawks. I had what I thought were sound analytical reasons to believe the sportsbooks were underestimating the Patriots. But I was also seduced by the allure of a big, go-for-broke win, the chance to dig out of the hole I'd dug myself into.

If I put everything I had left on the Patriots moneyline and they won, I would end the season up about $5,000. Not life-changing money, but enough to put that new KitchenAid mixer in play.

Nate Silver did not endorse this plan. My fanatical faith in the Patriots didn't factor into his model, and he calmly walked me through the many reasons it favored the Seahawks. "You're gambling, McKay," he said disapprovingly.

I spent some time perusing the Cheesecake Factory-size menu of available Super Bowl bets. It turned out you could gamble on essentially every second of the event, from the length of the national anthem (the smart money was on less than 116.5 seconds for the whole song but more than 3.5 seconds for how long the singer would hold the last note on brave) to the coin toss (it had been tails eight out of the past 12 games) to the color of the Gatorade poured on the winning coach's head (the chalk bet was yellow/lime, but red would pay out 15 to 1).

In the end, I put $4,735 on the Patriots to win the game, and spent about $700 on a smattering of long-shot parlays and prop bets that ranged from plausible to preposterous.

The Super Bowl was a disaster. After the Patriots got shut out in the first half--which I spent shouting at the TV and anxiously shoving tortilla chips into my mouth--our guests decided they needed to "get the kids to bed." By the time Maye threw a hope-killing fourth-quarter interception, I had retreated into my phone, watching despondently as the live odds for a Patriots comeback got longer and longer until finally the TV screen filled with confetti.

As I toggled between gambling apps, my son sullenly turned off the TV and announced that he was going to bed. He was suffering the first sports-fan heartbreak of his young life; I was checking on my prop bets. The rest of my family soon followed him, leaving me to wallow alone. Before going to bed, Annie forwarded me an email from our bank alerting us that a card had been declined. Apparently, in my last frantic flurry of pre-kickoff bets, I had unwittingly overdrawn the checking account I had set up for my gambling. "The end of an era," she wrote.

Was it? That had been the plan, of course. My adventure in sports betting was supposed to conclude with the Super Bowl, when I no longer had journalism as an excuse and my employer's money to gamble with. But was I really going to let my grand gambling experiment end like this?

I slept poorly that night--tormented by the loss, moral dissonance, and Walmart-brand ranch dip--and woke before the sun came up. Sitting at my desk, I made a final tally of my wagers. I'd had an astonishingly bad night, even worse than I'd realized. Of my 22 Super Bowl bets, I'd won exactly two: that Patriots receiver Mack Hollins would score a touchdown, and that Ricky Martin would perform with Bad Bunny in the halftime show.

The season was over. I had lost $9,891.

Staring at that number, I thought about all the people who had placed their first-ever bets on the Super Bowl. Some 68 million Americans had been expected to gamble on the game, and 70 percent had picked the Seahawks. I knew how they were feeling this morning--the thrill of a win, the sudden appetite for more, the hubristic belief that they just might be savvy enough to make money at this.

But I also knew how easily that joyful naivete could curdle into delusion and compulsion. When I'd started this project, I had presented it to my bishop as journalism; at some point, it had veered into obsession. And as clearly as I could see that now, in the cold comedown from a brutal loss, I didn't know how long that clarity would last. As I scrolled through the apps, my eye was drawn to the March Madness promotions--some of the Final Four odds looked intriguing. On Kalshi, meanwhile, the Oscars futures were calling to me. The temptation to chase would never go away, it seemed. Those fences that I, and the country, had erected--the ones that had convinced me that I wasn't prone to addiction and America that it didn't need to worry about this particular vice after all--suddenly seemed more vital than ever.

My family was still asleep upstairs; the gray winter light seeped through the cracks in the blinds. I thought about the advice that every addiction counselor gives to a problem gambler, and I opened my laptop. In the Google search bar, I typed the words Virginia self-exclusion form.



This article appears in the April 2026 print edition with the headline "Sucker."
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Trump Isn't Even Trying to Sell This War

Has the salesman in chief gotten rusty?

by Jonathan Lemire

Thu, 12 Mar 2026




A year ago yesterday, President Trump turned the White House lawn into a Tesla showroom to try to boost the slumping sales of his then-pal Elon Musk's electric-car company. A few months ago, Trump declared from behind the Resolute Desk that he was Boeing's "salesman of the year," claiming to have helped facilitate the purchase of hundreds of aircraft. And long before he entered politics, Trump slapped his name on just about anything--apartment buildings, steaks, even a dubious for-profit university--to market it to the masses. Trump will sell anything.

He has now made one of the most consequential decisions of his presidency: launching a war against Iran. The conflict, which is well into its second week, has widened throughout the Middle East, sent oil prices skyrocketing, and caused tumult in the financial markets. Yet Trump has not sold the war. In many ways, he hasn't even tried.

The absence of a sales strategy is all the more confounding when you consider the political stakes. The upcoming midterm elections were supposed to be about the economy. That was perhaps Trump's most effective issue in the 2024 presidential campaign, as voters grew frustrated with the stubborn inflation that permeated Joe Biden's presidency. Trump vowed to fix it, but his record over the past 15 months is inconsistent: Yes, inflation has cooled some, but last month's jobs report was brutal; the president's tariffs have created confusion and kept costs high; and the economy is starkly stratified--the rich are doing great, and everyone else is decidedly less so. Republicans have been on a losing streak in a series of elections, and poll after poll reveals a clear disapproval of Trump's handling of the economy.

But there were some real silver linings. Chief among them: gas prices. Ron Klain, who was Biden's first White House chief of staff, told me a few years ago that the first thing he did each morning while in that role--even before seeing if the president had called--was check the price of a gallon of gas. Bill Clinton was equally obsessed, realizing that gas-station signs were billboards for the nation's economy. Trump made the low cost of gas a staple in his stump speech and gave it a central spot in his State of the Union address a few weeks ago. It was key in White House talking points for Republicans pitching voters to keep them in power: See, things are getting better. Give us time to finish the job.

That pitch just got harder to make. Even before the war began, most Republicans privately acknowledged that keeping the House would be challenging. Now they will be forced to defend a war that, polls show, Americans didn't want. Already, seven U.S. soldiers have died, and approximately 140 more have been injured. Tens of thousands of Americans were stranded in the Middle East after the Trump administration did not facilitate their departure--or evacuate government outposts--before Iran retaliated. And, of course, there is the price of gas. The average cost of a gallon has jumped by more than 50 cents since the conflict began. This spike has been the subject of relentless news coverage and, yes, has been splashed across those gas-station billboards. Even for voters who rarely care about foreign policy, the rising cost of filling up their tank has been unavoidable. And more price hikes are likely coming to airfare, shipping, and groceries, just to name a few.

Elections are in many cases won or lost on economic issues. But there are moments when Americans are willing to endure fiscal hardship or accept that the nation will make sacrifices for a greater good. Presidents of the past have made a point of convincing Americans that it was worth it. Franklin D. Roosevelt famously made the case for World War II, and his nation endured years of rations while sending a generation of young men off to battle. George H. W. Bush built an international coalition and sold the public on the need to push Iraqi forces out of Kuwait. And although the public would eventually sour on his son's own war in Iraq the following decade, George W. Bush made the case for the conflict.

Trump has done none of this. He faced his biggest audience of the year just three weeks ago during the State of the Union address, in which he gave Iran only a passing mention: a few lines near the end of a 108-minute speech. Trump that night declared Iran the "world's No. 1 sponsor of terror" and warned its leaders against developing a nuclear program. He didn't prime the public, and his administration barely briefed Congress. (Aides later claimed that he did so to maintain the element of surprise, a perplexing notion considering the unmissable size of the U.S. armada parked in the waters off Iran.) When Trump eventually announced the conflict, he did not do so with a major speech or a prime-time address from the Oval Office. Instead, news of the war came via a social-media video filmed at his Mar-a-Lago estate and released in the middle of the night. Trump, wearing a baseball cap but not a tie, did not offer a clear rationale.

Read: The Pentagon cut its civilian safeguards before the Iran war

Since then, the explanations that the president and his team have offered for the invasion have grown only more muddled. As documented by my colleagues Marie-Rose Sheinerman and Isabel Ruehl, the reasons have shifted from Iran was posing an imminent threat, to Israel made me do it, to We're doing it for the grandkids. Trump has also taken to briefly answering dozens of reporters' phone calls in the first weeks of war, and offers a variety of explanations for the invasion (without providing much opportunity for follow-up questions). His administration's goals for the war have been equally opaque. Only on Tuesday did Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Dan Caine, clearly lay out three primary objectives: Destroy Iran's missiles and its ability to make them; cripple its navy; and permanently end its nuclear program. But Trump himself continues to step on that, musing about the possible need for regime change in Tehran and how he wants to be involved in choosing Iran's next leader. Iran's initial response was a strong no: It empowered the slain Ayatollah Ali Khamenei's son Mojtaba Khamenei, who is viewed by many as more militant and is likely embittered toward a United States that was involved in killing his father, mother, wife, and son.

A few people close to Trump believe that his lack of clarity comes from a confidence that he doesn't need to be clear. He's gotten rusty, perhaps, in convincing anyone of anything. The GOP-controlled Congress has been compliant, his staff is almost exclusively populated by true believers, and although he takes plenty of reporters' questions, a healthy percentage of them are from journalists who work at sympathetic, right-leaning outlets. Over the past year, the president has fallen in love with overwhelming, one-and-done demonstrations of force, like the kind he ordered in Venezuela, in Nigeria, and last summer in Iran. He appeared confident that a quick strike would suffice this time too. The United States' and Israel's military's performances have been impressive, but Tehran has been resilient--and the Trump administration now expects the conflict to drag on for weeks, not days.

Trump, though quick to extol the damage that the military is inflicting on Iran, has still not laid out what goals would have to be accomplished to declare victory and end the American air campaign. One of his closest allies, Senator Lindsey Graham, a longtime Iran hawk, made his views clear yesterday, saying, "There's no way you can say you won this war with an ayatollah in charge." (Graham and a few other pro-war Republican senators have privately indicated that the conflict's political consequences are overrated, because they believe the GOP was going to lose the House anyway, a person familiar with the conversations told me.) Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu also has advocated for the permanent elimination of Iran's regime. But that goal will be difficult--verging on unattainable--and would likely require a lengthy military commitment. Experts also note that achieving the Pentagon's goal of ensuring that Iran can never build a nuclear weapon would be more or less impossible; even if the current facilities were destroyed and its scientists killed, another effort could be mounted in the years ahead.

The lack of clear objectives complicates Trump's ability to find an off-ramp from the war. Iran has continued to pummel its oil-producing neighbors and has threatened to menace the Strait of Hormuz, through which 20 percent of the world's petroleum normally travels. Tehran has already struck more than a dozen vessels there, including at least three yesterday, despite Trump's warnings. Officials said that the U.S. has destroyed at least 16 minelayers, and Trump is considering dispatching naval vessels to act as escorts to the oil tankers. But even state-of-the-art battleships could be vulnerable to Iranian drone and speedboat attacks.

A senior administration official downplayed to me the extent of America's economic punishment, declaring it "short-term pain; long-term gain." Yet the price of gas seems likely to keep rising, which alarms Republicans. Senate Majority Leader John Thune told reporters this week that "the price of gas is always kind of a benchmark" and is "something obviously we've got to pay attention to." Senator Rand Paul added that the war could lead to "disastrous" midterms for Republicans.

The White House disputed that Trump has been muddled on the war's goals, and White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told me in a statement that "the military objectives of Operation Epic Fury have been clearly outlined by the President" since "the very first strikes." Yet Trump, even as the bombing raged, told reporters at the White House yesterday, "Let me tell you. We've won. You know, you never liked to say too early you won. But we won."

There are some influential MAGA voices--Steve Bannon, Tucker Carlson, Megyn Kelly--who believe that the Iran attack conflicts with Trump's "America First" agenda, and his 2016 campaign commitments to end the forever wars of Iraq and Afghanistan while avoiding new Middle East entanglements. A few elected Republicans, such as Representative Thomas Massie, also oppose the war. But Republicans largely continue to back Trump, making it easy for Democrats to tie them to the unpopular war. A new poll conducted just before the conflict by Navigator, posted yesterday, shows that Trump and his fellow Republicans were perceived as caring far too much about foreign conflicts (as well as immigration), as opposed to caring about the economy. The Democrats have also seized upon Trump's lack of clarity about the war's motivations and its endgame. After a briefing from administration officials, Senator Richard Blumenthal told reporters that he was "dissatisfied and angry," and his colleague Senator Chris Murphy alleged on social media that "all the briefings are closed, because Trump can't defend this war in public."

Read: Why hasn't Trump mentioned Iran's oil?

Trump, of course, has no shortage of opportunities to change the war's narrative. He traveled yesterday to Cincinnati and northern Kentucky for a series of events. And in a lengthy Truth Social post that he unleashed while en route, Trump laid out a case for why he believed that drastic action is needed to remove a "COMPLETE AND TOTAL DISASTER" from power--just not the one in Tehran.

"Thomas Massie," Trump wrote, "is disloyal to the United States of America! He is a MISFIT, who should be voted out of Office, ASAP."

Vivian Salama, Ashley Parker, and Michael Scherer contributed reporting.
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The Real Reason California Can't Build

In trying to accomplish every objective and accommodate every interest, all at once, the state set up its housing agenda to fail.

by Roge Karma

Thu, 12 Mar 2026




California knows it needs more housing. The state is the birthplace of the YIMBY movement--"Yes in My Backyard"--and its legislature has been passing laws designed to make housing easier to build for the better part of a decade. These laws are based on a simple theory: Housing is too expensive in large part because of laws that prevent homes from being built. Loosen those laws, and the houses will come.

And yet, in California, even though the laws have been loosened, the houses have not come. Last year, only about 102,000 new units of housing were permitted in a state with nearly 40 million inhabitants, almost the same number as a decade ago. Residents have begun fleeing for lower-cost-of-living states at such a high rate that California is poised to lose Electoral College votes after the next census.

Some observers look at such facts and conclude that the regulatory theory of housing costs was wrong, or at best badly incomplete, all along. "The movement to lift zoning restrictions is still new, but enough time has elapsed to begin to see how well it's working, and the answer is ... a little," Paul Glastris and Nate Weisberg wrote in Washington Monthly last year. If that's true, then the YIMBY activists pushing for zoning reforms around the country are making a terrible mistake, dooming themselves to repeating California's failed experiment.

In reality, the California experience does not disprove the YIMBY theory of the case, but it does provide an important addendum to it. Not all zoning reforms are created equal--as the more successful efforts of other states and cities demonstrate. The problem in California is that the state's pro-housing laws try to do a whole lot more than just make it easier to build housing: preserve local autonomy, pay high construction wages, guarantee that new units are accessible to low-income renters. In other words, even as they removed some regulatory barriers, they created new ones. In trying to accomplish every objective and accommodate every interest, all at once, California set up its housing agenda to fail.

Senate Bill 9 was supposed to be the big one. Passed in 2021, the legislation, referred to as the "duplex bill," overrode local laws that prevented landowners from building multiple units on their property. Proponents framed it as a key part of solving the housing shortage in California. Opponents said it would destroy the character of existing neighborhoods. Both sides agreed that the law would be transformative. A conservative analysis estimated that S.B. 9 could lead to about 700,000 additional units in a state that was permitting just 100,000 new housing units each year. A New York Times housing reporter called the law "probably the biggest change in housing in 50 years or more."

Reihan Salam: Why YIMBY righteousness backfires

But cities and towns quickly realized that they still had ways to block development, Sonja Trauss, the executive director of YIMBY Law, a pro-housing nonprofit, told me. According to her organization, local governments issued more than 100 "emergency ordinances" designed to limit S.B. 9's impact in the 18 months after the law passed. These included imposing fees and parking requirements to make projects financially infeasible, restricting the size of the potential units to make them unlivable, and designating certain areas as historic districts or endangered-species habitats to exempt them altogether. Two years after S.B. 9 came into effect, only about 160 projects had been issued permits.

"Frankly, a lot of us were caught off guard by the lengths that local governments went to stop the law from being effective," State Senator Scott Wiener, one of the bill's authors, told me. Wiener crafted a "clean up" bill targeting the most egregious efforts to circumvent S.B. 9. But he soon found that his colleagues had little appetite to hold localities accountable; the new bill failed to even make it out of committee. "Everyone says they want to solve the housing shortage," Wiener said. "But no one wants to face a bunch of angry homeowners at their next town hall."

For housing advocates, the lesson of S.B. 9 was clear: To get housing built, YIMBYs would have to find a path that did not run through single-family neighborhoods. So, in 2022, they introduced a bill that would allow apartments to be built on land that had been zoned for office and retail space. The bill would create up to 2.4 million units of housing, according to one analysis, while leaving most existing neighborhoods alone. Assembly Bill 2011 passed the legislature with near universal support. Governor Gavin Newsom called it "a big deal."

But once again, months and years went by and hardly anyone even tried to build new housing--as if the law didn't exist. Only 22 projects have applied for the relevant permits since A.B. 2011 went into effect, and even fewer have actually received them, according to an analysis by UC Berkeley's Terner Center for Housing Innovation. And, once again, California's YIMBYs were blindsided. "It was a shock, really," Buffy Wicks, the assembly member who spearheaded A.B. 2011, told me. "Obviously, we didn't think this bill would single-handedly solve the housing crisis. But we were expecting something like half a million or a million new units. And what we got was almost nothing."

A.B. 2011 had made building multifamily housing technically legal--but economically impossible. In order to qualify for A.B. 2011, a project had to pay its construction workers "prevailing wages," based on the relatively high level of compensation that the state's labor unions had negotiated for public-sector projects. Several developers told me that this provision alone raised the potential cost of a given project by 20 to 25 percent. A.B. 2011 also required projects to reserve about 15 percent of units for low-income residents, reducing the revenue that the developers could expect to earn.

Each of these requirements might sound reasonable on its face. Who's against high wages and cheap apartments? But when taken together, and combined with California's already high construction costs, they meant that A.B. 2011 projects would never be financially viable. "It's already hard enough to make a project pencil out in California," Bruce Fairty, the chief development officer at Cypress Equity Investments, a national housing developer, told me. "These extra requirements make it basically impossible."

Ron Davis: The biggest myth about the YIMBY movement

The New York Times columnist Ezra Klein has coined the term everything-bagel liberalism to describe Democrats' tendency to layer bills with so many well-intentioned requirements that they become unworkable. The scholars Christopher Elmendorf and Clayton Nall argue in a 2024 paper that nearly all of the housing bills passed in California over the past decade have been positively covered with what they call "bagel toppings," including labor and affordability standards. "It's the same story over and over again," Elmendorf told me. "A housing bill passes with this fantastic-sounding headline policy. But then you read the fine print and there are so many costly requirements that the actual policy itself is basically guaranteed to fail."

This raises a question: Why would legislators keep making the same mistake? When it comes to prevailing wages, the answer is interest-group politics. "Every California politician knows that if you want to pass anything on housing, you need to get organized labor on board," Brian Hanlon, the president of the housing-advocacy group California YIMBY, told me. "It's that simple."

The story of affordability requirements is more complicated. Some progressive organizations reliably threaten to oppose housing bills unless they include significant affordability requirements and tenant protections--but, unlike unions, these small nonprofits hardly have the political muscle to overpower legislators. Instead, these requirements may stem from an actual conviction that they're useful. The view that new housing should be made available to the less fortunate is widely held among voters and progressive politicians. If a developer is going to profit off a project, then why shouldn't they have to ensure some units are accessible to middle- and low-income households? "A lot of legislators just genuinely believe that the way you make housing more affordable is to force developers to provide affordable units," Elmendorf said.

Of course, an apartment building that never gets built isn't going to employ any construction workers at all, let alone at high wages, and it isn't going to deliver any affordable units. "Look, I get why a 20 or 30 or 50 percent affordability requirement sounds great--I want low-income people to be able to afford housing too," Wiener told me. "But no one benefits if nothing gets built. Fifty percent of zero is still zero."

After the coronavirus pandemic, the housing shortage went national. And in the past few years, some states and cities have managed to avoid repeating California's mistakes. In 2021, Raleigh, North Carolina, responded to a wave of new residents by relaxing its zoning laws for multifamily housing. Over the next three years, the city built 60 percent more housing units annually and experienced half of the rental-cost growth than it had during the previous five years, according to data gathered by Alex Horowitz, a project director for housing policy at the Pew Charitable Trusts. In recent years, similar stories have played out in places as diverse as Austin, Minneapolis, and New Rochelle, New York. What these cities have in common is that their new pro-housing laws came with less restrictive labor and affordability requirements--if any--and, because they were passed at the city level, didn't encounter resistance from local governments. True YIMBYism has been tried, and it works.

Perhaps the most illuminating example of how not to be California comes, naturally enough, from Florida. In 2023, Florida's legislature passed the Live Local Act, which changed the state's zoning laws to allow apartments to be built in commercial, industrial, and mixed-use areas without needing local zoning-board approval. This was almost identical to California's A.B. 2011, but with a key difference: Florida's version had no prevailing-wage provision and only a modest affordability requirement that was offset by a large tax break for developers. According to estimates from the Florida Housing Coalition, a YIMBY-aligned nonprofit, the law has led to permits for at least 55,000 units of new housing even as the country has experienced a combination of high interest rates, soaring costs for building materials, and construction-labor shortages. "In a lot of ways, this bill was passed at the worst possible moment for new housing development," Kody Glazer, the director of the Florida Housing Coalition, told me. "So the fact we're already seeing such a huge response is really encouraging."

Derek Thompson: America's magical thinking about housing

In fact, California itself has experience with the benefits of the plain-bagel approach to housing. Its one big success story came in 2016, when the state legislature began passing a series of new laws allowing residents to build so-called accessory dwelling units on their property, stripping away legal barriers that had prevented building for decades. Since then, ADU growth has taken off. The number of permitted units jumped from just over 1,000 in 2016 to more than 28,000 in 2023 (the last year for which we have comprehensive data), accounting for nearly 20 percent of the total housing growth in the state. But California will never guesthouse its way out of the shortage.

The 2024 election marked a turning point in California housing politics. The crisis became a symbol of the kind of failed blue-state governance that had broken the Democratic coalition. In response, more lawmakers came around to the idea of bold reform. Last year, the California legislature, under pressure from Newsom, passed two bills that had long been considered the holy grail of housing reform. The first, A.B. 130, exempts most new urban construction from the state's famously onerous environmental-review process. The second, S.B. 79, relaxes the state's zoning laws to make building multifamily housing near public transit far easier. Versions of both bills had previously failed to pass; this time, they sailed through the legislature.

Crucially, S.B. 79 includes far less strict labor and affordability standards than previous bills, and A.B. 130 doesn't include any such requirements for most projects. For this reason, some housing advocates believe that a new era has begun. "We think these bills will come to be seen as some of the most important pieces of legislation in modern California history," Nolan Gray, the senior director of legislation and research at California YIMBY, told me.

We have, of course, heard that before. The success of these laws will hinge on whether California has actually learned the lessons of its past failures. With months to go before S.B. 79 takes effect, several localities are lobbying for carve-outs and exemptions, threatening lawsuits, and pushing to delay implementation until the 2030s. In January, the transportation agency of Los Angeles, the most populous county in America, claimed that it should be exempt from the law altogether. Already, the legislators behind S.B. 79, including Wiener, are being forced to draft a "clean-up bill" to prevent localities from exploiting ambiguities in the law's wording. That effort might not have the political support needed to pass, let alone the two-thirds majority required for it to take effect this calendar year.

California's leaders have, at long last, passed legislation free of the requirements that rendered previous bills unworkable. As a result, they are under intense pressure to add requirements back in or to let localities do the same. After a decade of failing to solve the housing crisis by saying yes to everyone and everything, the question now is: Will they finally be willing to say no?
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Who Cares If AI Brings Down the Economy?

Silicon Valley wants you to love the AI bubble.

by Lila Shroff

Thu, 12 Mar 2026




The tech billionaire Hemant Taneja admits that AI is a bubble. In fact, he welcomes it: "Bubbles are good," Taneja, the CEO of General Catalyst, a venture-capital firm, told me in an email. If AI comes crashing down, it will lead to "some spectacular failures," he said--companies will go under and people will lose their jobs--but that's a price worth paying for "enduring companies that change the world forever."



His view is widespread in Silicon Valley. Some, such as Nvidia CEO Jensen Huang, reject the notion that their companies are overvalued. But many of the wealthiest and most powerful people in tech are embracing the idea of an AI bubble. Jeff Bezos has argued that AI might be a "good" kind of bubble. Sam Altman has made similar comments, predicting that AI will be a "huge net win for the economy" even if "a phenomenal amount of money" is lost along the way.



Indeed, a phenomenal amount of money is at stake: OpenAI, which is still far from profitable, is currently worth more than Toyota, Coca-Cola, and Disney combined. This year, Big Tech plans to spend some $650 billion on the AI build-out--a sum that far exceeds the GDP of most countries. Investors are banking that AI will spur a productivity boom and deliver unimaginable corporate profits, but that future could be far off. If the spending dries up first, the bubble could pop--perhaps dragging the rest of the economy down with it. Nonetheless, Silicon Valley thinks that the present mania will eventually pay back its returns through scientific discovery and economic growth. "Stop trying to make bubbles go away," as the entrepreneur James Thomason recently wrote. "The benefits of innovation outweigh the costs of volatility." In other words: Be grateful for the bubble.

Read: Here's how the AI crash happens

Silicon Valley did not invent the idea that bubbles can be worth the pain. Various economists have made the argument for decades. But as the AI boom has exploded, a book by two investors, Tobias Huber and Byrne Hobart, has helped formalize tech's pro-bubble ideology. Boom: Bubbles and the End of Stagnation was a hit in Silicon Valley when it came out in 2024, praised by the tech billionaires Peter Thiel and Marc Andreessen.



The authors argue that there are essentially two kinds of bubbles: good ones (dot-com, the railroads) and bad ones (the 2008 housing crisis). Both cause damage when they burst, but the good bubbles accelerate the development of new technologies, which ultimately benefits society as a whole. In a bubble, a "set of investments that you could never underwrite otherwise suddenly makes sense," Hobart told me.



Bubble defenders such as Hobart point to the railroads as one example of how exuberant speculation can end up paying off. They acknowledge that the development of the railroads in the late 19th century led to multiple devastating depressions--but they also point out that the country got, well, railroads that transformed the fabric of American life. The United States "has some of the world's best freight rail infrastructure thanks to what in the 19th century was excess capacity," Hobart and Huber write. (Commercial rail travel in the U.S. is another story.) They also look to the early days of the internet, when overzealous investing resulted in the dot-com crash. Yes, it was bad when the bubble burst, but the froth also financed a massive build-out of fiber-optic cables that helped shape today's internet. Without a bubble, the thinking goes, the modern web would have developed much more slowly.



Even people outside the tech industry seem convinced by the idea that bubbles can have positive elements. "If investors remained dispassionate," Howard Marks, the billionaire investor who famously anticipated the dot-com crash, told me, "it would take a lot longer for a new unproven technology to be adopted." Of course, this idea is premised on the notion that widespread adoption is in the public's best interest.



Either way, though, bubble defenders see the same thing happening with AI: Conscious machines might sound mythical, but if excited investors throw enough cash at the problem--giving entrepreneurs the space to pursue risky, experimental work--superintelligence just might become reality. "There is both froth in parts of the AI ecosystem and real breakthroughs," as the investment firm KKR wrote last fall. "Past overbuilds in rail, electrification, and fiber seeded critical economic change." Even Mary Daly, the president of the San Francisco Fed, has suggested that AI is a "good bubble," noting that "even if the investors don't get all the returns that the early enthusiasts think when they invest, it doesn't leave us with nothing."



Indeed, the technology has already advanced significantly since the arrival of ChatGPT--thanks, in large part, to the spending frenzy. More investment has meant more computing power to throw at training AI models, which, in turn, has led to more capable AI systems. The mania has also sucked talent into the industry and birthed an explosion of start-ups experimenting with new approaches to building the technology. Without such intense investment, it's hard to imagine so much progress over such a short period.

Read: AI agents are taking America by storm

Less clear is whether the current AI-infrastructure build-out will prove fruitful in the long run. As Silicon Valley continues to pour unfathomable sums into data centers, there's a risk they will overbuild. Unlike railroad tracks and fiber-optic cables, which can last for decades, computer chips, which power data centers, quickly become obsolete. Still, some bubble defenders argue that all this construction will have lasting value. For example, AI's seemingly limitless appetite for electricity could also spur a boom in clean-energy generation, as the tech analyst Ben Thompson has written, bringing new sources of nuclear and solar energy online. This, of course, is an optimistic vision: Right now, data centers are driving a gas boom.



Even if Silicon Valley is correct that the bubble is accelerating AI progress, that doesn't make it unilaterally appealing. "The investor doesn't say, 'Well, yes, I lost my money, but thank God it advantaged society,'" Marks said. Accepting short-term financial pain as the cost of technological progress might be easy for tech titans with truckloads of money. It's a much harder sell to the rest of America. Who cares about better chatbots if you're about to retire and a crash wipes out your 401(k)?



The freight-rail system might seem great from today's vantage point, but the Panic of 1893 was among the most severe financial crises in our nation's history, causing unemployment to spike to more than 10 percent for half a decade. The situation was so dire that J. P. Morgan--who himself was enriched by the railroads--helped bail out the federal government. After the dot-com bubble burst, the U.S. entered a recession. If the AI bubble were to collapse, the fallout could be "catastrophic," Carlota Perez, the author of a seminal book on bubbles and innovation, told me. The flood of investment is the eye "of a much larger hurricane that involves the whole financial world," she said. According to one estimate, an AI crash could wipe out some $35 trillion in global wealth.



Inside of tech, many bubble apologists acknowledge the downsides. "There will be people who will have just really unfortunate outcomes from this," Hobart said about a potential crash. Still, the industry's mindset seems to be that innovation is worth whatever costs are incurred along the way. If Meta ends up "misspending a couple of hundred billion dollars, I think that that is going to be very unfortunate, obviously," Zuckerberg said last fall. "But what I'd say is I actually think the risk is higher on the other side."



What makes the narrative of a "good bubble" concerning is that it provides justification for investors to keep pumping money into AI, regardless of whether it really makes sense to do so. As the cash keeps flowing, the risk of a debilitating crash seems to only be increasing. Both Anthropic and OpenAI are racing to go public, reportedly as soon as this year. Such high-status public offerings could ratchet up the mania, and increase the potential for financial contagion, as more people's retirement accounts and investment portfolios get tied up in still-unprofitable AI companies.



Two things can be true at once: AI is a generational technology that will transform the world, and people are going to lose large amounts of money along the way. A bubble is good only if you're the one who wins.
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What Atheism Could Not Explain

How falling in love inspired the author Christopher Beha to go back to church

by Luis Parrales

Thu, 12 Mar 2026




Christopher Beha's path to atheism began in college. Close encounters with death--a brother's car accident, his own cancer diagnosis--led to a period of disenchantment. He picked up Bertrand Russell's anti-religious diatribes and started skipping Mass, which he'd attended since childhood. In the years that followed, he immersed himself in the work of atheists such as Albert Camus and Arthur Schopenhauer.

As he grew older, something shifted. In his new book, Why I Am Not an Atheist, Beha--a novelist and a former editor of Harper's Magazine--describes why he ultimately rejected the conclusions of these thinkers and others. The choice was, in part, due to philosophical objections. But he describes another motive for his return to faith--a refreshing counter to how religious conversions, and religion more broadly, are frequently talked about today.

In short: He fell in love.

Comparisons between faith and romantic love crop up throughout the centuries, appearing in the Bible--the "Song of Songs" is one long love poem--and the reflections of early Christians such as Origen and Saint Augustine. In his 1923 biography of Francis of Assisi, the British critic G. K. Chesterton remarked that for the medieval saint, "religion was not a thing like a theory but a thing like a love-affair," a proposition echoed by David Brooks a century later when he wrote that "faith is more like falling in love than it is like finding the answer to a complicated question." With both faith and romance, the comparison suggests, abstractions and proofs only approximate what experience reveals: ineffable wonder, a shout-it-from-the-mountaintops elation, confidence in the unconditionality of another's love.

For Beha, though, falling in love was more than merely analogous to having faith; it was a catalyst. More than a decade after first reading Russell, he began seeing someone. It went poorly at first--he acted "wooden and self-conscious" and rambled about his literary ambitions while she nodded politely. ("She was not the kind of person who judged other people on what they did for a living," Beha writes.) But once he changed course and tried to make her laugh instead, she taught him two things: that he could, and that he was "still capable" of both being happy and making another person so. Within a year, they were engaged.

Read: Marilynne Robinson makes the Book of Genesis new

That wasn't the only change. He quit drinking. His depression receded. The thought of having kids, something he had previously written off as a futile act, now appealed to him. As he tells the story, atheism became untenable not primarily through an argument, but because of its inability to explain how his future wife had changed him. "My life was filled with love," he writes, "but there was something in this love that demanded I make sense of it."

The various forms of atheism espoused by the thinkers he'd read seemed unable to provide an explanation. The scientific bent exemplified by atheists such as Richard Dawkins and Daniel Dennett offered, in his view, a reductive account of his love, flattening it to "a physical sensation, a neurochemical process in the brain," a handshake between dopamine and oxytocin. Romantic idealism--Beha's term for the belief of atheists such as Friedrich Nietzsche that each individual must fashion meaning in a meaningless universe--could not contend with the fact that Beha hadn't brought about his newfound sense of meaning on his own. It was external, at the mercy of someone else.

To Beha's surprise, the Catholic faith that he thought he had left behind provided the meaning he was seeking. Inspired by medieval-Christian mysticism--a tradition that emphasizes contemplation and a "willingness to live with perplexity"--and the New Testament's claim that God is not just loving but love itself, he started attending Mass once again.

Beha's wife, however, has remained an atheist. Although "completely supportive and mostly good-natured about it," she was admittedly mystified by his return to faith. Did her husband really believe in this, she wondered--the miracles, the social doctrines, the resurrection? Beha's response is to describe himself as "a skeptical believer"; for him, moments of certainty commingle with moments of doubt. Sometimes faith feels like "wishful thinking"; sometimes skepticism seems "willful and obtuse." Yet he persists. "Belief is not, after all," he writes, "something that is done once and for all."

Other recent conversion stories share Beha's focus on both love and what their authors come to view as the limits of atheism. The philosopher Matthew Crawford described to The Free Press how he became a Christian after meeting his wife: As he put it, faith opened a previously unseen "layer of reality" that scientific explanations miss. "A lot of very thoughtful people who once believed reason and science could explain everything," Crawford remarked, "are now feeling a genuine hunger for something more." The Pepperdine University political-science professor Jason Blakely wrote in America magazine that his atheism began to crumble when he realized that he had been "surviving on a meaning" that came from outside himself. His conversion's genesis, as with Beha's, was his future wife's love.

This emphasis on love has potential pitfalls. It may strike some readers as sentimental. And many people argue that at some point, a religious person must commit themselves to particular doctrinal claims and practices, the details of which Beha, in his book, does not extensively explore. His accounts and others' are nevertheless valuable because they depict a path to faith that's an alternative to the one portrayed in many prominent conversion stories, which paint Christianity as a sort of cultural antidote for civilizational decay.

Read: My father, my faith, and Donald Trump

Take the writer and activist Ayaan Hirsi Ali. In 2023, after many years as a committed atheist, she described her conversion to Christianity as being motivated by a desire to "fight off" the "formidable forces" of authoritarianism, Islam, and "woke ideology." She made no mention of Christ, or of love. At a 2021 conference, J. D. Vance described his conversion to Catholicism by saying, "I really like that the Catholic Church was just really old. I felt like the modern world was constantly in flux. The things that you believed 10 years ago were no longer even acceptable to believe 10 years later." The British rapper Zuby posted on X a few years ago that "the West is absolutely screwed if it loses Christianity." (The post received nearly 2 million views and earned a reply from Elon Musk, who said, "I think you're probably right.")

Is it possible to understand Christianity as a bulwark against social change and still hold on to faith sincerely? I think so--Ali and Vance have elsewhere also reflected more personally on their conversions, for example. But describing one's religion primarily as a tool to harken back to the past, or as a way to defeat your enemies, risks overlooking the humanizing power of belief. This is what makes Beha's book so worthwhile, for showing how religion at its best offers more than a theory of cultural renewal. As his there-and-back-again story conveys, faith can foster humility, of the mind and of the heart, and a desire to see others with the love that they believe God sees in people.
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The Republican Party Continues Eating Its Own

What one lawmaker's defection from the GOP says about the state of politics

by Elaine Godfrey, Russell Berman

Thu, 12 Mar 2026




In a sea of congressional bloviators, Kevin Kiley has always stood out. The two-term California lawmaker, unlike most of his colleagues, does not reflexively defend the president and, at least recently, has been a frequent critic of his own party's leadership. So it shouldn't have been particularly shocking when, earlier this week, Kiley announced that he would run for reelection not as a Republican, but as an independent.

Kiley will be the newest initiate of Congress's tiny club of independents, which, until this week, consisted of just two senators: Bernie Sanders of Vermont and Angus King of Maine. More important, though, the switch represents the latest example of the Republican Party eating its own.

Politically, Kiley's decision is something of a Hail Mary pass. The new House maps that California voters approved last fall as part of the Democrats' retaliation for GOP gerrymandering in Texas carved up his district, which stretches from the Sacramento suburbs hundreds of miles south along the Nevada border. Kiley had to choose whether to challenge a conservative colleague, Representative Tom McClintock, in a safe Republican seat, or to run in a district that Democrats drew in their own favor. He chose to avoid a potentially nasty intraparty primary and seek the seat that includes his hometown (and that voted for Kamala Harris by about 10 points in 2024). In such a Democratic-leaning district, however, running as an independent might be Kiley's only chance to win.

Read: 'None of this is good for Republicans' 

Kiley's move may have been prompted by short-term expediency, but it fits into a longer-running pattern of the Republican Party becoming less tolerant of free-thinking legislators and Congress as a whole becoming more polarized. Over the past two decades, the GOP's moderate wing has shrunk to the point where most members avoid the term altogether. The Republicans who hold a dwindling number of swing seats are more conservative (and more loyal to party leadership) than were the most electorally endangered Republicans in the 1990s and early 2000s.

In recent years, those GOP lawmakers who regularly criticize Trump or vote against the party don't last very long. In the Senate, North Carolina's Thom Tillis voted against the president's signature tax-cut bill last year and then promptly announced that he wouldn't be seeking reelection. Representative Don Bacon of Nebraska voices his displeasure with Trump regularly; he, too, is retiring after this year.

Gerrymandering has only worsened this trend among House Republicans, as has Trump's demand for near-total fealty within the party. With fewer competitive districts, GOP lawmakers fear a Trump-backed primary challenge more than a general-election defeat at the hands of Democrats. And when Republicans--egged on by Trump--launched their nationwide redistricting war last summer in Texas, Kiley became a casualty. His district was one of five held by the GOP in California that Democrats targeted; they redrew another five of their own seats to make them harder for Republicans to flip. "One of the evils of gerrymandering is that it elevates partisanship above everything else. It makes it the sum and substance of our politics," Kiley told us in an interview. "So I thought, well, maybe one antidote to that is to just take partisanship out of the equation."

Read: 'California is allowed to hit back' 

Kiley has bucked the GOP a few times in the past, including, most recently, when he criticized House Speaker Mike Johnson's handling of the 43-day government shutdown, and then signed a discharge petition to force a vote on extending health-care subsidies. But even in shedding his party label, Kiley isn't completely abandoning Republicans. He will continue to caucus with the party in the House, which helps the GOP retain its slim majority and ensures that Kiley can keep his committee assignments. Kiley attributed this decision to House rules that hand power almost exclusively to the majority party, though he said he would try to change them. "It's a practical necessity to remain associated with one of the two caucuses," he said. "And since I was elected for this term as a Republican, that seems like the right thing to do."

Political independents have lately been more common in the Senate than in the House, although there, too, they tend to align themselves with one party or the other. Senator Kyrsten Sinema of Arizona left the Democratic Party in 2022, and Senator Joe Manchin of West Virginia did the same in 2024, briefly joining Sanders and King as independents who still caucused with the Democrats. (Neither sought reelection, and they both left Congress in January 2025.) In the House, Representative Justin Amash quit the GOP to become an independent in 2019; he, too, decided against seeking another term. Political prognosticators see Kiley's experiment expiring with similar speed: The nonpartisan Cook Political Report, a top electoral forecaster, projects that Democrats will win Kiley's district easily.

In declaring his independence, Kiley joins a parade that has been led not by politicians but by voters. The number of Americans registering as independents (or simply not choosing a party) has dwarfed gains made by either major party over the past several years. Kiley said he hopes other members of Congress follow his lead: "If I can help to encourage others to at least adopt that mentality, I think it'd be a really good thing for politics in this country." Whether he does might depend on whether California voters reward his independence this fall.
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Cinema's Newest, Grimmest Trend

Call it the anti-coming-of-age story.

by Shirley Li

Thu, 12 Mar 2026




This article contains spoilers for the films Sirat, Hamnet, Train Dreams, The Voice of Hind Rajab, If I Had Legs I'd Kick You, Frankenstein, and One Battle After Another.

For months, I could not stop talking about the film Sirat--or rather, the experience of watching it. I peppered my praise with vague disclaimers, in an effort to avoid spoilers: "You have to see it," I told friends, "but you'll probably find it upsetting." I know I did: The thriller, about a man named Luis (played by Sergi Lopez) searching for his missing daughter among LSD-addled ravers in the southern Moroccan desert, is packed with transfixing but brutal moments. One scene midway through startled me so much that I yelped. Luis is helping other travelers move their vehicle while his son, Esteban (Bruno Nunez Arjona), plays with his dog, Pipa, by a cliff. Worried about Esteban's safety, Luis instructs the boy to go sit inside the family van, and he obeys. Then the van rolls backwards, Esteban screams for help, and both he and his beloved pet plummet to their deaths.

A long list of children have perished on the big screen; blockbusters have been claiming kids' lives since poor little Alex Kintner spent a few too many minutes playing in the water in Jaws. But of late, this plot point is omnipresent--particularly among the nominees for this weekend's Oscars. The 11-year-old titular character in Hamnet, up for Best Picture, succumbs to the plague. In Train Dreams, another Best Picture contender, the protagonist's toddler and wife vanish in a fire. And The Voice of Hind Rajab, which is competing against Sirat for Best International Feature, dramatizes the real-life killing of a 6-year-old Palestinian girl caught in the cross fire of the Gaza war in 2024. Academy voters, it seems, were irresistibly drawn this year to movies featuring children in jeopardy.

These stories go beyond supplying shock value. Despite their obvious differences in setting and premise, each one conveys the difficulty of imagining a future amid an apprehensive present. The bulk of Hamnet, for instance, explores how the boy's parents fail to process their grief and drift apart after his death. Train Dreams, too, largely observes how the disappearance of his child leaves the bereft father rooted to the stretch of land on which he'd last seen her, convinced that she and her mother will come back. The recent cinematic landscape has been marked by films like these, which rely on provocative scenes of children being tormented by man-made conflicts, natural disasters, and horrible accidents. These scenes complicate the emotional journeys of the adult characters while tapping into the dread that viewers themselves may feel about the world around them.

Read: The long history of the Hamnet myth

Call this unfortunate, emerging subgenre the anti-coming-of-age story. The plots tend to go something like this: Adults fail to protect a child--or sometimes a childlike adult--and as a result, the kid loses their innocence or their life punishingly early. These youthful characters are usually in supporting roles, and they're born amid unresolved political conflicts (One Battle After Another, Avatar: Fire and Ash), left in the care of troubled guardians (If I Had Legs I'd Kick You, Die My Love), or are taken advantage of for their naivete (Bugonia, Frankenstein). In the movies Bring Her Back and Weapons, supernatural forces take over children's minds. An adaptation of Stephen King's The Long Walk, perhaps his novel with the highest underage body count, hit theaters in September. Even the two biggest superhero hits of 2025--The Fantastic Four: First Steps and James Gunn's take on Superman--featured set pieces in which the lives of literal babies were threatened.

The bulk of these anti-coming-of-age movies play like horror flicks even when they don't explicitly fit the genre. The suffocating camerawork used throughout If I Had Legs I'd Kick You; the disorienting violence of Die My Love; the assaultive sound design of Sirat--each evokes the anxiety and hopelessness its characters feel about improving their circumstances, for themselves and their offspring. Doubt courses through the films' endings: The mother in If I Had Legs I'd Kick You promises to be a better parent, but that's tough to believe after almost two hours of watching her reject the role. The mother in Die My Love adores her son, but she ultimately deserts her family and walks into a forest fire naked--a surreal visual, and a choice that leaves her and her family's fate ambiguous. Sirat, too, signals a deeply uncertain future for Luis; it concludes with him on a train, heading to an unknown destination.

Many of these films earn their ruthless plot points by rendering them plausible. Some deliberately echo reality, reminding audiences to take note of the pain that kids can experience every day. In Sirat, snippets of radio broadcasts about an unspecified war play in the background, casting a bleak shadow over Luis's search for his daughter. In Weapons, the father of one of the young victims has a nightmare of a giant assault rifle hovering in the sky. The children also run away from their homes, their arms outstretched behind them--a pose influenced by the infamous Napalm Girl photograph taken during the Vietnam War. "I think that image is so awful, and the way she's holding her arms out just killed me," the director Zach Cregger told Entertainment Weekly. "I think there's something really upsetting about that posture."

Read: The bizarre tragedy of children's movies

Not every movie that portrays a child in trouble ends on a worrisome note. The characters in Hamnet and Train Dreams eventually come to terms with how every life--no matter how short or unremarkable--contains meaning. The action in One Battle After Another hinges on a teenager who was abandoned by her mother, raised by a less-than-responsible parent, and then kidnapped by her biological (and bigoted) father, yet she emerges as the rare child in peril who determines her own future. And Guillermo del Toro's adaptation of Frankenstein, which the writer-director reimagined into a tale about fathers and sons, also leads to a comforting, even cathartic denouement: In its final moments, the guileless, misunderstood Creature reconciles with his creator before walking off to feel the sun on his face.

"Life never calls to tell you, Next week, be careful," the director Oliver Laxe told IndieWire, about his decision to kill off a child in Sirat. "The film is about this, about how life doesn't give you what you are looking for; life gives you what you need, and there is a difference." That goes for this past year's grimmest cinematic trend too. These movies reflect a poignant, urgent truth: If we're not careful with their present, the youngest people won't get to shape their own future. They'll be the ones who get left behind.
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A Police Report About a House Candidate Surprised the White House

A woman's allegations of rape against a Republican House candidate have put Trump in a bind.

by Michael Scherer

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




Three days after President Trump announced his "Complete and Total Endorsement" of the Louisiana congressional candidate Blake Miguez, the Republican contender posted a video from outside the West Wing boasting of his close relationship with Trump and his team. "I just got done having some great meetings with the White House," he told his supporters on February 7.

What he did not say--either publicly or to Trump's advisers at the time--was that there was a political bombshell about to drop on his campaign for Louisiana's deep-red Fifth Congressional District. Months earlier, when Miguez was running for the U.S. Senate, a 2007 police report had surfaced that showed that Miguez's former girlfriend had accused him of rape and other abusive behavior, including locking her in bedrooms, taking away her keys, and holding her down. The Miguez campaign denies the claims.

In the report, which I obtained, the woman described to police how Miguez had sex with her even though she told him no, and then followed her when she fled the home. She told police that she'd hidden behind a car near a convenience store until a friend could join her, then called 911. An officer took her to a hospital for a rape-kit examination, the report stated. Miguez, who was then 25 years old, was detained and questioned. After the woman, then 22, told a detective that she did not want to press charges, none were filed. "I called 911 cause I honestly was/am scared!" she wrote in a voluntary statement to the police.

The police report has put the president in a difficult position, because Trump has been repeatedly accused of sexual assault and was found liable for sexual abuse in a New York civil trial. The president has denied any wrongdoing. Two people familiar with the White House endorsement process told me that Trump's top advisers were not informed of the police report or the rape accusation before the president endorsed. That has raised concerns that Miguez either wasn't fully vetted or wasn't forthcoming about discoverable documents from his past. The report has been circulating in Louisiana for months, according to people familiar with the effort to uncover it, and last fall, a private investigator requested public records related to the woman that have since been used to try to undermine her credibility.

"It has been widely discussed amongst the political crowd that there was a massive bomb," one Republican who works in the state told me about the rumors. "Nobody knew what it was."

The Club for Growth, a conservative group that is involved in Republican primaries in safe House seats, endorsed Miguez a day earlier than the president and continues to support him. A spokesperson for the group, Joe Kildea, declined to say whether officials knew about the rape allegation ahead of its endorsement and told me that the group was aware of what he called "false accusations made 20 years ago" and does not find them credible.

The White House press office declined to comment.

Miguez, a champion sharpshooter and a former reality-show contestant, has served in the Louisiana legislature since 2015, most recently as a state senator. He announced a campaign last year to challenge Louisiana Senator Bill Cassidy, who earned Trump's ire by voting to convict him for impeachment in 2021. After Trump decided earlier this year to endorse Representative Julia Letlow in that primary, Miguez pivoted to run for Letlow's open congressional seat, a rural expanse that wraps the state's border with Mississippi, which is about 40 miles from the parish where Miguez has long lived.

The Miguez campaign pointed me to a February 24 email that the accuser's father sent to Miguez's state-Senate office after he was contacted by an Associated Press reporter asking about the accusations. The father told Miguez he could share the email, the campaign told me.

"The only thing I told him were that you are a good man and you have my vote and everything my daughter has reported about you were lies and she is a liar and has a drug problem," the accuser's father wrote. "Not sure why they are digging up this crap but I wanted to give you a heads up." The email did not refute any of the specifics in the police report, which the father claimed that he'd refused to read when the reporter offered it to him. (I was unable to reach the accuser, whom I am not naming, or her family.)

A campaign spokesperson declined to answer my questions about when Miguez had learned that the police report was circulating or whether he'd told the White House or the Club for Growth about its contents.  "We would refer you to an email from the woman's own father," the campaign responded in an unsigned statement.

Three days after the email from the accuser's father was sent, Matthew Foldi, a former Republican candidate for the U.S. House, published an article on his Substack that described the unearthing of the 2007 police report as a "Kavanaugh-esque smear," a reference to the accusations of sexual assault that Supreme Court Justice Brett Kavanaugh faced during his confirmation hearings. (Kavanaugh denied wrongdoing and was confirmed.) Foldi wrote that the Miguez campaign told him, "  They know they can't beat Blake with the truth, so they're trying to destroy him with lies." The Associated Press has yet to publish an article about the accusations.

Foldi also nodded to information about the accuser's interactions with law enforcement in the years since her relationship with Miguez. She sought protective orders against another boyfriend in 2008 and 2011, alleging domestic violence. In 2012, she alleged abuse by a third boyfriend, who told police that she was addicted to pills and had recently been in rehab. In 2014, she was booked for unauthorized entry into a residence and later charged with a felony. She pleaded not guilty, and the case was later dropped. In 2023, she was arrested for child desertion, according to a local news report. The case was not charged or prosecuted, according to court records. Last year, she was arrested when methamphetamine and marijuana were found in the car she was traveling in, and she has pleaded not guilty to the resulting charges. (I have reviewed copies of legal documents related to all of these charges.)

The Club for Growth referenced the woman's troubled history in their statement to me and accused her of a "long record of fabricated claims" and of making similar allegations against other men. The documents that I reviewed do not show evidence of fabrication on her part and did not include other rape accusations. Kildea did not answer my follow-up questions asking for evidence.

Despite Trump's endorsement, the Republican primary for Lousiaians's Fifth District, where Trump won 67 percent of the vote in 2024, remains contested. Other Republican candidates include Michael Echols, a state representative; State Senator Rick Edmond, a pastor at Speaker Mike Johnson's church; and Misti Cordell, a member of the state Board of Regents. The primary is on May 16.
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The Republican Who Wants to Banish His Own Constituents

Representative Andy Ogles wrote on Monday that "Muslims don't belong in American society." He represents thousands of them in Congress.

by Russell Berman

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




The Islamic Center of Columbia, Tennessee--a small city about 45 miles south of Nashville--had been around for only a few years when white supremacists burned it down. On a Saturday in early 2008, three young men went to the mosque armed with spray paint and Molotov cocktails. According to a federal indictment, they first defaced the exterior walls with swastikas and phrases including White Power. Then they broke into the building and set it aflame.

"Everything on the inside was charred," a former member of the Islamic Center told me. "The roof had come down, and they had to demolish the building afterwards." The mosque, which had a few dozen members, had been the first in Columbia and was, for a time, the only Muslim house of worship between Nashville and Huntsville, Alabama. After the fire, its leaders bought an empty church building nearby and converted it into a new mosque, though they initially kept their plans for the space a secret to avoid a community backlash.

The former member who related this to me asked that I not publish his name, because nearly two decades later, the Muslim community in middle Tennessee is again on edge. The membership of the rebuilt Islamic Center of Columbia is smaller but still active. Its mosque sits less than a mile from the district office of the area's U.S. House member, Andy Ogles. But Representative Ogles, a Republican in his second term, doesn't seem to want Muslims to reside in his district. And he doesn't want them anywhere else in the country, for that matter. "Muslims don't belong in American society," Ogles posted on X on Monday. "Pluralism is a lie."

Ali Breland: Meet the new Proud Boys

Ogles is a Trump loyalist who has proposed amending the Constitution to allow the president a third term. Ogles has long denigrated Muslims; he's pushed for New York City Mayor Zohran Mamdani (who was born in Uganda and with whom Trump has lately been chummy) to be denaturalized and deported, and just last week, he called for a ban on immigration from several majority-Muslim countries. His comments on Monday were more sweeping, and a more direct attack on America's constitutional values. They also imply an outright rejection of thousands of Ogles's own constituents.

Tennessee's Fifth Congressional District includes parts of Nashville and several counties to the south. For 20 years, its House representative was a centrist Democrat, Jim Cooper, who had welcomed a Muslim community in Nashville that grew over the years to more than 40,000 people. It comprises significant Kurdish and Somali populations that arrived as a result of refugee-resettlement programs, as well as a sizable number of Palestinians. In Columbia, as in other parts of the region, Muslim physicians who had been recruited to the area because of a need for more doctors brought along their families.

After the 2020 census, Republicans in the state legislature targeted Cooper's seat in redistricting, prompting him to retire. Ogles now has more Muslim people in his district than does any other member of Tennessee's House delegation (including its lone Democrat, Representative Steve Cohen), according to Sabina Mohyuddin, the executive director of the Nashville-based American Muslim Advisory Committee.

But Ogles barely acknowledges his Muslim constituents, much less represents them, Mohyuddin told me. "This is not someone that anyone feels comfortable contacting for any kind of issue," she said. "It is a total disconnect." The AMAC formed in 2012 from a coalition that successfully fought a state bill targeting Muslim communities by seeking to ban "Sharia organizations" in Tennessee. Mohyuddin has since become accustomed to fielding calls about Ogles's attacks on Muslims. To protect imams seeking a lower public profile, the council advises area mosques to direct media inquiries to Mohyuddin. She was busy preparing a statement responding to Ogles's proposed Muslim immigration ban on Monday when she saw his even more incendiary comments. "This is going to make everything worse," she told me.

There was a time, not too long ago, when Republican leaders would sanction, or at least denounce, a member who made a statement like Ogles did. In 2019, then-House Minority Leader Kevin McCarthy stripped Representative Steve King of his committee assignments after he defended the terms white nationalist and white supremacist in a newspaper interview. (King had been making offensive remarks about immigrants for years, some of which GOP leaders would call out.)

In Trump's second term, however, the avowedly anti-Muslim influencer Laura Loomer has the ear of the president, and top House Republicans have oscillated between silence and equivocation in response to bigotry from their members. Republican leadership said nothing last month when Representative Randy Fine, a Florida Republican less than a year into his term, compared Muslims unfavorably to dogs and then proudly defended the comments. Some other Republicans, though, did criticize Fine and Ogles. Richard Grenell, a special presidential envoy and Trump's appointee to lead the Kennedy Center, replied to Ogles by saying, "Stop attacking the First Amendment to the United States Constitution."

When a reporter asked Speaker Mike Johnson about the comments from Fine and Ogles during a press conference in Florida yesterday, the closest that Johnson came to criticizing them was to say that they had used "different language than I would use." He devoted the bulk of his answer to validating worries about Sharia law. "There's a lot of energy in the country, and a lot of popular sentiment that the demand to impose Sharia law in America is a serious problem," Johnson said. "That's what animates this."

Jonathan Chait: What the Islamophobic attacks on Mamdani reveal

Idle warnings about Sharia law--a fixation among conservatives during the 2010s--have reemerged on the right in recent months. They spiked during the Texas Republican primaries after a deadly shooting at an Austin bar early this month, allegedly by a man wearing a sweatshirt that said Property of Allah. To Mohyuddin, the refrains about Sharia law are familiar and ridiculous, but no less disturbing. "Where is Sharia law being used?" she asked, a tone of exasperation in her voice. "This is a made-up boogeyman."

Ogles's office did not return a request for an interview. He's spent the past few days on X reiterating his call to banish Muslims and multiculturalism from American society. Mohyuddin seemed torn about how--or even whether--to respond. On one hand, she felt the need to speak up for Muslims in and around Ogles's district, who have few allies among the conservative Republicans dominating Tennessee politics. (Muslim constituents have reported being kicked out of meetings with state legislators, the former member of the Islamic Center of Columbia told me.) Yet, on the other hand, Mohyuddin worried that by denouncing Ogles, she and others were just playing into his desire for attention and notoriety. "He's targeting our community and trying to gain relevance, because no one takes him seriously," she told me. "And, honestly, it's working."
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Dubai's Army of Influencers Gets Back in Line

After briefly playing war correspondents, their tune changed.

by Ali Breland

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




As Iranian missiles and drones exploded above Dubai in the first days of the Iran war, the city's legions of social-media influencers started posting. "Your boy is currently in the middle of World War III right now," the day trader Mike Babayan, who posts under the handle "Nitrotrades," said into his camera on February 28, a clip that garnered 1.1 million views on Instagram Reels. It was a departure from his usual fare of filming fancy sports cars and stock-trading strategies. Now "I am seeing a lot of people who are just, like, packing up and leaving altogether," he said, standing under the Burj Khalifa, the cloud-scraping, 163-floor high-rise where he lives.

"That was meters away from us," another influencer, Will Bailey, said, wide-eyed, as he turned his camera to a nearby plume of black smoke and explained that it was coming from the Fairmont Dubai. CNN later reported that an Iranian drone had struck near the hotel. In a subsequent video, Bailey moved inside from the pool at the sound of two explosions, saying that the target appeared to be the Dubai Marina. The videos had an altogether different vibe from other recent posts that show him admiring his torso and getting his blood tested at a hospital. (He hates needles.)

Turning moments--whether geopolitical crises or quotidian morning trips to the gym or a coffee shop--into viral content is what social-media influencers do. But the war has scrambled the equation for influencers in Dubai. The strikes were gold by influencer standards, the chance for a bit of cinema-verite reporting from the front lines, Dubai-style. Yet the influencers have thrived by portraying Dubai as a magnet for the business-class (and above) global jet set, who are drawn to the city's futuristic, crossroads-of-the-world appeal. After a few days, many influencers reached a Solomonic compromise: They might mention the war, but only to reassure their followers that Dubai was actually great and so ably led that there was no reason to worry about anything happening just across the Persian Gulf. The switch underscored how content creation in Dubai is different from content creation in most other places, because Dubai is fundamentally different from most other places.

Moving through Dubai is like moving through a series of simulacra: make-believe worlds of bright lights, tall buildings, and international fashions conjured out of the desert sand over the past 50 years. If you like, you can go to an "Irish Village," which you can enter through a circular portal. On the other side, you will find an Irish-themed beer garden with storefronts (a "Tobacconist" and the "Ballinasloe Post Office") that leads to a replica of an Irish pub with draught Guinness. Inside the Dubai Mall, "Chinatown" has floating, glowing orange paper lanterns and a "Neon City" section with LED-lit signs that roughly mimic the famous neon lights of Hong Kong and Shanghai. The Mall of the Emirates has an indoor ski resort. (Dubai's average daytime temperature in March is 84 degrees Fahrenheit.)

There are European-style waterfront areas and hypermodern cafes that look as though someone typed the prompt "South Korean cafe with lots of stainless steel" into ChatGPT and then built exactly what it spat out. If you're searching for some authentic, old-school Middle Eastern atmosphere, you can visit Al Seef, an area completed in 2017 and designed to look like a traditional bazaar. Al Seef features an array of food options--KFC, McDonald's, Peet's Coffee, and a Starbucks--all designed to look ancient. I could go on, but you get the point: To walk through Dubai is to experience an ever-changing series of scenes, as if you were moving among different levels of a video game. When you drive around, the haze slightly blurs the distant skyline, as though the world beyond you hasn't fully loaded yet. Many of Dubai's prominent spaces and buildings are shiny--lurid, even--and seem as though they've been designed to photograph well. In other words, Dubai is the perfect backdrop for social media.

Read: The Trump administration is publishing a stream of Nazi propaganda 

The United Arab Emirates (Dubai is one of seven) courts influencers as a matter of state policy. The U.A.E. Government Media Office organizes an annual three-day influencer conference called the "1 Billion Followers Summit," which celebrates "the power of online communities." MrBeast--the most popular YouTube video creator in the world--and the actor Will Smith spoke at the convention in January. At the event last year, the government advertised the extension of its "Golden Visa"--a special five-to-10-year visa for "investors, entrepreneurs, scientists, outstanding students and graduates, humanitarian pioneers and frontline heroes"--to influencers. A government Creators HQ office helps influencers with the boring part of their work: obtaining a Golden visa, securing film permits and licenses, relocating to Dubai, and registering their businesses.

The push has succeeded. Based on a hashtag count, Dubai is one of the top-five most Instagrammed cities in the world, above Miami and Los Angeles and just below Istanbul and New York.

Influencers are often regarded as a nuisance, fodder for dry wit and schadenfreude. "Won't Someone Please Think of Dubai's Influencers?" read the headline of a column in The Spectator. "Influencer trapped in five-star Dubai hotel says Brits who have got out 'have been lucky,'" read an article from the Daily Mail.

But from Dubai's point of view, courting influencers makes sense: What better than to have people whose lives appear idyllic and fun showcase your city to millions of others? There are, however, conditions. Influencers need to stay in the good graces of the Emirati government to remain. Posting advertisements--influencers' main source of income--requires an "Advertiser Permit," and holders agree not to violate the U.A.E. government's restrictive media-content standards, which include a ban on publishing anything that "might harm the national currency or the economic situation in the State." After the Iran strikes, the U.A.E.'s Public Prosecution office posted that "circulating rumors and information from unknown sources through social media platforms" would be "subject to legal accountability in accordance with applicable legislation" and that "spreading rumors is a crime." The message was clear.

"You can't say anything negative about the Dubai government or anything negative about Dubai, full stop," Ralph Anthony Chiti, an influencer and investor, told me. No one from the government had contacted him, but he said that he felt pressure to conform or risk reprisals.

He had intended to start a crypto hedge fund in Dubai and to remain there. But he left for London after the strikes began. "I didn't feel in danger. I just felt like Dubai was just pretty quiet. The streets were empty. It just wasn't as vibey as it was beforehand," Chiti said, adding that he felt able to speak more freely now that he was out of the U.A.E. with no immediate plans to return.

Back in Dubai, soon after the rash of posts about people being scared and shocked, a uniform counter-message spread across Dubai's influencer ecosphere. Posts using very similar language and images touted how safe the U.A.E. was because of the country's strong leadership and advanced air defenses. Others included this Q&A: "You live in Dubai, aren't you scared?" "No, because I know who protects us," often accompanied by a video of Emirati leaders.

A BBC analysis of 129 influencer posts from Dubai in the first days of the war found that many contained similar language emphasizing the same themes--"stability," "safety," "strong leadership"--and that they were sometimes uploaded within minutes, or even seconds, of one another. The study didn't draw any conclusions on how that happened.

"We live in one of the greatest cities in the world," Louise Starkey, an Australian living in Dubai, posted from the patio of a waterfront restaurant a week into the war. "It is safe and feels normal." Babayan, the day trader, told his followers that, two days after the possible start of World War III, "besides a few loud noises, absolutely nothing happened. Everyone is safe, and life continues as usual." He declined requests for comment.

Today, after Babayan's, Starkey's, and similar posts about how things had gone back to normal, Iran fired another barrage of missiles and drones at the United Arab Emirates. Two drones fell near the Dubai airport, injuring four.

Dubai wants to portray an image of composed opulence so that it can, in some ways, keep the real world at bay. Influencers specialize in creating a world that looks better than the one we are living in. They are a good match.
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Trump's Assault on Higher Education Has Hit a Snag

Universities and their allies have been able to block many, if not most, of the White House's moves in court.

by Rose Horowitch

Tue, 10 Mar 2026




Almost immediately after Donald Trump took office for the second time, the White House and the Department of Education launched a shock-and-awe assault against its perceived foes in higher education, announcing a new investigation or seizure of funding seemingly every week. Their targets appeared overwhelmed by the speed and severity of the offensive. By the end of November, the University of Pennsylvania, Columbia, Brown, Cornell, and Northwestern had all made deals with the administration to stop the onslaught. Harvard was rumored to be close to reaching a deal as well.

But the aggressive pace that won the administration so many early victories eventually proved to be its great weakness. The government could move so quickly only by skipping almost all of the procedural steps required by federal law. Once universities and their allies recovered from their shock and challenged the Trump administration, they were able to block many, if not most, of the White House's moves in court. Trump has certainly left his mark on America's universities. But he has not broken them.

So much has happened during Trump's second term that it can be hard to remember just how focused the administration once was on persecuting universities. In February 2025, Trump's Education Department ordered colleges to end DEI trainings, stop awarding scholarships reserved for nonwhite students, and shut down any other programs, including affinity-group housing, that distinguished students by race or ethnicity. In a letter outlining its interpretation of legal precedent, the department argued that even race-neutral efforts to increase diversity could be illegal. And just as the Education Department was launching its anti-DEI offensive, the National Institutes of Health and other federal agencies began announcing that they would cap so-called indirect costs for university research--which help pay for research facilities and administrative expenses--at 15 percent, down from individually negotiated rates that could be as high as 70 percent. This represented a huge financial blow to universities that received federal research funding.

In March, the administration canceled $400 million of Columbia's grants and contracts, ostensibly as punishment for the university's failures to address anti-Semitism. It followed that up by freezing or canceling billions of dollars more in funding for research at Princeton, Harvard, Brown, Cornell, Northwestern, and UCLA. (To restore funding, several of these schools later reached settlements with the administration either to pay the government or to fund local workforce development.) Last spring, Trump banned international students from dozens of countries, paused visa interviews for several weeks, revoked thousands of students' legal immigration status, and detained several international students for activism against Israel. By June, he had banned Harvard from hosting any international students.

Franklin Foer: Columbia protected its funding and sacrificed its freedom

For a time, the threat to higher ed seemed existential and unstoppable. Contributing to this impression was the fact that most university leaders avoided speaking up for fear of incurring Trump's wrath. In reality, however, the administration's defeat had already been set in motion; the legal system just moves slowly. Faculty unions including the American Association of University Professors, supported by advocacy groups such as Democracy Forward and the ACLU, filed dozens of lawsuits, as did professors and students. "What the Trump administration is doing in cutting off funds to universities is clearly illegal," Erwin Chemerinsky, the dean of Berkeley Law School, who served as co-counsel on a case to restore some of the University of California system's research funding, told me. The administration, he explained, hadn't followed any of the procedures spelled out by federal law to revoke funds: "The response needs to be to go to court and challenge them."

The American Council on Education, the sector's largest trade group, joined with other trade groups and universities to sue the administration over its attempt to cap indirect research costs. This was only the second time in the group's 107-year history that it had ever been a plaintiff in a lawsuit, ACE's general counsel, Peter McDonough, told me. The government announced the policy change on a Friday night, and said it would go into effect the following week. "By Monday, we were in court," McDonough said. The lawsuit argued both that the executive branch had skipped the necessary administrative procedures and that only Congress had the power to authorize an across-the-board change to the indirect-cost policy. The trade groups ended up filing four separate cases against different federal agencies.

By the summer, a pattern was emerging: Universities were steamrolling the administration in court. In June, a judge temporarily blocked the administration from revoking grants from the University of California researchers whom Chemerinsky represents. (The Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit is considering the government's appeal of that decision.) The administration initially canceled or froze 1,600 grants; courts have restored all but 400, a UC spokesperson told me. The courts also preliminarily stopped the Education Department from enforcing its anti-DEI guidance, finding that the administration had likely bypassed proper procedures and risked unlawfully restricting speech. (Earlier this year, the administration said that it would not appeal the ruling.) Judges have ordered the Trump administration to restore the funding it withheld from Harvard, and they temporarily blocked the administration's effort to prevent the university from enrolling international students. (A Harvard spokesperson confirmed that the university had received most of the funding.) And ACE won early judgments in the four lawsuits it was part of; the courts have stopped federal agencies from capping the indirect-cost rate. A number of judges have sided with international students who sued to reinstate their active immigration status, and in response, the administration said it would end its policy of unilaterally changing students' immigration status until it found a lawful way to do so. Judges have ordered the Trump administration to release students detained for anti-Israel activism, including Mahmoud Khalil, Mohsen Mahdawi, and Rumeysa Ozturk. (Khalil is still subject to a deportation order, which he is challenging.)

In some cases, the courts found the administration's policies unconstitutional. More commonly, judges have objected not to the policies themselves but to the manner in which the administration went about enacting them. Noah Feldman, a Harvard Law School professor, told me that Trump could have achieved some of his aims legally. For example, universities that are found to have violated Title VI, which prohibits discrimination, can have some federal funds revoked after a lengthy fact-finding process. Instead, the administration simply asserted that schools had violated Jewish students' rights and announced that it was revoking funds. According to Feldman, a serious investigation might have turned up real evidence of discrimination. "If they had been at all interested in following the law, that might have enabled them to cause legally serious problems for universities," he said. "But they consistently have chosen not to deploy the law the way it's written."

In its haste, the administration also failed to bring Congress along. In May, the White House released a proposed budget calling on legislators to cut basic-science funding by nearly one-third. But after months of lobbying by university officials, Congress passed a budget that ignored Trump's request and kept science funding stable. And it enacted an 8 percent tax on wealthy universities' endowment investment income, far less than the 21 percent that some hard-line Republicans had proposed.

Alexander Furnas and Dashun Wang: The Republicans made peace with science

That's not to say that Trump's blows have all missed. "There is real harm," Jon Fansmith, ACE's head of government relations, told me. The administration has lost most of the higher-ed lawsuits against it, but not all of them. For example, the Supreme Court allowed the administration to cut nearly $4 billion in funding to USAID. This caused Johns Hopkins University, a major USAID partner, to lose more than $800 million in grants and lay off 2,200 employees. The UC system has lost $170 million in grants that are still suspended or terminated, a spokesperson told me. And even in cases where universities prevailed against the administration, the damage couldn't be undone. Some researchers who temporarily lost funding were forced to pause clinical trials they had spent decades on, rendering the work unusable. And although Congress kept the federal research budget largely stable, the NIH has been much slower to disburse the money than under previous administrations. The National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute, for example, has issued only one new award this fiscal year, compared with about 300 over the same period in prior years. "If a foreign power did this to American higher education, it would be considered an act of war," Arthur Levine, the president of Brandeis University, told me. And the administration is still challenging many of its court losses. It could very well win in the conservative Supreme Court, Eugene Volokh, a UCLA Law School professor, told me.

Still, at least for now, the damage is far less than university officials feared last spring. "It was assault on all sides, and people's heads were reeling," Fansmith told me. "But I do think you sit here now and look back and say, What was actually accomplished?" Levine said that because of the successful lawsuits, the administration's "rhetoric has been worse than the action."

Moving forward, universities seem to be benefiting from Trump's notoriously short attention span. When he addressed Congress last year, the president railed against transgender athletes in women's sports and DEI in education. In the State of the Union last month, he didn't mention higher ed at all, save for one proclamation that his administration had "ended DEI." The days of Trump personally directing a vengeance campaign against the Ivy League seem to be over. Colleges have less reason to fear seemingly random and extralegal attacks. The possibility remains, however, that what comes next will be even worse. The Trump administration still has a Department of Education led by people full of contempt for elite universities. If they manage to get organized, they might yet figure out how to weaken higher education in a way that no judge can block.
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Dario Amodei's Oppenheimer Moment

It came earlier than expected.

by Ross Andersen

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




More than a year before his recent standoff with the Pentagon, Dario Amodei, the chief executive of Anthropic, published a 15,000-word manifesto describing a glorious AI future. Its title, "Machines of Loving Grace," is borrowed from a Richard Brautigan poem, but as Amodei acknowledged, with some embarrassment, its utopian vision bears some resemblance to science fiction. According to Amodei, we will soon create the first polymath AIs with abilities that surpass those of Nobel Prize winners in "most relevant fields," and we'll have millions of them, a "country of geniuses," all packed into the glowing server racks of a data center, working together. With access to tools that operate directly on our physical world, these AIs would be able to get up to a great deal of dangerous mischief, but according to Amodei, if they're developed--or "grown," as staffers at Anthropic are fond of saying--in the correct way, they will decide to greatly improve our lives.

Amodei does not explain precisely how the AIs will accomplish this. In most cases, he expects them to do what the smartest humans do, but much more rapidly, compressing decades of scientific progress. He says that by 2035, we could have the theories, cures, and technologies of the early 22nd century. Our infectious diseases and cancers could be cured, and we could live twice as long, and slow the decay of our brains. Demis Hassabis, the head of Google DeepMind, has similarly conceived of superintelligent AI as the ultimate tool to accelerate scientific discovery, and Sam Altman, OpenAI's CEO, has said that advanced AI may even solve physics.

Amodei does not say that this utopian AI future is inevitable. To the contrary, among the chief executives at the top AI labs, he may be the one who worries most about the technology's dangers. "Machines of Loving Grace" is an optimistic outlier in his larger oeuvre of published writing, much of which concerns the risks that will accompany the creation of a greater-than-human intelligence. Amodei seems to think of today's AI researchers as comparable to Manhattan Project scientists, and has been known to recommend The Making of the Atomic Bomb. In his telling, superhuman AI could be even more dangerous than nuclear weapons, which is why AI needs to be developed the right way, by the right people, so that it doesn't overpower humanity or tip the global balance of power toward autocracies.

