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What's Going on With the IRS?

The Trump administration's budget cuts are looming over Tax Day.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 19 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.

Etched into the facade of the Internal Revenue Service's headquarters, just above a trio of limestone arches, is a quote from Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.: "Taxes are what we pay for a civilized society." But today's IRS, weakened by the Trump administration's budget cuts, may not be well-equipped to collect.

The office of the Treasury Inspector General for Tax Administration, a federal watchdog, put out a memo in January highlighting its "concerns" about the IRS's readiness for the 2026 filing season, most of which are downstream from staffing. The agency had more than 100,000 staffers (accountants, lawyers, customer-service specialists, and more) toward the end of 2024; a year later, firings and buyouts had lowered that number to about 81,000. That it lost nearly a fifth of its employees will likely affect its ability to tackle existing problems, such as backlogs of returns and outdated technology, and introduce new ones that will slow it even further.

The current political climate has only complicated things. In the past, the agency encouraged undocumented people to file returns and promised to keep their information private. But during last year's tax season, amid the Trump administration's aggressive immigration-enforcement push, the IRS funneled data from protected tax records to the Department of Homeland Security. The National Immigration Law Center has suggested that if people don't want to take the risk of filing this year, "the IRS will likely bring in less revenue while also spreading fear and confusion in immigrant communities." At the same time, President Trump is currently suing the IRS for mishandling his own information (his returns were leaked to the press during his first term). He's seeking at least $10 billion in damages, all of which would come directly from American taxpayers, should he win the case. The agency also hasn't had an official commissioner since August, when Trump removed the former congressman Billy Long from the post. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent had been doing double duty as the acting commissioner, but the IRS announced last week that his term had expired. Since October, Social Security Administration Commissioner Frank Bisignano has been serving as the first-ever IRS CEO--now the agency's de facto top dog.

At this point in the filing season, there have been no indications that the IRS is unable to handle its essential responsibilities. But the warning signs are clear. One major consequence of the Trump administration's efforts to reduce staff across government agencies is that many of the most senior employees--the ones with the greatest institutional knowledge and experience--have opted for buyouts. Mark Mazur, who developed tax policy for the Obama and Biden administrations, told me that the exodus could impede everything from "operations to collections to complex audits." The IRS has long had a pretty senior workforce (as of late 2023, 18 percent of employees were eligible for retirement, with another 37 percent estimated to become eligible over the next five years), which, Mazur said, probably compounded the issue: "Thousands of people just said, You're gonna pay me for nine months to not work and then I can retire? Sign me up!"

The agency's staffing shortage could affect its ability to close the "tax gap," or the difference between what the IRS is owed each year and what it's actually able to harvest from taxpayers. The national tax-compliance rate is high--somewhere north of 80 percent--but the gap is still significant. In 2021, it was hovering around $600 billion, or approximately 3 percent of America's GDP at the time. In recent years, the IRS has also had to contend with the backlog of tax returns that piled up during the coronavirus pandemic; as of December, 2 million returns from previous years were still waiting to be processed. The greater the tax gap, and the bigger the pileup, the less tax revenue the federal government is pulling in each year.

For that reason, it turns out that federal spending on the IRS is actually a good way for the government to make more money. For every dollar the IRS spends auditing someone in the top-10 percentile for income, it gets $12 back, per the National Bureau of Economic Research. The IRS is often compared to the accounts-receivable department of a private-sector business. "That's one of the last places you would trim, because you want to make sure you get paid for the work that you do," Mazur said. "And similarly, you would think the government would want to get paid for the goods and services that it provides."

The cuts have also triggered an unprecedented "all-hands-on-deck situation" for the IRS's customer-service team, Danny Werfel, the IRS commissioner from 2023 to 2025, told me. Millions of people call the IRS with questions about their returns (there are limited options for getting in touch with the agency) and competent phone service plays a large role in helping them figure out what they owe. The accounts-management program, which oversees customer service, improved its once-abysmal phone service during the Biden administration, thanks to billions of dollars in fresh funding from the Inflation Reduction Act of 2022. But the division lost more than 4,000 employees amid last year's reductions. This year, employees from different divisions at the agency have had to be transferred over to the phones--regardless of whether they have any knowledge of how to handle incoming calls.

Some parts of the IRS are shiny and new--the agency has lately been deploying AI to sift through submissions--yet other, more essential components of its infrastructure were coded with the decades-old programming language COBOL. The agency's digital-file database, which dates back to the early 1960s, holds the Guinness World Record for oldest software system in continuous use. In her June report to Congress, National Taxpayer Advocate Erin M. Collins, another IRS watchdog, noted that the workforce reduction would impede the agency's ability to carry out its objectives--technological modernization chief among them.

The IRS represents the kind of sclerotic bureaucracy that Trump claims he wants to overhaul. His first administration tried to rethink tax returns by putting them on forms the size of a postcard, and his second administration at one point sought to replace the Internal Revenue Service--and income taxes--with an External Revenue Service funded by tariffs (neither idea materialized). The problem is that by taking a hatchet to the agency, the president has effectively undercut his own goal of waste reduction.

The experts I spoke with agreed that the IRS isn't on the verge of imploding anytime soon (meaning you'll still need to pay your taxes this year). But in divesting from the agency, the administration is threatening to weaken the principle that Holmes describes. A well-functioning society, he reminds us, always comes at a cost.

Related:

	The DOGE plan that endangers U.S. revenue (From 2025)
 	Tax season just got more confusing. (From 2025)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump is betraying Iran's pro-democracy protesters.
 	Are they still your friends if you never see them?
 	There's no way the American West will have a normal summer.




Today's News

	The Pentagon has requested $200 billion to fund the war in Iran, a proposal now under White House review before any formal submission is made to Congress.
 	Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent said that the United States is considering lifting sanctions on Iranian oil already at sea to help ease rising gas prices, a move that could free up about 140 million barrels. International oil prices jumped more than 10 percent to about $118 a barrel today, before dropping to about $102 a barrel.
 	Darren Indyke, Jeffrey Epstein's former lawyer and a co-executor of his estate, told House investigators in a closed-door deposition that he had "no knowledge" of Epstein's crimes; he denied facilitating any abuse.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Celebrities can stay famous for longer than ever, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.
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The New Infidelity

By Zoe Yu

Last summer, a friend called bearing bad news: Her two-year relationship was finished. In between insisting that she was, in fact, totally fine, and that everything was probably for the best, she told me that her (now ex-) partner had accused her of cheating.
 My friend had not, to be clear, slept with anybody else, or gone on any illicit dates. But her partner, consumed by suspicion when it came to my friend's platonic relationships, had gone through my friend's phone and stumbled upon old messages that were too affectionate, too "flirty." She broke up with my friend that night.


Read the full article.
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Illustration by Haley Jiang



Read. Annoying characters let us admit that we might be annoying too. A new book about self-absorbed characters navigating the pandemic avoids the traps that other COVID novels have fallen into, Lily Meyer argues.

Explore. Gary Shteyngart searched for the Nobel laureate J. M. Coetzee in Cape Town, the city Coetzee left behind.

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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There's Only One Reason to Cold Plunge

The practice has its benefits. Just not the ones wellness influencers are loudest about.

by Bill Gifford

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




Cold-water bathing has a long history as a health hack. The ancient Greeks and Romans partook to treat fevers. Eighteenth-century mental institutions employed a tactic called the bain de surprise, suddenly dunking their patients in cold water to jolt them out of their depression or psychosis. (Some doctors aimed to wet only the head to cure "hot brain.") Last year, Mehmet Oz, the celebrity doctor who is now the head of Medicaid and Medicare, posted an Instagram video of himself in a one-man ice bath, promoting it as a possible boon for immunity and longevity. "Maybe you affect how the mitochondria work," he says, before dunking his head into the bath and then flipping his hair as "Careless Whisper" plays in the background.

Maybe. Certainly the plunge has a bit of logic behind it. Cold exposure dampens inflammation, which can contribute to a person's risk of heart disease and cancer. In nature, some very long-lived animals, such as the bowhead whale (lifespan: about 200 years) and the Greenland shark (500 years) basically cold plunge for their entire life. In fact, cold water does seem to provide some benefits for humans as well--just not the ones that Oz and other wellness enthusiasts most loudly promote.

Cold-plunge partisans claim, for instance, that cold exposure activates "brown fat," a special type of fat tissue that burns energy to generate heat. Activating this fat is said to convey almost-magical health benefits, reducing the risk of diabetes and other chronic diseases. Casey Means, President Trump's pick to be surgeon general, pointed to brown fat when explaining to her followers why she's come to "LOVE cold plunges" in a 2024 Instagram post. Unfortunately, most adults typically have only a few grams of brown fat, so any beneficial effect from activating it is likely quite small. Even a study of Wim Hof, the Dutch health guru nicknamed "The Iceman" who helped popularize ice bathing, proved disappointing: Using fMRI and other imaging techniques, researchers found that his brown-fat activation after a session of his Wim Hof Method (breathing exercises plus extended cold plunging) was "unremarkable." (In an email to The Atlantic, Hof acknowledged that brown fat is not primarily responsible for warming the body in cold environments, but said that his breathing techniques support muscular activity that functions as a "physiological radiator." He did not elaborate on the health effects of said muscular activity or cold plunging more generally.)

Read: How cold can a living body get?

Cold plunging has also been touted as a workout-recovery tactic. It took off after Paula Radcliffe, once the fastest women's marathoner of all time, told BBC Sport in 2002 that post-race ice baths were her secret weapon. Michael Phelps and LeBron James have carried the torch, and photos of pained athletes sitting in icy tubs have become a social-media staple, spreading the practice to the common gym goer. Last month, Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. posted a workout video (co-starring Kid Rock) in which he does push-ups and rides an exercise bike in a sauna, then does a cold plunge in his jeans. (HHS did not return a request for comment.) Although a handful of studies suggest that cold-water immersion may help reduce feelings of muscle soreness after exercise, it also seems capable of limiting your gains. Some studies have shown that cold-water immersion immediately after resistance exercise reduces gains in muscle size and strength. One 2015 study found that cold plunging after resistance training reduced muscle growth by 20 percent.