Implicit in this vision is the hope that in the end, when the chips are down, Amodei, or someone very much like him, will have some say in how AI will be used. But if Anthropic's recent experience with the Pentagon is any indication, that likely won't be his decision to make. For all of Amodei's reading and thinking about the early nuclear age, he may not have fully internalized its meaning.

Before nuclear technology even existed, there was nuclear utopianism, and the physicist Leo Szilard was its first serious adherent. Like Amodei, his ideas were profoundly influenced by science fiction. In 1932, the year before Szilard had his prescient vision of the nuclear chain reaction, he read The World Set Free, a novel written by H. G. Wells, in which a great war delivers humanity into a new and lasting peace. Wells's novel, published in 1914, anticipated the development of the atomic bomb, and even coined that name for it. It envisions a world in which nuclear technology has brought energy costs down dramatically, freeing people from toil so that they can become artists.

Edward Teller, the father of the hydrogen bomb, also imagined a great many uses for atomic energy, including the violent reshaping of the Earth's surface. According to Teller, if nuclear weapons were detonated in the right place, they could redirect rivers. (The Soviets later set off three nuclear explosives in an attempt to send water from the Pechora River in Siberia to the receding Caspian Sea.) Teller claimed that a handful of these explosions could blast alpine highways through stubborn mountain rock, and hundreds of them could carve a new Panama Canal. Teller told reporters that if Alaska's residents wished, he could use nuclear explosions to dig a harbor in the shape of a polar bear.

As the number of nuclear utopians grew, so did the list of benefits that they imagined would flow from having energy that was "too cheap to meter," as Lewis Strauss, the chair of the Atomic Energy Commission, famously described it. (Altman has recently riffed on this by claiming that intelligence will soon be too cheap to meter.) Strauss said that atomic engineering would allow for the transmutation of one chemical element into another, fulfilling the ancient dream of alchemy; he said that famine would become a matter of historical memory, and that human lifespans would be extended by a new nuclear-powered infrastructure for medical research.

No problem existed that could not be solved, or at least greatly helped, by mastery of the atom. The Danish physicist Niels Bohr hoped that it would even deliver peace. The terrible power of atomic weapons would scare statesmen straight. They'd recognize that the world was profoundly endangered by this technology, and adopt a posture of radical openness toward their adversaries to head off conflicts and prevent apocalyptic misunderstandings. The bomb, in Bohr's telling, was so awful that it could leave humanity no choice but to grow up, and even lead to a step change in the moral evolution of the species.

The men who split the atom were right to believe that they were delivering humanity into a new world. But it was not the one they had envisioned. The pure potential of nuclear technology was exhilarating to contemplate in the abstract, but the ideas of science fiction are not always so smoothly integrated into the messy reality of the real world. Quite an expensive alignment regime was required to bend and channel the enormous energies unleashed by fission reactions to human purposes. To generate usable power, these reactions had to unfold inside thick, radiation-shielded structures, and the costs of building and cooling these reactors, while also getting rid of their waste, ate into the fuel-cost savings. Nuclear power may one day be too cheap to meter, but that day is not yet in sight.

The world has not been set free, as Wells and Szilard had hoped. Atomic energy did not allow people to fly freely through the sky or across the planet's surface. In 1958, when nuclear hype was near its apex, Ford Motor Company unveiled the Nucleon concept car, a family automobile designed to be powered by a small, rear-mounted reactor. Studebaker-Packard conceived of a different vehicle that not only would run on atomic energy, but would generate a force field around itself to prevent collisions. Neither idea went anywhere, nor did the various atomic-airplane concepts that were dreamed up at the time. Ted Taylor and Freeman Dyson, two other mid-century savants of the atom, spent years at General Atomic designing a gigantic spacecraft that would weigh thousands of tons and propel itself to Mars, Saturn, and the nearby stars with nuclear explosions. The Defense Department's Advanced Research Projects Agency provided the initial funding, but quickly lost interest. The Air Force picked it up, hoping that the research might yield a weapons platform, but then eventually bailed too.

Teller did get to live out his dream of sculpting land forms with nuclear explosions. Project Plowshare, the Atomic Energy Commission's program devoted to these peaceful detonations, conducted 27 separate tests, but it achieved nothing except contamination and the galvanization of the environmental movement. Meanwhile, nuclear weapons did not shock the world's leaders into a new era of peace and candor, as Bohr had hoped. A year before the bombing of Hiroshima, Bohr went to the White House to make his case for international openness on these matters to Franklin D. Roosevelt. The president, who was in his last months, was by some accounts sympathetic to Bohr's arguments, but when Winston Churchill heard them, he was horrified. Churchill told an aide that Bohr should be locked up for even suggesting that the allies reveal their nuclear hand.

After the war, J. Robert Oppenheimer revived some of Bohr's ideas and channeled them into a proposal for a new international agency that would control all dangerous nuclear activities. A similar plan was presented to the United Nations in June 1946. The Soviet Union rejected it and countered with a proposal that America simply destroy its arsenal first.

The United States did not destroy its arsenal but rather grew it, and developed new weapons that are more than 1,000 times more powerful than the one that leveled Hiroshima. Today, nine nations possess nuclear arsenals, comprising more than 12,000 warheads in total, including many that are set on a virtual hair trigger. The constant possibility that these arsenals will be used in a major exchange is the true lasting legacy of the nuclear age. The final remaining treaty constraining the two largest of them, belonging to America and Russia, expired last month without being replaced. Like the proposals put forth by Bohr and Oppenheimer, the treaties were defeated by the cold logic of competitive advantage, which will also likely shape the global future of AI.

On February 27, Amodei released another piece of writing, a memo for a smaller audience: his staff. Four days earlier, the Pentagon had issued an ultimatum demanding that Anthropic remove any restrictions on how the military used its AI model, beyond existing law. The model had been operating on America's classified networks since last year, and reportedly has already been used in America's attacks on Venezuela and Iran.

It's striking that only a few years into the large-language-model moment, these models seem to have become central to the most complex operations of the world's most powerful military, but Amodei has no general objection to AI's use in war. He had eagerly sought a Department of Defense contract, in part because he believes that democracies should use AI to maintain a military edge over China and the world's other autocracies, which will almost certainly be using AI more and more in the years to come.

Amodei had stuck to two red lines throughout his negotiations with the Pentagon: He didn't want the awesome informational processing power of Anthropic's AI used for mass surveillance of American citizens, and he didn't want it directing autonomous weapons that could kill without human oversight. The Pentagon refused, demanding unrestricted use of Anthropic's model, Claude. After the talks broke down, it used a coercive tool never before deployed against an American company, a supply-chain-risk designation, which could imperil Anthropic's business. (Anthropic has since filed suit to have it removed. The company declined to comment for this article.) And while all of this was happening, Altman swooped in to finalize his own Pentagon deal for OpenAI.

Amodei's frustration with the week's events leaked into the memo that he wrote to his staff. Its tone differed greatly from "Machines of Loving Grace." Amodei excoriated OpenAI, and described the reported provisions of its deal as "safety theater." (OpenAI later added what it has said are stiffer provisions to its deal.) The haste with which OpenAI's leadership had come to an agreement with the Pentagon clearly irked Amodei; the episode revealed "who they really are," he said.

But Amodei didn't seem to reckon with the larger structural lesson here. Anthropic's dispute with the Pentagon is a reminder that the people who create a powerful technology don't usually get the final say in how it's used. The models aren't even all that advanced compared with what they will be, and in Venezuela and Iran, the U.S. is not facing off against the world's great AI champions. Yet the Pentagon still bristled at the very idea that its use of Anthropic's AI could be limited, and in the face of resistance, it threatened to burn a private company down. If AI becomes a much more dangerous weapon, and the U.S. finds itself pitted against a country with frontier models that are as powerful as its own, the government will almost certainly demand total control or commandeer the technology outright.

After the builders of the atomic bomb finished their work in the New Mexico desert, they very quickly learned how little say they would have in its use. The weapons were driven away on trucks, and in the weeks afterward, no one called the scientists to get a green light for the bombing of Hiroshima or Nagasaki. Neither did anyone ask them to sign off on future additions to America's nuclear stockpile. Their leverage was front-loaded: They could choose to create their terrible weapons or not, but once they'd successfully tested even one, they'd already forfeited it.

Amodei now finds himself in a similar position. He may well be right that soon, whole "countries of geniuses" will occupy the data centers that are being built, en masse, all over the world. But whether anyone will be able to control such a technological force remains an open question, and either way, it certainly won't be him.
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Netanyahu's Very Useful War

The Israeli leader is trying to make the Iran war work to his political advantage. He may not succeed.

by Yair Rosenberg

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




Benjamin Netanyahu has spent the better part of two decades perfecting the art of the political escape. Just when his career appears to be buried under the weight of indictments, or his coalition fatally fractured, he reappears, seemingly unscathed, with a new lease on power. Today, as Israel finds itself locked in a multifront war with Iran and its proxies, Netanyahu is once again attempting his favorite trick: transmuting a national existential crisis into a personal political lifeline.

Take the prime minister's perennial quest to call off his corruption trial. Netanyahu has been in the dock for bribery, fraud, and breach of trust since 2020. During that time, he has attempted to intimidate and disempower Israel's judiciary and pressured Isaac Herzog, the country's president, to grant him a pardon. Last week, thanks to the Iran war, that push got some backup from none other than Donald Trump. "I don't want anything on Bibi's mind other than fighting against Iran," the U.S. president told Axios, calling Herzog a "disgrace" for letting the trial continue. "Every day I talk to Bibi about the war. I want him to focus on the war and not on the fucking court case." Trump is not known for his attention to the minutiae of the internal politics of foreign countries, but one can guess where he has been hearing repeatedly about the trial.

Read: Netanyahu just admitted he's unfit to lead Israel

Netanyahu is using the war to shore up his shaky grip on Israel's domestic politics as well. By law, the prime minister's coalition needs to pass a budget by the end of this month in order to avert mandatory new elections. For a time, Netayahu seemed likely to miss this deadline. The reason: The ultra-Orthodox parties, which hold 18 of the coalition's 64 seats, refused to back the budget unless the prime minister passed legislation officially exempting yeshiva students from military service.

Most Israelis are subject to a mandatory draft, but the ultra-Orthodox--or Haredi--are not. This arrangement, the result of historical horse-trading for Haredi political backing, was unpopular in peacetime. It became intolerable during wartime, as Israelis watched their sons and daughters fight and fall in armed conflicts while Haredi life continued as usual. Today, some 70 percent of Jewish Israelis oppose the ultra-Orthodox exemption, and the supreme court has ruled that the government must end it. The Haredi ultimatum has put Netanyahu in a bind. Either he can placate his ultra-Orthodox allies and infuriate most voters, or he can placate most voters and infuriate the ultra-Orthodox. The war, however, has bought him some time. "Is it possible to wage a war without a budget?" one ultra-Orthodox politician said, reportedly explaining why his faction would be supporting the measure, at least for now.

Read: The earthquake that could shatter Netanyahu's coalition

Finally, Netanyahu's allies have begun suggesting to journalists that the premier might call early elections if the military campaign against Iran ends well. Their hope is that fresh wartime gains will overshadow Netanyahu's liabilities, such as the Haredi exemption--the prime minister is still ultimately committed to preserving it--and his government's failure to prevent the October 7 attacks.

If all of this sounds premature, bordering on hubristic, that's because it is. Netanyahu is a consummate tactician and excels at leveraging unforeseen circumstances to bolster his political position. But there is good reason to think that this time, his gambits may fail. To begin with, despite public pressure from Trump, President Herzog has not acquiesced to Netanyahu's demand for a pardon. "Anyone who thinks that a gun to the head and external threats will influence the president to deviate from the proper administration of the law does not know the people involved and has no idea what he is talking about," Michael Herzog, the president's brother and Israel's former ambassador to the United States, said. Last week, Israel's Justice Ministry reportedly concluded that Netanyahu's request for a pardon did not meet the criteria for granting one and should therefore be rejected.

The Haredi issue is also not going away. Indeed, the ultra-Orthodox exemption is likely to upset voters more than ever now that Israel is fighting a war on two fronts--against the regime in Iran and its proxy Hezbollah in Lebanon. Last week, many Israelis erupted in outrage as 90 yeshiva students flew to Poland to visit the grave of a famous rabbi, while their non-Haredi counterparts were being called up to the front. Even if the ultra-Orthodox don't capsize Netanyahu's current coalition with their highly unpopular political demands, those demands may prevent the coalition from returning to power in the next election.

Likewise, whether the Iran war will alter the electoral map in Netanyahu's favor is far from clear. Most Israelis back the conflict at the moment, viewing it as necessary to secure the future of their state against an eliminationist foe. But Israeli voters were not born yesterday, and their views of Netanyahu and his hard-right coalition have been remarkably stable since 2023. Most polls have consistently shown that Israelis do not trust Netanyahu and that support for his government has collapsed. These numbers have not been improved by military feats such as the decapitation of Hezbollah in 2024 and the 12-day war against Iran last year. And those conflicts at least had defined end points with decisive Israeli victories, such as the killing of the Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah and the bombing of Iran's nuclear sites. The current war provides far less cause for Israeli optimism.

"Ending these kinds of operations is much harder than starting them," Netanyahu wrote in his 2022 memoir. Yet today, he has embroiled his country in two such open-ended engagements--not counting the continuing skirmishes along the Gaza cease-fire line. With Trump already signaling a potential retreat in Iran, and the Islamic Republic still in power and showing that it can successfully hold the world's energy supply hostage, the endgame for Israel remains an enigma. If Netanyahu winds up trapped in the very sort of conflict he once warned against, he will have given new meaning to the phrase self-fulfilling prophecy.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2026/03/netanyahu-iran-war/686323/?utm_source=feed
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'If You Win One Penny, You're in the Top 2 Percent of Bettors'

McKay Coppins on his experiment with sports gambling--and why it's a losing game for nearly everyone

by Hanna Rosin
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From Plato to Charles Barkley, great minds have warned about the destructive power of gambling. The way societies have usually managed the vice is to cordon it off. It's legal, but contained to disreputable places, such as red-light districts, riverboats, and Nevada. This was true in much of the United States until 2018, when a Supreme Court ruling opened the door to legalized sports betting nationwide. If you've watched a game on TV in the past few years, or listened to a sports podcast, or checked a score on your phone, you have no doubt absorbed, via ads, this practically overnight cultural transformation: Sports betting is everywhere, and now accessible from your couch. Last year, Americans spent $160 billion on it.

The easy availability means that people who otherwise might not have been tempted have gotten sucked in. Unlikely people--such as a Mormon father of four and Atlantic staff writer--are betting on sports these days. In the case of McKay Coppins, it was supposed to be just for research.

In an act of genius or cruelty, this magazine gave Coppins $10,000 to try a season of sports betting. The idea was to provide him with an amount sufficient enough to make the stakes feel real. The result was a painful lesson on hubris, temptation, and how to ruin Christmas. In this episode of Radio Atlantic, Coppins discusses the rise of sports betting, the questionable morals of prediction markets, and what he learned about himself in his season of sanctioned vice.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Last year, when Atlantic staff writer McKay Coppins wanted to do a story about sports gambling, he and his editor started out with the usual angles.

McKay Coppins: We ticked through all the obvious approaches, right? You should talk to people who struggle with gambling addiction. You should talk to the executives at the big online sportsbooks.


Rosin: And then one of them had another idea.

Coppins: I can't remember if it was my editor or me who first said, Well, maybe you should try it a little bit.


[Music]

Coppins: Part of it is that, because I was a sports fan--if you are a sports fan, if you watch sports in the year 2026, you are just constantly bombarded with gambling advertising.


Kevin Hart (in DraftKings commercial 1): DraftKings, now, I know it's the Super Bowl and all, but everyone gets a free bet?
 Speaker (in DraftKings commercial 2): Lay it all on tonight's game or kiss it goodbye.
 Speaker 1 (in FanDuel commercial): FanDuel's free Pick 'Em game gives you more ways to win this fantasy season.
 Speaker 2 (in FanDuel commercial): Agreed.


Coppins: Every game you watch, it's just an onslaught of ads for online sportsbooks.


Narrator (in DraftKings commercial 1): Head to the DraftKings Sportsbook app to claim your free bet now.


Coppins: If you listen to sports podcasts, like I do, all the sponsors are FanDuel, DraftKings.


Bill Simmons: The Bill Simmons Podcast, brought to you by FanDuel Sportsbook. We are also brought to you--


Coppins: And almost through, like, cultural osmosis, I started to pick up some of the kind of sports-betting language. I started to hear about point spreads and money lines so much that I was like, Man, what is the deal with this?


Man 1: --one on one, so--
 Man 2: Now yours will be the opposite. You are +3.5 now.
 Man 1: 'Cause that's not the odds; that is the spread.
 Man 2: No, that's not the odds. That's what a--


Coppins: I just had this feeling that gambling was becoming so culturally ubiquitous that it couldn't help but change our culture, right? It was definitely changing sports and sports media. But it felt like it was having a bigger effect on the country than that, and so I wanted to look into it.


Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Sports betting is everywhere, despite basically only becoming legal in most of the U.S. in the past eight years.

And it just keeps growing.

Coppins: Just to give you a sense--in 2017, Americans legally wagered $4.9 billion on sports. Last year, that number was $160 billion.


Rosin: McKay was about to add to that pile by experimenting with sports gambling himself.

There was just one problem: McKay is Mormon, so gambling is against his religion.

Coppins: And they were like, Well, what if we came up with this work-around? (Laughs.)
 Rosin: (Laughs.) So you asked Jesus.
 Coppins: So I went and presented it to God. Well, no, actually, I asked my bishop, which is a pretty strange experience.


Rosin: His bishop gave a tentative yes--but only because of a technical work-around that he and his editor came up with: McKay would not be staking his own money. For the entire run of the upcoming NFL season, McKay would be staking the magazine's money.

The Atlantic gave one of its staff writers $10,000 to gamble with.

Coppins: And I will say, I did not ask for $10,000.


Rosin: And if, by the end of the season, he came out ahead, he could split the winnings 50-50.

Coppins:  I went into it thinking, My eyes are wide open. I'm already skeptical of the sports-betting industry. I have never had any interest in gambling whatsoever. (Laughs.) This will be kind of a fun gimmick for the story. But that's about it, right?
 My wife, also, when I told her I was gonna do this, had sort of the same feeling, like, Oh, well, that'll make the story funny.


[Music]

Coppins: And I thought maybe it would be, like, one section of the story because it wouldn't really amount to much, but it would be a fun little detail.
 Rosin: I feel like this is where we cue the cliff-hanger music, whatever that cliff-hanger music is. (Laughs.)
 Coppins: (Laughs.) Now for a break. Let's--
 Rosin: Yes. (Laughs.) Now for a break.
 Coppins: We'll tell you what happened next after.


Rosin: So talk about your first few bets. How did you get going?

Coppins: Well, the very first night I set up my DraftKings account was the first game of the NFL season. It was on a Thursday night. I remember excusing myself from the family dinner table. I have four young kids.

I knew they were gonna find out eventually what I was doing, but it still felt a little bit unseemly that I was gonna start gambling, and so I didn't want them to see me download DraftKings and ask what I was doing.

So I went into my bedroom, I downloaded DraftKings and deposited $500 into my account, and I was off. And that first night, I knew so little about sports betting that I was basically just punching in bets at random.

But I think I made a parlay bet that was kind of long odds for Saquon Barkley and Jalen Hurts to both score touchdowns. And at the end of the night, I was up 20 bucks.

And I remember the next morning, I told my wife, Hey, I won 20 bucks last night, and she got so excited. And she high-fived me, and we were immediately fantasizing about what we were gonna do with all the winnings that I would make at the end of the season. (Laughs.) We're gonna replace the KitchenAid mixer that needs to be replaced. Maybe we could even put new shelves up in the pantry. We had all these big ideas 'cause maybe I was secretly a sports-betting savant and we didn't know it.

[Music]

Rosin: So at some point, you realize you're not a savant, or maybe you're not a savant, and you get in touch with Nate Silver, which is hilarious. Just say who Nate Silver is, so--

Coppins: Well, I had this idea that I needed a gambling guru, right? I was gonna need somebody to hold my hand through the process and at least give me the kind of best practices of the sports bettor.

Nate Silver, I would describe him as America's most famous statistics nerd, right? He started FiveThirtyEight. He was known for calling the outcomes of elections based on his proprietary polling model and, a few years ago, pivoted to gambling. (Laughs.) He cites a midlife crisis and general fatigue with politics.

And he wrote a book about gambling, a very good book. He had always been a poker player. And I basically called him up, and I was like, Hey, Nate, I don't know what I'm doing. Do you wanna be my guide?

And he was happy to do it, although I will tell you, my very first call with him was pretty humiliating because I, beforehand, sent him all my bet slips for the first week. (Laughs.) And got on the phone with him and he kind of pulled them up as we were on the phone, and just immediately, he started to react in real time as he was looking at them.

Rosin: Ugh.

Coppins: And he just says, Okay. Oh. Oh, no. (Laughs.) And then started laughing at me, which is how I learned that it's possible to be emasculated by Nate Silver.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Right, right, right, right, right. What was he noticing?

Coppins: Well, he said I was making a bunch of mistakes, and one of them was that I was only using DraftKings. And what he said is, the basic reality of sports betting--and I think this is important to note because I have met so many people who, when I told them I was now getting into sports gambling, they'd say, Oh, I know a guy who made millions as a sports bettor, and if you're just really good at it, then you can make a lot of money. And I just wanna dispel that a little bit because the first thing Nate Silver told me was, It is incredibly hard to make money as a sports gambler. And to do it, you have to exploit microscopic edges, right?

He said, You should be shopping for lines, the best betting lines on any given game, across multiple books; you can't just use DraftKings. You need a bunch of different books 'cause all the lines are a little different. You need to steer clear of parlays and prop bets.

Prop bets are, like, individual outcomes within a game. Parlays are--they have longer odds; they'll pay out more money. But it's only if multiple different outcomes hit, so, like, the Chiefs to win and the Chargers to cover the spread or whatever.

But what it boiled down to was you have to understand that sports betting successfully is a grind.

[Music]

Coppins: And then he told me--and this was a shocking revelation for me--well, actually, what I asked him was, I'm starting out with $10,000. What would be a good season? If I get to the end of the season, how much would I have to win for this to count as a victory? And he was almost confused by the question because he said, Oh, if you win one penny, you're in the top 2 percent of bettors.

Rosin: Ugh, my God. (Laughs.)

Coppins: He was like, Even I--who, in my lifetime, have made hundreds of thousands of dollars gambling--if I break even betting on the NFL, I'll count that as a win.

It was kind of this revelatory moment where it was like, Oh, everybody loses money gambling. You can't really win. And I knew that intellectually, right: The house always wins. This is the one thing everybody knows about gambling. But what's kind of amazing in retrospect is that I didn't really believe him. I heard him, but I was like, But I could be in that 2 percent.

Rosin: Okay, so you leave this Nate Silver conversation with maybe what we can both agree is false confidence. (Laughs.)

Coppins: (Laughs.)

Rosin: And you start to go deeper in. What did you start to notice about yourself? What happens?

Coppins: Well, I started out following his rules that he gave me, right? Basically, what he said is, If you wanna be a good sports bettor, at the beginning of every week, sit down in a quiet place. Look over the lines. Do some research on--

Rosin: What's the lines?

Coppins: The betting lines, so: The Chiefs are favored to beat the Bills by two points, right? Basically, for every game, a bunch of different sportsbooks will have similar but not identical lines, so you look through all the lines; you decide which games you like, which lines are most enticing. You should look at injury reports. You should look at weather forecasts, other factors that might affect the outcome of the game. And then, when the games are still several days away and you're not acting out of emotion or chasing your losses, you should make your bets in kind of a sober frame of mind. So that--

Rosin: And stick to them, calmly.

Coppins: And stick to them. Right. Unless something really dramatic changes--the quarterback gets injured at practice or whatever--you should stick to them and not alter them once the game has started. Because that's the temptation, right? So I stuck to that. I really tried to. For the first month or two, I was doing what Nate told me.

But I was surprised by a couple things. First, I was surprised by how emotionally I reacted when games didn't go my way, right? The very first game that I bet on, 30 seconds into the game, the best defender on the Eagles got into something with a player on the Cowboys and spit on him and got ejected from the game.

And so you have these things that are totally out of your control that you couldn't have possibly anticipated that affect the outcome of the game, and it drives you crazy. And what surprised me was how it wouldn't just drive me crazy, but I would start to develop irrational hatreds for certain players based on their performance losing me money.

Rosin: Okay, so you're angry at the players. Did your family start to notice anything about you?

Coppins: So that was the other thing that changed. I was surprised by how quickly and extensively what was supposed to be, like, this dumb little gimmick kind of took over my life. (Laughs.)

Again, I didn't want my kids to see me gambling all the time. They knew I was doing it for my story. But I was so obsessed with looking at the lines, looking at the prop bets that were available. I would often hide from them to place bets. So I would slip away from the living room and go hide in the kitchen pantry to put bets in. And I remember--

Rosin: (Laughs.) The pantry. Oh my God.

Coppins: --one time--and this is not, like, a vast pantry; it's, like, a closet that I'm hiding in. I remember my 10-year-old son once went into the pantry 'cause I had gone to get them snacks and then just stayed there and was on DraftKings, and he found me, and he announced to the family, Dad is hiding again.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

[Music]

Coppins: My wife caught me looking at one of the betting apps at church, which I think is doubly sinful in some way. I think also one of the early advantages or benefits of sports betting, which was I was so much more interested in the games, also meant that I was watching so much sports.

[Sounds of NFL games]

Coppins: My Sunday afternoons were completely consumed by watching, like, five NFL games at a time.

[Sounds of NFL games]

Coppins: I would stay up super late watching the end of West Coast games. And then after that, I would spend another hour scrolling on FanDuel to see future bets. And that meant that I was then sleeping in later, which meant that I wasn't as present in the morning routine of getting the kids ready for school. And I remember, I knew I was in trouble sometime in October, when my wife, who is pretty patient and supportive, said something like, I can't wait for this gambling experiment to be over.

We kind of got into a little argument because she noted that I had been staying up super late watching these games that I was gambling on and I wasn't as available as I usually was helping with the kids. And she was like, Look, if you're staying up late working, I understand and I get it. And I very stupidly was like, This is for work! (Laughs.)

Rosin: I knew you were gonna say that. (Laughs.)

Coppins: I walked right into it, and she just rolled her eyes. She was like, You don't have to watch every game that you gamble on--you have no control over the outcome, which is the kind of thing that is obviously true and also so outrageous to a gambler because, of course, you're gonna watch the games that you gamble on, like, How dare you!

Rosin: In a moment, things get even worse.

Coppins: I was waking up in the middle of the night because I would have these nightmares that I had blown through the $10,000 and was now gambling with our own money and didn't even realize it. (Laughs.)


Rosin: That's after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: This is all funny, but I do wonder if there was ever a point when you felt like you lost yourself in some way.

Coppins: There was a stretch when I kind of went into a tailspin, and it was right around Christmas of last year.

And I think it started, actually, with another Cowboys game, Lions and Cowboys. I had bet the Cowboys to cover a 3.5-point spread; they were the underdogs. And in the fourth quarter, it looked like I might be able to win. Dak Prescott, the quarterback, was driving down the field, about to score a touchdown, it looked like. And then there was this controversial offensive-pass-interference call that was made that ended the drive, and I ended up losing a bunch of money.

And this game ended, and I couldn't believe it. I couldn't believe that I had been burned by a bad call by a random referee. And it was like something snapped for me. And I think because, up to that point, I had tried to be pretty diligent, right? I was doing all the things Nate Silver said--I was monastically studying the lines; I was staying away from the suckers' bets, the parlays and the prop bets--and I should have won that bet. But because of this bad, bad call--it just drove me insane, and I became determined.

At certain points, I had actually been up for the season. Around Thanksgiving, I was up a couple hundred bucks. But at this point, after losing that game--I lost, I think, $500, and I just went ballistic. And I was like, I am gonna win back everything that I lost. I'm sick of this. And this is a term that I learned in the course of my reporting and then experienced: I was on tilt.

[Music]

Coppins: On tilt describes kind of the emotional, frenzied state that a gambler gets into when they start making really unwise decisions. And for the next two weeks, basically, I was on tilt.

It was a strange experience 'cause it was Christmas season. I have young kids. We're doing all these festive family things. We're going ice skating. And every outing was an opportunity to gamble more.

My toddler fell asleep in the minivan, and I was like, You guys go skate. I'll stay here with the toddler 'til he wakes up.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Coppins: And I'm putting together six-game parlays on my phone. (Laughs.)

I remember collapsing onto the couch and starting to do the mental math, and I realized that I had lost $2,500 in 13 days.

Rosin: Whoa.

Coppins: For basically any gambler, that's a bad two-week stretch, but what was concerning to me was that at no point in those two weeks did I think that I was doing anything wrong.

Rosin: Let's move on to the bigger picture: Sports betting used to be illegal. How did that change?

Coppins: Well, it was always illegal, with some caveats, right? There were always parts of the country where it was either explicitly legal or people kind of looked the other way.

From the very beginning of American history, the Puritans understood that gambling was a dangerous vice. They outlawed it in Plymouth. Pennsylvania had laws on the books about it. It was kind of always consigned to riverboats or red-light districts or places that were kind of considered unsavory. There was this kind of idea that if people had to gamble, they would need to go to unsavory places to do it.

In 2012, Chris Christie, governor of New Jersey, wanted to help the flagging economy of Atlantic City and had this idea that he would make Atlantic City one of those places where sports betting was legal.

Governor Chris Christie: And that's why I'm pleased to announce today that our administration is formally submitting our sports-gambling regulations this week. (Applause.)


Coppins: He passed a bill legalizing sports betting in Atlantic City, which then prompted the sports leagues to sue. And this case ended up winding through federal court, eventually landed at the Supreme Court--

Chief Justice John Roberts: In case number 16-476, Murphy v. NCAA, and the consolidated case, Justice [Samuel] Alito has the opinion of the court.


Coppins: --which, in 2018, decided to overturn the federal ban on sports betting, opening the door for states to legalize it in their respective territories.

Rosin: What a history. Because looking back now, we think, that idea of betting containment, like, We'll only have it in Atlantic City. We'll only have it in Las Vegas, that seems so old-fashioned and wholesome now as an idea.

Coppins: It does, but it was the consensus view, like, as of eight years ago. I want people to understand that this new Wild West era of sports betting that we're in is only a few years old. It's kind of insane how quickly we, as a country, as a society, decided to unlearn the lessons that every civilization before us had learned, which is that gambling is civilizationally ruinous and soul-rotting and incredibly dangerous and should be kept at bay.

Now, look, in a liberal-democratic society, you have to make a certain amount of tolerance for vice, right? And it makes sense to me to have a few places, kind of containment zones, where the vice is tolerated.

But it is literally just in 2018 and after that, all of a sudden, the leagues realized there is an enormous amount of money to make in doing this. The states suddenly realized, Oh, we could get a bunch of tax revenue if we legalize it and tax it. And the sportsbooks, which almost overnight became these kind of economic juggernauts, started throwing money around to very rapidly expand sports betting across the country.

I've lost count--it's 38, 40 states, something like that, that have legalized it. I would be surprised if, by the end of the decade, unless something dramatic changes, every state hasn't legalized it.

Rosin: Okay, so sports betting is one thing. We can see how it's gotten outta control. It makes a certain kind of sense. Sports is a game.

I think where you really start to want to do an anthropology of shifts in American culture is when it goes beyond sports betting, 'cause you can bet on anything these days. So do you see those two things as connected? 'Cause you did do some of that in this experiment as well.

Coppins: I did, and I do think they're connected. I think that, in some ways, the predictive markets, like Polymarket and Kalshi, are kind of the logical end point of the sports-betting explosion, right? And now they're introduced to the idea, Well, you don't know that much about sports? You can also bet on the Oscars. You can also bet on what the temperature in Los Angeles will be tomorrow. You can also bet on when Taylor Swift's wedding to Travis Kelce will take place.

After first kind of conditioning the American population to get more comfortable with gambling on their phones, we're now introducing them to the idea of gambling on every facet of American life. It doesn't have to just be sports.

[Music]

Coppins: I actually first took interest in the predictive markets after the Venezuela operation. This became kind of a famous story, but after U.S. troops went into Venezuela to capture the president, [Nicolas] Maduro, it was revealed that this guy on Polymarket bet a huge amount of money on the idea that Maduro would be removed from power by a certain date.

News reporter (from CBS Detroit): --bet $32,000 that the Venezuelan president would be out of power by January 31.


Coppins: And clearly, this was somebody who had inside knowledge, and he or she made a killing on it.

News reporter (from CBS Detroit): And that user cashed out, making more than $400,000.
 Man: These markets are--


Coppins: And once I started talking to people who work at these platforms, I found out that insider trading is actually kind of part of the whole experience. It's a feature of the platforms, not a bug.

Proponents of these predictive markets will argue that the more insiders use their platforms to cash in on their inside knowledge, the more useful the markets become as predictors of future events.

Rosin: That's circular. Why is that a defense of it?

Coppins: Because their argument is that the predictive market's social utility is that they are more useful than polls or surveys or predictions by experts or pundits, right?

Rosin: I see. So it's an actual freer flow of information. It's a more accurate source of future information.

Coppins: That's right. Well, and they go--

Rosin: That's interesting.

Coppins: --they go even further than that, though. The CEO and founder of Kalshi has said that, basically, the goal is to move the digital public square away from social media, where AI slop and rage bait are kind of the coin of the realm, into predictive markets, where you are incentivized to invest based on what you genuinely believe or have inside knowledge about.

A more grandiose summary of his vision--he said, "The long-term vision is to financialize everything and create a tradable asset out of any difference [in] opinion."

Rosin: Okay. That's where he--

Coppins: (Laughs.) That's where he loses you?

Rosin: (Laughs.) That's where he loses me, because accuracy, actually, is a value. I actually understand that argument.

Did you follow the controversy over Kalshi and Iran, that whether or not people did or didn't bet on Ayatollah [Ali] Khamenei, I think the way they put it was, would be "out"?

Coppins: Yes.

Rosin: And some bettors took that to mean dead, like would be assassinated. And then Kalshi kind of was very morally righteous about that, like, Oh, we would never bet on something like somebody's death. We don't do that.

Coppins: But by the way, these markets also provide bets on whether Gaza will experience a famine, how many people will be deported from the U.S. in a given year, whether a nuclear bomb will be set off somewhere in the world, so I would just be a little skeptical of high-and-mighty defenses from these markets.

Rosin: Your list just now actually sent a chill because that way of collapsing everything into an abstract non-reality, how did we get there? Is this just a symptom of a culture where nothing's really real? We never know if anyone's joking or not joking, so the natural next step is: Why take anything seriously? Just lean into it and turn it into a betting game.

'Cause it's one thing to say, Okay. The gates were open. Everyone started sports betting. But they were meeting a moment.

Coppins: Yes, for sure.

Rosin: The culture was very ready for this moment where everything can be bet on. Why?

Coppins: Yeah, there's a chicken-and-egg thing going on here. I do think it's not a coincidence that America is being turned into a giant casino at a time when a former casino operator is in the Oval Office. And I don't know if that's a symptom or a driver of that cultural change, but it is the fact, by the way, we should say, that these predictive markets were facing a lot of government scrutiny during the last administration. There were investigations by the Justice Department, by the Commodity Futures Trading Commission. Both of those investigations were quietly shut down when [President Donald] Trump returned to office.

But I think this gets at something bigger that you're gesturing at, which is it does feel like America was primed to start to see every aspect of American life, whether it's politics or war or culture or art, as kind of a table game.

And there is something very American about it.

[Music]

Coppins: The idea that we would all start to play these games that reduce to the abstract very real things and turn them into moneymaking ventures, almost like digital video games that can put a distance between us and what's really happening, and also feed that very kind of American optimism that somehow I can come out ahead.

Rosin: Right, right.

Coppins: While, meanwhile, the systems rewards insiders, crushes and demoralizes regular people, and ultimately, the house always does win.

Rosin: Okay. So how much money in total did you lose? (Laughs.)

Coppins: (Laughs.) I lost $9,891.

Rosin: What happens to the last hundred?

Coppins: I return it to the Atlantic, with a thank-you note, I guess. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Wow. Okay, okay.

Coppins: I actually literally just sent an email to our accountant saying, Please deduct this from my paycheck. (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.) Tell the truth: You think you'll never gamble again.

Coppins: Well, the morning after the Super Bowl, I signed something called a self-exclusion form, which is designed for problem gamblers who want to cut themselves off. So I pulled up the Virginia self-exclusion form and filled it out, which means that the online sportsbooks, at least, are legally prohibited from taking my action.

Now, I will say, the caveat is it was a five-year ban. (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.) So ask you again in five years.

Coppins: There is a lifetime ban, but you have to go to a physical location to do that, and I didn't do it, so check in with me again in five years.

Rosin: So if I, right here, say, I will bet you $5 on Best Picture at the Oscars, do you just say no? (Laughs.)

Coppins: (Laughs.) What bet are you making? Gimme the odds.

[Music]

Rosin: Thanks again to Atlantic staff writer McKay Coppins. Make sure to check out the story. It's called "Sucker: My Year as a Degenerate Gambler."
 
 Also, we should say that prediction markets like Polymarket and Kalshi do technically prohibit manipulation and insider trading.

This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Kevin Townsend. Rob Smierciak engineered and provided original music. Michelle Ciarrocca fact-checked. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Pete Hegseth Exception

Nearly a year after a national-security scandal erupted on my iPhone, no one in the Trump administration has faced consequences.

by Jeffrey Goldberg

Mon, 09 Mar 2026




The Uniform Code of Military Justice serves as the criminal-justice framework for America's armed forces. It covers offenses recognized by civilian law as well as crimes and infractions unique to the military, from insubordination to cowardly conduct. The code contains 158 articles; the Manual for Courts-Martial itself runs nearly 1,000 pages. It is an obvious truth that discipline, morale, and order can be maintained in military formations only if everyone--from four-star generals to the youngest "boot" privates--is held equally accountable for their actions.

A cursory review of recent courts-martial suggests that the enforcers of military discipline don't miss much. In December, a Marine private first class was convicted of "contempt or disrespect towards a noncommissioned or petty officer, and disrespect towards a superior commissioned officer in command." The private was held in confinement for five days and was reduced in rank. In September, an Air Force lieutenant was convicted of engaging in conduct "unbecoming an officer" after drinking on duty and cursing superior officers. He was sentenced to 30 days of confinement and received a presumably career-ending reprimand. In November, a senior airman, a medical specialist, was found guilty of failing to "safeguard protected health information from unauthorized disclosure." She was sentenced to one month of confinement, and received a temporary pay reduction and a reprimand. Also in September, an Army specialist was convicted of disrespecting a superior by "interrupting her when she was speaking and then walking away," among other charges. A military judge reduced the specialist's rank and prevented her from leaving her military facility for 14 days.

Many soldiers are punished for infractions related to the handling of their weapons--the unfortunate Louisiana National Guardsman who recently left his rifle in the bathroom of a hotel bar could face a court-martial. And members of the armed forces are also punished for mishandling information. The military is necessarily unforgiving of those who violate operational security--"loose lips sink ships," in the age-old shorthand. That is why seemingly quotidian bits of information--the dates and times that units are moving from one base to another, for instance--are held so closely. According to the UCMJ's Article 92, the punishments for the release of unauthorized information vary, but could include two years' imprisonment. A unit commander, operations-security guidance states, must "protect from unauthorized disclosure any sensitive and/or critical information to which they have personal access." In October of last year, a retired Army colonel, Kevin Charles Luke, who was at the time a civilian Department of Defense employee, was found guilty of sending a photo of a classified email to a woman he'd met online. The email contained information about an upcoming military operation. In early February, Luke was sentenced to two years in prison for his crime.

Read: The Trump administration accidentally texted me its war plans

It has been almost a year since the national-security scandal that came to be known, inevitably, as Signalgate erupted on my iPhone, and I've been thinking through its consequences. Michael Waltz, the official who invited me into a Signal chat group whose members included most of America's national-security leadership, was removed as the president's national security adviser. But he soon received (what is to my mind, at least) a promotion, and is now serving as U.S. ambassador to the United Nations. The Signal Foundation, the nonprofit organization that owns the messaging app, saw a dramatic increase in usage following the scandal. The Atlantic itself saw an unparalleled burst of subscription growth, and I personally managed to avoid prison and extract a brand-new iPhone from my employer. President Trump suffered no negative consequences from Signalgate. In fact, he found it professionally riveting, carefully studying the way in which The Atlantic temporarily dominated the news cycle. (He also suggested to me, in an Oval Office meeting that took place as the scandal was subsiding, that he should receive more credit for The Atlantic's success than I have granted him.)

As for Pete Hegseth, the secretary of defense who shared what were quite obviously military secrets in a discussion, held on a privately run messaging app, that he didn't even know included a journalist--well, more on him later.

Allow me to recount, as efficiently as possible, the sequence of implausible events here. On March 11 of last year, I was invited to connect on Signal by a user purporting to be Waltz. Soon after, I was invited to a chat called the "Houthi PC small group." PC refers to principals committee, which included people identified as Vice President J. D. Vance, Secretary of State Marco Rubio, Hegseth, CIA Director John Ratcliffe, and Tulsi Gabbard, the director of national intelligence.

I am suspicious by profession, and so I assumed that this was an entrapment scheme, or a foreign-intelligence-service operation, or a simulation beyond easy comprehension. But I know Waltz (please keep this fact in mind), and I have reported on national-security matters for decades, so the invitation wasn't entirely outlandish. (A reasonable guess is that my telephone number can be found--or could be found, before Signalgate--in the contact lists of seven or eight members of the 18-person "small group.")

The chat itself was highly realistic, and fascinating. I watched as a substantive debate was held over whether the U.S. should immediately launch strikes against Houthi-terrorist targets in Yemen. The vice president, quasi-isolationist in outlook, argued against such strikes, noting that Europe--not his favorite continent--would benefit disproportionately. A little while later, the chat participant identified as Hegseth wrote, "Waiting a few weeks or a month does not fundamentally change the calculus," though he added, "We are prepared to execute, and if I had final go or no go vote, I believe we should."

The colloquy came to a sudden end when the user "S M," whom I took to be the Trump confidant Stephen Miller, wrote, "As I heard it, the president was clear: green light, but we soon make clear to Egypt and Europe what we expect in return."

That was that. Hegseth wrote, "Agree," and the dissident vice president said nothing. And then came the day of the Yemen strikes. At 11:44 a.m. on Saturday, March 15, I was at a supermarket--a Safeway in the Chevy Chase neighborhood of Washington, D.C.--when the following alert came in over Signal from Hegseth: "TEAM UPDATE." What followed was information that, had it been seen by an enemy of the United States, could have been used to kill American military and intelligence personnel. Hegseth promised that Yemen would be attacked within two hours.

I've seen strange things in my career, but nothing quite like this. I stayed in my car in the Safeway parking lot and waited. I took screenshots of the chat and searched X and other platforms for news of U.S. military activity. Hegseth had said in the chat that the first detonations would be felt at 1:45 p.m. eastern time. At approximately 1:55 p.m., credible news reports started appearing about an attack.

In the chat, congratulations began to pour in. Waltz posted three emoji: a fist, an American flag, and fire. Steve Witkoff, Trump's all-purpose, in-over-his-head global-conflict negotiator, responded with five emoji: two praying hands, a flexed bicep, and two American flags. Later, the Houthi-run Yemeni health ministry reported that at least 53 people had been killed in the attack (the number has not been confirmed independently). The Houthis are despicable terrorists, and in my opinion should be fought and defeated, but there was still something disturbing about the proliferation of emoji.




Proof that the chat was authentic forced me (and a growing number of advisers, sworn to secrecy) to make a choice. I was interested in exposing a security breach at the highest reaches of government; I was less interested in being accused of violating the Espionage Act. I would thus exit the chat later that same day. The Signal group would be alerted that I had left, so timing was important. That evening was the annual dinner of the Gridiron Club, at which Washington journalists host senior administration officials and members of Congress and make mainly mild fun of them from the stage. I heard that Waltz might be attending. I didn't want the FBI raiding the dinner to seize my phone, so I waited until the end of the dinner to leave the chat. I spent the next hours awaiting recognition by the federal government that I was an apostate member of the "Houthi PC small group."

But, nothing.

As a reporter, I was relieved; as a citizen, I was appalled by the violation of the first commandment of digital hygiene: Thou Shalt Know Who Is in Thy Group Chat.

The next week rushed by as we prepared the story for publication. I decided not to include some of the key operational details shared by Hegseth, Waltz, and Ratcliffe, the CIA director. I wanted to expose their incompetence without releasing information that could hurt American troops. Early on Monday, March 24, I wrote to Waltz and Hegseth on Signal (of course) and then others by email, asking for confirmation and comment. I would learn that my requests set off a scramble in the White House. The National Security Council called an emergency meeting in the Situation Room, where the mood, as participants later described it to me, was one of incredulousness and anger. According to people who participated in the meeting, Alex Wong, who was then the principal deputy national security adviser, briefed officials, but he didn't have much information. The White House counsel, David Warrington, asked, slowly and repeatedly, "How. Did. This. Happen?"

To their credit, White House officials quickly responded to me and confirmed the authenticity of the chat, and we published our story. These officials publicly argued that nothing secret or sensitive had been disclosed in the chat, which was nonsense, though their argument was helped by my decision to keep actual operational details out of the story. It was my word against theirs.

There were two main worries in the White House that morning. The first: Who would tell the president? It is my understanding that Susie Wiles, the White House chief of staff, instructed Waltz to tell Trump. (Wiles, we would later learn, disliked Waltz, who treated her poorly.) The second worry was that Hegseth, who was then flying to Hawaii aboard the Pentagon's "Doomsday" plane, would be unable to muster a mature reaction to the story. Over the course of the day, officials spoke with him and texted him repeatedly while he was in the air, pleading with him to respond to questions by saying only that no classified information had been disclosed.

Temperament is destiny, and Hegseth responded frantically and defensively. "You're talking about a deceitful and highly discredited so-called journalist who's made a profession of peddling hoaxes time and time again," he told reporters when he landed. He was referring to my reporting, in 2020 and in 2024, that Trump had made various contemptible comments about American troops, including that soldiers who fell in war were "suckers" and "losers," and that Trump had also said, "I need the kind of generals that Hitler had." (Multiple sources confirmed that Trump had made these comments, including John Kelly, a former White House chief of staff and a retired Marine general.)


Former National Security Adviser Michael Waltz stands next to Jeffrey Goldberg at the French embassy in Washington, D.C., in 2021. (X / Bernard-Henri Levy)



Waltz also responded in a juvenile manner, telling Fox News the next day that I am "the bottom scum of journalists. And I know him in the sense that he hates the president, but I don't text him. He wasn't on my phone, and we're going to figure out how this happened." Waltz went on to say, "Of course I didn't see this loser in the group." (I believe this is what is known as "projection.") And he made a comment that provided material for a week's worth of late-night comedy. In explaining how I may have been added to the chat, he said, "Well, if you have somebody else's contact, then somehow it ... gets sucked in. It gets sucked in." (I recently learned that Wiles ordered Waltz to turn his phone over to Elon Musk--at the time a kind of one-man Genius Bar for White House officials--who reported back to Wiles that my phone number did not get "sucked in" to Waltz's phone.) Waltz also denied ever having met me, which is not true.

The ad hominem campaign by Waltz, Hegseth, Gabbard, the CIA, and White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt, combined with the assertion that no classified information had been included in the chat, presented me with a dilemma. I knew, of course, that the information I'd seen on my phone would ordinarily be judged top secret by the military, and I knew that the White House lies were meant to undercut the credibility of this magazine. I simply could not understand why the administration was goading me into releasing the full message chain, which would show that I was correct in stating that the information was highly secret.

We devised a plan: My colleague Shane Harris, who covers the intelligence community, and I would speak with leaders of the relevant government agencies and ask them if they objected to the publication of the rest of the messages. This written statement, from Leavitt, illustrates the sophistication of the administration's response: "As we have repeatedly stated, there was no classified information transmitted in the group chat," she wrote. "However, as the CIA Director and National Security Advisor have both expressed today, that does not mean we encourage the release of the conversation. This was intended to be a an [sic] internal and private deliberation amongst high-level senior staff and sensitive information was discussed. So for those reason [sic]--yes, we object to the release."

Read: Here are the attack plans that Trump's advisers shared on Signal

We published a follow-up story and included the operational messages from Hegseth and Waltz. Here is the key text from Hegseth: "TIME NOW (1144et): Weather is FAVORABLE. Just CONFIRMED w/CENTCOM we are a GO for mission launch." Centcom, or Central Command, is the military's combatant command for the Middle East. He continued:

"1215et: F-18s LAUNCH (1st strike package)"
 "1345: 'Trigger Based' F-18 1st Strike Window Starts (Target Terrorist is @ his Known Location so SHOULD BE ON TIME)--also, Strike Drones Launch (MQ-9s)"
 "1410: More F-18s LAUNCH (2nd strike package)"
 "1415: Strike Drones on Target (THIS IS WHEN THE FIRST BOMBS WILL DEFINITELY DROP, pending earlier 'Trigger Based' targets)"
 "1536: F-18 2nd Strike Starts--also, first sea-based Tomahawks launched."
 "MORE TO FOLLOW (per timeline)"
 "We are currently clean on OPSEC."
 "Godspeed to our Warriors."


It would have been more accurate to have written, "We are currently clean on OPSEC, except that I'm sending this information to the editor of The Atlantic." To honestly believe that this information was not secret would require Hegseth to achieve Olympian levels of self-deception.

As all of this was happening, I was receiving messages from various military officials expressing disdain and anger that Hegseth refused to take responsibility. None of them went public with their outrage, however.

Other people did, including a modest number of Republicans. Senator Roger Wicker, the chair of the Senate Armed Services Committee, told reporters, "The information as published recently appears to me to be of such a sensitive nature that, based on my knowledge, I would have wanted it classified." Wicker and his Democratic counterpart, Senator Jack Reed, asked for a Pentagon investigation. I doubted that this would occur, because the administration was dismantling the inspector-general system across the federal government. But an investigation was soon said to be under way.

Only two administration figures did not seem especially alarmed or defensive during the controversy. The first was the vice president, who, we would later learn, made one final joking addition to the "Houthi PC small group" chain late on the night after my first story appeared: "This chat's kind of dead," he wrote. "Anything going on?"


Signalgate became fodder for memes and late-night comedy. The Trump administration had violated the first commandment of digital hygiene: Thou Shalt Know Who Is in Thy Group Chat. (Bluesky / @kampfmitkette.bsky.social)



The other was the president himself.

I was worried that the Signal story would complicate already complicated efforts by my colleagues Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer to get an interview with Trump. But instead--and this was somewhat predictable to those of us who have paid close attention to Trump over the years--he not only granted them an interview, but invited me to participate. He could not resist the temptation to troll us along the way, however. Three hours before our scheduled visit to the Oval Office, he posted the following message on Truth Social:

Later today I will be meeting with, of all people, Jeffrey Goldberg, the Editor of The Atlantic, and the person responsible for many fictional stories about me, including the made-up HOAX on "Suckers and Losers" and, SignalGate, something he was somewhat more "successful" with. Jeffrey is bringing with him Michael Scherer and Ashley Parker, not exactly pro-Trump writers, either, to put it mildly! The story they are writing, they have told my representatives, will be entitled, "The Most Consequential President of this Century." I am doing this interview out of curiosity, and as a competition with myself, just to see if it's possible for The Atlantic to be "truthful." Are they capable of writing a fair story on "TRUMP"? The way I look at it, what can be so bad--I WON!


When we entered the Oval Office, Trump said, "This will be very, very interesting. You think Biden would do this? I don't think so."

(He was correct.)

"Thanks for announcing the interview on Truth Social," I said.

"I wanted to put a little extra pressure on you," he said. "But at the same time, you'll sell about five times more magazines."

I asked him, in the course of the interview, what he meant by "I will be meeting with, of all people, Jeffrey Goldberg."

"Oh, you like that? I had to do that," he said. "I had to explain to people. That's my way of explaining to people that you're up here, because most people would say, 'Why are you doing that?' I'm doing that because there is a certain respect."

"Are you saying that Signalgate was real?" I asked.

"Yeah, it was real. And I was gonna put in something else, but I didn't have enough time." This led me to ask, out of sheer curiosity, "How long does it take you to write these?"

"Not long," he answered. "I go quickly as hell. You'd be amazed. You'd be impressed. And I like doing them myself. Sometimes I dictate them out, but I like doing them myself. What I'm saying is that it became a big story. You were successful, and it became a big story."

Me: "But you're not saying that it was successful in the sense that it exposed an operations-security problem that you have to fix?"

Trump: "No. What I'm saying is, it was successful in that you got it out very much to the public. You were able to get something out. It became a very big story."

I then asked him directly if there were any other possible lessons to be learned from the Signal breach.

The president answered, "I think we learned: Maybe don't use Signal, okay?"

From the June 2025 issue: Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer on Donald Trump's return to the White House

Months went by. We heard, again and again, that the Defense Department's inspector general would investigate, but nothing came of it. Finally, in December, the report was released. It found what had seemed obvious from the outset: that Hegseth's use of Signal to discuss bombing Yemen could have exposed U.S. tactics and endangered troops.

"The Secretary sent information identifying the quantity and strike times of manned U.S. aircraft over hostile territory over an unapproved, unsecure network approximately 2 to 4 hours before the execution of those strikes," the report reads. "If this information had fallen into the hands of U.S. adversaries, Houthi forces might have been able to counter U.S. forces or reposition personnel and assets to avoid planned U.S. strikes. Even though these events did not ultimately occur, the Secretary's actions created a risk to operational security that could have resulted in failed U.S. mission objectives and potential harm to U.S. pilots."


Rubble in Saada, Yemen, after a U.S. air strike. According to the Houthi-run Yemeni health ministry, the attacks discussed in the "Houthi PC small group" are believed to have left at least 53 people dead. (Naif Rahma / Reuters)



The report concluded, however, that because the secretary of defense possesses "original classification authority"--meaning he has the power to declassify secrets at will--he wasn't technically in violation of any rules governing secrecy, only rules banning the use of private messaging apps for official Pentagon business.

Hegseth claimed that the report cleared him of all wrongdoing. "No classified information," he posted on social media. "Total exoneration. Case closed. Houthis bombed into submission. Thank you for your attention to this IG report."

He had not always been so forgiving when it came to matters of operational security. In 2016, at the height of the furor concerning Hillary Clinton's email server, Hegseth, then a Fox News host, said, "How damaging is it to your ability to recruit or build allies with others when they are worried that our leaders may be exposing them because of their gross negligence or their recklessness in handling information?"

The U.S. is now engaged in another bombing campaign, larger and more sustained than the strikes on the Houthis. Every day, hundreds of aviators are ordered into the airspace above Iran. Their lives depend on the operational security that the military's culture of accountability is designed to safeguard.

The Department of Defense employs nearly 3 million people, uniformed and civilian. All are subject to rules and regulations governing many aspects of their behavior. Any one of them would have faced serious consequences for announcing, on an insecure messaging app, that the U.S. was about to send its pilots over enemy territory.

All except one.



*Lead-image sources: Mandel Ngan / AFP / Getty; Tom Williams / CQ Roll Call / Getty; Andrew Harnik / AFP / Getty.

This article appears in the April 2026 print edition with the headline "The Unbearable Lightness of Signalgate."
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The Obvious Is Taking Its Revenge on Trump

The reasons other U.S. presidents avoided war with Iran are becoming all too evident.

by Franklin Foer

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




In the least charitable--and probably accurate--view, President Trump went to war with Iran out of a delusional faith in himself. He believed that the worst-case scenarios that have deterred past presidents from attacking Iran wouldn't come true for him, because he is Donald Trump.

In the most charitable--and probably accurate--view, the president had reasons to believe that all of the catastrophic warnings about the most hair-raising consequences of an attack wouldn't come to pass this time. The 12-day war, which Israel and the United States fought last June, demonstrated that they could strike Iran without provoking catastrophic retaliation. Having endured that assault on the country's military infrastructure, and then wave after wave of protest by its own citizens, the Islamic Republic was isolated and weak. So why shouldn't Trump exploit that fragility to land a death blow against a murderous adversary?

I could nearly convince myself of these arguments, except that almost no other foreign-policy question has been studied harder over the past 20 years or so than the likely effect of U.S. military strikes on Iran. The many years spent pondering and preparing for a potential attack on Iran are the reason that the first days of the war were, for the most part, a bravura display of American power. Yet all of that study also pointed out the risks: spiking oil prices, the spread of violence throughout the Middle East, civilian casualties of the sort now evidenced by an apparent U.S. missile strike near an Iranian elementary school. When past presidents balked at the possibility of war with Iran, they weren't just dodging a hard choice; they were deterred by all of the obvious reasons a conflict could perilously spiral. Nobody should be shocked that the expected is now coming to pass.

To begin, there's geography. Just 35 miles across at its narrowest, the Strait of Hormuz links the Persian Gulf to the rest of the world and is surrounded on three sides by Iran. One-fifth of the world's oil and liquefied-natural-gas supply passes through an Iranian turkey shoot. Fighting for its survival, Iran has the capacity to choke fossil-fuel markets by launching sporadic attacks on passing tankers, enough to deter companies and their insurers from justifying that risk. A hard fact of geography was always going to be a hard fact of war.

Read: What Iran might do when it has nothing else

Another daunting obstacle to victory is the nature of the Iranian regime, a theocracy that celebrates martyrdom and has spent its entire history preparing for what it considers an inevitable war with the United States. Every time protests fill public squares, I allow myself to believe that the terrible government in Tehran will crumble. But its willingness to kill to survive is the biggest obstacle to its toppling. And Trump intervened after the regime killed tens of thousands of its most determined foes. Calling for revolution after the revolution has been crushed is belated timing, to say the least. Perhaps the Trump administration will succeed in further weakening Iranian authoritarianism--the attacks will certainly set back the country's already struggling economy--so that after the bombs stop falling, regime opponents will rush into the streets. But, thus far, decapitating the regime has succeeded only in replacing one Ayatollah Khamenei with another. By all accounts, the son is no less fanatical than his father and believes with theological certainty that the most brutal means justify his righteous ends.

Because airpower isn't likely to dislodge the regime, the crucial question was always going to be "How does this end?" The lesson that the Trump administration seemed to learn from the failed planning for postwar Iraq is that planning isn't worth the effort at all. When asked what comes next, Trump can manage only several contradictory answers, sometimes in the course of a single sentence. But the most plausible of these answers is that the administration finds a faction in the government willing to cut a deal favorable to the United States, an Iranian version of Delcy Rodriguez--the Venezuelan official who quietly negotiated her government's survival after U.S. forces captured Nicolas Maduro. Such an outcome would undercut every promise that Trump made to protesters about help being on the way. It's hardly encouraging that the administration doesn't have a plausible candidate for this job after nearly two weeks of conflict--and that the existing regime hasn't begun suing for peace, even though it's fighting for survival.

By trumpeting unachievable objectives--unconditional surrender, regime change--as his war aims, Trump has given his enemies the opportunity to claim survival as victory. He's left himself with no evident end point to what he recently called a "short-term excursion." If he had wanted to weaken Iran's ballistic-missile threat--a worthwhile aim--he could have focused U.S. strikes on launchers and production sites. Much as he did after attacking Iranian nuclear facilities last year, Trump could have declared that limited goal and walked away a victor a few days later. Or he could have allowed Israel to carry out attacks, with U.S. support, which might have limited fallout in the Gulf.  If he wanted to topple the regime, he could have helped organize and support the opposition, nurturing and supplying the movement to better equip it to succeed. Instead, Trump ignored the obvious and went to war. Now the obvious is seeking its revenge.
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The Midlife Crisis Comes for Millennial Pop

On her first album in eight years, Robyn reckons with motherhood and midlife desire.

by Spencer Kornhaber

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




Once upon the '90s, a teenage girl named Robin Miriam Carlsson was crowned a pop princess. Her crystalline voice and secretive smile caught the attention of the Swedish record industry, whose producers and songwriters helped her create the swooning global hits "Show Me Love" and "Do You Know (What It Takes)." But Carlsson, first discovered at age 13, realized she didn't want to be a singing automaton, a mere vessel for the pop machine. She turned down a deal from the U.S. branch of Jive Records, which then set out to find an American version of her--and landed on Britney Spears.

By then, Robin Carlsson had become Robyn. A few years later, in 2005, she founded her own label to make her own kind of music. Her new sound combined firm dance beats, campy hip-hop flourishes, and synth riffs that spiraled and tessellated like the instruments in a Bach fugue. Her lyrics declared independence from clingy lovers and assorted social expectations, often through analogies inspired by technology. To simply quote her song titles from 2010's Body Talk, a now-classic album, she was an "Indestructible" "Fembot" warning, "Don't Fucking Tell Me What to Do." Beneath the metallic veneer, though, her songs had the tenderness and precision of a homily. The effect was to make solitude sound sexy, sad, and hopeful at once.

The timing had been right for her to liberate herself. The traditional music business was collapsing, as the internet cut into CD sales while letting listeners elevate their own niche idols. Mainstream pop was going maximalist by overloading its production with digital whizbangery; indie rock had risen as a rawer alternative. Robyn split the difference. She expressed a rebellious worldview in a sleek and organized way, like a manifesto in a well-formatted Word doc.

That manifesto was one that 21st-century pop culture wanted to hear. Spears had become a cautionary tale: The girl who gave her youth to the record industry ended up losing her legal sovereignty (via the establishment of a conservatorship in 2008 that remained intact until 2021). Robyn did not become nearly as famous, but her emo bangers pointed the way for the likes of Lorde, Ariana Grande, and even Taylor Swift once she started playing with keyboards. Poptimism, the ascendant belief that a genre ruled by formulas and artifice can contain plenty of originality and humanity, made Robyn its mascot. And with time, her outlook on music came to seem like an insight into life itself.

Or at least, that's how many Millennials felt. Though Robyn is Gen X, she captivated my generation of idealists, who were out to upgrade the world that our parents had built and express ourselves in the process. Young adults in the early earbuds age used her songs as fuel for runs, laptop work, Tinder hookups, and the solitary, self-reflective mornings after. We also bopped along to her with our friends. HBO's Girls cemented her status in a legendary scene: Hannah Horvath carefully drafts a killer tweet in her bedroom, then starts jumping around to Robyn's defining single, "Dancing on My Own." Her roommate, back from her yuppie adventuring, walks in and joins the party.

The assurance of being yourself and being liked, fulfilling your purpose while climbing life's rungs, has obvious appeal in youth, before compromises and obligations start to pile too high. But Robyn is now 46 and back with her first album in eight years. She is somehow singing the same song--even if the fable it spins seems more fantastical than ever.

Many pop stars mellow into stately eminence in middle age, as Madonna (temporarily) did in her late 30s with 1998's Ray of Light. Robyn appeared to be trending that way with her last album, 2018's Honey--a dreamy beatscape that signaled appreciation for the mid-range of life after chasing many highs. Anthemic action was giving way to chill mantras, as if to regulate the ever noisier, ever more distracting world.


Robyn performs "Sexistential" on The Late Show With Stephen Colbert in January.
 (Scott Kowalchyk / CBS)



But Sexistential, released in March, pushes in the opposite direction, toward starry-eyed excess and abandon. The cover art shows Robyn screaming and topless. The title track features her rapping the word boner. Echoes of earnest 2000s indie pop, including from Robyn's own catalog, abound. When she humped the air during a performance on The Late Show With Stephen Colbert in January, much of the internet snickered: Had the coolest girl in pop finally become cringe?

Read: Robyn's Honey: The thrill is gone, and that's okay

Perhaps so--cringe appears to be the fate of anyone older than 25 in the TikTok age. And pop culture has rarely allowed its female stars to grow older without mockery. But Sexistential may discomfit listeners for reasons other than ageism. After Honey, Robyn broke up with her on-and-off partner of more than a decade and then had a son through IVF. To judge by the disorienting sound of this album, middle-aged motherhood for her has been less an experience of setting down roots than of ripping them up. The title song sets her pregnancy saga--scrolling through dating apps amid doctor visits and hormonal spikes--to fast-paced club music while filtering her voice for cartoonish effect. "Blow My Mind" is a cover of her own song from 24 years ago, but this version rewrites lyrics about romantic infatuation into ones about finding your baby to be ridiculously cute. On the final track, "Into the Sun," distorted bass roars like a rocket engine--evoking her many previous sci-fi references--as Robyn propels herself into the unknown: "Look what I've done / So brave and dumb."

The music amplifies both her giddiness and her uncertainty. Sexistential 's production judders and glitches in ways that call to mind '80s synth experimentalists such as Art of Noise and the rowdy sample collaging of the Beastie Boys in the '90s. Its messiness is also in step with 2020s hyperpop--scruffy, topsy-turvy electronic music that seeks to harness, not counteract, modern overstimulation. The wooziest moments sacrifice Robyn's easy-listening appeal for the sake of surprise. On the album opener, "Really Real," a shattered-glass sound effect rings out before she sings, "We're splitting up reality / And I slip out through the crack in between it."

What makes this chaos delightful rather than annoying is Robyn's unshakable sense of control, grounded in pop principles and thoughtful craft. Sexistential 's many catchy melodies bounce atop bright, blocky synth lines. Its psychedelic interludes exist to snap back into satisfying rhythms. Its lyrics brim with depersonalized language ("This is where the shared experience ends"), self-help real talk ("Fuck a therapist, it's not mental / I need philosophy, this shit is existential"), and biological determinism (as in the lead single, "Dopamine"). She's mapping out the way that even life's strangest chapters unfold logically.

The album, Robyn has said, was partly inspired by hearing Andre 3000, of the hip-hop duo Outkast, explain that he'd pivoted to instrumental music because no one wants to hear a 48-year-old man rap about his colonoscopy. In Robyn's view, the unglamorous milestones of middle age are plenty deserving of pop treatment. Two years ago, a 33-year-old Charli XCX dominated pop culture with a similarly unruly album called Brat. It dwelled on the question of whether Charli would ever give up her hard-partying ways and settle down with kids. Robyn is now arguing that the choice is a false one.

That argument is certainly upbeat in its implications--but the sound of Sexistential suggests the limits of maturing hedonistically. As I've been playing the album on repeat, savoring its intricate details and humming its candied choruses, I've felt a little self-conscious: Sexistential 's childlike glee raises the specter that Robyn and her listeners still have some growing up to do.

But I've also felt grateful for how playfully she's engaging with midlife vertigo. The generation that grew up listening to Robyn is full of people whose blend of careerism and individualism has made them delay or skip marriage and children. Have we compromised too much, or not enough? Is there time for a reset? These sorts of questions are timeless rites of passage at the end of youth. Barreling ahead, Robyn is yet again modeling how to find meaning in the conventional--by doing it our own way.



This article appears in the April 2026 print edition with the headline "Robyn Is Still Dancing On Her Own."
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The Highly Exclusive Way That Everybody Shops Now

When everything's a drop, what's the point of a drop?

by Ellen Cushing

Tue, 10 Mar 2026




Scarcity is humanity's great motivator. This has been true forever, since back when we were basically apes: The most important resources--food, shelter, mates--were the ones that were most in demand. Shortage meant value, and being attuned to value meant staying alive. We learned to focus on the rare thing at the expense of what was around it--psychologists call this "tunneling"--and to prioritize avoiding loss over gaining rewards. It was typically smarter to fight for something everyone else wanted than to waste time looking for something else. That animal wisdom is a reason our species survived.

It is also a reason that, in late 2025, you could find a grown adult--a person who lives in the kind of material plenitude our distant ancestors could never dream of--in a Starbucks parking lot before dawn, desperately seeking a coffee cup shaped like a teddy bear. You see, this coffee cup was available only as a drop.

Generally speaking, a drop is just a slightly different way of releasing products. Instead of making goods at the rate of expected demand and releasing them without fanfare, companies are producing in intentionally low quantities and releasing in discrete, highly hyped events. When Starbucks's cup--the "Bearista"--dropped in the United States in November, many customers reported that their store had only a handful, which people lined up overnight to buy. Warby Parker releases new frames via drop. Figs periodically drops limited-edition colors of its scrubs. Snack-food conglomerates have, in recent years, begun unleashing Marvel-themed Oreos or southwestern-ranch-flavored mayo the same way. Skims, Kim Kardashian's lingerie brand, got huge operating primarily on a drop model--a never-ending carousel of novel products, available first come, first served.

Read: What your favorite grocery store says about you

At this point, the drop is so popular that it has nurtured its own cottage industries and developed its own technology. An entire YouTube genre is devoted to helping viewers game out Labubu drops. In New York, the professional standers of Same Ole Line Dudes will wait outside sample sales or clothing stores for $25 an hour, with additional premiums for overnight waits and inclement weather. Websites such as StockX capitalize on the booming market for resold limited-edition products. The cloud-computing company Queue-it builds software that helps ensure that online retailers' sites don't crash during concert-ticket releases and new drops; on a call with me, Malou Toft, the company's chief revenue officer, compared the product to the Hoover Dam, in that it funnels a torrent of would-be customers into a manageable drip.

Sometimes the drops beget more drops. Last month, the granola brand Purely Elizabeth dropped a limited-edition granola and partnered with the chain Cha Cha Matcha on a menu inspired by that granola; naturally, the menu was also available for only a limited time. Sometimes, the products being dropped aren't all that different from a brand's regular offerings. Often, they sell out so quickly that the substance doesn't matter. What everyone remembers isn't the exquisite detailing on the Wicked limited-edition Stanley cup--it's that people went nuts trying to buy them.

Read: Buy this album. Now buy it in green.

This is, of course, the point. Drops create artificial scarcity and manufacture novelty. They make underwear feel like a new iPhone, a coffee cup feel like a collector's item. They turn inventory management into a cultural event and shopping into a game, even if it is one in which the prize is the right to spend $80 on a pair of Crocs that look like the Windows XP wallpaper.

When the drop was first adopted, it was by scrappy, small-production streetwear companies that had been forced by necessity to create limited inventory and to mete it out over time--if they made too much, they risked having leftover T-shirts, but if they made fewer products, everything could get bought up immediately, and shelves would sit empty for weeks or months. But if the practice was meant to keep supply and demand in harmony, it really, really didn't work. Soon enough, "drop days" were convening hundreds of people outside tiny stores. Anything that, say, the cultish brand Supreme stamped its blocky logo on--a brick, a voodoo doll, a functional fire extinguisher--and issued as a drop became an overnight fetish object. In 2019, the company MSCHF was founded to specialize not in any one product but in drops, the more absurd and attention-grabbing, the better: a malware-infected laptop that sold in 2019 for $1.3 million; Nike Air Max 97s injected with holy water. MSCHF claims to be an artistic project skewering consumer culture, but I'm not so sure what the people buying its stuff think is happening.

In essence, all of these companies were adapting a practice that the jewelry and high-fashion industries have long relied on. Diamonds aren't rare; for decades, De Beers has carefully controlled their supply to drive up demand. Designers such as Burberry have been known, in the past, to burn unsold goods in order to prevent them from being put on sale, which would dilute the brand.

Read: A $700 kitchen tool that's meant to be seen, not used

But as the artificial-scarcity tactic spreads, it becomes less coherent. In my conversation with Toft, talking about drops led to an unlikely place: Abercrombie & Fitch, which in the early 2000s carried limited sizes and cultivated a clubby atmosphere, down to the beefy 18-year-olds standing sentry outside. "People felt as if they were part of an exclusive club," Toft told me. "I think that's what all of our companies online are trying to create: that feeling of belonging to a secret club that has early access or has special access to a certain product."

It sounded to me like a pretty apt comparison to late-stage drop culture. Abercrombie & Fitch is, at the end of the day, a mall store, not particularly selective about whose money it is willing to take. Drops were once reserved for hypebeasts and collectors buying items so meticulously handcrafted that they could be made only in ultra-limited qualities. Now they are for normal people buying factory-produced suitcases or cookware or snack foods. Companies post extensively about upcoming drops, all the better to whip up excitement. Men's magazines publish lists of "The Biggest and Boldest Fashion Drops of Fall." And the stuff isn't special, because it's the same stuff as all the other stuff--it's just made slightly less ordinary by virtue of the way you buy it. Within days of selling out at Starbucks, the Bearista cup was available knocked off on Amazon.
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s April Cover: McKay Coppins on His Year as a Degenerate Gambler



Thu, 12 Mar 2026




For The Atlantic's April cover story, "Sucker," staff writer McKay Coppins reports from inside the country's sports-betting epidemic, examining how gambling has come to consume American sports and culture. Prior to writing the cover story, Coppins had never bet on anything before--he is religiously prohibited from engaging in games of chance--but he received special permission from his Mormon bishop to gamble for reporting purposes, and The Atlantic fronted him $10,000 to bet over the course of the 2025 NFL season: "The magazine would cover any losses, and--to ensure my ongoing emotional investment--split any winnings with me, 50-50. Surely God would approve of such an arrangement, my editors reasoned, because I wouldn't be risking my own hard-earned money."
 
 Throughout the course of the piece, as Coppins narrates his wins and losses, he considers the societal consequences of the legalization of phone-based gambling for a generation of Americans, and for himself. As Coppins writes: "Practically overnight, we took an ancient vice--long regarded as soul-rotting and civilizationally ruinous--put it on everyone's phone, and made it as normal and frictionless as checking the weather. What could possibly go wrong?" Coppins enlisted the betting and data-analytics expert Nate Silver to act as his personal gambling guru, along with fellow Atlantic staff writer and blackjack fan Tom Nichols, while also interviewing professional sports bettors in Las Vegas; professional athletes who have had their lives threatened by gamblers; lonely politicians trying to stem the flood of legalized betting with some regulation; recovering gambling addicts; and the president of FanDuel, one of the biggest gambling-app companies.
 
 Coppins writes that ever since the advent of sports, humans have found ways to lose money gambling on them. But throughout most of America's history, until recently, gambling was heavily regulated and generally discouraged. Now, he writes, "as a society, we are making an enormously risky bet: that we can reap the rewards of a runaway gambling industry without paying any price; that the litany of social ills long associated with this vice--addiction and impoverishment, isolation and abuse, cheating and chasing and corrosive idleness--can, this time, be kept in check; that, unlike every civilization that came before us, we can beat the house. What are the odds that we're right?"
 
 Gambling options have only grown in America with the rise of "prediction markets" like Kalshi and Polymarket. Live-betting odds have been featured on the Golden Globes telecast and CNN's election coverage. Coppins writes: "In 2026, you can gamble on how warm it will get in Los Angeles tomorrow, and the winner of the Grammy for Best Rap Album, and how much money Avatar: Fire and Ash will gross, and the date of Taylor Swift's wedding, and Time magazine's Person of the Year, and the possibility of extraterrestrial life being discovered, and how many people will be deported from the United States, and the prospect of Iranian regime change, and the chances that Donald Trump declares martial law before his term ends, and whether Jesus Christ will return to Earth this year. In remarkably short order, gambling has permeated every nook and cranny of American life. (If this strikes you as apocalyptic, the odds for the Second Coming currently stand at 23 to 1.)"
 
 Coppins writes, "I had always told people that I didn't have an addictive personality, believing that to be so. Now I had to consider a different possibility: Maybe I had simply constructed a life with strong enough guardrails that I'd never had to test the premise. What would happen to me, I wondered, if those guardrails were removed?" When Coppins placed his first bet on an NFL game last September, he calculated that he was up $20. By the end of the NFL season in February, he'd lost nearly $10,000, was placing bets in his minivan while his family ice-skated, and was checking DraftKings in church. He concludes: "When I'd started this project, I had presented it to my bishop as journalism; at some point, it had veered into obsession. And as clearly as I could see that now, in the cold comedown from a brutal loss, I didn't know how long that clarity would last. As I scrolled through the apps, my eye was drawn to the March Madness promotions--some of the Final Four odds looked intriguing. On Kalshi, meanwhile, the Oscars futures were calling to me. The temptation to chase would never go away, it seemed. Those fences that I, and the country, had erected--the ones that had convinced me that I wasn't prone to addiction and America that it didn't need to worry about this particular vice after all--suddenly seemed more vital than ever."
 
 McKay Coppins's "Sucker" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests.
 
 Press contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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A Horrible Throwback to the Early 2000s

Members of Congress are using the kind of anti-Muslim rhetoric that was common then--this time with a president who has encouraged it.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

No one could accuse Representative Andy Ogles of using dog whistles. The Tennessee Republican prefers a bullhorn.

"Muslims don't belong in American society," Ogles wrote on X on Monday. "Pluralism is a lie."

The statement's open bigotry is jarring. Where American Islamophobes in the past two decades have tended to demand that Muslims assimilate or denounce particular people or views, Ogles is taking a categorial approach. (In the past, Ogles has demanded the denaturalization of New York Mayor Zohran Mamdani, whom he called "little muhammad"-- whatever that means--and told an activist that his attitude toward Gazan children was that "we should kill them all.") His denunciation of pluralism is un-American--not in the sense that it's reprehensible, though it is, but that it is directly in conflict with the founding principles of the United States. Ironically, it has more in common with hard-line Wahhabis.

But Ogles is not alone. Last month, his House colleague Randy Fine of Florida declared, "If they force us to choose, the choice between dogs and Muslims is not a difficult one." (In January, Fine blamed Representative Ilhan Omar for being attacked during a town hall.) And when Speaker Mike Johnson was asked about the comments yesterday, the Louisiana Republican declined to condemn them. "Look, there's a lot of energy in the country, and a lot of popular sentiment, that the demand to impose Sharia law in America is a serious problem," Johnson said. (There is no evidence of any serious effort to "impose Sharia law.") He added, "It's not about people as Muslims," but of course that's exactly what Ogles's comment was about.

This kind of hateful rhetoric is a throwback to the early 2000s. Then, as now, the U.S. was involved in a dubious, poorly defined war in the Middle East. But there are two important differences. One, jihadist violence in the U.S. was at the time a more active threat, following a devastating terror attack on U.S. soil. A failed attack on Islamophobic protesters this weekend in New York City, inspired by the Islamic State, was a notable exception to a sharp decrease in jihadist attacks in the U.S. today.

Second, leaders in the Republican Party made an effort to tamp down on anti-Muslim sentiment in the 2000s. "Americans understand we fight not a religion; ours is not a campaign against the Muslim faith," George W. Bush said two weeks after 9/11. "Ours is a campaign against evil." (Bush's presidential center today makes pluralism one of its focuses.) And in 2008, when a town-hall attendee said that the Democratic presidential candidate, Barack Obama, was "an Arab," the GOP nominee, John McCain, was quick to bat it down. "No, ma'am. He's a decent family man, citizen, that I just happen to have disagreements with," he said. It was an imperfect response, suggesting that being a decent man was somehow opposed to being an Arab, but it at least reflected McCain's reflex to oppose such rhetoric--even when it may have hurt him politically.

Johnson's smarmy answer on Ogles showed that today's Republican leadership has neither the courage nor the desire to push back in the same way. After McCain lost the 2008 election, some voices on the right began questioning whether Obama was an American citizen and falsely suggesting that he was a Kenyan-born Muslim. The most prominent among them was Donald Trump, who seemed to represent the prejudices of many Republican voters better than Bush or McCain did. (Less remembered than McCain's decency at the campaign event is the crowd's response: They booed him for defending Obama.) Trump's "birther" antics laid the foundation for his successful presidential run in 2016. During the campaign, he called for a complete ban on Muslims entering the United States and indicated a willingness to create a registry of Muslims inside the country.

As a result, it's no surprise that a Trump-led GOP would become a home for anti-Muslim bigotry. What is less expected is that the president himself has not been a notable participant recently. The Trump administration has prominently targeted Muslims such as Mahmoud Khalil and Rumeysa Ozturk for deportation over their views on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, but among his many rotating justifications for the war in Iran, the regime's theocratic brand of Islam has not been prominent. His approach to Gaza also seems driven more by affinity for Israel's government and greed for real estate than by any consideration of religion--unlike some members of his administration, such as Ambassador to Israel Mike Huckabee, who interprets Israel's existence in religious rather than transactional terms. And although Mamdani's rise has produced a spike in Islamophobia on the right, Trump has so far cultivated a surprisingly chummy relationship with the mayor.

Trump's relative silence does not absolve him of his role in creating the atmosphere that fostered Ogles and Fine, both hard-line MAGA figures. As he has been happy to point out, he is the sole leader of the GOP, and if he disliked such comments he could put a stop to them by simply expressing his disapproval. During the 2024 election, many Arab and Muslim voters who were angry about the Biden administration's support for Israel's war in Gaza voted for Trump, especially in the key swing state of Michigan, but the idea that Trump would be more pro-Palestinian than Kamala Harris was ridiculous to anyone paying close attention. The GOP's tacit approval of Ogles and Fine is a reminder of the real face of the MAGA movement.

Related:

	The Republican who wants to banish his own constituents
 	What to make of the Gracie Mansion incident




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The obvious is taking its revenge on Trump.
 	 
	A police report about a House candidate surprised the White House.
 	 
	The people who shun super-popular pop culture




Today's News

	The International Energy Agency said that member countries will release 400 million barrels of oil from strategic reserves--the largest-ever release--to stabilize markets after the Iran war disrupted the global oil supply.
 	Strikes continued across Iran on the 12th day of the U.S. and Israel's war. Tehran launched what it called its "most intense" attacks yet, targeting Israel, Gulf States, and ships in the Strait of Hormuz, a key route for about one-fifth of the world's oil.
 	The Trump administration is expected to launch new trade investigations today into what it calls unfair foreign practices, as it seeks new ways to impose tariffs after the Supreme Court struck down many of the president's earlier tariffs.




Evening Read
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AI Isn't Coming for Everyone's Job

By Adam Ozimek

By the early 1900s, player pianos had evolved to more fully reproduce a human performance, including subtle dynamics like tempo changes and the introduction of a damper pedal. The human role went from deskilled to fully deprecated as electric motors replaced foot-powered bellows. With the Seeburg Lilliputian Model L, the only job left for humans who wanted to play the piano in the 1920s was to put in a coin ...
 How could humans possibly compete? Yet today you are more likely to encounter a piano player than a player piano, despite the job being successfully automated a very long time ago. The automatons have been relegated to museums and the rare curiosity. Pianists can be found any night of the week in hotel lobbies, Italian restaurants, and concert halls.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The Iranian regime doubles down.
 	Trump's assault on higher education has hit a snag.
 	Yair Rosenberg: Netanyahu's very useful war
 	Arizona is now at the center of election investigations.
 	The David Frum Show: Can Democrats actually win in Texas?




Culture Break
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Listen. On her first album in eight years, Robyn reckons with motherhood and midlife desire, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Explore. Hollywood isn't directly attacking Trump, Jake Pitre argues. It's doing something more interesting.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/03/members-of-congress-openly-attacking-muslim-americans/686336/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia: Skims and Stravinsky

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 11 Mar 2026

Like a strictly limited quantity of Marvel-branded Oreos, today's Atlantic Trivia questions have dropped. Once they're gone, they're gone. Well, until more arrive tomorrow.

To play, type your response into the field below the question. If you need a hint, click to reveal. Next, click "Submit" to have your response checked. You'll see the answer, a bit about the corresponding article, and the button to proceed.

And by the way, did you know that at one location, the United States and Russia are only 2.4 miles of water apart? Smack in the center of the Bering Strait are the Diomede Islands. Little Diomede belongs to the U.S., and Big Diomede is Russia's; the ice bridge that forms between the two in winter is, as far as I can tell, unclaimed.

The gap is just big enough for the international date line to squeeze through, putting the Diomedes 21 hours apart for most of the year. The little one is nicknamed Yesterday Island, and the big one Tomorrow Island.

Speaking of--see you then!

Find previous questions here, and to get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily. If you think up a question yourself, send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.
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Winter Paralympics Photo of the Day: Curling Gold

Members of China's curling team celebrate Paralympic Gold.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




Jinqiao Yang and Meng Wang of Team People's Republic of China celebrate victory in the wheelchair-curling mixed-doubles gold-medal match against Team Republic of Korea on day five of the 2026 Winter Paralympic Games, at Cortina Curling Olympic Stadium on March 11, 2026.

Previously:

	March 10: Guided Speed

	March 9: Sled Hockey

	March 8: Para Biathlon

	March 7: Flying Downhill

	March 6: Opening Ceremony
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The Republican Party Continues Eating Its Own

What one lawmaker's defection from the GOP says about the state of politics

by Elaine Godfrey, Russell Berman

Thu, 12 Mar 2026




In a sea of congressional bloviators, Kevin Kiley has always stood out. The two-term California lawmaker, unlike most of his colleagues, does not reflexively defend the president and, at least recently, has been a frequent critic of his own party's leadership. So it shouldn't have been particularly shocking when, earlier this week, Kiley announced that he would run for reelection not as a Republican, but as an independent.

Kiley will be the newest initiate of Congress's tiny club of independents, which, until this week, consisted of just two senators: Bernie Sanders of Vermont and Angus King of Maine. More important, though, the switch represents the latest example of the Republican Party eating its own.

Politically, Kiley's decision is something of a Hail Mary pass. The new House maps that California voters approved last fall as part of the Democrats' retaliation for GOP gerrymandering in Texas carved up his district, which stretches from the Sacramento suburbs hundreds of miles south along the Nevada border. Kiley had to choose whether to challenge a conservative colleague, Representative Tom McClintock, in a safe Republican seat, or to run in a district that Democrats drew in their own favor. He chose to avoid a potentially nasty intraparty primary and seek the seat that includes his hometown (and that voted for Kamala Harris by about 10 points in 2024). In such a Democratic-leaning district, however, running as an independent might be Kiley's only chance to win.

Read: 'None of this is good for Republicans' 

Kiley's move may have been prompted by short-term expediency, but it fits into a longer-running pattern of the Republican Party becoming less tolerant of free-thinking legislators and Congress as a whole becoming more polarized. Over the past two decades, the GOP's moderate wing has shrunk to the point where most members avoid the term altogether. The Republicans who hold a dwindling number of swing seats are more conservative (and more loyal to party leadership) than were the most electorally endangered Republicans in the 1990s and early 2000s.

In recent years, those GOP lawmakers who regularly criticize Trump or vote against the party don't last very long. In the Senate, North Carolina's Thom Tillis voted against the president's signature tax-cut bill last year and then promptly announced that he wouldn't be seeking reelection. Representative Don Bacon of Nebraska voices his displeasure with Trump regularly; he, too, is retiring after this year.

Gerrymandering has only worsened this trend among House Republicans, as has Trump's demand for near-total fealty within the party. With fewer competitive districts, GOP lawmakers fear a Trump-backed primary challenge more than a general-election defeat at the hands of Democrats. And when Republicans--egged on by Trump--launched their nationwide redistricting war last summer in Texas, Kiley became a casualty. His district was one of five held by the GOP in California that Democrats targeted; they redrew another five of their own seats to make them harder for Republicans to flip. "One of the evils of gerrymandering is that it elevates partisanship above everything else. It makes it the sum and substance of our politics," Kiley told us in an interview. "So I thought, well, maybe one antidote to that is to just take partisanship out of the equation."

Read: 'California is allowed to hit back' 

Kiley has bucked the GOP a few times in the past, including, most recently, when he criticized House Speaker Mike Johnson's handling of the 43-day government shutdown, and then signed a discharge petition to force a vote on extending health-care subsidies. But even in shedding his party label, Kiley isn't completely abandoning Republicans. He will continue to caucus with the party in the House, which helps the GOP retain its slim majority and ensures that Kiley can keep his committee assignments. Kiley attributed this decision to House rules that hand power almost exclusively to the majority party, though he said he would try to change them. "It's a practical necessity to remain associated with one of the two caucuses," he said. "And since I was elected for this term as a Republican, that seems like the right thing to do."

Political independents have lately been more common in the Senate than in the House, although there, too, they tend to align themselves with one party or the other. Senator Kyrsten Sinema of Arizona left the Democratic Party in 2022, and Senator Joe Manchin of West Virginia did the same in 2024, briefly joining Sanders and King as independents who still caucused with the Democrats. (Neither sought reelection, and they both left Congress in January 2025.) In the House, Representative Justin Amash quit the GOP to become an independent in 2019; he, too, decided against seeking another term. Political prognosticators see Kiley's experiment expiring with similar speed: The nonpartisan Cook Political Report, a top electoral forecaster, projects that Democrats will win Kiley's district easily.

In declaring his independence, Kiley joins a parade that has been led not by politicians but by voters. The number of Americans registering as independents (or simply not choosing a party) has dwarfed gains made by either major party over the past several years. Kiley said he hopes other members of Congress follow his lead: "If I can help to encourage others to at least adopt that mentality, I think it'd be a really good thing for politics in this country." Whether he does might depend on whether California voters reward his independence this fall.
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Trump Isn't Even Trying to Sell This War

Has the salesman in chief gotten rusty?

by Jonathan Lemire

Thu, 12 Mar 2026




A year ago yesterday, President Trump turned the White House lawn into a Tesla showroom to try to boost the slumping sales of his then-pal Elon Musk's electric-car company. A few months ago, Trump declared from behind the Resolute Desk that he was Boeing's "salesman of the year," claiming to have helped facilitate the purchase of hundreds of aircraft. And long before he entered politics, Trump slapped his name on just about anything--apartment buildings, steaks, even a dubious for-profit university--to market it to the masses. Trump will sell anything.

He has now made one of the most consequential decisions of his presidency: launching a war against Iran. The conflict, which is well into its second week, has widened throughout the Middle East, sent oil prices skyrocketing, and caused tumult in the financial markets. Yet Trump has not sold the war. In many ways, he hasn't even tried.

The absence of a sales strategy is all the more confounding when you consider the political stakes. The upcoming midterm elections were supposed to be about the economy. That was perhaps Trump's most effective issue in the 2024 presidential campaign, as voters grew frustrated with the stubborn inflation that permeated Joe Biden's presidency. Trump vowed to fix it, but his record over the past 15 months is inconsistent: Yes, inflation has cooled some, but last month's jobs report was brutal; the president's tariffs have created confusion and kept costs high; and the economy is starkly stratified--the rich are doing great, and everyone else is decidedly less so. Republicans have been on a losing streak in a series of elections, and poll after poll reveals a clear disapproval of Trump's handling of the economy.

But there were some real silver linings. Chief among them: gas prices. Ron Klain, who was Biden's first White House chief of staff, told me a few years ago that the first thing he did each morning while in that role--even before seeing if the president had called--was check the price of a gallon of gas. Bill Clinton was equally obsessed, realizing that gas-station signs were billboards for the nation's economy. Trump made the low cost of gas a staple in his stump speech and gave it a central spot in his State of the Union address a few weeks ago. It was key in White House talking points for Republicans pitching voters to keep them in power: See, things are getting better. Give us time to finish the job.

That pitch just got harder to make. Even before the war began, most Republicans privately acknowledged that keeping the House would be challenging. Now they will be forced to defend a war that, polls show, Americans didn't want. Already, seven U.S. soldiers have died, and approximately 140 more have been injured. Tens of thousands of Americans were stranded in the Middle East after the Trump administration did not facilitate their departure--or evacuate government outposts--before Iran retaliated. And, of course, there is the price of gas. The average cost of a gallon has jumped by more than 50 cents since the conflict began. This spike has been the subject of relentless news coverage and, yes, has been splashed across those gas-station billboards. Even for voters who rarely care about foreign policy, the rising cost of filling up their tank has been unavoidable. And more price hikes are likely coming to airfare, shipping, and groceries, just to name a few.

Elections are in many cases won or lost on economic issues. But there are moments when Americans are willing to endure fiscal hardship or accept that the nation will make sacrifices for a greater good. Presidents of the past have made a point of convincing Americans that it was worth it. Franklin D. Roosevelt famously made the case for World War II, and his nation endured years of rations while sending a generation of young men off to battle. George H. W. Bush built an international coalition and sold the public on the need to push Iraqi forces out of Kuwait. And although the public would eventually sour on his son's own war in Iraq the following decade, George W. Bush made the case for the conflict.

Trump has done none of this. He faced his biggest audience of the year just three weeks ago during the State of the Union address, in which he gave Iran only a passing mention: a few lines near the end of a 108-minute speech. Trump that night declared Iran the "world's No. 1 sponsor of terror" and warned its leaders against developing a nuclear program. He didn't prime the public, and his administration barely briefed Congress. (Aides later claimed that he did so to maintain the element of surprise, a perplexing notion considering the unmissable size of the U.S. armada parked in the waters off Iran.) When Trump eventually announced the conflict, he did not do so with a major speech or a prime-time address from the Oval Office. Instead, news of the war came via a social-media video filmed at his Mar-a-Lago estate and released in the middle of the night. Trump, wearing a baseball cap but not a tie, did not offer a clear rationale.

Read: The Pentagon cut its civilian safeguards before the Iran war

Since then, the explanations that the president and his team have offered for the invasion have grown only more muddled. As documented by my colleagues Marie-Rose Sheinerman and Isabel Ruehl, the reasons have shifted from Iran was posing an imminent threat, to Israel made me do it, to We're doing it for the grandkids. Trump has also taken to briefly answering dozens of reporters' phone calls in the first weeks of war, and offers a variety of explanations for the invasion (without providing much opportunity for follow-up questions). His administration's goals for the war have been equally opaque. Only on Tuesday did Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Dan Caine, clearly lay out three primary objectives: Destroy Iran's missiles and its ability to make them; cripple its navy; and permanently end its nuclear program. But Trump himself continues to step on that, musing about the possible need for regime change in Tehran and how he wants to be involved in choosing Iran's next leader. Iran's initial response was a strong no: It empowered the slain Ayatollah Ali Khamenei's son Mojtaba Khamenei, who is viewed by many as more militant and is likely embittered toward a United States that was involved in killing his father, mother, wife, and son.

A few people close to Trump believe that his lack of clarity comes from a confidence that he doesn't need to be clear. He's gotten rusty, perhaps, in convincing anyone of anything. The GOP-controlled Congress has been compliant, his staff is almost exclusively populated by true believers, and although he takes plenty of reporters' questions, a healthy percentage of them are from journalists who work at sympathetic, right-leaning outlets. Over the past year, the president has fallen in love with overwhelming, one-and-done demonstrations of force, like the kind he ordered in Venezuela, in Nigeria, and last summer in Iran. He appeared confident that a quick strike would suffice this time too. The United States' and Israel's military's performances have been impressive, but Tehran has been resilient--and the Trump administration now expects the conflict to drag on for weeks, not days.

Trump, though quick to extol the damage that the military is inflicting on Iran, has still not laid out what goals would have to be accomplished to declare victory and end the American air campaign. One of his closest allies, Senator Lindsey Graham, a longtime Iran hawk, made his views clear yesterday, saying, "There's no way you can say you won this war with an ayatollah in charge." (Graham and a few other pro-war Republican senators have privately indicated that the conflict's political consequences are overrated, because they believe the GOP was going to lose the House anyway, a person familiar with the conversations told me.) Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu also has advocated for the permanent elimination of Iran's regime. But that goal will be difficult--verging on unattainable--and would likely require a lengthy military commitment. Experts also note that achieving the Pentagon's goal of ensuring that Iran can never build a nuclear weapon would be more or less impossible; even if the current facilities were destroyed and its scientists killed, another effort could be mounted in the years ahead.

The lack of clear objectives complicates Trump's ability to find an off-ramp from the war. Iran has continued to pummel its oil-producing neighbors and has threatened to menace the Strait of Hormuz, through which 20 percent of the world's petroleum normally travels. Tehran has already struck more than a dozen vessels there, including at least three yesterday, despite Trump's warnings. Officials said that the U.S. has destroyed at least 16 minelayers, and Trump is considering dispatching naval vessels to act as escorts to the oil tankers. But even state-of-the-art battleships could be vulnerable to Iranian drone and speedboat attacks.

A senior administration official downplayed to me the extent of America's economic punishment, declaring it "short-term pain; long-term gain." Yet the price of gas seems likely to keep rising, which alarms Republicans. Senate Majority Leader John Thune told reporters this week that "the price of gas is always kind of a benchmark" and is "something obviously we've got to pay attention to." Senator Rand Paul added that the war could lead to "disastrous" midterms for Republicans.

The White House disputed that Trump has been muddled on the war's goals, and White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told me in a statement that "the military objectives of Operation Epic Fury have been clearly outlined by the President" since "the very first strikes." Yet Trump, even as the bombing raged, told reporters at the White House yesterday, "Let me tell you. We've won. You know, you never liked to say too early you won. But we won."

There are some influential MAGA voices--Steve Bannon, Tucker Carlson, Megyn Kelly--who believe that the Iran attack conflicts with Trump's "America First" agenda, and his 2016 campaign commitments to end the forever wars of Iraq and Afghanistan while avoiding new Middle East entanglements. A few elected Republicans, such as Representative Thomas Massie, also oppose the war. But Republicans largely continue to back Trump, making it easy for Democrats to tie them to the unpopular war. A new poll conducted just before the conflict by Navigator, posted yesterday, shows that Trump and his fellow Republicans were perceived as caring far too much about foreign conflicts (as well as immigration), as opposed to caring about the economy. The Democrats have also seized upon Trump's lack of clarity about the war's motivations and its endgame. After a briefing from administration officials, Senator Richard Blumenthal told reporters that he was "dissatisfied and angry," and his colleague Senator Chris Murphy alleged on social media that "all the briefings are closed, because Trump can't defend this war in public."

Read: Why hasn't Trump mentioned Iran's oil?

Trump, of course, has no shortage of opportunities to change the war's narrative. He traveled yesterday to Cincinnati and northern Kentucky for a series of events. And in a lengthy Truth Social post that he unleashed while en route, Trump laid out a case for why he believed that drastic action is needed to remove a "COMPLETE AND TOTAL DISASTER" from power--just not the one in Tehran.

"Thomas Massie," Trump wrote, "is disloyal to the United States of America! He is a MISFIT, who should be voted out of Office, ASAP."

Vivian Salama, Ashley Parker, and Michael Scherer contributed reporting.
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A Police Report About a House Candidate Surprised the White House

A woman's allegations of rape against a Republican House candidate have put Trump in a bind.

by Michael Scherer

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




Three days after President Trump announced his "Complete and Total Endorsement" of the Louisiana congressional candidate Blake Miguez, the Republican contender posted a video from outside the West Wing boasting of his close relationship with Trump and his team. "I just got done having some great meetings with the White House," he told his supporters on February 7.

What he did not say--either publicly or to Trump's advisers at the time--was that there was a political bombshell about to drop on his campaign for Louisiana's deep-red Fifth Congressional District. Months earlier, when Miguez was running for the U.S. Senate, a 2007 police report had surfaced that showed that Miguez's former girlfriend had accused him of rape and other abusive behavior, including locking her in bedrooms, taking away her keys, and holding her down. The Miguez campaign denies the claims.

In the report, which I obtained, the woman described to police how Miguez had sex with her even though she told him no, and then followed her when she fled the home. She told police that she'd hidden behind a car near a convenience store until a friend could join her, then called 911. An officer took her to a hospital for a rape-kit examination, the report stated. Miguez, who was then 25 years old, was detained and questioned. After the woman, then 22, told a detective that she did not want to press charges, none were filed. "I called 911 cause I honestly was/am scared!" she wrote in a voluntary statement to the police.

The police report has put the president in a difficult position, because Trump has been repeatedly accused of sexual assault and was found liable for sexual abuse in a New York civil trial. The president has denied any wrongdoing. Two people familiar with the White House endorsement process told me that Trump's top advisers were not informed of the police report or the rape accusation before the president endorsed. That has raised concerns that Miguez either wasn't fully vetted or wasn't forthcoming about discoverable documents from his past. The report has been circulating in Louisiana for months, according to people familiar with the effort to uncover it, and last fall, a private investigator requested public records related to the woman that have since been used to try to undermine her credibility.

"It has been widely discussed amongst the political crowd that there was a massive bomb," one Republican who works in the state told me about the rumors. "Nobody knew what it was."

The Club for Growth, a conservative group that is involved in Republican primaries in safe House seats, endorsed Miguez a day earlier than the president and continues to support him. A spokesperson for the group, Joe Kildea, declined to say whether officials knew about the rape allegation ahead of its endorsement and told me that the group was aware of what he called "false accusations made 20 years ago" and does not find them credible.

The White House press office declined to comment.

Miguez, a champion sharpshooter and a former reality-show contestant, has served in the Louisiana legislature since 2015, most recently as a state senator. He announced a campaign last year to challenge Louisiana Senator Bill Cassidy, who earned Trump's ire by voting to convict him for impeachment in 2021. After Trump decided earlier this year to endorse Representative Julia Letlow in that primary, Miguez pivoted to run for Letlow's open congressional seat, a rural expanse that wraps the state's border with Mississippi, which is about 40 miles from the parish where Miguez has long lived.

The Miguez campaign pointed me to a February 24 email that the accuser's father sent to Miguez's state-Senate office after he was contacted by an Associated Press reporter asking about the accusations. The father told Miguez he could share the email, the campaign told me.

"The only thing I told him were that you are a good man and you have my vote and everything my daughter has reported about you were lies and she is a liar and has a drug problem," the accuser's father wrote. "Not sure why they are digging up this crap but I wanted to give you a heads up." The email did not refute any of the specifics in the police report, which the father claimed that he'd refused to read when the reporter offered it to him. (I was unable to reach the accuser, whom I am not naming, or her family.)

A campaign spokesperson declined to answer my questions about when Miguez had learned that the police report was circulating or whether he'd told the White House or the Club for Growth about its contents.  "We would refer you to an email from the woman's own father," the campaign responded in an unsigned statement.

Three days after the email from the accuser's father was sent, Matthew Foldi, a former Republican candidate for the U.S. House, published an article on his Substack that described the unearthing of the 2007 police report as a "Kavanaugh-esque smear," a reference to the accusations of sexual assault that Supreme Court Justice Brett Kavanaugh faced during his confirmation hearings. (Kavanaugh denied wrongdoing and was confirmed.) Foldi wrote that the Miguez campaign told him, "  They know they can't beat Blake with the truth, so they're trying to destroy him with lies." The Associated Press has yet to publish an article about the accusations.

Foldi also nodded to information about the accuser's interactions with law enforcement in the years since her relationship with Miguez. She sought protective orders against another boyfriend in 2008 and 2011, alleging domestic violence. In 2012, she alleged abuse by a third boyfriend, who told police that she was addicted to pills and had recently been in rehab. In 2014, she was booked for unauthorized entry into a residence and later charged with a felony. She pleaded not guilty, and the case was later dropped. In 2023, she was arrested for child desertion, according to a local news report. The case was not charged or prosecuted, according to court records. Last year, she was arrested when methamphetamine and marijuana were found in the car she was traveling in, and she has pleaded not guilty to the resulting charges. (I have reviewed copies of legal documents related to all of these charges.)

The Club for Growth referenced the woman's troubled history in their statement to me and accused her of a "long record of fabricated claims" and of making similar allegations against other men. The documents that I reviewed do not show evidence of fabrication on her part and did not include other rape accusations. Kildea did not answer my follow-up questions asking for evidence.

Despite Trump's endorsement, the Republican primary for Lousiaians's Fifth District, where Trump won 67 percent of the vote in 2024, remains contested. Other Republican candidates include Michael Echols, a state representative; State Senator Rick Edmond, a pastor at Speaker Mike Johnson's church; and Misti Cordell, a member of the state Board of Regents. The primary is on May 16.
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The Republican Who Wants to Banish His Own Constituents

Representative Andy Ogles wrote on Monday that "Muslims don't belong in American society." He represents thousands of them in Congress.

by Russell Berman

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




The Islamic Center of Columbia, Tennessee--a small city about 45 miles south of Nashville--had been around for only a few years when white supremacists burned it down. On a Saturday in early 2008, three young men went to the mosque armed with spray paint and Molotov cocktails. According to a federal indictment, they first defaced the exterior walls with swastikas and phrases including White Power. Then they broke into the building and set it aflame.

"Everything on the inside was charred," a former member of the Islamic Center told me. "The roof had come down, and they had to demolish the building afterwards." The mosque, which had a few dozen members, had been the first in Columbia and was, for a time, the only Muslim house of worship between Nashville and Huntsville, Alabama. After the fire, its leaders bought an empty church building nearby and converted it into a new mosque, though they initially kept their plans for the space a secret to avoid a community backlash.

The former member who related this to me asked that I not publish his name, because nearly two decades later, the Muslim community in middle Tennessee is again on edge. The membership of the rebuilt Islamic Center of Columbia is smaller but still active. Its mosque sits less than a mile from the district office of the area's U.S. House member, Andy Ogles. But Representative Ogles, a Republican in his second term, doesn't seem to want Muslims to reside in his district. And he doesn't want them anywhere else in the country, for that matter. "Muslims don't belong in American society," Ogles posted on X on Monday. "Pluralism is a lie."

Ali Breland: Meet the new Proud Boys

Ogles is a Trump loyalist who has proposed amending the Constitution to allow the president a third term. Ogles has long denigrated Muslims; he's pushed for New York City Mayor Zohran Mamdani (who was born in Uganda and with whom Trump has lately been chummy) to be denaturalized and deported, and just last week, he called for a ban on immigration from several majority-Muslim countries. His comments on Monday were more sweeping, and a more direct attack on America's constitutional values. They also imply an outright rejection of thousands of Ogles's own constituents.

Tennessee's Fifth Congressional District includes parts of Nashville and several counties to the south. For 20 years, its House representative was a centrist Democrat, Jim Cooper, who had welcomed a Muslim community in Nashville that grew over the years to more than 40,000 people. It comprises significant Kurdish and Somali populations that arrived as a result of refugee-resettlement programs, as well as a sizable number of Palestinians. In Columbia, as in other parts of the region, Muslim physicians who had been recruited to the area because of a need for more doctors brought along their families.

After the 2020 census, Republicans in the state legislature targeted Cooper's seat in redistricting, prompting him to retire. Ogles now has more Muslim people in his district than does any other member of Tennessee's House delegation (including its lone Democrat, Representative Steve Cohen), according to Sabina Mohyuddin, the executive director of the Nashville-based American Muslim Advisory Committee.

But Ogles barely acknowledges his Muslim constituents, much less represents them, Mohyuddin told me. "This is not someone that anyone feels comfortable contacting for any kind of issue," she said. "It is a total disconnect." The AMAC formed in 2012 from a coalition that successfully fought a state bill targeting Muslim communities by seeking to ban "Sharia organizations" in Tennessee. Mohyuddin has since become accustomed to fielding calls about Ogles's attacks on Muslims. To protect imams seeking a lower public profile, the council advises area mosques to direct media inquiries to Mohyuddin. She was busy preparing a statement responding to Ogles's proposed Muslim immigration ban on Monday when she saw his even more incendiary comments. "This is going to make everything worse," she told me.

There was a time, not too long ago, when Republican leaders would sanction, or at least denounce, a member who made a statement like Ogles did. In 2019, then-House Minority Leader Kevin McCarthy stripped Representative Steve King of his committee assignments after he defended the terms white nationalist and white supremacist in a newspaper interview. (King had been making offensive remarks about immigrants for years, some of which GOP leaders would call out.)

In Trump's second term, however, the avowedly anti-Muslim influencer Laura Loomer has the ear of the president, and top House Republicans have oscillated between silence and equivocation in response to bigotry from their members. Republican leadership said nothing last month when Representative Randy Fine, a Florida Republican less than a year into his term, compared Muslims unfavorably to dogs and then proudly defended the comments. Some other Republicans, though, did criticize Fine and Ogles. Richard Grenell, a special presidential envoy and Trump's appointee to lead the Kennedy Center, replied to Ogles by saying, "Stop attacking the First Amendment to the United States Constitution."

When a reporter asked Speaker Mike Johnson about the comments from Fine and Ogles during a press conference in Florida yesterday, the closest that Johnson came to criticizing them was to say that they had used "different language than I would use." He devoted the bulk of his answer to validating worries about Sharia law. "There's a lot of energy in the country, and a lot of popular sentiment that the demand to impose Sharia law in America is a serious problem," Johnson said. "That's what animates this."

Jonathan Chait: What the Islamophobic attacks on Mamdani reveal

Idle warnings about Sharia law--a fixation among conservatives during the 2010s--have reemerged on the right in recent months. They spiked during the Texas Republican primaries after a deadly shooting at an Austin bar early this month, allegedly by a man wearing a sweatshirt that said Property of Allah. To Mohyuddin, the refrains about Sharia law are familiar and ridiculous, but no less disturbing. "Where is Sharia law being used?" she asked, a tone of exasperation in her voice. "This is a made-up boogeyman."

Ogles's office did not return a request for an interview. He's spent the past few days on X reiterating his call to banish Muslims and multiculturalism from American society. Mohyuddin seemed torn about how--or even whether--to respond. On one hand, she felt the need to speak up for Muslims in and around Ogles's district, who have few allies among the conservative Republicans dominating Tennessee politics. (Muslim constituents have reported being kicked out of meetings with state legislators, the former member of the Islamic Center of Columbia told me.) Yet, on the other hand, Mohyuddin worried that by denouncing Ogles, she and others were just playing into his desire for attention and notoriety. "He's targeting our community and trying to gain relevance, because no one takes him seriously," she told me. "And, honestly, it's working."
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Arizona Is Now at the Center of Election Investigations

Both the Department of Homeland Security and the FBI are probing the results of the 2020 election in Arizona.

by Yvonne Wingett Sanchez, Sarah Fitzpatrick, Nick Miroff

Tue, 10 Mar 2026




Updated on March 10 at 9:21 p.m. ET.

In mid-February, as Department of Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem was fighting to keep her job, she held an election-security event at a Homeland Security Investigations field office in Scottsdale, Arizona. In the past, she said, the state had been an "absolute disaster on elections," and ensuring the security of election equipment was her responsibility. She also urged Congress to pass President Trump's voter-ID bill. The message was less surprising than the location. HSI, the agency's investigative branch, devotes most of its efforts to going after transnational drug cartels and human-trafficking networks, not to securing domestic elections.

A week after the event, Arizona's acting special agent in charge for HSI, Matthew Murphy, told the state attorney general's office that his office was now probing the 2020 election in Arizona, according to a person familiar with the details of the meeting. A state investigator asked why the government was scrutinizing the results, given that they had already been litigated and investigated. Murphy made clear that he was acting on "direction from D.C.," the person told us, speaking on condition of anonymity because they are not authorized to discuss the matter publicly. The HSI investigation in Arizona, which has not previously been reported, comes as the FBI has embarked on a separate election probe in the state. "This is not a joint investigation" with HSI, a person familiar with the FBI investigation told us. HSI headquarters and the Office of the Deputy Attorney General at the Department of Justice are coordinating the investigation, which is focused on identifying alleged voter-fraud activity and related potential enforcement actions, according to a person familiar with the effort.

The Arizona investigations are part of the Trump administration's escalating effort to vindicate the president's claims that the 2020 presidential election was stolen. Trump narrowly lost the contest in Arizona, and the state has since become a magnet for conspiracy theorists. Early last year, the administration ordered the creation of a small task force within HSI to probe election-fraud claims in other cities, according to a former HSI agent and one current HSI agent who described the assigned personnel as "unenthusiastic." Last month, HSI investigators reportedly showed up at a high school in Dayton, Ohio, to investigate voter fraud. (HSI's election work is not wholly without precedent; in 2020, HSI investigators charged 19 foreign nationals with illegally voting in the 2016 election.) HSI is "not able to comment on any active investigations," said DHS spokesperson Lauren Bis, but is "actively rooting out and investigating election fraud wherever it can be found." Bis said that HSI is "committed to restoring integrity to our election systems and ensuring that American citizens and only American citizens are electing American leaders," citing cases from the past year where four foreign nationals were charged with voting fraud or unlawful voting.

Yesterday, Arizona Senate President Warren Petersen, a Trump ally, wrote on X that he had complied with a subpoena he had received last week seeking records related to a widely discredited review of the 2020 election in Maricopa County, where Phoenix is located. (That review, despite its questionable methodology, still affirmed Joe Biden's win.) "The FBI has the records," Petersen wrote. The attorney general's office said there was no indication that the two probes were connected: "The FBI never came up in conversations," Richie Taylor, a spokesperson for Arizona Attorney General Kris Mayes, a Democrat, told us. (The FBI, the Department of Justice, and the U.S. Attorney's Office for the District of Arizona declined to comment. Petersen declined to comment further through a spokesperson. Murphy did not comment.) State and county election officials were unaware of the probe. "This is chasing conspiracy theories and mythologies and perpetuating the politics of grievance. Donald Trump lost 2020, and he needs to put on his big-boy pants and accept it," Arizona Secretary of State Adrian Fontes, a Democrat, told us. A spokesperson for the county recorder, who splits election duties with a governing board, said the office has not been contacted by federal law enforcement about the probe. A county spokesperson told us that the governing board "will continue to focus on administering safe, secure, and accurate elections in 2026."

Read: 'It's a five-alarm fire'

The investigations in Arizona mark the latest attempt by the Trump administration to re-litigate 2020. In January, federal authorities seized ballots in Fulton County, Georgia. Last year, the Office of the Director of National Intelligence opened an examination of voting equipment from Puerto Rico. In recent months, ODNI staff have met with U.S. Attorney's Offices across the country to discuss their inquiry into potential vulnerabilities in voting machines and communication networks. Those efforts appear intended to validate claims that foreign actors could interfere with American elections. An ODNI official told us that the agency "cooperates with various government agencies, including DOJ, to help protect election integrity" in accordance with its statutory authorities. ODNI is not directly involved in the HSI or FBI investigations in Arizona, a source familiar with the matter told us.

Mayes said that her office responded to HSI's request with public records from the 2020-election investigation that had been conducted by her Republican predecessor, Mark Brnovich. "The Trump administration is engaged in an unserious investigation into an election that took place six years ago based on nothing but conspiracy theories and lies," she told us in a statement.

Emails that we obtained through a public-records request detail the interactions among Homeland Security investigators and state officials. On February 20, after Murphy met with state authorities, a state special agent sent him an email with the subject line "2020 Election Audit Summary." Attached to the email was a report that Mayes had released in February 2023, Taylor told us. That report drew on records from her predecessor's tenure to address a slew of accusations by Republican state lawmakers, MAGA influencers, activists, and others claiming widespread fraud in the 2020 election. The attorney general's office found that many of the allegations submitted to state authorities were unsupported by evidence, and others amounted to mischaracterizations of the election process. The allegations included assertions that votes had been counted more than once and that large numbers of votes had been cast by deceased people. "The Attorney General's Office spent 10,000 hours investigating every claim made by election deniers, from bamboo ballots imported from China to Italian spy satellites flipping votes to President Biden," Mayes's office said.

Days later, Murphy wanted more information from state investigators about claims in the report that had been listed as "undetermined." He asked whether any conclusions had been made regarding allegations about ballots that arrived after the legal deadline, "questionable ballots from unknown printers," or the deletion of election records.

"Just checking in with you," Murphy wrote to state investigators on March 2. "I have to get a report in by COB today, so was hoping to have some of the materials soon if at all possible."

On Thursday, state investigators and the attorney general's criminal-division chief replied to Murphy, sending him a PowerPoint presentation that details a slew of false claims about the election that state investigators had previously debunked. Separately, state officials shared with him more links to their investigative work about the 2020 election.

Read: 'The trust has been absolutely destroyed'

"Thanks for sharing guys much appreciated," Murphy replied. "Couple of quick follow up questions based on my review and in trying to focus on the few areas we are following up on," he continued. He again asked whether the investigators had more information about late-arriving ballots and allegations about "questionable ballots."

The attorney general's office did not respond to Murphy's final missive--and has no plans to do so, an official in Mayes's office told us.

The 2020 election in Maricopa County drew intense scrutiny inside and outside Arizona largely because, as home to more than half of the state's voters, the county helped deliver the state to Biden by 10,457 votes. Influenced by Trump's and his MAGA base's relentless and false claims that the election was rigged against him, the GOP-led state Senate hired contractors to review the election in the county. Election officials and experts assailed the review, done by the security firm Cyber Ninjas--which made claims about the election process that were disputed by state and county election officials--as deeply flawed and partisan. Still, the Cyber Ninjas review is frequently cited by MAGA influencers, state lawmakers, and others in Trump's orbit as credible evidence of a system that could not be trusted.

Mark Finchem, a Republican state lawmaker and a Trump ally who has long spread misinformation about elections, said during an online media appearance yesterday that a nonprofit he helps lead has been "feeding research" to investigators.

"Quite frankly," Finchem said, "we've advocated that this has been a racketeering case for a long time."

Arizona's state- and local-election officials have consistently defended the integrity of their elections amid challenges from candidates of both parties, online conspiracy theorists, and even their own state government. One thing they haven't had to contend with are investigations of a long-ago election by the federal government, working on behalf of the president. But that's the world they're in now--and it will make the task of pulling off a midterm election eight months from now that much trickier.
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I Recognize the Look on Liam Ramos's Face

The 5-year-old was briefly held at Dilley, where families are sent after ICE roundups.

by Caitlin Dickerson

Tue, 10 Mar 2026




When the first photo of 5-year-old Liam Ramos went viral in January, it became an instant symbol of the Trump administration's mass-deportation campaign: his blue bunny hat, his Spider-Man backpack, his hunched shoulders, his scared eyes as ICE detained him and his father outside their home in a Minneapolis suburb.

The second photo of Liam, a week later, enraged people who were now invested in his story: Lying on his father's lap at the Dilley Immigration Processing Center, about 70 miles south of San Antonio, Texas, he looked pale and lethargic. His eyes were open a tiny slit. His mother told reporters that Liam had a fever, was vomiting, and refused to eat.

What struck me about the second image, and his mother's update, was how familiar his transformation was. I've visited Dilley several times, and have seen many children go from bright-eyed to listless.

With his move to Dilley, Liam became part of an ongoing national experiment in detaining immigrant families. George W. Bush's administration briefly used the practice to provide respite to asylum seekers who had just crossed the border and had no plans for where to go next. But ICE officials soon argued that family detention should be used as a deterrent. In a former medium-security prison surrounded by razor wire north of Austin, young children and their parents wore jumpsuits and were confined to cells for up to 12 hours a day; it closed in 2009 after lawsuits and government inspections showed that children there were sick and malnourished.

The Obama administration eventually opened Dilley on a remote patch of Texas flatland where temperatures can hit 90 degrees even in December. Its open-air layout of trailers was supposed to be more humane. But for years now, in interviews and court filings, families have described an emotionally crushing atmosphere, with revolting food, foul water, and a dangerous lack of medical care. They say bright bedroom lights that never turn off make it almost impossible to sleep, compounding their misery.

J. Weston Phippen: Is it an immigration detention facility or a child-care center?

In 2016, a government advisory panel recommended that ICE end the practice of family detention, and instead use monitoring programs that allow people with pending asylum cases to settle and work in the United States. But under Donald Trump, the agency has twice backtracked on plans to do that, arguing that housing children at Dilley is safe and necessary in order to discourage border crossings. Even that rationale, though, no longer adequately describes Dilley's role. Instead of detaining recent border crossers almost exclusively, Dilley is now also housing families that had established lives in the United States and were arrested in ICE sweeps.

When I toured Dilley in the fall of 2019 with a group of reporters, ICE's acting director, Matt Albence, led us across the 54-acre campus, which could detain up to 2,400 people. Albence, who now works for the private prison company GEO Group, said he was proud of how Dilley was run and pushed back against its critics. "This is clearly not a concentration camp," he said.

On the tour, I learned that when families arrived, they entered a small locked chamber called a sallyport, where they were screened for communicable diseases. Most had just finished an exhausting journey across the southern border, and were given a 15-minute "cool-down period" in an air-conditioned area that looked like a school administrator's office, with tile floors and faux-wood laminate cubicles. After a snack, they started a 12-hour intake process that involved a full physical, a shower, fingerprinting, a rules orientation, and an initial asylum screening called a "credible-fear interview." Girls older than 10 were given a pregnancy test. Then they were assigned to a dorm room in one of Dilley's five "neighborhoods," which were labeled by color and animal, and given name tags that indicated their preferred language.

A sign at reception--Recreation just for YOU!--said that karaoke, Hula-Hoops, and air hockey were available every day from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. "Just let a recreation staff member know what you want to do!" To minimize the risk of sexual harassment and assault, only mothers or fathers could be detained in the facility at a given time. (Posters for how to report sexual assault were everywhere.) This meant that two-parent families were separated: One parent was sent to a separate adult detention center, sometimes in another state.

Each of Dilley's 20 housing trailers had space for 120 people. The detainees slept in rooms that could accommodate up to six families in double bunk beds. In one room, I saw a teenage girl slumped forward on a couch, holding her head in one hand, staring blankly at the wall in front of her. Former ICE officials who were involved with the facility's planning later told me that the government had deemed individual bathrooms an unnecessary expense. Instead, communal ones were placed at the end of each trailer, a long walk from the farthest bedrooms.

We toured an austere courtroom that reeked of bleach, and an airless cafeteria with a rancid smell. There were amenities, such as a "salon" that offered free haircuts and a computer lab with a few children clicking away under a poster that translated E pluribus unum into English and Spanish. We were told that Dilley offered Zumba classes a few times a week. We visited a day care with space for 15 children, which parents could use in two-hour increments; the sole attendant was trying to soothe three crying babies.

The few parents and children I saw outdoors looked sedated by the heat. Some huddled near skinny trees. The government had paid for landscaping, but the plants immediately died in the brutal climate, according to Claire Trickler-McNulty, a former senior adviser at ICE.

Eric Schlosser: 'We voted for retribution'

Throughout the tour, we heard coughing and saw faces covered in snot. Parents said they waited hours in the heat and rain outside the medical unit, only to be sent away with Tylenol, ibuprofen, or nothing at all.

On another trip to Dilley about a month later, I met a Mexican mother named Patricia who told me that her teenage daughter was refusing to eat and had tried to commit suicide a week earlier. "I wouldn't wish this on anyone," Patricia said. A Honduran mother named Cindy told me that her 8-year-old son, Jostin, had become unrecognizable since they arrived. "He acts like a small child," she said. "He speaks in a whisper, constantly asking for Mommy." Jostin wasn't eating either, she explained, and "everytime he goes into the cafeteria, he throws up."

Later, I interviewed a mother and son named Kenia and Michael after they were released from Dilley. Michael, who was 11, started having violent meltdowns in the facility--something that had never happened before--and they continued for months afterward. Detained children experience more stress than their bodies can handle, child-welfare experts told me, and are profoundly destabilized by seeing their parents' fear and helplessness.

The advisory panel convened at the end of the Obama administration was supposed to recommend improvements to family detention, but instead voted unanimously to end it. "Detention is never in the best interest of children," the panel's report said.

When Trump took office in 2017, his administration disregarded the recommendation. President Biden's Department of Homeland Security finally closed Dilley in the summer of 2024. Trump reopened it a few months later, as part of a $45 billion expansion of the immigration detention system that has also involved Guantanamo Bay, tent cities on military bases, and converted warehouses.

CoreCivic, the private prison company that operates Dilley, reported that its management revenue from ICE more than doubled between the fourth quarters of 2024 and 2025--partly because of reopening Dilley. In an earnings call last year, CoreCivic's then-CEO called this "truly one of the most exciting periods" in his 32-year career with the company.

The trailers at Dilley are now rusted from floods, and well past their intended lifespan. ICE created a barrier between some of the trailers so that the facility can house mothers and fathers at the same time. This year, its population has fluctuated between 900 and 1,400, including pregnant women and children as young as two months old, according to Faisal Al-Juburi, a co-CEO of Raices, whose lawyers provide free counsel to families there. Like Liam Ramos, whose family came from Ecuador in 2024 and requested asylum, some detainees have pending applications for legal immigration status. And some were picked up at their court appearances or at appointments at ICE offices.

It's become harder to learn what's happening inside Dilley in recent months, though reports suggest that conditions are worsening. ICE is no longer offering tours to journalists. After ProPublica published pictures and letters written by detained children, guards reportedly started confiscating crayons and paper. In 911 logs, ProPublica found reports of "toddlers having trouble breathing, a pregnant woman who passed out and an elementary-school-aged girl having seizures. Local authorities were also called in for three cases of alleged sexual assault between detainees."

Democratic Representative Joaquin Castro of Texas went to Dilley on February 20 and reported that families were "locked up like criminals and being treated like animals," and that some children had untreated asthma and appendicitis. Castro has long opposed family detention and criticized Trump's immigration policies. "There's a lot of little, little kids who really probably don't know how to process this experience," he said in a video posted on YouTube.

Caitlin Dickerson: An American catastrophe

Lawyers at the National Center for Youth Law are allowed to perform periodic inspections of Dilley and interview detainees, under a 1997 federal court settlement that set minimum standards for the detention of children and families. Becky Wolozin, a lawyer at NCYL, told me that since the facility reopened under Trump, she and her colleagues have interviewed detained children with Wolf-Hirschhorn syndrome, severe autism, and other serious developmental illnesses. There was a measles outbreak earlier this year. Wolozin said that basic childhood illnesses such as ear infections can become dangerous in Dilley because children are often sleep-deprived and malnourished. "Kids have fevers for a frightening amount of time, and persistent coughs and headaches," she said. "We're seeing that only after many, many visits to the medical wing, or even to the hospital, do they actually get treated with antibiotics."

In January, an 18-month-old detainee got sick at Dilley with COVID, RSV, pneumonia, and bronchitis and had to be hospitalized for severe respiratory distress, according to a federal lawsuit. ICE then returned her to Dilley, where her lawyers say the medical staff withheld her prescribed medication until the lawyers secured her release. In a statement, a DHS spokesperson said that the child received "proper treatment," including her prescribed medications, and that all detainees "receive timely and appropriate medical care from the moment they enter ICE custody."

Todd Brian, a spokesperson for CoreCivic, said in a statement that the company doesn't "cut corners on care, staff or training, which meets, and in many cases exceeds, our government partners' standards." He said that detainees receive three nutritious meals a day and have access to a team of "registered nurses, licensed vocational nurses, nurse practitioners, and board-certified physicians, including pediatric specialists." Brian said that any allegation that buildings were not being maintained was "patently false," adding, "Emergency medical services are activated immediately when a child's clinical presentation exceeds what can be safely managed on-site."

The Trump administration is fighting restrictions on its use of Dilley--including a 20-day limit on detaining children and families under the 1997 court settlement--by arguing that existing laws are sufficient to keep the children there safe. Al-Juburi told me that the average stay is currently about 63 days, and that one family was detained at Dilley for almost five months. Raices has gotten some clients released through habeas corpus petitions; Liam Ramos was freed through the same maneuver within days of the Dilley photo going viral. But Al-Juburi said the petitions are time-consuming and must be made one at a time, even though the same legal logic applies to many of the children there.

In recent court filings, ICE has called Dilley a "model of regulatory compliance and humane care." DHS said in its statement that children at Dilley "have access to teachers, classrooms, and curriculum booklets for math, reading, and spelling," as well as "3 meals a day, clean water, clothing, bedding, showers, soap, and toiletries," all of which is "generously funded by the U.S. taxpayer." The statement says that detention "is a choice" and encourages families to self-deport.

I recently spoke with a subcontractor who quit working at Dilley this year; he requested anonymity so that he wouldn't lose his security clearance. He said that since he's been out of a job, he's been stressed about money because he has a toddler at home and his partner is pregnant with a second child. But he told me that seeing Liam Ramos and so many other sick and miserable children--the constant crying and vomiting--got to be too much.

"A lot of these kids have bags under their eyes, which is something that you don't see with kids," he said. "They have worse bags than their parents."
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The Pete Hegseth Exception

Nearly a year after a national-security scandal erupted on my iPhone, no one in the Trump administration has faced consequences.

by Jeffrey Goldberg

Mon, 09 Mar 2026




The Uniform Code of Military Justice serves as the criminal-justice framework for America's armed forces. It covers offenses recognized by civilian law as well as crimes and infractions unique to the military, from insubordination to cowardly conduct. The code contains 158 articles; the Manual for Courts-Martial itself runs nearly 1,000 pages. It is an obvious truth that discipline, morale, and order can be maintained in military formations only if everyone--from four-star generals to the youngest "boot" privates--is held equally accountable for their actions.

A cursory review of recent courts-martial suggests that the enforcers of military discipline don't miss much. In December, a Marine private first class was convicted of "contempt or disrespect towards a noncommissioned or petty officer, and disrespect towards a superior commissioned officer in command." The private was held in confinement for five days and was reduced in rank. In September, an Air Force lieutenant was convicted of engaging in conduct "unbecoming an officer" after drinking on duty and cursing superior officers. He was sentenced to 30 days of confinement and received a presumably career-ending reprimand. In November, a senior airman, a medical specialist, was found guilty of failing to "safeguard protected health information from unauthorized disclosure." She was sentenced to one month of confinement, and received a temporary pay reduction and a reprimand. Also in September, an Army specialist was convicted of disrespecting a superior by "interrupting her when she was speaking and then walking away," among other charges. A military judge reduced the specialist's rank and prevented her from leaving her military facility for 14 days.

Many soldiers are punished for infractions related to the handling of their weapons--the unfortunate Louisiana National Guardsman who recently left his rifle in the bathroom of a hotel bar could face a court-martial. And members of the armed forces are also punished for mishandling information. The military is necessarily unforgiving of those who violate operational security--"loose lips sink ships," in the age-old shorthand. That is why seemingly quotidian bits of information--the dates and times that units are moving from one base to another, for instance--are held so closely. According to the UCMJ's Article 92, the punishments for the release of unauthorized information vary, but could include two years' imprisonment. A unit commander, operations-security guidance states, must "protect from unauthorized disclosure any sensitive and/or critical information to which they have personal access." In October of last year, a retired Army colonel, Kevin Charles Luke, who was at the time a civilian Department of Defense employee, was found guilty of sending a photo of a classified email to a woman he'd met online. The email contained information about an upcoming military operation. In early February, Luke was sentenced to two years in prison for his crime.

Read: The Trump administration accidentally texted me its war plans

It has been almost a year since the national-security scandal that came to be known, inevitably, as Signalgate erupted on my iPhone, and I've been thinking through its consequences. Michael Waltz, the official who invited me into a Signal chat group whose members included most of America's national-security leadership, was removed as the president's national security adviser. But he soon received (what is to my mind, at least) a promotion, and is now serving as U.S. ambassador to the United Nations. The Signal Foundation, the nonprofit organization that owns the messaging app, saw a dramatic increase in usage following the scandal. The Atlantic itself saw an unparalleled burst of subscription growth, and I personally managed to avoid prison and extract a brand-new iPhone from my employer. President Trump suffered no negative consequences from Signalgate. In fact, he found it professionally riveting, carefully studying the way in which The Atlantic temporarily dominated the news cycle. (He also suggested to me, in an Oval Office meeting that took place as the scandal was subsiding, that he should receive more credit for The Atlantic's success than I have granted him.)

As for Pete Hegseth, the secretary of defense who shared what were quite obviously military secrets in a discussion, held on a privately run messaging app, that he didn't even know included a journalist--well, more on him later.

Allow me to recount, as efficiently as possible, the sequence of implausible events here. On March 11 of last year, I was invited to connect on Signal by a user purporting to be Waltz. Soon after, I was invited to a chat called the "Houthi PC small group." PC refers to principals committee, which included people identified as Vice President J. D. Vance, Secretary of State Marco Rubio, Hegseth, CIA Director John Ratcliffe, and Tulsi Gabbard, the director of national intelligence.

I am suspicious by profession, and so I assumed that this was an entrapment scheme, or a foreign-intelligence-service operation, or a simulation beyond easy comprehension. But I know Waltz (please keep this fact in mind), and I have reported on national-security matters for decades, so the invitation wasn't entirely outlandish. (A reasonable guess is that my telephone number can be found--or could be found, before Signalgate--in the contact lists of seven or eight members of the 18-person "small group.")

The chat itself was highly realistic, and fascinating. I watched as a substantive debate was held over whether the U.S. should immediately launch strikes against Houthi-terrorist targets in Yemen. The vice president, quasi-isolationist in outlook, argued against such strikes, noting that Europe--not his favorite continent--would benefit disproportionately. A little while later, the chat participant identified as Hegseth wrote, "Waiting a few weeks or a month does not fundamentally change the calculus," though he added, "We are prepared to execute, and if I had final go or no go vote, I believe we should."

The colloquy came to a sudden end when the user "S M," whom I took to be the Trump confidant Stephen Miller, wrote, "As I heard it, the president was clear: green light, but we soon make clear to Egypt and Europe what we expect in return."

That was that. Hegseth wrote, "Agree," and the dissident vice president said nothing. And then came the day of the Yemen strikes. At 11:44 a.m. on Saturday, March 15, I was at a supermarket--a Safeway in the Chevy Chase neighborhood of Washington, D.C.--when the following alert came in over Signal from Hegseth: "TEAM UPDATE." What followed was information that, had it been seen by an enemy of the United States, could have been used to kill American military and intelligence personnel. Hegseth promised that Yemen would be attacked within two hours.

I've seen strange things in my career, but nothing quite like this. I stayed in my car in the Safeway parking lot and waited. I took screenshots of the chat and searched X and other platforms for news of U.S. military activity. Hegseth had said in the chat that the first detonations would be felt at 1:45 p.m. eastern time. At approximately 1:55 p.m., credible news reports started appearing about an attack.

In the chat, congratulations began to pour in. Waltz posted three emoji: a fist, an American flag, and fire. Steve Witkoff, Trump's all-purpose, in-over-his-head global-conflict negotiator, responded with five emoji: two praying hands, a flexed bicep, and two American flags. Later, the Houthi-run Yemeni health ministry reported that at least 53 people had been killed in the attack (the number has not been confirmed independently). The Houthis are despicable terrorists, and in my opinion should be fought and defeated, but there was still something disturbing about the proliferation of emoji.




Proof that the chat was authentic forced me (and a growing number of advisers, sworn to secrecy) to make a choice. I was interested in exposing a security breach at the highest reaches of government; I was less interested in being accused of violating the Espionage Act. I would thus exit the chat later that same day. The Signal group would be alerted that I had left, so timing was important. That evening was the annual dinner of the Gridiron Club, at which Washington journalists host senior administration officials and members of Congress and make mainly mild fun of them from the stage. I heard that Waltz might be attending. I didn't want the FBI raiding the dinner to seize my phone, so I waited until the end of the dinner to leave the chat. I spent the next hours awaiting recognition by the federal government that I was an apostate member of the "Houthi PC small group."

But, nothing.

As a reporter, I was relieved; as a citizen, I was appalled by the violation of the first commandment of digital hygiene: Thou Shalt Know Who Is in Thy Group Chat.

The next week rushed by as we prepared the story for publication. I decided not to include some of the key operational details shared by Hegseth, Waltz, and Ratcliffe, the CIA director. I wanted to expose their incompetence without releasing information that could hurt American troops. Early on Monday, March 24, I wrote to Waltz and Hegseth on Signal (of course) and then others by email, asking for confirmation and comment. I would learn that my requests set off a scramble in the White House. The National Security Council called an emergency meeting in the Situation Room, where the mood, as participants later described it to me, was one of incredulousness and anger. According to people who participated in the meeting, Alex Wong, who was then the principal deputy national security adviser, briefed officials, but he didn't have much information. The White House counsel, David Warrington, asked, slowly and repeatedly, "How. Did. This. Happen?"

To their credit, White House officials quickly responded to me and confirmed the authenticity of the chat, and we published our story. These officials publicly argued that nothing secret or sensitive had been disclosed in the chat, which was nonsense, though their argument was helped by my decision to keep actual operational details out of the story. It was my word against theirs.

There were two main worries in the White House that morning. The first: Who would tell the president? It is my understanding that Susie Wiles, the White House chief of staff, instructed Waltz to tell Trump. (Wiles, we would later learn, disliked Waltz, who treated her poorly.) The second worry was that Hegseth, who was then flying to Hawaii aboard the Pentagon's "Doomsday" plane, would be unable to muster a mature reaction to the story. Over the course of the day, officials spoke with him and texted him repeatedly while he was in the air, pleading with him to respond to questions by saying only that no classified information had been disclosed.

Temperament is destiny, and Hegseth responded frantically and defensively. "You're talking about a deceitful and highly discredited so-called journalist who's made a profession of peddling hoaxes time and time again," he told reporters when he landed. He was referring to my reporting, in 2020 and in 2024, that Trump had made various contemptible comments about American troops, including that soldiers who fell in war were "suckers" and "losers," and that Trump had also said, "I need the kind of generals that Hitler had." (Multiple sources confirmed that Trump had made these comments, including John Kelly, a former White House chief of staff and a retired Marine general.)


Former National Security Adviser Michael Waltz stands next to Jeffrey Goldberg at the French embassy in Washington, D.C., in 2021. (X / Bernard-Henri Levy)



Waltz also responded in a juvenile manner, telling Fox News the next day that I am "the bottom scum of journalists. And I know him in the sense that he hates the president, but I don't text him. He wasn't on my phone, and we're going to figure out how this happened." Waltz went on to say, "Of course I didn't see this loser in the group." (I believe this is what is known as "projection.") And he made a comment that provided material for a week's worth of late-night comedy. In explaining how I may have been added to the chat, he said, "Well, if you have somebody else's contact, then somehow it ... gets sucked in. It gets sucked in." (I recently learned that Wiles ordered Waltz to turn his phone over to Elon Musk--at the time a kind of one-man Genius Bar for White House officials--who reported back to Wiles that my phone number did not get "sucked in" to Waltz's phone.) Waltz also denied ever having met me, which is not true.

The ad hominem campaign by Waltz, Hegseth, Gabbard, the CIA, and White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt, combined with the assertion that no classified information had been included in the chat, presented me with a dilemma. I knew, of course, that the information I'd seen on my phone would ordinarily be judged top secret by the military, and I knew that the White House lies were meant to undercut the credibility of this magazine. I simply could not understand why the administration was goading me into releasing the full message chain, which would show that I was correct in stating that the information was highly secret.

We devised a plan: My colleague Shane Harris, who covers the intelligence community, and I would speak with leaders of the relevant government agencies and ask them if they objected to the publication of the rest of the messages. This written statement, from Leavitt, illustrates the sophistication of the administration's response: "As we have repeatedly stated, there was no classified information transmitted in the group chat," she wrote. "However, as the CIA Director and National Security Advisor have both expressed today, that does not mean we encourage the release of the conversation. This was intended to be a an [sic] internal and private deliberation amongst high-level senior staff and sensitive information was discussed. So for those reason [sic]--yes, we object to the release."

Read: Here are the attack plans that Trump's advisers shared on Signal

We published a follow-up story and included the operational messages from Hegseth and Waltz. Here is the key text from Hegseth: "TIME NOW (1144et): Weather is FAVORABLE. Just CONFIRMED w/CENTCOM we are a GO for mission launch." Centcom, or Central Command, is the military's combatant command for the Middle East. He continued:

"1215et: F-18s LAUNCH (1st strike package)"
 "1345: 'Trigger Based' F-18 1st Strike Window Starts (Target Terrorist is @ his Known Location so SHOULD BE ON TIME)--also, Strike Drones Launch (MQ-9s)"
 "1410: More F-18s LAUNCH (2nd strike package)"
 "1415: Strike Drones on Target (THIS IS WHEN THE FIRST BOMBS WILL DEFINITELY DROP, pending earlier 'Trigger Based' targets)"
 "1536: F-18 2nd Strike Starts--also, first sea-based Tomahawks launched."
 "MORE TO FOLLOW (per timeline)"
 "We are currently clean on OPSEC."
 "Godspeed to our Warriors."


It would have been more accurate to have written, "We are currently clean on OPSEC, except that I'm sending this information to the editor of The Atlantic." To honestly believe that this information was not secret would require Hegseth to achieve Olympian levels of self-deception.

As all of this was happening, I was receiving messages from various military officials expressing disdain and anger that Hegseth refused to take responsibility. None of them went public with their outrage, however.

Other people did, including a modest number of Republicans. Senator Roger Wicker, the chair of the Senate Armed Services Committee, told reporters, "The information as published recently appears to me to be of such a sensitive nature that, based on my knowledge, I would have wanted it classified." Wicker and his Democratic counterpart, Senator Jack Reed, asked for a Pentagon investigation. I doubted that this would occur, because the administration was dismantling the inspector-general system across the federal government. But an investigation was soon said to be under way.

Only two administration figures did not seem especially alarmed or defensive during the controversy. The first was the vice president, who, we would later learn, made one final joking addition to the "Houthi PC small group" chain late on the night after my first story appeared: "This chat's kind of dead," he wrote. "Anything going on?"


Signalgate became fodder for memes and late-night comedy. The Trump administration had violated the first commandment of digital hygiene: Thou Shalt Know Who Is in Thy Group Chat. (Bluesky / @kampfmitkette.bsky.social)



The other was the president himself.

I was worried that the Signal story would complicate already complicated efforts by my colleagues Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer to get an interview with Trump. But instead--and this was somewhat predictable to those of us who have paid close attention to Trump over the years--he not only granted them an interview, but invited me to participate. He could not resist the temptation to troll us along the way, however. Three hours before our scheduled visit to the Oval Office, he posted the following message on Truth Social:

Later today I will be meeting with, of all people, Jeffrey Goldberg, the Editor of The Atlantic, and the person responsible for many fictional stories about me, including the made-up HOAX on "Suckers and Losers" and, SignalGate, something he was somewhat more "successful" with. Jeffrey is bringing with him Michael Scherer and Ashley Parker, not exactly pro-Trump writers, either, to put it mildly! The story they are writing, they have told my representatives, will be entitled, "The Most Consequential President of this Century." I am doing this interview out of curiosity, and as a competition with myself, just to see if it's possible for The Atlantic to be "truthful." Are they capable of writing a fair story on "TRUMP"? The way I look at it, what can be so bad--I WON!


When we entered the Oval Office, Trump said, "This will be very, very interesting. You think Biden would do this? I don't think so."

(He was correct.)

"Thanks for announcing the interview on Truth Social," I said.

"I wanted to put a little extra pressure on you," he said. "But at the same time, you'll sell about five times more magazines."

I asked him, in the course of the interview, what he meant by "I will be meeting with, of all people, Jeffrey Goldberg."

"Oh, you like that? I had to do that," he said. "I had to explain to people. That's my way of explaining to people that you're up here, because most people would say, 'Why are you doing that?' I'm doing that because there is a certain respect."

"Are you saying that Signalgate was real?" I asked.

"Yeah, it was real. And I was gonna put in something else, but I didn't have enough time." This led me to ask, out of sheer curiosity, "How long does it take you to write these?"

"Not long," he answered. "I go quickly as hell. You'd be amazed. You'd be impressed. And I like doing them myself. Sometimes I dictate them out, but I like doing them myself. What I'm saying is that it became a big story. You were successful, and it became a big story."

Me: "But you're not saying that it was successful in the sense that it exposed an operations-security problem that you have to fix?"

Trump: "No. What I'm saying is, it was successful in that you got it out very much to the public. You were able to get something out. It became a very big story."

I then asked him directly if there were any other possible lessons to be learned from the Signal breach.

The president answered, "I think we learned: Maybe don't use Signal, okay?"

From the June 2025 issue: Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer on Donald Trump's return to the White House

Months went by. We heard, again and again, that the Defense Department's inspector general would investigate, but nothing came of it. Finally, in December, the report was released. It found what had seemed obvious from the outset: that Hegseth's use of Signal to discuss bombing Yemen could have exposed U.S. tactics and endangered troops.

"The Secretary sent information identifying the quantity and strike times of manned U.S. aircraft over hostile territory over an unapproved, unsecure network approximately 2 to 4 hours before the execution of those strikes," the report reads. "If this information had fallen into the hands of U.S. adversaries, Houthi forces might have been able to counter U.S. forces or reposition personnel and assets to avoid planned U.S. strikes. Even though these events did not ultimately occur, the Secretary's actions created a risk to operational security that could have resulted in failed U.S. mission objectives and potential harm to U.S. pilots."


Rubble in Saada, Yemen, after a U.S. air strike. According to the Houthi-run Yemeni health ministry, the attacks discussed in the "Houthi PC small group" are believed to have left at least 53 people dead. (Naif Rahma / Reuters)



The report concluded, however, that because the secretary of defense possesses "original classification authority"--meaning he has the power to declassify secrets at will--he wasn't technically in violation of any rules governing secrecy, only rules banning the use of private messaging apps for official Pentagon business.

Hegseth claimed that the report cleared him of all wrongdoing. "No classified information," he posted on social media. "Total exoneration. Case closed. Houthis bombed into submission. Thank you for your attention to this IG report."

He had not always been so forgiving when it came to matters of operational security. In 2016, at the height of the furor concerning Hillary Clinton's email server, Hegseth, then a Fox News host, said, "How damaging is it to your ability to recruit or build allies with others when they are worried that our leaders may be exposing them because of their gross negligence or their recklessness in handling information?"

The U.S. is now engaged in another bombing campaign, larger and more sustained than the strikes on the Houthis. Every day, hundreds of aviators are ordered into the airspace above Iran. Their lives depend on the operational security that the military's culture of accountability is designed to safeguard.

The Department of Defense employs nearly 3 million people, uniformed and civilian. All are subject to rules and regulations governing many aspects of their behavior. Any one of them would have faced serious consequences for announcing, on an insecure messaging app, that the U.S. was about to send its pilots over enemy territory.

All except one.



*Lead-image sources: Mandel Ngan / AFP / Getty; Tom Williams / CQ Roll Call / Getty; Andrew Harnik / AFP / Getty.

This article appears in the April 2026 print edition with the headline "The Unbearable Lightness of Signalgate."
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'We Need to Do McCarthyism to the Tenth Power'

Conservative influencers are pushing for a return to the dark days of 1950s inquisitions.

by Ali Breland

Fri, 06 Mar 2026




For decades, Senator Joseph R. McCarthy's name has been used as shorthand for the opposite of the aspirational ideal of civilized American politics. In the way that Kleenex has become interchangeable with tissue, McCarthyism, for many, is an eponym for the unjust, reprehensible use of political power. Indicating that anything resembled the tactics and smears of the late senator from Wisconsin has been enough to suggest that such behavior was out of bounds, with no rightful place in our modern politics. But now comes a small, influential group of hard-line right-wingers who believe that, in the words of one popular meme in such circles, McCarthy was right.

McCarthyite revivalism has flitted around the edges of American conservatism since the senator fell from grace during his conspiratorial anti-Communist campaign in the 1950s. In 1954, the conservative patron saint William F. Buckley Jr. and his friend and fellow conservative thinker L. Brent Bozell Jr. defended the senator in their book, McCarthy and His Enemies, as a sometimes-misguided figure unfairly maligned for his justified quest to root out Communist influence in government. Buckley called himself a "critic friendly to McCarthy" in 1959 and continued to defend the senator for decades.

The conservative media personality Ann Coulter, in her 2003 book, Treason, made the case that McCarthy had been right that the government was crawling with Communists, and that the greater problem was that Democrats "didn't give a damn" about Soviet infiltration. Steve Bannon, a former senior adviser to Donald Trump and a MAGA-world podcaster, has been making the case for McCarthy's rehabilitation since at least 2013 and remains fixated on the cause. When I recently raised the matter with him, he told me that "McCarthy is a hero to me" and explained that he had tried to buy the North Carolina home of McCarthy's most famous target, General George C. Marshall. (Bannon said he ended up buying a home nearby.) More recently, the idea that "McCarthy was right" has been embraced by other influential voices around Trump--who learned some of his own hardball tactics from McCarthy's chief counsel, Roy Cohn--though not, apparently, by the president himself. Some of his only searchable public utterances about the senator have been negative: In separate posts on X in 2018 and 2019, he cited a "Joseph McCarthy style Witch Hunt" and "modern day McCarthyism" in decrying the special-counsel investigation into Russian interference in the 2016 election.

The case for McCarthy's rehabilitation centers on the contention that the senator has been unfairly maligned and was correct in his choices of both his enemies and his tactics--and that, if anything, he didn't go far enough, limited as he was by the relative decorum of the times. (The tide of public opinion turned against McCarthy when he was challenged by the U.S. Army's chief counsel Joseph Welch with the famous question "Have you no sense of decency, sir?"--a rocket at the time that by today's standards of political discourse could be considered something of a softball.)

Laura Loomer, the gadfly and a Trump favorite, told my colleague Michael Scherer in an interview last year that "we need to make McCarthy great again." And she told The New Yorker that McCarthy is "one of the most underrated and underappreciated political figures in history." Jack Posobiec, a prominent far-right influencer and conspiracy theorist, also has posted that "McCarthy didn't go far enough." Bannon, in a recent phone conversation with me, put it even more starkly: "We need to do McCarthyism to the tenth power."

In the early 1950s, McCarthy destroyed reputations and careers, mostly through congressional hearings and public accusations, fostering a climate in which individuals were fired over even the faintest suspicions of Communist sympathies. He delivered his opening salvo before a local Republican women's club in Wheeling, West Virginia, in 1950, predicting that democracy would be destroyed "because of enemies from within" (another phrase often repeated in Trump circles). "I have here in my hand a list of 205--a list of names that were made known to the secretary of state as being members of the Communist Party and who nevertheless are still working and shaping policy in the State Department," he said that day. The number of names shifted over time--first to 57, then to 81--and McCarthy never publicly produced the list. But it didn't matter. His Wheeling speech came one year after the leaders of the Communist Party of the United States were put on trial. McCarthy tapped into, and then stoked, a national concern that at times verged on paranoia about the Soviet threat.