Cold plunging has grown so popular that it seems to be almost mandatory at many North American sauna establishments. In some, guides wield timers and even whistles to ensure that patrons realize the full health benefits of "contrast therapy," moving from a hot sauna to an icy-cold plunge and back again. But research suggests that the hot part of contrast therapy may be more helpful for muscle health and exercise gains, and that intermittent cold plunging may even neuter those benefits. For example, the cardiovascular and cellular benefits of heat adaptation typically take place when the core body temperature reaches about 101.3 degrees Fahrenheit. But many contrast-therapy regimens march their adherents into a cold plunge immediately after the hot sauna, which pulls their core temperature down before it can rise to the sweet spot. The current trend in the NBA, for instance, is to toggle between 15-minute infrared-sauna sessions and three frigid minutes of plunge.

In fact, recent research suggests that heat alone is a better exercise-recovery tool than ice or cold water. A 2017 clinical trial had volunteers perform an hour of "exhaustive" arm-cycling intervals (think stationary bikes but with handheld cranks instead of pedals). They recovered far better from this ordeal when their arms were warmed rather than cooled. In yet another study, researchers found that cold-water immersion did nothing for subjects with laboratory-induced muscle damage, whereas warm water speeded healing and reduced soreness. Perhaps that's because warm water (or a warm sauna) opens blood vessels, increasing blood flow to the tired or injured muscles. It also activates heat-shock proteins, which repair damaged cells. Cold water, however, does the opposite--constricting blood flow, blunting repair mechanisms, and making muscles and connective tissue less elastic.

Read: How did healing ourselves get so exhausting?

Even the doctor who popularized the RICE injury-recovery protocol in the 1970s--rest, ice, compression, and elevation--has recanted the "ice" part, after it became clear that inhibiting inflammation can also inhibit healing. In the 2010s, researchers found that transient inflammation created by exercise (and other short-term stressors) acts as a signaling mechanism that helps marshal the body's own healing response, while also spurring the strength and endurance improvements brought on by exercise.

Still, many if not most of the published studies on cold plunging, including those that undermine its hype, are quite small, with 20 subjects or fewer, the large majority of whom were healthy, fit young men likely volunteering for studies at universities they attended. Relatively few subjects were female, or old enough to be president. These studies also tended to be short-term, sometimes involving only a single ice bath or hot-water-immersion session. And for obvious reasons, carrying out a truly blind study of cold (or heat) exposure is impossible.

The popularity of cold plunging may come down to the simple truth that it makes some adherents feel good. In the only truly large-scale cold-water study, done in the Netherlands, researchers told more than 3,000 people to take cold showers. They ranged in age from 18 to 65, and they were randomized to end their usual daily shower with 30, 60, or 90 seconds of cold water for a month. The study wasn't designed to measure brown-fat activation or muscle recovery, but it did reveal that the cold showerers missed about 30 percent fewer workdays than a control group who took only hot showers every day. Both groups reported the same number of total illness days--but for whatever reason, the cold showerers seemed more motivated to go into work.

The amazing thing about this study, however, was that many of the subjects voluntarily continued with the cold showers after the initial 30-day study period expired--although they, presumably, were no longer being compensated for participating in the study. This may speak to why some people swear by cold plunges and showers with an almost-religious fervor. They get hooked.

"That sudden fall in skin temperature releases quite a lot of stress hormones, and ends up releasing serotonin. So you get a feel-good factor," Mike Tipton, a professor of extreme physiology at the University of Portsmouth who has studied cold-water immersion for decades, told me. "It's the thing that makes you feel alive." Perhaps the most consistent reported benefit of cold-water exposure is its effect on mood and mental health. People do it because, for some reason, it makes them feel better.

I struggle with cold plunging, mostly because I dislike cold water and pain, and being hounded into doing things. To me, a plunge usually feels best when it is over. I began to see the appeal only after a 2024 experience at Sauna Days, an eclectic gathering that's like a music festival, but with wood-burning saunas instead of bands, held near the shores of Lake Superior, the deepest, rockiest, and coldest of the Great Lakes. I was initially happy to sleep through the early-morning swims that most other attendees were partaking in--I was there for the saunas--but eventually, the combination of a sunny day, the coaching of a friend, and latent FOMO led me to the water. At the rocky shore, I gingerly waded in and squatted, keeping my hands and, crucially, my nipples out of the 43-degree water. To my surprise, I felt relief rather than pain, as I unloaded all of that pent-up sauna heat into the chilly lake water. I dunked myself neck-deep and let out a deep, satisfying sigh.

Submerged in Lake Superior, I realized that viewing cold plunging as so many of its champions suggested--through the lens of health optimization, as a purely physical practice wrapped in bro science--had been a mistake. That wasn't it at all. It was really more about changing your mental state, knocking you out of whatever spiral you happen to be stuck in--rather like a bain de surprise. (To be fair to Oz, he mentions this upside too: Plunging is a reminder, he says, that "your mind is strong and your body can keep up.")

My second mistake had been to think of plunging as a purely solo activity. My Instagram Reels are replete with longevity bros (and babes) dunking themselves in one-person cold plunges that resemble high-design coffins. But I found that the cold was much easier to take with company, which turned it into a bonding experience, as opposed to ritual self-punishment. I had to admit, splashing around in water cold enough to induce hypothermia had a certain thrill. I felt a little naughty. And I felt even better when I got out.

This article has been adapted from Bill Gifford's forthcoming book, Hotwired: How The Hidden Power of Heat Makes Us Stronger.
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Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia: Gruesome Fairy Tales

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 19 Mar 2026

Answer here my questions three, and quizzing pride shall come to thee!

And by the way, I'm sure you know that most of our warm and fuzzy fairy tales originally had horrifying endings, but let's run through a few of them: The little mermaid turns into sea foam, Sleeping Beauty awakens only during childbirth, and Snow White's wicked stepmother has to dance in burning iron shoes until she dies.

So if you see a fairy godmother out there, do not engage.

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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What Paul Ehrlich's Fear of Scarcity Did to American Politics

Ehrlich's lurid predictions of imminent planetary doom captivated the public, but they did not come true.

by Jacob Anbinder

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




When the Stanford biologist and science writer Paul Ehrlich died last week at 93, the obituaries that followed were a fascinating exercise in editorial balance. As usual, most hesitated to speak too critically of the recently deceased. But they needed to point out why Ehrlich was famous in the first place: the many bold claims in The Population Bomb, his 1968 best-selling book about the impending crisis of overpopulation. Ehrlich's lurid predictions of imminent planetary doom captivated the public, but they did not come true. Today the world's population is leveling off. If anything, Americans might be having too few kids rather than too many. Yet even though overpopulation is an issue as dated as Dacron pants or disco, Ehrlich helped give an imprimatur of scholarly authority to a new kind of politics--a politics of scarcity--that has proved enduring in American life.

In The Population Bomb and subsequent writings, Ehrlich popularized a fundamental concept of environmental science: Natural systems have natural limits that could reveal themselves in catastrophic ways as their "carrying capacities" are approached. Crucially, Ehrlich also believed that the United States and the planet itself were in grave danger of reaching those limits soon if steps were not taken to curb population growth.

Today both the left and the right still act at times as if Ehrlich's dystopia lurks just around the corner. Progressives remain divided over whether economic growth can truly go hand in hand with environmental protection, a major political liability when many voters say that they are struggling to achieve the standard of living they want. Many conservatives, meanwhile, view the world as a zero-sum game in which Americans must fight foreign powers and immigrants to keep our slice of a pie that isn't growing. Both of these mindsets are children of the era that produced The Population Bomb.

In its day, the book was omnipresent. From 1968 to 1971, The Population Bomb went through 22 reprints. Ehrlich appeared on The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson at least 18 times, at a time when it was not unusual for a third of the country's entire television audience to be watching.

Such exposure was unexpected for a young biologist who had graduated from the University of Kansas just over a decade prior with a dissertation about butterflies. During that early phase of Ehrlich's career, the movement that came to be called environmentalism was embracing daring new ideas about how to care for the Earth. Whereas outdoor enthusiasts of the past had emphasized protecting exceptional landscapes from ruin or improving resource management, the emerging environmentalists viewed nature not as a thing that existed somewhere beyond the edge of civilization but rather as an extensive and delicate array of interrelated ecosystems.

Read: The Malthusians are back

This view, informed by headline-grabbing environmental crises in the '50s and '60s, held that the industrial age was throwing these ecosystems off-kilter. The wanton use of pesticides had begun to cause health problems in humans and other animals. Famines in developing countries called into question whether the modern world was capable of feeding itself. Acid rain discovered in the mountains of New Hampshire in 1963 underscored the consequences of reliance on fossil fuel. A massive oil spill in 1969 off the California coast highlighted the inherent danger of modern energy infrastructure.

Perhaps the most fundamental principle of the new movement, however, was the idea that scarcity, like gravity, was an invisible yet inescapable force governing life on Earth. Proposals for how to avoid "collapse mode," as the influential report The Limits to Growth called it, varied wildly. Some population-control advocates emphasized coordinated international action not unlike the kind that would eventually produce major climate-change accords.

Ehrlich also dipped his toes in more controversial topics. Infamously, The Population Bomb discussed the prospect of involuntary sterilization "if voluntary methods fail." Although overpopulation was a pressing issue in the developing world, Ehrlich wrote, our "overcrowded highways, burgeoning slums, deteriorating school systems, rising tax and crime rates, riots, and other social disorders" were proof that countries such as the United States were "overdeveloped" as well. Ehrlich's organization, Zero Population Growth, sought a suite of reforms including the full legalization of abortion, promotion of family planning, and tax incentives to discourage couples from having too many children.

Yet even as Ehrlich was writing, the situation was changing. Disease-resistant crops introduced as part of the so-called Green Revolution were helping make food shortages far less frequent. Advancements in medicine, literacy, and access to voluntary contraception reduced poverty and unwanted pregnancy. In the developed world, efficiency standards and the shift toward cleaner energy meant that devices including cars, light bulbs, and washing machines now used fewer resources to do the same work.