McCarthy used congressional hearings to expose the extent of alleged Communist infiltration. Before long, he and his allies were finding Communists everywhere. In addition to the State Department, he targeted journalists, academics, members of the Army, and others, ruining lives both through direct accusations and by fostering "Reds under the bed" anxiety. The House Un-American Activities Committee was spurred to conduct its own hearings and investigations, adding to the overblown fears of Communist encroachment. Hollywood studios circulated a blacklist of more than 250 people suspected of having Communist Party ties, leading to their industry exile. Documents released decades later revealed that there was indeed some Soviet infiltration of the U.S. government, but not on the scale that McCarthy had insisted. One 1950 investigation led by Senate Democrats found that McCarthy's accusations that specific individuals in the State Department had Communist ties were baseless, and it described them as "a fraud and a hoax." Since then, McCarthyism has been added to the list of 20th-century blights on the U.S. consciousness and the Constitution.

What exactly McCarthyism for our times looks like is still in flux. Loomer declined to elaborate when I asked. In my conversations with Bannon, he was enthusiastic about bringing McCarthy into the modern political moment, but vague about the details. Posobiec, though he declined to talk, has been a little more precise. In the 2024 book, Unhumans, he and his co-author, Joshua Lisec, wrote that renewing McCarthyism would mean employing the "humiliation tactic" of "naming and shaming" leftists, and a return to the blacklists of the Red Scare.

They devote a chapter of the book (which is dedicated to "the memory of those who have fought communism") to the late Chilean dictator Augusto Pinochet and his anti-communist purges, which included killing dissidents by throwing them out of helicopters. The authors also praise conservative activists such as Chaya Raichik, the creator of Libs of TikTok (a conspiracy-mongering TikTok account that targets the left, particularly transgender and gay people); Christopher Rufo (a conservative activist and writer who has condemned DEI hiring practices); and James O'Keefe (a right-wing activist who has made a career of trying to expose perceived liberal bias) as early pioneers of a revitalized McCarthyism.

Posobiec and Lisec added one caveat: Campaigns must be done through "legal weapons of mass persuasion," and they added that "nothing here in this section or in this book advocates illegal violence."

Read: MAGA's next top influencer

In January, Posobiec wrote on X, "arrest ALL communists," and he later said that he very much supports "the policy of black-bagging communists and sending them to Gitmo. In fact, I have a list of names that are ready to go." Both arresting individuals on ideological grounds and "black-bagging" them--the warrantless surveillance in intelligence-gathering that can include breaking and entering--are illegal. (Gitmo refers to the U.S. military base at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, where foreign combatants have been held without the legal support and process offered to those under arrest in the U.S.)

Some of the tactics that the McCarthy revivalists propose are more aggressive than anything McCarthy pursued. "McCarthy, for all of his obvious flaws, was still predicated on the use of the judicial system," David Austin Walsh, a historian at the University of Virginia, told me. Should this new McCarthyism veer into proposing or doing anything violent, Walsh added, it "isn't even really McCarthyism anymore--it's just fascism."

The new McCarthyites also want to define their targets more broadly than McCarthy did. The senator went after people who he claimed (however unfairly) were treasonously undermining the U.S. to help its chief adversary, the Soviet Union, in the years after World War II, when the parameters of a new global order were just coming into view. McCarthy's rampage was about rooting out traitors. The new McCarthyites want to destroy their political adversaries. Unhumans uses the term communists interchangeably with progressives and Cultural Marxists (the modern right's term for anyone who believes in left-of-center ideas about race, gender, and sexuality).

During a call in January, Bannon told me that the marks for his version of McCarthyism are "the globalists" who "don't believe in the nation-state, they don't believe in the sovereignty of this country, they particularly don't believe in the citizens of this country." Bannon has used the term globalists to refer to Silicon Valley elites, media executives, neoconservative foreign-policy hawks, proponents of lightly regulated global markets, and Jared Kushner. While we were on the phone, Bannon expanded this to include "all the deep-state-apparatus guys," naming former FBI Director James Comey--whom the administration has targeted with dubious charges--as well as Andrew McCabe, a former FBI deputy director; John Brennan, a former CIA director and a vocal Trump critic; and Andrew Weissmann, a key member of Special Counsel Robert Mueller's team that investigated 2016 Russian election interference. Bannon also mentioned the governors of Illinois, California, and Minnesota as targets for the new McCarthyism because of their defiance of ICE; he framed the governors as defending the sovereignty of their states and thereby "working against the sovereignty of the country." To Bannon, "McCarthyism was the same thing: The sovereignty of the country was under attack." But if the culprit then was a foreign power, now it's duly elected American officials standing up for the constitutional divide between federal and state government.

Bannon doesn't see this as a departure from the original McCarthyism. "There will be shifting targets, yeah," he said, before adding that "Islamists" are also in "our gun sights." Presumably, that's a figurative turn of phrase, but none of the advocates of a new McCarthyism spell out exactly how they intend to go about prosecuting their many enemies. When I asked Bannon about the problems of the original McCarthyism--such as, for instance, the lack of due process for those he pursued--Bannon responded, "Fuck you" (I interpreted this as being directed at his ideological opponents, not me). "What do you mean 'due process'? These were spies and infiltrators. They don't get due process."

The right's interest in rehabilitating McCarthy is part of a broader playbook: recasting history--concepts, figures, legislation, turning points--to change the future of politics. In October, I wrote about the push to redefine what it means to be an American moving from the dark fringes of the right-wing internet to the White House, as influential conservatives promote a blood-and-soil vision that puts "heritage Americans"--those with generational lineage on these shores--ahead of more recent arrivals.

Other recent examples of right-wing revisionism include painting Martin Luther King Jr. as a negative force and seeking to undermine 1960s legislation that supported civil rights and expanded immigration. Some sections of the right have looked further back, targeting the Enlightenment. Only by recasting the tenets of the past, the thinking goes, can America move forward.

Read: Rod Dreher thinks the Enlightenment was a mistake

Ditto for the new embrace of McCarthyism. "In some ways, it's trying to build a history that excuses that or that legitimates authoritarianism and impunity," Nicole Hemmer, a historian at Vanderbilt University, told me. The term McCarthyism has been so frequently and so vaguely used, by both supporters and detractors, that those seeking its rehabilitation can contort McCarthy's legacy however they deem convenient for their goals. This allows them to frame their actions not as a radical shift in national direction after 250 years of independence but as a bid to help the country return to its true path.

"You're going to have a tremendous historical revisionism, particularly by the far right, to put McCarthy forward as a role model," Bannon said. "The age of McCarthy is upon us." If you consider the events of the past year--the Trump administration's attempt to get Jimmy Kimmel kicked off the air; the arrest of the journalist Don Lemon; the prosecution of Trump's political enemies; and the president's civil suits against media outlets, universities, and law firms--you could be forgiven for thinking it's already been here for a while.



*Illustration sources: ullstein bild / Getty; Shannon Finney / Getty; Dominic Gwinn / Middle East Images / AFP / Getty; Jacob M. Langston / The Washington Post / Getty.
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Pete Hegseth's Moral Unseriousness

The defense secretary appears unable to approach matters of life and death with even the slightest bit of reverence or humility.

by Peter Wehner

Fri, 06 Mar 2026




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

CERTAIN MOMENTS are worth paying attention to because they reveal something essential about a person. They act as windows into an individual's psychological state, their ethics, the orders of their loves and their hates. Such occasions are crystallizing.

That's been true of Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth's Pentagon briefings since the war against Iran began. We haven't learned anything we didn't already know about Hegseth in these briefings. But the press conferences have reminded the world why he is exactly the wrong person to hold the position he does.

Wednesday's briefing, for example, featured the usual Hegseth hubris, strutting, and cockiness. "I stand before you today with one unmistakable message about Operation Epic Fury: America is winning decisively, devastatingly, and without mercy," he said. He declared that, four days into the mission, Iran is "toast, and they know it. Or at least soon enough they will know it." He compared the Persian nation's predicament to that of a football team: "They don't know what plays to call, let alone how to get in the huddle and call those plays." There was not even a hint of the challenges that might lie ahead in the conflict with Iran, a nation of 90 million people that borders seven countries--challenges that might include internal fragmentation and chaos, a dangerous insurgency, humanitarian crises, regional destabilization, and global economic disruption.

Tom Nichols: Pete Hegseth treats fallen American soldier as a PR problem

Now, it may be that none of this comes to pass. The joint American-Israeli air campaign has been stunningly effective. A peaceful, enlightened, democratic, pro-American regime may emerge. And even if Iran turns out to fall far short of that ideal, it could still be that the next regime is better than the previous, wicked one. So the world may be better off as a result of this war. Or it may not. It's simply too early to tell. Wars that begin well don't always end well, and they often produce unintended consequences.

Hegseth displayed the prickliness and defensiveness we've come to expect, along with his resentment against "fake news." Hegseth complained that the war-related deaths of six Americans were front-page news. The press, he claimed, "only wants to make the president look bad." There were also the requisite shots at Democrats, who he said are "rooting against the country."

But what was most striking about Hegseth's press conference was his emotional affect, his delight in celebrating mercilessness, his talk of death and destruction raining down from the skies, his glee in "punching them while they're down, which is exactly how it should be."

We have seen this manosphere affect before from the defense secretary. At a press briefing on Monday, he mocked "our traditional allies who wring their hands and clutch their pearls, hemming and hawing about the use of force." In this war, there would be "no stupid rules of engagement, no nation-building quagmire, no democracy-building exercise, no politically correct wars," he vowed. "We fight to win." He added, "We are not defenders anymore. We are warriors, trained to kill the enemy and break their will. History is watching. Be the force you swore an oath to be--focused, disciplined, lethal, and unbreakable."

This is all part of a pattern. Last September, Hegseth summoned generals and admirals from around the globe and delivered a 45-minute lecture to them.

"This administration has done a great deal since day one to remove the social justice, politically correct, toxic ideological garbage that had infected our department," Hegseth said. "No more identity months, DEI offices, or dudes in dresses. No more climate-change worship. No more division, distraction of gender delusions. No more debris. As I've said before and will say, we are done with that shit."

Earlier that month, at an event during which President Trump signed an executive order directing the Department of Defense to be known as the Department of War, Hegseth said America was going to "restore the warrior ethos." The aim is for "maximum lethality, not tepid legality. Violent effect, not politically correct." (This rhetorical car crash led the comedian Seth Meyers to refer to Hegseth as "the secretary of white rapping.")

THERE'S A CALLOW, performative, light-as-air quality about Hegseth. Only a deeply unserious person would, while serving as secretary of defense, post an image on social media of Franklin the Turtle targeting narco-terrorists with the caption "For your Christmas wish list ..." The Pentagon's inspector general found that Hegseth put U.S. personnel and their mission at risk when he used the Signal messaging app to convey sensitive information about a military strike, including, inadvertently, to The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg.

Jeffrey Goldberg: The Trump administration accidentally texted me its war plans

The secretary of defense also appears to be a restless, troubled soul; he refers to his "somewhat difficult past." He has faced allegations of financial mismanagement, alcohol abuse, and sexual misconduct, all of which he denies.

Hegseth has gone from womanizing and admitting to affairs to associating with Douglas Wilson, a Christian-nationalist pastor who calls himself a paleo-Confederate, believes in patriarchy, has made the case against women's suffrage, and has written that "the sexual act cannot be made into an egalitarian pleasuring party. A man penetrates, conquers, colonizes, plants. A woman receives, surrenders, accepts." (Hegseth is now part of the Communion of Reformed Evangelical Churches, which was co-founded by Wilson.)

Hegseth carries resentment toward the military based on his own unhappy experience with it, saying the military "spit me out." During Trump's first term, Hegseth lobbied for pardons for three members of the military who were facing charges related to, or had been convicted of, war crimes. He defended Blackwater contractors convicted of murdering Iraqi civilians. He has called for changes in how the military approaches allegations of hazing and harassment. The defense secretary wants drill sergeants to be able to "put their hands on recruits," and he wants to bring back "shark attacks" during basic training, allowing drill sergeants to swarm around recruits. "Basic training is being restored to what it should be--scary, tough, and disciplined," he said.

Hegseth tries so hard--too hard--to project a tough-guy persona, as if a lot of unresolved issues, a lot of brokenness, are playing themselves out in his life. He seems to be trying to prove a great deal, to himself and to others. There's a certain poignancy in that. But there's a danger in that, too, when the person in question happens to be the secretary of defense.

AMERICA'S "SECRETARY OF WAR" doesn't approach matters of war and peace, of life and death, with even the slightest bit of reverence or humility. All of his instincts are toward aggression; he appears to relish the destruction and death that he can now unleash.

We need people in government and in the military who can lead the nation to victory in times of war, but that is quite different than having people in leadership who indulge in bloodlust or who are wrestling with inner demons.

Dwight D. Eisenhower was the supreme commander of the Allied Expeditionary Force in World War II. Having seen the violence of war, he had a great aversion to it. He was deeply moved by the sacrifices of soldiers, whom he cared for and loved. Eisenhower had a profound understanding of the human cost of conflict; as president, he exercised immense caution in using military force.

"I hate war as only a soldier who has lived it can," Eisenhower said, "only as one who has seen its brutality, its futility, its stupidity."

And then there is Abraham Lincoln. The man who led America through the gruesome and bloody Civil War was both a complicated and deeply impressive human being: magnanimous and generous, compassionate and incorruptible, seemingly free of personal pettiness and malice. Some believed he was too sympathetic to be a great leader. He turned out to be our greatest leader.

In his spectacular biography of America's 16th president, originally published in 1916, Lord Charnwood said of Lincoln, "For perhaps not many conquerors, and certainly few successful statesmen, have escaped the tendency of power to harden or at least to narrow their human sympathies; but in this man a natural wealth of tender compassion became richer and more tender while in the stress of deadly conflict he developed an astounding strength."

Eisenhower and Lincoln were rarities; it would be unfair to judge the rest of us against their lives. But their standards--the virtues they revered, the human sympathies they never allowed to narrow--are ones we need to celebrate and to guard against those who would subvert them. Eisenhower and Lincoln were great warriors, and they were reluctant warriors. War weighed on them both, and it very nearly overwhelmed Lincoln. Yet he found a way to channel his pain into empathy. Neither he nor Eisenhower delighted in the suffering of others, even their enemies. And they showed that human beings can maintain their humanity even while sending young people into battle to fight and to kill, and sometimes to fight and to die. That cannot be said of everyone in power, and lately it seems like it can be said of hardly anyone in power.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/03/pete-hegseth-briefings-iran/686260/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Why Trump Changed His Mind on Kristi Noem

Congressional questions about contracts, ads, and extramarital sex ended her tenure.

by Nick Miroff, Michael Scherer, Russell Berman

Fri, 06 Mar 2026




Kristi Noem played "Hot Mama" as the walk-up song for her formal introduction at the Department of Homeland Security headquarters in January 2025. President Trump had put her in charge of his signature campaign promise--the largest mass-deportation campaign in U.S. history--and Noem took a fast, flashy approach to the job. She dressed as a Border Patrol agent and an ICE officer, and rode horseback at Mount Rushmore in ads. She flew to El Salvador and posed in front of a prison cell crammed with tattooed inmates. She made no apologies for aggressive enforcement tactics on American streets, even those that likely broke the law, or for the deaths of two U.S. citizens who opposed her approach.


But it wasn't the killings of Renee Good and Alex Pretti in Minneapolis earlier this year that finally cost Noem her job today, making her the first ousted Cabinet secretary of Trump's second term. Instead, it was her self-promotion.


Noem's standing was already shaky when she went to Capitol Hill to testify this week. On Tuesday, Senator John Kennedy of Louisiana, a Republican, asked whether Trump himself had approved Noem's $220 million ad campaign that featured her urging migrants to self-deport. Noem said yes, and defended the ads as "effective."


The ads "were effective in your name recognition," Kennedy told Noem, saying that she put Trump "in a terribly awkward spot." He was implying the commission of a cardinal sin for a Trump Cabinet member: seeking to outshine the president. Kennedy told reporters today that he had spoken with Trump. "Her version of the truth and the president's version of the truth are decidedly different," Kennedy said.


Noem had been saying for more than a year that the idea for the ads came from Trump himself. But with public opinion souring on Trump's mass deportations, the messaging campaign that Noem touted as a success--and the no-bid contracts behind it--had come under suspicion from lawmakers. A person familiar with the decision to fire Noem told us that the president was upset about her attempt to pass the blame for the ad campaign onto him, and for her equivocation on the questions about her alleged romantic relationship with Corey Lewandowski, who has been working at DHS as her de facto chief of staff.


"Replacing Kristi was based on the culmination of her many unfortunate leadership failures including the fallout in Minnesota, the ad campaign, the allegations of infidelity, the mismanagement of her staff, and her constant feuding with the heads of other agencies, including CBP and ICE," one administration official who requested anonymity texted us. "Kristi's drama sadly overshadowed and distracted from the Administration's extremely popular immigration agenda, which will continue full force."


The White House declined to comment.


Some Republicans had urged the president not to get rid of Noem until next month, after the filing deadline for candidates in her home state of South Dakota. Allies of Senate Majority Leader John Thune and members of Trump's political team were worried that Noem would gather the necessary signatures to announce a campaign for the U.S. Senate or the U.S. House later this year--and thus create a messy primary contest.


Trump clearly couldn't wait that long, but he added a provision midway through the Truth Social post announcing Noem's departure: Her transition out of the office would take place on March 31, 2026--the same day as the filing deadline. Trump said Noem will then serve in a newly created special-envoy role for a White House initiative called the "Shield of the Americas," and promised to give more details at an event in Doral, Florida, on Saturday.


Noem has been fighting to keep her job ever since federal officers shot and killed Pretti on January 24. Suddenly there were calls for Noem to be removed from office not just among Democrats but among some Republicans. Trump removed her from overseeing deportation efforts in Minnesota and sent Tom Homan, his "border czar," to take over DHS operations there and clean up the mess. Homan and Noem are political rivals.


White House advisers were upset that Noem, nine days after the shooting, announced that all federal agents in Minneapolis would begin wearing body cameras and that the policy would expand across the country as funding became available. This was a central demand of Democrats, who were then threatening to not fund DHS, but Noem had not tied the concession to the ongoing negotiations. Later, White House aides grew concerned when Noem's team signaled that it would be receptive to a continuing resolution to fund her department, even though the White House wanted a new bill. (At the time, an aide to Noem denied that the secretary supported continuing funding for the department at previously set levels.)


One Trump adviser mused to us that the sustained Democratic attacks on Noem were actually one of the few things helping her stay in her job, because the president did not want to reward his political enemies with her dismissal.


Another nagging issue for the White House was Noem's personal and professional relationship with Lewandowski, her alleged paramour. After the 2024 election, Lewandowski had angled to become Noem's chief of staff, only to face pushback from the president, who worried about the reports of their romantic involvement. (Both have denied any improper relationship.) He joined the department instead as a special government employee.


Read: The first couple of a dysfunctional DHS

The arrangement did not prevent rumors from spreading, however, and becoming a major distraction for the department. Noem's acquisition of new DHS aircraft--and use of a luxury jet with a bedroom--brought additional scrutiny to their relationship. During the hearings this week, Democratic lawmakers tried to force Noem to deny under oath any sexual relationship with Lewandowski. She refused to answer directly, dismissing the questions as "tabloid garbage." Seated behind Noem was her husband.


Lewandowski is expected to leave DHS with Noem at the end of the month, according to a senior department official who was not authorized to discuss the transition. Noem's spokesperson, Tricia McLaughlin, left last month amid bipartisan criticism of DHS's decision to accuse Good and Pretti of "domestic terrorism."


On the same day that Trump took away Noem's authority in Minnesota, the secretary spent more than an hour in the Oval Office with the president, hoping to win back his favor. One focus of that meeting was Noem's continued frustrations with the pace of the border wall's construction, which she blamed on Customs and Border Protection Commissioner Rodney Scott. The move appeared to buy her some time, and in the week that followed, Trump privately and publicly praised her leadership of DHS.


Noem had long described her relationship with the president as a close one. She told the audience at a Conservative Political Action Committee dinner in February 2025 that it was Trump's idea to have her play the lead role in an ad blitz that the department had launched earlier that month. "We had several meetings during the transition, talking about it," Noem said. She had previously appeared in ads for the group FreedomWorks that had impressed the president, Noem told the audience.


"Those beautiful ads you did about South Dakota," Noem said Trump told her. "They had Mount Rushmore. I want you to do those for the border." According to Noem, Trump directed her to launch a "marketing campaign" that would "make sure the American people know the truth of what you're doing."


Trump told Noem he didn't want to appear in the ads. "He said: Nope, nope. I want you in the ads. And I want your face in the ads," Noem told the audience, adding that Trump instructed her about the first ad: "I want you to thank me. I want you to thank me for closing the border."


"They will run throughout the world," Noem said Trump told her, "letting America and the world know it has a new leader." On Thursday, Trump told Reuters that he had nothing to do with the ad campaign: "I never knew anything about it."


Read: Fast times at Immigration and Customs Enforcement 

It's unclear how Trump's succession plan at DHS will play out over the next few weeks. The president, in a Truth Social post today, said he would install Senator Markwayne Mullin of Oklahoma as the new secretary, but Mullin will have to be confirmed by his peers. The deputy-secretary position at DHS is vacant, and the official next in line to take over as acting secretary is Rob Law, the undersecretary for strategy, policy, and plans. But DHS could change its order of succession to install a different official.


Mullin should not have trouble winning a majority vote; Senate Republicans quickly issued statements supporting his nomination, as did at least one Democrat, Senator John Fetterman of Pennsylvania. Although the bipartisan desire to see Noem leave could be an incentive to confirm Mullin quickly, his nomination hearing will give Democrats an opportunity to press him to publicly commit to some of the changes to ICE operations that they are seeking as part of negotiations over DHS funding.


By choosing Mullin, Trump is also taking one of his top congressional loyalists out of the Senate. Mullin played a prominent role in shepherding several of the president's Cabinet picks to confirmation at the start of his second term. Whether Mullin's successor in the Senate will back the president as staunchly is unclear: Oklahoma Governor Kevin Stitt, a Republican whom Trump derided last month as a "RINO," or "Republican in name only," will appoint a replacement to serve until a special election is held. Under Oklahoma law, the interim senator cannot be a candidate in that race.


Noem thanked the president for appointing her to the new position and, in a statement, rattled through her achievements during her 13-month stint. "We have made historic accomplishments at the Department of Homeland Security to make America safe again," she said.


Within the department, Noem's ouster was celebrated by some who viewed her as a self-promoter who ran the department erratically. One official put it this way to us: "Lots of happy people here today."
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Things Are About to Get Ugly in Texas

A runoff, resentments, and the question of whether a Democrat can win statewide

by Elaine Godfrey

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

In the end, it wasn't particularly close. Democrats in last night's Texas Senate primary decisively chose their fighter for November: James Talarico, a 36-year-old state lawmaker who looks--and sounds--like a youth pastor.

At certain moments, the primary between Talarico and Representative Jasmine Crockett felt ugly. Online, supporters slung insults and accusations of racism. Crockett had harsh words for Talarico's allies, and her campaign was hostile to the press, which it demonstrated by kicking me out of a rally.

But all of that drama was just a small taste of what's coming next. On the right, the primary between incumbent Senator John Cornyn and Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton is heading to a runoff, which likely promises nearly three months of nastiness. "The second wave is going to be a bitch," Chris LaCivita, a top adviser to President Trump's 2024 campaign who is working for an independent group supporting Cornyn, wrote on X, tagging Paxton.

On the left, Talarico now faces the uphill climb toward winning statewide as a Democrat in Texas--a climb that, depending on which Republican emerges from the primary, will be somewhere between big and enormous. The real ugliness, in other words, starts now. It's "open season," Vinny Minchillo, a Republican consultant in Texas who is not affiliated with either candidate, told me. "They're going to release the hounds."

The two Democrats couldn't have run more different campaigns. And last night, their strategies yielded very different results. Talarico, whose message is a careful blend of Christianity and economic populism, won the northern suburbs of Dallas, his hometown of Austin, and San Antonio. Crockett, who'd touted her opposition to Trump and promised to expand turnout among the party's base, earned the support of more voters in Dallas and Houston--just not enough. Some voters in Dallas County were turned away from the polls because of a change in where people could cast ballots on Election Day, but not enough to have altered the outcome. Ultimately, Talarico won by more than six points.

Given Crockett's slightly Trumpian tendencies, including her low tolerance for critical coverage and her apparent willingness to deny reality, it seemed plausible, at least for a moment, that the representative might refuse to concede. But this morning, she called Talarico to congratulate him. "Texas is primed to turn blue," Crockett said in a statement, "and we must remain united because this is bigger than any one person."

Still, Crockett seems to hold some lingering bitterness. After her call to Talarico, she did not directly respond to a New York Times reporter's question about whether she would campaign with him. She added that she was concerned that her supporters might feel disenfranchised by the confusion in Dallas and be reluctant to turn out in the general election.

It is Talarico's job now to earn their votes; he'll have to if he wants to win statewide in Texas. Black voters, who polls showed overwhelmingly supported Crockett, are a crucial part of the Democratic electorate. "We're not writing off any voter," Talarico told me last week. "As folks get to know me, our approval ratings among Black Texans have gone up."

Read: 'Elaine from Atlantic ... she needs to leave'

For Texas Democrats, who see Talarico as their best chance in decades to elect one of their own to the Senate, the hardest work starts now. Talarico has never run a race at this scale, making him relatively untested. As he attempts to bring moderates and regretful Trump voters into his campaign, Talarico is also particularly vulnerable to attacks from Republicans who seek to paint him as too progressive for Texas.

They've got plenty of votes and video clips to choose from. In the state House, for example, Talarico once spoke in opposition to Republican legislation that would prohibit transgender girls from playing in girls' sports, arguing that there are "many more than two biological sexes." Online, Republican activists are already sharing a 2021 X post from Talarico in which he wrote that "radicalized white men are the greatest domestic terrorist threat in our country." Last night, the National Republican Senatorial Committee sent out a clip of the lawmaker saying in a floor speech that "God is nonbinary." Minchillo, the Republican consultant, told me that Talarico's position on these issues, and especially on gender, "is a real problem with the audience that he wants to attract."

Talarico's campaign is already preparing to defend those positions, sometimes on biblical grounds. I got a sampling of this last week when I asked Talarico, who is a Presbyterian seminarian, how he plans to respond when, for example, Republicans criticize his line about God being genderless. "Most Texans understand that God is beyond gender. The Apostle Paul says as much in his letter to the Galatians," Talarico said. If Republicans have an issue with that, he added, "they should take it up with the Apostle Paul." The line might sound like a banger to some of Talarico's supporters, but it's hardly a given that his progressive interpretation of scripture will appeal to conservative evangelicals.

The big fear for Democrats is that Talarico will go the way of Beto O'Rourke, whose 2018 candidacy attracted the party's funds and fizzy optimism but who ultimately failed to defeat Senator Ted Cruz. Some Democrats argue that Talarico is different. "He knows how to talk to a lot of people who are turned off by partisan rhetoric," Matt Angle, a Texas-based Democratic strategist, told me. "It allows him to identify himself as a different type of Democrat--a uniquely Texas Democrat."

Read: Trump is expected to endorse Cornyn

The good news for Talarico is that, for the next 11 weeks, his two potential Republican opponents will probably be focused on each other. Cornyn has vowed to rain hellfire on Paxton, who was impeached in 2023 on charges including bribery and abuse of the public trust. A pro-Cornyn ad refers to Paxton as a "wife-cheater and fraud." "Judgment Day is coming to Ken Paxton," Cornyn said menacingly during a press conference last night. While those two "beat the crap out of each other," Talarico will have time "to talk to Texans and contrast himself," Angle said.

A last-minute endorsement from Trump might pour ice-cold water on some of that hellfire as well as on Talarico's hopes for an opponent who may be easier to beat. Even though Cornyn is unpopular among some Republicans for being insufficiently MAGA, the president seems to recognize Paxton's weakness in a general election--and, according to my colleagues Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer, is planning to give his support to Cornyn, which could help the senator. (Trump said on Truth Social that he plans to make an endorsement soon and to call on the other candidate to drop out, but he did not specify whom he would endorse.)

In Texas, Democrats and Republicans are weighing the same uncertainties ahead of the November election. Many believe that with Cornyn as the Republican nominee, a statewide victory for Talarico in November would be possible but unlikely. A Paxton win, however, would set up a much riskier general election, given his heavy baggage. In the coming days and weeks, as some Republicans do everything they can to avoid this outcome, Talarico's party will be praying for it.
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Pete Buttigieg in the Wilderness

He has a beard, a splitting maul, and a house in Michigan. Is that enough to convince America that he's a man of the people?

by Graeme Wood

Tue, 03 Mar 2026




Read more about the Democrats who might run for president in 2028 here.

Updated at 9:18 p.m. ET on March 5, 2026

In May 2001, at Harvard's Institute of Politics, a 19-year-old freshman named Peter Buttigieg asked David Gergen, a Harvard professor and horse whisperer to five presidents, a question that he might have reserved for himself, a couple of decades later. Peter (he had not yet transformed into "Pete," let alone "Mayor Pete") said he loved The West Wing but could feel the idealism reflected in the show slipping away from politics in real life. "The presidency has now devolved into what's called 'the MBA White House,' or 'the corporate model,'" he said, with the plaintive tone of a child asking about the spirit of Christmas. "Is that magic really gone forever?"

Last summer, by the shore of the Grand Traverse Bay in northern Michigan, I told Buttigieg that I remembered that kind of fresh-faced idealism from my own time as a Harvard student. It was earnest; it was ambitious; it kind of made me want to barf. Lust for power--that, I understood, and I recognized it in many of our classmates. (We overlapped briefly, but I didn't know Buttigieg.) But the combination of naked ambition, absence of cynicism, and a sunny disposition seemed awfully suspicious. I always felt there was something odd about the undergraduates who haunted the IOP, Harvard's convalescent home for politicians recently defeated in politics or retired from it. How could you trust students who, rather than getting laid or drunk with their peers, spent their free time at office hours with former Secretary of Agriculture Dan Glickman?

Buttigieg said he knew what I was talking about. "It could be a Puritan, self-effacing thing," he told me, "where you're not supposed to admit that you view yourself as the person who would want to do that." (Even the phrasing--do that--made politics sound like an unnatural act.) The students with aspirations to high office knew that idealism and ambition put off a lot of people. The Harvard Crimson, he remembered, called all of the IOP kids and asked why they wanted to be president someday. "Almost all the IOPers were savvy enough not to respond," he said. "You're supposed to act as if you never even dimly suspected that you might run for office, until the moment you announce your campaign." (Of the students who answered the reporter's call, only one has held elected office--a term on the Montana Public Service Commission.)

Friends who knew Buttigieg then told me they didn't imagine him as a candidate--maybe a wonk or policy nerd, but not the guy on the ballot. He went back to the IOP in 2015, after he had become a rising Democratic star. He told the students that he knew just how torn they were, because he had felt the same way only a decade before. "Part of you is very anxious about how you could ever measure up" to the great politicians of history. "And then there's another part of you," he remembered saying. This other part "has had it at least cross your mind that, if by some catastrophic sequence of events, you were forced to immediately assume the presidency, you could somehow do it. And you know exactly what you would do first."

Whoever said that long-term planning is impossible in politics has never looked at the resume of Peter Paul Montgomery Buttigieg. One of the lessons a budding young would-be politician can learn at the IOP is that if you want to run for higher office, then there are steps you have to take. The Roman republic had a cursus honorum, a defined track that led an aspirant from low office to high. If America and the meritocracy that ruled it for much of the past century has a similar path, Buttigieg has followed it with uncanny fidelity.

Born in 1982, he grew up in South Bend, Indiana, where his mother taught linguistics and his father, a native of Malta and an expert on the Italian Communist Antonio Gramsci, taught critical theory at Notre Dame. As a high-school student, he entered an essay contest sponsored by the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library, and wrote an ode to the courage of Bernie Sanders. Sanders's calling himself socialist, Buttigieg wrote, was the political equivalent of "a self-inflicted gunshot wound," and wearing the label showed the senator's integrity. But part of what made Sanders "courageous," he wrote (and not a "crazy" radical), was that he had been willing to endorse Bill Clinton--to offer his grudging support to a centrist. It was a peculiar argumentative turn, and perhaps a preview of Buttigieg's later pragmatism. Be principled, he seemed to be saying. But don't get carried away.

This type of pragmatism will take a bright young man far in the meritocracy. He was admitted to Harvard, and four years later he was a Rhodes Scholar. Another member of his Rhodes class, Senator Andy Kim of New Jersey, told me he and Buttigieg often talked politics late at night in Oxford pubs, "but one thing he never did was talk about running for office."


Senator Bernie Sanders addresses Buttigieg during a presidential-primary debate on February 19, 2020. As a high-school student, Buttigieg had written an essay praising Sanders's courage and integrity. (Mario Tama / Getty)



After Oxford, Buttigieg spent three years in Chicago, during a money-earning interlude as a consultant at McKinsey & Company. McKinsey was, at the time, the default apprenticeship for Rhodes Scholars who wished to learn the ways of the private sector. He said that he did not expect to do the job forever ("I couldn't really do a great job on something that I was just paid to care about"), but that it taught him "how people and money and goods move around the world." Management consulting has since suffered in reputation, especially among progressives, who view Buttigieg's lubrication of the mechanisms of global capital as a major turnoff. In 2009, he was commissioned in the United States Navy Reserve, another well-known proving ground for public servants.

In 2010, he left McKinsey and jumped onto the political cursus with a run for treasurer of Indiana. As a "businessman," his campaign materials claimed, he would "protect Hoosier taxpayers from risky Wall Street schemes and unscrupulous companies." He lost but outperformed Democrats in other races, and a year later he ran for mayor of South Bend with a similar proposition for voters. His policy plan followed a McKinseylike template, with an assessment of the city's current "situation" and a list of Buttigieg's "mayoral action items." He proposed to declare South Bend "open for business," and mused in his announcement speech that it could shed its reputation for crime and economic decrepitude and instead become "a cool little city," diverse and prosperous. He clobbered his opponents in fundraising and won the Democratic nomination with 7,663 votes, or 55 percent of the total.

Whether you like what Mayor Pete did in South Bend depends on what you want from a mayor. He inherited a declining Rust Belt city and he left it in better condition, though "cool" would be a stretch. Industrial wrecks such as the old Studebaker factory are in the process of becoming data centers and office parks. His opponents on the left criticized him for courting Big Business rather than looking out for working people who wouldn't have had the means to hire a McKinsey consultant. "Buttigieg knows how to play the game and keep the establishment in power," Theo Randall, a professor at Indiana University South Bend who has watched Buttigieg for more than a decade, told me. Randall accused him of a feel-good liberalism that ignores deeper racial and class reckonings that South Bend (a city that is just barely half white) has coming. This progressive critique has followed Buttigieg ever since his time as mayor.

Whether his mayorship propelled Buttigieg to national attention, however, is not open to doubt. Competence alone would not have been sufficient. In true overachiever style, he held two demanding jobs at once: mayor and Navy officer, and when he was activated from the reserves in 2014, he left the city to a deputy mayor so he could serve for seven months in Afghanistan. Back in South Bend, in 2015, he came out as gay. He revealed this "part of who I am" in a short, dignified op-ed in the South Bend Tribune, and noted that he'd been "well into adulthood" before he could admit that he was gay even to himself. One college friend, John Beshears, told me that when Buttigieg had come out privately to him, months earlier, the mayor wondered whether being gay would limit his political future.

At least initially, it did not. In 2016, he made his first appearance in The New York Times, in a Frank Bruni column, "The First Gay President?" By then, Buttigieg's last inhibitions about the political ambition that dare not speak its name had disappeared, and by 2018 he was wrapping up his mayorship and in Iowa planning an insurgent bid for the 2020 Democratic presidential nomination. Being a small-city mayor, and facing constituents every day in grocery stores and on street corners, turned out to be excellent practice for courting voters in intimate settings, and Buttigieg's first-place caucus finish elevated him to contender status.

He was of course beaten after Iowa--first by Bernie Sanders in New Hampshire, and then by the eventual nominee, Joe Biden, whom Buttigieg dropped out to endorse. Biden appointed Buttigieg as secretary of transportation, a position in some ways perfect for his efficiency mindset.

Being stashed in a technocratic niche, however, meant that Buttigieg's talent at retail politics went underused. He had emerged as one of the few Democrats capable of talking to Republicans and not sounding like he loathed them. Buttigieg attributes this skill (which should be basic to the Democratic tool kit but is now unusual, like the ability to spin plates or play the zither) to "arriving on the national scene with nothing to lose," and therefore taking on-camera requests from anyone who asked, including hostile outlets such as Fox News. "I built a comfort level with that that I might have been counseled out of, if I was a young congressman." The talent is so uncommon that when Fox News invited him to a town hall in 2019, its audience hooted with delight several times and sent him off with a standing ovation effusive enough to move the moderator, Chris Wallace, to say "wow" on the air.


Buttigieg, then mayor of South Bend, Indiana, greets audience members after a Fox News town hall on May 18, 2019, in Claremont, New Hampshire. (Sarah Rice / Getty)



Worse than being underused, however, is being used in a campaign destined for failure. In 2024, Kamala Harris contemplated choosing Buttigieg as her running mate, then decided it was too "risky" to bring a gay man onto the ticket. "We were already asking a lot of America," she wrote in her memoir. In a rare lack of grace, Buttigieg has never thanked her for that slight: Being passed over has left Buttigieg the most prominent Biden stalwart to remain viable as candidate for the Democratic nomination in 2028.

"Sometimes things have a way of working out for the best," he told me, noting that the loss at least helped the Democratic Party "shake loose some of its insistence on purity." After Customs and Border Protection agents killed Alex Pretti, the legally armed protester in Minneapolis, Buttigieg told me he favored a hospitable approach to gun enthusiasts and civil libertarians who were now entertaining doubts about Donald Trump's commitments to their freedoms. The alternative would be to shriek at them for their hypocrisy. "Strategically, I think it's more important to build on the people who are stepping forward and say 'Welcome aboard' than to further alienate the people who we think should have been there by now."

Other potential candidates, such as Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Gavin Newsom, have achieved fame by berating and ridiculing the other side. Buttigieg is more staid in tone. He sounds like the youngest member of the old Democratic Party, the one that flourished before Trump: brainy, credentialed, and elite; liberal but not progressive; and personable but--this might be key--frightfully boring.

The last of these, which would have been an insult in previous eras, is part of the Buttigieg value proposition. Buttigieg is technocracy made flesh. Who could be safer than a politician who has had his card punched at all the great meritocratic institutions, and who has followed the modern cursus honorum from local office to national? And who could be less Trumpian? He is unashamed of technical competence, even when it makes him sound dweebish. Without embarrassment, he bragged to me that during his days as a management consultant, he'd worked with data sets "too big for Excel to handle."

The crowds I saw Buttigieg work in Iowa last year did not seem to think he was a try-hard, a nerd, or anything but an unflappably upbeat guy. He had the charisma and skill that a politician needs, including the ability to sound passionate and spontaneous even about things I knew he had discussed countless times before. Performing well on Fox led to repeat invitations to appear on the channel, then an end to the invitations, possibly for the same reason. (His people speculated to me that last year he became too plausible a candidate to be rewarded with that much airtime.) But his policies, and the style in which he advocates for them, remain as vanilla as they get. Buttigieg disputes this characterization, though he admits that "tonally" there is truth to it. "I think we are ready to have a less exciting presidency," he told me, in the sense that ordinary people can "go a day without hearing the name of the president of the United States." A "boring" president, he says, is a president doing the job so well that you don't have to think about him.

"There are all these structures and institutions that have just been burned to cinders by this administration," Buttigieg said. He looks forward to the chance to rebuild those institutions--and to improve them. "Democrats need to make clear that we're not just here to put everything back the way that it was." USAID is one institution, he says, that needed reform. There are others: NATO, the World Trade Organization, the National Institutes of Health.

But when one side is engaged in wholesale arson, the politician who proposes to reform institutions (to be "institutionally radical," as Buttigieg puts it) is still the institutional candidate. The systems that Buttigieg proposes working within are still the systems of yesteryear. The tempests of the second Trump administration come from the rejection of much of the post-Cold War bipartisan consensus--free trade, American-led multilateralism, and lean, market-friendly economic policy--and the chaos that replaced it. Buttigieg is that consensus revivified--a return to normalcy.

For now, Buttigieg has chosen to wait out the tempests in Traverse City, the hometown of his husband, Chasten, a former schoolteacher. "We firmly became Michiganders at the end of 2021," Buttigieg told me, when the couple bought a house there. From the vantage point of northern Michigan, he watches the progress of Trumpism with a combination of dismay and optimism. He sees the administration's more "extreme behavior"--including ICE raids, which he calls "violent authoritarianism"--as attempts to deflect attention from the cracks developing in Trump's base. Buttigieg pointed to Indiana Republicans' unwillingness to go along with a Trump-endorsed election map in December as a sign of the president's weakening grasp on his party. "It's a cornered-animal problem," he said. "He's getting weaker and getting more dangerous at the same time."


Buttigieg with President Joe Biden at a Cabinet meeting in October 2024 (Haiyun Jiang / The New York Times / Redux)



These, however, were observations from the sidelines. The past year, Buttigieg told me, has been about "doubling down on family." He is relishing time as dad to their adopted twins, 4-year-old Gus and Penelope. Not having to shave daily is a relief after 15 continuous years in politics. (The pictures of him from his first campaign show a candidate so boyish that one doubts his need to shave at all.) "It's a pretty good life," he said.

Traverse City is remote from Washington politics. At a local bar, I asked an employee to name the city's most famous resident, and he struggled to name anyone. "Madonna's brother used to be a homeless guy here," he said. I told him that a former secretary of transportation had moved to town six months ago, and instead of continuing the conversation he found urgent barkeeping tasks to attend to. The local attraction is the region's cherries, and if you visit in cherry season, you can see tourists walking around with bags of them, their hands stained red, as if they have recently committed gruesome crimes.

A day with the Buttigieges is a never-ending succession of wholesomeness. When I went to their house, Pete had traded running the country's transportation sector for a different type of traffic management, in the kitchen of his exurban home. The couple had begun preparing their children for a day of camp. Pete was delivering yogurt to the table while Chasten coaxed them to eat it. "Not enough protein," Chasten said, prompting Pete to scramble eggs, which of course the kids rejected. "Papa got an axe for Christmas," Gus told me. "Technically," Pete said, "it is a splitting maul."

Later we dropped the kids at camp, then visited Pete's in-laws' property. Chasten's parents, Terry and Sherri, help with child care and design and sell Christmas wreaths out of a barn--an occupation that rates a solid 10 out of 10 on the Norman Rockwell scale. Then came lunch at a shop that sold Cornish pasties--an empanada-like savory food, "quintessentially a UP thing," Pete said, referring to the Upper Peninsula, because "you can take them camping or hunting." We stopped at a bakery to pick up hamburger buns. The day ended with the same kid-related disarray that it began with: a cherry cone at Moomers Homemade Ice Cream, a rustic scoop shop that no less an authority than Good Morning America named the best in the country in 2008.

Every politician these days is in a constant battle for authenticity. Back when young Peter was at the IOP, he was in awe of the nation's great presidents, including the namesake of the IOP's school, John F. Kennedy. Where did the magic go? Part of the answer, one suspects, was right there in Traverse City, where this politician, now midcareer, has retreated to live a simple American life. Buttigieg has to establish his normal-guy credentials because he is not one, and nowadays unabashed elitism is harder to pull off. JFK never had to do that: He was a rich kid, a priapic aristocrat, and the majesty of his presidency would have been diminished rather than enhanced by a sojourn in Middle America, shuttling kids to school and doing mental math about which store's buns sold at the most favorable unit price.

Buttigieg told me that he settled in Traverse City because his in-laws are "pretty key to our child-care equation," and I am sure that is true. Whatever its advantages as a place to get free babysitting, Michigan is also a good place to position oneself for a presidential run, if your resume is otherwise burdened with places like Harvard and Oxford. The move there, after four years in Washington and eight years as mayor of South Bend, drew sneers from cynics: The governorship and a Senate seat were opening up, and there was talk of Buttigieg's running for one or the other. (He has since ruled them out.) Indiana is red enough to be unwinnable for a Democrat; Michigan is purple and offers four more electoral votes. When he leaves the state, it is often for carefully chosen definitely-not-campaign stops, in places like Cedar Rapids, Iowa, and La Crosse, Wisconsin.

For all of Buttigieg's red-blooded-Michigander posturing, it is in some sense impossible for any person with the overweening ambition of a presidential candidate to be a normal guy who is authentically interested in Christmas wreaths, deals at the local bakery, and the pleasures of splitting wood for the firepit. "Right now I'm in the best of all worlds," he said. "I'm well known enough that I could get into a restaurant at short notice. I'm not too well known to actually be able to sit there and eat." He said that success, meaning even higher office, would entail "losing some of the best things about my life"--the peace, the time with the kids, the nice meal without judgment from passersby.

If Buttigieg likes this tranquil existence so much--if he really values dad life--then the last thing he should do is what he clearly intends to do, which is blow it all up by running for president. "I actually think that any office but the presidency is one you can come back home from eventually," he said. "I once went to a restaurant with Bill Clinton, and it was almost impossible just to eat: He had to greet every table."


Buttigieg and his husband, Chasten, at the Nevada caucus in February 2020 (Win McNamee / Getty)



In previous decades, you could tell when a male politician had quit politics, because he'd grow a beard, like Al Gore. The unshaven Buttigieg, along with the bearded vice president, have ended that tell. So in Buttigieg's case, the continued vitality of his ambition was detectable mostly in pauses. He never spoke more slowly, or sounded more rehearsed, than when I asked him about the issue he'll be most harshly critiqued on if he runs: his silence during Biden's cognitive decline. "We all saw what we saw: that he was old," he said. "I never saw a decision that was different or worse because he was old," and as long as the decision making was sound, Buttigieg had no duty to pull a senility alarm. Subtler hesitations intervened even in less tricky conversations. When he drove me around Traverse City, I asked where Gordie Howe, the hockey demigod who'd lived there in the 1990s, had his restaurant. I noticed Buttigieg tense up, as if unsure whether he might alienate a key demographic, Detroit Red Wings fans over the age of 65, by admitting that he had no idea what I was talking about.

Even the visit to the scoop shop was an exercise in crisis management, far beyond the usual family drama. When his kids melted down and started shrieking over the usual tantrum-inducing nonsense that sometimes sets off 4-year-olds, Buttigieg looked around nervously, gathered his family, and left the shop fast. I think a noncandidate might have let the kids wail a bit longer. But if these hissy fits made it onto TikTok, they might look like negligent parenting. And there go a few more votes. To live in this defensive posture is politically necessary, but it should not be mistaken for normal life.

Richard Ben Cramer, in his great campaign book What It Takes, wrote about the insane hubris that any plausible presidential contender has to have. To believe that you are the future president requires, he wrote, a "habit of triumph," a long record of ambition and willingness to subordinate everything and everyone to its fulfillment. The book's title is usually read to refer to the inner drive required to win. But Cramer also wrote about what this ambition takes from a man--the personal cost of running for office, and all the pain associated with being willing to "bend their lives and the lives of those dear to them to one hugely public roll of the dice."

Buttigieg told me he liked his life in Traverse City, "and I would only put it on the line for really good reasons." Those reasons come down to a paradoxical mix of humility and ambition. Buttigieg says that he will run only if he determines that his specific mixture of talents is irreplaceable. That means determining "what you can bring to the office that is different from all of the others," he said, and that the difference he could make is "so compelling that it would be a mistake not to do it." Given how clearly Buttigieg is considering running, one hears an edge of Trumpian I alone can fix it in this line, a sign of self-confidence several standard deviations above the norm.

This is another paradox of Buttigieg--that he is simultaneously the national-level Democrat most capable of speaking directly to the party's West Wing-aficionado base, and the national-level Democrat whose background and personality are most alien to the experience of ordinary Americans. Compare him to Tim Walz. He and Harris were a doomed ticket, but even voters who disliked him knew his type. He was a high-school teacher, a homeowner, and a midwestern dad with the usual dad interests. Walz never seemed more animated than when a podcaster asked him to expound on the topic of residential rain gutters. ("It's personal for me," Walz said, with the tone of Liam Neeson in Taken.) He was not a preternaturally ambitious polyglot whose family business was Marxist social theory.

In my day with Mayor Pete, he came to life most when he was at his nerdiest. He said he had recently resurrected his Norwegian, a language he learned for fun during his Chicago days. He said he was reading a Norwegian kid's book with the twins, and was amused to learn that Brillebjorn, the main character, has lesbian moms.

Other instances of recreational nerding out abounded. When he caught a break from scrambling eggs for the kids, he showed me a bulky Soviet-era hand-cranked radio that he'd acquired in Afghanistan, and sat with me decoding its Cyrillic labels. "It doesn't work anymore," he said dryly, "and the last person who got a call on it probably hasn't been around for a while." In 2008, when he was a single guy with time on his hands, he used his frequent-flier points to go to Somaliland "for fun." (He wrote about the experience in an International Herald Tribune op-ed.)

Buttigieg knows that pasties are eaten by hunters in the Upper Peninsula. But he acknowledges that his own upbringing did not involve any hunting trips up north. Every candidate hopes to be the guy you want to have a beer and talk football with. Buttigieg can do a very convincing impression of that guy, but deep down he is the candidate you want to sit down and have Somali camel stew with while you banter about Arabic verb forms. The median-voter theorem suggests that he should suppress that side of his personality.

And that is what Buttigieg seems to be doing now: pausing a bizarre, hyperaccomplished life so he can collect the final punch on the card, which is the one that indicates you have spent time living like an ordinary human being. The catch, unfortunately for Buttigieg, is that many people distrust this sort of thing, just as they distrust political ambition itself. Even a good man with honorable civic intentions is caught in a bind: having to be normal without trying to be normal.


Buttigieg says that he likes his life in Traverse City--and that he'd only give it up "for really good reasons." (Eric Ogden for The Atlantic)



This weirdness is not lost on the Republicans, and President Trump in particular seems almost overloaded with ways to heap Buttigieg with scorn. First among them is the name, which seems to inspire Trump, whenever he pronounces it, to lapse into a strange reverie, as if he is paralyzed by choice over which aspect to mock: that it begins with butt, that it is foreign-looking, that it is quite simply fun to say. (He does not seem aware of the most amusing fact about the name, which is that in Maltese it means "father of chickens.") He also mocks Buttigieg's sexual orientation. "He drives to work on his bicycle with his, in all fairness, with his husband on the back," Trump said last year.

The irony of this line of attack is that all of Buttigieg's unusual personal traits--the linguistic talent, the Marxist father, the gay marriage--are paired with an almost painful ordinariness in his actual policy. The guiding principle of Buttigiegism seems to be that for every political question, there is an egghead somewhere who has the answer, and the job of the president is to find that egghead or to be him. So far, all attempts to associate Buttigieg with his Gramscian father have failed--if anything, Buttigieg seems to have engaged in an oedipal reversal of the Gramscian formula, rejecting radicalism in favor of precisely the kind of technocratic capitalism that Gramsci would have detested. This dynamic has left Buttigieg vulnerable to critique from both extremes, which accuse him of out-of-touch centrism, both politically and personally. From the left, he was maligned in his first presidential campaign as "Mayo Pete" for his bland whiteness, and for his perceived failure to fight for racial minorities and the poor. Randall, the professor in South Bend, told me Black residents came to think he was looking out for the interests of developers, and not theirs. "The word went out on the Black internet," Randall said. Buttigieg has long struggled with Black voters, though one recent poll showed that Black respondents put him in the middle of the pack of likely 2028 Democratic contenders.

One of the weirdest recent developments in sexual politics is that the noisiest complaints about Buttigieg's sexuality have come from those on the left and right who accuse him of not being gay enough. This reversal is almost too bizarre to credit. In 2019, The New Republic ran (and then retracted, under fire) an article by Dale Peck, a gay literary critic, which said Buttigieg's sole distinguishing characteristic was "what he does with his dick (and possibly his ass)," and argued that his ability to govern was compromised by his alleged abstention from enthusiastic sodomy as a younger man. Failure to experiment sexually "eats you up inside," Peck wrote. "I want a man whose mind is on his job, not what could have been." On the right, Tucker Carlson has repeatedly asserted that Buttigieg only pretends to be gay, and is in fact a straight man faking homosexuality for political clout. Carlson has said he wants to ask Buttigieg "very specific questions about gay sex and see if he can even answer."

The indecency of this extraordinary line of interrogation says more about the intrusive thoughts of Carlson and Peck than about Buttigieg. But it connects to the perception, not exclusively on the right, that Buttigieg is an unnatural candidate--not in the antique sense of homosexuality being a crime against nature, but in the new sense that he will deny his most basic instincts if he thinks doing so will further his political career.

This brings us back to what we might call the IOP problem: Buttigieg has punched his card, has followed all the prescriptions, has received every honors grade and service patch one can get by the age of 44. But it turns out that lots of people, and not just jealous Ivy Leaguers, hate this. They hate pretensions of expertise. They hate people who work to become what they are not--even when they work to become better people, or better presidents. "I'm like you," Gavin Newsom told a crowd in Atlanta in February. "I'm no better than you. I'm a 960 SAT guy." That score is well below average. The audience cheered.

Buttigieg's critics seem to fault him for the vaguest reasons, many of which come down to: he's too perfect; he's not authentic; he's not a man of the people. It's an odd line of attack. Is it possible to be too perfect? Is perfection a flaw? Social psychology has documented something known as the "pratfall effect": the distrust of people deemed too perfect. It turns out that people like smart, charismatic types--but they really like smart, charismatic types who screw up now and then, and do not just ace every test and land every joke. This effect may also help explain the appeal of Trump, whose fans acknowledge that he is a flawed president, and whose flaws count in his favor.

This manner of politics, where flaws count more than virtues, has come to dominate. In some ways Buttigieg is a perfect candidate, and in some ways he feels like a candidate perfect for an era that has slipped away. He does not curse; he does not sleep with porn stars; he does not abandon his progeny or spouse; he does not resort to low blows. In other words, what year does he think it is--2008? It sometimes seems like the magic that young Peter thought was slipping away from politics in 2001 has vanished completely. The anti-idealism that has replaced it is even more nauseating than the idealism.



This article originally stated, citing a poll from 2025, that Black voters approve of Buttigieg at a rate of about zero percent. In fact, the poll measured the share of respondents that favored Buttigieg in the 2028 Democratic presidential primary, not his approval rating. The article has also been updated to more accurately describe Bernie Sanders's margin of victory in the New Hampshire primary.

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 'Crazy' Plot to Release the Epstein Files

How an unlikely duo of lawmakers partnered with victims to try to hold the powerful accountable

by Sarah Fitzpatrick

Fri, 27 Feb 2026




Early last year, Republicans from the House Judiciary Committee were invited to a private dinner at the Justice Department. Representative Thomas Massie of Kentucky remembers asking his then girlfriend, now wife, what he should ask Attorney General Pam Bondi. She suggested he bring up Jeffrey Epstein. At first, he waved off the suggestion. But as he sat at the long formal table, set with formal china and surrounded by top Justice officials, he changed his mind.

"'I saw you release the 'Phase 1' of the Epstein files," Massie remembers asking Bondi at the April 28 dinner. "When do you think we might get 'Phase 2'?'"

Bondi looked him in the eyes, Massie said, and explained that all that was left to be released was material she considered "child pornography" and that there was nothing more there. He didn't follow up then, but her answer didn't sit right.

"I suspected there was stuff that needed to come out," he told me.

After the Justice Department announced in July that it would not share any more records, Representative Ro Khanna of California held a morning strategy meeting with his staff and asked for ideas for new bills. Sarah Drory, a young communications staffer who had never before spoken up in this meeting, had a suggestion: "What about a bill to release the Epstein files?"

The room was silent. Drory saw her more senior colleagues exchange confused or dismissive looks. One declared Epstein "a social-media thing." On her walk home late that night, she called her boyfriend, second-guessing her suggestion. "Is that crazy?" she remembers asking him--and herself.

Three days later, Khanna introduced an amendment in the Rules Committee requiring the Department of Justice to release the Epstein files to gauge support and was surprised when a Republican congressman from South Carolina voted for it. After that vote, Massie called Khanna, and they discussed a long-shot idea late into the night: Could they convince other Republicans to do the same?

Khanna's staff and consultants tried to talk him out of pursuing such legislation, explaining that it could make him look like a conspiracy theorist, instead of his desired image as a "serious economics guy." But Khanna explained to his staff that the topic of Epstein kept coming up, especially when he appeared on podcasts or visited the more conservative parts of his district. He recalled a young man delivering a long rant at a recent town hall about how he didn't trust the government because it was "protecting pedophiles" by not releasing the Epstein files or holding more people accountable. In that moment, Khanna told me, he realized that standing up for Epstein's victims--and against the wealthy or powerful--was a way to build trust.

"You have to convince people that the government actually works," Khanna said.

I have been reporting on Epstein--his criminal investigations, his network of powerful friends, and his hundreds, possibly thousands, of young victims--for almost a decade. I've chronicled the many false starts and dashed hopes for accountability following Epstein's second arrest in July 2019, his death while in custody, and the efforts to bring others in his network to justice. I have spent years trying to figure out what, if anything, Donald Trump knew about Epstein's abuse of young women, and whether the president was at all involved. On this question and many others, I was repeatedly told: "The story is over."

But over the past several months, something extraordinary has happened: An unlikely duo of lawmakers--a progressive from Silicon Valley and a conservative from Kentucky--partnered with a group of Epstein survivors and a few female Republican lawmakers to successfully push for legislation mandating the release of the so-called Epstein files. It was the most significant act of defiance by Republicans in Congress against the president in his second term, and it transformed what had been treated as a fringe conspiracy theory into a populist rallying cry.

The release of the files over the past two months has led to new criminal investigations outside of the United States. In Britain, Andrew Mountbatten-Windsor, the former prince, and Peter Mandelson, the former U.K. ambassador to the United States, were arrested but haven't been charged; in Norway, Thorbjorn Jagland, the former prime minister, was charged with "gross corruption." More than a dozen other prominent people have stepped down from lucrative jobs or lost honorary titles or positions. This is the story, drawn from interviews with more than 40 people over the past eight months, of the unlikely coalition that came together to force some measure of accountability--and of what it hopes to accomplish next.

The sheer volume of records collected over several decades--and the hundreds if not thousands of people who may have information about Epstein and his criminal enterprise but have not been questioned by law enforcement--is both mind-boggling and tragic. Hundreds of prosecutors and other law-enforcement personnel were diverted from investigations to help review the documents before their release, which cost taxpayers millions of dollars. But Justice Department officials have suggested that they are done investigating Epstein's alleged co-conspirators and have no plans to pursue additional federal charges. That stance--coupled with the department's extensive and inconsistent redactions in the documents--has prompted even more suspicion. And no one faces more insistent questions about what he might be trying to hide than the president.




Trump does not detail--even privately--what precisely in the files might be so embarrassing to him and those close to him, four administration officials told me and my colleague Jonathan Lemire. Marjorie Taylor Greene, the former representative from Georgia, has said that when the president angrily tried to persuade her to vote against the legislation, he argued that "his friends would get hurt" with the wide release of records, something he has repeated in other private conversations. What the president has clearly said, often in a barking tone, is that he wants his aides and allies to make the whole thing "go away." One official described the president as "seething."

Read: Inside the White House's Epstein strategy

Trump's name appears tens of thousands of times across the files, although many of those mentions are in media reports that Epstein circulated or messages discussing his presidency. But the high number surprised White House staff members who told us they were unprepared for the release. "That freaked out people," another administration official told us. "Nobody really knew what was coming."

At least six Cabinet members or senior administration officials were in contact with Epstein--and, according to the documents, had closer and longer relationships with him than had been previously or widely known. All have denied wrongdoing, and law-enforcement agencies haven't made any allegations against them or the president. In any administration, most top officials go through a grueling vetting process, FBI background checks and security-clearance reviews. It is unclear whether these relationships with Epstein were raised at any point. Every agency involved declined to answer my questions.

Trump has not been interviewed by authorities, despite his very public history with Epstein and Ghislaine Maxwell, who is serving a 20-year prison sentence for conspiring with Epstein to traffic and abuse minor victims. The DOJ declined to answer detailed questions for this article.

Those close to the president insist no one is panicking, but the official acknowledged: "Anytime we are talking about Epstein, we are losing."

Trump has urged federal prosecutors to continue to investigate Democrats with ties to Epstein, especially Bill and Hillary Clinton, who deny any wrongdoing or knowledge of Epstein's conduct. The Clintons are providing videotaped depositions to the House Oversight Committee this week in New York. Trump and others have expressed concern that this effort could set a precedent for Trump to be subpoenaed to testify under oath about Epstein, four people familiar with the situation told us. "Everyone's looking for an off-ramp," the administration official told us.

Trump has also called his allies in recent weeks to ask about Bondi's job performance, an acknowledgment that things have not gone according to plan. A White House official told me that the president continues to support the attorney general and that there has been no recent change in that support.

Trump has offered shifting accounts of his friendship with Epstein and when exactly it ended, but he has long maintained that he "had no idea" about Epstein's criminal activity. The White House has stated that Trump barred Epstein from his Mar-a-Lago club in Palm Beach, Florida, "for being a creep," although it won't say when that happened. But among the unredacted files provided to members of Congress is an email from one of Epstein's attorneys recounting a 2009 conversation in which he says Trump claims that Epstein, who was sometimes a guest at the club, had never been asked to leave. The year before, Epstein had pleaded guilty to two prostitution charges, including soliciting a minor.

Attempting to piece through the files that are public can be disorienting, especially given the administration's extreme reluctance to engage on questions on the matter. Included in the new files is a report that a former Palm Beach police chief told the FBI that Trump called him in 2006, after learning that Epstein was under investigation. "Thank goodness you're stopping him, everyone has known he's been doing this," Trump reportedly said, adding that Maxwell should also be investigated.

Read: So this is why Trump didn't want to release the Epstein files

Nine people familiar with information that was submitted to the FBI and DOJ in recent years told me they were alarmed that many documents--including those that they say include references to Trump--were not made public. The DOJ, the FBI, and the White House declined to respond to my questions about this, but on Wednesday, the DOJ posted on X that it is "currently reviewing files" to see if additional material should be published. The department previously said that some documents "contain untrue and sensationalist claims against President Trump."

The department released a presentation from last year that includes a slide titled PROMINENT NAMES that features 11 men who have been accused of misconduct. Trump is the first person listed, along with an accusation that he assaulted a minor. It is unclear to what extent this claim and others have been vetted or verified, and the White House declined to answer my questions on the matter.

This week, the journalist Roger Sollenberger, NPR, and The New York Times identified documents related to an allegation of sexual misconduct involving Trump and a minor that were not released by the DOJ, or in some cases, were released and then were deleted from the DOJ website. House Democrats told me on Wednesday that their review of a wider collection of unredacted material available to members of Congress appears to confirm that reporting.

Trump has not been accused by law enforcement of wrongdoing related to Epstein, and he has never been interviewed by authorities, despite his years of friendship with Epstein and Maxwell and his prominence within the files.

The White House declined to answer many of my questions about Trump and Epstein. Instead, Abigail Jackson, a White House spokesperson, sent me a statement: "By releasing thousands of pages of documents, cooperating with the House Oversight Committee's subpoena request, and President Trump recently calling for further investigations into Epstein's Democrat friends, the Trump Administration has done more for the victims than Democrats ever have."

During Trump's first term, Alexander Acosta, his secretary of labor, was forced to resign over his role in offering Epstein a lenient plea deal in 2008 after a federal investigation into Epstein's abuse of dozens of young women and minors. Epstein spent minimal time in jail and allegedly continued to abuse multiple victims during his supervised release. A DOJ review later found that Acosta had exercised "poor judgment" but had not committed professional misconduct.

Trump's experience with Acosta did not appear to affect his second-term choices of Cabinet members and senior officials. None have faced repercussions for their dealings with Epstein. A White House official told me in a statement that "President Trump has assembled the greatest and most effective cabinet in history and he maintains confidence in them."

During her testimony before Congress, Bondi was asked if any administration officials have been questioned by the Justice Department about their ties to Epstein. She didn't directly answer.

As the House moved toward a vote on releasing the Epstein files last summer and fall, the White House and top Trump allies launched an effort to forestall it that lawmakers told me was unprecedented in its intensity and scope.

Massie called it a "360-pressure campaign," one felt not just by him and his staff but anyone associated with him. One tactic he had not experienced before: Some of his key staff members were suddenly offered more prestigious jobs in the Trump administration or more lucrative jobs in the private sector--the idea being that if Massie no longer had a full staff, he couldn't pursue ambitious legislation.

Massie recalled asking an employee who, a few weeks before the vote, had received an employment offer that would double his salary: "Did it ever occur to you that they might be offering you this job to basically make me less effective?" He said the young man sheepishly replied: "That's what my mom said." He turned down the offer and finished writing the bill.

Read: 'They're delusional if they think this is going to go away'

Much of the White House's effort was directed at the Republican women in Congress who expressed support for the law, especially representatives Greene, Nancy Mace of South Carolina, and Lauren Boebert of Colorado. Massie started a group text with these Republican allies called "Bravehearts." Greene was among the first of the Republican women to advocate for the release of the Epstein files, and she helped lead the effort that fall. Epstein survivors who met with her told me that she was among the few members of Congress who asked meaningful follow-up questions seeking to understand the history of the case and the roles of other alleged co-conspirators. Greene was often brought to tears by what she learned. "I never in my life thought I would hug Marjorie Taylor Greene," one Epstein victim told me. "But she was genuine, and she followed the facts."

In a meeting with Epstein victims, Mace--who has spoken on the House floor about surviving sexual assault--revealed her frustration with House Speaker Mike Johnson trying to quiet the issue. In November, Boebert was summoned to the White House's Situation Room to discuss her support for the bill with Bondi, FBI Director Kash Patel, and others, an unusual setting that raised questions about what the White House thought was in the files.

On a sunny morning in early September, two news conferences took place on the U.S. Capitol grounds to promote the proposed law. One event was held by Massie and Khanna, who invited Greene to speak and tried to keep the legislation from being dismissed as an anti-Trump effort.

The other was organized by Epstein survivors and World Without Exploitation, a nonprofit that supports victims of trafficking. A crowd of thousands attended both, some bringing gifts of friendship bracelets and flowers for the victims, others carrying signs that said Believe Women and Release the Files! Several people told me that they had traveled from across the country to be there. No one had anticipated the size of the crowd, and the Capitol Police scrambled to enforce order.

As I moved through the crowd that morning I was surprised by the number of elderly people gathered, including many in wheelchairs or walking with canes. Some told me that the public reckoning over Epstein's sexual abuse had compelled them to reflect on their own experiences and share painful memories they had hidden away for decades. "Frankly, we were young. You didn't talk about it," one elderly woman from West Virginia told me, with tears in her eyes.

When the vote was finally held in the House on November 18, just one member voted against the release of the files. The Senate followed, voting unanimously, and Trump signed the bill into law. The next month, the Justice Department began slowly releasing what would eventually add up to more than 3 million documents.

Democrats have had their own crisis over the Epstein files: How do they separate themselves from the party's elder statesmen and wealthy donors who have been revealed to have been close to Epstein?

During Joe Biden's four years in office, the Justice Department did not pursue releasing records related to Epstein and lawmakers did not pursue legislative action. Democrats in Congress told me that their party leadership sought to dissuade them from pursuing the effort in recent months, changing their stance only after feeling public pressure and seeing internal polling.

Last month the House Oversight Committee scheduled a vote to hold Bill and Hillary Clinton in contempt of Congress for refusing to testify about their relationships with Epstein and Maxwell. The former president and former secretary of state worked the phones, calling Democratic lawmakers to discuss Epstein, according to four people familiar with the conversations, some of whom found the effort problematic. The calls reflected a generational divide within the party, with younger Democrats unwilling to look away from the Clintons' connections with Epstein and Maxwell, arguing that transparency is needed to rebuild trust with voters.

Bill Clinton has said he traveled multiple times on Epstein's plane in the early 2000s. In an interview last year Maxwell told the Justice Department that "President Clinton was my friend" and that she was involved in creating the Clinton Global Initiative. She attended Chelsea Clinton's 2010 wedding with Tom Waitt, a tech billionaire and major donor to the Clinton Foundation; Hillary Clinton said Maxwell came as "the plus-one, the guest of someone who was invited."

Yesterday Hillary Clinton testified for six hours under oath and told lawmakers that she had "no idea" about Epstein and Maxwell's criminal activities, does not remember encountering Epstein, and "never flew on his plane or visited his island, homes, or offices." She alleged that Republicans' efforts to get her to testify were meant to "distract attention from President Trump's actions and to cover them up." The Clintons have not been charged with any wrongdoing by law enforcement in the Epstein matter.

Before the Clintons agreed to videotaped depositions with the committee, nine Democrats voted with Republicans to refer Bill Clinton for a full House vote for contempt of Congress. I talked with Khanna before he walked in to vote, and he likened the experience to a Hindu text in which a prince faces a choice to kill one of his family members to uphold justice. "All the Epstein files should come out," he said, "and if those files implicate Bill Clinton, so be it."

Massie and Khanna told me their Epstein work has come at a great cost: Several big donors have cut ties, and those losses haven't been made up, despite a rush of small-dollar donations. Massie faces a difficult Republican primary in Kentucky against a Trump-backed challenger. And then there are the security threats.

Nearly everyone I spoke with for this story told me that their public efforts to get the files released have made them fear for their safety. Across several conversations I had with Massie over the past three months, he would matter-of-factly muse about the risk he believes he is taking.

"I've pissed off enough billionaires who are clearly amoral people that I might have shortened my expected lifespan," he told me.

Massie and Khanna's critics--and even some of their supportive colleagues--note that the two have used the effort to raise their national profiles. The White House labeled Massie and Khanna "attention-seeking," and House Speaker Emerita Nancy Pelosi once called their effort "a distraction." There are indications that Khanna might try to run for president in 2028, an ambition that he doesn't deny, and he has started doing more national fundraising and holding events in key swing states.

Massie has tied his upcoming election to a larger question about the nation's future and his party's devotion to one man: "If the country's savable, I'll win my reelection," he said. "And if it's not, I don't need to be there."

Hanging over the Epstein files has been the loss of Virginia Roberts Giuffre, one of Epstein's most vocal victims, who died by suicide last spring. Giuffre was an early organizer of efforts to call for the release of information related to Epstein. Her family has told me that they believe the toll of her abuse by Epstein, Maxwell, and others--along with the harassment that accompanied her public advocacy--became "so heavy that it became unbearable."

Read: Virginia Giuffre's family was shocked that Trump described her as 'stolen'

When Bondi testified under oath to Congress about the Epstein investigation earlier this month, she urged anyone who had been hurt or abused to contact the FBI. Sitting just a few feet behind her were some of the witnesses to Epstein's crimes, some carrying small images of themselves as teenagers when they were first abused by the late financier. When a lawmaker asked these victims to stand and raise their hands if they had reached out to the Justice Department to offer testimony and evidence, every hand shot up--some defiantly, some shaking from nerves. He then asked how many of their offers had been ignored or denied. Again, every single hand went up. "Ms. Bondi, it looks like you have some more witnesses to talk to," he said. The attorney general never turned around.




Sky Roberts, Giuffre's brother, told me he is now more certain than ever that there is a government "cover-up in real time."

  "Which one is it?" Roberts said. "Are you investigating? Are you not?"

On Tuesday, Giuffre's family attended Trump's State of the Union address to Congress, along with more than a dozen of Epstein's victims who were guests of Democrats. They used their presence to remind lawmakers--and the American public--of the crimes that many in power sought to ignore. For the first time, they were in the president's line of sight, but he made no mention of them. The question is how long the president, and others in positions of power, can continue looking away.

Jonathan Lemire, Isabel Ruehl, and Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed to this report.



*Illustration sources: Nathan Posner / Anadolu / Getty; Bill Clark / CQ-Roll Call / Getty; Jon Elswick / AP. 
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Netanyahu's Very Useful War

The Israeli leader is trying to make the Iran war work to his political advantage. He may not succeed.

by Yair Rosenberg

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




Benjamin Netanyahu has spent the better part of two decades perfecting the art of the political escape. Just when his career appears to be buried under the weight of indictments, or his coalition fatally fractured, he reappears, seemingly unscathed, with a new lease on power. Today, as Israel finds itself locked in a multifront war with Iran and its proxies, Netanyahu is once again attempting his favorite trick: transmuting a national existential crisis into a personal political lifeline.

Take the prime minister's perennial quest to call off his corruption trial. Netanyahu has been in the dock for bribery, fraud, and breach of trust since 2020. During that time, he has attempted to intimidate and disempower Israel's judiciary and pressured Isaac Herzog, the country's president, to grant him a pardon. Last week, thanks to the Iran war, that push got some backup from none other than Donald Trump. "I don't want anything on Bibi's mind other than fighting against Iran," the U.S. president told Axios, calling Herzog a "disgrace" for letting the trial continue. "Every day I talk to Bibi about the war. I want him to focus on the war and not on the fucking court case." Trump is not known for his attention to the minutiae of the internal politics of foreign countries, but one can guess where he has been hearing repeatedly about the trial.

Read: Netanyahu just admitted he's unfit to lead Israel

Netanyahu is using the war to shore up his shaky grip on Israel's domestic politics as well. By law, the prime minister's coalition needs to pass a budget by the end of this month in order to avert mandatory new elections. For a time, Netayahu seemed likely to miss this deadline. The reason: The ultra-Orthodox parties, which hold 18 of the coalition's 64 seats, refused to back the budget unless the prime minister passed legislation officially exempting yeshiva students from military service.

Most Israelis are subject to a mandatory draft, but the ultra-Orthodox--or Haredi--are not. This arrangement, the result of historical horse-trading for Haredi political backing, was unpopular in peacetime. It became intolerable during wartime, as Israelis watched their sons and daughters fight and fall in armed conflicts while Haredi life continued as usual. Today, some 70 percent of Jewish Israelis oppose the ultra-Orthodox exemption, and the supreme court has ruled that the government must end it. The Haredi ultimatum has put Netanyahu in a bind. Either he can placate his ultra-Orthodox allies and infuriate most voters, or he can placate most voters and infuriate the ultra-Orthodox. The war, however, has bought him some time. "Is it possible to wage a war without a budget?" one ultra-Orthodox politician said, reportedly explaining why his faction would be supporting the measure, at least for now.