Nevertheless, the politics of scarcity has persisted. Much of what makes Trumpism distinct from previous Republican presidents' ideologies--above all, its insistence that immigration is per se undesirable--has roots in the right flank of overpopulation discourse, albeit stripped today of environmental pretense.

Several of the anti-immigration organizations that abetted the White House adviser Stephen Miller's rise to power, for example, owe their origins to the work of John Tanton, a former head of ZPG and a Sierra Club leader who diverged from mainstream environmentalism as it moved toward more neutral views on immigration. Foremost among them is the Federation for American Immigration Reform, on whose board of advisers Ehrlich once sat. A New York Times investigation traced much of the funding for FAIR and its allies to the late billionaire Cordelia Scaife May, who divided her giving among anti-immigration organizations, conservation nonprofits, and population-control groups, and pushed the last of these to take stronger stances on border security. (May's foundation also funded an English translation and reissue of The Camp of the Saints, the white-supremacist novel that inspired the "Great Replacement" conspiracy theory.)

Idrees Kahloon: The return of MAGA's favorite forbidden book

The Population Bomb also foreshadowed the Trump administration's particular disdain for foreign aid, which Ehrlich proposed conditioning on other countries' ability to implement their own population-control policies. Some of his fellow travelers took this view further. The 1974 essay "Living on a Lifeboat," popular in population-control circles, sought to undermine the idea that wealthy countries ought to help poorer ones. Its author, the biologist Garrett Hardin, concluded that foreign aid had become "a habit that can apparently survive in the absence of any known justification." Later, Hardin would become a prominent white-supremacist voice in the dwindling community of anti-immigration environmentalists.

Democrats inherited a different but no less influential set of priors from the population panic. Absent from liberals' environmental agendas today are the coercive overtones and the paternalistic descriptions of the developing world. Yet as the heated debate over Ezra Klein and Derek Thompson's recent book, Abundance, has shown, a significant faction of Democrats remains skeptical that a revived pro-growth politics can be kept consistent with progressive values. Protests in deep-blue communities against dense housing and green-energy infrastructure recall Ehrlich's insistence that America is already overdeveloped. And the small but growing number of young people who cite climate change as the reason they do not want children reflects a view that, in its way, is gloomier than anything Ehrlich wrote.

The line in political discourse between counterproductive pessimism and clarifying realism has always been a fine one. In light of Ehrlich's death, however, the staying power of The Population Bomb's scarcity mindset should give us pause. It is not, in fact, a law of nature that we can't make the world of tomorrow better than the one we have now, and neither is the notion that the steps needed to get there are incompatible with broader civic values. Ehrlich built his reputation on unnervingly radical solutions to avoid what he believed was the planet's imminent destruction. What he failed to understand was how, time and again, our ingenuity has proved that the limits to growth are not as immutable as we once believed.
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The Celebrity Clock Is Getting Rewired

Stars can stay relevant for longer than ever now.

by Isabel Fattal

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




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

"I think of celebrities as the transient royalty of a democracy," Thomas Griffith wrote in The Atlantic in 1975. "While reigning, they live like kings, with paid and unpaid courtiers to show them little attentions. But their powers and privileges last only during their flowering period." Unlike royals, who pass their prominence on through bloodlines and establish long-lasting dynasties, many celebrities "become only half-recalled names in trivia."

Ouch. But Griffith wasn't wrong: Fame famously lasts for only 15 minutes, as the Andy Warhol axiom goes, and then it's off to the land of pub-quiz deep cuts. Stars "live with the constant, terrifying possibility that their special gifts or their celebrity will vanish, exposing them as the insecure mortals they are in their own experience," the psychoanalyst Sue Erikson Bloland, the daughter of the well-known German psychoanalyst Erik Erikson, wrote in The Atlantic in 1999.

That fear leads some people to clutch their crown with both hands, even if it means saying yes to things they would've balked at before (see: competing on Dancing With the Stars, hosting a reality show, doing viral dances on TikTok). Their decline into obscurity can be delayed but not avoided--some celebrities whose spotlight is fading exhibit "an offstage melancholy that must come from what they see in their own mirror," Griffith noted.

In the modern era, this "offstage melancholy" looks different. Many people, after reaching the peak of their fame, don't go offstage at all. Instead, they parlay a past hit TV show into a nostalgia-bait podcast, or move from TikTok fame to making an album. Others reemerge in the zeitgeist for reasons they don't explicitly control--TV shows that were moderately successful on cable might stream a decade later and meet new and bigger audiences, and money-making franchises birth reboot after reboot. The longevity of some celebrities is extended beyond life itself: CGI and AI enable them to appear in films--and to hawk beauty products--even after their death. Marilyn Monroe's visage is selling lipstick; a hologram Whitney Houston sings her hits in Las Vegas.

When Michael Jackson died, in 2009, some commentators lamented that he would be the last true celebrity--that the advent of the World Wide Web would splinter people's attention too much for one star to rise so far above the rest. The same year, Richard Florida argued in an Atlantic essay against that idea: "There's good reason to suspect that, sooner or later, new technology will spawn an even bigger mega-star with even more global reach."

Innovations in technology and media have indeed augmented star power over the course of American history: Rudy Vallee's singing voice was "amplified by the invention of the electric microphone," Florida writes; Frank Sinatra "was one of the first to capitalize on tie-ins between radio, albums, and feature films." Today, streaming and social media have removed many restrictions to fame's reach--although whether any recent star has achieved Michael Jackson levels of ubiquity yet is hard to say.

But just as new technology has changed the scale of celebrity, it has also rewired the celebrity clock. Even though the attention economy pushes people to jockey for just five seconds of a viewer's time, some celebrities are also staying famous for longer. When someone can repeatedly reinvent themselves, relying on different platforms and audiences to boost their profile at different points, fame may not feel as fleeting as it once did.

Ultimately, the celebrity clock is just a measure of how willing the public is to hear from the same person over and over. Fame is never entirely in the famous person's control; it is invented as much as it is earned. (Case in point: Andy Warhol likely never actually said the thing about 15 minutes of fame, but once the phrase became associated with him, that didn't matter.) A celebrity can try with all their might to hold on to the good old days. But they still meet the same end: Stars "have a spectacular passage across our skies," Griffith wrote. Then they fall.
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There's No Way the American West Will Have a Normal Summer

This week's record-breaking heat dome augurs badly for the months to come.

by Rebecca Boyle

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




Spring is just about here, if you go by its official start date, on the equinox. But in the American West, it feels like we skipped right to summer. A record-smashing heat dome has settled over a huge swath of the United States, from California to Montana and down to Texas. At my house in Colorado Springs, where we are 6,700 feet in elevation, highs could hit 90 degrees Fahrenheit this Saturday. The usual high temperature should be around 55 this time of year. Just outside Phoenix, a baseball spring-training matchup between the Chicago Cubs and Cincinnati Reds was rescheduled to 6:05 p.m. Friday, rather than a typical afternoon start time. Highs around Phoenix are expected to hit 106 Friday and Saturday, about 30 degrees above normal for mid-March. We are roasting out here.



This is not normal. Or at least it wasn't normal in the past. The heat wave is happening because of a bizarrely strong ridge of high pressure in Earth's atmosphere. The ridge suppresses cloud formation and brings in warmer air. Such atmospheric ridges are more common in the summer, but this one would be unusually intense even for that season. It is the strongest ridge ever observed in March, Kaitlyn Trudeau, a senior researcher at the science nonprofit group Climate Central, told me. The group's researchers have developed a prediction model that assesses how much a warming trend or record high can be attributed to human-caused climate change. According to the model, climate change is making this week's western high temps five times more likely.



More subjectively, this heat dome is "otherworldly," "genuinely startling," and "absurd," depending on which meteorologist you ask. The spread of March temperatures on Colorado's Front Range is typically wide, but not so wide that the Denver metro area should be expecting highs in the 80s--even inching up to 90. March is also, famously, the state's snowiest month. Peak snowpack usually falls around April 9. This year, we passed peak snowpack a couple of weeks ago, and the heat wave means that by mid-April, much of the snow will probably be gone for the season.



This is not just our problem, or Arizona's; the whole West is baking right now. In Nevada, a state whose name literally means "snowy," Great Basin National Park will see temperatures in the 70s. From March 4 to March 16 in California, the snowpack melted at 1 percent a day on average, according to the state's Department of Water Resources. Peak snowpack in the state probably happened in mid-February, about 40 days before the typical peak.



Snowpack is vital for water in the West, serving as a savings account for summer water needs; the heat wave will flush that account empty. My favorite Colorado ski area, which reaches 11,952 feet in elevation at its summit, could see high temperatures of 55 degrees over the weekend, for instance. The snow will turn to slush and melt fast, and streams will be high and turbid; one of the threats from this heat wave is actually hypothermia, for people who find themselves (intentionally or otherwise) in rushing, snow-fed rivers.



But then the rivers and lakes filled by melting snow will run dry, months sooner than they should. Lake Powell and Lake Mead will drop, maybe by a lot. The parched ground throughout western states will become a tinderbox. Already, communities in the Denver metro area have declared Stage 1 drought, and others are considering the same, which means restrictions on water use. Governor Jared Polis activated the state drought task force on Tuesday, often a harbinger of statewide-drought declaration. Again, let me punctuate that this is happening in the middle of March.



"This is exactly the opposite of what you want to see at this point," Trudeau said.



This oddly powerful heat wave caps off an already anomalous, ominous winter season. February closed out the warmest winter ever measured in Colorado. Together, December, January, and February were a whopping 8.1 degrees warmer than the 20th-century average, and 6.4 degrees warmer than the 1991-2020 average. It was by far the warmest winter here in all 131 years of recordkeeping. Many locations around the state shattered previous records for the number of winter days above 60 degrees.



The falling records are a symptom of change, and could portend a new normal, Trudeau said.

"It's going to become increasingly harder to use the past as a playbook for the future, because we are shifting into a completely different climate system." For those of us who grew up here and remember what it's supposed to be like, this week's weather feels wrong, especially after we didn't really have a winter.



At the same time, we have some experience with what that could mean for the other three seasons. I keep thinking back to 2012, when I was living in the Midwest, homesick for the mountains, and watching them burn on national TV. That year was also weirdly hot--it was the hottest year on record for the continental United States until 2024--and Colorado suffered immensely. Wildfires raged across every corner of the state, and Front Range communities burned from Colorado Springs to Fort Collins. That summer, black smoke billowed over Colorado Springs and officials evacuated the Air Force Academy. We worry about reliving the terrifying scene this year, from the mountains to the prairies.

While I was working on this article, I got an alert from the Watch Duty app about a new grass fire 20 minutes south of my house. We are getting too accustomed to springtime fire watches and warnings. But besides grass fires here and there, as of this writing, nothing catastrophic has yet begun in the mountains. I think about how one brutal fire season, Colorado's then-governor, Bill Owens, was infamously quoted saying that "all of Colorado is burning." Right now all of Colorado is hot, and all of Colorado is dry. We are all bracing for what that means for us in a few months.
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The New Infidelity

Micro-cheating includes all sorts of internet behavior that, to many people, might just seem innocent.

by Zoe Yu

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




Last summer, a friend called bearing bad news: Her two-year relationship was finished. In between insisting that she was, in fact, totally fine, and that everything was probably for the best, she told me that her (now ex-) partner had accused her of cheating.

My friend had not, to be clear, slept with anybody else, or gone on any illicit dates. But her partner, consumed by suspicion when it came to my friend's platonic relationships, had gone through my friend's phone and stumbled upon old messages that were too affectionate, too "flirty." She broke up with my friend that night.

Some people might feel sympathetic toward my friend's ex. Others might find the entire ordeal, to use the technical term, absurd. Whatever the stance, a growing number of mental-health influencers are giving language to the debate: What my friend did, they say, was "micro-cheating."

As with plain old infidelity, micro-cheating is tricky to define; behavior that is fair game to one person might be egregious treachery to another. Many people have attempted to catalog it anyway. According to a number of lifestyle publications, a micro-cheater could be someone who, while in a relationship, maintains an active Hinge profile or sends explicit pictures to another person. Or, they could have done something that might otherwise seem banal: "liking" someone else's Instagram post, perhaps, or messaging a colleague about something other than work. In a Vogue article advising readers on how to properly recognize a micro-cheater, a couples therapist concluded that micro-cheating could be anything, really: "a glance, a laugh, or non-sexual touching that's too familiar or intimate."

Read: Why happy people cheat

Whether something amounts to cheating is ultimately up to the people in a relationship to decide. But with micro-cheating, the general consensus seems to be that the cheating has nothing to do with a glaring physical transgression. (The prefix, micro, does a lot of work here.) It is defined by subtlety and generally takes place digitally. For some of my friends, the celebrities a romantic partner follows can be just as big a dealbreaker as parenting or financial choices--following Instagram models, in their calculus, fundamentally reveals as much about long-term compatibility as a poker addiction. To catch micro-cheaters, people often hunt for indiscretions: scrolling through the entire list of accounts that their partner follows, or watching for a partner's single like on another person's Instagram post. What appear to be gray-area online behaviors, the thinking goes, are in reality small but infinitely telling betrayals.

The outrage over micro-cheating, and the mushrooming of what people consider acts of disloyalty, seems to be braced by a sincere belief: that data can reliably represent a person's desires. When so many aspects of a romantic interaction take place online, a like or follow may no longer seem like a friendly tap but a virtual representation of amorous interest. Occasionally, one might discover that a partner really is looking elsewhere. Most of the time, though, an obsessive close-reading of digital activity reveals less about cheating than it does about the bleak field of modern dating: Many people distrust their partners and are ill-equipped to talk about it.



In the past, people's secret desires tended to remain hidden. You couldn't prove that your partner had gazed longingly after someone else or had left their hand for a beat too long on another person's shoulder. Today, many romantic acts are distilled into data points and excised for meaning. Certain gestures are unambiguous--on dating apps, to swipe right, in Tinder parlance, is to demonstrate interest. Other moves are open for interpretation. Comments might be just comments, for instance, or they could be archives of flirtations. "What's newly bizarre is that the infrastructure of our social lives is set up to record," Quinn White, an assistant professor of philosophy, told me. (He explores the ethics of love and relationships at Harvard, where I am a student.) What was once opaque and ephemeral can now, in theory, be measured.

The logic of micro-cheating goes something like this: Your partner's every move online says something significant about them. These actions make legible their innermost thoughts, which are visible, traceable, and recoverable as evidence. Many young women will post about checking to see if their boyfriend has recently followed another girl on social media--because, of course, if he does, he must like what he sees. "A man that truly loves you will never look at another woman," says one Instagram post with more than 100,000 likes. In a Cosmopolitan article commending the perks of dating a man without social-media accounts, the writer triumphantly declares, "I've never had to compete with the likes of Emily Ratajkowski and Bella Hadid."

On some level, the idea that someone's social-media habits say something about them holds true--a person who comments with heart-eye emoji under Kylie Jenner's posts is probably different from a person who doesn't. And algorithms of course make endless inferences about people's online behavior: If Amazon knows what you want to buy--sometimes even before you do--based on past browsing history, then couldn't an Instagram follow mean something deeper too?

Read: The tyranny of the relationship gap

When it comes to love, a parcel of information can be harder to read. "Technology makes us think that people are laid out in all of their entirety, for us to know them in all of these ways," Luke Brunning, who co-runs the Centre for Love, Sex, and Relationships at the University of Leeds, told me. "And I just don't think it's true." Consumers might seem reducible to neat, tidy profiles with a concrete set of tastes and needs. People--with their idiosyncrasies, confusions, and contradictions--aren't as readily whittled down. The same algorithm that can tell you what pair of shoes you might like can't tell you anything worth knowing about how your partner feels about someone else.

Someone preoccupied with catching a micro-cheater might commit a transgression of their own: denying their partner the "privacy," as Brunning put it, that is "central to being a human being." Although the internet might feel public, Brunning continued, it can also be an avenue for someone "to maintain a relationship with their own self, their own feelings and mind and imaginings and thoughts." This may not be a cause for suspicion so much as it is a simple fact of existing.

There are parts of a person's life that are complex and even inscrutable, that cannot be fully accessed or mined for meaning. Micro-cheating, in its misguided effort to make everything intelligible, presents a restrictive sense of what being in a committed relationship means. Exclusivity, in this imagining, is not just an exclusivity of behavior but an exclusivity of attention, thought, and feeling. It is, Brunning said, a mandate "to not have emotions caused by other people." According to the most vocal agitators against micro-cheating, a sufficiently loyal partner should not, say, follow anyone attractive on social media (or even register another person's attractiveness), should not text a friend a meme that they might find funny, and should not have inside jokes with co-workers. They should be less a living, breathing person than a one-dimensional, anti-social, ever-affirming sycophant to their one and only true love.

Read: The bots that women use in a world of unsatisfying men

Perhaps obsession with checking a partner's digital footprint was inevitable. The internet offers more avenues to cheat than ever before--easier access to eligible singles, messaging platforms via which to surreptitiously chat up old flames. Women, who tend to lead micro-cheating discourse, are also navigating a dating world that puts their safety and reputation more at risk when a romantic relationship goes awry. In this atmosphere, the line between paranoia and self-protection can be difficult to discern. A partner's request to keep their phone private could easily seem like confirmation for suspicions of duplicitous behavior. And a very real, eternal human fear lies beneath the micro-cheating accusations: that you can spend years with somebody and never truly know them.

People shock, betray, and destabilize. They can have emotional responses and enigmatic attractions that seem to come out of nowhere. They can do things that are wholly incongruous with how you thought they would behave. This fundamental unpredictability is a "scary reality," Brunning said. And technology "almost defers that reality for us," he added, by making people think that they can divine all they need to know from a handful of data signals.

The irony is that as much as technology might make people more aware of potentially offensive behavior, it also helps them avoid methods that could make them feel more secure in their relationships: engaging with their partner, communicating with them, and trying, together, to love well. In the poem "Chance Meeting," by Susan Browne, a woman slowly approaches her lover on the street. She notices the parts of him that are tenderly familiar--his brown eyes, his smiling mouth, the way that he shoves his hands into his pockets. She muses to herself, "I know his loneliness / like mine, human and sad, / but different, too, his private pain / and pleasure I can never enter." Follows and comments are unlikely to offer any real passage into this inner world. All we can do is ask, and wait patiently, to be let in.
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Are They Still Your Friends if You Never See Them?

The friendship crisis of American men

by Andrew McCarthy

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




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

The dog was asleep in the corner, and I was seated at the kitchen table, drinking a cup of weak tea. My 21-year-old son sat cross-legged on the floor, messing with his guitar, telling me a funny story about a dating disaster involving one of his good friends.

"Rocco's a fool," I said with affection when Sam's tale was done.

"He is," Sam agreed. "I love him."

We laughed. Then Sam stopped strumming and looked at me. "You don't really have any friends, do you, Dad?"

Sam didn't mean it in a hurtful way. As far as he knew, it was a fair-enough assessment.

"I have friends," I said. "I just don't see them, but I know they're there. And that's enough."

Sam considered me--probably knew I was full of it (even if I didn't at the moment)--then graciously accepted my answer with a nod. But his comment stayed with me. What had happened to my friendships? Were they still there, as I had claimed? What did I get from my friends, and what did I have to offer them? I sipped my tea--it was cold.

Men, it turns out, have lost the knack for friendship. A 2021 survey found that 15 percent of men confessed to having no close friends at all, up from 3 percent in 1990, while fewer than half of men said they were satisfied with how many friends they had. Only one in five men reported having received any form of emotional support from a friend in the past week.

In the days following my son's comment, I began thinking more and more about my friends and how long it had been since I'd really talked with any of them. I started surfing online about men and friendship--in my drift away from those close relationships outside of my family, I was far from alone. I clicked fast, and the statistics piled up. The U.S. surgeon general has declared an "epidemic of loneliness and isolation." Even America's favorite cuddly sex therapist, Dr. Ruth, in her later years, talked less about sex and more about loneliness.