Read: The earthquake that could shatter Netanyahu's coalition

Finally, Netanyahu's allies have begun suggesting to journalists that the premier might call early elections if the military campaign against Iran ends well. Their hope is that fresh wartime gains will overshadow Netanyahu's liabilities, such as the Haredi exemption--the prime minister is still ultimately committed to preserving it--and his government's failure to prevent the October 7 attacks.

If all of this sounds premature, bordering on hubristic, that's because it is. Netanyahu is a consummate tactician and excels at leveraging unforeseen circumstances to bolster his political position. But there is good reason to think that this time, his gambits may fail. To begin with, despite public pressure from Trump, President Herzog has not acquiesced to Netanyahu's demand for a pardon. "Anyone who thinks that a gun to the head and external threats will influence the president to deviate from the proper administration of the law does not know the people involved and has no idea what he is talking about," Michael Herzog, the president's brother and Israel's former ambassador to the United States, said. Last week, Israel's Justice Ministry reportedly concluded that Netanyahu's request for a pardon did not meet the criteria for granting one and should therefore be rejected.

The Haredi issue is also not going away. Indeed, the ultra-Orthodox exemption is likely to upset voters more than ever now that Israel is fighting a war on two fronts--against the regime in Iran and its proxy Hezbollah in Lebanon. Last week, many Israelis erupted in outrage as 90 yeshiva students flew to Poland to visit the grave of a famous rabbi, while their non-Haredi counterparts were being called up to the front. Even if the ultra-Orthodox don't capsize Netanyahu's current coalition with their highly unpopular political demands, those demands may prevent the coalition from returning to power in the next election.

Likewise, whether the Iran war will alter the electoral map in Netanyahu's favor is far from clear. Most Israelis back the conflict at the moment, viewing it as necessary to secure the future of their state against an eliminationist foe. But Israeli voters were not born yesterday, and their views of Netanyahu and his hard-right coalition have been remarkably stable since 2023. Most polls have consistently shown that Israelis do not trust Netanyahu and that support for his government has collapsed. These numbers have not been improved by military feats such as the decapitation of Hezbollah in 2024 and the 12-day war against Iran last year. And those conflicts at least had defined end points with decisive Israeli victories, such as the killing of the Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah and the bombing of Iran's nuclear sites. The current war provides far less cause for Israeli optimism.

"Ending these kinds of operations is much harder than starting them," Netanyahu wrote in his 2022 memoir. Yet today, he has embroiled his country in two such open-ended engagements--not counting the continuing skirmishes along the Gaza cease-fire line. With Trump already signaling a potential retreat in Iran, and the Islamic Republic still in power and showing that it can successfully hold the world's energy supply hostage, the endgame for Israel remains an enigma. If Netanyahu winds up trapped in the very sort of conflict he once warned against, he will have given new meaning to the phrase self-fulfilling prophecy.
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The Obvious Is Taking Its Revenge on Trump

The reasons other U.S. presidents avoided war with Iran are becoming all too evident.

by Franklin Foer

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




In the least charitable--and probably accurate--view, President Trump went to war with Iran out of a delusional faith in himself. He believed that the worst-case scenarios that have deterred past presidents from attacking Iran wouldn't come true for him, because he is Donald Trump.

In the most charitable--and probably accurate--view, the president had reasons to believe that all of the catastrophic warnings about the most hair-raising consequences of an attack wouldn't come to pass this time. The 12-day war, which Israel and the United States fought last June, demonstrated that they could strike Iran without provoking catastrophic retaliation. Having endured that assault on the country's military infrastructure, and then wave after wave of protest by its own citizens, the Islamic Republic was isolated and weak. So why shouldn't Trump exploit that fragility to land a death blow against a murderous adversary?

I could nearly convince myself of these arguments, except that almost no other foreign-policy question has been studied harder over the past 20 years or so than the likely effect of U.S. military strikes on Iran. The many years spent pondering and preparing for a potential attack on Iran are the reason that the first days of the war were, for the most part, a bravura display of American power. Yet all of that study also pointed out the risks: spiking oil prices, the spread of violence throughout the Middle East, civilian casualties of the sort now evidenced by an apparent U.S. missile strike near an Iranian elementary school. When past presidents balked at the possibility of war with Iran, they weren't just dodging a hard choice; they were deterred by all of the obvious reasons a conflict could perilously spiral. Nobody should be shocked that the expected is now coming to pass.

To begin, there's geography. Just 35 miles across at its narrowest, the Strait of Hormuz links the Persian Gulf to the rest of the world and is surrounded on three sides by Iran. One-fifth of the world's oil and liquefied-natural-gas supply passes through an Iranian turkey shoot. Fighting for its survival, Iran has the capacity to choke fossil-fuel markets by launching sporadic attacks on passing tankers, enough to deter companies and their insurers from justifying that risk. A hard fact of geography was always going to be a hard fact of war.

Read: What Iran might do when it has nothing else

Another daunting obstacle to victory is the nature of the Iranian regime, a theocracy that celebrates martyrdom and has spent its entire history preparing for what it considers an inevitable war with the United States. Every time protests fill public squares, I allow myself to believe that the terrible government in Tehran will crumble. But its willingness to kill to survive is the biggest obstacle to its toppling. And Trump intervened after the regime killed tens of thousands of its most determined foes. Calling for revolution after the revolution has been crushed is belated timing, to say the least. Perhaps the Trump administration will succeed in further weakening Iranian authoritarianism--the attacks will certainly set back the country's already struggling economy--so that after the bombs stop falling, regime opponents will rush into the streets. But, thus far, decapitating the regime has succeeded only in replacing one Ayatollah Khamenei with another. By all accounts, the son is no less fanatical than his father and believes with theological certainty that the most brutal means justify his righteous ends.

Because airpower isn't likely to dislodge the regime, the crucial question was always going to be "How does this end?" The lesson that the Trump administration seemed to learn from the failed planning for postwar Iraq is that planning isn't worth the effort at all. When asked what comes next, Trump can manage only several contradictory answers, sometimes in the course of a single sentence. But the most plausible of these answers is that the administration finds a faction in the government willing to cut a deal favorable to the United States, an Iranian version of Delcy Rodriguez--the Venezuelan official who quietly negotiated her government's survival after U.S. forces captured Nicolas Maduro. Such an outcome would undercut every promise that Trump made to protesters about help being on the way. It's hardly encouraging that the administration doesn't have a plausible candidate for this job after nearly two weeks of conflict--and that the existing regime hasn't begun suing for peace, even though it's fighting for survival.

By trumpeting unachievable objectives--unconditional surrender, regime change--as his war aims, Trump has given his enemies the opportunity to claim survival as victory. He's left himself with no evident end point to what he recently called a "short-term excursion." If he had wanted to weaken Iran's ballistic-missile threat--a worthwhile aim--he could have focused U.S. strikes on launchers and production sites. Much as he did after attacking Iranian nuclear facilities last year, Trump could have declared that limited goal and walked away a victor a few days later. Or he could have allowed Israel to carry out attacks, with U.S. support, which might have limited fallout in the Gulf.  If he wanted to topple the regime, he could have helped organize and support the opposition, nurturing and supplying the movement to better equip it to succeed. Instead, Trump ignored the obvious and went to war. Now the obvious is seeking its revenge.
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The Iranian Regime Doubles Down

Trump was hoping for an Iranian Delcy Rodriguez. Instead, he may have produced an Iranian Kim Jong Un.

by Karim Sadjadpour

Tue, 10 Mar 2026




Less than two weeks into the American and Israeli bombardment of Iran, the war is both a success and a failure. Militarily, the campaign has effectively degraded the Islamic Republic's warmaking capacities. But politically, thus far, it has only strengthened the regime's cohesion.

President Trump may have hoped the elimination of the Islamic Republic's longtime supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, would produce an Iranian Delcy Rodriguez--a pragmatic insider who would capitulate to American pressure--but it has instead spawned a budding Iranian Kim Jong Un. Mojtaba Khamenei, 56, will succeed his father, making the Islamic Republic a hereditary dictatorship poised to double down on ideology and repression.

Mojtaba inherits one of the most difficult jobs in the world. Reportedly injured and in hiding, he will lead a government that is simultaneously fighting full-blown wars against the United States and Israel and against much of its own population. He survived the missile strike that killed his father, wife, and mother only because he was in an adjacent room. The attack that nearly killed him catapulted him to power, as the Islamic Republic, fighting for its own survival, closed ranks around a son committed to his father's revolutionary principles--choosing continuity over competence and familiarity over sudden change.

Graeme Wood: 'The most dangerous man in the world'

Mojtaba's predicament is not only physical. The revolution's founding ideology offers him precious little legitimacy for the role he is about to assume. Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the leader of the 1979 revolution that deposed a hereditary monarchy to establish a theocracy, called hereditary succession a "sinister, evil system of government" that "has no place in Islam." Like the pigs in Animal Farm, the Islamic Republic's leaders have become a dynastic ruling class presiding over a system of privilege and repression far more egregious than the one they overthrew.

Mojtaba's name is familiar to the Iranian public, but his face and voice are not. He has been mentioned as a potential successor for more than a decade, but the only video of him online is a short, grainy clip about seminary matters. A source in Tehran who has known him for more than four decades described him to me as "more radical" but "much less capable" than his father.

The elder Khamenei was a genuine revolutionary. He spent years in prison under the shah and rose to power on the force of his oratory. His son grew up a princeling in his father's shadow, undergoing none of the hardship that forged the father's authority. Those who know Mojtaba well say he is a poor speaker and has the stunted interpersonal skills of a dictator's son. "When people hear his maiden speech as leader," my source told me, "they will see his lack of presence."

The second-oldest of Khamenei's four sons, all of whom became clerics, Mojtaba was reportedly a weak student. Whereas his father was a voracious reader, including of Western novels, Mojtaba has primarily read Islamic texts and the poetry of Hafez. His overseas travel has been limited to Saudi Arabia, on pilgrimage, and the United Kingdom, for medical treatment. Contrary to government propaganda, the same source said, he does not speak English. His father was not a warm presence, but Mojtaba is considered dry even by comparison.

Hard men populate Mojtaba's inner circle. They include figures such as Hossein Taeb, the feared former head of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps' intelligence arm; Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, a former IRGC commander and the current speaker of Parliament; and Hossein Fadaei, the late Ali Khamenei's primary internal enforcer. These figures have collectively spent more than a century in the service of repression. Their coarsened appearances reflect George Orwell's observation that by age 50, every man has the face that he deserves.

Taeb and the younger Khamenei go back to the 1980s, when Mojtaba served in the Iran-Iraq War and Taeb was his commander. Although the clergy and the IRGC are commonly understood as separate pillars of the Islamic Republic, Taeb, as both a cleric and an IRGC officer, serves as a bridge between the two power centers. One of the most feared and loathed men in Iran, he is thought to have helped engineer Mojtaba's succession through his influence over the Assembly of Experts, the body of elderly clerics responsible for choosing the supreme leader.

Siamak Namazi, a U.S. citizen, is a businessman and an Iran analyst who was held hostage for nearly eight years by the IRGC intelligence agency when it was under Taeb's command. Namazi described Taeb to me as "the most hard-line of the hard-line" and "one of the most evil figures in the Islamic Republic." The regime has long taken dual and foreign nationals hostage to use as tools of foreign policy or financial extortion. Namazi believes that Taeb, with Mojtaba's blessing, is behind many of these incidents and that the practice is unlikely to end as long as both men remain alive and in power.

While the country is in crisis mode, Mojtaba will need to rely on Ali Larijani for domestic and foreign-policy expertise. Larjani is one of the few remaining regime loyalists with senior experience in both the domestic and the international realms. In a recent state-television interview, filmed in what appears to be a bunker, a relaxed Larijani said that Iran had been "raped" by outside powers, and he tried to rally not just the regime's base but the broader public behind the imperative to fend off foreign designs. Trump's words--the U.S. president had said that he would choose Iran's next leader, and that he didn't know whether Iran's map would look the same at the end of the war--have proved invaluable propaganda tools for the Islamic Republic.

For the foreseeable future, Mojtaba will attempt to rule from hiding as he tries to elude Israeli assassination. His focus will be not governing the country but staying alive. Whether Mojtaba has the endurance for this life is an open question. His father was forged by years of revolutionary hardship--prison, persecution, life underground--before coming to power and reportedly amassing a war chest exceeding $100 billion, built in part from properties confiscated from religious minorities who fled persecution.

Mojtaba has skipped the hardship portion of that arc entirely. A Bloomberg report suggests that he has, via middlemen, already amassed a personal overseas fortune exceeding $150 million--the entitlements of a privileged scion, not the spoils of a revolutionary. As the social theorist Eric Hoffer once observed, "Every great cause begins as a movement, becomes a business, and eventually degenerates into a racket."

Arash Azizi: Meet the nepo-tollah

One of Iran's most prominent 20th-century secular intellectuals, Ahmad Kasravi, observed that Iran "owed the clergy one government," just so that the people could truly witness the clerics' incompetence. That debt has been settled in full by five decades of theocratic brutality and economic decay. In a dark twist of history, Kasravi was assassinated in 1946 by a radical Islamist named Mojtaba Navab Safavi, who sought to establish an Islamic state in Iran. Safavi was executed by the shah a decade later, when Ali Khamenei was a teenager. Khamenei once declared that Safavi "first kindled the fire of revolutionary Islam in my heart." It was in his honor that Khamenei named his second-born son.

Trump has little interest in this history. He wants a deal and an exit. But can he afford to end a costly and chaotic war by leaving Iran in the hands of a Khamenei who is just as radical, and 30 years younger, than the man he killed?

In Tehran, the only men who currently have the legitimacy to end the war are now doubly committed to the character of the Islamic Republic. Foremost among them is the new supreme leader, who in the best of times possessed neither the worldview nor the temperament to meet Trump's public demand for unconditional surrender. "They've just killed his family," the source in Tehran said. "He's bloodthirsty now."
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Why Mahmoud Ahmadinejad Is Still Useful

For more than a decade, he has been known more as a regime opponent than as a supporter.

by Graeme Wood

Tue, 10 Mar 2026




On the first day of the Iran war, the assassination of Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei overshadowed news of a strike near the home of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, Iran's president from 2005 to 2013. Many who remembered his term in office--marked by Holocaust denial, atom-bomb fetishism, and shoving Islamic revolutionary ideology down the throats of a country already weary of it--celebrated his reported assassination. As president, he was the symbol of a smarmy kind of theocratic fascism. "All my friends have got nuclear weapons--even Ahmadinejad," Sacha Baron Cohen's character complained in the 2012 movie The Dictator. "And he looks like a snitch on Miami Vice!"

Among those who have followed Ahmadinejad's post-presidential career, however, his targeting was more of an enigma. Since leaving office, Ahmadinejad has harshly criticized the Iranian government, and as a result, Iran's Guardian Council has formally excluded him from running for president. For more than a decade, he has been known more as a regime opponent than as a supporter. Why would the United States or Israel assassinate him? "I don't understand why Israel would want to kill him in the first place," Meir Javedanfar, who co-wrote a biography of Ahmadinejad, told me. "Perhaps to settle scores? It makes no sense."

The resolution to this puzzle may be that what appeared at first to be an assassination was no such thing. Contrary to early reports, Ahmadinejad is alive, his associates say. (They requested anonymity to discuss a sensitive situation.) The circumstances of his survival may prove significant as the war drags on. Whatever the intent, Ahmadinejad's associates say the strike was in effect a jailbreak operation that freed the former president from regime control. Their description of the chaotic sequence of events that began before the war suggests that Ahmadinejad has friends on the outside.

Long before the war, the government had posted a small number of bodyguards near Ahmadinejad, nominally to protect a prominent citizen but also to keep tabs on him. The regime has never been sure what to do with him. He remains popular in Iran, and as an ex-president once close to the regime's insiders (the new supreme leader, Mojtaba Khamenei, allegedly rigged his election and reelection to the presidency), he is dangerously well informed about how the state works. In 2018, former Defense Minister Hussein Dehghan likened Ahmadinejad to "the door of the mosque, which can't be burned or thrown away" without torching the mosque itself. "Arresting Ahmadinejad could unsettle the regime," Javedanfar said. "He knows a hell of a lot about it."

Read: Meet the Nepo-tollah

About a month ago, after the January protests, his freedom of movement was further reduced, his phones confiscated, and the contingent of bodyguards increased from single digits to about 50. The bodyguards were based a few hundred meters from Ahmadinejad's residence itself, at the entrance to a cul-de-sac in Narmak, in northeast Tehran. They established a checkpoint to monitor the houses and high school on that street.

A February 28 strike hit not the residence, but the security forces nearby. (According to Al Jazeera, it also hit the school and killed two children.) In the ensuing mayhem, Ahmadinejad and his family evidently escaped their home and went underground. The government believed he had died, and his death was announced by official channels, as well as the reformist daily Sharq.

When rumors arose that Ahmadinejad had escaped, regime elements immediately suspected that he had been spirited away to take part in a coup. Ahmadinejad's only public statement since the attack has been a brief eulogy for the supreme leader, calculated to show that Ahmadinejad was alive and to dispel speculation that he had declared himself an enemy of the state. His location is unknown to the government.

It is possible that Israel or the United States wanted to kill Ahmadinejad, but aimed poorly. That would be peculiar, because it would mean that the United States and Israel placed near the top of its kill list a politician who was no longer a friend to the regime. The alternative possibility, that Narmak was bombed to free Ahmadinejad, raises other questions. Why free Ahmadinejad only for him to go into hiding after? Why free him at all, given how long he has been out of power?

Ahmadinejad's fans say that he has popular support, and that any postwar government will want him around to lend that support. If the current regime survives, it will need all the legitimacy it can get. If it does not, the United States might need someone with intimate (if outdated) knowledge of the Iranian state to be involved with what comes next. Ahmadinejad could still be useful.
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Meet the Nepo-tollah

Iran's new supreme leader has little to recommend him and a lot to overcome.

by Arash Azizi

Mon, 09 Mar 2026




Fittingly for Iran, the news that Mojtaba Khamenei, the ultimate theocratic nepo baby, will be the new supreme leader can be described as both expected and bizarre. The 56-year-old has long been touted as a possible successor to his father, the late Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. I first heard the rumor more than a decade ago from conspiracy-minded cab drivers in Tehran. Now Iranian reality has shown itself to be as strange as any conspiracy theory.

What makes the appointment baffling is Mojtaba's total lack of public profile, let alone the religious qualifications that once underpinned the idea of clerical leadership as God's vice-regency on Earth. A nation of 90 million is now going to be led by a man who has never given a single public interview or speech. His only known audio message is a 2024 announcement that he was, without explanation, putting an end to his classes at the Qom Seminary, where he had taught since 2009. Before teaching at Qom, he studied there, having started his clerical career relatively late, in 1999, at the age of 30. Even the biographies now hastily being published by the regime don't list any other jobs for him. They claim that he speaks English and Arabic.

Graeme Wood: 'The most dangerous man in the world'

Being his father's son has apparently been Mojtaba's whole life. The Islamist revolutionaries of 1979 might have brought down centuries of monarchical rule, but the entire basis of their Shiite faith is the hereditary succession of religious leadership (the Shiites' progenitors broke from Sunnis in the seventh century because the Sunnis believed that the community's leaders should be selected by the elders, whereas Shiites chose to follow the descendents of the Prophet Mohammad.) Sons of clerics have often played important roles in running their father's household, but Mojtaba used his status to build ties with the country's security forces. One place where his name has always appeared is in the complaints of many losers of the regime's internal fights: The former speaker of the Parliament Mehdi Karroubi, former Deputy Interior Minister Mostafa Tajzadeh, and the former head of the state broadcaster Mohammad Sarafraz have all publicly attested to Mojtaba's outsize influence over the security forces' handling of the cases against them.

In recent years, Mojtaba has slipped out from the shadows, and some in the establishment openly promoted him as a potential supreme leader. Knowing full well the desire of Iranian society for change, some tried selling him as a modernizer, rather like the popular crown prince of Saudi Arabia, Mohammed bin Salman: "MBS for Iran." Last year, the reformist daughter of former President Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani Faezeh Hashemi endorsed this possibility and backed Mojtaba for succession. Since Mojtaba's selection as supreme leader was announced yesterday, other supporters have pressed the narrative of clerical scion as agent of change. An influential Iranian journalist claimed that Mojtaba's rule will be "centered around nationalism" (which, in the theocratic regime, is code for de-emphasizing Islamism) and will bring about "changes in governance."

Such hopes are hard to square with Mojtaba's association with repression. In the week after his father's killing, the battle lines in the Iranian political class were clear: Most anti-Western hard-liners lobbied for Mojtaba, and the more pragmatic figures, such as the former President Hassan Rouhani, unsuccessfully pushed for the Assembly of Experts to delay picking a new leader until the war with the United States and Israel is over.

Now that Mojtaba Khamenei is officially selected, regime bodies are showing remarkable cohesion and have quickly swung their support to him. But this doesn't preclude factional infighting, which has been a feature of the Islamic Republic for decades and has manifested between the lines in messages of congratulation to the new leader. A top adviser to President Masoud Pezeshkian wished Mojtaba success but asked him to seek counsel from others, including his rival Rouhani. Ali Larijani, the nation's top national security adviser, expressed the wish that under Mojtaba Iran could "go on the path of development, for economic conditions to become better and for people to find prosperity and calm." In regime-speak, development and prosperity and calm are codes for avoiding hard-line anti-Westernism.

Mojtaba's most enthusiastic backer appears to be Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, the speaker of Parliament and a major force in the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, the militia that controls much of Iran's economy, politics, and security. In his message, Qalibaf emphasized that he saw no difference between Mojtaba and his two predecessors as supreme leader, Ayatollahs Ruhollah Khomeini and Khamenei. But he also claimed that the new leader is a "modernizer."

If Khamenei Jr. is to step out of the shadows and successfully run a country that is currently at war with Israel and the United States, he will need to overcome three obstacles. One of these is the zero-sum scramble of Iranian politics. Qalibaf and others in the IRGC may well imagine that the young Khamenei, who is currently nursing war injuries, will be a weak leader who will allow real power to remain in their hands. The system of collective leadership that has effectively run Iran since last year could limit his reach, as could his lack of experience and gravitas in an ecosystem where regime factions compete for authority over the country's direction. But then, Khamenei Sr., too, came into the office on the sufferance of more powerful figures, including Rafsanjani, who had imagined he would be weak and malleable. The nearly absolute power afforded to his position--and which Ali Khamenei expanded and militarized over the course of his rule--gave the lie to such expectations and could easily do so again.

Mojtaba Khamenei faces a second and even more existential obstacle, which is the American and Israeli war that is now engulfing the region. Changing Iran's leadership is a stated goal of both the United States and Israel. The Israeli defense minister has openly pledged that his country will work to kill any new supreme leader, and Donald Trump expressed particular dissatisfaction with the possibility of Mojtaba's selection even before it was made official. The U.S. and Israel could target the new leader personally--or just continue hitting Iran in hope of getting their desired change. Even if they were to end the war tomorrow, Iran would be left smoldering, its economy tanking, and surrounded by angry and anxious Arab neighbors.

Colin P. Clarke: What Iran might do when it has nothing to lose

Finally, Mojtaba will have to contend with the beleaguered population of Iran, which has come out in wave after wave of protests against the Islamic Republic. From 1989 to last Saturday, Iranians had been led by one man who degraded their country and brought it to war. For him to now be followed by his undistinguished son is a slap in the face. New protests may be some time in coming, but Mojtaba will face serious Iranian discontent that this dynastic succession will only inflame.

Khamenei's father overcame a similar slate of obstacles to remain in power for 37 years by means of severe domestic repression and redoubled anti-American and anti-Israel ideology. Together, these brought Iran to the worst place it's been in 100 years. Mojtaba cannot stabilize the Islamic Republic, let alone modernize it, without correcting this course.

Orderly succession, even in an autocracy, doesn't always mean lasting regime continuity. Joseph Stalin's death, in 1953, initially didn't seem to alter the course of the Soviet Union, but within three years, Nikita Khrushchev denounced his predecessor and changed tack. When Mao Zedong died, in 1976, his successor as China's paramount leader, Hua Guofeng, ruled as an uninspiring Maoist, following most of the Great Helmsman's policies. But within a couple of years, he found himself sidelined by the reformer Deng Xiaoping, who jettisoned much of Mao's legacy and took a swift pro-capitalist turn. Khamenei Jr. might yet prove to be his country's Hua: a footnote in Iran's long history.
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The Gulf Countries Can't Take Much More

Iran is exposing their vulnerabilities.

by Robert F. Worth

Fri, 06 Mar 2026




From the moment the first Iranian missiles appeared in the sky over the Persian Gulf this past weekend, the target countries' effort to intercept them was accompanied by an equally vigorous effort to reassure residents, tourists, and investors that they had nothing to worry about. The president of the United Arab Emirates was filmed calmly strolling through a Dubai mall, and an army of online influencers downplayed the images of burning hotels and closed airports. "Given Europe's crime rates, Dubai is statistically safer even with missiles flying," Pavel Durov, the CEO of the messaging app Telegram, wrote on X. "Can't wait to be back."

But even the optimists acknowledge that the longer the war goes on, the more the Gulf region's extraordinary vulnerabilities will be exposed. The risks to the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Bahrain, and Kuwait go beyond interrupted oil and gas sales: In an arid region with few other resources, everyone is dependent on a daily influx of food and desalinated water along supply routes and pipelines that could be struck from the air. The Gulf has transformed in the past half century from a sparsely populated desert into a postmodern hub of migration and commerce with some 60 million residents. All of that prosperity rested on the slender premise that Iran would never do what it is doing now.

"If this goes on for another week or two, okay, tourists and investors will come back; the losses can be made up," one Emirati, who requested anonymity because he did not want to appear skeptical of the government's hopeful messaging, told me. "But if it goes on longer than that, God knows what happens."

The number of missiles being fired at the Gulf countries has dropped substantially in recent days, thanks to American and Israeli efforts to destroy Iranian launchers. But even a trickle of drone strikes, if they continue for months, could damage the Gulf's brand as a haven within a volatile region.

Roge Karma: Would Trump risk an oil crisis?

Dubai, the UAE's largest city, may be especially exposed to that kind of reputational risk, because its economy is so dependent on tourism, real estate, and foreign investment. But the entire Gulf region has become a hostage of the ongoing war. Qatar has fewer air defenses than its larger neighbors, and its energy minister, Saad al-Kaabi, made the startling claim today that all Gulf oil and gas producers could be forced to stop production within days. The war, he told the Financial Times, could "bring down the economies of the world."

Foreign workers are a huge percentage of the region's population, and already thousands have fled in recent days. The prospect of an even larger exodus is terrifying to many Gulf residents, who rely on expat labor for tasks as varied as babysitting and drilling for oil.

The anxiety has been amplified by the opacity of Iranian and American calculations: No one can say for sure what will satisfy President Trump, or what logic is determining Iran's choice of targets.

Of the hundreds of missiles and thousands of drones that Iran has fired at the Gulf States since the conflict started, most appear to have been aimed at American military bases. But others struck symbolic sites such as Dubai hotels. These attacks on economic targets appear to be part of an Iranian effort--so far unsuccessful--to persuade the Gulf's leaders to pressure the United States to end the war, I was told by a senior Gulf official, who spoke on condition of anonymity. He added that Iran's choices appeared to conform to a familiar escalatory ladder, starting with less vital targets.

There are signs that Iran is moving up the ladder: It has conducted strikes on several Gulf ports, and the regime's threats to attack any oil tankers trying to pass through the Strait of Hormuz have effectively closed that waterway, the conduit for 20 percent of the world's oil supplies.

The most frightening possibility, according to some of the Saudis and Emiratis I spoke with, would be an Iranian strike on the water supply. The Arabian peninsula has no rivers or lakes, and all of the Gulf countries depend on enormous quantities of water pumped from a network of desalination plants on the coast. Those facilities, which account for about half the planet's desalination capacity, are usually conjoined with power plants, making the complexes an even more vulnerable target.

"This has been an existential worry in the Gulf," the University of Utah professor Michael Christopher Low, who has written extensively about water scarcity, told me. Striking at the plants would qualify as a war crime under the Geneva Conventions, he added, but it would not be an unprecedented move.

In 1991, as Saddam Hussein's forces were retreating from the advancing coalition army, they sabotaged Kuwait's desalination and electricity plants, leaving that country crippled. And in 2022, Houthi rebels struck at a desalination plant and power plants in southern Saudi Arabia, though the damage appears to have been limited. (The Houthis have not yet joined the current war, despite their deep ties to Tehran, and could still do so.)

Thomas Wright: Trump and Netanyahu don't agree on how this should end

The likelihood of this kind of attack could also depend on what happens inside Iran in the coming weeks and months. One of the many scenarios being discussed in foreign ministries around the region is the possibility that the Iranian regime could split into competing factions or descend into a civil war, much as Syria and Libya did more than a decade ago. That kind of chaos could easily spill over Iran's borders, and not just by land; the Persian Gulf is narrow, and would not pose much of an obstacle to terrorists or insurgents who cross it in speedboats.

Any one of these grim contingencies could be a strategic blow to the United States, which depends on a network of bases in the Gulf to maintain its military power across the Middle East and Africa. And a destabilized Gulf could punch a hole in the global economy, which remains dependent on Arabian oil supplies.

"This is the scenario the Gulf has feared for years," Kristian Ulrichsen, a researcher at Rice University's Baker Institute for Public Policy, told me. "They are caught in the middle of a war that didn't involve them directly, but they are on the front line and bearing the brunt of the backlash."

For the moment, the Gulf's leaders can do next to nothing about any of this. They had little or no influence over the decision to start this war, and they cannot directly change its course. They would love to see the end of the Iranian regime now firing missiles at them. But they are wise enough to know it could be followed by something worse.



*Illustration sources: Ali Moustafa / Getty; Anadolu / Getty; Marcin Golba / NurPhoto / Getty
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America's and Israel's Goals Are Already Colliding

Trump and Netanyahu seem to have very different ideas about how the war should end.

by Thomas Wright

Fri, 06 Mar 2026




The United States and Israel began their war against Iran with an extraordinary display of military cooperation, resulting in the assassination of Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei. But differences began to emerge between Washington and Jerusalem almost immediately, and less than a week into the war, their objectives appear to be colliding.

President Trump has signaled that the outcome he prefers in Tehran is one in which the country is led by a strongman who will cooperate with him on a peace deal and perhaps give the U.S. a slice of Iran's oil industry. Contrary to the hopes of some inside Iran and elsewhere, he has shown little interest in promoting democracy in Iran or cultivating an exiled opposition figure, such as former Crown Prince Reza Pahlavi. Instead, as Trump said on Tuesday, installing a new leader "from within" the regime "might be more appropriate." The administration's intervention in Venezuela earlier this year produced a similar outcome: After President Nicolas Maduro's ouster, his second in command took over and proved to be a more pliable partner. Indeed, earlier this week, Trump told The New York Times that what he accomplished in Venezuela would be the "perfect scenario" for Iran.

Read: Trump has lost the plot in Iran

Israel is seeking a far more sweeping transformation. The country's aim is not merely to remove Iran's supreme leader but to dismantle the regime entirely. Amos Hochstein, who served as President Biden's senior adviser for energy security and was deeply involved in Middle Eastern diplomacy, told me that if the regime survives in any form, Israeli officials fear that it will simply rebuild Iran's missile, drone, and nuclear programs once international attention moves on.

Both the U.S. and Israel had agreed that Iran's weakness gave them an opportunity to destroy its offensive military capabilities and prevent the regime from projecting power in the Middle East. But the contrast between the two sides' goals came into relief soon after last weekend's strikes, which killed dozens of Iranian officials along with Khamenei. For Israel, the strikes were an unqualified triumph. But for Trump they posed a certain difficulty. "The attack was so successful, it knocked out most of the candidates" to replace Khamenei, Trump told ABC's Jonathan Karl on Sunday. "It's not going to be anybody that we were thinking of because they are all dead. Second or third place is dead." The Israelis are continuing to kill as many senior regime officials as they can.

While Washington and Jerusalem work at cross-purposes, Tehran's strategy for survival is becoming clearer. Ali Larijani, the secretary of Iran's Supreme National Security Council, has said that Iran is prepared for a long war if necessary--what some analysts have described as a "contest of endurance." Iran cannot defeat the United States and Israel militarily. Its goal instead seems to be expanding the conflict and inflicting maximum economic chaos, such that the United States decides to cut its losses and end the war before Iran's endurance runs out.

To that end, the regime has launched missiles and drones at nations across the Gulf, targeting airports, energy facilities, data centers, and commercial hubs. Iran may also hope that the damage it imposes on Gulf states will cause them to pressure Washington to halt the war. That could explain why Iran has most aggressively targeted the UAE, which has staked its future on the idea that it can be a haven for AI investment.

Escalation on both sides seems likely in the coming days. Trump may well increase pressure on the regime to buckle and sue for peace on his terms, such as by targeting Iran's energy and economic infrastructure. Iran, meanwhile, will probably try to further unsettle the markets. One possibility is that the regime decides to mine the Strait of Hormuz, which would threaten the global energy supply.

If the war does escalate and bring the regime to the brink of collapse, the odds will grow that the Iranian state fragments. Such an outcome could unleash a civil conflict that might well flood the Middle East with refugees, amplify the threat of terrorism, further destabilize the region, and draw in outside powers. These consequences would only further lay bare the tension between American and Israeli goals.

Danny Citrinowicz, a senior researcher at Tel Aviv's Institute for National Security Studies, told the Financial Times that Israel could live with chaos in Iran if that is the price of destroying the regime. He summed up the government's position: "If we can have a coup, great. If we can have people on the streets, great. If we can have a civil war, great. Israel couldn't care less about the future" or "the stability of Iran." From America's perspective, however, the splintering of Iran would have a disastrous impact on the Gulf and likely bog the U.S. down in the Middle East indefinitely, a commitment Trump promised to avoid.

In the meantime, the Trump administration is reportedly planning to arm Kurdish fighters and encourage them to attack the Iranian regime. The president no doubt sees this as a way to pressure Tehran without involving U.S. troops on the ground. But to many Iranians, such a gambit will look like an American and Israeli effort to dismantle the country.

Read: The coming invasion of Iran

Such a plan would also likely alarm Turkey's president, Recep Tayyip Erdogan. Ankara is currently engaged in a peace process with the PKK, a Kurdish militant group that has fought a decades-long insurgency against Turkey. The PKK is affiliated with the fighters Trump may now supply. If the United States moves forward with the plan, Turkey might find itself faced with another American-sponsored Kurdish enclave along its border, not unlike the one the U.S. recently supported in Syria. This is a possibility that Erdogan seems determined to prevent.

My Brookings Institution colleague Asli Aydintasbas told me that the Trump administration initially reassured Ankara that the war would last only four days. If the war continues, and the U.S. helps the Kurds gain a foothold in Iran, Aydintasbas added, Erdogan might attack Kurdish forces inside Iran or quietly coordinate with Tehran to contain them. Either course of action could disrupt the fragile peace process between Turkey and the PKK, adding even more turmoil to the region. This is just one example of the many geopolitical tensions that could emerge in the coming days.

Trump may want to bring the war to an end soon. The longer it goes on, the more it will drain U.S. stockpiles of air defenses and precision munitions that Washington might need in other theaters. A protracted war would also hurt the administration politically, given the conflict's unpopularity and Trump's failure to communicate a clear rationale for it.

Hochstein, the former Biden adviser, suggested to me that Trump may opt to end the war after only a week or two by simply declaring victory--pointing to Iran's degraded nuclear and missile capability, compromised navy and air force, and depleted civilian and military leadership. He could claim that Iran is no longer a regional menace and threaten to intervene again if the regime acts up. Israel would surely disagree with such a decision, but Trump may strong-arm the country into accepting a cease-fire, as he did last June.

The greater danger, though, is that neither side is able to control how the war ends. Israel is prepared to risk chaos as long as it means destroying the regime. Trump, meanwhile, appears to believe he can engineer an outcome from within it even though he has no evident plan. History suggests that wars aimed at reshaping political systems hardly ever unfold as their initiators intend. Once regimes crack, the forces they unleash are rarely easy to contain.
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Something New Is Happening in Lebanon

For the first time, the country's government is directly confronting a weakened Hezbollah.

by Hussein Ibish

Fri, 06 Mar 2026




Like thousands here in the Lebanese capital of Beirut, I was jolted awake just before 3 a.m. Monday morning by the unmistakable sounds of explosions resulting from Israeli air strikes. Hezbollah had launched a salvo of missiles and drones into Israel, supposedly in solidarity with the slain Iranian supreme leader Ali Khamenei. Now Israel was retaliating. Lebanon had once again been plunged into a war that had nothing to do with its national interests, by a militia group that has retained a private army and run its own foreign policy for decades.


The Lebanese people are used to this dynamic. What happened after the Israeli strike, however, was surprising. Following an emergency cabinet meeting on Monday, the government declared that Hezbollah's military activities were illegal and therefore banned. The military was instructed to confiscate the organization's weapons. The government had never confronted Hezbollah this directly before--not when Hezbollah was formed, following the 1982 Israeli invasion; not after the Taif agreement, which ended the Lebanese civil war in 1989 and led to the disarmament of all other militia groups; not even after Israel ended its occupation of southern Lebanon, in May 2000.


Hezbollah's rationale for maintaining its weapons in 1989 was that Israel continued to occupy a large chunk of southern Lebanon, and this was widely accepted even by many who did not care for the organization. After Israel's withdrawal, Hezbollah argued that it still needed its guns in order to liberate small disputed areas in the border region. This was accepted more grudgingly, largely because of the organization's military power. Even after Hezbollah turned its firepower inward in 2008, battling other Lebanese militias after the government tried to get control of its private military communications network, the government never flatly told the organization it must disarm, nor did it threaten to disarm it by force if necessary. As part of a 2024 cease-fire agreement with Israel, the government said Hezbollah would be disarmed--eventually, perhaps only in the south, and without the state declaring the group's weapons illegal or banning further military activities. Monday's statement by Prime Minister Nawaf Salam, reiterated the next day by President Joseph Aoun, for the first time pits the power and authority of the state completely against Hezbollah. The gauntlet has been decisively thrown down.


Why now? The answer is partly that Hezbollah is much weaker than it used to be. After Hezbollah launched rockets at Israel following the Hamas attacks of October 7, 2023, Israel initiated a devastating campaign that took out most of Hezbollah's leadership. This seems to have emboldened the Lebanese government to finish the job by disarming the group. Even more important, the current U.S.-Iran conflict has helped solidify a consensus that Lebanon must no longer be dragged into catastrophic wars that have zero relevance to any of its national interests.


Robert F. Worth: 'The Iranian period is finished'

The breadth and depth of this consensus are nearly total. Even many Lebanese Shiites who previously had maintained some sympathy for the organization have gotten fed up with Hezbollah. Indeed, Parliament Speaker Nabih Berri, the most prominent Shiite politician in the country and Hezbollah's most important ally, backed the disarmament declaration.


Enforcing the ban is going to be a difficult and lengthy process. The government began this week by arresting 27 people on weapons charges. Hezbollah has already denounced and defied the ban, continuing to engage militarily with Israel, which has sent troops into southern Lebanon and is still pounding the organization from the air--including in a new round of strikes in Beirut this morning. The Lebanese state is going to have to proceed with both determination and caution. Much of the Shiite community is still traumatized from the most recent war with Israel and could overreact to any perceived threats to its security. Preventing Hezbollah from rebuilding systems and weapons that it has lost is one thing. Actively taking weapons away is another--but this is what the state has committed to doing. It has no choice. If the Lebanese government cannot reassert its monopoly on the use of force and decisions of war and peace, it will remain a failing state--the host of a cancerous growth that turns the body politic against itself.


Israel will be crucial in determining whether Lebanon succeeds. On the one hand, the damage that Israel inflicts in the coming days and weeks will further weaken Hezbollah and increase the chances of successful disarmament. On the other hand, Israeli policies could undermine the Lebanese government's program. If Israel carries through on its stated aim of establishing a "buffer zone" in Lebanon--resuming a large occupation in the south of the country--this will provide Hezbollah with a fresh rationale for remaining armed and keeping up its fight against the Israelis. A perhaps even bigger threat is that Israel may seek to force Lebanon into Israel's own sphere of influence. Few Lebanese would regard this as remotely acceptable. Pax Israelica wouldn't be any more stable or viable than the Pax Syriana of the 1990s and early 2000s proved to be.


Fortunately, the Israelis seem to recognize their opportunity to pull in the same direction as the Lebanese government. They had threatened to target vital infrastructure, including the all-important airport, in any renewed conflict, but they have not done so. Instead, they seem to be focusing exclusively on Hezbollah-related targets. This is essential to maintaining the national consensus against Hezbollah's status as an armed militia group. After decades of conflict, the two sides have a rare chance to secure a common goal: a Lebanon freed from Iranian domination and Hezbollah's independent military force.
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'The Most Dangerous Man in the World'

Mojtaba Khamenei, a candidate to succeed his father as Iran's supreme leader, is no reformer.

by Graeme Wood

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




Iran still has not formally announced the identity of its new supreme leader. The new guy will be, according to Israeli Defense Minister Israel Katz, "an unequivocal target for elimination." Israel's success in this department raises the possibility of certain efficiencies for Iran's cash-strapped government: serving, as in Hamlet, the remains of the new supreme leader's inaugural banquet as cold leftovers at the same man's funeral the next day. Most likely, the Assembly of Experts charged with appointing the supreme leader will delay the announcement in order to consider how best to protect the designee's life and prepare for smooth succession if it cannot.

The choice the group makes will determine a great deal about Iran's future as a theocratic state. So far, the name that has been mentioned most often is that of Mojtaba Khamenei, the 56-year-old son of Ali Khamenei, who was assassinated in a joint U.S.-Israeli operation on Saturday after ruling Iran since 1989. Some have suggested that Mojtaba might be a modernizing autocrat, ready to consolidate power brutally but institute much-needed reform. That is pure fantasy. Last month, before the outbreak of war, one acquaintance of Mojtaba's told me that he was "the most dangerous man in the world" and considerably more violent and ideological than his father.

Karim Sadjadpour: The death of Khamenei and the end of an era

One thing Mojtaba is not is a religious scholar, fit to lead a country whose founding revolutionary purpose was to place the state under the total authority of the most distinguished Shiite jurist. His father came up short on this score too--but not as short as Mojtaba. Upon appointment, Ali was a hojjat al-Islam, a journeyman jurist, one grade below ayatollah. (In elevating Ali, the Assembly of Experts passed over Hussein-Ali Montazeri, a grand ayatollah, whose scholarly chops eclipsed Khamenei's but who had recently fallen out with the regime.) Mojtaba has studied religion but is not even a hojjat al-Islam. The typical currency of clerical power is the number of people who freely choose to follow your guidance when you deliver rulings on what Islam commands, whether in personal matters or political ones. Very few deferred to Ali Khamenei in matters of Islamic law when he was elevated, and no one at all cares what his son has to say on these issues. Many fear Mojtaba, but they fear his secular clout. In U.S. diplomatic cables released by WikiLeaks, Iranian sources complained even 18 years ago that Mojtaba had grown too strong and was running his father's office. (They also claimed that he traveled repeatedly to London for impotency treatment.)

Being the son of the previous leader is, if anything, a drawback. The Islamic Revolution that toppled the shah mocked the idea of hereditary succession, and boasted that scholarship alone--religious merit--determined their choice of leader. In their system, Shiite scholars never designated their sons as anything but office managers. "Sons don't succeed their fathers," the historian Meir Litvak told me before the war. "Appointing Mojtaba would violate this taboo." He suggested that the Islamic Republic could sidestep the taboo by appointing some decrepit nonagenarian ayatollah to occupy the supreme leadership for a couple of years, then let Mojtaba take over. Perhaps none of this matters, because whoever leads Iran next will have a life expectancy measured in weeks or even days. But the appointment of someone who has no religious credentials at all would be a final act of self-delegitimation for a regime that already lacks legitimacy in the eyes of most Iranians.

The regime could look for a real ayatollah to succeed Khamenei. But if they want an ayatollah whose views are compatible with the hard-liners', and who is himself a true believer in the Iranian theocratic system, the options are few. "The cupboard is bare," David Patel, an expert on political Shiism at Harvard, told me. But he said that no matter which cleric Iran's leaders choose, a reckoning is coming for Shiism. Iran's most famous cleric's death will soon be followed by the actuarially imminent death of Iraq's most famous cleric, 95-year-old Ali Sistani. This moment of turnover will be a generational shift, an opportunity for younger clerics to assert themselves as candidates to replace them. "If I were an aspiring second-tier ayatollah, I might see my chance to stake out positions, either reformist or jihad-against-America," Patel said.

Quinta Jurecic: Trump's unauthorized war

Other candidates for the job of supreme leader include the interim supreme leader, Ayatollah Alireza Arafi. He is an academic administrator and might have the authority to keep these upstarts in line. Having a religious lightweight like Mojtaba in charge would mean even more space for these younger clerics to innovate and take unusual positions. Whether the current war will change Iran's regime is still unclear. But it has already changed, or at least accelerated, the dynamics of the clergy.
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Trump Has Lost the Plot in Iran

Tehran hopes that he will declare a hollow victory and abort the mission.

by Karim Sadjadpour

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

Like many of his predecessors over the past five decades, Donald Trump risks having his presidency hijacked by Iran. The 1979 revolution and subsequent hostage crisis ended Jimmy Carter's presidency. The Iran-Contra affair tainted Ronald Reagan's. Iranian machinations in postwar Iraq sabotaged George W. Bush's. The Iran nuclear deal--and the bitter partisan fight over it--consumed the second half of Barack Obama's presidency. The October 7 attacks on Israel by Hamas, a member of Iran's "Axis of Resistance," triggered a brutal war that subsumed Joe Biden's. Trump may have envisioned a second term spent striking deals to resolve wars, but Iran has now sucked him in, too.

What Trump seems to have hoped would be a Venezuela redux--a quick decapitation of the regime followed by a swift deal with the leader's successor--has deteriorated into a regional war. Tehran telegraphed that this would happen, but it still apparently caught Trump by surprise. Now the United States is approaching a quagmire as news reports suggest that the CIA is arming Kurdish groups inside Iran.

In Venezuela, Delcy Rodriguez--who concurrently oversaw the ministry of petroleum and the ministry of economy and finance while serving as vice president--maintained deep foreign connections, including a private back channel to the Trump administration even before President Nicolas Maduro's capture. Her willingness to meet with CIA Director John Ratcliffe for a two-hour summit in Caracas underscored her authority to pivot the entire state apparatus toward a new energy partnership with the West.

Read: The real reason Trump went to war

The post-Khamenei landscape in Iran lacks any such singular, empowered interlocutor. The Islamic Republic's parallel power structure, coupled with a 47-year ideology of resistance, has for decades created an enduring dilemma: Those who want to make amends with America cannot deliver, while those who may be able to deliver do not want to make amends. No one currently in Tehran has the will or the weight to break from the inherited stance of resistance and broker a deal a la Delcy Rodriguez.

Given the pace of Israeli political assassinations inside Iran, the architecture of power in the Islamic Republic is constantly changing. Mojtaba Khamenei, the 56-year-old son of the assassinated supreme leader, is now reportedly the top contender to replace his father. Within the regime's hard-line circles--men who command little popular support but control every organ of repression--his stock has risen in the wake of the attacks that killed his father, mother, and wife. Although there are reports that he may have been wounded, Mojtaba is reportedly keen to take the reins of power. Backed by two particularly ruthless strongmen of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, Hossein Taeb and Ahmad Vahidi, he would resume his father's ruinous legacy.

Yet Mojtaba faces a crisis of both legitimacy and longevity. He lacks a public mandate, a recent Bloomberg report ties him to extensive overseas money laundering, and he would have to elude Israel's continuous campaign of decapitation. His father ruled for 37 years--Mojtaba might not last 37 days.

In the meantime, sources inside Tehran suggest that the country is essentially being administered by two individuals: Ali Larijani and Mohammed Baqer Qalibaf. Larijani is managing political affairs and Qalibaf, a former IRGC commander, is managing military affairs. During normal times, these two men have a rivalrous relationship--both are former presidential candidates who aspire to lead the country--but during war, they have banded together.

Larijani sees himself as a pragmatic revolutionary insider in the style of China's Deng Xiaoping. But his record thus far--he was reportedly one of the architects of Iran's January crackdown, which according to some accounts killed 30,000 people--appears long on massacring and short on modernizing.

Qalibaf, a trained pilot with a public record of corruption, has long sought to portray himself as a modern strongman--the technocratic face of the IRGC. Despite these modern pretensions, he has closely aligned himself with Mojtaba Khamenei, a bet on the past rather than on the future.

These two pretenders reflect an insider debate whose subject is not the existence of the Islamic Republic but the best method of its survival. Both are committed to preserving the regime, including by means of domestic brutality. Their disagreement is over the strategic posture of resistance that has defined the past 47 years: One camp favors internal brutality coupled with external resistance; the other favors internal brutality coupled with external detente. Trump has never been troubled by how a regime treats its own people--only by whether it treats him with deference. Tehran's embattled new leaders must decide whether a pact with him will save the revolution's life or destroy its soul.

Trump has treated the opening week of the war as an improvisational jazz session, riffing on different analyses, strategies, and endgames in conversations with numerous reporters. This is not deliberate strategic ambiguity to throw an adversary off base, but rather a symptom of genuine confusion. I have spoken with current and former U.S. officials privy to the decision making (none was authorized to speak to the public), who describe a total lack of planning and contradictory aims among those worried about the war effort and those more concerned about the war's domestic political implications. One official claimed that the administration has weighed easing the sanctions on Iran's oil exports--the lifeblood of its economy--to reduce the spike in oil prices the war has brought.

Brynn Tannehill: The dangerous mismatch between American missiles and Iranian drones

Tehran has recognized for decades that American public opinion is one of its most potent allies in restraining the regional ambitions of U.S. presidents. This lesson first came clear in 1983, when the Iranian-directed bombing of the U.S. Marine barracks in Beirut eventually compelled President Reagan to withdraw American forces from Lebanon. Today, the regime is reaching for the same playbook. By wreaking havoc on its Gulf neighbors and threatening the transit of 20 million barrels of oil through the Strait of Hormuz, Tehran aims to spike global energy prices and soil the domestic political climate in the United States. The goal is to weaken Trump's resolve by making him choose between a protracted war and the pocketbooks of his voters. Tehran's hope is that he will abruptly declare a hollow victory and abort the mission.

Amid this brutal game of power politics is the spark that ostensibly lit the fuse: Trump's warning to the Iranian authorities to stop the killing of protesters. Less than one week into this war, the hope that it would spawn an Iranian spring is already withering. At the moment, Iranian citizens are not participants but observers of this war, trying to steer clear for safety.

Populations living under tyranny understandably yearn for a "magic bullet"--a surgical strike that would destroy the oppressor while sparing the innocent. But like all wars, "Operation Epic Fury" has been far less precise than this fantasy. Only hours into the conflict, an errant strike on the Shajareh Tayyebeh girls' school in southern Iran served as a gut-wrenching reminder of the cost of such illusions, and a testament to the grim truth that those who pay most dearly for the fog of war are almost always the innocent.

As of right now, this is a war that virtually all sides are losing.
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An Iranian Network Is Ready to Act

Last month, an Iranian exile named Jaber Rajabi reached out to make a case for something between bombing Iran to oblivion and waiting for the regime to collapse.

by Graeme Wood

Fri, 27 Feb 2026




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

The question of whether to bomb the Islamic Republic of Iran into oblivion has been much on the minds of decision makers in Washington. The most obvious alternative is to let Tehran slouch toward oblivion all by itself. Iran's currency is sliding toward zero; its "Axis of Resistance," the military strategy that appeared invincible just two years ago, has been wrecked by an Israeli-led campaign of assassinations, bombings, and exploding beepers; its people want to kill the supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, and are worried that biology (he is an 86-year-old cancer survivor) will get to him first.

"There is no time pressure: The regime is already a goner," Danny Citrinowicz, who led Iran analysis for Israel Defense Intelligence, told me. The problem is the absence of a coalition that can take over the government. Protesters in Tehran have chanted the name Reza Pahlavi, the son of Iran's last shah who is based in Washington, D.C., but Pahlavi has "zero influence on the ground" in Iran, Citrinowicz said. Without a replacement government, the result of an attack could be civil war. "There are bad options and worse options right now, and an attack, when you don't have a viable opposition, is definitely worse."

Last month, an Iranian exile named Jaber Rajabi reached out to me by WhatsApp to make a case for something between bombing to oblivion and waiting. I had first contacted him two years ago, when reporting a story on Iran's Axis of Resistance. I had met him in person twice, and a few weeks ago, we met for a third time, in Dubai. Iran was recovering its composure after January's protests, and had hinted that it might strike Dubai if provoked. Rajabi was for the better part of two decades a loyal servant of the Islamic Republic, in Iran and abroad, and spent years working with militias that were trying to kill Americans in Iraq. Like a Shiite Forrest Gump, he fought for the Iranian regime and mixed socially with its leadership. In Qom, Iran's center of clerical learning, he was a study partner of the supreme leader's son and potential successor, Mojtaba Khamenei, and knew the supreme leader himself through that connection. He is now a regime opponent, vocal in exile, and (like Gump) in a lucrative business career after his military service.

Read: Anything could happen in Iran

Along with Citrinowicz, Rajabi doubted that Pahlavi could do much, other than get Iranians massacred. "You want to remove a dictator and replace him with another?" he asked me. "He is a gift to the regime: They will fight to the death if they think he is the alternative." But he said that Ali Khamenei must die--and that time is not as favorable to the regime's enemies as they think. "The danger that nothing will happen is greater than the danger that something will happen," he said. "If the regime does not fall this year, it will last for another 50."

The solution, Rajabi said, is a light culling of the top of the regime. "There are about 10 people who need to be eliminated," he said, and another 2,700 who need to be sidelined and offered amnesty. He claimed that networks of regime enemies have infiltrated the government, and that Iran's enemies will need them if they wish to end the regime without chaos. "If someone from inside the system opens the window, it will open," he said. His network is ready to act. "If the United States does not kill the ones who need to be killed," he promised, "we will do it ourselves."

There is a long tradition of disaffected patriots talking a big game in exile, and boasting of having agents already embedded and prepared to effect a seamless coup, if only a more powerful country would help them. Being skeptical of Rajabi's network's ability to do what it promises is reasonable. But sometimes, improbable ideas are useful for training one's intuition and imagination. Although Rajabi's plan might not describe what will happen, it provides a rough outline of what might need to happen to avoid the opposing dangers of doing nothing and attacking without a plan for what comes next.

The Iranian-exile community is diverse and strange. The two most prominent figures are Pahlavi and Masih Alinejad, the indomitable anti-headscarf activist who survived an assassination attempt in Brooklyn in 2022. Rajabi is nowhere near as famous as these two, but he is unquestionably stranger, and more deeply connected to Iran and its organs of power. He has bled for the Islamic Republic, worked in its politics, and (he claims) survived its multiple attempts to kill him--most recently with a dose of poison that has left his body ravaged. He went into exile in 2021 and now lives in the United Arab Emirates, under protection. When I first met him, in 2024, he imposed unusually thorough security measures. I was told to turn off my phone and get into a Maybach with blacked-out windows. The car drove around the city for nearly an hour before pulling up to a villa with a pool and an entryway whose ceilings echoed when he greeted me. He was not sorry for the protocol, and said that Iranians periodically send him threats, usually through his old militia friends in Iraq, and he expected that eventually they would kill him. (He showed me photographs and videos from many of the stages in his career and answered detailed questions about them. The answers were consistent across interviews, but it is difficult to confirm all of the facts.)

Rajabi told me many wild stories, but the one that I found most remarkable was among the first he shared: that he had recently turned 40. He looked several years younger, perhaps owing to the waxy, taut skin turgor of someone who recently survived a poisoning. I remarked on his healthy appearance, and without taking the compliment, he opened his mouth for me to see the artificial chompers that replaced the ones his poisoning had rotted out. He had other hidden debilities. He took my hand and guided it through his black hair and over the dome of his skull. It felt bumpy and compromised, like the shell of a boiled egg after being tapped with a spoon. "I was in Samarra," he said, fighting against the Islamic State in Iraq in 2017. "I looked behind me and saw a cloud of dust. Then blood started pouring into my eyes." A sniper's bullet had ripped across his head, plowing up bone and skin and sowing bullet fragments. These remain embedded in his head.

From the October 2025 issue: The neighbor from hell

Rajabi grew up in a home broken by war--a fitting beginning, perhaps, to a life that would be punctuated by combat. His father died while fighting in the Iran-Iraq War, and his mother worked for a period in the office of Ali Khamenei. Rajabi said that he had problems at home and fled to Iraq before the U.S.-led 2003 invasion, to study at a Shiite seminary in Najaf. Within a year of his arrival, he and nearly all of his fellow seminarians had joined a militia. Their goal, he said, was to defend Shiite holy sites. But by 2004, under the leadership of the Iraqi cleric Moqtada al-Sadr, they were fighting the Americans and dying in large numbers. Rajabi, as a rare Iranian among the shrine guards, became a liaison to the Iranian military when it decided to support Sadr's army. Rajabi claims that in Najaf, in early 2004, he met Abd al-Reza Shahlai--later a top planner of Iran's operations in Iraq and Yemen--and Imad Mughniyeh, the legendary military chief of Hezbollah and the most elusive Shiite terrorist in the world. (Four years later, the CIA and Mossad killed him in Damascus, using a Mitsubishi rigged with a bomb.)

In 2004, in the Battle of Najaf, Rajabi was shot in the right shoulder. "I was unconscious," he told me. "I lost a great deal of blood." Medevaced with the other Sadrists, nearly all Iraqi, to Tehran, he woke up in Baghiyyatollah al-Azam Military Hospital, which is run by the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps. He said the hospital staff were unaware that he was Iranian until he woke up speaking Persian. The IRGC detained him. "They were not rude, but they made it clear that I could not go," Rajabi said. "Then they said I was free but asked if I might join them for lunch first." They drove him to a simple villa in north Tehran, where he was surprised to find Qassem Suleimani, the architect of Iran's Axis of Resistance strategy, welcoming him at the door.

Suleimani was friendly. "He knew my father and grandfather were both martyrs," Rajabi told me, "and he said he was impressed that a kid from Tehran could have made it in Najaf alone." Then he left Rajabi to be interrogated. For a week, Suleimani's people took notes on the Iraqi factions and their respective willingness to work on Tehran's behalf. Suleimani then returned, Rajabi said, and told him that Iran wanted him to go back to the militias, be friendly with them, and make sure Moqtada al-Sadr was shown all hospitality when he visited Iran. He gave Rajabi $25,000 and a Nissan Maxima for this purpose.

Rajabi spent most of the next decade in Iraq, working with militias to strengthen the Shiite hand there. He was a founder or early member of two militias that continue to be Iranian proxies today: Asa'ib Ahl al-Haq and Harakat al-Nujaba. He told me that the Americans caught and imprisoned him but never found out his real identity.

Getting shot increased his idealism. Moving into management destroyed it. He said that Iran's plan for Iraq disabused him of the notion that Iran wanted to turn its neighbor into a Shiite theocracy along Iranian lines. Instead, Iraq was a tool, a way for IRGC leaders to make money through smuggling and black marketeering. Rather than make Iraq strong, they wanted the militias to bicker with one another and even fight--anything to keep an Iraqi state from challenging Iran's status as Shiite supremo. "You simply cannot have a country that is made up of bickering militias," he told me. Rajabi's own militias were supposed to keep losing, forever. "When the truth came, it was like a punch to the face."

Rajabi eventually retired from fighting, spent a brief period with Hezbollah in Lebanon, and then returned to Iran for religious study and a role as a foreign-policy adviser to Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. Ahmadinejad had come into office in 2005 as a hard-line antidote to his reformist predecessor, Muhammad Khatami. Ahmadinejad, for most of his term, played the part grandly, using harsh anti-U.S. and anti-Israel rhetoric, as well as dallying with Holocaust denial and other battiness. Rajabi offered a direct connection to the foreign networks that Ahmadinejad--who came up in politics through domestic channels, as a Tehran mayor--did not know well. And his disillusion with Iran's foreign policy closely tracked Ahmadinejad's own.

By the end of Ahmadinejad's term, the president had been denounced by clerical hard-liners as a softy and a reformist. These hard-liners were astute. After the Green Revolt of 2009, Ahmadinejad inclined toward secular nationalism and briefly took over sensitive portfolios formerly reserved for Khamenei. This insubordination led to Ahmadinejad's ouster, the purge of his sympathizers from government, and surveillance against him and his network that continues to this day. Rajabi's fortunes fell with his boss's, and the attempts on his life began, he said, after he accused IRGC leaders of corruption in Iraq. Once, someone tried to rig a door handle to electrocute him (this Looney Tunes-style assassination plot failed for technical reasons), and another time, he survived an attempted shooting. After the poisoning that rotted his teeth, he decided to leave and used government connections to circumvent a no-travel order to get out.

Ahmadinejad's ability to travel and take part in public life has been severely curtailed, and his rare public appearances suggest a strange turn from Shiite theocracy toward ... something else. In 2018, he tweeted about his fervent desire that the University of Michigan football team would "return to its glory days."

When I returned to Dubai to see Rajabi this month, he told me that his affection for Ahmadinejad was undiminished. "I am personally indebted to that man," Rajabi said, "and I view him as the one figure with enough domestic support to lead Iran." Rajabi said that Ahmadinejad is not leading any group, but his former vice president, Esfandiar Rahim Mashaei, is a central figure in anti-regime networks. The Iranian opposition remains fragmented, and it's difficult to tell how many from one faction would tolerate someone from another. (The Pahlavi people in particular seem reluctant to share power.) Ahmadinejad's decade out of office has led many to suspect that his networks are useless and withered. The protesters in January were carrying pictures of the shah, not of Ahmadinejad or Rajabi, and as the intelligence analyst Citrinowicz told me, "You can't expect much of a guy who has been stuck in his house for the last 15 years."

"Khamenei stands in the middle of a sea of blood, and to reach him, you have to swim through blood yourself," Rajabi said. He told me that the killings last month foreclosed the possibility of a peaceful transition. So many Iranians sympathetic to the regime are now implicated that they are convinced that the only way out is further violence. "Khamenei has made them believe there is no retreat." The talk of a Pahlavi transition, Rajabi said, frightens them: They think that if the regime falls, everyone who took part in violence will be massacred in return.

Read: The 'existential anxiety' of the Islamic Republic

But Rajabi says only the top leaders of the Islamic Republic need to be eliminated: "10 people--that's it," he told me repeatedly. The United States can help with this task, but Rajabi thinks it could be onshored to existing networks within the regime if necessary. The targets would include the supreme leader and his son Mojtaba: "If we get rid of these 10, the rest can be controlled." According to Rajabi, the network of people in the government actively working for his faction is far greater than outsiders think. Rajabi referred to it variously as a "network" and an "organization," and said that the government could not eliminate it even if it tried. "They don't know who manages it," he told me. "They don't know the parts." He said that 50 parliamentarians are in the network, as well as people in the security apparatus at all levels.

Rajabi said that the advantage of leveraging a network of infiltrators is that the network has already categorized everyone currently on the regime payroll into three groups: who can be trusted to work with a new regime, who needs to be retired, and who needs to die. In addition to the unfortunate 10 in the last category, Rajabi counts 2,700--their names already on a list--in the lucky middle. "We would need to move against these on the first night," he told me. "Without the leaders, these ones would not be able to move their feet." These immobilized stalwarts should then be bought off, he said: "Even the ones who were killers--we will say: 'Go home.'" No trials; just early retirement. For the millions of Iranians who rely directly on the regime for their livelihood, little would change. Iran would thereby dodge the fate that Rajabi saw in Iraq after the U.S.-led invasion, when the military was disbanded, and a huge number of men had nothing to lose.

Rajabi told me that the goal of regime change should be "liberalism" and internationally monitored democracy. "I want to wake up and see no [religious] turbans, no mention of an Islamic Republic. I never want to hear of such things again," he told me. (However unlikely the means of achieving this goal, the goal itself is widely shared by Iranian factions.) "We will go on television, and as statement No. 1, we will declare that we do not want war with the world, or hostility of any kind with America and Israel." The next step would be immediate development of economic ties with neighbors, including the Gulf states that are his current hosts.

Rajabi gave me two reasons this plan cannot be delayed. The first was geopolitical: Russia and China are waiting to see if the regime is an ally worth salvaging. "The regime is using time to restructure itself," he told me. "They know China in particular is watching them, because they saw a good chance the regime would fall." He said that Russia and China will, if the regime endures, not only support it but also call in favors--the establishment of military bases along the Persian Gulf, for example, and possibly even transformation of Iran into a vassal state, like former President Bashar al-Assad's Syria.

The second reason was personal. During Rajabi's studies in Qom with Mojtaba Khamenei, he came to view the supreme leader's son as a brilliant zealot, much more extreme and uncompromising than his father, and a uniquely dangerous potential successor. He said that Mojtaba is already making decisions in the supreme leader's office.

John R. Bolton: A foreign policy worse than regime change

As a student, Mojtaba was apocalypse-obsessed. ("I should know," Rajabi told me, "because I was quite into these things myself at the time.") "He thinks there are milestones on the path to the end of the world," Rajabi told me, "and he himself will have a special part in hastening humanity down that path." Rajabi said that Mojtaba kept a house near the Jamkaran mosque, and there he updated corkboards and diagrams, mapping out the places and events that according to prophecy stand between the end times and today.

"Mojtaba is more dangerous than 50 nuclear bombs," Rajabi told me. He said that Ali Khamenei, for all of his blood-swimming, cares what Iranians think of him and has demonstrated a willingness to bend and reach out to allies to ensure his regime's survival. Mojtaba, by contrast, is calculating and ideological, and willing to cause terrible destruction to the world just to prove a point. The killing of Iranian protesters last month was nothing. "He is willing to kill 13,000 Iranians. Why would he hesitate to kill 100,000 people in Tel Aviv?" The cost of waiting is the possibility that a regime that survives the current stresses will be less risk-averse, more ideological, and more assured of its divine mission.

"Iwill be back in Iran this year," Rajabi promised me as I left his villa, nearly tripping over his fluffy cat, Jacob, on the way out. I told him that if he finds himself in Iran that soon, things will have either gone very well or very badly for him. He implied that one possible scenario was that he would, after years of retirement from the battlefield, be back fighting--probably in the mountains in northern Iran. "This is a year of suicide or victory."
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Who Cares If AI Brings Down the Economy?

Silicon Valley wants you to love the AI bubble.

by Lila Shroff

Thu, 12 Mar 2026




The tech billionaire Hemant Taneja admits that AI is a bubble. In fact, he welcomes it: "Bubbles are good," Taneja, the CEO of General Catalyst, a venture-capital firm, told me in an email. If AI comes crashing down, it will lead to "some spectacular failures," he said--companies will go under and people will lose their jobs--but that's a price worth paying for "enduring companies that change the world forever."



His view is widespread in Silicon Valley. Some, such as Nvidia CEO Jensen Huang, reject the notion that their companies are overvalued. But many of the wealthiest and most powerful people in tech are embracing the idea of an AI bubble. Jeff Bezos has argued that AI might be a "good" kind of bubble. Sam Altman has made similar comments, predicting that AI will be a "huge net win for the economy" even if "a phenomenal amount of money" is lost along the way.



Indeed, a phenomenal amount of money is at stake: OpenAI, which is still far from profitable, is currently worth more than Toyota, Coca-Cola, and Disney combined. This year, Big Tech plans to spend some $650 billion on the AI build-out--a sum that far exceeds the GDP of most countries. Investors are banking that AI will spur a productivity boom and deliver unimaginable corporate profits, but that future could be far off. If the spending dries up first, the bubble could pop--perhaps dragging the rest of the economy down with it. Nonetheless, Silicon Valley thinks that the present mania will eventually pay back its returns through scientific discovery and economic growth. "Stop trying to make bubbles go away," as the entrepreneur James Thomason recently wrote. "The benefits of innovation outweigh the costs of volatility." In other words: Be grateful for the bubble.

Read: Here's how the AI crash happens

Silicon Valley did not invent the idea that bubbles can be worth the pain. Various economists have made the argument for decades. But as the AI boom has exploded, a book by two investors, Tobias Huber and Byrne Hobart, has helped formalize tech's pro-bubble ideology. Boom: Bubbles and the End of Stagnation was a hit in Silicon Valley when it came out in 2024, praised by the tech billionaires Peter Thiel and Marc Andreessen.



The authors argue that there are essentially two kinds of bubbles: good ones (dot-com, the railroads) and bad ones (the 2008 housing crisis). Both cause damage when they burst, but the good bubbles accelerate the development of new technologies, which ultimately benefits society as a whole. In a bubble, a "set of investments that you could never underwrite otherwise suddenly makes sense," Hobart told me.



Bubble defenders such as Hobart point to the railroads as one example of how exuberant speculation can end up paying off. They acknowledge that the development of the railroads in the late 19th century led to multiple devastating depressions--but they also point out that the country got, well, railroads that transformed the fabric of American life. The United States "has some of the world's best freight rail infrastructure thanks to what in the 19th century was excess capacity," Hobart and Huber write. (Commercial rail travel in the U.S. is another story.) They also look to the early days of the internet, when overzealous investing resulted in the dot-com crash. Yes, it was bad when the bubble burst, but the froth also financed a massive build-out of fiber-optic cables that helped shape today's internet. Without a bubble, the thinking goes, the modern web would have developed much more slowly.



Even people outside the tech industry seem convinced by the idea that bubbles can have positive elements. "If investors remained dispassionate," Howard Marks, the billionaire investor who famously anticipated the dot-com crash, told me, "it would take a lot longer for a new unproven technology to be adopted." Of course, this idea is premised on the notion that widespread adoption is in the public's best interest.



Either way, though, bubble defenders see the same thing happening with AI: Conscious machines might sound mythical, but if excited investors throw enough cash at the problem--giving entrepreneurs the space to pursue risky, experimental work--superintelligence just might become reality. "There is both froth in parts of the AI ecosystem and real breakthroughs," as the investment firm KKR wrote last fall. "Past overbuilds in rail, electrification, and fiber seeded critical economic change." Even Mary Daly, the president of the San Francisco Fed, has suggested that AI is a "good bubble," noting that "even if the investors don't get all the returns that the early enthusiasts think when they invest, it doesn't leave us with nothing."



Indeed, the technology has already advanced significantly since the arrival of ChatGPT--thanks, in large part, to the spending frenzy. More investment has meant more computing power to throw at training AI models, which, in turn, has led to more capable AI systems. The mania has also sucked talent into the industry and birthed an explosion of start-ups experimenting with new approaches to building the technology. Without such intense investment, it's hard to imagine so much progress over such a short period.

Read: AI agents are taking America by storm

Less clear is whether the current AI-infrastructure build-out will prove fruitful in the long run. As Silicon Valley continues to pour unfathomable sums into data centers, there's a risk they will overbuild. Unlike railroad tracks and fiber-optic cables, which can last for decades, computer chips, which power data centers, quickly become obsolete. Still, some bubble defenders argue that all this construction will have lasting value. For example, AI's seemingly limitless appetite for electricity could also spur a boom in clean-energy generation, as the tech analyst Ben Thompson has written, bringing new sources of nuclear and solar energy online. This, of course, is an optimistic vision: Right now, data centers are driving a gas boom.



Even if Silicon Valley is correct that the bubble is accelerating AI progress, that doesn't make it unilaterally appealing. "The investor doesn't say, 'Well, yes, I lost my money, but thank God it advantaged society,'" Marks said. Accepting short-term financial pain as the cost of technological progress might be easy for tech titans with truckloads of money. It's a much harder sell to the rest of America. Who cares about better chatbots if you're about to retire and a crash wipes out your 401(k)?



The freight-rail system might seem great from today's vantage point, but the Panic of 1893 was among the most severe financial crises in our nation's history, causing unemployment to spike to more than 10 percent for half a decade. The situation was so dire that J. P. Morgan--who himself was enriched by the railroads--helped bail out the federal government. After the dot-com bubble burst, the U.S. entered a recession. If the AI bubble were to collapse, the fallout could be "catastrophic," Carlota Perez, the author of a seminal book on bubbles and innovation, told me. The flood of investment is the eye "of a much larger hurricane that involves the whole financial world," she said. According to one estimate, an AI crash could wipe out some $35 trillion in global wealth.



Inside of tech, many bubble apologists acknowledge the downsides. "There will be people who will have just really unfortunate outcomes from this," Hobart said about a potential crash. Still, the industry's mindset seems to be that innovation is worth whatever costs are incurred along the way. If Meta ends up "misspending a couple of hundred billion dollars, I think that that is going to be very unfortunate, obviously," Zuckerberg said last fall. "But what I'd say is I actually think the risk is higher on the other side."



What makes the narrative of a "good bubble" concerning is that it provides justification for investors to keep pumping money into AI, regardless of whether it really makes sense to do so. As the cash keeps flowing, the risk of a debilitating crash seems to only be increasing. Both Anthropic and OpenAI are racing to go public, reportedly as soon as this year. Such high-status public offerings could ratchet up the mania, and increase the potential for financial contagion, as more people's retirement accounts and investment portfolios get tied up in still-unprofitable AI companies.



Two things can be true at once: AI is a generational technology that will transform the world, and people are going to lose large amounts of money along the way. A bubble is good only if you're the one who wins.
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Dario Amodei's Oppenheimer Moment

It came earlier than expected.

by Ross Andersen

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




More than a year before his recent standoff with the Pentagon, Dario Amodei, the chief executive of Anthropic, published a 15,000-word manifesto describing a glorious AI future. Its title, "Machines of Loving Grace," is borrowed from a Richard Brautigan poem, but as Amodei acknowledged, with some embarrassment, its utopian vision bears some resemblance to science fiction. According to Amodei, we will soon create the first polymath AIs with abilities that surpass those of Nobel Prize winners in "most relevant fields," and we'll have millions of them, a "country of geniuses," all packed into the glowing server racks of a data center, working together. With access to tools that operate directly on our physical world, these AIs would be able to get up to a great deal of dangerous mischief, but according to Amodei, if they're developed--or "grown," as staffers at Anthropic are fond of saying--in the correct way, they will decide to greatly improve our lives.

Amodei does not explain precisely how the AIs will accomplish this. In most cases, he expects them to do what the smartest humans do, but much more rapidly, compressing decades of scientific progress. He says that by 2035, we could have the theories, cures, and technologies of the early 22nd century. Our infectious diseases and cancers could be cured, and we could live twice as long, and slow the decay of our brains. Demis Hassabis, the head of Google DeepMind, has similarly conceived of superintelligent AI as the ultimate tool to accelerate scientific discovery, and Sam Altman, OpenAI's CEO, has said that advanced AI may even solve physics.