From the February 2025 issue: The anti-social century

And the downside is not just emotional. Researchers have found a staggering 50 percent elevated risk in developing dementia, a 29 percent increased chance of heart disease, and a 32 percent increased instance of stroke for those with "poor social relationships." Social isolation exceeds the health risks of obesity, inactivity, air pollution, and consuming more than six alcoholic drinks or 15 cigarettes a day. A Harvard study concluded that the No. 1 factor in a longer, healthier, happier life is not diet or exercise, but a positive and consistent connection to community.

A study by the University of Kansas concluded that making a good friend takes more than 200 hours--but losing one is much easier. One of the most vital ingredients in close friendship is consistency. Showing up.

When I was young, that seemed easy enough to do, when my friends and I were all circling the same orbit. But as life asserted its demands, those close friends moved away, scattered. There was Seve, the surrogate big brother I met when I was barely 20, and Matthew, a show-business confidant I met a few years later; Eddie, my oldest friend and early role model; John and Don, friends I met more recently. Dear friends, all. In many ways they were the cornerstones on which so much of my life had been built. I couldn't remember the last time I'd seen any of them. On the rare occasions when we spoke on the phone, we laughed and caught up--but was that just the fumes of past glories?

My experience with friendship has not always been straightforward. Mine was a typical neighborhood upbringing, now long gone--driveway basketball games and stolen peeks at Playboy magazine in wood-paneled basements. I was the third of four boys, a shy kid with a small circle, yet I never wanted for friends. In my early 20s I became successful in the movies. "Overnight," my position in the world was forever altered.

I was a very unprepared public figure. Someone who was content to slip along the edges, desiring to be special yet not craving overt attention, I was thrust into the center of things. People came at me. I wrapped myself tighter around the friends I had had before this burst of notoriety. That I began to drink too much spoke to my innate alcoholism and not to my newfound fortune. I retreated, then withdrew.

By the time this brush with fame had subsided and my drinking had been arrested, I was nearly 30. I discovered that I liked my own company and often sought out time alone. When eventually I married, I saw that almost all my friendships with women had been based around flirtation and the possibility of our going to bed. That obviously had to change. And with men, I looked up to realize that several close and longtime friends had moved away. Far away. On the rare occasion that I did form a new connection, the motivation to nurture it was often lacking. Whether a reaction to the hollowness of some insincere acquaintances made during my early fame, or a fearful nature, or just becoming set in my habits, I found myself uninterested, even unwilling, to reach out to new friends. No matter--I was happy in my own company and with that of my wife and children. And there was always work. Life felt full--at least full enough.

But after that conversation with my son, something my wife had cautioned me against came back to me. My introspection, my introversion, my avoidance had begun to chip away at the edges of who I was and narrow my experience, diminish my joy, limit what I had to offer and what I allowed myself to receive. My kids had affectionately (?) begun to accuse me of becoming a curmudgeon. If I was really willing to look, the answer was there to see: My self-induced isolation was diminishing my life, making me into a smaller man. At one point my friends had been instrumental in broadening my horizons, bolstering my courage, providing safe harbor. But were those dear friends even still there?


The writer and his friend (Courtesy of Andrew McCarthy)



Because he was my oldest friend, I called Eddie first. I suggested flying down to Texas for a visit. "For sure," he said. "But I gotta finish this fucking building first." Eddie bought and renovated old buildings for a living and was in the middle of a large new project. "Just give me a few months."

I reached out to Matthew. He was quick to say yes to my coming to Kentucky. I bought a plane ticket. Then, days before my flight, he called to cancel. "There's just too much shit going on," Matthew said. Work was a mess, and his son was going through "some stuff." We pushed it a few weeks, and I rescheduled my flight. Then he canceled again. "Let's just do it in the spring," Matthew said. "Things should calm down by then." I refunded my ticket.

John was mountain climbing in the Himalayas. Don's email auto-reply said that he was in Japan for an extended stay. But when Seve and I connected, he was excited, and suggested that I come down to Baltimore and we hit the road--"I've wanted to head down to the Chesapeake Bay," Seve said.

A road trip, just like old times, when we'd crisscrossed the country or spent weeks getting lost in Ireland. Seve and I had met in Greenwich Village. I was 19; he was a decade older. His real name is Stephen--though I haven't called him that in nearly 40 years. We began to play tennis together, and on Sunday afternoons, we'd sit on the phone with The New York Times Travel section on our laps, and plot where we ought to visit someday. Then, one cold Christmas Day, I suggested we get in a taxi, drive to the airport, and actually go somewhere.

"When, now?" Seve asked.

"Now," I said.

Seve surprised me by picking me up in a cab half an hour later.

Soon we were looking up at the departures board at Newark Airport. People's Express--one of the original and most cut-rate of the cut-rate airlines--had a flight to Puerto Rico leaving in an hour. We bought two tickets. That night we were in a bar in San Juan. A man with a Hemingway beard and a Spanish accent sat on the stool beside us. He whispered of an island just off the coast--Vieques. A paradise, he said. The Navy frequently shelled the tiny isle for target practice, but we shouldn't worry about such things, the artillery was well aimed, and besides, it was Christmas; surely the Navy would be on a break from the bombing. The next morning we boarded a six-seater plane.

Read: Americans need to party more

Vieques felt abandoned--the pavement ruptured (from the bombing?), the foliage scraggy and unkempt. We saw no cars and few people. Such simplicity would be my idea of heaven today, but as a young man, mai tais and swimming pools were more my idea of paradise. "There are no women here," Seve said. And with that, we headed back to the airport.

We were the only passengers on the flight back. The pilot asked if we'd mind if he stopped at St. Thomas on the way to drop some things off. "It'll save me a trip."

"I didn't like San Juan anyway," I said, and we got off with the cargo.

A dreadlocked Rastafarian was behind the wheel of a cab. We climbed in the back.

"How you doing?" Seve asked.

"Cool and quiet, mon, cool and quiet," came the languid reply. He knew a hotel, he said, and while en route I asked, "Anywhere we can get some ganja?" The driver shifted his bloodshot eyes to me in the rearview mirror and made the next left.

Properly stoned, we were deposited at a hotel (with pool) on a hilltop. "This is more like it," I said to my friend. In the middle of the night I awoke, itching. I could hear Seve tossing in the other bed, the slap of flesh, and then a shout: "There are bedbugs in here!"

We went out to sit by the swimming pool. The air was close, there were no stars, the pool was too cold for swimming.

"I wish I hadn't answered the phone when you called," my friend said.

"You don't mean that, Seve."

He grumbled.

"Well," I said, trying to look on the bright side, "at least it's not raining."

Lightning flashed. It began to rain. Hard. And we started to laugh. It was the kind of hysterical laughter over which a lifelong friendship is forged.

The Chesapeake Bay wasn't exactly Puerto Rico, but a couple hours in the car was "probably all my back can take," Seve told me. Several years ago, my friend had undergone a major operation to address stenosis, a narrowing of the spine. Nerves were being pinched and the pain had become intolerable. The recovery was long and arduous. I didn't visit. More important, the operation hadn't done the trick; his back was worse than ever.

The day before I was headed down to Baltimore, Seve called to cancel, citing a doctor's appointment. It seemed odd that he didn't know about the conflict in advance, but I let it pass. We rescheduled. Then, a few weeks later, just as I was walking out the door to see him, my phone rang again. "I haven't been entirely honest with you," Seve began, his voice strained. "I'm not in great shape. I can't really walk very far, and sitting in a car for that long would be brutal on my back."

"That's fine. We don't need to go far."

"And I'm up and down all night long. My sleep schedule is all turned around. It's not the right time. Let's just postpone it a little."

"All right," I said. "Why don't I just come down and take you to dinner?"

"I don't want you to drive all that way."

"I was gonna do that anyway," I assured him. "It's a few hours. It's nothing."

"I'm just really not up for it. I really appreciate it, but please hear me--" My friend was imploring me now. "It is not a good time. We'll do it soon. I promise." I could hear the pain, even fear, in Seve's voice.

"Okay," I said, trying to keep my tone neutral. "No sweat. We'll do it soon." I hung up, glanced at my overnight bag by the door, made another cup of weak tea, and took a seat in my customary spot at the kitchen table. The dog came over and nudged me for a pet. I shooed her away.

It was natural that my friends had full and busy lives. Although disappointed, I took no offense. I understood--or so I told myself. But the longer I sat with our conversation, the less comfortable I felt. My friend sounded like he was in trouble. I had not been there for our relationship for too long. Was it too late? Had I let the friendship atrophy too much? Was I being too melodramatic to think that I didn't want the next time I saw my friend to be at his funeral?

That night I couldn't sleep. Beneath the buzzing of my mind, I knew I had a decision to make. Would I allow my life to keep growing smaller or take the risks required for connection? Friendship had once been so central to my life. Could it be again?

"Fuck it," I said in the darkness. "I'll go see them all."

And when the sun rose, I got in the car, drove to Baltimore--and knocked on Seve's door.



This article has been adapted from Andrew McCarthy's new book, Who needs friends: An unscientific examination of male friendship across America
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The <em>Seinfeld </em>Theory of Fiction

Annoying characters let us admit that we might be annoying too.

by Lily Meyer

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




"We're living in a society!" the Seinfeld character George Costanza sputters when strangers wrong him. It's a justly famous line. Seinfeld's nine seasons are an extended ode to irritation as the greatest enforcer of social norms, made funnier by the fact that the show's protagonists are all irritating. The series demonstrates the joys of fictional annoyance. An encounter that could wreck a day in real life can, on-screen or in a book, give the audience an enjoyable sense of righteousness--or recognition. Annoying characters let us admit that we might be annoying too.

The novelist Andrew Martin follows the Seinfeld principle closely. His 2018 debut, Early Work, and his follow-up story collection, Cool for America, feature too-smart Millennials who have too much time on their hands and use it poorly. Their behavior often strains the limits of readers' tolerance, and their troubles tend to be richly deserved. But like Jonathan Franzen, his direct predecessor in literary annoyance, Martin uses his gifts as a prose stylist to get readers to remain with these aggravating protagonists long enough to develop sympathy for them. Down Time, his most recent novel, puts this technique to an especially rigorous test. The book follows a group of entitled 30-somethings sulking through the first year of the coronavirus pandemic, and Martin uses annoyance to make it work.

I've written before about my frustration with literature that concentrates on describing the pandemic, as if seeking to record it for posterity or remind readers of what they went through. Many of these works seem to check the boxes of memory, going wide rather than deep. In fact, Down Time is the first novel I've encountered that vividly evokes the pre-vaccine months without falling into that trap. In a recent interview with The New Yorker, Martin expressed bemusement that more authors weren't digging into "the ambiguous etiquette surrounding almost any social activity, the intense emotions and acting out provoked by intimacy after these periods of isolation," which he saw as "ripe for fictional use." In Down Time, he deploys the strangeness of those months to highlight and exacerbate not only his characters' obnoxious qualities but also their real individual woes.

No one in Down Time has issues that begin during or because of the pandemic. Aaron and Malcolm, the book's two male protagonists, are both alcoholics; the novel starts with Aaron leaving rehab some months before the virus starts spreading in the United States. From the get-go, Martin makes clear that these characters' addictions neither excuse nor explain their tendency toward self-involvement--a trait everyone in Down Time shares. Once COVID breaks out, a mix of luck and wealth insulates all of them but Violet, a doctor, from its horrors, and Martin uses the pressures of lockdown to make his irritating characters even more irritating. He achieves this not through satire--a crude tool ill-suited to a subject as tricky as the pandemic--but through acute psychological observation.

Martin's interest in annoyance serves him well here. Rather than concentrate on the heroism or fear that readers likely remember in themselves and others, he writes about the cowardice and grievances that many would be thrilled to forget. Often, this means that judging and connecting with the characters are equally present and compelling options: I would never do this and I think I did this coexist in Down Time. It also means that Martin's writing about COVID, far from acquiring the stale effect that comes from conveying widely shared memories, is sharp, off-kilter, and particular. For me, the emblematic image of the novel comes from Malcolm and Violet's pandemic elopement, witnessed only by a pair of friends, Grant and Chelsea, who like to flaunt their kinkiness. "In the pictures," Martin writes, "you can't even see the ball gag under Chelsea's face mask, unless you know to look."



Down Time starts with Aaron's girlfriend, Cassandra, picking him up from rehab. Although they live in Boston, she takes him to New York for a celebratory weekend. She and Aaron have been together for years, and this trip to rehab isn't his first; still, Cassandra "hadn't considered the fact that it might not be a good idea to celebrate finishing rehab at all." Her self-absorption in this moment is characteristic of Down Time. So is Martin's ability to shift seamlessly from inside Cassandra's head to the godlike narratorial vantage he uses to warn the reader that the celebration weekend is, unsurprisingly, going to go wrong.

Martin employs that same authorial remove to let readers know that the pandemic is coming. Cassandra's celebration includes tickets to an opera that Aaron asks to leave at the first intermission; Martin jumps briefly forward to write that once lockdown begins, Cassandra "thought reproachfully that he would have been just fine sitting through one more act, maybe two." For her, having to leave the opera is arguably worse than Aaron's pain--a channeling of selfishness through dedication to art that is classic Martin. Condemning her for it is easy, but so is identifying with her quarantine longing for "public life and the places that had sustained her."

Cassandra seems largely unaware of the smallness of her feelings. So does her friend Antonia, for whom the pandemic's greatest challenge is the disruption to her sense of progress; a tenure-track academic job and a solid relationship, both goals that she'd thought she was close to achieving, now seem unattainable. But Malcolm, whose girlfriend, Violet, is treating COVID patients at a Manhattan hospital, is smacked up against his own pettiness. He swiftly registers that "the reality of what Violet was experiencing remained basically unimaginable to me, perhaps because I did not want to imagine it. But I had to try." In that spirit, he decides that if Violet "got sick, I wanted to get sick, too, in solidarity. It was the least I could do."

Violet is the only character whose perspective Martin never inhabits--a noticeable decision, given that he roams at will through the heads of the novel's other main characters. By refraining from writing her thoughts, he clarifies that Down Time isn't interested in the COVID heroism that, at least to Malcolm, she represents. But the novel isn't just a realistic chronicle of the pandemic precisely as sheltered Millennials in the Northeast experienced it. Rather, it explores its characters' reluctance to grow. Antonia, Malcolm, and Cassandra don't want the outside world to alter them. All three see themselves as too smart to be changed against their will, even by a pandemic.

Read: The literature of the pandemic is already here

Aaron serves as the point of contrast and complication that Down Time needs; without him, the novel could have been one-note on the human aversion to change. After years of rejecting the prospect of personal evolution, he grudgingly accepts that he has to stop drinking. Cassandra's ill-advised New York weekend precipitates this development, and lockdown (of which he thinks, "Please, he'd been in jail; this was a friendly public health advisory") is a practical help. Sobriety and the self-reflection to which it leads are easier for Aaron in relative isolation. Martin is clear that this is individual, not inevitable: Even as Aaron successfully resists alcohol in quarantine, Malcolm's drinking habits get significantly and somewhat willfully worse.

Cassandra has a similarly concerning trajectory, though hers raises more ethical questions than Malcolm's. Aaron's sobriety, intriguingly, is bad for their relationship; Cassandra insists on remaining with him anyway, though she offers and he seeks no support. Cassandra knows to be troubled by this, yet by the time lockdown restrictions begin lifting, she's discovered inside herself--and to some degree embraced--the "hard core of uncaring" that the reader sensed, from the very start of the book, was there.

But Down Time is not uncaring toward its protagonists. Martin writes tenderly and observantly about the obtuse, callous people he has created. He attends closely to their idiosyncrasies and guides them gently in the direction not only of survival but of a fuller reintegration with post-lockdown society than readers might imagine possible. Here, Malcolm's story is the most interesting. Applying George Costanza's refrain to the early months of COVID could seem at once urgent (We live in a society! Put your mask on!) and absurd (We live in a society, sure, but we never get to see anyone). For Malcolm, sitting in his apartment in Brooklyn, absurdity takes over. The wider world in which Violet participates becomes less and less real, until their relationship is his only tether to it--and, relatedly, his only source of motivation. He goes nowhere near his novel-in-progress until Violet tells him she'll sleep with him only on days he's gotten 1,000 words on the page.

Martin is the rare literary writer with an evident interest in straight sex, which he explores throughout Early Work and via Malcolm and Violet's relationship in Down Time. In the early days of COVID, the two have "intense, desperate sex, some real going-off-to-war shit, Violet the soldier, obviously, me the sad helpmeet in a kerchief scanning the sky for returning planes. After that the foxhole got less, you know, foxy."

Malcolm's resentment of this decreased foxiness leads to the sex-for-words bargain. It also generates a conversation that encapsulates the whole book. Violet, exhausted from the ER, requests that Malcolm complain less about how hard quarantine is for him; Malcolm admits that he's being juvenile but adds that it's difficult to sit with his "feelings all day and not be allowed to express them at night." In this moment, he could hardly be more irritating, yet he does have a right to talk about his feelings. Martin challenges readers to simultaneously condemn and empathize with Malcolm--and, perhaps, with their past self or others in their life. Behaving immaturely at times during quarantine was all but inevitable. Malcolm's childishness is frustrating to read about, but the scene invites some retroactive grace.

Of all the ways that novelists can tackle COVID, writing juvenile and self-absorbed characters isn't the one I would have expected to like. As an ardent Seinfeld fan, I should have known better. Quarantine and its immediate aftermath both wrecked and created norms. At the same time, the terror of the disease made even very serious problems seem temporarily minor. Martin's characters' troubles pale next to those of the ICU nurses in Susan Straight's Sacrament, a book published last year that is, to my knowledge, the first novel about COVID from a working-class perspective. Sacrament suffers from its admiration for its characters, though. Down Time never has to manage the weight of worthiness. Instead, it raises the same questions that lockdown did: How badly can you behave during a crisis? How responsible do we have to be for one another? Annoying to contemplate, yes--but it's part of living in a society.
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Trump Is Kicking the Economy While It's Down

How the war with Iran could lead to a recession

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




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

For the past year or so, economists have remained, if not optimistic about the economy, not alarmed either. Then recently came what economists call a series of "revisions" to data reports. These were not the superficial kinds of revisions that leave the central story intact. To name just one, original estimates had 2025 new-job numbers at 584,000, which was just tepidly okay. That was revised to a net number of only 116,000.

Across the past two years, the revisions mean that the American economy has about a million fewer jobs than previously reported. Coupled with the worst economic growth numbers since the early pandemic. Plus the highest inflation in two years. And that is before we've factored in the largest supply disruption the oil market has ever seen.

President Trump was elected partly to address voters' concerns about rising prices and inflation. Now his war in Iran threatens to create many more reasons for voters to be concerned.

When Iran closed off the Strait of Hormuz, it shut out roughly a fifth of the world's oil supply. Oil infrastructure across the Persian Gulf has faced attacks, threatening the supply at its source. Americans are already watching prices climb at gas stations, but that's only the beginning. Oil prices affect nearly everything Americans eat, wear, and touch. Our staff writer Roge Karma lays out how the shock of historically high oil prices could push an already fragile economy into recession.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: We are now in week three of the U.S. and Israel's war with Iran, the purpose of which President Trump has still not clearly explained.

The consequences of the war may have seemed abstract to many Americans at the beginning, but now they're showing up very concretely on the big pylon signs at the gas station.

Female news anchor 1: The U.S. average for a gallon of regular gas was $3.68.
 Male news anchor: Gas prices continued to rise over the weekend, with AAA saying the national average now is sitting at about $3.72 a gallon.
 Female news anchor 2: The average price for a gallon of gas: $3.79--that's up 82 cents now since the start of the war.