Amodei does not say that this utopian AI future is inevitable. To the contrary, among the chief executives at the top AI labs, he may be the one who worries most about the technology's dangers. "Machines of Loving Grace" is an optimistic outlier in his larger oeuvre of published writing, much of which concerns the risks that will accompany the creation of a greater-than-human intelligence. Amodei seems to think of today's AI researchers as comparable to Manhattan Project scientists, and has been known to recommend The Making of the Atomic Bomb. In his telling, superhuman AI could be even more dangerous than nuclear weapons, which is why AI needs to be developed the right way, by the right people, so that it doesn't overpower humanity or tip the global balance of power toward autocracies.

Implicit in this vision is the hope that in the end, when the chips are down, Amodei, or someone very much like him, will have some say in how AI will be used. But if Anthropic's recent experience with the Pentagon is any indication, that likely won't be his decision to make. For all of Amodei's reading and thinking about the early nuclear age, he may not have fully internalized its meaning.

Before nuclear technology even existed, there was nuclear utopianism, and the physicist Leo Szilard was its first serious adherent. Like Amodei, his ideas were profoundly influenced by science fiction. In 1932, the year before Szilard had his prescient vision of the nuclear chain reaction, he read The World Set Free, a novel written by H. G. Wells, in which a great war delivers humanity into a new and lasting peace. Wells's novel, published in 1914, anticipated the development of the atomic bomb, and even coined that name for it. It envisions a world in which nuclear technology has brought energy costs down dramatically, freeing people from toil so that they can become artists.

Edward Teller, the father of the hydrogen bomb, also imagined a great many uses for atomic energy, including the violent reshaping of the Earth's surface. According to Teller, if nuclear weapons were detonated in the right place, they could redirect rivers. (The Soviets later set off three nuclear explosives in an attempt to send water from the Pechora River in Siberia to the receding Caspian Sea.) Teller claimed that a handful of these explosions could blast alpine highways through stubborn mountain rock, and hundreds of them could carve a new Panama Canal. Teller told reporters that if Alaska's residents wished, he could use nuclear explosions to dig a harbor in the shape of a polar bear.

As the number of nuclear utopians grew, so did the list of benefits that they imagined would flow from having energy that was "too cheap to meter," as Lewis Strauss, the chair of the Atomic Energy Commission, famously described it. (Altman has recently riffed on this by claiming that intelligence will soon be too cheap to meter.) Strauss said that atomic engineering would allow for the transmutation of one chemical element into another, fulfilling the ancient dream of alchemy; he said that famine would become a matter of historical memory, and that human lifespans would be extended by a new nuclear-powered infrastructure for medical research.

No problem existed that could not be solved, or at least greatly helped, by mastery of the atom. The Danish physicist Niels Bohr hoped that it would even deliver peace. The terrible power of atomic weapons would scare statesmen straight. They'd recognize that the world was profoundly endangered by this technology, and adopt a posture of radical openness toward their adversaries to head off conflicts and prevent apocalyptic misunderstandings. The bomb, in Bohr's telling, was so awful that it could leave humanity no choice but to grow up, and even lead to a step change in the moral evolution of the species.

The men who split the atom were right to believe that they were delivering humanity into a new world. But it was not the one they had envisioned. The pure potential of nuclear technology was exhilarating to contemplate in the abstract, but the ideas of science fiction are not always so smoothly integrated into the messy reality of the real world. Quite an expensive alignment regime was required to bend and channel the enormous energies unleashed by fission reactions to human purposes. To generate usable power, these reactions had to unfold inside thick, radiation-shielded structures, and the costs of building and cooling these reactors, while also getting rid of their waste, ate into the fuel-cost savings. Nuclear power may one day be too cheap to meter, but that day is not yet in sight.

The world has not been set free, as Wells and Szilard had hoped. Atomic energy did not allow people to fly freely through the sky or across the planet's surface. In 1958, when nuclear hype was near its apex, Ford Motor Company unveiled the Nucleon concept car, a family automobile designed to be powered by a small, rear-mounted reactor. Studebaker-Packard conceived of a different vehicle that not only would run on atomic energy, but would generate a force field around itself to prevent collisions. Neither idea went anywhere, nor did the various atomic-airplane concepts that were dreamed up at the time. Ted Taylor and Freeman Dyson, two other mid-century savants of the atom, spent years at General Atomic designing a gigantic spacecraft that would weigh thousands of tons and propel itself to Mars, Saturn, and the nearby stars with nuclear explosions. The Defense Department's Advanced Research Projects Agency provided the initial funding, but quickly lost interest. The Air Force picked it up, hoping that the research might yield a weapons platform, but then eventually bailed too.

Teller did get to live out his dream of sculpting land forms with nuclear explosions. Project Plowshare, the Atomic Energy Commission's program devoted to these peaceful detonations, conducted 27 separate tests, but it achieved nothing except contamination and the galvanization of the environmental movement. Meanwhile, nuclear weapons did not shock the world's leaders into a new era of peace and candor, as Bohr had hoped. A year before the bombing of Hiroshima, Bohr went to the White House to make his case for international openness on these matters to Franklin D. Roosevelt. The president, who was in his last months, was by some accounts sympathetic to Bohr's arguments, but when Winston Churchill heard them, he was horrified. Churchill told an aide that Bohr should be locked up for even suggesting that the allies reveal their nuclear hand.

After the war, J. Robert Oppenheimer revived some of Bohr's ideas and channeled them into a proposal for a new international agency that would control all dangerous nuclear activities. A similar plan was presented to the United Nations in June 1946. The Soviet Union rejected it and countered with a proposal that America simply destroy its arsenal first.

The United States did not destroy its arsenal but rather grew it, and developed new weapons that are more than 1,000 times more powerful than the one that leveled Hiroshima. Today, nine nations possess nuclear arsenals, comprising more than 12,000 warheads in total, including many that are set on a virtual hair trigger. The constant possibility that these arsenals will be used in a major exchange is the true lasting legacy of the nuclear age. The final remaining treaty constraining the two largest of them, belonging to America and Russia, expired last month without being replaced. Like the proposals put forth by Bohr and Oppenheimer, the treaties were defeated by the cold logic of competitive advantage, which will also likely shape the global future of AI.

On February 27, Amodei released another piece of writing, a memo for a smaller audience: his staff. Four days earlier, the Pentagon had issued an ultimatum demanding that Anthropic remove any restrictions on how the military used its AI model, beyond existing law. The model had been operating on America's classified networks since last year, and reportedly has already been used in America's attacks on Venezuela and Iran.

It's striking that only a few years into the large-language-model moment, these models seem to have become central to the most complex operations of the world's most powerful military, but Amodei has no general objection to AI's use in war. He had eagerly sought a Department of Defense contract, in part because he believes that democracies should use AI to maintain a military edge over China and the world's other autocracies, which will almost certainly be using AI more and more in the years to come.

Amodei had stuck to two red lines throughout his negotiations with the Pentagon: He didn't want the awesome informational processing power of Anthropic's AI used for mass surveillance of American citizens, and he didn't want it directing autonomous weapons that could kill without human oversight. The Pentagon refused, demanding unrestricted use of Anthropic's model, Claude. After the talks broke down, it used a coercive tool never before deployed against an American company, a supply-chain-risk designation, which could imperil Anthropic's business. (Anthropic has since filed suit to have it removed. The company declined to comment for this article.) And while all of this was happening, Altman swooped in to finalize his own Pentagon deal for OpenAI.

Amodei's frustration with the week's events leaked into the memo that he wrote to his staff. Its tone differed greatly from "Machines of Loving Grace." Amodei excoriated OpenAI, and described the reported provisions of its deal as "safety theater." (OpenAI later added what it has said are stiffer provisions to its deal.) The haste with which OpenAI's leadership had come to an agreement with the Pentagon clearly irked Amodei; the episode revealed "who they really are," he said.

But Amodei didn't seem to reckon with the larger structural lesson here. Anthropic's dispute with the Pentagon is a reminder that the people who create a powerful technology don't usually get the final say in how it's used. The models aren't even all that advanced compared with what they will be, and in Venezuela and Iran, the U.S. is not facing off against the world's great AI champions. Yet the Pentagon still bristled at the very idea that its use of Anthropic's AI could be limited, and in the face of resistance, it threatened to burn a private company down. If AI becomes a much more dangerous weapon, and the U.S. finds itself pitted against a country with frontier models that are as powerful as its own, the government will almost certainly demand total control or commandeer the technology outright.

After the builders of the atomic bomb finished their work in the New Mexico desert, they very quickly learned how little say they would have in its use. The weapons were driven away on trucks, and in the weeks afterward, no one called the scientists to get a green light for the bombing of Hiroshima or Nagasaki. Neither did anyone ask them to sign off on future additions to America's nuclear stockpile. Their leverage was front-loaded: They could choose to create their terrible weapons or not, but once they'd successfully tested even one, they'd already forfeited it.

Amodei now finds himself in a similar position. He may well be right that soon, whole "countries of geniuses" will occupy the data centers that are being built, en masse, all over the world. But whether anyone will be able to control such a technological force remains an open question, and either way, it certainly won't be him.
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Imagine Losing Your Job to the Mere Possibility of AI

The technology may not be ready to replace workers, but that isn't stopping execs from pushing forward anyway.

by Lila Shroff

Tue, 10 Mar 2026




Late last month, at an event in Washington, D.C., Andrew Yang delivered a bleak message. "I have bad news, America," he told the crowd. "The Fuckening is here."



The Fuckening is the name that Yang, a former presidential candidate, has given to AI's disembowelment of the workforce. As he sees it, millions of knowledge workers will soon lose their job, personal-bankruptcy rates will spike, and entire downtowns will turn vacant as offices hollow out. Yang has talked with computer-science majors, he said onstage, who can't find a job and are instead "driving Ubers to make ends meet." His doomsaying is extreme but familiar: Fears of job losses are mounting as AI continues to rapidly advance. A new generation of AI agents are more capable than traditional chatbots of assisting with sophisticated computer work. Bots are no longer limited to searching the web and answering questions--they can create financial models, generate slide decks, and much more.



Perhaps the most concerning sign yet of an impending jobs crisis came one day after Yang's announcement. The payments firm Block, which operates Square and Cash App, announced that it was laying off roughly 4,000 workers--nearly half of the company's workforce--due to AI. "The intelligence tools we're creating and using, paired with smaller and flatter teams, are enabling a new way of working," Block CEO Jack Dorsey, who also co-founded Twitter, wrote. Going forward, he added, the company will be laser-focused on integrating AI across layers of its operations.



Although other companies have also blamed AI for job cuts, Block's layoffs were unusually drastic. "The dreaded AI jobs wipeout got real," The Wall Street Journal declared. Other companies could soon follow Block's lead--not necessarily because the technology is ready to replace workers, but because it's become fashionable to make such cuts. In that sense, AI-induced job loss risks becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy.



Dorsey's explanation for the layoffs at Block might not be the whole story. The company could be engaged in "AI-washing," or using the technology as a convenient excuse to lay off workers when other factors may be to blame. Like many other tech companies, Block became bloated during the pandemic--its workforce more than tripled from 2019 to 2022. Perhaps the cuts offered Dorsey a way to shed workers while also signaling to the world that he is taking AI seriously. "It is hard to imagine a firm-wide sudden 50%+ efficiency gain that justifies massive organizational cuts," Ethan Mollick, a Wharton professor who is usually quite sanguine about AI's capabilities, wrote online. "I think it is worth taking the justification with a grain of salt."

Read: The worst-case future for well-off workers

I asked two former Block employees, both of whom were affected by the layoffs, for their perspective. "For engineers, AI did change the way work was being done," one told me, pointing to the popularity of tools such as Anthropic's Claude Code and Block's own open-source AI agent, Goose. "I do believe that Jack was genuine in that layoffs were in large part due to AI." But as the other former staffer pointed out, these tools are popular across the industry: "I'm not sure if Block uses AI more than most other tech companies do these days (which is to say, quite a lot)." In other words, yes, AI is being used plenty at Block--but it's also being used at all kinds of large companies, none of which has engaged in such drastic cuts. (The employees both spoke with me on the condition of anonymity, citing fear of professional repercussions.)



Block declined to comment when I reached out. In an interview with Wired on Friday, Dorsey suggested that the layoffs were a proactive move. "Something really shifted in December," he said, pointing to advances in coding bots from Anthropic and OpenAI. "It presented an option to dramatically change how any company is structured, and certainly ours." The implication is not that the technology is already doing the work of half the company but rather that, by cutting people now, the company will be forced to reimagine itself as an AI-native firm. The technology has made traditional management structures obsolete, Dorsey said, and the cuts will allow the company to put AI into everything it does.



After Block announced the layoffs, its stock price increased--in other words, the market seemed to be rewarding Dorsey for his vision. Investors, who have unthinkable sums riding on the AI boom, are antsy for signs that the technology is boosting productivity. This could set off a dangerous cycle: Once one company conducts AI-driven layoffs--even if premature--others might feel pressure to do the same. If your competitors can do more with less, you should be able to do so too. "The impact is very unfortunate," Raffaella Sadun, a professor at Harvard Business School who studies AI and work, told me, explaining that such layoffs compound the narrative that AI is an effective substitute for humans.



Read: America isn't ready for what AI will do to jobs



Although the market might immediately reward companies for making AI cuts, in the long run, experts told me, premature AI layoffs could backfire. Some of the "most promising and revolutionary AI applications" will come from employees, not the C-suite, Sadun said. At one company she works with, she told me, an engineer codified his knowledge about company operations into an AI agent. Junior employees can now go to the bot with trivial questions, saving the engineer time. If you fire half your staff, the institutional knowledge required to create such tools is lost. Plus, when companies cut their workforce because of AI, they cast the technology as a competitor, dampening employees' incentives to make good use of it. Block's ability to reinvent itself will "depend on the morale of the remaining engineers," one of the ex-employees said, which "probably isn't too great." (Indeed, some remaining employees report feeling overwhelmed by their increased workload.)



Dorsey might be a visionary ushering in a new type of company, or he might be, as Sadun put it, sowing the seeds of his own destruction. For now, the quality of AI's output is often middling--humans working with AI are more likely to produce good work than bots working alone. Sloppy, hasty automation, which replaces workers with inferior machines, is everyone's loss. It is bad for society and for businesses themselves, and such efforts are unlikely to do much to increase productivity, Simon Johnson, a Nobel Prize-winning economist at MIT who has studied the history of technological transformations, told me. But for decades, corporate America has viewed "labor as a cost to be minimized as opposed to a resource to be developed," he said.



People working on AI have been prophesying the end of white-collar work since the field's inception. Now the technology is here, and the fearmongering is louder than ever. Last month, Mustafa Suleyman, Microsoft's AI chief, warned that "most, if not all" white-collar work will be fully automated within the next 12 to 18 months; Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei has predicted that half of all entry-level white-collar workers may soon be jobless. But mass job loss, at least for now, is not an inevitability so much as a narrative. Executives are constantly being told that AI cuts are coming, and as pressure grows for them to signal that they are making good use of the technology, layoffs offer one of the easiest ways for them to do so.
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A Never-Ending Conspiracy Theory in Remote Alaska

Why are some people convinced that nefarious experiments are happening at HAARP?

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Tue, 10 Mar 2026




The guy pouring my beer in Anchorage told me that he knew there was no truth to decades-old rumors about a research facility 200 miles to the northeast. Nobody was up there talking to aliens or controlling people's minds. "They just do the aurora," he said, cheerfully, while tearing up pieces of mint.



The comment didn't surprise me. Many people who don't believe one conspiracy theory about that station--known as the High-frequency Active Auroral Research Program, or HAARP--believe another. A common misconception is that it can manufacture northern lights, a natural wonder typically most visible in or near the Arctic Circle. It cannot (and neither can any man-made instrument). Still, late last year, when a geomagnetic storm caused aurora sightings as far south as Texas, Facebook was studded with posts warning that these lights were not "natural" and that they were created by the scientists at HAARP for possibly sinister reasons.



I've been curious about HAARP for a while because of rumors such as this one. The lab has also been erroneously credited with various supernatural occurrences (backward-walking caribou) and secret contact with extraterrestrials (covered up by "men in black"). Most commonly, it's blamed for events caused by nature. The office phone rings after hurricanes, earthquakes, floods, wildfires, tornadoes, and typhoons, no matter where in the world they occur. A 2024 study found that HAARP was the subject of more than a million conspiracism-inflected posts on Twitter from January 2022 to March 2023, primarily about natural disasters. In early 2024, the far-right influencer Laura Loomer suggested that HAARP created a snowstorm to dampen turnout at the Iowa caucuses and thwart the Trump campaign. And when I visited HAARP this past November, calls were coming in about whether the facility had caused Hurricane Melissa, which had recently swept through Jamaica and Cuba, resulting in at least 88 fatalities and billions of dollars in damage.

Adam Serwer: Gullible, cynical America

All of this anxiety is focused on a unique research instrument housed at HAARP, which is owned by the University of Alaska at Fairbanks and was originally built by the military for the cost of $290 million. "The array," as the instrument is called, is a grid of 180 transmitters that each sit atop a 72-foot-tall post, arranged in a clearing and surrounded by Alaskan wilderness. You could call it the world's highest-powered radio transmitter, but it's more precisely its most powerful ionospheric heater (which sounds scarier). HAARP transmissions reflect off of the ionosphere--part of the upper atmosphere that starts about 30 miles above the Earth's surface--and temporarily "heat" or excite it.



The Navy hoped to use the facility to work out new forms of long-range communication, and the Air Force wanted to study "killer" electrons that sometimes damage satellites. But their interests in these pursuits ran out, and the military turned the facility over to the university in 2015, rather than bulldoze it. David Hysell, an engineering professor at Cornell who has conducted experiments there, told me that the most succinct way to summarize what HAARP now studies is "the effects that the ionosphere has on signals, on radio-wave propagation," which is not very exciting. The equipment looks crazy, but it can't affect the parts of the atmosphere where the Earth's weather is created.



Still, the calls to the lab continue. The Facebook posts go viral. The university has held open houses, posted public information pages, and produced irreverent merch, but nothing seems to tamp down suspicion. Jessica Matthews, HAARP's director, is an Air Force veteran, and her first instinct was to deal with conspiracy theories in the style of the military: "If left to myself, I wouldn't say anything," she told me. "But that's not the right answer."



She spent close to four hours on Zoom walking me through more than 100 slides about HAARP and its history. Afterward, I accepted her invitation to Alaska to see what it looks like for her team to contort around conspiracy theories every single day. How do memes and menacing phone calls shape the lives of a bunch of regular people doing confusing science in a remote town that has not even one good place to buy a pizza?

After flying into Anchorage, I drove for four hours through snowy mountains to a tiny bed-and-breakfast about 30 miles south of HAARP (the closest hotel had burned down the week before). Matthews and I caravanned to the facility at 6:30 the next morning, when it was still pitch-black outside.



The operations center--a windowless box in the deep, dark woods--was very X-Files on the approach. But inside, it was as boring as any workplace. There was a kitchen with a coffee maker and a refrigerator with mayonnaise. A square ring of offices surrounded a conference room; in the conference room, a small group of scientists joined a Zoom call with HAARP's space-weather consultant, Whit Reeve. During the meeting, he informed the scientists about some minor geomagnetic storms and solar winds, unlikely to affect any of the day's experiments.



A member of the maintenance team walked me through the HAARP power plant as he turned on its five generators, labeled Angel 1, Angel 2, Angel 3, Angel 4, and Angel 5. The current staff doesn't know who named them, but it was clearly in reference to the 1995 book Angels Don't Play This HAARP, co-authored by Nick Begich Jr., a member of a prominent political family in Alaska. (His son, Nick Begich III, is the state's current representative in Congress.) Among other things, the book suggested that HAARP would "boil the upper atmosphere" with radiation that would then bounce back to Earth and "penetrate our bodies, the ground and the oceans," and its publication instigated many of the early conspiracy theories.

Read: The truth about hurricane geoengineering

To be clear, I realize that if there were any reason to worry about what (currently) happens at HAARP, then scheduling a visit, walking through the front door, and being led on a friendly, guided tour would not be a very good way to assess those concerns. But I have found no reason to believe that the things the facility is accused of could possibly be going on. All of the experts I spoke with agreed that the charges were scientifically impossible. They also agreed that what really happens there is hard to explain.



I was at HAARP for the start of a weeklong "research campaign"--one of a few that the facility hosts each year. A modest grant from the National Science Foundation provides most of HAARP's operating budget; for efficiency's sake, the center groups experiments together and runs them back-to-back in these concentrated blocks. Such experiments mostly look like nothing--opaque data on a computer monitor--and result in papers with confusing titles about "whistler mode" waves and "ionospheric turbulence."



Once in a while, the experiments look like something (and still result in papers with confusing titles). When the bartender in Anchorage told me that HAARP "does the aurora," that was wrong. But it can make something like the aurora, in very small spots. The array can heat a patch of the ionosphere--or excite its electrons--to the point where it creates what scientists call "airglow." This is an extremely faint, temporary aurora, of sorts, which can flicker red or green. You'd have to really stare at it, train your eyes, and convince yourself you were seeing it, in order to be impressed. More likely, you'd be underwhelmed. "HAARP is powerful by comparison to other things that humans do, but it's nothing compared to what nature does," Hysell, the Cornell professor, told me. The effect of a transmission is brief; everything goes back to normal within seconds.



But while I was there, there was no airglow. Just the invisible radio waves.

Matthews had prepared a chart for me of everyone present at the facility, color coded so that I would know who had agreed to speak to me on the record and who would rather their names not appear in an Atlantic story about the 30 years of conspiracy theories surrounding their workplace. When she and I sat down to talk in the conference room, it became clear that she feels a strong sense of personal responsibility for everything that happens around her. If anybody felt annoyed or uncomfortable about my being there, that would fall on her. If a magazine story produced a burst of negative attention that inconvenienced or endangered the people who worked for her, that would fall on her, too.



Leading up to research weeks, Matthews and the university's communications team generally won't post on social media or issue press releases. They've learned that attracting attention is not worth it. In 2023, Matthews approved a press release about an upcoming HAARP experiment that would create an airglow. A local became alarmed and showed up at the gate to the facility, where they filmed employees and then followed one for some distance down the access road. "Ever since then, I've been extremely gun-shy about putting any press releases out," Matthews said. (The university has continued sending out "transmission notices," or bulletins listing what times and at what frequencies the array will be transmitting, directly to citizen-science groups.)

Read: Who's ready to think about blocking out the sun?

Whereas some of the calls that Matthews fields about HAARP are a bit funny--she often hears from people asking for nice weather on their wedding day--other calls are alarming. HAARP once received a bomb threat just before dozens of college students were set to show up for a weeklong program. (The FBI investigated and found that the suspect was not in the state.) And in October 2016, two men were arrested in Georgia with thousands of rounds of ammunition and numerous guns, including AR-15s, en route to HAARP to attack it. Those men got nowhere close to HAARP (and seemingly had no good plan to cross the border into Canada). Still, HAARP's security adviser, Sean McGee, the former head of the university police, called it "a bit of an eye-opener."



Employees are now trained in de-escalation strategies. McGee prepares staff for uncomfortable conversations (and possible confrontations) by encouraging them not to dismiss people's concerns. "You've got to take what they say seriously," he said. He told me about an interaction he had when he was a police officer. A woman was convinced that she was being spied on through a camera hidden in her smoke detector. McGee examined the device. "I assured her that there was no camera," he said.



The woman then wondered whether there was a spy camera inside her TV remote instead. "That was okay," he said. "I was able to take the batteries out of that." The point of the story, he said, was that the kind thing to do is invest a little time and answer questions as best you can. Though I heard another takeaway: The questions might not ever end.

When HAARP runs during the day, the naked eye or ear has little way to know that the array is transmitting. You can even walk between the poles, thanks to a protective metal net that prevents the transmissions from bouncing to the ground. On a calm, frigid afternoon, Matthews showed me the array and pointed out that the aircraft radar was on, to make sure that no errant pilot tried to fly overhead. The instrument was, in my opinion, kind of beautiful, in the way that large, confusing objects sometimes are.

The questions that people have about HAARP generally fall into two broad categories, Matthews said. Outside of Alaska, in what Alaskans call "the lower 48," people tend to be interested in conspiracy theories involving aliens, mind control, or large-scale disasters. Locals tend to have more personal questions. For example, a woman who attended a HAARP event asked whether the array had caused her neighbor's cancer. "That's a difficult thing to answer," Matthews told me. The question prompted her to commission an independent study by a Seattle engineering firm, which showed that HAARP's radiofrequency emissions were safe. Because of her military background, Matthews also feels obligated to respond directly to phone calls from veterans who seem to be in some kind of mental or physical distress, and to try to talk them through their concerns.

People who hear about HAARP today do so in an information environment that is extremely hospitable to paranoia. Climate change is causing an increase in extreme weather events, which provoke conspiracy theories consistently; certain pockets of the internet not only believe that the government controls the weather but now insist that it has replaced the sun with an LED lamp. The Trump administration stokes paranoia all the time, in innumerable ways. Over the summer, the president's EPA administrator, Lee Zeldin, promised answers to "good faith" questions about the condensation trails behind planes. Currently, Republican lawmakers are calling for the passage of laws that would ban weather modification, placing all kinds of ordinary scientific experimentation under that scary-sounding heading.

On my second day at HAARP, the experiments were scheduled to run past dinnertime. Someone had brought a huge pot of chili and let it simmer on the stove in the shared kitchen, and everyone joked about that scene in The Office with the chili, and how important it had been to prevent the same catastrophe from happening here. While I spoke with Evans Callis, HAARP's research-support-services lead, we were offered slices of a birthday cake that had just been presented to a member of the maintenance crew.

Callis had thought a lot about the conspiracy theories. He started volunteering at HAARP open houses as a college student and was hired by Matthews after he graduated. Around the time that he started the job, he was unsettled when anti-HAARP graffiti appeared on the side of his church, but it turned out to be a coincidence (he thinks). "We have this innate desire to want to control things, and there's some things that just are beyond our control," he told me. "We can't control whether or not a typhoon forms in the Pacific." We meaning a small group of Alaskans, and we meaning any of us.

When extreme weather causes mass destruction or death, he said, "it's natural to ask, you know, Why?" If someone thinks the wrong people are controlling the weather and using their power to inflict misery, that may make them feel helpless and frustrated, he thought. But in a strange way, it may also make them feel less helpless and frustrated than if they imagined that there was no reason for anything.

With each passing year, HAARP is divorced a little further from its military past. Decades ago, the Air Force purchased the land surrounding the facility from the Ahtna people, under the threat of eminent domain, but it has recently sold it back. HAARP will soon be renamed the Subauroral Geophysical Observatory, or SAGO, matching the name of its NSF grant. "There is a side benefit that it helps us transition off of the name that drives conspiracy," Matthews added.

Some people will likely point to the change as evidence of a cover-up. That's probably unavoidable, given the facility's setting. When I asked Whit Reeve, the space-weather consultant, why he thought that so many conspiracy theories about the array persisted, he guessed that the answer was obvious: "Well, one thing is it's in the middle of nowhere and it's got a fence around it," he told me.

Throughout the long, true history of secretive military science, the government really did favor sparsely populated areas (and specifically Alaska) to avoid prying eyes, which has had the ironic knock-on effect of making any distant outpost seem like it's up to something nefarious, even when nothing very interesting is going on. If HAARP were located just outside of Cleveland, maybe nobody would care about it.

Living with a conspiracy theory means thinking about this kind of thing all the time. Should the university share really cool photos of the array with aurora visible above it, or is that inviting a rash of Facebook misinformation? Should it sell merchandise featuring cartoon aliens, or is that making too much fun of people's concerns? After dark, Matthews and I drove around the facility grounds, and she stopped in front of the array to point to the red lights at the base of each of the poles, which indicate that the transmitters are operational. They gave the entire scene an ominous glow.



"Would you post a photo of that on social media?" she asked. I considered it. It looked like something that could freak a lot of people out, I told her. It was kind of freaking me out just sitting there. No, I thought. I probably wouldn't.
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What Anthropic's Clash With the Pentagon Is Really About

Who will take responsibility for the technology?

by Matteo Wong

Mon, 09 Mar 2026




The weekslong conflict between Anthropic and the Department of Defense is entering a new phase. After being designated a supply-chain risk by DOD last week, which effectively forbids Pentagon contractors from using its products, the AI company filed a lawsuit against DOD this morning alleging that the government's actions were unconstitutional and ideologically motivated. Then, this afternoon, 37 employees from OpenAI and Google DeepMind--including Google's chief scientist, Jeff Dean--signed an amicus brief in support of Anthropic, in essence lending support to one of their employers' greatest business rivals (even as OpenAI itself has established a controversial new contract with DOD).



The standoff is unprecedented. For the past few weeks, Anthropic has been in heated negotiations with the Pentagon over how the U.S. military can use the firm's AI systems. Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei had refused terms that would have seemingly allowed the Trump administration to use the company's AI systems for mass domestic surveillance or to power fully autonomous weapons, leading DOD officials to accuse Amodei of "putting our nation's safety at risk" and of having a "God-complex."



Nobody knows how this dispute will end. A spokesperson for Anthropic told me in a statement that the lawsuit "does not change our longstanding commitment to harnessing AI to protect our national security" and that the firm will "pursue every path toward resolution, including dialogue with the government." A DOD spokesperson told me that the department does not comment on litigation.



Read: Inside Anthropic's killer-robot dispute with the Pentagon



But a conflict like this was inevitable, and more are sure to come. The government does not have anything close to a legal framework for regulating generative AI or, for that matter, online data collection. There are few legal, externally enforced guardrails on the use of AI in autonomous weaponry, and fewer still on how AI can be used to process the huge sums of information that federal agencies can collect on people: location data, credit-card purchases, browsing-history data, and so on. Because the laws are loose, Anthropic and OpenAI have been able to set their own privacy policies and guidelines for how AI can and cannot be used, and then change them at will; OpenAI, Meta, and Google, for instance, have all reversed previous restrictions on military applications of AI. But this cuts in the other direction as well: Anthropic has effectively been branded an enemy of the state for opposing the administration's desire to be able to use its generative-AI systems in potential autonomous-weapons systems and for surveilling Americans, so long as the applications are technically legal.



The surveillance concerns were of particular issue for the OpenAI and Google DeepMind employees who signed the amicus brief today. They wrote that AI has the ability to significantly transform how once-separate data streams could be used to keep tabs on Americans: "From our vantage point at frontier AI labs, we understand that an AI system used for mass surveillance could dissolve those silos, correlating face recognition data with location history, transaction records, social graphs, and behavioral patterns across hundreds of millions of people simultaneously."



Read: American panopticon



The Pentagon has said that it does not intend to use AI to monitor Americans en masse, and it explicitly said this in its new contract with OpenAI, which also cites several existing national-security laws and policies that DOD has agreed to. But as I wrote last week, those same policies have already permitted spying on Americans with existing technologies, to say nothing of AI. Meanwhile, Elon Musk's xAI has reportedly agreed to a Pentagon contract with still less restrictive terms. The American public has no choice now but to trust that Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth, Musk, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman, and Amodei will not use AI to surveil them. (OpenAI has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic.)



Anthropic has said that it is not wholly opposed to its technology's use in fully autonomous weapons but that today's AI models are not ready to power such weapons. The AI employees who signed today's amicus brief, in addition to the nearly 1,000 OpenAI and Google employees who signed a public letter in support of Anthropic last month, agree. An existing DOD policy about developing and using autonomous weapons is vague and intended for discrete systems with particular geographic targets; some experts have argued that it is likely inadequate for widespread, AI-enabled warfare. The policy is also not a law, and is thus subject to change and interpretation based on the opinions of any given presidential administration.



All of these are complicated issues that demand actual deliberation. Instead, last week, President Trump told Politico: "I fired Anthropic. Anthropic is in trouble because I fired [them] like dogs, because they shouldn't have done that." Instead of listening to and learning from debates, the administration is discouraging them.



If you take a step back, the problem of AI outpacing established rules and laws is absolutely everywhere. Nearly four years into the ChatGPT era, schools still haven't figured out what to do about not just widespread cheating but also the apparent obsoletion of some traditional forms of study altogether. Existing copyright law breaks down when applied to the use of authors' and artists' work, without their consent, to train generative-AI models. Even if generative-AI tools should soon automate wide swaths of the economy, neither AI firms nor governments nor employers are devoting many resources, other than writing research reports, to figuring out what to do about many millions of Americans potentially being put out of work. The energy demands of AI data centers are straining grids and setting back climate goals worldwide.



Instead of pursuing well-considered legislation by consensus, the Trump administration seems bent on having full control over AI without facing any accountability. Congress is, as usual, slow and hapless when it comes to an emerging and powerful technology. And although AI firms frequently warn about their technology, they are also racing ahead to develop and sell ever more capable models. When faced with the prospect of greater responsibility, they typically deflect; for example, when I spoke with Jack Clark, Anthropic's chief policy officer, last summer about whether the AI industry was moving too quickly, he told me: "The world gets to make this decision, not companies." Elsewhere, Anthropic has stated that it "avoids being heavily prescriptive." For his part, Altman is fond of saying that AI companies must learn "from contact with reality." Yet the world--civil society, all of us living in this AI-saturated reality--has little say in the technology's development.



On Friday, in an interview with The Economist, Anthropic's Amodei more or less laid out the dynamic himself. "We don't want to make companies more powerful than government," he said. "But we also don't want to make government so powerful that it can't be stopped. We have both problems at once." America is barreling toward a future in which nobody claims responsibility for AI. Everyone will live with the consequences.
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Insider Trading Is Going to Get People Killed

War markets are a national-security threat.

by Saahil Desai

Sat, 07 Mar 2026




Ayatollah Ali Khamenei was not, it's safe to assume, a devoted Polymarket user. If he had been, the Iranian leader might still be alive. Hours before Khamenei's compound in Tehran was reduced to rubble last week, an account under the username "magamyman" bet about $20,000 that the supreme leader would no longer be in power by the end of March. Polymarket placed the odds at just 14 percent, netting "magamyman" a profit of more than $120,000.



Everyone knew that an attack might be in the works--some American aircraft carriers had already been deployed to the Middle East weeks ago--but the Iranian government was caught off guard by the timing. Although the ayatollah surely was aware of the risks to his life, he presumably did not know that he would be targeted on this particular Saturday morning. Yet on Polymarket, plenty of warning signs pointed to an impending attack. The day before, 150 users bet at least $1,000 that the United States would strike Iran within the next 24 hours, according to a New York Times analysis. Until then, few people on the platform were betting that kind of money on an immediate attack.



Maybe all of this sounds eerily familiar. In January, someone on Polymarket made a series of suspiciously well-timed bets right before the U.S. attacked a foreign country and deposed its leader. By the time Nicolas Maduro was extracted from Venezuela and flown to New York, the user had pocketed more than $400,000. Perhaps this trader and the Iran bettors who are now flush with cash simply had the luck of a lifetime--the gambling equivalent of making a half-court shot. Or maybe they knew what was happening ahead of time and flipped it for easy money. We simply do not know.



Polymarket traders swap crypto, not cash, and conceal their identities through the blockchain. Even so, investigations into insider trading are already under way: Last month, Israel charged a military reservist for allegedly using classified information to make unspecified bets on Polymarket.



The platform forbids illegal activity, which includes insider trading in the U.S. But with a few taps on a smartphone, anyone with privileged knowledge can now make a quick buck (or a hundred thousand). Polymarket and other prediction markets--the sanitized, industry-favored term for sites that let you wager on just about anything--have been dogged by accusations of insider trading in markets of all flavors. How did a Polymarket user know that Lady Gaga, Cardi B, and Ricky Martin would make surprise appearances during the Super Bowl halftime show, but that Drake and Travis Scott wouldn't? Shady bets on war are even stranger and more disturbing. They risk unleashing an entirely new kind of national-security threat. The U.S. caught a break: The Venezuela and Iran strikes were not thwarted by insider traders whose bets could have prompted swift retaliation. The next time, we may not be so lucky.



Read: America is slow-walking into a Polymarket disaster



The attacks in Venezuela and Iran--like so many military campaigns--were conducted under the guise of secrecy. You don't swoop in on an adversary when they know you are coming. The Venezuela raid was reportedly so confidential that Pentagon officials did not know about its exact timing until a few hours before President Trump gave the orders.



Any insiders who put money down on impending war may not have thought that they were giving anything away. An anonymous bet that reeks of insider trading is not always easy to spot in the moment. After the suspicious Polymarket bets on the Venezuela raid, the site's forecast placed the odds that Maduro would be ousted at roughly 10 percent. Even if Maduro and his team had been glued to Polymarket, it's hard to imagine that such long odds would have compelled him to flee in the middle of the night. And even with so many people betting last Friday on an imminent strike in Iran, Polymarket forecast only a 26 percent chance, at most, of an attack the next day. What's the signal, and what's the noise?



In both cases, someone adept at parsing prediction markets could have known that something was up. "It's possible to spot these bets ahead of time," Rajiv Sethi, a Barnard College economist who studies prediction markets, told me. There are some telltale behaviors that could help distinguish a military contractor betting off a state secret from a college student mindlessly scrolling on his phone after one too many cans of Celsius. Someone who's using a newly created account to wager a lot of money against the conventional wisdom is probably the former, not the latter. And spotting these kinds of suspicious bettors is only getting easier. The prediction-market boom has created a cottage industry of tools that instantaneously flag potential insider trading--not for legal purposes but so that you, too, can profit off what the select few already know.



Unlike Kalshi, the other big prediction-market platform, Polymarket can be used in the U.S. only through a virtual private network, or VPN. In effect, the site is able to skirt regulations that require tracking the identities of its customers and reporting shady bets to the government. In some ways, insider trading seems to be the whole point: "What's cool about Polymarket is that it creates this financial incentive for people to go and divulge the information to the market," Shayne Coplan, the company's 27-year-old CEO, said in an interview last year. (Polymarket did not respond to a request for comment.)



Consider if the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps had paid the monthly fee for a service that flagged relevant activity on Polymarket two hours before the strike. The supreme leader might not have hosted in-person meetings with his top advisers where they were easy targets for missiles. Perhaps Iran would have launched its own preemptive strikes, targeting military bases across the Middle East. Six American service members have already died from Iran's drone attacks in the region; the death toll could have been higher if Iran had struck first. In other words, someone's idea of a get-rich-quick scheme may have ended with a military raid gone horribly awry. (The Department of Defense did not respond to a request for comment.)



Maybe this all sounds far-fetched, but it shouldn't. "Any advance notice to an adversary is problematic," Alex Goldenberg, a fellow at the Rutgers Miller Center who has written about war markets, told me. "And these predictive markets, as they stand, are designed to leak out this information." In all likelihood, he added, intelligence agencies across the world are already paying attention to Polymarket. Last year, the military's bulletin for intelligence professionals published an article advocating for the armed forces to integrate data from Polymarket to "more fully anticipate national security threats." After all, the Pentagon already has some experience with prediction markets. During the War on Terror, DARPA toyed with creating what it billed the "Policy Analysis Market," a site that would let anonymous traders bet on world events to forecast terrorist attacks and coups. (Democrats in Congress revolted, and the site was quickly canned.)

Now every adversary and terrorist group in the world can easily access war markets that are far more advanced than what the DOD ginned up two decades ago. What makes Polymarket's entrance into warfare so troubling is not just potential insider trading from users like "magamyman." If governments are eyeing Polymarket for signs of an impending attack, they can also be led astray. A government or another sophisticated actor wouldn't need to spend much money to massively swing the Polymarket odds on whether a Gulf state will imminently strike Iran--breeding panic and paranoia. More fundamentally, prediction markets risk warping the basic incentives of war, Goldenberg said. He gave the example of a Ukrainian military commander making less than $1,000 a month, who could place bets that go against his own military's objective. "Maybe you choose to retreat a day early because you can double, triple, or quadruple your money and then send that back to your family," he said.

Again, we don't know for sure whether any of this is happening. That may be the scariest part. As long as Polymarket lets anyone bet on war anonymously, we may never know. Last Saturday, the day of the initial Iran attack, Polymarket processed a record $478 million in bets, according to one analysis. All the while, Polymarket continues to wedge itself into the mainstream. Substack recently struck a partnership with Polymarket to incorporate the platform's forecasts into its newsletters. ("Journalism is better when it's backed by live markets," Polymarket posted on X in announcing the deal.) All of this makes the site even more valuable as an intelligence asset, and even more destructive for the rest of us. Polymarket keeps launching more war markets: Will the U.S. strike Iraq? Will Israel strike Beirut? Will Iran strike Cyprus? Somewhere out there, someone likely already knows the answers.
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OpenAI Is Opening the Door to Government Spying

Whether it means to or not

by Matteo Wong

Sat, 07 Mar 2026




Outside OpenAI's headquarters, a handful of people gathered on Monday holding pieces of colorful chalk. They got down on their knees and started writing messages on the sidewalk. Stand for liberty. Please no legal mass surveillance. Change the contract please.



At issue was a business deal that the company recently signed with the Department of Defense, following the Pentagon's sudden turn against Anthropic. OpenAI will now supply its technology to the military for use in classified settings, the sorts that may involve wartime decisions and intelligence-gathering--an agreement, many legal experts told me, that could give the government wide-ranging powers. "I would just really like to see OpenAI do the right thing and stand up for something, anything," Niki Dupuis, an AI-start-up founder and one of the chalk protesters, told me.



In a widely leaked internal memo that Sam Altman sent last Thursday night, a copy of which I obtained, the OpenAI CEO said that he would seek "red lines" to prevent the Pentagon from using OpenAI products for mass domestic surveillance and autonomous lethal weapons. These were ostensibly the very same limits that Anthropic had demanded and that had infuriated the Pentagon, leading Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth to declare the company a supply-chain risk--a hefty sanction that would require anybody who sells to the Pentagon to stop using Anthropic products in their work with the military. Perhaps OpenAI was about to secure the very terms Anthropic had been denied.



But a close reading of the contract--the portions of it that OpenAI has shared with the public, anyway--indicates that the lines are, in fact, blurry. Several independent legal experts told me that, legally, the Pentagon can likely get away with using OpenAI's technology--versions of the models that underlie ChatGPT--for mass surveillance of Americans. Moreover, the military will likely have a pathway to use OpenAI's technology in autonomous weapons. AI models from Anthropic, DOD's previous partner, have likely already been used for warfare; recently, its products were reportedly used to identify targets in Iran (Anthropic declined to comment on that reporting). But the company had refused to allow its technology to be used in fully autonomous weapons.

Read: Inside Anthropic's killer-robot dispute with the Pentagon

The Department of Defense, which the Trump administration refers to as the Department of War, declined to answer my questions about the contract. A spokesperson for OpenAI reiterated to me that the Pentagon has agreed to not use the firm's AI system for domestic surveillance, but she did not answer specific questions. (OpenAI has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic's business team.)



"The public is in an awkward position where we have to choose between trusting OpenAI or not," Charlie Bullock, a senior research fellow at the think tank Institute for Law & AI, told me. Brad Carson, who served as general counsel and then undersecretary of the Army under Barack Obama, was less compromising: In his analysis of the past week's events, OpenAI appears "okay with using ChatGPT for what ordinary people think of as mass surveillance."



Over the past week or so, Altman and OpenAI have made several announcements about the contract, including sharing some of the text in a blog post last Saturday--only to modify that text in an update to the blog a few days later. The company's messaging has been confusing and has at various points seemed to contradict its own previous statements, as well as information from the government.



OpenAI had said that it has red lines around certain applications of its technology, but the portion of the contract language that it initially published implies the opposite. The company had also suggested that it placed unique restrictions on how the government could use OpenAI models, but Jeremy Lewin, a senior State Department official, suggested otherwise, writing that the contract simply permitted "all lawful use" of the OpenAI system--that is, anything technically legal. The messaging "at best makes them seem like they're not fully on top of this, and at worst reinforces the perception, fair or not, that OpenAI has a tendency to not be very candid," Alan Rozenshtein, a law professor at the University of Minnesota who studies emerging technology, told me. Rozenshtein was perhaps being diplomatic--the central question about OpenAI for the past several years has been less about candor and more about honesty. When Altman was briefly fired in late 2023, he had been accused of deceiving OpenAI's nonprofit board. A third-party review commissioned by OpenAI later found that there had been a "breakdown in trust" between Altman and the board but that Altman's "conduct did not mandate removal."



The past week has been chaotic, and observers have been hanging on every development. Last Friday, Altman posted on X that OpenAI had reached an agreement with DOD just hours after news broke that Anthropic's relationship with the administration would be dissolved. OpenAI's contract, Altman wrote, contains "prohibitions on domestic mass surveillance and human responsibility for the use of force, including for autonomous weapon systems." But many were skeptical. OpenAI surely had offered something to the Pentagon that Anthropic wouldn't. The word prohibitions didn't seem to communicate a total ban on surveillance, and the idea that "human responsibility" should be taken for autonomous weapons suggested that, indeed, OpenAI's technology could be used in autonomous weapons if a person were on the hook for the decision.



In Saturday's blog post, OpenAI insisted that its red lines against domestic surveillance and automated weapons were firm, and it reframed the deal as an attempt to "de-escalate things" between the Pentagon and other U.S. AI labs, adding that it hoped the Pentagon would offer the same terms to other firms, including Anthropic. OpenAI also published a quote from the contract, though it offered little reassurance. The segment begins, "The Department of War may use the AI System for all lawful purposes, consistent with applicable law." It then says that the use of OpenAI systems for intelligence activities "will comply with" a number of laws and policies regulating U.S. intelligence activity that have infamously enabled spying on Americans, such as the Foreign Intelligence and Surveillance Act of 1978. Under FISA and related policies, for instance, intelligence agencies can record and store phone calls between Americans and people abroad, and purchase bulk user data from companies and analyze them, which does not involve directly intercepting communications.



Here I should note that it's impossible to use just snippets of a contract to evaluate the entire thing: A restriction in one section can be voided under circumstances listed in another. But snippets are all that OpenAI has provided. Based on what we are able to see, experts told me that leeway had likely been given for mass surveillance. "There's a ton of stuff that normal people would understand as automated mass surveillance that is simply not" illegal, Rozenshtein said. For example, generative AI could turn previously overwhelming and opaque records--tax returns, federal employment files, billions of intercepted communications, smartphone location data, and so on--into a trove of exacting insights. An OpenAI spokesperson told me that citing particular statutes in the contract does not change the agreed-upon prohibition against domestic surveillance.



With regard to weapons, the contract language shared last Saturday cites DOD Directive 3000.09, which does not prohibit the use of fully autonomous weapons. Actually, it provides a legal pathway to develop and deploy such weapons by outlining how they must be vetted and used. In sum, if an application is technically permitted under U.S. law, OpenAI would likely have to go along with it. And, of course, the Trump administration has argued for some very expansive interpretations of the law. "The original contractual language that OpenAI shared appeared to me to essentially be saying 'all lawful use,'" Bullock said.



After OpenAI published its blog post, Altman and some of his employees began fielding questions on X. Did the contract allow NSA to use OpenAI products? OpenAI's head of national-security partnerships insisted that the answer was no. What about all of the loopholes for surveillance in existing laws? What about using AI to analyze bulk, commercially procured data, which DOD can purchase without a warrant? Multiple OpenAI employees voiced concerns about the deal as described. It was almost as if a contract for the military to use OpenAI's technology in weapons systems were being drafted live on social media, Jessica Tillipman, an expert on government-contracts law at George Washington University, told me.



Then, on Monday, OpenAI revised its blog post: The company said that it had modified its Pentagon contract to better protect Americans against AI-enabled spying. The new language notes that "the AI system shall not be intentionally used for domestic surveillance of U.S. persons and nationals" and that "for the avoidance of doubt," DOD "understands this limitation to prohibit deliberate tracking, surveillance, or monitoring of U.S. persons or nationals, including through the procurement or use of commercially acquired personal or identifiable information." In other words, OpenAI is making explicit that the terms of its contract should prevent its products from being used to spy on Americans en masse.

Read: Sam Altman is losing his grip on humanity

Outside legal experts told me that the update does seem meaningfully different from the original contract language and that it at least implies restrictions on the Pentagon that go above existing applicable law. But just as before, the new language could be construed to justify automated surveillance of Americans. For example, terms such as intentionally and deliberate provide substantial leeway for data collection that is deemed "incidental." Lots of commercially acquired data may not be deemed "personal or identifiable." Similarly, narrow definitions of terms such as tracking and surveillance could still permit a wide range of domestic intelligence-gathering, Carson, the former Army undersecretary, told me. "What ordinary people think surveillance might be in no way is the same as what surveillance means under the national-security authorities," he said. OpenAI did not provide definitions of these or any other terms in the contract when asked.



The update also states that the Pentagon "affirmed" that OpenAI technologies won't be used by intelligence agencies such as NSA without further negotiations--and OpenAI employees then suggested that the company may desire such partnerships in the future. And the phrase U.S. persons and nationals suggests that many immigrants, documented and not, may not be protected. OpenAI did not answer a question about whether undocumented immigrants and nonpermanent residents are protected by its contract. To Carson, the modifications are "vaporous things that seem good"--window dressing without any substantive guarantees.



Of course, all of this discussion rests on the belief that contractual prohibitions are the load-bearing factor for preventing an AI system from being used for mass domestic surveillance or autonomous weapons. That is not necessarily true. A motivated lawyer could interpret almost any language in bad faith. If one takes OpenAI seriously--that the firm does not want its products used to spy on Americans at all--then enforcing the spirit of the contract may be more important than the document's language. (Lewin, the State Department official, said that "the government intends to honor the contract as written" and that using AI for mass domestic surveillance "has never been an object.")



To that end, OpenAI has shared that it will implement a technical "safety stack," or guardrails of a sort, to monitor how its models are used and that it will have its own engineers work with DOD, which the company believes will allow it to "independently verify that these red lines are not crossed." When asked, OpenAI did not provide further details about how its DOD safety architecture will work. The firm maintains that these guardrails and its contract, taken together, provide better guarantees "than earlier agreements, including Anthropic's." Once again, it all comes down to whether you trust OpenAI.



All of which leads to perhaps the most important and confounding factor of all: What happens if the government and OpenAI disagree over whether some use of ChatGPT is permitted? What does OpenAI do if it believes that the Pentagon has violated their agreement? Typically, the government acts first and litigates disputes after, Tillipman told me. (OpenAI said that if it determines that the terms of the contract have been violated, the company can terminate it, but it did not provide details about the process for doing so.)



And this was far from a typical negotiation. By blacklisting Anthropic, Tillipman said, DOD demonstrated that "if it comes to an impasse, they are not afraid" to place extreme sanctions on a private U.S. company. Altman wrote on X that designating Anthropic a supply-chain risk "is an extremely scary precedent and I wish [the government] handled it a different way." The actual red line should be very apparent to OpenAI and any other AI firm wanting to contract with DOD: You work on the government's terms, or not at all. OpenAI has made its choice.
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A Technology for a Low-Trust Society

Polymarket and Kalshi promise the wisdom of the crowds. They deliver something very different.

by Charlie Warzel

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




A few hours before Donald Trump gave his State of the Union address, Republican sources told the PBS correspondent Lisa Desjardins that the speech would break records. The president would speak for more than two hours, she reported on X, and one reliable source claimed he might ramble on for 180 minutes.



The post went viral. At about the same time, the market started to move on Kalshi, an online platform where people can invest money in the outcome of a given news event. (Don't call it gambling.) Forecasts on "How long will Trump speak for at the State of the Union?" shot up by 10 minutes after Desjardins posted: Armed with what they perceived as insider information, users thought they could make a buck by accurately "predicting" the outcome of his speech.



But others speculated in a different direction. "They're leaking a bunch of stuff about a super long speech and he'll go about 2 minutes short of the supposed mark and everyone in the white house will make $200k on it," one Bluesky user, @danvogfan, posted a few hours after Desjardin's post went viral. In other words, maybe the sources really did have good information--but they were throwing others off track to manipulate the market and profit for themselves.



Prediction markets such as Kalshi and Polymarket have ushered in a moment when anyone with access to exclusive information related to a major news event can do this, even as the platforms themselves prohibit market manipulation. Trump ultimately didn't speak for as long as the sources had said: He ended after an hour and 47 minutes. Anyone who had bet according to the information that Desjardins had reported would have lost money. "We live in such a profound dystopia," another popular Bluesky user wrote above @danvogfan's post after the fact.

Read: America is slow-walking into a Polymarket disaster

We can't say definitively that any insider trading has actually happened, though other suspicious incidents have occurred. In early January, one Polymarket user bet more than $30,000 on Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro being ousted just hours before he was captured by the U.S. military. (The bet paid out $400,000 and led Representative Ritchie Torres to introduce a bill that would ban federal workers from using prediction markets.) Last month, Israeli authorities charged two people on suspicion of using classified information to bet on military operations on Polymarket. And this past weekend, an anonymous trader who goes by the name Magamyman made more than $550,000 on Polymarket by betting on the timing of U.S. and Israeli strikes on Iran and the fate of its supreme leader.



Welcome to the democratization of insider trading, brought to us by platforms that let people wager on election outcomes, sports, and "Taylor Swift pregnant before marriage?" The prediction markets frame bets as tradable "shares" that rise and fall like stocks, financializing every current event and piece of online ephemera and generating a pervasive hum of paranoia: The world as a hedge fund, where everything can be a derivative. Greed is good.



Prediction markets claim to harness the wisdom of crowds to provide reliable public data: Because people are putting real money behind their opinions, they are expressing what they actually believe is most likely to happen, which, according to the reasoning of these platforms, means that events will unfold accordingly. Many news organizations, and Substack, now have partnerships with prediction markets--the subtext being that they provide some kind of news-gathering function. Some users who distrust mainstream media turn to the markets in place of traditional journalism.



But in reality, prediction markets produce the opposite of accurate, unbiased information. They encourage anyone with an informational edge to use their knowledge for personal financial gain. In this way, prediction markets are the perfect technology for a low-trust society, simultaneously exploiting and reifying an environment in which believing the motives behind any person or action becomes harder.



Polymarket did not respond to my request for comment. In response to concerns about trading on the outcome of the Iran strikes, the company said that it aims to "create accurate, unbiased forecasts for the most important events to society." Jack Such, a spokesperson for Kalshi, told me, "War markets put Americans at risk and have absolutely no place in prediction markets." Unlike Polymarket, which technically operates outside of the United States, Kalshi is subject to U.S. government regulation. It does not allow bets on wars or assassinations, though it did host a vaguely worded market pertaining to whether Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei would be "out." After he was killed in the conflict, Kalshi did not resolve the market to "Yes," enraging some users.

Read: Your phone is a slot machine

"We share the concerns about war markets, death markets, and insider trading. We don't allow any of these on Kalshi," Such also said. "Having a market on whether or not the U.S. will enter a civil war is insane. Not all prediction markets are the same." (Polymarket has indeed hosted such markets.)



But these differences, though relevant in specific instances, do not have much bearing on the larger problems that these platforms contribute to. Prediction markets are selling a philosophy: Tarek Mansour, Kalshi's CEO, said that the company is "replacing debate, subjectivity, and talk with markets, accuracy, and truth," and Polymarket's CEO, Shayne Coplan, said his company is "the most accurate thing we have as mankind right now."



On X, both Polymarket and Kalshi have their own accounts that act as news feeds, where they post engagement-baiting and occasionally misleading headlines and speculate about world events that, conveniently, one can bet on via their platforms. On Tuesday morning, Polymarket's X account looked an awful lot like a news wire, posting, "BREAKING: Ken Paxton projected to win today's Texas Republican Senate Primary" and putting his odds at 83 percent. Paxton ended up with about 40 percent of the vote, slightly less than his opponent John Cornyn, who was polling at 18 percent on Polymarket at the time of the post; the two will compete in a runoff election in May.



The markets also encourage a kind of meta-game. People are betting on outcomes, but they are also hedging with side bets. For example, this winter, the Polymarket entry titled "Will Jesus Christ return before 2027?" climbed from 1.8 percent betting yes to roughly 4 percent betting yes in one month. The bizarre spike made the rounds online before a perceptive X user noted that the real reason for the change was that Polymarket traders had created a secondary market to bet on whether the odds of Christ returning would climb above 5 percent. Those traders were then manipulating the original "Will Jesus Christ return before 2027?" market to try to make money on their secondary bets.

Read: You've never seen Super Bowl betting like this before

This means that the markets don't always reflect what people think will happen as much as they reflect what people think other people think will happen. This certainly gives the lie to the promise of accurate, truthful information from these platforms, as do the suspected incidents of insider training. When a market is manipulated by people with exclusive information, it does not provide clear, actionable intelligence to everyone else. That's because many of these markets come and go quickly. Somebody who was up at 2 a.m. and happened to be paying attention to Polymarket's Iran-air-strike market may have been able to pick up on Magamyman's big bet and gain a subtle informational edge, but it is absurd to compare this subtle signal to credible reporting or intelligence. Kalshi, at least, seems to realize this; Such told me that the platform "bans insider trading not only because it's unfair, but also because it erodes trust." (Insider trading is also illegal, a point that a spokesperson for the White House repeatedly pointed out to me, without addressing my questions about whether the administration has its own rules forbidding government workers from participating in prediction markets.)



So they're specious forecasting tools. Yet the prediction markets are bad for another, much more obvious, corrosive reason: Beneath the veneer of forecasting, the platforms are funneling gamblers to markets to bet on human suffering and acts of war. The top market on Polymarket's homepage as I wrote this sentence was "Will the Iranian regime fall by June 30?" More than $6.7 million has been wagered on it so far. Betting on geopolitics and military operations allows traders to profit off of death, and it transforms people, politics, death, trauma, everything into commodities. In the wake of the first strikes on Iran, Polymarket briefly allowed trades on when a nuclear weapon was likely to be detonated. Current events, no matter how heinous, become entertainment, a business plan, or both--what Jason Koebler of 404 Media recently dubbed a "depravity economy."



As the depravity economy grows, it will break whatever trust we have left in one another: If prop bets spur athletes to play differently, this poses an existential threat to the integrity of live sports. If people believe that anonymous government insiders are profiting off of classified information, what reason is there to trust anything that the administration says? There's a term called the liar's dividend, which describes an information environment where mis- and disinformation such as deepfakes become so prevalent that anyone accused of doing something awful can simply use them to cast doubt on genuine evidence. Prediction markets offer an insider's dividend, creating an environment where the prevalence of prediction markets and insider trading becomes great enough that everyone assumes a given decision was made to enrich those with an edge.



This is the central lie of prediction markets: They claim to get us closer to the truth but, in the end, they make us less certain about the world. But this erosion of trust is a feature, not a bug, for these platforms. A world where people are suspicious of every motive is a world where the cold logic of gambling feels more rational. A zero-trust society is one where the prediction markets' dubious "wisdom of crowds" marketing seems extra appealing.



In this way, prediction markets are a system that justifies its own existence--a well-oiled machine chipping away at societal trust while offering a convenient solution to its own problem. The prediction markets have done what any savvy trader or firm might--they've hedged their bets. The house can't lose.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/03/central-lie-prediction-markets/686250/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Tesla's Secret Weapon Is a Giant Metal Box

Elon Musk's car company is quietly poised to power the AI boom.

by Andrew Moseman

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Elon Musk's vision for the future of Tesla has finally rolled off the assembly line. Last month, a Tesla factory in Texas built the first Cybercab, a driverless electric car with neither a steering wheel nor pedals. With typical bombast, Musk has promised that the Cybercab will cost less than $30,000 by next year, and said that it could perhaps even pay for itself: Owners will conceivably be able to nap at home while the car is out picking up riders and earning them money.



The Cybercab is among the splashiest parts of Tesla's pivot away from its core business of selling cars (or at least those driven by humans). Musk is dead set on turning Tesla into a company that makes robots and robotaxis. Earlier this year, he killed the Model S--the vehicle that initially made Tesla into an electric-car giant--freeing up factory space to manufacture Optimus, a humanoid robot he says has the potential to be the "biggest product of all time." The world's richest man has a lot riding on the success of Tesla's robots and robotaxis, namely a pay package worth up to $1 trillion.



So far, the transformation has been chaotic. For all the hype surrounding the Cybercab, it's not clear that Tesla can legally sell a car without a steering wheel. The technology also remains unproven: Tesla operates a fleet of robotaxis in Austin, where they have crashed at roughly eight times the rate of American drivers, according to an analysis of Tesla's self-reported crash data. Musk has even further to go with his Optimus robots. The program has been dogged by public embarrassments and failures: At a Tesla event in December, an Optimus robot tasked with handing out water to guests lost its balance and dramatically tumbled backwards. Meanwhile, Tesla's car sales are tumbling as Musk has seemingly lost interest in making human-driven cars. Besides the Cybertruck, which has proved to be a flop, Tesla has not released an entirely new car model since 2020. (Tesla and Musk did not respond to my requests for comment.)

Tesla is undergoing a transformation--just not one oriented around the Cybercab or an army of humanoids that will do the dishes. The product that is poised to define the near future of the company is a metal box the size of a shipping container. It's the Tesla Megapack, an enormous rechargeable battery that is used by power plants to balance out the energy supply--for example, Megapacks store solar energy created on a sunny day so that it can be used at night. The Megapack has become the cornerstone of Tesla's booming energy division. Batteries and solar panels are not glamorous compared with robots, but they are "the here and now," Ben Kallo, a Tesla expert at the investment firm Baird, told me.



Tesla has always been in the energy business. Electric vehicles, in a basic sense, are just batteries on wheels, giving Tesla a head start in developing larger units such as the Megapack, which launched in 2019. Tesla also makes the Powerwall, a four-foot-tall battery that has become popular among homeowners who want to keep their lights on during a blackout without firing up a generator. And because the rest of the electric-car industry now uses Tesla's charging plug, Musk owns a network of fast and reliable Superchargers that is ready to sell electrons to everyone.

Read: Tesla is not the next Ford. It's the next Con Ed.

Now, though, something bigger is afoot. Tesla's energy business is surging as America needs more electricity than ever, in large part for the data centers powering the AI boom. Much of this energy is forecast to come from solar power and batteries, if only because it's become the cheapest way to quickly add power to the grid. "We need electrons," Kallo said. "We need power. And batteries are going up everywhere." New facilities near San Antonio and Houston are using Tesla batteries to store hundreds of megawatts, helping to meet rising demand and to steady a Texas power grid that has seen devastating blackouts during winter storms. Data centers are also installing their own large-scale batteries, including Tesla's, as a contingency against power outages. Last year, Tesla sold $430 million in Megapacks to xAI, meaning Musk's own batteries are powering a barrage of Grok requests.



The political winds are blowing Tesla's way, too. Although the Trump White House has slashed incentives for renewable energy, it has gone easier on batteries. Chinese companies lead the world in battery manufacturing, but they face steep tariffs in the United States--leaving Tesla primed to swoop in with American-made Megapacks. To be clear, Tesla is not making most of its money from batteries. The company's energy division contributed 23 percent of Tesla's total profits during the first half of last year, and much of the rest came from cars. But as Tesla's EV sales slide, Musk may be forced to lean into batteries. Energy can bring in the steady revenue that he needs to pull off Tesla's pivot to robots and robotaxis. "It's very important to Tesla from a cash-flow perspective," Kallo said.

Read: Tesla wants out of the car business

Perhaps that also explains why Musk's passion for solar power has reignited. A decade ago, Tesla bought the solar-panel start-up SolarCity--only to let it gather dust while Musk chased obsessions such as tunnel-boring machines and reusable space rockets. In January, Tesla announced plans to build its own solar panels at a factory in Buffalo, New York, and to make enough solar panels to generate 100 gigawatts of solar energy by 2028. For comparison, that's more than twice the entire amount of solar power that's projected to be added to the U.S. power grid this year. Here, the mundane business of making and storing energy gets roped into Musk's sci-fi dreams: The investment firm Morgan Stanley predicts that Tesla's plan to create all this energy hinges on the existence of data centers in outer space powered by solar panels that orbit where the sun never sets. That remains an exotic ambition. "Let's give it a haircut and say they do 25 gigawatts." Kallo said. "That's still massive."



Even as Tesla backs away from selling electric cars, the success of its energy business suggests that the company still has the potential to do enormous good for the planet. In November, the company soft-launched Oasis, the largest Tesla Supercharging station in the world, featuring more than 160 plugs. The pit stop, located at a dusty highway interchange north of Los Angeles, is lined with solar panels to provide the juice and Megapack batteries to store energy for when it's not sunny. In effect, Tesla has created a zero-emissions charging station that runs off the grid. Similar projects that pair Tesla's batteries and solar panels could help make sure that the coming armada of AI data centers isn't powered by dirty energy.



For Musk, though, the crux of all this may not be to save the planet. It's control. A burgeoning energy business gives Musk more sway over the future of AI. "Energy is a big part of the arms race right now," Kallo said. Even if the future of AI doesn't go Musk's way--if the Cybercab never catches on and his humanoid robots never learn to manipulate objects with the grace of the human hand--he could wind up as AI's energy baron. That may be a consolation prize, but it's still one that will make Musk a fortune.
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A Dating-App Nightmare

Millions of Americans connect online, but do they know who is receiving their messages?

by Vivian Salama

Mon, 09 Mar 2026




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

Timothy Valentin found his dates the way so many people find each other nowadays: Hinge. Plenty of Fish. Bumble. Match.com. He had a profile you might swipe right on some dull Tuesday night--well groomed, fit, and happy to meet in a reassuringly public place, like the neighborhood bar. Nothing heavy, nothing untoward. In person, he told tales of his work with the FBI. He was professional, even reassuring, and gentlemanly, insistent on buying the drinks.

Except Valentin would then offer just one more drink and drug his dates senseless, officials familiar with a widening investigation into his behavior claim. As the women drifted into oblivion, they have alleged to cops, he would help them into his car with an offer to grab a nightcap, then film himself raping them. He left little trace: His victims rarely had any recollection of what had happened, officials claim. They simply thought that they had met a nice man in a crowded, public place and drank more than they should have.

Last April, one of Valentin's alleged victims awoke with the conviction that something was wrong, according to court documents. The night before felt blurred and disorienting. She had left the bar with Valentin and recalled getting in his car--the place that officials claim was the locus of his crimes. Believing that she had been violated, she went to Washington, D.C.'s Metropolitan Police Department. There she learned that Valentin was no FBI agent. He was a former decorated officer of the very department now tasked with investigating him.

In December, authorities in Alexandria, Virginia, arrested Valentin on charges including rape, sodomy, and altering food or beverages. As investigators pursued the case, they uncovered a huge amount of evidence--digital records, personal effects, and testimony--that suggests that Valentin may have carried out similar crimes across the mid-Atlantic, people familiar with the case told me. Today, Valentin was charged or indicted in multiple additional cases in Virginia and Maryland, and investigators asked for more potential victims to contact law enforcement. Authorities believe that they have identified more than a dozen victims to date, the people familiar with the case said. Based on the evidence gathered so far, authorities project that the ultimate number of victims could exceed 50--which would make the case one of the most extensive drugging and sexual-assault investigations in U.S. history.

"I want to acknowledge the enormity of this moment," Tarrick McGuire, Alexandria police chief, told reporters this afternoon, offering sympathy and support to the alleged victims. He said Valentin could be described as a serial offender.

Valentin's defense attorney, Gretchen Taylor Pousson, said that Valentin is "presumed innocent, and we will vigorously defend his constitutional rights at trial." She added that the first Virginia trial is set for August and that "we will take all appropriate steps to protect Mr. Valentin's right to a fair and impartial jury."

Valentin has pleaded not guilty and maintains his innocence, telling the court that he is eager to return to his job as an insurance-fraud investigator (the company says that he no longer works there). The alleged victims, he has maintained, consented to his advances.

About 80 million Americans use dating platforms, according to statistics from eHarmony, a dating company. Three in 10 Americans say they have used a dating site or app, according to a 2023 Pew Research Center study. That rises to half of adults aged 18 to 29. But online dating rests on a quiet faith that the person on the other side of the screen is who they claim to be.

The apps promise agency. Not interested? Just swipe left. Yet anyone can portray themselves any way they want, and predators have repeatedly used dating apps to find victims. "Who wants to start out on a date being suspicious and wary?" Mindy Mechanic, a clinical and forensic psychologist, asked me. Most violence against women is committed by people they know and trust, Mechanic added, because those are situations where women expect to be safe. But charming strangers can create that atmosphere too, leaving women potentially vulnerable, especially when partying is involved. "One thing to think about is not to drink alcohol," Mechanic said.

Representatives for Match Group, the parent company of Hinge and Match.com, and a spokesperson for Bumble said that their companies maintain dedicated teams that work with law enforcement on investigations. Bumble said that it continues to enhance the app's help center and has introduced new safety features such as ID verification and mandatory photo verification. Both stressed the element of trust as a feature paramount to their business models.

My reporting at The Atlantic usually focuses on national security and the White House. But earlier this year, as I was working on a story, I reached out to an old friend and colleague, Scott Weinberger. A former Florida deputy sheriff turned investigative journalist, Weinberger specializes in covering complex criminal cases; his investigative work on the podcast Cold Blooded helped solve a murder after more than four decades. Weinberger was looking for his next crime-documentary project and told me that he had caught wind of something unfolding in Washington: A former D.C. police officer had been arrested for allegedly sexually assaulting women he met online and recording his attacks.

I felt a chill. Nearly everyone I know has swiped, matched with, or messaged a stranger. Several years ago, I met my husband on a dating app. Weinberger and I began to look into the case.

For some of the women, the first indication that something had gone wrong was the knock of detectives at their door. Investigators obtained surveillance video from a popular Irish pub in Alexandria where Valentin took the woman who first reported him to the police. The footage shows the two of them chatting, laughing, and drinking, investigators told us. But when the woman went to the bathroom, Valentin removed a small sandwich bag from his pocket and poured a powdered substance into his date's drink, mixed it around, and either sipped or blew on it, according to court records describing the surveillance footage. Prosecutors allege that Valentin was ensuring that the taste of the drug was undetectable; his defense attorney says that he couldn't possibly have put a drug in the drink if he was willing to taste it himself.

The victim, according to court documents, told investigators that she'd felt sleepy, "similar to being placed under anesthesia for a surgery." She told investigators that she recalled waking up to find herself lying on her left side with her head toward the driver's side of the vehicle, her underwear pulled down and her dress pulled up. Valentin, according to the court records, was allegedly in a kneeling position over her. She had hazy recollections of being raped and forced to perform oral sex.

Court records show that after the victim reported the events of that night to police, she had a toxicology screening. In her urine, medical examiners detected bromazolam--a sedative with no approved medical use, although it is among the dozens of drugs known to be used in rapes. Male DNA was also detected in the victim's mouth and vaginal area, according to court records.


Illustration by Lucy Naland. Source: Getty.



After Valentin's December arrest, investigators cracked open his phone, laptop, and online accounts, uncovering what they described as a trove of recordings. His phone alone allegedly contained dozens of video files, some depicting multiple recordings involving the same victim, according to people familiar with the investigation. The quality of the videos varied. Some were grainy. Some obscured the victims' face, but the women could be heard trying to resist.

Afterward, these people said, Valentin often removed driver's licenses from purses and photographed them, though investigators can't say why: to know where to drive them home? To revisit them? To extort them? (Pousson, Valentin's defense attorney, stressed to the court that he'd never attempted to contact the alleged victim after their date.)

In recent weeks, investigators seized at least a gigabyte of data, and more may still be pulled from Valentin's Dropbox and Google Cloud accounts, the people familiar with the probe told us. The GPS metadata embedded in the videos have helped authorities track where the alleged crimes took place.

Police searching Valentin's car also found a cache of condoms and lubricants, and several individually packed baggies of powder, which they believed to be the substance used in the drinks, the people familiar with the investigation told us. (The powder has been sent to a lab for testing, a process that can take several months.) Pousson told a court that the bags contained Adderall, a prescribed stimulant that the attorney said Valentin takes to treat ADHD.

Valentin joined D.C.'s Metropolitan Police Department in 2017. He was a 22-year-old with a college degree and the earnestness of a young man who, his attorney told the court, believed in public service. During the coronavirus pandemic, crime rates in the District jumped--homicides rose almost 20 percent in 2020 from the previous year--straining the department. In 2021, Valentin was awarded the Ribbon of Valor, an internal commendation for those who serve with honor and distinction during special details. Valentin resigned from the force a year later. (The MPD referred questions about Valentin's case to jurisdictions where he's been charged. None of the charges date back to his time on the force, officials familiar with the investigation told us.)

Valentin has PTSD stemming from a shooting he was "involved in" while on duty, court records said (without providing any details), as well as ADHD. Last year, he joined the Maryland Insurance Administration, an independent state regulator, as a fraud investigator. The company told us that he'd stopped working there as of December 31, after his arrest.

On a recent afternoon, Weinberger and I drove to Fort Washington, Maryland, a quiet, middle-class D.C. suburb, where Valentin, now 30 years old, lives with his mother. A neighbor, Malinda Battle, describes Valentin as polite and reserved--the sort of neighbor who keeps to himself but shows up when needed. He and Battle share a love for cats; at least a dozen could be seen wandering back and forth between their adjacent properties. Battle told us that she would tease Valentin about his speedy driving, telling him that he'll "miss the garage" one day. She mostly noticed him taking out the trash or pausing to pet the cats. "I'm surprised to hear that he's gotten in trouble," she said, with a look of disappointment. "He's just the kind of guy you want as a neighbor."

Serial offenders are rarely driven by impulse alone. Over time, their crimes tend to evolve into a ritual--one that serves not just their desires but also their ego. N. G. Berrill, a forensic psychologist who has studied the psyche of repeat offenders, told us that repeat predators often develop a sense of psychological elevation and an endorphinlike rush tied to their ability to manipulate others. Success breeds a kind of intoxicating confidence. "There's usually a kind of grandiosity to serial criminals," Berrill said. "There is arrogance, and there's also a kind of a high. This is what excites them: the chase."

Serial offenders tend to rely on small but consequential transitions during an encounter--a sinister choreography that moves a potential victim from relative safety to isolation. An invitation for one more drink, a suggestion to change locations, a casual proposal to continue the evening somewhere quieter: Each step is a calculated test of trust. Persuading someone to leave a public setting--for instance, to get in a car--can be the crucial threshold. The predator has effectively reshaped the environment and can dictate terms.

"These are often men who have the opportunity to have consensual sexual relationships with women," Mechanic said. "But the excitement, the thrill, is taking something from somebody who's not willing to give it, and using tools like drugs, alcohol, to get it."

But pinpointing an exact drug used in an instance of date rape is seldom straightforward. Trinka Porrata, a former Los Angeles Police Department narcotics supervisor who now leads Project GHB (a nonprofit dedicated to sexual assault and date-rape awareness), told us that the public fixation on a single "date-rape drug" obscures a far broader and more troubling reality. "It's a big myth that there's one or two," Porrata said, noting that more than 50 substances--from prescription medications to over-the-counter antihistamines--can be weaponized to diminish a victim's control or awareness. "Any drug that impairs your ability to control yourself and your environment can be used," she explained, adding that these are better understood as "predatory drugs," often used not only for sexual assault but also for robberies.