Rosin: These climbing prices are because Iran is doing something the White House did not seem to have fully anticipated: shutting down the Strait of Hormuz.

[Music]

Rosin: About a fifth of the world's oil passes through the strait, and by pledging to attack vessels, Iran has effectively stopped commercial shipping from the Gulf.

Roge Karma:  There are, right now, hundreds of tankers carrying pretty much all of Middle East oil production parked outside of the strait, afraid to go through.


Rosin: That's Atlantic staff writer Roge Karma.

Karma: As a result, you have production fields shutting down because they don't have enough storage. You have the price of a barrel of oil skyrocketing.
 Female news anchor 3: For the first time in years, oil prices surpassed $100 per barrel as a war in the Middle East continues to impact oil production and shipping worldwide.
  Karma: The International Energy Agency, the IEA, has called this the single largest disruption to the global oil supply in history.
  This is the scenario that energy analysts have been worried about for about half a century.


Rosin: Earlier this year, a barrel of crude oil cost about $60. Now the price is hovering around $100. If the conflict isn't resolved quickly, prices could continue to rise, passing $100, hitting $150 or even $200 per barrel--prices that have literally never been seen before.

The cost of the Iran war may soon become very visible to Americans, in a day-to-day way. So many things you buy routinely are dependent on the price of oil. Raising that price to new heights can easily disrupt our entire economy--an economy that's already pretty shaky right now.

Roge, welcome to the show.

Karma: Thanks so much for having me. It's great to be here.

Rosin: So the Trump administration and its allies have suggested that because the U.S. produces its own oil, we are relatively insulated.

President Trump: We don't need oil. We have all the oil we need for ourselves. It's one of the great assets that we have.


Rosin: Respond. Is that true?

Karma: That is partially true. Relatively is doing a lot of work there.

When we say that the U.S. is a net exporter of oil, what we are actually talking about is finished petroleum products. There are two stages to oil production. One is: The raw crude oil, you take out of the ground, and then that crude oil is refined into products like gasoline, like diesel, like plastics, which then are used--gasoline, obviously, is what you fill up your car with at the pump. And the U.S., while it is a net exporter of those finished products, it is a net importer of the crude oil itself.

Also, there are multiple types of crude oil. The shale revolution in the U.S., which started in the early 2000s, which was the discovery of a lot of, basically, oil across the Gulf of the country, basically produces a type of oil that experts call "sweet light crude," which is this thinner oil and this much lighter oil. But a lot of American refineries that process that oil were created before the shale revolution. They're primarily set up to process the kind of what is called "heavy sour crude" that comes primarily now from other places.

And so what the U.S. basically does is we import a lot of heavy sour crude from other places, we export a lot of our own sweet light crude to other places, and then we do a lot of that refining here, which goes into finished products. And so, yes, we're technically a net exporter, but we are inextricably connected to the rest of the global market, such that when the price of a barrel of oil goes up because of a disruption elsewhere, it also goes up here.

Rosin: So why haven't oil prices made Trump back off from Iran already?

Karma: That's a great question. (Laughs.) One answer is that oil prices haven't climbed nearly as high yet as many experts think they could. Right now, we have oil prices at about $100 a barrel. Hopefully, that doesn't change by the time this episode is released, but as of this taping, oil prices are around $100 a barrel. Experts think that they could go much higher: $150, $200 a barrel.

And the reason why they haven't is a bit befuddling to me. It really reflects, I think, a view among oil traders that Trump will chicken out, that this crisis is not going to last--for the exact reason you just asked me that question, Wouldn't higher oil prices cause Trump to back down?

[Music]

Karma: The irony of this situation is that I think a lot of traders in the oil markets are assuming Trump will back down; therefore, the price of oil is not going up as fast, and because of that, Trump is actually less likely to back down. And so you almost have this kind of self-fulfilling loop, I think, happening right now in the markets, where everyone believes that Trump will back down, but because they believe he will back down, the prices actually aren't going up to the point that might make him back down. It's a little bit of a mirror of kind of the sort of Trump "TACO trade" theory that had been percolating around why stock markets haven't fallen more in response to some of Trump's actions.

But I genuinely have been befuddled by this, and I think if the oil markets were to internalize the severity of this, prices would go up very quickly.

Rosin: So there might be a moment where they lose faith.

Karma: There might be a moment, and again, the big question is when that moment comes; it's really hard to predict.

Rosin: In a world where oil is more scarce, oil prices are higher. How does that affect the economy overall?

Karma: Gas prices are only the beginning. Oil is an input to so many different materials, so many different sectors and industries throughout the economy.

I would say the big ones--again, prices at the pump. The second big one is airfares; we've already seen airfares, especially for transatlantic, for international flights, go way up. And then I think another area it's going to increasingly show up is food.

So fertilizer is made from different components. Some are things like urea and ammonia. A lot of these come directly out of the Strait of Hormuz. A lot of them are created from natural gas that also comes out of the Strait of Hormuz. So those supply chains. And then all of the tractors and the harvesters, the machinery that's used to power farms is powered by diesel. Food is transported, obviously, by trucks.

So I think it's going to start showing up in prices basically everywhere--every time you go to make a purchase of clothes, something that's wrapped in plastic, every time you go to buy food. And I think there's another way this was going to show up. It's not just going to be higher prices.

What do consumers do, often, when they're faced with higher prices? You end up pulling back, and you end up stopping your spending of other areas in order to pay more for these products, especially gasoline. This is a pattern that happens throughout history every time there's an energy shock.

When the economy's doing really well, that's not as big of a problem. Consumers pull back a little bit; it's not a huge deal. Right now is not that moment for the U.S. economy. The economy is looking weak in terms of the job numbers. It's looking weak in terms of economic growth. It is already stagnating in terms of hiring.

In an economy that is not doing very well, a sudden pullback in consumer spending can create a really vicious cycle that a lot of economists I talk to think could end up leading to a recession.

Rosin: Okay, I actually think I would like you to make the case for how fragile the economy is, because I know that's debated now. It's debated politically; it's debated among economists. So why do you think the economy is particularly fragile right now?

Karma: So over the last few weeks, we have gotten a series of economic data reports that I think have been extremely alarming. I had a piece I wrote the other week that was called "The Economy's Warning Light Is Flashing Yellow," so not quite red, not quite a recession yet, but looking very bad. And there were a couple reports in particular that were concerning.

The big one is the jobs numbers. So the story for the past year or so has been we're getting not as many jobs as before, but the labor market is still growing; jobs are still being created. And there was basically a series of revisions that have been made to last year's job numbers that showed that we originally thought there were close to 600,000 jobs created last year--already not a great year. That was revised down to around 180,000 and then 116,000. That is one-tenth of the jobs that were created in 2024. So in 2025, we got one-tenth of the job creation. That is not the sign of a healthy labor market.

At the exact same time as we're getting this huge slowdown in the job market, we're also seeing economic growth slow down. The total output of the U.S. economy was about 4.4 percent in the third quarter of last year. That is a really high number. That's great. The average is about 2 percent going back, so 4.4 percent is fantastic. It then fell off to, according to the most recent revision, 0.7 percent. That is just a dramatic dropoff. And you also, at the same time, have a pullback in consumer spending already.

And so basically, what you have--I think the way to summarize all this--is even before this oil crisis, you had the worst economic growth numbers since COVID. You also had the highest inflation report in two years. And all of that was even before we start talking about oil.

Rosin: The political questions that follow from what you just said are so obvious. Trump was elected, in large part, because people were discontented over inflation. The administration has been sensitive to price concerns that Americans are feeling. But you're describing a situation where prices are going up; we may be at the start of the recession.

What's actually happening in the economy and the political story that prevails of what's happening in the economy are often disparate from each other, but what do you think about that, like how that plays out?

Karma: It is truly ironic that Donald Trump came into office as the affordability guy.

Trump: We inherited a mess, with high prices and high inflation, and we've turned it around, and we've made it great.


Karma: He very much, again, like you said, rode this wave of discontent and then immediately got into office and decided, long before this crisis, to institute global tariffs, which are literally going to raise the price of everyday goods, of deporting huge parts of the American workforce, almost as if he was trying to raise prices.

And then, you have this set of crises, which it's been interesting because throughout all of this, even as inflation has remained pretty sticky throughout Trump's term, the one price that really did fall, relative to where it was under Joe Biden, was the price of gasoline.

Trump: After gasoline skyrocketed to over $5 a gallon and, in some places, $7, $8, and even $9 a gallon under Biden, our policies have brought gas prices way down.


Karma: That doesn't have much to do with Donald Trump. That has a lot to do with this sort of aftermath of the Russian invasion and the oil crisis that came out of that and the price shocks normalizing.

The one price that the Trump administration could brag about and very much did brag about was the price of gasoline, and now that is also going up.

In terms of what to make of it, politically, I find it mystifying. I had a piece in the fall right after Trump got elected, the fall of 2024, and it was called "The Two Donald Trumps." And the whole premise of that piece was that Donald Trump was elected, in a lot of ways, as the president who would return things to the status quo, who would make America affordable again, who would end all of these wars, who would secure the border, but that Trump's agenda was almost specifically designed to create more chaos and more disruption.

And I think you see that specifically on the case of affordability, where, in a lot of ways, what Donald Trump had to do politically was come in and just watch as inflation was already coming down. It was already close to near the Fed's target. At that point, interest rates would've come down. It would've been pretty easy. And instead, what he's done is basically do the exact opposite.

In terms of what is actually going on, I am not a professional Trump psychological reader, but all I do know is that it does not seem to be making the American people very happy, and this war is only accentuating all of those concerns and taking the one price that the administration did have going for them and sending it in the opposite direction.

Rosin: Since we're talking in animated tones, I just wanna level here before we move on. What you're saying is that we are adding oil shocks to an already fragile economy and that might lead to an actual recession. Is that actually what you're saying?

Karma: My view right now is that the economy's warning light is flashing yellow. This could be bad; it doesn't have to be.