Alcohol frequently intensifies the effects, Porrata said, including with bromazolam--the substance found in the urine of the first alleged victim. The size of the woman also makes a difference--a more petite woman might be harder-hit with a lower dose.

Modern social habits have, in some ways, made this process easier, Berrill and Mechanic said. The culture of digital introductions--dating apps, spontaneous meetups--means that people meet "under the most dubious circumstance" with someone they don't know, Berrill said, creating an ambiguous space for individuals skilled in deception to exploit. Predators, he added, relish the ritual of identifying a target, deploying charm or persuasion, and carefully lowering the intended victim's guard.

What makes Valentin's case especially unnerving is that many of the women whom investigators allege he victimized likely still have no idea a crime occurred. Detectives are working to identify all of those they believe he may have targeted. Valentin's filming and photographing of driver's licenses has given investigators a place to start. They are also reconstructing identities from digital breadcrumbs: exchanges on a dating app, stray messages.

For many of the women who have been contacted by investigators, their fuzzy memory of the night carried a simpler explanation: They assumed that they'd simply had too much to drink. They woke up disoriented--sometimes ashamed--unsure of how they had gotten home. And despite the evidence that has accumulated, officials say that many potential victims remain reluctant to press charges: wary of police, skeptical of authorities, or stunned by the possibility that what they remember as an overindulgent night out was something much worse.

Had it not been for the hazy recollections of one alleged victim, investigators say, Valentin's alleged crimes would not have come to light. But her account allowed detectives to retrace her steps to the Alexandria bar and the surveillance footage. There on the screen, the investigators told us, was a man stirring something into a drink, patient and methodical, in a crowded room where no one noticed a thing.

Marie-Rose Sheinerman and Isabel Ruehl contributed reporting for this story.
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What Are the Trump Administration's Objectives in Iran?

Panelists on <em>Washington Week With The Atlantic</em> joined to discuss the potential motivation behind Trump's actions against Iran, and more.

by The Editors

Sat, 07 Mar 2026




After the U.S. and Israel launched a war with Iran, questions remain about the Trump administration's objectives. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss this, and more.

"My view is there's probably no country on Earth with a greater gap between its rulers and its citizens than Iran," Karim Sadjadpour, a contributing writer at The Atlantic and a senior fellow at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, argued last night. "If you're able to change the leaders in Iran and empower the people into some kind of a representative government--or, at a minimum, a government which represents its own national interests rather than this revolutionary ideology of 1979--that would be a geopolitical game changer for the United States, and a huge victory for President Trump."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent at The New York Times; Susan Glasser, a staff writer at The New Yorker; Sadjadpour; Nancy Youssef, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national/2026/03/trump-objectives-iran-washington-week/686287/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            U.S. | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Video | The Atlantic
          
        

      

      Health | The Atlantic

      
        The Fight Over Tylenol and Autism Just Got Messier
        Tom Bartlett

        Researchers in Taiwan tried to examine whether using acetaminophen during pregnancy leaves children at greater risk of neurological disorders. The results are head-scratching at best.

      

      
        Jay Bhattacharya Might Get His COVID Capstone
        Katherine J. Wu

        The CDC has been remade in the Trump administration, but its acting head says it still needs "renewal."

      

      
        The Trump Administration Is Trying to Have Its Vaccine Policy Both Ways
        Benjamin Mazer

        Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and his subordinates want Americans to have more conversations with their physicians. But they also can't seem to stop disparaging the medical establishment.

      

      
        American Snacking Habits Are Transforming the Restaurant Industry
        Yasmin Tayag

        Chains are rolling out smaller and cheaper options for customers who just want a little treat.

      

      
        
          	
            U.S. | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Video | The Atlantic
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Fight Over Tylenol and Autism Just Got Messier

Researchers in Taiwan tried to examine whether using acetaminophen during pregnancy leaves children at greater risk of neurological disorders. The results are head-scratching at best.

by Tom Bartlett

Mon, 09 Mar 2026




Last September, during a memorably bizarre press conference, President Trump told pregnant women--repeatedly and emphatically--not to take Tylenol. His health secretary, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., pointed to studies that "suggest a potential association" between acetaminophen use during pregnancy and neurodevelopmental disorders. Kennedy was more adamant on The Joe Rogan Experience recently, insisting that he had read 76 studies on the subject over one weekend and concluded that the "science is really clear" in showing a link between the drug and the conditions.

The science, in fact, is not at all clear. Although some studies have indeed found an association between prenatal acetaminophen use and autism or ADHD, others have not, including a recent systematic review of 43 studies. But a new study, carried out in Taiwan and published today in JAMA Pediatrics, seems poised to inflame the controversy anew.

Kennedy's confident assertions aside, the FDA has offered a more evenhanded assessment of prior evidence. On the day of the September press conference, the agency issued a notice to doctors acknowledging that "a causal relationship has not been established" between prenatal acetaminophen use and neurological conditions. That's exactly right. The studies that have found an association tend to be small and unable to determine causality or rule out other potential causes. Two recent large studies--one conducted in Japan, the other in Sweden--examined siblings and found no association between acetaminophen and autism. Such studies, common in epidemiology, compare siblings in the same family, making use of the similarities in their genetics and environment to help rule those out as culprits. The Swedish researchers, for example, found a weak association between acetaminophen and neurological disorders among all 2.4 million children in the study. But when the study was narrowed just to siblings, comparing, for instance, one who was exposed prenatally and one who was not, the association vanished, suggesting that a factor other than acetaminophen use was at play. The Japanese results followed a similar pattern.

At first glance, the new Taiwanese study appears to mirror the conclusions of the Swedish and Japanese studies. The researchers analyzed the health records of more than 2 million children born from 2004 to 2015, along with their mothers. Across the entire study, mothers who were prescribed acetaminophen during pregnancy were more likely to give birth to a child who would later be diagnosed with autism or ADHD. (In Taiwan, most acetaminophen is taken by prescription, the study's authors suggest.) And, as in the Swedish and Japanese studies, the apparent association between acetaminophen and the neurological disorders disappeared when the analysis was narrowed to look only at siblings.

But the researchers conducting the Taiwan study also found something weird. When only an older sibling was exposed to acetaminophen during pregnancy, that child was more likely than the younger, unexposed sibling to have ADHD or autism. When only a younger sibling was exposed, the risk for that child decreased. In other words, the siblings didn't appear to be acting as reliable controls for each other in the experiment, as would be expected.

It's a head-scratching result, and even the authors don't seem to have an explanation for it. (Zeyan Liew and Pei-Chen Lee, who are listed as the study's corresponding authors, did not respond to my requests for comment.) In the paper, they argue that their findings cast doubt on the validity of sibling studies more generally, including their own, arguing that the study design might accidentally introduce unexplained biases and that the families included might not be a representative sample of the general population. Their skepticism of sibling studies runs counter to the long-established notion that the more narrow approach is more rigorous, but it does seem to support Kennedy's dismissal of the many studies that indicate acetaminophen's safety. Late last month, Kennedy told Rogan that such studies "have huge holes in them." (He did not specify what those holes might be; Andrew Nixon, a spokesperson for the Department of Health and Human Services, did not clarify when I asked him.)

Read: The Trump administration's unintended autism experiment

To try to make sense of the findings, I spoke with Viktor Ahlqvist, an author of the Swedish sibling study. Ahlqvist thought the new study's results were broadly consistent with his own and was perplexed by the researchers' emphasis on what seemed to him like a "local quirk," perhaps related to some unknown variable that's specific to Taiwan. (For instance, a mother in Taiwan who's more likely to use acetaminophen in a first pregnancy might be different from other mothers in other ways as well.) Besides, Ahlqvist said, the oddity in the Taiwanese data doesn't invalidate the overall results of the Swedish or the Japanese studies--or of the Taiwanese study itself, for that matter. Yusuke Okubo, a co-author of the Japanese sibling study, was more cautious. He told me that although the new study mostly confirmed his research, the discrepancy between the outcomes for older and younger siblings "suggests that unaddressed biases may also remain." Ruling out any potential harm based solely on siblings studies like his own is therefore premature, he said.

And so the science remains just as inconclusive as it was back in September. Since then, several of the administration's acetaminophen-related promises seem to have fallen by the wayside. Kennedy said at the time that the FDA would start the process of updating acetaminophen's label to indicate the possible risks during pregnancy; in an email, a spokesperson for Kenvue, which makes Tylenol, said the FDA has yet to contact the company about that proposed change. ("We believe that there is no credible data that shows a proven link between taking acetaminophen and autism," the spokesperson wrote.) The secretary also teased "a nationwide public-service campaign to inform families" about the alleged dangers of prenatal acetaminophen use; if such a campaign has begun, it has gone under the radar.

Back in the fall, the FDA did advise doctors to consider minimizing the use of acetaminophen for low-grade fevers in pregnancy, though the notice also correctly stated that the drug is safer for pregnant women than aspirin or ibuprofen. A recent analysis in The Lancet found that, in the weeks following the White House press conference, prescriptions for acetaminophen given to pregnant women who visited emergency rooms dropped as much as 20 percent below what would otherwise have been expected; after 11 weeks, prescription rates were approaching typical levels again. (Nixon didn't respond to questions about the label change or the nationwide campaign, but did point me to an X post about the Lancet data, in which he wrote, "Delivering a message about a specific neurological risk for babies is another example of our commitment to telling the truth about public health.")

Read: Trump tells pregnant women to 'fight like hell' not to take Tylenol

Last spring, Kennedy promised that the health department would figure out, in just a few months, not only what has caused autism rates to rise in the United States, but also how to prevent kids from being exposed to whatever it is. This proposal was unlikely, if not absurd. Autism researchers have been trying for decades to understand the complex disorder, and the consensus among them is that the increase can largely be attributed to broader diagnostic criteria and better surveillance. But pinning the blame on acetaminophen, even if the case has always been weak, allowed the Trump administration to appear to meet its self-imposed deadline. That association, at least, is clear.
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Jay Bhattacharya Might Get His COVID Capstone

The CDC has been remade in the Trump administration, but its acting head says it still needs "renewal."

by Katherine J. Wu

Thu, 05 Mar 2026





 This time last year, Jay Bhattacharya's main claim to fame was, in essence, a hot take on COVID. In 2020, Bhattacharya, then a health economist at Stanford University without specialized training in infectious disease, co-authored the Great Barrington Declaration, an open letter that downplayed the risk of COVID and called for most of society to reopen before the arrival of vaccines. Back then, health experts widely excoriated this laissez-faire approach as dangerous and ill-conceived; now Bhattacharya wields more power over the direction of U.S. health policy than most Americans ever have. When Donald Trump returned to office, he tapped Bhattacharya to lead the National Institutes of Health. And last month, Bhattacharya became the only person who has ever been tasked with directing the NIH and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention at the same time.



As the acting director of the CDC, Bhattacharya's tenure will likely be brief; Trump reportedly plans to name a new permanent director soon. But Bhattacharya clearly wants something from the agency. In his first email to CDC staff, he wrote that the federal government's "decisions, communications, and processes" broke the public's trust during the pandemic, and that "acknowledging this reality is a necessary step toward renewal."



In practice, the CDC has been undergoing a kind of forced renewal for months. Since Robert F. Kennedy Jr. took over as the secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services, thousands of people have been pushed out of the CDC, and several prominent agency leaders have resigned their post. Last year, Kennedy also dismissed the entirety of the agency's independent vaccine-advisory group, the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices (ACIP), and replaced it with a more anti-vaccine cohort. Several of the CDC's vaccine recommendations have been stripped down too--in many cases, "as far as they can go without affecting coverage guarantees" from insurers, Jason Schwartz, a vaccine-policy expert at Yale, told me. And the CDC has lacked a permanent leader since Susan Monarez, the most recent director, was abruptly ousted from her role last August. (Monarez asserts that she was forced out after she refused to rubber-stamp Kennedy's restrictive and scientifically unfounded vaccine policies; Kennedy has contradicted this account, accused Monarez of lying, and said that she resigned after he pressed her on whether she was trustworthy.)



Bhattacharya himself remains steadfast in his pandemic-era views. More than five years after he first became a vocal opponent of COVID lockdowns, he continues to relitigate that position on podcasts, in interviews, and on social media. Lockdowns themselves might now be a moot policy point, but another of Bhattacharya's pandemic sore spots, COVID vaccines, are still under active discussion at HHS.



For years, Bhattacharya has insisted that policies that pushed for widespread COVID vaccination violated "informed consent rights" and were "dangerous for public health." He has disputed the abundant evidence that COVID vaccines are effective and safe. He has also argued that the continued investment in COVID shots has been a waste and that improving Americans' baseline health is a better way to guard against future pandemics than stockpiling vaccines is.



In the lead-up to the midterms, Kennedy is reportedly nudging HHS away from attacking infectious-disease policy. But COVID vaccines, which are particularly unpopular among Trump's Republican base, might still represent a politically palatable target, Dorit Reiss, a vaccine-law expert at UC Law San Francisco, told me. Several new members of Kennedy's remade ACIP have repeatedly cast doubt on COVID vaccines' safety; following that group's advice, the CDC recently stopped recommending the shot to all Americans and now says that people should consult with their physicians before receiving one. Bhattacharya may oversee further downgrades to the CDC's recommendations: At its next meeting, later this month, ACIP is scheduled to discuss COVID vaccines again--this time, weighing in on "injuries" that the shots might cause to the people who choose to receive them.



What exactly that discussion might touch on, or what the committee might vote on, isn't yet clear. Although COVID vaccines do come with side effects, serious and lasting consequences are very rare; the shots are still a powerful protective measure against severe disease, especially for populations at the highest risk. Separately, some of the Trump administration's FDA officials have faulted COVID shots for deaths in children, without publicly revealing evidence. But typically, the National Vaccine Injury Compensation Program, which is operated by a different agency at HHS, handles reports of adverse effects from shots. ACIP, meanwhile, is supposed to advise the CDC on which Americans should get which vaccines.



Any exaggeration of the harms of COVID vaccines by ACIP's members could give the committee, and ultimately Bhattacharya's CDC, justification to advise certain populations to stop taking the shots altogether. The net effect of such a change could be small; uptake for COVID shots, after all, is already low. But if the CDC or its advisers cast further doubt on the vaccines' effectiveness and safety, that shift might seem to vindicate Bhattacharya's long-standing views--that the immunity left behind from bouts of COVID "is stronger and longer lasting than vaccine-induced immunity," and that unchecked infection among the young and healthy is an acceptable, and even desirable, pandemic strategy. For the CDC, an agency whose explicit goal is to protect public health by controlling and preventing disease, injury, and disability, the change would reinforce the idea that politics has come to supersede evidence under this administration.



When reached for comment, Andrew Nixon, the deputy assistant secretary for media relations at the Department of Health and Human Services, wrote that Bhattacharya "is focused on restoring CDC as the world's most trusted guardian of public health through sustained reform and by ending the culture of insularity that eroded public confidence during the pandemic." (Bhattacharya did not respond to a direct request for comment.)



Gigi Gronvall, an immunologist and a health-security expert at Johns Hopkins University, worries that Bhattacharya's approach to previous outbreaks could also color the CDC's response to current threats. Among the largest concerns is measles, which has sparked thousands of cases in the United States since the start of 2025 and may soon be declared endemic in the country again. HHS's response to the virus's resurgence has been unorthodox: Kennedy has acknowledged that vaccines are the most effective way to prevent the spread of measles and yet has also derided measles vaccines' effectiveness and exaggerated their harms, and declined to directly urge families to immunize their children. (He has also inappropriately propped up nutritional supplements as a first-line defense against the virus.)



Bhattacharya has departed from Kennedy on measles vaccination in key ways. During his confirmation hearing last year, Bhattacharya said he was convinced by the data showing no connection between the measles, mumps, and rubella (MMR) vaccine and autism--a sentiment that Kennedy refused to convey during his own hearing. In January, on a New York Times podcast, Bhattacharya also described his distress that uptake of the MMR vaccine was "too low." And in meetings at the CDC last week, Bhattacharya reportedly offered to publicly encourage parents to vaccinate their children against measles.



Some within the agency greeted this announcement with gratitude and enthusiasm. But Reiss and several other outside experts told me that such reactions only reinforce how low the agency's standards have been set. In theory, Bhattacharya's internal comments could presage a friendlier approach to vaccination from the federal government, but that has yet to materialize: In a video posted to social media this week, Bhattacharya, like Kennedy has done, lauded the protective powers of measles vaccination but stopped short of directly encouraging families to vaccinate. (Nixon disputed the notion that any of Bhattacharya's comments on the MMR vaccine represented a departure from other HHS leaders. "Vaccination remains the most effective way to prevent measles, and Secretary Kennedy and other HHS principals have been very clear and consistent on this point," he wrote.)



The measles vaccine, Bhattacharya has correctly noted, is more powerful than the COVID one, especially when it comes to reducing transmission. But containing measles outbreaks also requires substantial investment in contact tracing, quarantines, and public-health messaging that might restrict people's movements and behaviors--all of which could run up against Bhattacharya's sensibilities. The Great Barrington Declaration suggested that maintaining a relatively open society, largely free of mitigation measures, could keep deaths low while limiting other harms to the public. But it also implicitly accepted a level of suffering and death that most people in public health found untenable--a framework that could easily translate to today's epidemic responses. Bhattacharya's COVID rhetoric has at times mirrored Kennedy's framing of measles: minimizing the severity of disease, dismissing infection as inconsequential for the young and healthy. I asked HHS whether, in Bhattacharya's view, the country's current measles outbreaks might warrant prolonged quarantines, strengthened vaccine mandates, or strict school policies--such as excluding unvaccinated children from classrooms after potential exposures--but Nixon did not answer that question.



Bhattacharya seems bent on "rewriting all of history retroactively to prove he was right all along," Santiago Enrique Sanchez, a Stanford M.D.-Ph.D. student who has closely followed and written about Bhattacharya's career, told me. Even if Bhattacharya's time at the CDC will be brief, he seems eager to force the agency to acknowledge his version of reality while he's in charge. As much as he may claim to be working to restore trust in the agency, his actions seem far more likely to achieve the opposite.
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The Trump Administration Is Trying to Have Its Vaccine Policy Both Ways

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and his subordinates want Americans to have more conversations with their physicians. But they also can't seem to stop disparaging the medical establishment.

by Benjamin Mazer

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




Updated at 1:20 p.m. ET on March 5, 2026


The surgeon general may be the nation's doctor, but she's not your doctor. At least that's the view of Casey Means, the physician turned wellness influencer who is vying for the role. When asked during her recent Senate confirmation hearing whether she would encourage parents to vaccinate their children against measles--hardly a theoretical question, given the country's ongoing outbreak--Means delivered an elliptical response. She supported vaccines as a public-health tool but wouldn't necessarily encourage someone to get them. "I am not an individual's doctor," she said. (In fact, she is no one's doctor at the moment, because she lacks an active medical license.) "And every individual needs to talk to their doctor before putting a medication into their body."


Means's nonanswer was more than a dodge. It represents a paradox in the Trump administration's approach to public health. Means, Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., and their allies have consistently eroded confidence in the medical establishment--even as they propose to solve the widespread mistrust of public health by encouraging Americans to talk to their doctor.


Kennedy and his subordinates have spent the past year infusing this approach into federal immunization policy. In October, the CDC announced that it would no longer encourage universal COVID boosters for either adults or children. Instead, a process known as "shared clinical decision-making," in which doctors engage their patient in a detailed conversation about the pros and cons of the vaccine without defaulting to an endorsement, was the recommended approach. Jim O'Neill, the acting CDC director at the time, said in a press release that the previous guidance "deterred health care providers from talking about the risks and benefits of vaccination for the individual patient or parent." In January, the CDC went one step further, striking several more vaccines--those against rotavirus, influenza, meningococcal disease, and hepatitis A and B--from the routine-childhood-immunization schedule. Shared decision making would be the preferred approach for these immunizations as well. On a podcast, Kennedy touted the move as returning "freedom of choice to American mothers."


Who could argue against freedom of choice? The difficulty is that in medicine, shared decision making is not simply a synonym for allowing a patient to ask questions and decide for themselves. That sequence of events is covered by informed consent, a process that takes place before any medical intervention, including vaccination. Shared decision making, in contrast, is a somewhat nebulous term reserved for clinical borderlands: scenarios in which the trade-offs are nuanced or the best course of action is unclear.


Perhaps the most notable example of shared decision making in my area of medical practice is prostate-cancer screening. A handful of large, randomized studies have examined whether the prostate-specific-antigen blood test truly saves lives by detecting cancers earlier. These trials have yielded mixed results, suggesting that, at most, only a small number of men might avoid dying from cancer by getting checked. In contrast, the potential harms of treating an asymptomatic tumor that would not otherwise have been discovered--lifelong urinary and sexual problems, for example--are common. Given the intimate risks and modest benefits, prostate-cancer screening is not explicitly recommended by public-health or physician groups; instead, patients and their doctors are left to their own devices. I have heard from many urologists and primary-care doctors that this process can be baffling and unsatisfying for them and their patients alike. Patients may feel overwhelmed by the complexity of the scientific data, and doctors often feel that they are abandoning their responsibility to offer patients a clear recommendation.


Routine immunizations do not inhabit the sort of gray zone that would warrant such an elaborate discussion. Take the hepatitis-B shot. Everyone who doesn't get it is susceptible at some point in their life to infection with the virus, which, if it becomes chronic, commonly results in serious liver damage and liver cancer. The vaccine is highly effective at preventing this infection, and its potential harms are either very mild or extremely rare. Vaccination also benefits entire communities by reducing spread of the disease. What would a shared decision even look like in this case? On one hand, a doctor might tell her patient, a very safe immunization can effectively prevent a potentially deadly disease across your child's entire life. On the other hand, anti-vaccine activists have asserted, without convincing evidence, that vaccination comes with a host of possible dangers.


Shrouding established immunizations in the confusion of shared decision making does not add nuance; it introduces only ambiguity. The Department of Health and Human Services, the Office of the Surgeon General, and public health as a whole exist in large part to offer scientifically accurate advice that doesn't take a physician to understand. The system that Means seemed to be proposing for the measles shot during her confirmation hearing is so absurd that it left Senator Bill Cassidy--a doctor himself--apparently dumbfounded. At one point, Cassidy wondered whether Means was likening immunizations to something as risky as a bypass surgery, which does require a doctor and patient to intensively discuss the risks and benefits. (Means did not directly answer the question, and instead responded, "The constraints on doctors are monumental, and many American parents are frustrated by what they feel like is lack of transparency on the issue of vaccines.") The comparison was clarifying. The risks of coronary-artery-bypass surgery, which involves cracking someone's chest open and stopping their heart, are hardly in the same league as a vaccine-induced sore arm or a mild fever--or even the statistically minuscule risk of a serious side effect, such as anaphylaxis.


Read: Well, that didn't sound like Casey Means

Kush Desai, a White House spokesperson, wrote in an email after this article was published that "forcing decisions down the throats of patients is what is driving confusion and mistrust, not Dr. Means suggesting that patients should play an active role in their health care." Means herself declined to comment. Andrew Nixon, a spokesperson for HHS, wrote in an email that the CDC "has an established tradition of applying shared clinical decision-making when individuals may benefit from vaccination, but broad vaccination of people in that group is unlikely to have population-level impacts." Nixon cited COVID vaccines, which provide only modest protection against infection, as appropriate candidates for shared clinical decision making. But in seeming contrast to Means's testimony, he indicated that such an approach would not be appropriate for the measles shot.


The administration's defenders might argue that shared clinical decision making is a way to ensure that informed-consent discussions occur reliably, or that the practice constitutes a calculated retreat from the sort of public-health paternalism that lost credibility during the coronavirus pandemic. Nixon suggested as much, writing that this story's framing is an attempt at "reputation rehabilitation of the experts who presided over a sharp decline in public trust."


Yet the administration is applying epistemic modesty selectively. When HHS announced the government's new set of dietary guidelines earlier this year, the instructions were unambiguous: Americans "must prioritize whole, nutrient-dense foods--protein, dairy, vegetables, fruits, healthy fats, and whole grains--and dramatically reduce highly processed foods," Kennedy said in an accompanying press release. President Trump and Kennedy have also confidently instructed Americans on what they say is the proper use of Tylenol. "You shouldn't take it during pregnancy," Kennedy told the podcaster Joe Rogan recently, due to what his administration perceives as a heightened risk of autism associated with the painkiller. At a September press conference, Trump instructed pregnant women to "fight like hell" not to take the drug. Nixon defended the administration's definitive language, writing, "Delivering a message about a specific neurological risk for babies is another example of our commitment to telling the truth about public health." But among scientists, the alleged connection between Tylenol and developmental disorders remains quite controversial.


Meanwhile, many leaders of the Make America Healthy Again movement have repeatedly undermined the very professionals whom they now insist patients consult before every shot. FDA Commissioner Marty Makary has accused doctors of relying on "dogma" and "groupthink." Vinay Prasad, the FDA's top vaccine regulator, aggressively sowed distrust in public-health authorities before becoming one himself. Kennedy has celebrated "the pediatricians who earn families' trust every day," but also has accused the American Academy of Pediatrics of being beholden to pharmaceutical companies; in an interview last summer, Kennedy said that "trusting the experts is not a feature of either science or democracy." Means, too, has seemingly contradicted the advice she is now giving. A chapter of Means's book, Good Energy, is titled "Trust Yourself, Not Your Doctor"; in a 2024 Free Press essay adapted from the book, Means wrote, "Most health advice ends with a disclaimer to 'consult your doctor.' I have a different conclusion: When it comes to preventing and managing chronic disease, you should not trust the medical system."


Read: America's would-be surgeon general says to trust your 'heart intelligence'

The Medicaid and Medicare administrator, Mehmet Oz, a former cardiothoracic surgeon, seems to be one of the few federal health officials who understand the stakes of instructing Americans to embark on in-depth conversations with their doctor before getting routine vaccinations. Oz has counseled countless patients about major heart surgery, but he hasn't felt the need to prevaricate about something as straightforward as the measles shot. "Take the vaccine, please," he pleaded recently in an interview on CNN. It's just the sort of clarity that was once prosaic in medicine and public health, but risks extinction under Kennedy's leadership.
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American Snacking Habits Are Transforming the Restaurant Industry

Chains are rolling out smaller and cheaper options for customers who just want a little treat.

by Yasmin Tayag

Tue, 03 Mar 2026




The eating habits of American adults have, in recent years, begun to resemble those of hobbits. Maybe you, too, have scarfed down scrambled eggs at home in the morning, only to arrive at the office and supplement them with a protein bar for second breakfast and a bag of chips for elevenses. The late-afternoon pastry and banana-bread mocha latte have proliferated--and for humans, at least, may become an existential threat to dinner.

Blame the coronavirus pandemic; blame Ozempic; blame inflation. Whatever the cause, intermediary bites and sips make up a growing portion of Americans' daily consumption, especially among young people, as my colleague Ellen Cushing wrote in 2024. The shift has now become so pronounced that restaurants are adapting to it. Chains that primarily offer meals are rolling out smaller and cheaper options--solid and liquid alike--in the hope of capturing customers who just want a snack. And in the past two years, the nation's fastest-growing restaurant brands have been those specifically oriented toward that audience.

The restaurant industry subscribes to an extremely broad definition of snacking. Any item consumed outside the traditional breakfast, lunch, and dinner "dayparts"--industry lingo for eating occasions throughout the day--can be considered a snack, David Henkes, a food-and-beverage analyst at the food-industry research firm Technomic, told me. That includes beverages, as long as they're purchased at a restaurant during off-meal hours; both a high-protein espresso smoothie and a black coffee count. In this view, the most important characteristic of a snack is not content or form but versatility, David Portalatin, a food-service-industry expert at the research firm Circana, told me. In fact, he said, one of the biggest drivers of the snacking trend is consumers' demand for flexibility.

In the past few years, snacks--especially sweet ones--have powered immense growth among quick-service restaurants, a category that includes stalwarts such as McDonald's as well as more recent arrivals such as the China-based Luckin Coffee. According to preliminary estimates from Technomic, the top-10 fastest-growing brands in the United States last year were cafes or dessert shops. Most are known for specialty drinks. The fastest-growing chain of 2025 was 7 Brew, which specializes in ultra-customizable sugary drinks such as the Cookie Butter (a creamy espresso concoction flavored with toasted marshmallow, hazelnut, and white chocolate) and the Pink Mermaid 7 Fizz Soda (a bubbly drink with notes of strawberry, watermelon, and coconut). Last year, the company opened 280 new stores, and Technomic projects that it made more than $900 million in sales. Second on the list was Swig, which sells soft drinks flavored with creams and syrups--popularly known as "dirty sodas"--followed by HTeaO, a Southern-style-iced-tea chain. The drinks sold at these chains are descendants of the Frappuccino, one of the earliest chain-restaurant products to blur the line between beverage and snack. Yet even as Starbucks attempts to refocus on coffee by moving away from desserts masquerading as drinks, newer chains are making no pretenses about selling beverages that can easily tide someone over through a mealtime or two.

Read: How snacks took over American life

Some brands have realized that snack time can call for a beverage and food. Last year, Dutch Bros Coffee, best known for its saccharine, candy-colored beverages, began rolling out small, hot breakfast items--egg sliders, a single waffle--across its stores to supplement its existing snack menu. The South Korea-based companies Paris Baguette and Tous les Jours, which were also among the top-10 fastest-growing brands of last year, serve baked goods and desserts in addition to coffee- and tea-based drinks. Tous les Jours' snacks are geared toward younger customers "who are replacing traditional meals with smaller, more intentional indulgences," Regina Schneider, the company's chief marketing officer, told me.

Well-established restaurant chains best known for selling full meals are getting into the snack game too. A common strategy is offering smaller versions of typically sandwiched items in the form of a wrap. Last year, McDonald's reintroduced the chicken Snack Wrap, a palm-size crispy chicken strip enveloped in a tortilla. (It was discontinued from menus in 2016 because it was a nightmare to assemble quickly, but McDonald's says that it has streamlined the process.) Similarly diminutive and affordable chicken wraps rolled out at Sonic and Popeyes. Chipotle's interim chief marketing officer, Stephanie Perdue, told me that the company is catering to demand for protein-laden options "across more occasions, especially snack-sized portions at accessible prices." Accordingly, in December, Chipotle introduced a chicken taco and what the company described as its first-ever snack: the High Protein Cup, a four-ounce container of chopped chicken or steak. The items cost less than $4 each. Even sit-down restaurants are expanding their appetizer and side-dish offerings; earlier this year, TGI Fridays introduced new sampler platters, which were designed to give "guests a snackable option that fits any daypart," Lauren Perez, the company's senior vice president of global marketing, told me. Some TGI Fridays locations are even testing a kids' menu for all ages, she said.

The snackification of restaurants, as one might call it, is partly a response to Americans' desire for lower-calorie options. GLP-1 use, weight-loss attempts, and the popularity of lean protein are driving that demand, Portalatin said. Circana data show that 35 percent of restaurant-goers say that they're ordering smaller portions than they have in the past, and roughly 75 percent of that group say that they're doing so for health reasons. Some restaurants offer not only smaller items but also foods that evoke wellness. Marketing for Chipotle's High Protein Cup, for example, touts the 32 grams of protein it contains. In January, Dunkin' added Protein Milk drinks to its menu; they can include caffeine, B vitamins, and more than 15 grams of protein.

Read: America has entered late-stage protein

As American work habits become decoupled from traditional mealtimes, people want to eat in a way that's convenient for that new paradigm, Portalatin said. Busy workdays and, especially among younger generations, guilt about taking breaks lead half of American employees to skip lunch at least once a week, according to a recent survey. "People all across the country are looking up from their desks at 2 in the afternoon and going, Oh, I didn't have lunch, but I need something," Portalatin said. Plus, thanks to the pandemic, a significant chunk of American employees are working from home, which means they have fewer organic opportunities to eat meals outside the house. These workers are part of the reason that the share of lunches purchased at a restaurant--the most lucrative daypart in the business--is 5 percent lower than it was in 2019, Portalatin said. Yet remote workers haven't given up on restaurants altogether; they're just visiting off-hours. "If you work at home, you're like, Well, I've got to get out once in a while," Sam Oches, the editor in chief of Nation's Restaurant News, a trade publication, told me. A jaunt outside for a change of scenery between meetings may not offer enough time for a sit-down meal, but it presents a natural opportunity to pick up a snack--a little reward, perhaps, after a productive stretch. The popularity of drive-through chains such as 7 Brew and Swig reflect that shift in behavior, Oches said.

That little reward is crucial to understanding why snackification endures. As the cost of living has increased because of inflation, people are spending less at restaurants. Yet they're loath to give them up altogether. When people decide to eat out, they consider not just the cost but also "the quality, the convenience, and the craveable indulgence that I can't get for myself at home," Portalatin said. These factors strongly shape appetite, even when finances are an issue. "At the end of the day, Americans love restaurants," Oches said. And a $3 Snack Wrap gets you just as much of the McDonald's experience as a combo meal that can cost $10 or more.

Read: The worst sandwich is back

Restaurants going all in on snacking is more than just a trend. It's a major step in codifying America's upended eating patterns. Restaurants will never entirely abandon breakfast, lunch, and dinner, experts told me, but for the foreseeable future, they'll likely continue introducing items that people can eat whenever and wherever they need to. In that regard, the rise of snacking is anything but hobbit-like: The abundant mealtimes of Bilbo and his kin were occasions to take a break from the daily grind and savor the pleasure of eating. Ours allow us to keep eating as the wheel turns.
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Trump's Assault on Higher Education Has Hit a Snag

Universities and their allies have been able to block many, if not most, of the White House's moves in court.

by Rose Horowitch

Tue, 10 Mar 2026




Almost immediately after Donald Trump took office for the second time, the White House and the Department of Education launched a shock-and-awe assault against its perceived foes in higher education, announcing a new investigation or seizure of funding seemingly every week. Their targets appeared overwhelmed by the speed and severity of the offensive. By the end of November, the University of Pennsylvania, Columbia, Brown, Cornell, and Northwestern had all made deals with the administration to stop the onslaught. Harvard was rumored to be close to reaching a deal as well.

But the aggressive pace that won the administration so many early victories eventually proved to be its great weakness. The government could move so quickly only by skipping almost all of the procedural steps required by federal law. Once universities and their allies recovered from their shock and challenged the Trump administration, they were able to block many, if not most, of the White House's moves in court. Trump has certainly left his mark on America's universities. But he has not broken them.

So much has happened during Trump's second term that it can be hard to remember just how focused the administration once was on persecuting universities. In February 2025, Trump's Education Department ordered colleges to end DEI trainings, stop awarding scholarships reserved for nonwhite students, and shut down any other programs, including affinity-group housing, that distinguished students by race or ethnicity. In a letter outlining its interpretation of legal precedent, the department argued that even race-neutral efforts to increase diversity could be illegal. And just as the Education Department was launching its anti-DEI offensive, the National Institutes of Health and other federal agencies began announcing that they would cap so-called indirect costs for university research--which help pay for research facilities and administrative expenses--at 15 percent, down from individually negotiated rates that could be as high as 70 percent. This represented a huge financial blow to universities that received federal research funding.

In March, the administration canceled $400 million of Columbia's grants and contracts, ostensibly as punishment for the university's failures to address anti-Semitism. It followed that up by freezing or canceling billions of dollars more in funding for research at Princeton, Harvard, Brown, Cornell, Northwestern, and UCLA. (To restore funding, several of these schools later reached settlements with the administration either to pay the government or to fund local workforce development.) Last spring, Trump banned international students from dozens of countries, paused visa interviews for several weeks, revoked thousands of students' legal immigration status, and detained several international students for activism against Israel. By June, he had banned Harvard from hosting any international students.

Franklin Foer: Columbia protected its funding and sacrificed its freedom

For a time, the threat to higher ed seemed existential and unstoppable. Contributing to this impression was the fact that most university leaders avoided speaking up for fear of incurring Trump's wrath. In reality, however, the administration's defeat had already been set in motion; the legal system just moves slowly. Faculty unions including the American Association of University Professors, supported by advocacy groups such as Democracy Forward and the ACLU, filed dozens of lawsuits, as did professors and students. "What the Trump administration is doing in cutting off funds to universities is clearly illegal," Erwin Chemerinsky, the dean of Berkeley Law School, who served as co-counsel on a case to restore some of the University of California system's research funding, told me. The administration, he explained, hadn't followed any of the procedures spelled out by federal law to revoke funds: "The response needs to be to go to court and challenge them."

The American Council on Education, the sector's largest trade group, joined with other trade groups and universities to sue the administration over its attempt to cap indirect research costs. This was only the second time in the group's 107-year history that it had ever been a plaintiff in a lawsuit, ACE's general counsel, Peter McDonough, told me. The government announced the policy change on a Friday night, and said it would go into effect the following week. "By Monday, we were in court," McDonough said. The lawsuit argued both that the executive branch had skipped the necessary administrative procedures and that only Congress had the power to authorize an across-the-board change to the indirect-cost policy. The trade groups ended up filing four separate cases against different federal agencies.

By the summer, a pattern was emerging: Universities were steamrolling the administration in court. In June, a judge temporarily blocked the administration from revoking grants from the University of California researchers whom Chemerinsky represents. (The Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit is considering the government's appeal of that decision.) The administration initially canceled or froze 1,600 grants; courts have restored all but 400, a UC spokesperson told me. The courts also preliminarily stopped the Education Department from enforcing its anti-DEI guidance, finding that the administration had likely bypassed proper procedures and risked unlawfully restricting speech. (Earlier this year, the administration said that it would not appeal the ruling.) Judges have ordered the Trump administration to restore the funding it withheld from Harvard, and they temporarily blocked the administration's effort to prevent the university from enrolling international students. (A Harvard spokesperson confirmed that the university had received most of the funding.) And ACE won early judgments in the four lawsuits it was part of; the courts have stopped federal agencies from capping the indirect-cost rate. A number of judges have sided with international students who sued to reinstate their active immigration status, and in response, the administration said it would end its policy of unilaterally changing students' immigration status until it found a lawful way to do so. Judges have ordered the Trump administration to release students detained for anti-Israel activism, including Mahmoud Khalil, Mohsen Mahdawi, and Rumeysa Ozturk. (Khalil is still subject to a deportation order, which he is challenging.)

In some cases, the courts found the administration's policies unconstitutional. More commonly, judges have objected not to the policies themselves but to the manner in which the administration went about enacting them. Noah Feldman, a Harvard Law School professor, told me that Trump could have achieved some of his aims legally. For example, universities that are found to have violated Title VI, which prohibits discrimination, can have some federal funds revoked after a lengthy fact-finding process. Instead, the administration simply asserted that schools had violated Jewish students' rights and announced that it was revoking funds. According to Feldman, a serious investigation might have turned up real evidence of discrimination. "If they had been at all interested in following the law, that might have enabled them to cause legally serious problems for universities," he said. "But they consistently have chosen not to deploy the law the way it's written."

In its haste, the administration also failed to bring Congress along. In May, the White House released a proposed budget calling on legislators to cut basic-science funding by nearly one-third. But after months of lobbying by university officials, Congress passed a budget that ignored Trump's request and kept science funding stable. And it enacted an 8 percent tax on wealthy universities' endowment investment income, far less than the 21 percent that some hard-line Republicans had proposed.

Alexander Furnas and Dashun Wang: The Republicans made peace with science

That's not to say that Trump's blows have all missed. "There is real harm," Jon Fansmith, ACE's head of government relations, told me. The administration has lost most of the higher-ed lawsuits against it, but not all of them. For example, the Supreme Court allowed the administration to cut nearly $4 billion in funding to USAID. This caused Johns Hopkins University, a major USAID partner, to lose more than $800 million in grants and lay off 2,200 employees. The UC system has lost $170 million in grants that are still suspended or terminated, a spokesperson told me. And even in cases where universities prevailed against the administration, the damage couldn't be undone. Some researchers who temporarily lost funding were forced to pause clinical trials they had spent decades on, rendering the work unusable. And although Congress kept the federal research budget largely stable, the NIH has been much slower to disburse the money than under previous administrations. The National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute, for example, has issued only one new award this fiscal year, compared with about 300 over the same period in prior years. "If a foreign power did this to American higher education, it would be considered an act of war," Arthur Levine, the president of Brandeis University, told me. And the administration is still challenging many of its court losses. It could very well win in the conservative Supreme Court, Eugene Volokh, a UCLA Law School professor, told me.

Still, at least for now, the damage is far less than university officials feared last spring. "It was assault on all sides, and people's heads were reeling," Fansmith told me. "But I do think you sit here now and look back and say, What was actually accomplished?" Levine said that because of the successful lawsuits, the administration's "rhetoric has been worse than the action."

Moving forward, universities seem to be benefiting from Trump's notoriously short attention span. When he addressed Congress last year, the president railed against transgender athletes in women's sports and DEI in education. In the State of the Union last month, he didn't mention higher ed at all, save for one proclamation that his administration had "ended DEI." The days of Trump personally directing a vengeance campaign against the Ivy League seem to be over. Colleges have less reason to fear seemingly random and extralegal attacks. The possibility remains, however, that what comes next will be even worse. The Trump administration still has a Department of Education led by people full of contempt for elite universities. If they manage to get organized, they might yet figure out how to weaken higher education in a way that no judge can block.
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The Elite-University Presidents Who Despise One Another

Inside the civil war between the Ivy League and the South

by Rose Horowitch

Mon, 11 Aug 2025




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

The leaders of America's elite universities are required, by the borderline-masochistic, semi-impossible nature of their job, to be skilled in the art of performative comity. So it was a bit of a shock when, at the end of an April panel discussion, Princeton President Christopher Eisgruber turned on the chancellors of Vanderbilt and Washington University in St. Louis, all but accusing them of carrying water for the Trump administration.

Eisgruber argued that higher education was facing a politically motivated attack, and that the two men were inadvertently making matters worse by agreeing with President Donald Trump, against the evidence, that the sector had grown illiberal and out of touch with mainstream America. The chancellors, taken aback by the public confrontation, countered that the struggles of a handful of Ivy League schools were dragging down the reputation of America's heavyweight research institutions. Perhaps, they suggested, it was time for the Ivies' leaders to step back and let new figures--such as themselves--represent the country's top universities.

The argument, which took place at a Washington, D.C., meeting of the Association of American Universities, which Eisgruber chairs, went on for about 15 minutes, according to multiple people in attendance. The tone was civil, but awkward. The three public-university presidents unlucky enough to also be on the panel sat in bewildered silence. Meanwhile, many in the audience of assembled presidents shifted in their chairs and stared at their phones. When time finally ran out, some thanked a higher power.

The stated topic that day was the public's decreasing trust in higher education. Inevitably, the conversation turned to "institutional neutrality," the idea that universities, in order to protect their reputation for unbiased scholarship, should not take positions on matters unrelated to higher education. Some schools, most notably the University of Chicago, have embraced neutrality for generations. Others have become newly enamored of the idea, for two reasons: University presidents--at least those with even the slightest instinct for self-preservation--do not want their schools weighing in on matters related to war in the Middle East. And they understand that the Trump administration, which, by the evidence, seems to loathe elite higher education generally and the Ivy League specifically, is on the hunt for proof that these schools are irretrievably "woke," diversity-obsessed, anti-Republican, and anti-Semitic.

Trump's preoccupation with the Ivy League has been expensive for at least two of its members. Columbia recently agreed to pay more than $200 million to get the government off its back. Harvard is still fighting the Trump administration in court, and is at risk of losing $1 billion over the next year. Princeton has largely escaped the president's wrath, even though Eisgruber has become a leader of what you might call the academic resistance: a group of university leaders who believe that Trump's criticisms of the sector are a pretext for eliminating academic freedom. And, in part because Eisgruber is one of the longest-serving Ivy League presidents and has a supportive board behind him, he has become vocally, if diplomatically, critical of other university presidents who he believes go too far to meet Trump's demands.

Those other university officials--led by Washington University's Andrew Martin and Vanderbilt's Daniel Diermeier, the chancellors who sparred with Eisgruber on the panel--make up the reformist camp. They accept some of Trump's complaints and believe that the best path forward for higher education is to publicly commit to a kind of voluntary, modified de-wokeification. They argue that some campuses (in, say, Cambridge and Morningside Heights) and departments (much of the humanities) have leaned too far into leftist ideology and allowed anti-Semitism to fester under the guise of protesting Israeli policies. They want the American public to know that they are different from the Ivies. And they think that higher education needs new representation if it's going to regain the country's trust.

Ian Bogost: A new kind of crisis for American universities

Both factions insist that they respect the other side and are merely acting in the best interest of their institutions. But the question of who will lead higher education into the future is necessarily personal. Eisgruber's position as AAU chair and Princeton's stature among American universities make him a natural spokesperson. But many higher-ed leaders suspect that Martin and Diermeier are trying to topple the Ivies. "Among the establishment--the celebrity institutions and the association heads--there is a sense that Vanderbilt and Wash U have been trying to break out of the muddy middle of reasonably sized research institutions, and they see this as an opportunistic moment to take ground from all the people who have snubbed them in the past," Ted Mitchell, the president of the American Council on Education, the largest higher-education trade group, told me. (Diermeier said he spoke up because he felt that it was important for people to hear his message; the boon to Vanderbilt's public profile was incidental. Martin said it's his job to advocate for his institution.)

These arguments are happening mainly behind closed doors, but the level of privately expressed annoyance is high. I've heard of presidents labeling one another cowardly, naive, delusional, and irrelevant. The threat posed by out-of-control protesters on the left and by the Trump administration on the right could have united these institutions. Instead, these threats have left them frustrated, embittered, and paralyzed by disagreement.

The reformists believed that higher education had a problem even before Trump was reelected. They watched as conservative speakers were shouted down or disinvited from campuses. They saw professional organizations publicly commit themselves to positions that sounded more like activism than scholarship. (The academics who make up the American Anthropological Association, to cite one example, announced in 2020 that their "research, scholarship, and practice" should be placed "in service of dismantling institutions of colonization and helping to redress histories of oppression and exploitation.") After the Hamas invasion of southern Israel on October 7, 2023, the reformists watched as anti-Israel protesters on other campuses occupied buildings, erected encampments, and, in some cases, engaged in overt anti-Semitism. "You can't look at what happened on many university campuses last academic year and conclude that everything is just fine," Martin told me.

Early last year, Martin and Diermeier began working on a Statement of Principles for higher education. "If research universities are to pursue the truth wherever it lies, they cannot have a political ideology or pursue a particular vision of social change," they wrote. Their university boards adopted the principles as official policy in the fall of 2024, before the presidential election. "Our view was, we have to proactively work on the reform of education, which meant most importantly to be firmly committed to knowledge creation and transmission," Diermeier, who previously served as provost of the University of Chicago, told me.

Trump's second term gave the chancellors reason to push for the reforms they believed were long overdue. They urged other university leaders to adopt the principles and argued that higher education must show that it is receptive to conservative concerns. Vocal resistance would be naive, they warned--and futile. "It's not about fighting. It's about winning," Diermeier told me. "We need to have the twin messages of reaffirming the greatness of American research with a commitment to reforming."

In late March, Martin and Diermeier assembled several dozen like-minded college presidents, board chairs, and think-tank leaders in Dallas to launch a coalition of institutions that are focused on reform. They've held conversations with more than 20 colleges, among them Dartmouth--the lone Ivy League member of the reformist camp--and Rice University. Now they're trying to get presidents to commit to the principles they've put forward and join the invite-only group, called Universities for America's Future. The chancellors say that they started the organization because existing trade groups were divided over whether to reform, making it impossible to consider specific changes. But the splinter group is broadly viewed as an effort to supplant the AAU. Its argument has begun to catch on more widely. Many top schools have pledged to stay neutral on issues that don't affect their academic mission, rather than issue predictably progressive statements on the political controversy du jour. And this spring, when students at Yale began building a tent encampment and students at Columbia occupied part of a library building, the universities took a hard-line approach. Yale quickly disciplined students, and Columbia called in the police. (Both earned praise from the Trump administration for their response.)

On the other side is Eisgruber, who declined to be interviewed for this article. Although he does not criticize Trump directly, he has urged presidents to stand up for universities' legal rights and speak out against the government's attacks on higher education, rather than cede even more ground to its detractors by making a big show of self-criticism. After the administration yanked $400 million in funding from Columbia, much of it for biomedical research--and demanded that the university make a number of concessions to get the money back--Eisgruber published an essay in this magazine defending higher education's record. "The United States is home to the best collection of research universities in the world," he wrote. "Those universities have contributed tremendously to America's prosperity, health, and security."

Christopher L. Eisgruber: The cost of the government's attack on Columbia

In subsequent interviews, Eisgruber argued that American higher education was in better shape than ever before. He rejected the right-wing narrative that universities indoctrinate students in leftist ideology, as well as the notion that they should attempt to achieve an ideological balance that matches the country's. And although he acknowledged that disturbing and "unacceptable" instances of anti-Semitism had taken place on campuses, he pushed back on the idea that it's a pervasive problem that universities aren't addressing. Princeton's Jewish students, for example, report the highest feelings of belonging on campus, Eisgruber said.

Michael Roth, the president of Wesleyan University, in Connecticut, has also emerged as an important resistance figure. Although Wesleyan is not as large as many of the other institutions engaged in this argument (and is generally seen as even more left-leaning than Columbia and Harvard), Roth is, by the standards of university presidents today, unusually sharp-elbowed and bellicose. He takes a withering view of "institutional neutrality," which he sees as a form of cowardice. Accordingly, he has taken public positions on issues as varied as the kidnapping of schoolgirls in Nigeria, transgender rights, and the war in Ukraine. "It's really important for people who have the ability to speak out against this overreach by the government to do so," he told me. "The policy at Wesleyan is that our president shouldn't say stupid shit." Otherwise, let it rip.

Roth was gratified when, in April, the American Association of Colleges and Universities, a higher-education trade group, published an open letter that he had pushed for and that called out the "unprecedented government overreach and political interference now endangering American higher education." Nearly 700 college presidents have signed on--though, notably, not Martin and Diermeier.

The resistance camp has accused the reformers of scapegoating their fellow universities in order to win favor with Trump. They point to the fact that Vanderbilt hired a lobbyist who has ties to the president's circle. "It's just so they can ingratiate themselves with the executive branch right now," Roth told me. "I think it's shameful." (Several Ivy League leaders have also tapped lobbyists and lawyers with Trump connections to represent their institutions.)

Many elite-university presidents find themselves somewhere between the two extremes. Harvard, for example, enjoyed a round of adulation from liberal America when it sued the Trump administration for pulling its funding without an investigation. But it has also given in to a number of the government's demands. It dismissed the faculty leaders of its Center for Middle Eastern Studies, which had been criticized for programming alleged to be anti-Semitic, and replaced its diversity office with one ostensibly focused on community building. It is now considering a financial settlement with the Trump administration.

Some college presidents just wish the fighting would stop. One said that Martin and Diermeier, on the one side, and Roth and Eisgruber, on the other, seem to be thumping their chests and competing for their peers' attention. Debates among them derail meetings and waste time, that president (who spoke anonymously to divulge details of private discussions) told me. When Wesleyan battles against Washington University, or Vanderbilt against Princeton, other attendees around the table surreptitiously roll their eyes. Most presidents I spoke with believe that, despite their posturing, the leaders of the resistance and reform groups are more aligned than they think. "They're both right," Mitchell, the American Council on Education president, told me. "The challenge is how we can push for change while at the same time defending the absolute critical importance of higher education to America."

Even so, the divide has had real effects. One particular sticking point was how to resist Republican efforts to raise taxes on universities' endowment investment income. Congress first imposed a 1.4 percent tax on the net investment income from the largest endowments in 2017, during Trump's first term. This year, representatives considered proposals for a tax rate as high as 21 percent. Harvard's president, Alan Garber, once called the endowment tax the "threat that keeps me up at night."

Franklin Foer: Can Alan Garber save Harvard?

Eisgruber helped assemble about two dozen of the richest universities to lobby against the tax. They proposed that schools spend more of their endowment income, and spend it specifically on financial aid, as well as teaching, in exchange for being spared the higher tax rate. But the group made no mention of other reforms. Republican representatives, meanwhile, had been telling university presidents that they wouldn't give them a tax break to go on indoctrinating students. Vanderbilt and Washington University therefore decided to lobby separately rather than be associated with a group that wouldn't accept blame for higher ed's problems. They pushed for new tax credits for universities that use their endowments to improve student access, instead of arguing against the tax itself. In the end, Congress included an 8 percent tax on the richest universities in its One Big Beautiful Bill Act. Whether that figure would have been lower had the universities found a way to put up a united front is impossible to say. But the infighting probably didn't help.

The divide between the reformer and resistance camps is not merely about strategy; it's about the nature of the threat to higher education. Members of the resistance group conceive of Trump as a unique--and ultimately passing--problem: If they can survive his presidency, they'll be safe. This seems to have led them to resist making deep, lasting changes. At Princeton, Eisgruber has earned praise for maintaining the university's DEI initiatives while other schools scrub their websites. He has retained the university's policy of divesting its endowment from some fossil-fuel companies. And he has defended his policy of institutional restraint, rather than neutrality, saying that the university can't avoid taking a stand on some issues.

Roth told me that universities have room to improve on some fronts, including increasing viewpoint diversity among faculty. But he believes that they can address that on their own time once Trump is out of office. "To be worried about that right now seems to me like people in Ukraine worrying about corruption in the mining industry," Roth told me. "It's the Russians that are the problem."

The reformers think the resistance presidents are delusional for believing that their problems will go away when Trump does. They see the president's attacks as symptomatic of a larger issue. Polling shows that confidence in American higher education has cratered in recent years, especially among Republicans. "The fundamental fact here is that we have never been in worse shape in my lifetime," Diermeier told me. The reformer presidents, who tend to be in red or purple states, think the resistance leaders are trapped in liberal echo chambers. "It's clear that the bipartisan support has eroded," Martin told me. "It's really misguided to think that what's happening in higher education is a blip and that we're going to return to where we were before."

He and his allies believe that universities should have started cleaning up their act years ago. Now they're playing catch-up, and can't expect to stop just because Trump will someday leave office. "Once you've been portrayed as the villain, that creates a job description for the hero," Diermeier told me. "Many people want that job." He was speaking about politicians attacking universities to raise their own profile. But I got the sense that it characterized higher-education leaders' thinking too.



*Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Efren Landaos / Sipa USA / Reuters; Reynolds Stefani / CNP / ABACA / Reuters; USA Today Network / Reuters; James Byard / Washington University (CC-BY-SA-4.0).
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Spain's Wind-Farm Bargain

Renewable-energy projects can boost the economy of a rural town--if the community has a say in development.

by Meera Subramanian

Tue, 10 Mar 2026




Go looking for wind farms in Spain, and you might quickly end up in Castilla-La Mancha, a region southeast of Madrid. This is the place where Don Quixote, Miquel de Cervantes's delusional Man of La Mancha, attacked small wooden windmills he perceived as fierce giants and where today giant wind turbines have become an embedded part of the landscape.



There, I met Mayor Isabel Martinez Arnedo, who has run the town of Higueruela since 2019. The region's distinctive wind whipped her dark curls as she stepped out of her car. "Look!" she said in Spanish. "Windmills, windmills, windmills." They were lined up along a ridge at the edge of the small rural town, blades spinning high atop pale-blue towers. A verdant valley lay below, and beyond that, another ridge was crowned with more turbines. When the town's wind farms were first built, more than 25 years ago, "this was seen as futuristic," she told me. She was just 23 years old then, and it was the largest wind farm in Europe, the second largest in the world. Since that time, she said, she has come to believe that renewable-energy projects can save a dying town, as long as it has a guiding role in their implementation.



In the United States, views on renewable-energy projects are fraught. Adoption has been exponential; so has resistance. Last year, President Trump signed a bill that gutted support for projects, and he holds a particular animus toward wind power. Efforts to shut down renewable-energy projects are under way in every state except Alaska. Communities object to renewables for a variety of reasons, researchers from MIT found--including concerns about public and environmental health, diminished property values, and lack of public participation--and that opposition can prioritize such values even over possible economic gain.



In the past six years, by contrast, Spain has doubled its wind and solar capacity and reduced its dependence on gas power dramatically. Renewables account for about 16 percent of the energy mix in the U.S., whereas more than half of Spain's energy now comes from them as it races toward the goal of climate neutrality by 2050. Spain's economy is booming, and many consider lower energy costs a contributing factor. Though I found pockets of resistance to the shift, most people I spoke with during three months of reporting across the country recognized Spain's role in contributing to the fight against climate change.



If the global shift to more clean energy is irreversible, as many economic and technological indicators suggest, then American rollbacks seem destined to cause more problems than they solve. At the same time, renewable development can radically alter landscapes, as in India, where I'd reported on how one of the world's largest solar farms took up 13,000 acres, surrounding five small villages that remain like stranded islands. Was there a way to develop renewables that worked better for the communities in which they're located? Perhaps Higueruela, as an early wind-energy adopter, could offer a lesson.







When the wind farm arrived, the municipality of Higueruela was dying. Young people left to study and find work and never returned. In 1960, the town had about 3,500 citizens. By 2000, there were just over 1,000. This "great emptying" is widespread in rural parts of Spain, as it is in rural America. If the wind park was futuristic, it also helped the town imagine a future in which young people would not leave, Martinez Arnedo told me.



Opportunity often depends on money, and the windfall from wind energy delivered it. Taxes on the renewable-energy companies and leasing fees transformed Higueruela's economics, Martinez Arnedo said: Of its annual budget, roughly 40 percent now comes directly from the presence of wind energy. A few locals do work for Iberdrola, the company that manages the wind farms, or have started businesses that directly relate to the industry, such as a turbine-oil-changing business that now works regionally. But most of the jobs grew out of the broader ecosystem stimulated by the presence of renewables, the mayor said.



Over 20 years, using its boosted revenue, the town built a library and a youth center; the elementary school added sports, music, English, and dancing. The town now operates a bus that carries secondary-school children to a larger town 22 kilometers away, and a free bus to Albacete, a small city 50 kilometers away, so access to higher education is possible without having to move away. For adults, community offerings include Pilates and painting. Higueruela offers support to help seniors stay in their homes, and when they can't, they can move to the El Jardin Senior Center on the town square, which opened in 2006 and employs 100 locals, many of them women who might struggle to find employment in more industrial, male-dominated sectors. Although electricity grids are too complicated to pass along free or discounted power to locals, the town now provides up to 2,000 euros to install rooftop solar and improve home insulation to bring energy bills down. Without the wind farms, the town would not be able to have all of these services and facilities, the mayor told me.



Each of these offerings also translates into jobs, and traditional agriculture has continued unabated beneath the wind turbines. Though the town's population is not rising, it is sustaining itself. Young people who stayed are now having babies. "We have a group of children," the mayor told me, of her students at the elementary school, where she teaches. "We call them Generation Wind."



Higueruela is not unique. Claudia Serra-Sala, an economist at the University of Girona, collected budget data from 1994 to 2022 to see how Spanish wind farms change municipal finances and found, on average, a 45 percent increase in revenue per capita. The funds buoyed towns and served as a positive feedback loop of development, the way bringing a railroad to town once did.







Wind energy has its critics in Spain. In the lowlands of Higueruela, I met Lucas del las Heras and Pablo Jutgla Monedon, avid birders who live in the area, although not Higueruela itself, and are members of the conservation cooperative Dendros. As we watched European red-rumped swallows and marsh harriers swoop in front of us, they argued that wind farms are a land grab that are wrecking vistas and harming biodiversity. Best practices--including community input during initial planning and avoiding biodiverse hot spots such as Natura 2000 areas, a European network of valuable habitats--are not always required, or followed. The Ukraine war deepened Spain's aggressive push toward renewables and energy independence, and the men from Dendros and others I spoke with felt that environmental protections were being left by the wayside.



These complaints all have truth to them. Electricity can seem like a bit of a magic trick, but every watt of energy comes from somewhere. That ridge where I stood with the mayor was far from pristine--we walked amid Moorish ruins that lay in the turbines' shadow--but without the wind generators, Higueruela's vista would have maintained a timeless bucolic aura.



At the same time, the fossil-fuel-production system has costs, too, not least the grave environmental and health impacts on communities, which differ substantively from the impacts of a solar or wind farm. A 2023 World Resources Institute report, for instance, found that nearly half of people living in U.S. communities historically based on oil, coal, and gas economies were in areas identified as disadvantaged, plagued by air pollution, poverty, and health problems.



The current scale of fossil-fuel burning is also disrupting entire Earth-system functions, which in turn drives fuel demand (as people try to stay warm or cool) and exacerbates the kind of extreme weather that can destroy communities and transform ecosystems. Spain is already experiencing heat waves and the whiplash of drought and flood. Outside Sevilla, the town of Carmona, in Andalusia, is a place so picturesque that it's being considered as a UNESCO World Heritage site, yet it is embracing solar farms. "If you do not put in renewable energy, it is true, there is the most beautiful field," Carmona's mayor, Juan Avila, told me. "But why do you need the most beautiful field if later it does not rain?"



Still, even willing towns have their limits. A few years ago, Iberdrola, the energy company, proposed a hybrid project in Higueruela, adding solar to the wind-energy mix. It wanted to use "the most fertile lands of Higueruela," Martinez Arnedo told me. "We said no." Instead, the town and Iberdrola are exploring the possibility of replacing the 243 existing turbines with just 63 much larger ones, and still generate the same amount of power.



The possibility of local benefits from renewables is not confined to Spain. While reporting on renewables years ago in Texas, I learned that Sweetwater--another town that adopted wind energy early and eagerly (and with Republican support)--had increased its tax base fivefold and channeled the money into civic improvements. But that was before energy production in the United States became so politicized. Martinez Arnedo told me that, for a town to benefit from renewable development, "in that mediation between the companies that want to eat the municipalities and the municipalities themselves, you have to look for a balance." Many Americans seem unwilling to even consider trying to find that. Change always has a cost, but any place facing the same type of downturn Higueruela experienced also has to contend with the risk of maintaining the status quo and consider whether that's even possible. A place like this one could easily end up with no wind farms, but soon enough it may not have rain and eventually no town, either.



Reporting for this story was supported by the FRONTIERS science-journalism fellowship.
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California's Deadliest Avalanche Turned on One Choice

Why did a group of 15 skiers take a risky route on a dangerous day?

by Joshua Partlow

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




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

On the morning of the deadliest avalanche in California's modern history, Cody Townsend was skiing above the west shore of Lake Tahoe. People like him, who live for untracked expanses of wilderness snow, had found little to celebrate this season. Across much of the American West, the temperatures had been high, and the hills bare and brown. According to the Central Sierra Snow Lab, operating from a cabin nearby, accumulation had been running seven feet below normal.



But now snow was dumping. Dry, light flakes swirled around him, and with every turn, Townsend disappeared into great clouds of powder. It was the storm of the year in the Sierras, he would write that day. Yet something felt off. The wind was picking up. The temperature seemed odd. Townsend is a professional backcountry skier who learned the sport around Tahoe, and "it was just the consistency of the snowfall, the way that the flakes were coming down, the winds that were coming through, that had just something different, something I wasn't used to," he told me. He and his wife, Elyse Saugstad, a professional freeskier who had survived a 2012 avalanche that left three others in her group dead, decided to bail.



When he got home, Townsend posted on Instagram, warning his followers to be wary: "It's fun out there for sure but definitely not time for full-send mode." The light powder was piling up on a crust that had melted and refrozen, creating slabs of unstable snow.



In his comments, someone shared the news: "There was already a slide at Castle Peak."

That morning, elsewhere around Lake Tahoe, a group of 15 skiers ventured out into the storm from the Frog Lake Backcountry Huts, a cluster of coveted off-the-grid cabins, where they had stayed for the past two nights. The group included several women who were close friends and relatives--accomplished working mothers, many of whom lived in the Bay Area and whose kids attended a Tahoe ski school--and was led by four guides employed by a local company, Blackbird Mountain Guides.



The group was there to ski far from chairlifts and groomed runs, to trek uphill aided by grips on the bottom of skis and glide down untracked bowls. The huts, set on the lakeshore at 7,600 feet amid red fir and Jeffrey pine, opened in 2022 and quickly became regarded as a jewel of the country's network of wilderness cabins. The huts are rustic but, in some ways, luxurious: They come with access to hot water, leather couches, a roaring fireplace, and a pair of North Face slippers; booking them can cost more than $1,000 for a multiday trip. Some trips include chefs to prepare meals in the commercial-grade kitchen. When reservations become available, they normally book within minutes.



This group was scheduled to return home that day, and despite the storm, the skiers set off along a route of more than three miles that begins with a climb, proceeds through a gap in the mountains, and runs along a forested ridge. They had gone less than a mile when someone shouted, "Avalanche," a local sheriff's deputy would later report. Then a slab of snow about the length of a football field crashed down onto them, catching all but two of the skiers. Ultimately, only six of the group would survive.



Two weeks after this tragedy, the guides' decisions--to ski through a blizzard; to travel a risky route--remain the mystery at its center, as law enforcement and the wider community look for answers. The Nevada County sheriff's office and California's workplace-safety agency are investigating potential safety violations or criminal negligence by Blackbird. Zeb Blais, the owner of Blackbird, has offered condolences in a statement, but he has not otherwise spoken publicly. (His company referred questions to a public-relations firm that did not respond to requests for comment.) Blais himself has skied and guided in Alaska and Antarctica, Japan and the Himalayas; in a podcast a couple of years ago, while describing how guides monitor avalanche conditions, he allowed that "there's just a certain degree of uncertainty that we just can't eliminate."



The Frog Lake huts would have been a good place to ride out a storm. The guides and avalanche experts I talked with wondered why the group ventured out in such conditions, but even more so how they chose their path home. "The question is: Why did they go into the terrain that they went to?" Townsend told me. "What led them to believe their way out was the correct way out that day? It was an obvious mistake."



From the beginning of the trip, the Sierra Avalanche Center, a nonprofit that works with a local Forest Service field office, had been warning about worsening avalanche danger, including near the Frog Lake huts. On the morning of the slide, the center put the avalanche danger at "high"--the fourth of five threat levels. "Travel in, near, or below avalanche terrain is not recommended today," read the report issued at 6:29 a.m. that day.



The unusually warm conditions in the weeks before had melted some snow, even at high altitudes. A dry stretch had created a layer of weak, sugary grains, and the incoming storm had buried that in feet of heavy snow. The center's observers had skied out to this area the day before the avalanche and witnessed widespread cracks and areas of unstable snow.



David Reichel, the center's executive director, described the movement of such snow layers to me like sliding apart an Oreo cookie. A slab avalanche sends the top part of the cookie, the upper layer of snow, sliding over a weaker layer below, the cookie's soft middle frosting. "This weak layer is expected to reach the point of failure today in some areas," the center warned in its report.



On a backcountry trip, ski guides typically meet in the morning and evening to discuss conditions and plan routes. They closely follow these avalanche warnings. They know which parts of their route have avalanche risks and where runout zones exist for sliding snow. On the morning that the group at the Frog Lake huts was set to leave, the four guides had multiple ways out to choose from, including routes to the southeast that would have avoided exposure to avalanche risk, Dave Miller, a backcountry ski guide and avalanche instructor with 25 years of experience, told me. "Our standard is we don't go in or under avalanche terrain when the level is high," said Miller, who owns International Alpine Guides, which has operated in the Tahoe area for decades.



The solar-powered huts do have an internet connection, but it's generally not accessible to guests. When Dustin Weatherford worked there for two winters, as the huts' first caretaker, he printed out the avalanche and weather reports for guests each morning. He kept a couple of weeks' worth of food in case anyone needed to extend their stay. "We were always, always ready, willing, and welcome to anybody staying if they weren't feeling safe," he told me. "Even if there isn't avalanche danger, and someone just feels scared or they want to rest their hurting ankle, we'll find them a place to sleep." (The Truckee Donner Land Trust, which owns and operates the huts, does not charge for extra time in such a circumstance.)



The guides knew that the risks to the group were rising: They nixed part of the morning's plan, and told the group they needed to head home, two of the trip's survivors told The New York Times. The day of the avalanche, the four guides reportedly met without their clients to choose their route out.



Other guides told me that Blackbird had skilled employees and a good reputation for safety. Regardless of conditions, guides often choose the routes, Brennan Lagasse, a Tahoe ski guide who has led trips to the huts, told me. "Most clients are hiring guides to make those decisions for them," he said. The four on this trip had varying degrees of experience. One of them was certified by the American Mountain Guides Association to guide people on splitboards--snowboards that split into skis for trekking uphill. Two others were apprentice ski guides, earlier in a training process that can take years; the last, the only one to survive the day, was an "assistant" ski guide, one notch below certified in the AMGA accreditation process.



Blackbird said in a statement that its senior guides communicate remotely with those leading trips to discuss routes and conditions. A former Blackbird guide, who requested anonymity owing to the sensitivity of the situation, told me that, typically, senior guides would have participated in a morning meeting with the on-site guides before the groups left the hut, and surely that happened the morning of the avalanche. But exactly how much discussion the guides and leadership had over routes is unclear. The surviving guide may be the only one who knows why, exactly, the group chose the route it did. He did not respond to my attempts to reach him.



When it left the huts that morning, the group started with a deviation from the typical path: It wrapped around Perry's Peak from the north, rather than passing through Frog Lake Notch, an area with avalanche hazards. It was one of the shorter routes out and, the Times reported, the one that would put the skiers closest to their cars. But it still included stretches of avalanche terrain that are marked on the cellphone apps that skiing guides regularly consult, Miller said.



The guides would have known their choice carried real risk, especially under the conditions they faced--or they should have known. Snow was piling up that morning at four inches an hour--twice the rate that experts view as a threshold for increased avalanche danger. Because those first minutes after an avalanche are so crucial, guides will often consider, too, the added risk of venturing out in storm conditions that would make helicopter access impossible. "You're generally going to take a lot less risk," Miller said, "when the weather is bad and you're not going to get a quick rescue."



The 911 call came in at 11:30 a.m. on February 17. The Nevada County sheriff's office started marshaling dozens of rescuers, many of them volunteers, from across multiple counties. They'd be split into two teams and sent in via different routes in motorized snowcats--a sort of truck on tracks--and on skis. By that time, wind-whipped snow was making it nearly impossible to see, and authorities had closed down Interstate 80, the highway that runs over the mountain pass. "We didn't know what they were going to run into on their way in," Lieutenant Dennis Haack, the incident commander throughout the recovery process, told me.



Authorities did know, from the satellite messages that were coming through, that several people had survived the crush. Some had stayed clear enough of the slide that they'd been able to dig out others in the group. "Knowing that we had six subjects who were alive in there, we were willing to risk a little bit more," Haack said. But going in would be dangerous because of the treacherous weather and the risk of another avalanche. The authorities kept extra rescuers on hand in case they faced an "incident within an incident," Haack said.



Blais, Blackbird's owner, along with another employee of the company, headed out with skiers from the Tahoe Nordic Search & Rescue group, despite being advised against it by authorities, according to a spokesperson for the Nevada County sheriff's office. To reach the avalanche site, the rescuers fought through whiteout conditions. The snowcats reached the Frog Lake huts, where they had to stop. Beyond that point, the slope got steeper. Only the rescue skiers could get there.



That rescuers were able to reach the area safely suggests to other guides that the backcountry skiers had strayed from a less dangerous path. If they had stayed across a creek north of what's known in summer as the Red Dot trail, they'd have been in safer territory. "As to how or why they deviated only slightly--only 50 to 100 yards off of that route--and put themselves into that spot, is a big question that I think all of us would like to know," the former Blackbird guide said.



When the rescuers found the survivors, six hours after the initial call, two survivors had injuries. But all six were able to move under their own power back to the huts, where snowcats had parked to drive them out. The nine dead skiers remained on the mountain that night.



Over the next days, snow kept falling. One hallmark of our warming climate is the whiplash from periods of extended drought to extreme precipitation. The Central Sierra Snow Lab would record more than nine feet of snow in 120 hours--the most to accumulate in any five-day period since April 1982, and the third-highest total since 1971, according to its director, Andrew Schwartz.



For two days, the authorities waited for a window in the weather to recover the dead. Eight of the nine had been found in the initial search, and their locations had been marked with poles. By 11:30 a.m. on the following Friday, Chad Weiland, a flight paramedic with Care Flight and a ski patrolman at Sugar Bowl Resort, was heading towards the site in a helicopter with two others.



Weiland circled Perry's Peak four or five times, trying to see if rescue teams could go in safely to recover the bodies. On the north-facing slope where the avalanche occurred, he saw large banks of snow piled up by the winds. "The avalanche path looked heavily loaded," he told me. It was still dangerous.



Using the traditional option for dislodging potential avalanches--explosives--would be difficult, given the timing and the aircraft the sheriff's office had available. But the night before, at a high-school basketball game, a utility worker with Pacific Gas and Electric Company happened to tell a local sheriff's deputy about an unusual method of dealing with risky slopes. Three years earlier, the company needed to rescue employees and their families who were snowed in at a power plant, and approval for explosives was taking too long. So PG&E had tried dumping water on the slope using a firefighting bucket, Pete Anderson, the senior manager of helicopter operations, told me. It had worked well, and they kept doing it.

By Friday morning, Anderson was on the phone explaining the technique to Haack; a few hours later, one of the company's UH-60 Blackhawk helicopters was dangling a 660-gallon bucket full of water from a nearby lake and dumping it on the avalanche slope. The helicopter made seven drops, until the water in the bucket started freezing. Then it dragged the bucket through the slope, like a wrecking ball. "That was pretty effective too," Anderson told me.

That day, rescue workers found the last missing skier. They had all been buried within a 20-by-20-foot area near the toe of the avalanche debris, under as much as eight feet of snow. A lingering question is why the group was clustered together if the guides knew the group was traveling below avalanche terrain. Standard backcountry protocol is to expose only one person at a time if traveling through an avalanche path.



When the area was finally safe, helicopters from the California Highway Patrol and the California Army National Guard hoisted the dead skiers' bodies from the slope and airlifted them back to the huts, where they were driven out by snowcats. Rescuers worked at this over the next two days, until the last person was recovered.



The community of skiers and guides in the cozy mountain towns ringing Lake Tahoe is close-knit. Many of the people who participated in the five-day rescue and recovery effort knew people caught under the snow or were friends of friends. One volunteer with Tahoe Nordic Search & Rescue lost a spouse in the slide. A Blackbird guide lost his brother.



This community thrives on skiing, reveres skiing, even with the dangers of mountain life. In Truckee, the closest town to the avalanche site, neighbors and loved ones have written messages at a memorial to the skiers--nine light-blue hearts on wood posts in front of an eagle statue. "You'll shred with me forever buddy," someone wrote to Andrew Alissandratos, a 34-year-old guide from Nevada.



One day after the last bodies were recovered, dozens of people in hats and parkas crowded together at the vigil for a moment of silence and to pay their respects. "Why do we do this? Why do we put ourselves in harm's way?" Kyle Konrad, a bearded backcountry skier, asked as he held a candle. "It comes from a place of love and joy."



Peter Atkin, whose wife, Carrie, died in the avalanche, said something similar in a statement: "Some of our most precious family memories were built at the Frog Lake Huts." Carrie was a leadership coach and mother of two; their family lived in the Tahoe area and had been to the cabins many times. Her husband described the huts as "a place where she felt truly at home." The people who live here, who love these mountains, know even small mistakes can be unforgiving. And they know why people take those risks anyway.
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s April Cover: McKay Coppins on His Year as a Degenerate Gambler



Thu, 12 Mar 2026




For The Atlantic's April cover story, "Sucker," staff writer McKay Coppins reports from inside the country's sports-betting epidemic, examining how gambling has come to consume American sports and culture. Prior to writing the cover story, Coppins had never bet on anything before--he is religiously prohibited from engaging in games of chance--but he received special permission from his Mormon bishop to gamble for reporting purposes, and The Atlantic fronted him $10,000 to bet over the course of the 2025 NFL season: "The magazine would cover any losses, and--to ensure my ongoing emotional investment--split any winnings with me, 50-50. Surely God would approve of such an arrangement, my editors reasoned, because I wouldn't be risking my own hard-earned money."
 
 Throughout the course of the piece, as Coppins narrates his wins and losses, he considers the societal consequences of the legalization of phone-based gambling for a generation of Americans, and for himself. As Coppins writes: "Practically overnight, we took an ancient vice--long regarded as soul-rotting and civilizationally ruinous--put it on everyone's phone, and made it as normal and frictionless as checking the weather. What could possibly go wrong?" Coppins enlisted the betting and data-analytics expert Nate Silver to act as his personal gambling guru, along with fellow Atlantic staff writer and blackjack fan Tom Nichols, while also interviewing professional sports bettors in Las Vegas; professional athletes who have had their lives threatened by gamblers; lonely politicians trying to stem the flood of legalized betting with some regulation; recovering gambling addicts; and the president of FanDuel, one of the biggest gambling-app companies.
 
 Coppins writes that ever since the advent of sports, humans have found ways to lose money gambling on them. But throughout most of America's history, until recently, gambling was heavily regulated and generally discouraged. Now, he writes, "as a society, we are making an enormously risky bet: that we can reap the rewards of a runaway gambling industry without paying any price; that the litany of social ills long associated with this vice--addiction and impoverishment, isolation and abuse, cheating and chasing and corrosive idleness--can, this time, be kept in check; that, unlike every civilization that came before us, we can beat the house. What are the odds that we're right?"
 
 Gambling options have only grown in America with the rise of "prediction markets" like Kalshi and Polymarket. Live-betting odds have been featured on the Golden Globes telecast and CNN's election coverage. Coppins writes: "In 2026, you can gamble on how warm it will get in Los Angeles tomorrow, and the winner of the Grammy for Best Rap Album, and how much money Avatar: Fire and Ash will gross, and the date of Taylor Swift's wedding, and Time magazine's Person of the Year, and the possibility of extraterrestrial life being discovered, and how many people will be deported from the United States, and the prospect of Iranian regime change, and the chances that Donald Trump declares martial law before his term ends, and whether Jesus Christ will return to Earth this year. In remarkably short order, gambling has permeated every nook and cranny of American life. (If this strikes you as apocalyptic, the odds for the Second Coming currently stand at 23 to 1.)"
 
 Coppins writes, "I had always told people that I didn't have an addictive personality, believing that to be so. Now I had to consider a different possibility: Maybe I had simply constructed a life with strong enough guardrails that I'd never had to test the premise. What would happen to me, I wondered, if those guardrails were removed?" When Coppins placed his first bet on an NFL game last September, he calculated that he was up $20. By the end of the NFL season in February, he'd lost nearly $10,000, was placing bets in his minivan while his family ice-skated, and was checking DraftKings in church. He concludes: "When I'd started this project, I had presented it to my bishop as journalism; at some point, it had veered into obsession. And as clearly as I could see that now, in the cold comedown from a brutal loss, I didn't know how long that clarity would last. As I scrolled through the apps, my eye was drawn to the March Madness promotions--some of the Final Four odds looked intriguing. On Kalshi, meanwhile, the Oscars futures were calling to me. The temptation to chase would never go away, it seemed. Those fences that I, and the country, had erected--the ones that had convinced me that I wasn't prone to addiction and America that it didn't need to worry about this particular vice after all--suddenly seemed more vital than ever."
 
 McKay Coppins's "Sucker" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests.
 
 Press contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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A Horrible Throwback to the Early 2000s

Members of Congress are using the kind of anti-Muslim rhetoric that was common then--this time with a president who has encouraged it.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 11 Mar 2026




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

No one could accuse Representative Andy Ogles of using dog whistles. The Tennessee Republican prefers a bullhorn.

"Muslims don't belong in American society," Ogles wrote on X on Monday. "Pluralism is a lie."

The statement's open bigotry is jarring. Where American Islamophobes in the past two decades have tended to demand that Muslims assimilate or denounce particular people or views, Ogles is taking a categorial approach. (In the past, Ogles has demanded the denaturalization of New York Mayor Zohran Mamdani, whom he called "little muhammad"-- whatever that means--and told an activist that his attitude toward Gazan children was that "we should kill them all.") His denunciation of pluralism is un-American--not in the sense that it's reprehensible, though it is, but that it is directly in conflict with the founding principles of the United States. Ironically, it has more in common with hard-line Wahhabis.

But Ogles is not alone. Last month, his House colleague Randy Fine of Florida declared, "If they force us to choose, the choice between dogs and Muslims is not a difficult one." (In January, Fine blamed Representative Ilhan Omar for being attacked during a town hall.) And when Speaker Mike Johnson was asked about the comments yesterday, the Louisiana Republican declined to condemn them. "Look, there's a lot of energy in the country, and a lot of popular sentiment, that the demand to impose Sharia law in America is a serious problem," Johnson said. (There is no evidence of any serious effort to "impose Sharia law.") He added, "It's not about people as Muslims," but of course that's exactly what Ogles's comment was about.

This kind of hateful rhetoric is a throwback to the early 2000s. Then, as now, the U.S. was involved in a dubious, poorly defined war in the Middle East. But there are two important differences. One, jihadist violence in the U.S. was at the time a more active threat, following a devastating terror attack on U.S. soil. A failed attack on Islamophobic protesters this weekend in New York City, inspired by the Islamic State, was a notable exception to a sharp decrease in jihadist attacks in the U.S. today.

Second, leaders in the Republican Party made an effort to tamp down on anti-Muslim sentiment in the 2000s. "Americans understand we fight not a religion; ours is not a campaign against the Muslim faith," George W. Bush said two weeks after 9/11. "Ours is a campaign against evil." (Bush's presidential center today makes pluralism one of its focuses.) And in 2008, when a town-hall attendee said that the Democratic presidential candidate, Barack Obama, was "an Arab," the GOP nominee, John McCain, was quick to bat it down. "No, ma'am. He's a decent family man, citizen, that I just happen to have disagreements with," he said. It was an imperfect response, suggesting that being a decent man was somehow opposed to being an Arab, but it at least reflected McCain's reflex to oppose such rhetoric--even when it may have hurt him politically.

Johnson's smarmy answer on Ogles showed that today's Republican leadership has neither the courage nor the desire to push back in the same way. After McCain lost the 2008 election, some voices on the right began questioning whether Obama was an American citizen and falsely suggesting that he was a Kenyan-born Muslim. The most prominent among them was Donald Trump, who seemed to represent the prejudices of many Republican voters better than Bush or McCain did. (Less remembered than McCain's decency at the campaign event is the crowd's response: They booed him for defending Obama.) Trump's "birther" antics laid the foundation for his successful presidential run in 2016. During the campaign, he called for a complete ban on Muslims entering the United States and indicated a willingness to create a registry of Muslims inside the country.

As a result, it's no surprise that a Trump-led GOP would become a home for anti-Muslim bigotry. What is less expected is that the president himself has not been a notable participant recently. The Trump administration has prominently targeted Muslims such as Mahmoud Khalil and Rumeysa Ozturk for deportation over their views on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, but among his many rotating justifications for the war in Iran, the regime's theocratic brand of Islam has not been prominent. His approach to Gaza also seems driven more by affinity for Israel's government and greed for real estate than by any consideration of religion--unlike some members of his administration, such as Ambassador to Israel Mike Huckabee, who interprets Israel's existence in religious rather than transactional terms. And although Mamdani's rise has produced a spike in Islamophobia on the right, Trump has so far cultivated a surprisingly chummy relationship with the mayor.

Trump's relative silence does not absolve him of his role in creating the atmosphere that fostered Ogles and Fine, both hard-line MAGA figures. As he has been happy to point out, he is the sole leader of the GOP, and if he disliked such comments he could put a stop to them by simply expressing his disapproval. During the 2024 election, many Arab and Muslim voters who were angry about the Biden administration's support for Israel's war in Gaza voted for Trump, especially in the key swing state of Michigan, but the idea that Trump would be more pro-Palestinian than Kamala Harris was ridiculous to anyone paying close attention. The GOP's tacit approval of Ogles and Fine is a reminder of the real face of the MAGA movement.

Related:

	The Republican who wants to banish his own constituents
 	What to make of the Gracie Mansion incident




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The obvious is taking its revenge on Trump.
 	 
	A police report about a House candidate surprised the White House.
 	 
	The people who shun super-popular pop culture




Today's News

	The International Energy Agency said that member countries will release 400 million barrels of oil from strategic reserves--the largest-ever release--to stabilize markets after the Iran war disrupted the global oil supply.
 	Strikes continued across Iran on the 12th day of the U.S. and Israel's war. Tehran launched what it called its "most intense" attacks yet, targeting Israel, Gulf States, and ships in the Strait of Hormuz, a key route for about one-fifth of the world's oil.
 	The Trump administration is expected to launch new trade investigations today into what it calls unfair foreign practices, as it seeks new ways to impose tariffs after the Supreme Court struck down many of the president's earlier tariffs.




Evening Read


Steve Christo / Fairfax Media / Getty



AI Isn't Coming for Everyone's Job

By Adam Ozimek

By the early 1900s, player pianos had evolved to more fully reproduce a human performance, including subtle dynamics like tempo changes and the introduction of a damper pedal. The human role went from deskilled to fully deprecated as electric motors replaced foot-powered bellows. With the Seeburg Lilliputian Model L, the only job left for humans who wanted to play the piano in the 1920s was to put in a coin ...
 How could humans possibly compete? Yet today you are more likely to encounter a piano player than a player piano, despite the job being successfully automated a very long time ago. The automatons have been relegated to museums and the rare curiosity. Pianists can be found any night of the week in hotel lobbies, Italian restaurants, and concert halls.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The Iranian regime doubles down.
 	Trump's assault on higher education has hit a snag.
 	Yair Rosenberg: Netanyahu's very useful war
 	Arizona is now at the center of election investigations.
 	The David Frum Show: Can Democrats actually win in Texas?




Culture Break


Illustration by Paul Spella. Source: Marili Andre, Courtesy of Young Recordings.



Listen. On her first album in eight years, Robyn reckons with motherhood and midlife desire, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Explore. Hollywood isn't directly attacking Trump, Jake Pitre argues. It's doing something more interesting.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia: Skims and Stravinsky

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 11 Mar 2026

Like a strictly limited quantity of Marvel-branded Oreos, today's Atlantic Trivia questions have dropped. Once they're gone, they're gone. Well, until more arrive tomorrow.

To play, type your response into the field below the question. If you need a hint, click to reveal. Next, click "Submit" to have your response checked. You'll see the answer, a bit about the corresponding article, and the button to proceed.

And by the way, did you know that at one location, the United States and Russia are only 2.4 miles of water apart? Smack in the center of the Bering Strait are the Diomede Islands. Little Diomede belongs to the U.S., and Big Diomede is Russia's; the ice bridge that forms between the two in winter is, as far as I can tell, unclaimed.

The gap is just big enough for the international date line to squeeze through, putting the Diomedes 21 hours apart for most of the year. The little one is nicknamed Yesterday Island, and the big one Tomorrow Island.

Speaking of--see you then!

Find previous questions here, and to get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily. If you think up a question yourself, send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.
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Trump Can't Decide Whether the Iran War Is Still Going On

The president seems to be at odds with both himself and his secretary of defense about the status of the conflict.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 10 Mar 2026




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

The Trump administration can't say why the United States went to war with Iran, and it can't say what the goal of the war is. Now it can't even decide whether the war is still going on.

During an interview with CBS News yesterday afternoon, President Trump all but declared victory. "I think the war is very complete, pretty much," he said.

This statement is so self-contradictory and confusing that one might be tempted to write it off as just riffing, except that he reiterated it at a press conference later in the day. "We're achieving major strides toward completing our military objective, and some people could say they're pretty well complete," he said, apparently referring to himself. All that was missing to complete the parallel to the Iraq War was a flight suit, an aircraft carrier, and a Mission Accomplished banner.

Yet the same afternoon, the Department of Defense posted on X, "We have Only Just Begun to Fight," mangling a famous quotation from John Paul Jones, the father of the U.S. Navy. Reporters at the press conference, perplexed, asked Trump about the gap. "You said the war is 'very complete,' but your defense secretary says this is just the beginning, so which is it?"

"Well, I think you could say both," Trump replied.

You could--if you were a pundit making an argument about the future of the war. But people might hope for a bit more clarity from the man who launched the war without congressional authorization, popular support, or even much buy-in from his own advisers.

Trump's equivocation yesterday may be his attempt to steady an economy shaken by the war. The president's approval has been battered recently by the high cost of living. Although inflation was a major factor in his victory over Kamala Harris in 2024, Trump has seldom focused on it since entering office and has insisted that affordability is somehow both a Democratic "hoax" and a problem that he has already solved.

The war in Iran has exacerbated existing stressors: It has driven up gas prices, rocked stock markets, and suggested that Trump's attention is not on the economy. The president appears rattled by this and even called on oil-tanker captains to "show some guts" and sail through the contested Strait of Hormuz, according to Fox News's Brian Kilmeade, though he hasn't volunteered to personally dodge Iranian missiles aboard a floating makeshift bomb.

Trump's comments yesterday seemed to work, at least in the immediate term: Oil futures dropped, and markets rebounded a bit. Over time, however, whatever succor Trump provides to the economy by saying that the war is nearly over is likely to be canceled out by his administration's vacillation. Markets seek stability, and Trump can't seem to decide on a talking point, much less a strategy or aim for the war itself. As my colleagues Marie-Rose Sheinerman and Isabel Ruehl reported last week, Trump offered 10 different rationales for the war in its first six days alone. Traders may be primed to look for examples of Trump chickening out, but yesterday's remarks seem more like a feint at ending the war: Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth declared that today would "be yet again our most intense day of strikes."

Trump appears confused not only about the future of the war but also about some of its basic facts. The U.S. has faced international criticism over a missile strike on a girls' school in Iran, which was next to a naval base that was also struck. Iranian authorities say that about 175 people were killed at the school, mostly children. Over the weekend, Trump said that the attack was friendly fire. "In my opinion, and based on what I've seen, that was done by Iran," he said. "They have no accuracy whatsoever. It was done by Iran."

Since then, evidence has emerged that the missile that struck the base was a Tomahawk, an American-made weapon. Yesterday, Trump claimed that Iran possesses Tomahawks. "Whether it's Iran or somebody else, the fact that a Tomahawk--a Tomahawk is very generic," he said. "It's sold to other countries." This is nonsense: Only a few U.S. allies, including the United Kingdom and Australia, are known to have them. When a New York Times reporter confronted Trump, asking why no one else in the government was backing up his claims, the president folded. "Because I just don't know enough about it," he replied. "Whatever the report shows, I'm willing to live with that report."

This claim of ignorance is surprising, because Trump usually claims to know better than everyone around him. When asked a question to which he doesn't know the answer, his default is to say that he's considering it. But on occasion, when really backed into a corner, Trump will throw up his hands and claim that he doesn't know anything about a topic.

No president can or should be expected to know everything. This is why he's provided with a Cabinet and a team of other advisers, an executive branch full of subject-matter experts, and a Congress and judiciary to serve as checks on him. The problem is that Trump wants to operate with complete freedom from any restrictions and without waiting for advisers' input. Asked when the war would completely end, Trump told CBS, "Wrapping up is all in my mind, nobody else's." That's not very reassuring, for stock markets or anyone else.

Related:

	Six days of war, 10 rationales
 	The Pentagon cut its civilian safeguards before the Iran war.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	A never-ending conspiracy theory in remote Alaska
 	Graeme Wood: Why Mahmoud Ahmadinejad is still useful
 	Caitlin Dickerson: I recognize the look on Liam Ramos's face.




Today's News

	Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth said that the United States "will not relent until the enemy is totally and decisively defeated," adding that Iran is "badly losing" and that upcoming air strikes will be the most intense yet. Iran's foreign minister said that negotiations with the U.S. are off the table as the conflict continues to escalate.
 	Voters in Mississippi and Georgia head to the polls today in elections that could signal key midterm trends. The races include a primary challenge to longtime Representative Bennie Thompson in Mississippi and a special election to replace former Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene in Georgia.
 	The luxury real-estate brokers Oren and Tal Alexander and their brother, Alon, were convicted yesterday in federal court of sex trafficking and related charges. Prosecutors said that they lured women with promises of parties and trips and then raped them; they face up to life in prison.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Spain's wind towns are thriving, Meera Subramanian writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



The Highly Exclusive Way That Everybody Shops Now

By Ellen Cushing

Scarcity is humanity's great motivator. This has been true forever, since back when we were basically apes: The most important resources--food, shelter, mates--were the ones that were most in demand. Shortage meant value, and being attuned to value meant staying alive. We learned to focus on the rare thing at the expense of what was around it--psychologists call this "tunneling"--and to prioritize avoiding loss over gaining rewards. It was typically smarter to fight for something everyone else wanted than to waste time looking for something else. That animal wisdom is a reason our species survived.
 It is also a reason that, in late 2025, you could find a grown adult--a person who lives in the kind of material plenitude our distant ancestors could never dream of--in a Starbucks parking lot before dawn, desperately seeking a coffee cup shaped like a teddy bear. You see, this coffee cup was available only as a drop.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Just don't say the W-word.
 	Imagine losing your job to the mere possibility of AI.
 	What Anthropic's clash with the Pentagon is really about
 	Six books that simply must be talked about




Culture Break
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Explore. Hollywood's star power is shifting, David Sims writes. Auteur filmmakers have become as much of a selling point as the actors they work with.

Reflect. Are we all material--tissues and veins--or is there some nonmaterial substance, some essence, that transcends the corporeal form? The scientist Alan Lightman explores the "profound disconnect" between the mind and body.

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 for March 10, 2026: It's All Greek to Me (Unless It's Arabic)

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

by Drew Goins

Tue, 10 Mar 2026

Debut week for interactive Atlantic Trivia continues. I'll keep the below instructions here until Friday:

To play, type your response into the field below the question. If you need a hint, click to reveal. Next, click "Submit" to have your response checked. You'll see the answer, a bit about the corresponding article, and the button to proceed.

And by the way, did you know that the ionosphere thickens and thins on a daily basis? The ionization of the atmosphere's gases is caused by solar radiation, so naturally, once it's night (no sun!), the particles lose all that electromagnetic excitement and regroup to return to their un-ionized state. That results in a much thinner, less dense ionosphere, at least until the next dawn.

Speaking of--until tomorrow!

Find previous questions here, and to get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily. If you think up a question yourself, send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.
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The Wild 24-Hour Rise and Fall of Oil Prices

Americans will bear the costs if energy shocks in the Middle East lead to a full-blown crisis.

by Will Gottsegen

Mon, 09 Mar 2026




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

For more than a week after the United States and Israel's initial attack on Iran, oil prices stayed relatively calm--even as bombs rained down in the Middle East and the war expanded to neighboring countries. When Iran announced that it would attack any ship passing through the Strait of Hormuz, that all-important passage for the global oil trade, energy markets ticked up only slightly. But by the time trading resumed on Sunday evening, panic had started to set in.

Earlier today, the extent of the alarm became clear. The price of a single barrel, which had climbed roughly 20 percent over the course of last week, jumped from about $92 on Friday afternoon to $119.50 on Sunday--a nearly 30 percent gain. It has since tumbled back down to about $90 at the time of publication, likely owing to President Trump's comment to CBS earlier today that the war is "very complete," as well as the G7's meeting to discuss strategies for mitigating the recent shocks. But the president has already changed course, telling reporters just hours ago that "we haven't won enough. We go forward, more determined than ever to achieve ultimate victory."

As financial markets have grown accustomed to Trump's erratic decision making, they have, as I've written, begun to process his moves more slowly than they used to. Traders have navigated the administration's sudden interventions abroad--such as the strikes targeting Iran's nuclear program last summer and the clandestine capture of ex-Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro in January--with relative steadiness, assuming that the instability in those countries would be short-lived. But "this isn't Venezuela," Josh Lipsky, the chair of international economics at the Atlantic Council, told me. Traders may have held steady last week because they "wanted to see if there would be a quick resolution--and the message over the weekend is don't bet on it."

On Friday, Trump demanded Iran's unconditional surrender; on Saturday, Israel reportedly struck oil facilities in Tehran and the province of Alborz; and yesterday, the country's government signaled its defiance by choosing a son of Ali Khamenei, the supreme leader who was killed in the initial attacks, to succeed him. Iran's foreign minister has rejected calls for a cease-fire. More than 1,200 Iranians and seven American service members have already been killed, and the death toll continues to rise in the surrounding region.

The biggest lever on oil prices right now remains the Strait of Hormuz. Traders might respond in the short term to positive signals from the Trump administration, but "as long as shipping is stopped the pain point remains," Lipsky explained this evening. The number of ships passing through the waterway is now in the single digits, significantly down from the historical average of 138 ships a day. Millions of barrels that would ordinarily be supplying the world's energy are just sitting around. At the same time, U.S. and Israeli strikes on Iran's energy infrastructure are creating even more uncertainties for the Middle East's oil supply, and Americans are already beginning to see the consequences at the pump. The average price of gasoline in the U.S. reached $3.48 a gallon today--up nearly 17 percent since the start of the conflict.

These conditions echo the onset of the energy crises of the 1970s, which were triggered in large part by the Yom Kippur War and the Iranian Revolution of 1979. Back then, gas was in such short supply that it had to be rationed; photos of long lines at the pump became a potent symbol of economic anxiety. That crisis lasted years, and the recent war with Iran has been going on for only 10 days--there's no indication yet that gas will become quite that scarce. The U.S. produces oil at home, but as my colleague Roge Karma wrote on Friday, many U.S. refineries aren't set up to process the type of oil that's extracted domestically, meaning that America's oil supply is far from guaranteed if the war drags on.

At first, despite his apparent obsession with the idea of seizing other countries' oil reserves, Trump didn't mention America's plan for Iranian oil. After prices spiked on Sunday, he acknowledged the chaos even as he tried to wave it away. "Short term oil prices, which will drop rapidly when the destruction of the Iran nuclear threat is over, is a very small price to pay for U.S.A., and World, Safety and Peace," Trump wrote on Truth Social. In private, the White House is scrambling to find solutions, as Chief of Staff Susie Wiles is reportedly pressing advisers to figure out how to keep gas prices down.

Serious energy shocks have the potential to inflate costs across the board. Travel could become more expensive as jet fuel gets pricier; groceries could become less affordable as the fuel used to farm and transport them starts to cost more; and Americans' utility bills could shoot up as the gas that heats and powers their homes gets scarcer.

To guard against that, Trump announced on Tuesday that the U.S. Navy would begin escorting tankers through the strait if necessary. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent has suggested that the administration might "unsanction" some of the Russian oil that has been off-limits since the country invaded Ukraine in 2022, increasing the global supply at the cost of rolling back an important check on a rival superpower. The White House has also floated an ambiguous plan to intervene in oil-futures markets to keep prices down, although nothing has been officially announced.

Trump has long promised to reduce foreign intervention and "Drill, baby, drill" to lower energy costs. Now the self-proclaimed "peace president" has pulled the U.S. into a conflict that risks worsening the cost-of-living crisis that he has pledged to solve. The administration's rationale for this war has been varied and vague; public support is low. The supposed benefits of U.S.-led intervention in the Middle East aren't intuitive to many Americans. The reality of higher costs is far easier to understand.

	Would Trump risk an oil crisis? 
 	Meet the Nepo-tollah.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Jeffrey Goldberg on the Pete Hegseth exception
 	A dating-app nightmare
 	Adam Serwer on the gullible, cynical America




Today's News

	Iran's Assembly of Experts named Mojtaba Khamenei, a son of Iran's late Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, as the country's new ruler as the war with the U.S. and Israel continues to escalate across the region.
 	Anthropic sued the Trump administration after the Pentagon labeled the AI company a supply-chain risk and ordered federal agencies and contractors to cease business with the company. Anthropic says the move was unlawful retaliation over disagreements about how its AI should be used by the military.
 	Federal prosecutors charged two men today with supporting ISIS after they attempted to detonate homemade bombs during a clash with far-right protesters outside Gracie Mansion on Saturday. Authorities said that at least one of the devices contained TATP, a powerful explosive, but neither device detonated and no one was injured.




Dispatches

	Notes From the Editor in Chief: Nearly a year after the national-security scandal that came to be known as Signalgate, no one in the Trump administration has faced consequences, Jeffrey Goldberg writes.
 	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal explores stories about an uncomfortable emotion that's worth feeling.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read
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A Mysterious Code Is Being Broadcast on Shortwave Radio. Is It Iran?

By Shane Harris

On February 28, the day that bombs started falling on the Islamic Republic, a man's voice began broadcasting in Farsi on a shortwave-radio frequency. He announced himself--"Tavajjoh! Tavajjoh!" (Attention! Attention!)--and then read a string of seemingly random numbers. Anyone with a shortwave radio could hear him. But the announcer's intended audience was likely no more than a handful of people using a centuries-old system to decipher his otherwise incoherent message.
 The eerie and still-unattributed radio transmission came from a numbers station. You don't hear them much anymore. But when the CIA and the KGB needed to communicate with their spies working undercover, such broadcasts were convenient and safe ways to send orders around the world. The intended recipient turns on their radio at a set time to a specific station and writes down the numbers they hear. Using a technique called a "one-time pad," they convert each number into a letter, eventually revealing a message. The transmission is out in the open. But if only the sender and the recipient have the pad--which is written down and destroyed immediately after the message is sent--only they can understand the message.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The fight over Tylenol and autism just got messier.
 	David Wolpe: I believe California has a right to exist.
 	The Pentagon cut its civilian safeguards before the Iran war.
 	The left shouldn't demonize homeowners.
 	The SNL sketch that broke all the rules
 	An air-campaign primer




Culture Break
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Watch (or skip). Who gets to claim the Kennedys? Love Story (streaming on Hulu) deeply empathizes with John F. Kennedy Jr. and Carolyn Bessette--but this doesn't make the show any less exploitative, Megan Garber writes.

Explore. Andrew Tate doesn't get the point of books, Joel Halldorf argues.

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 for March 9, 2026: Movie Stars and the Middle Ages

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

by Drew Goins

Mon, 09 Mar 2026

Atlantic Trivia is going interactive! Starting today, you'll be able to enter your own answer--and thus show off even more.

To play, type your response into the field below the question. If you need a hint, click to reveal. Next, click "Submit" to have your response checked. You'll see the answer, a bit about the corresponding article, and the button to proceed. Good luck, and happy thinking.

And by the way, did you know that silent reading was so uncommon before the Middle Ages that Saint Augustine devoted space in his fourth-century C.E. Confessions to how astounded he was by the way his mentor's eyes "ran over the columns of writing and his heart searched out the meaning, but his voice and his tongue were at rest."

Which prompts the question: Did the great Library of Alexandria hand out earplugs?

See you tomorrow!

Find previous questions here, and to get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily. Get in touch at trivia@theatlantic.com.
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Six Bizarre Movies That Are Actually Fun to Watch

Weird wins you over in these films.

by Stephanie Bai

Sun, 08 Mar 2026




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Some movies you watch and never forget--because you can't. Who could fail to remember the first time they saw Nazis in space, or Nicolas Cage ranting and raving about honey in a matriarchal commune? There's a fine line between what's weird but enjoyable and what's too weird to sit through, so we asked Atlantic writers and editors to share which bizarre films they'd actually recommend.



Iron Sky (streaming on Prime Video and the Roku Channel) 

Iron Sky is the sort of movie that demands a long-form investigation into how many hallucinogens were consumed during its production. The premise: Facing defeat in 1945, a group of Nazis flees to the moon and establishes the Fourth Reich, waiting for the right time to retake Earth--that is, until they are inadvertently discovered by an American astronaut. One of the most expensive Finnish films ever produced, this science-fiction farce has everything: a swastika-shaped Nazi base on the dark side of the moon, a U.S. space warship named after George W. Bush, and an American president who sends people into space as a reelection stunt, complete with campaign posters on the lunar lander (a move that no longer seems so implausible).

When Iron Sky was released, in 2012, its concept was comical for situating Nazis on the moon, of all places. In 2026, the concept remains comical for putting Nazis on the moon rather than on your social-media feed or in a local political group chat. Perhaps recognizing that reality has caught up with satire, the filmmakers announced last month that they are planning a new trilogy--this time about communists on Mars.

-- Yair Rosenberg, staff writer

***

Jupiter Ascending (available to rent on YouTube and Prime Video)

Jupiter Ascending is like no other movie ever made. What if Mila Kunis were a house cleaner named Jupiter who secretly owned all of planet Earth? What if Channing Tatum were a dog-human hybrid who skated around the sky on levitating boots? What if Sean Bean were also there?

There is nothing better than a film that dares greatly. A film that says, "I have a nearly $200 million budget, so Mila Kunis will have the most spectacular gown imaginable for her wedding to an evil space alien. Also, a spaceship will be flown by someone with an elephant trunk who will trumpet at crucial points."

What other science-fiction fantasia revolves around space inheritance law? What other movie includes a line about how bees are genetically designed to recognize royalty, as uttered by Sean Bean (a human-bee hybrid)? Or a prolonged sequence about filling out paperwork at the space DMV, culminating in a cameo from Terry Gilliam? Or Eddie Redmayne DELIVERing EVeryTHING like THIS, fluttering between a whisper and a SHRIEK?

I always suggest the film as a joke, remembering the absurd sequences, and then I get invested and can't tear my eyes away. It's a fairy tale. It's a thrill ride. You will be entertained every single minute of Jupiter Ascending. I wish I were watching Jupiter Ascending right now.

-- Alexandra Petri, staff writer

***

The Wicker Man (streaming on the Roku Channel)

The year 2006 was full of cultural shock waves: Twitter was loosed upon the internet, Pluto was declared a dwarf planet, and Neil LaBute released his reimagining of Robin Hardy's 1973 folk horror film, The Wicker Man.

Edward Malus (played by Nicolas Cage) is a cop whose ex-fiancee asks him to investigate the disappearance of a young girl on an isolated island off the coast of Washington State. As he digs into the mystery, he gets caught up in the local matriarchal commune's ancient rituals. LaBute's The Wicker Man is intent on being a detective procedural; to modernize the story, it eschews the moralistic dissonance (and the musical elements) of the original, producing instead a madcap, paranoid thriller that is as absurd as it is fun.

The Wicker Man has since become a cult classic, and for good reason. There are memorable lines such as "How'd it get burned? How'd it get burned, how'd it get burned?!" and Cage's Charlton Heston-esque delivery of "Killing me won't bring back your goddamned honey!" (These jarring scenes and the over-the-top acting have lately infiltrated the internet's meme machine.) But perhaps the most fitting quote of LaBute's production comes in the first 10 minutes, when Malus's colleague exclaims, "Wow, the plot thickens. Didn't even know you had a plot."

-- Jesse Convertino, senior editor

***

Frozen (streaming on Prime Video and Tubi)

This is not your granddaughter's Frozen. There are no trolls, reindeer, or enchanted snowmen--just a young man, his best friend, and his girlfriend trapped on a ski lift on a Sunday night. The resort won't open again until Friday, and a storm is rolling in. I recommend this film not necessarily as a gratifying viewing experience--though I love it in a so-bad-it's-good sort of way--but as a conversation starter. Frozen is a horror movie in which so many implausible things happen, and the characters make so many unfathomable errors, that you can spend hours debating its events with your friends and family. What sort of wolves roam the ski resorts of New England? What is the best way to drop 20-something feet onto hard-packed snow, in the dark, while wearing ski boots? How could three people be stupid enough to board a ski lift after closing time--and how could none of them have a cellphone in the year 2010? If you're a skier, you get a bonus: The next time the lift stops while you're on it, you and your companions can entertain yourselves by plotting how you'd get down if you were truly stuck.

-- Rachel Gutman-Wei, senior editor

***

But I'm a Cheerleader (streaming on Tubi and the Roku Channel)

A comedy about a high-school cheerleader sent to conversion-therapy camp could already be a bit of a bizarre premise, but even that description doesn't cover how wonderfully weird this movie is. Megan (Natasha Lyonne) is thrust into the blue-and-pink-washed world of True Directions, where the girls learn how to vacuum and the boys are taught how to fix cars, among other activities, in the name of counteracting their homosexual tendencies. (These undertakings all, somehow, get pretty horny.) The gender parodies are ridiculous and intentionally so, laying bare the subjective standards by which people determine the right and wrong ways to exist.

Amid the goofiness, Megan falls for her sullen co-camper Graham (Clea DuVall), and their sweet-but-fraught romance carries the story through to the end. I watched this film for the first time in college, almost certainly after coming across it on some lesbian-movie recommendation list, and I've rewatched it many times since. There are so many fun things that have stuck with me: RuPaul's earnest delivery of the line "I, myself, was once a gay"; a truly heinous set of rainbow pajamas; and, of course, a romantic confession in the form of a cheer, complete with pom-poms.

-- Elise Hannum, associate editor

***

Strawberry Mansion (streaming on Tubi, Prime Video, and the Roku Channel)

Christopher Nolan's Inception may be the most famous film about dreams, but it fails in one regard: It doesn't capture their ephemeral beauty, and how strange they can be. The 2021 movie Strawberry Mansion offers a more familiar vision of them, if that vision involves sailing through various purgatories in a pirate ship manned by bipedal rats or reincarnating as a caterpillar destined to inch across the planet for centuries.

The film is a modern spin on a Kafkaesque story. It takes place in 2035, a dystopian time when people's dreams are taxed by the state. James, a mild-mannered dream auditor, visits an elderly artist, Bella, and ends up living in her guest room while he surveils her dreams.

Initially, the dull bureaucrat enforces labyrinthine procedures that he doesn't understand or care to. But then he falls in love with a younger version of Bella whom he meets in his dreams; while awake, he grows closer to the older Bella, who reveals that dreams are being sold as ad space to megacorps. (That explains all the buckets of fried chicken James was seeing.) Bella gives James a device that blocks out intruding advertisers, and he starts to really dream for the first time, discovering the freedom of going spelunking in his subconscious and investigating how deep the conspiracy goes. It's a film that will make you want to go to sleep--in the best way possible.

-- Amogh Dimri, assistant editor





Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	"We need to do McCarthyism to the tenth power."
 	The impossible predicament of the uninsured
 	California's deadliest avalanche turned on one choice.




The Week Ahead

	The Oscars, Hollywood's biggest night honoring the year's best films and performances (streaming on ABC on Sunday)
 	The Gates, a thriller about three friends trapped in a gated community after witnessing a murder (out Friday in theaters)
 	Judy Blume: A Life, a biography by Mark Oppenheimer on the writer who transformed young people's literature (out Tuesday)




Essay
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Literature Has a Stay-at-Home-Dad Problem

By Eric Magnuson

A decade ago, when I became a stay-at-home dad, I was too busy sanitizing baby bottles and washing reusable diapers to read a short story, let alone an entire novel. Now I have a pair of night-owl elementary schoolers, and although bedtime can still be draining, I at least have the energy to enjoy a few chapters once they're asleep. So when I learned last year about two well-reviewed novels featuring stay-at-home-dad protagonists--Something Rotten, by Andrew Lipstein, and The River Is Waiting, by Wally Lamb--I was curious to pick them up. Within the first few pages, however, I was disappointed to find that these characters were essentially a collection of the same old incompetent-dad tropes: unemployable, emasculated, blundering, or, in the case of Lamb's book, tragically negligent.
 I never used to be a reader who needed to see himself in a novel. But as a dad who takes pride in bringing fun and, if I may say so, some skill to the role, I've grown tired of cultural stereotypes that reduce stay-at-home fathers to undignified buffoons. So I decided to go hunting, to see where else these dads show up in literature, in the hope of finding a character whose experience might reflect my own.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	A novel about a secret no one wants to know
 	The tyranny of the relationship gap
 	The sickening fairy tale of Yasmin Hanani
 	Why Iranians are weeping for a tyrant
 	In defense of effeminate boys
 	The McDonald's CEO's big burger-eating mistake






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	Why Trump changed his mind on Kristi Noem
 	Karim Sadjadpour: Trump has lost the plot in Iran.
 	Pete Buttigieg in the wilderness




Photo Album


A mother polar bear shelters two tiny cubs at the mouth of a wind-carved snow den on Baffin Island. ((c) Sunita Mandal / Sony World Photography Awards 2026)



Take a look at the top and shortlisted entries from this year's Sony World Photography Awards Professional Competition.



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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An Uncomfortable Emotion That's Worth Feeling

Boredom is inextricable from a meaningful life.

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 07 Mar 2026




This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.


"In 1989, at Dartmouth College, the poet and essayist Joseph Brodsky delivered what must be one of the strangest commencement addresses of all time," Daniel Smith wrote recently. "Brodsky told the graduates that their lives would soon be claimed by the 'incurable malaise' of boredom. If they thought they already knew this feeling, they were wrong. 'The worst monotonous drone coming from a lectern or the eye-splitting textbook in turgid English is nothing in comparison to the psychological Sahara that starts right in your bedroom and spurns the horizon,'" Brodsky told the graduates.

Brodsky advised the students not to hide from the feeling. Boredom exists "to teach you the most valuable lesson in your life," he said, "the lesson of your utter insignificance." Even if that kind of enlightenment doesn't come at the end of boredom, Smith notes in his essay, there's power in letting yourself feel it--while you're running errands, while you're doing chores, while you're on hold with the insurance company. Soon, you may come to understand that those thousands of bored hours are inextricable from a life of meaning.



On Boredom

Boredom Is the Price We Pay for Meaning

By Daniel Smith

When I became a father, I was forced to reckon with the emotion that consumed my days.


Read the article.

How Not to Be Bored When You Have to Wait

By Arthur C. Brooks

Sick of standing in line? Instead of looking at your phone, read on. (From 2024)


Read the article.

Five Books That Will Redirect Your Attention

By Rhian Sasseen

When malaise strikes, a book can break the spell--if you choose the right one.


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	The benefits of a short attention span: Chronic distraction has its upsides, Ben Healy wrote in 2018.
 	The great fracturing of American attention: In 2022, Megan Garber wrote on why resisting distraction is one of the foundational challenges of this moment.




Other Diversions

	The friend-group fallacy 
 	What America's Next Top Model was really selling
 	The most misunderstood concept in psychology (From 2023)




PS


Courtesy of LauraLee C.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. LauraLee C. from Lincoln, Nebraska, sent this photo of a tropical hibiscus. "There are multiple pictures of hibiscus flowers in my collections, but this one always fascinates and charms me, reminding me of a flamenco dancer," LauraLee writes.

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/03/boredom-attention-meaning/686286/?utm_source=feed
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<em>Atlantic</em> Trivia on Lasers and McDonald's

And did you know that Michigan has an island in a lake in an island in a lake?

by Drew Goins

Fri, 06 Mar 2026




Updated with new questions at 3:05 p.m. ET on March 6, 2026.

There's an old rule of thumb that you retain about 10 percent of what you read, 20 percent of what you hear, 30 percent of what you see via image or video, and so on up the ladder of experiential learning, until you get to a 90 percent retention rate for the things you learn by doing yourself.

The teeny problem is that none of this is backed by science; it's a bastardization of the "cone of learning" that the education theorist Edgar Dale developed but never intended to be prescriptive.

But doesn't it feel right? So don't just read Atlantic stories. Do them, with this week's Atlantic Trivia.

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

Friday, March 6, 2026

	"There is neither male nor female" in Christ Jesus, writes what author of the biblical Epistle to the Galatians?
 -- From Elaine Godfrey's article on the Texas politics that are "about to get ugly"
 	Heavy sour and light sweet are common classifications for sorting what naturally occurring liquid by viscosity and sulfur content?
 -- From Roge Karma's article about a crisis on the horizon
 	What cosmetic staple of teen-girl culture in the 1990s and early 2000s came in such flavors as strawberry, cotton candy, and--most memorably--Dr Pepper?
 -- From Nancy Walecki's article on the skin-care industry's newest target demographic




And by the way, did you know that Dr Pepper was created a year before Coca-Cola, making it the oldest widely available soft drink in the United States? (Imagine poor Coke being perennially one year away from that doctorate.)

A Texas druggist invented Dr Pepper in 1885. It didn't catch on in earnest, however, until its appearance at the 1904 World's Fair, in St. Louis--perhaps the most revolutionary event in American culinary history, considering that's also where the world was introduced to the hot dog, the hamburger, and, by God, the ice-cream cone.

Have a great weekend!



Answers:

	Apostle Paul. This verse is the Democratic Senate nominee James Talarico's evidence for his claim that "God is nonbinary." Elaine writes that "the line might sound like a banger to some of Talarico's supporters, but it's hardly a given that his progressive interpretation of scripture will appeal to conservative evangelicals" all over Texas. Read more.
 	(Crude) oil. Roge explains that the United States extracts mostly light sweet domestically--but largely exports it, because most U.S. refineries (built long ago) are set up to process heavy sour. It means that for all the crude it pumps, the United States is still vulnerable to the oil crisis that will ensue if the Iran conflict drags on. Read more.
 	Lip Smackers. A lip-gloss "makeover" was about the extent of skin-care for kids when Nancy was growing up. Now she reports on the companies hawking face masks to girls as young as 3. 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, March 5, 2026

	What McDonald's menu item that was reintroduced last year consists of a chicken strip enveloped in a tortilla, and is meant, as the name suggests, to be eaten between meals?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's article on the blurring of breakfast, lunch, and dinner
 	"I should have never surrendered. I should have fought until I was the last man alive" were the final words of what military leader who fought fiercely against both the United States and Mexico in the 1880s?
 -- From Carolina A. Miranda's review of a refreshingly nuanced war story set in the Southwest
 	From 1798 to 1800, John Adams led the United States through a never-officially declared naval conflict with France known by what name?
 -- From Adam Serwer's essay on the president's powers of war




And by the way, did you know--prepare yourself here for a comically unlikely connection between two questions--that in 2012, a McDonald's McNugget resembling the Founding Father George Washington sold on eBay for $8,100?

You can (you must) see a picture of the nugget here. It looks pretty good for having languished in the seller's freezer for three years before auction; I imagine that winter at Valley Forge must have been good preparation.



Answers:

	Snack Wrap. Yasmin reports that as Americans' eating habits change--thanks to inflation, Ozempic, or whatever other cause you can cook up--restaurants are going all in on snacks. See, too, Chipotle's little bowl of chopped chicken, or the definition-defying "kids' menu for all ages" at some TGI Fridays locations. Read more.
 	Geronimo. In the new English translation of Alvaro Enrigue's adventurous novel Now I Surrender, Miranda writes, the Apache people edged out by the United States and Mexico take center stage. She writes that the book correctly casts the border not as "a hard line between us and them" but rather as a "polyglot meeting point." Read more.
 	The quasi-war. It is true that the requirement of congressional approval for presidential acts of war was challenged very early in U.S. history, Adam writes, but in Adams's case (and Jefferson's), the conflict was "limited and defensive in nature." Donald Trump's aggression against Iran is nothing of the sort, he writes, and not what the Founders intended. Read more.




Wednesday, March 4, 2026

The questions in today's double-wide Atlantic Trivia all come from Graeme Wood's profile of Pete Buttigieg and his time away (sorta, kinda) from politics.

	In high school, Buttigieg wrote an essay contending that what still-sitting senator's identification as a socialist was a "self-inflicted gunshot wound"?
 	What hockey legend played 25 seasons, from 1946 to 1971, for the Detroit Red Wings?
 	What handheld baked good originating in (and named for) the county on England's southwestern tip is also a culinary symbol of Michigan's Upper Peninsula?
 	What tool, heavier and with a wider head than an axe's, is used for splitting large, dense logs? Its four-letter name, fittingly, is also a verb that means "to violently cut or tear flesh."
 	What partially recognized state on the Horn of Africa shares the first six letters of its name with the country from which it declared independence in 1991?
 	In the Roman republic, the defined track that a political aspirant followed from low to high office was known by what Latin name meaning "course of honors"?




And by the way, did you know that just north of Michigan's Upper Peninsula lies the largest island in the largest freshwater lake on the largest island in the world's largest freshwater lake?

Let's break that down: The northern shore of the UP abuts Lake Superior; within Lake Superior is Isle Royale; on Isle Royale is Siskiwit Lake; and the biggest island in Siskiwit Lake is Ryan Island.

For a time, it was claimed that a seasonal pond existed on Ryan Island and that out from the center of that pond jutted a boulder--the largest "island" in the largest "lake" on the largest island in the largest lake on the largest island in the largest lake.

Alas, that was debunked when a mother and son visiting the area verified that no such pond exists. Too much of a good thing, eh.



Answers:

	Bernie Sanders. Buttigieg admired Sanders's integrity in using the label, Graeme reports, but also Sanders's "courageous" decision to endorse the very un-socialist Bill Clinton for president--it was, as Graeme writes, "perhaps a preview of Buttigieg's later pragmatism." Read more.
 	Gordie Howe. Graeme asked Buttigieg, now a resident of Traverse City, Michigan, whether he knew where Howe had operated a restaurant in town in the 1990s: "I noticed Buttigieg tense up, as if unsure whether he might alienate a key demographic, Detroit Red Wings fans over the age of 65, by admitting that he had no idea what I was talking about."
 	Cornish pasty. Buttigieg, meanwhile, told Graeme that pasties are "quintessentially a UP thing" because "you can take them camping or hunting." It's a thing he's learned in adulthood, Graeme notes, not from a childhood spent taking "hunting trips up north."
 	Maul (or splitting maul). Likewise, Buttigieg recently became the owner of a splitting maul and chops his own wood, as part of what Graeme sees as a remaking of himself into the Everyman.
 	Somaliland. Yet Buttigieg is not the Everyman; the Everyman doesn't take a pleasure trip to a breakaway region of Somalia just out of curiosity. As Graeme writes, "Every candidate hopes to be the guy you want to have a beer and talk football with. Buttigieg ... is the candidate you want to sit down and have Somali camel stew with while you banter about Arabic verb forms."
 	Cursus honorum. Graeme writes that Buttigieg has followed the modern version of the cursus from local to national office: "In some ways Buttigieg is a perfect candidate, and in some ways he feels like a candidate perfect for an era that has slipped away."




Tuesday, March 3, 2026

	"People grew up, got married, got divorced, had children, got old and all the time the portrait of [him] hung over their heads," wrote the Soviet poet Joseph Brodsky in March 1973, 20 years after the death of what man?
 -- From Gal Beckerman's essay on crying at moments of dramatic change
 	Which two members of Congress introduced the piece of legislation enacted in summer 2010 that overhauled financial regulation after the Great Recession?
 -- From Annie Lowrey's article on the disappearing American mortgage
 	In what film does a cowboy explain to peers who are impressed by an interloper's seemingly advanced weaponry that "it's not a laser. It's a--it's a little light bulb that blinks"?
 -- From Jacob Stern's article on modern militaries' use of lasers




And by the way, did you know that a sufficient supply of standard-issue laser pointers, arrayed so as to focus their beams on a single point, could theoretically burn clean through an eyeball?

Some back-of-the-napkin math from a scientist at the American Physical Society found that 200,000 or so laser pointers mounted on the inside curve of a sphere the size of a small car would do the trick--and melt the brain, too, if the laser-ee sat still for long enough.

A grisly end to be sure, but also delicious vindication for all the moms who ever said Careful where you point that thing.



Answers:

	Joseph Stalin. Brodsky understood what Gal has seen in the days since the death of Iran's Ayatollah Ali Khamenei: Loyalists and dissidents alike cry when a dictator who has deeply wormed into their consciousness is suddenly no longer there. It is a reaction to the loss, Gal writes, of "what felt like a fixed reality." Read more.
 	Chris Dodd and Barney Frank. One of the effects of the Dodd-Frank Act, Annie writes, was the tightening of mortgage lending and underwriting standards, which "made the financial system safer, but also made buying a home harder for many people." Now, even amid low unemployment and rising wages, the share of U.S. homeowners hasn't increased in half a decade, Annie reports; young and working-class people are missing out on the "property ladder." Read more.
 	Toy Story. The lasers that militaries are starting to deploy today are rather more powerful than Buzz Lightyear's piddly facsimile. Stern provides an overview of the technology and the geopolitical implications--but he also warns that by focusing too much on the details, one risks losing sight of "something arguably even more profound: Laser guns are real now." Read more.




Monday, March 2, 2026

	In a 1977 book by Beverly Cleary, what titular little girl suddenly finds herself spending more time with Mr. Quimby, her out-of-work father?
 -- From Eric Magnuson's essay on literary depictions of stay-at-home dads
 	What term collectively refers to the mysterious and debilitating health issues that have affected dozens of U.S. personnel in Cuba since the mid-2010s?
 -- From Vivian Salama's article on where Cuba fits into President Trump's interventionism
 	The popular Thai beverage Krating Daeng--named after a horned bovine of Southeast Asia--was adapted for the West in the 1980s by an Austrian businessman who gave it what English name?
 -- From Ellen Cushing's article on how a certain category of drink is pivoting toward women




And by the way, did you know that the United States once reportedly planned to assassinate Cuban President Fidel Castro with a booby-trapped seashell? U.S. intelligence knew that Castro was an avid scuba diver, so it allegedly planned to load a particularly irresistible-looking mollusk with explosives and hope that Castro drifted by to investigate.

The scheme stands out as particularly outlandish, which is really saying something: The retired Cuban counterintelligence chief Fabian Escalante alleged that the CIA came up with 638 plans in total to assassinate Castro.



Answers:

	Ramona. Magnuson, who recently pulled together what he reckons is literature's most comprehensive list of stay-at-home dads, notes that Ramona's time with her father isn't of particularly high quality; he mostly smokes and watches TV. It's a sad stereotype of the incompetent at-home dad, Magnuson writes, that persists even decades later. Read more.
 	Havana syndrome. For decades, Vivian writes, Cuba has been a "persistent and bipartisan annoyance," and now, after dramatic interventions in Venezuela and Iran, Trump might think he has the momentum to end that annoyance once and for all. She expects that the pressure for regime change will only grow. Read more.
 	Red Bull. The energy-drink market has transformed time and again since then, Ellen writes. In the early 2000s, it aligned itself with masculinity. After that, energy drinks were all about fitness. Now, in pastels and pinks and such flavors as Guava Lava, Ellen says, the drinks are coming for the ladies. Read more.
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Pushing the Limits of Historical Fiction

In a new book, Alvaro Enrigue uses absurdity to tell a fuller truth.

by Boris Kachka

Fri, 06 Mar 2026




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


Some novelists build fantastical dream worlds; others aim to capture reality in all its complexity. Among my favorite authors are those who try to do both at the same time. That's one reason I was intrigued by Carolina A. Miranda's essay in The Atlantic this week about Now I Surrender, the latest novel by the Mexican writer Alvaro Enrigue to be translated into English. The book "distills a byzantine swirl of historical events through the lives of a handful of very colorful characters," Miranda writes, intertwining several real and invented incidents with major moments in the Apache Wars, a series of skirmishes involving Native Americans, the U.S., and Mexico across the Southwest borderlands. Enrigue's "penchant for shooting the facts of history through the prism of the absurd," as Miranda puts it, makes him singular--but it also puts him firmly in a long literary tradition.

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

	Why Iranians are weeping for a tyrant
 	A novel about a secret no one wants to know
 	Literature has a stay-at-home-dad problem.
 	"French 75," a poem by Kortney Morrow


Enrigue's approach serves his subject well because the Apache Wars are so often oversimplified. American textbooks tend to boil the conflict down to the surrender of the Apache warrior Geronimo, depicting his resistance as a poignant speed bump on the road to westward expansion. What Enrigue describes instead is a multilateral conflict whose most tangible result was the erasure of a Native society. "Enrigue is examining a rupture," Miranda writes, and so he tears apart the veil of realism. In one chapter, we follow a ragtag Mexican posse featuring a zarzuela singer disguised as a nun; in another we witness Geronimo's anguish over what will become of his people; in still another, Enrigue himself appears, on a contemporary road trip with his fractious family to visit the memorial sites that inspired the novel.

This isn't Enrigue's first foray into historical absurdism. His previous novel published in English, You Dreamed of Empires, retells the encounter between the conquistador Hernan Cortes and the Aztec leader Moctezuma II through the lens of the latter's mushroom-induced hallucinations. An earlier novel imagines two Renaissance artists playing tennis with a ball made from Anne Boleyn's hair. In treating the details of war and conquest as symbolic playthings, Enrigue brings to mind authors such as Joseph Heller and Kurt Vonnegut--and of course, Thomas Pynchon.

Pynchon's 1973 novel, Gravity's Rainbow, arguably the high point of this micro-genre, puts World War II through a blender of plots and subplots, magical twists and alternate histories. It's devastating and funny and, above all, chaotic. Keeping track of its 400-odd characters--including African rocket designers, Kazakh lexicographers, mad engineers, Masons, Nazis, German expressionists, and a sentient light bulb--is all but impossible for nonobsessives. This particular approach to historical fiction is not to every reader's taste. In lesser hands (and even in some of Pynchon's later works), it can risk dissolving into incoherence--which is partly why such attempts can draw mixed reviews. Yet I consider this entropic tendency, on balance, to be a strength, because one thing that these authors would agree on is that history is very, very messy.




Illustration by Allison Zaucha Davis / The Atlantic*



A Western That Goes Where Cormac McCarthy Wouldn't

By Carolina A. Miranda

Alvaro Enrigue's Now I Surrender scraps the simplistic binary of cowboys and Indians in favor of a wild, multifaceted war story.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Honored Guest, by Joy Williams

A book of short stories may be the best kind of work for a reader with a busy schedule. You can savor one piece in a collection, then let days or weeks pass before moving on to another. Plus, no one can stop you from reading them in any order you please. I recommend the 12 stories in Honored Guest, all full of striking detail and featuring strangely insightful narrators. Each tale abounds with existential questions and turns the familiar eerie. In "Anodyne," a mother quits yoga to start shooting classes at a gun range; in "ACK," a couple endures an odd dinner party on Nantucket. Williams's stories always benefit from considered, post hoc reflection: Finish just one with breakfast, then let the images and sentences drift through your mind for the rest of the day.  -- Bekah Waalkes

From our list: Seven books to read when you don't have time to read





Out Next Week

? In the Days of My Youth I Was Told What It Means to Be a Man, by Tom Junod

? The Complex, by Karan Mahajan


? Everybody's Fly: A Life of Art, Music, and Changing the Culture, by Fab 5 Freddy with Mark Rozzo




Your Weekend Read


Eric Ogden for The Atlantic



Pete Buttigieg in the Wilderness

By Graeme Wood

A day with the Buttigieges is a never-ending succession of wholesomeness. When I went to their house, Pete had traded running the country's transportation sector for a different type of traffic management, in the kitchen of his exurban home. The couple had begun preparing their children for a day of camp. Pete was delivering yogurt to the table while Chasten coaxed them to eat it. "Not enough protein," Chasten said, prompting Pete to scramble eggs, which of course the kids rejected. "Papa got an axe for Christmas," Gus told me. "Technically," Pete said, "it is a splitting maul."

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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Who Is the U.S. Actually at War With Right Now?

The Iran conflict is one in an extensive list of Trump-era interventions.

by Conor Friedersdorf

Thu, 05 Mar 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 campaigned on the idea that electing him was the best way to avoid wars. He has referred to himself as the "peace president," going so far as to complain that he hadn't won a Nobel Peace Prize.

Yet Trump has governed as a hawkish interventionist whose approach better aligns with his neoconservative secretary of state, Marco Rubio, than with the anti-interventionists in his administration, such as J. D. Vance and Tulsi Gabbard. The United States is now enmeshed in so many conflicts that its foreign policy is closer to "world police" than "America First."

The newly launched war against Iran is the most significant. Operation Epic Fury begins less than a year after the United States and Israel partnered to strike Iran's nuclear facilities. At the time, Trump declared that operation a success, and Vance defended it by stating, "I certainly empathize with Americans who are exhausted after 25 years of foreign entanglements ... But the difference is that back then, we had dumb presidents and now we have a president who actually knows how to accomplish America's national-security objectives. So this is not gonna be some long, drawn-out thing."

The Trump administration has now launched a "long, drawn-out thing" in Iran with no end in sight. U.S. military personnel have already been imperiled at Al Udeid Air Base in Qatar, Ali Al-Salem Air Base in Kuwait, Al Dhafra Air Base in the United Arab Emirates, a U.S. Navy headquarters in Bahrain, and facilities in Iraq. American interests around the world are at risk of Iranian retaliation.

All alone, this war would make a mockery of MAGA claims that Trump is an anti-interventionist. But it is one in an extensive list of Trump-era entanglements.

Even as America's military expands its focus in Iran, it launched a new operation this week against drug cartels in Ecuador. "Together, we are taking decisive action to confront narco-terrorists who have long inflicted terror, violence, and corruption on citizens throughout the hemisphere," U.S. Southern Command announced in a press release.

U.S. forces in Africa have been carrying out air strikes over Somalia against the Sunni Islamist terrorist organization al-Shabaab. As recently as last month, U.S. forces carried out multiple strikes against Islamic State fighters in Syria, according to U.S. Central Command.

Earlier this year, the United States launched Operation Absolute Resolve, a military campaign that successfully removed the Venezuelan leader Nicolas Maduro from power. After the operation, Trump said that the U.S. would run Venezuela at least temporarily. This week, Reuters reported that Interior Secretary Doug Burgum traveled to Venezuela and met with its acting president, Delcy Rodriguez.The United States is both negotiating contracts with Rodriguez and threatening to indict her.

The Trump administration concluded last year with a Christmas Day attack on Islamist militants in Nigeria. Earlier in 2025, the United States carried out air strikes in Iraq, waged a roughly seven-week offensive against Houthi rebels in Yemen, and carried out the aforementioned attack on Iran's nuclear facilities. This year and last, the Trump administration has been blowing up boats in the Pacific Ocean and the Caribbean Sea, many off the coast of Venezuela, that it suspects of drug smuggling. The boat strikes have killed at least 150 people.

Ukraine is the one place where the Trump administration appears to be trying to draw down U.S. involvement, though the United States has supplied the country with intelligence as it resists Russian aggression.

During the run-up to the 2016 election, I wrote that "if you're a voter who believes that Donald Trump is against foreign wars and regime change, unlike the globalist elites in Washington, D.C., you have been misled." At the time, I noted that Trump released a video in 2011 that sought to pressure President Obama to invade Libya. Trump also argued that George H. W. Bush should have ousted Saddam Hussein in Iraq, and wrote in his 2000 book, The America We Deserve, "We still don't know what Iraq is up to or whether it has the material to build nuclear weapons." He added, "Am I being contradictory here, by presenting myself as a deal-maker and then recommending preemptive strikes? I don't think so." In 2011, he urged the Navy to wage war on Somali pirates.

Now Trump has proved his proclivity for interventionism, without congressional approval or the support of the public. And there's no evidence to suggest that he will stop here. If Congress continues allowing him to deploy force unilaterally, he may pursue land strikes on drug cartels in Mexico, a prospect that he raised early this year in an interview with Fox News; regime change in Cuba, a longtime dream of Rubio's; and God knows what else. He is an impulsive man who gambles, especially when the most significant risks are borne by others. There is no way to know how exactly he will surprise Americans next.

Trump could even make the United States a pariah among its Western allies by revisiting his on-again, off-again threats to take Greenland by force, a move that parts of his base have been urging ever since Trump first raised the possibility, or by seizing the Panama Canal, as he has also threatened to do.

Had Americans known that Trump was going to undertake wars of choice and assorted military strikes all around the world, they may not have elected him. At this point, with a majority of voters opposed to Trump's interventions, congressional action is the only way to disentangle the country from these conflicts. Until then, the list is likely to only grow longer.

Related:

	America vs. the world
 	A foreign policy worse than regime change




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	How Kristi Noem lost her job
 	Trump's unauthorized war
 	"The most dangerous man in the world"
 	Elaine Godfrey: Things are about to get ugly in Texas.




Today's News

	Iran's foreign minister said the country is ready to confront a possible American ground invasion and has not sought a cease-fire with the United States and Israel.
 	A federal planning commission delayed a vote on President Trump's proposed White House ballroom until April after receiving a "large amount of public input," most of which opposed the project.
 	Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. said that more than 50 medical schools agreed to adopt a federal framework for nutrition education after a monthslong push by the administration. Some health leaders and doctors criticized the effort as government interference in curricula.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: If logistical innovation alone could have solved the nightly meal grind, it would have been solved several times over, Rafaela Jinich writes on why dinner never gets easier.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Ray Massey / Getty.



Don't Call It 'Intelligence'

By Charles Yu

I am occasionally asked by colleges to give a version of a talk on how I became a writer. The easy thing to do is to give a sort of guided tour through the woods of literary self-formation: a string of anecdotes designed to elicit a few chuckles, a moment or two of reflection about the inevitable bends in the road, things that felt momentous but turned out not to matter, or things that didn't seem significant at the time but with hindsight turned out to be the most important of all.
 Typically, these tours end in the same place: The author has found a path through the wilderness, and discovered a voice along the way. Voice is what leads us out of the woods.
 The trouble, at least for me, is that this kind of speech is mostly fiction; the path is only a path in retrospect.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	What Jay Bhattacharya wants from the CDC
 	U.S. capabilities are showing signs of rot.
 	The Trump administration is trying to have its vaccine policy both ways.
 	Karim Sadjadpour: Trump has lost the plot in Iran.
 	The humiliation of J. D. Vance
 	Charlie Warzel: A technology for a low-trust society




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic



Explore. The McDonald's CEO's big burger-eating mistake: If you're going to eat on the internet, you'd better do it a certain way, Ellen Cushing writes.

Read. Alvaro Enrigue's Now I Surrender scraps the simplistic binary of cowboys and Indians in favor of a wild, multifaceted war story, Carolina A. Miranda 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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Why Dinner Never Gets Easier

If logistical innovation alone could have solved the nightly meal grind, it would have been solved several times over.

by Rafaela Jinich

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




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


Of the many problems modern life has promised to solve, dinner remains a stubborn nuisance. Not the eating of it, exactly, but the endless planning for it: the recipe hunting, the shopping, the post-work reckoning of what is or isn't in the fridge. An entire industry made up of meal-prep companies, delivery-food apps, and grocery-store frozen entrees is devoted to this nightly question.

Dinner has been vexing people for a very long time. Read the writing by women expected to run their household's kitchen, and you can see how this sphere of domesticity has long doubled as a window into the shifting concerns of daily life. In 1932, Helen Keller published an Atlantic essay, "Put Your Husband in the Kitchen," and opened with the intricate ritual of making a Christmas fruitcake. The scene is dense with logistics: nuts to crack, oranges and lemons to peel, a stove fire to maintain with "the utmost precision." Family members are instructed to walk softly, so the batter won't fall.

As she describes this carefully managed procedure, Keller notes that it is already becoming a "lost art." New technologies were expediting even the simplest tasks. Electricity, preprepared ingredients, and advancements in home appliances had transformed household labor. A modern housewife could now call the grocer to place an order, because more households were installing telephones. "The machine age has come upon us, transforming the home no less surely than the factory," Keller wrote.

Keller understood that the changes to domestic work revealed something larger about the economy and people's broader anxieties outside the home. In 1918, a writer credited as Mrs. A. Burnett-Smith described a British food system strained by wartime scarcity. Milk was so limited that restaurants would not serve it unless a child was present; eggs had become prohibitively expensive. The new ration-card system, she noted, did not increase the food supply but did "insure equal distribution." The problem for women was how meticulously these supplies had to be tracked when planning meals. "Food is not a very inspiring subject to write about," Burnett-Smith wrote, "but it is very wonderful how inspiring it can become when there is none of it."

As the century progressed, the strain in the kitchen took on a different character. By the late 20th century, women were entering the workforce in large numbers. In The Atlantic's September 1986 issue, George Gilder observed that "drastic shifts in sex roles seem to be sweeping through America." From 1890 to 1985, the labor-force participation of women ages 25 to 44 rose from 15 to 71 percent--a revolution that upended the calculus of family meals.

By the late 2010s, the technological transformation that Keller described had largely come to pass. The fruitcake didn't need to be baked--it could be dropped off by an Uber Eats courier. The grocery store was always open. Dinner, in theory, should have been easier than ever. But the pressure around it hadn't disappeared.

Writing in 2019, Amanda Mull described the familiar sight of meal-kit boxes--Blue Apron, HelloFresh--sitting abandoned and "slightly stinky" in apartment buildings. These services promised to streamline the nightly meal: perfect portions, no menu planning, restaurant-style cooking at home. Instead, they kept colliding with the same constraint: time.

"From February 2018 to February 2019, 45 percent of American meals were eaten alone," Mull wrote. No matter how many meal kits and fast dinner solutions were being peddled to consumers, the structure of American life had shifted in ways that made a traditional dinner routine harder to sustain. Dual-income households had become common. Commutes had lengthened due to urban sprawl and more traffic congestion. Work had followed people home on their laptop. Fast-casual restaurants swooped in to fill in the gap.

"A quiet monologue runs through my head at all times. It is this: dinner dinner dinner dinner," Rachel Sugar wrote last January. "The Dinner Problem might be especially acute for working parents like me--children are unrelenting in their demand to eat at regular intervals--but it spares almost no one. Disposable income helps mitigate the issue (disposable income helps mitigate most issues), but short of a paid staff, money does not solve it."

If logistical innovation alone could have solved dinner, it would have been solved several times over. Even in what Sugar calls the "world-historic peak of dinner solutions," the meal remains "unrelenting, in the way that breathing is unrelenting."

Meals can now be reheated in minutes. The groceries may arrive in a box, and the onions may come pre-chopped. But the constant decision making--what to prepare, when to eat it--hasn't gone anywhere. What happens in the kitchen has never been just about food.
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Pete Hegseth Treats Fallen American Soldiers as a PR Problem

His use of the Iran-war dead to attack the media was disgraceful.

by Tom Nichols

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

The United States is at war. Americans, at such a time, might expect their government to speak to them regularly and report on U.S. goals--and casualties--but so far, they have gotten little beyond prerecorded videos of the president and some sound bites from various officials. Even Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth has held only a few briefings.

Perhaps the Pentagon chief's reluctance to speak to the press is just as well, because many Americans would be alarmed to realize that their sons and daughters in combat are being overseen by a person as callous as Pete Hegseth.

This morning, the defense secretary gave a briefing on the war that quickly degenerated into Trumplike bombast. (Wisely, the Pentagon scheduled this at 8 a.m. eastern time, when most of the country is either sleeping or busy starting their day.) Hegseth apparently prefers to sound more like a Call of Duty player leading a raid than a sober and judicious secretary of defense: "Death and destruction from the sky all day," he said, along with other empty phrases such as "We're playing for keeps." (As opposed to what, exactly?)

Most reporters are now accustomed to Hegseth's drama-laden antics. But even by the low standards he has set, he managed to shock many of them when he cynically used the deaths of U.S. military personnel to air his own grievances with the press.

On Sunday morning (local time), an Iranian drone hit a makeshift operations center in Kuwait. The Pentagon says that six Americans are dead. Not only is this event a tragedy, but it also requires an explanation: The drone reportedly snuck through U.S. defenses without setting off any alerts, and struck a target that now seems to have been unduly vulnerable to aerial attack.

The defense secretary, the man who is supposed to carry this news to the American public and mourn with them, instead whined about the unfairness of it all. "When a few drones get through or tragic things happen, it's front-page news. I get it," Hegseth told the reporters, military personnel, and civilians gathered this morning in the Pentagon. "The press only wants to make the president look bad, but try for once to report the reality. The terms of this war will be set by us at every step. As I said Monday, the mission is laser-focused."

"Tragic things happen"? Hegseth said this as though it is unreasonable to look any closer at such events. He seems unable to grasp that the deaths of Americans are not merely a public-relations problem: When a drone slips through U.S. defenses and kills six members of America's armed forces, the deaths of those servicepeople are the story. The people of the United States deserve to know what happened and why. Hegseth complaining that he's not getting credit for all of the drones that didn't get through is like an airline executive responding to an air disaster by growling about all of the planes his company made that didn't crash.

My colleague Nancy Youssef was at the Pentagon this morning, sitting just three rows from the podium. I asked her what the atmosphere was like after Hegseth's heartless remark. She told me that his comments "sent a stunned silence through the briefing room." Even members of Hegseth's staff, she said, seemed to flinch at what he was saying. "Some put their heads down," she said, while others just looked around. Someone in the room then said: "That was one of the most insulting things I have ever heard," quietly but audibly and, as far as Nancy could tell, to no one in particular.

Unlike Hegseth, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Dan Caine opened his remarks by grieving the deaths of the fallen soldiers, saying that "it's with profound sadness and gratitude that I share the names of four of our six fallen heroes." He didn't have the names of the other two, because while Hegseth was griping about media coverage, the U.S. military was completing the next-of-kin notification. (The names could be publicly released as soon as later today.) "Our nation stands with you," Caine told Gold Star parents, wounded warriors, and their families, "and we are eternally grateful for your courage, your resiliency, your devotion to this mission and to our nation."

The contrast was unsettling. For years, defense secretaries and top generals have carried the anguish of decisions that have led to troop deaths. Former Defense Secretary Robert Gates has said that he wept as he read the stories of the fallen; some generals have carried photos of those lost under their command--even into their retirement. Hegseth, instead, noted the losses almost in passing, and used them as a vehicle for his ongoing beefs with the press.

But Hegseth wasn't content merely to carp about the coverage of American deaths. After expressing his irritation at the press, he decided to trash America's allies. Instead of simply praising Israel--America's only ally in this war--he took a needless shot at other nations, saying that U.S. allies in the past provided only "ancillary benefits" in global conflicts because they were "maybe willing but not as capable" as the Israelis. Hegseth made this preposterous claim in front of military people who had fought in previous wars alongside these allies--and who saw many service members from these nations sacrifice their life alongside their American comrades.

Hegseth is now holding more press conferences, according to Nancy's reporting, because some White House officials have privately conceded that they are losing the communications war. The Trump team should have seen this coming: When Hegseth kicked the press corps out of the Pentagon last fall--including reporters from The Atlantic--for not agreeing to publish only Pentagon-approved news, some reporters warned department officials that such a move might make it harder for the public to understand America's operations overseas, Nancy told me. Now the United States is involved in a major war, and no one in the Pentagon, the White House, or the State Department seems able to explain why without contradicting one another.

In the midst of all this, Hegseth provided at least one moment of clarity: He showed, yet again, why he is an execrable choice to lead the Pentagon. Like his boss, he does not talk to the American people so much as put on performances for them, and this morning, he played the role of the Fox News pundit castigating other journalists. But the people in the briefing room were doing their job trying to get the facts. Unlike Hegseth, they are taking their responsibilities seriously: This is not a game, it's not a TV show, and it's not some adolescent test of wills.

Pete Hegseth, if he does not resign, should at least get out of the way and let better men than him talk to the nation and to the press. No one is asking for classified details to be revealed in public; no one expects Periclean rhetoric from a talk-show host. But the people of the United States deserve more of an explanation of what's happening in this war, and they certainly deserve more of an encomium for their fallen children than "Tragic things happen."

Related:

	The last days of the Pentagon press corps
 	Pete Hegseth's Pentagon is becoming a bubble. (From August)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Adam Serwer: The American king goes to war.
 	The coming invasion of Iran
 	California's deadliest avalanche turned on one choice.




Today's News

	NATO air defenses shot down an Iranian missile headed toward Turkey, and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth said that a U.S. submarine sank an Iranian naval ship with a torpedo--allegedly the first such sinking of an enemy ship with a torpedo since World War II.
 	The Republican-led House Oversight Committee voted to subpoena Attorney General Pam Bondi over the Justice Department's role in the release of the Jeffrey Epstein files, as part of its ongoing investigation into the federal government's handling of the case against the convicted sex offender.
 	The Texas Republican Senate primary is headed to a runoff between Senator John Cornyn and state Attorney General Ken Paxton. Texas State Representative James Talarico won the Democrats' Senate primary against U.S. Representative Jasmine Crockett.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: How many wolves is enough? Now that thousands live in the United States, some people would like to kill more of them, Katherine J. Wu writes.
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Evening Read
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The Tyranny of the Relationship Gap

By Faith Hill

Every so often, I hear a time-honored dinner-party question that always leads to lively debate: Would you sleep with your clone?
 It's hard to say where the conversation starter came from. Perhaps it originated with a 2015 BuzzFeed article titled "Can We Ask You a Really Weird Question?," which inquired--well, you know. Or maybe it can be traced much further back, to works of science fiction that explored similar puzzles. Is a clone conscious? Does it have rights? But today's clone query, in my experience, tends to prompt chatter about something a little less heady: whether engaging sexually or romantically with someone just like yourself sounds like a creepy nightmare--or whether it sounds like a dream of convenience, of perfectly aligned interests and interactions as frictionless as silk.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Trump is expected to endorse Cornyn in Texas.
 	The real reason Trump went to war, by Yair Rosenberg
 	Tesla's secret weapon is a giant metal box.
 	The David Frum Show: Trump's war with Iran, and a new danger at home
 	The dangerous munitions mismatch between America and Iran
 	A dire warning from the tech world




Culture Break


Illustration by Alisa Gao / The Atlantic



Explore. The skin-care industry is coming for toddlers, Nancy Walecki writes.

Hungry? Restaurant chains are rolling out smaller and cheaper options for customers who just want a little treat, Yasmin Tayag 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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