On top of an economy that is very fragile, if you add a once-in-50-years-level oil shock that sends prices to $150 or $200 a barrel, the kinds of prices we haven't seen before, I would be extremely surprised if we did not get a recession. It is really hard to imagine an economy that already has as weak job numbers as we have, that has already seen consumers pull back as much, that has already seen as weak hiring as we have getting a shock that big and not reacting in a pretty severe way, so that is what I'm saying.

And in a lot of ways, it mirrors what happens in the 1970s. In the early 1970s, you had an economy where the economy was reeling--it was already somewhat fragile. It was already sort of weakening in terms of growth, in terms of job numbers from a few years prior. Inflation was coming down but was higher than it had been. And then you had this huge shock that changed everything.

But I think, again, a lot of this comes down to a big if. The difference between now and the 1970s is that we could--in theory, at least--end this whenever we wanted to. The Strait of Hormuz does not need to be closed. This was not a crisis beforehand. If you would've asked me before this, Is the economy inevitably headed for a recession? I would've said, I have no idea.

Time and time again, the doomers have been wrong. Time and time again, I have been someone who I feel like has pushed back against claims of doomerism. But when you have an economy like this and then you have an oil crisis like this, it's really hard to come to any other conclusion.

[Music]

Rosin: So that's the view from inside the U.S. After the break, what an oil emergency in the Middle East might mean for the rest of the world.

[Break]

Rosin: I wanna move beyond the domestic scene because an oil shock is a geopolitical event, not just a domestic event. Who gains from a sustained oil shock? Who loses? How does this play out?

Karma: The big short-term winner in this situation is Russia, and specifically is [Russian President] Vladimir Putin.

[Music]

Russia produces a lot of oil. It has had to sell that oil at discounted rates. Ever since the invasion of Ukraine, there have been lots of sanctions on Russia. And now what you have when the oil is cut off from the Strait of Hormuz is countries are going to get desperate. And that means as the price of a barrel of crude goes up, the price of Russian oil goes up a lot.

What that means, basically because the Kremlin controls a huge portion of the country's oil supplies, a huge windfall for Vladimir Putin's government. That is going to mean just a lot of cash flowing into the Kremlin that was not flowing in before. That can be then used for the war effort. It can be used to relieve pressure on sanctions.

And also, at the same time, this is gonna create huge geopolitical leverage for Russia. As other countries need their oil, they're going to have to probably make concessions. Donald Trump has already lifted some of the sanctions on Russian oil.

And so I think the big, big winner in the short term from this is going to be Russia. And I think one outcome that could result from all of this is more and more pressure to come to a quicker settlement in the Russia-Ukraine war that might be more favorable to Vladimir Putin's terms.

Rosin: Right, and you're saying a quicker resolution in Putin's favor merely because he has more cards to play. He's just a more powerful actor on the world stage.

Karma: He's a more powerful actor, and lots of other countries who are desperate, who are oil importers, are going to be even more desperate for the oil that he has to offer.

Rosin: Okay, so that's a winner. I know there are more, but I actually wanna ask you about some losers first.

I've read that some Asian countries are already instituting four-day workweeks. How is that showing up across the world and rippling?

Karma: In terms of the biggest short-term losers from this--and loser is even--it's a shorthand that hides a lot of pain and doesn't even have the gravity of this crisis.

Most of the oil that leaves the Strait of Hormuz goes to Asia, and particularly South and Southeast Asia. Countries like Korea and Japan, they're probably ultimately going to be fine. The rich countries in Europe and Asia are going to be fine because they are going to be able to stomach higher prices. They are going to basically bid up the price of this oil.

The less-rich countries, the Pakistans of the world, the Bangladeshes of the world, these are going to be the big losers, in a lot of these countries where you are already seeing big attempts to tamp down on the amount of electricity. You're seeing really quick attempts to try--How can we bring as much coal online as possible, maybe to substitute for some of the natural gas that's being cut off?, because that's a whole 'nother element of this, is it's not only a fifth of the world's oil supply, but a huge amount of liquefied natural gas that factors into a lot of electricity.

So I think in terms of the biggest losers, it is going to be a lot of these less-developed countries in Asia, and it is also going to be a lot of the producers who can't get their oil out from the Middle East. One concern that I've had raised to me by several geopolitical analysts at this point is, What's going to happen to Iraq?

The Gulf states are going to lose a lot of money from not being able to get their oil out, but they are unfathomably rich already. This is mostly gonna result, for their cases, less high-end construction in Dubai, and some of the big projects that Saudi has been doing is maybe put on halt.

But in a country like Iraq that is just achieving some semblance of political stability--a lot of its wealth is on oil production. Losing that production is going to be a big deal. And I think in all of these regions, what we can expect is an increased likelihood of political instability that comes from this.

And so I think it is the smaller, poor producers in the Middle East and the smaller, poorer energy consumers, or oil consumers, in Asia and East Asia that are going to be the biggest losers of this. But again, the instability that happens in those regions can ripple in ways that we can't predict.

Rosin: Okay, let's talk about the other big player that we haven't discussed yet, and that is China. How do they factor into all of this?

Karma: That is a great question because depending on which reports you're reading, you can think China is the biggest possible loser from this and the biggest possible winner, and it's a little bit of both.

[Music]

You might immediately think that, given that China is the single biggest importer of oil in the world--by the way, the No. 2 is the United States, which speaks to our conversation earlier--but given that China is the No. 1 oil importer in the world, they would be a big loser from this, that this would cause prices there to rise, that you could see shortages, and that that would ultimately weaken China's position.

That is true to some extent, but China has a few things going for it. The first is that it sits on the single largest stockpile, the single largest reserve of oil in the world. It has about 1.2 billion barrels' worth of oil in reserve. For context, that is about four months' worth of oil that it can tap into. It's bigger than any other reserve in the world. So China has been planning for this kind of scenario for a long time and has stockpiles at the ready that could help it weather some of that shock.

The second big thing that China has going for it is that it has moved its economy towards being reliant on much more clean forms of energy. It is now getting something like 30 percent of its electricity generation from clean-energy sources. It has been investing hundreds of billions of dollars into becoming basically the leading country for most clean-energy technologies. And so it is, in that sense, right now currently vulnerable but is swiftly moving in a direction that is making it less vulnerable. And that's what brings in the possible strategic victory for China in the long term.

To the point of what you were saying earlier, a lot of countries would reasonably look at the situation in Iran and say, Look, in terms of my self-interest, it does not make sense for me to be importing oil. If I'm sitting in Europe or I'm sitting in Asia right now, and I'm a leader, I'm saying, Wow, if, on a whim, Israel and the U.S. can decide to attack a country halfway across the world and then that now fundamentally threatens my ability to provide energy for my citizens, maybe I shouldn't be relying so much on foreign sources of energy.

So almost every analyst I talk to is saying this could very well supercharge countries' desire to transition to, basically, green technologies--things like nuclear, solar, wind, things that can be produced at home that wouldn't be as susceptible to these global shocks. And so I think we're gonna see a big move in that direction.

Well, here's the thing: Which country controls almost the entirety of the clean-energy supply chain? It is China, which is responsible for producing more than 80 percent of the world's solar panels, more than 70 percent of the world's lithium-ion batteries and electric vehicles.

China owns these supply chains through and through. And historically, that has made other countries, like [in] Europe and in Asia, wary of being so dependent on China for these technologies. But if you're looking at the global stage right now, China might start looking like, and depending on China might start looking like, the least of all bad options.

Rosin: All right, we've strayed pretty far into global-order theoreticals, so let's just bring it back home.

Here's where we are: Trump seems to desperately want the strait opened. The European allies do not seem inclined to help. Iran isn't budging. So in war, that means a stalemate. Does that mean it expands in a different direction? What then happens? How does this move?

Karma: Right now, it is, like you said, a stalemate. But there is a possibility that this escalates.

We recently got news that the Trump administration has been attacking one of the primary pieces of oil infrastructure--it's called Kharg Island--where a lot of Iranian oil is produced. In response, Iran has retaliated by attacking oil infrastructure in the United Arab Emirates and so the way that this could escalate further is Iran not just keeping the strait closed, but attacking the sources of this oil by attacking the infrastructure that produces this oil at its source.

And that would be an escalation in part because, theoretically--and this is how one source, an energy analyst, described it to me this way. He told me, You could think of the Strait of Hormuz as like a kink in the hose of global oil supply. Technically, that's bad, but you could unkink it at any point. If you attack it at its source, it's like attacking the faucet. And if you've attacked the faucet, if you cut off this oil at its source, it could be weeks, months, even longer before you can get production back online.

And so that is the primary way this could possibly escalate further, is the actual sources of this production could be destroyed. That is the real nightmare scenario, is you end up with this kind of escalation that results in the destruction of a lot of this infrastructure in a way that can't be undone for a long time.

Rosin: Well, Roge, this is normally the moment I would say thank you, but I don't really know what I'm thanking you for. (Laughs.)

Karma: (Laughs.) I'm sorry to be the bearer of bad news.

[Music]

Rosin: On Wednesday, shortly after recording this conversation, Iran and Qatar accused Israel of attacking an offshore natural gas field that the two countries share, which made energy prices jump again. As of now, the war seems to be expanding.

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

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Israel Is Missing Its Big Chance in Lebanon

The Lebanese are furious with Hezbollah, but Israel keeps giving it more reasons to fight.

by Hussein Ibish

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




Suddenly, Israel has a remarkable opportunity for a diplomatic breakthrough in Lebanon. You'd be forgiven for not knowing about this, because both Israel and Hezbollah seem committed instead to a spiraling conflict.

Hezbollah apparently decided to plunge itself, and Lebanon, into the U.S.-Israeli war with Iran because it believes that it faces an existential crisis. Israel destroyed much of the organization's missile arsenal in 2023-24, decimated its ranks of commanders, and wiped out most of its political leadership. Hezbollah seems to have concluded that it needs to act now to restore deterrence.

For its part, Israel has apparently reached an equal and opposite conclusion about Hezbollah: that now is the golden opportunity to reduce the organization to irrelevance. The war that ended in 2024 did not completely neutralize Hezbollah, and the organization was making some headway in rearming itself, despite the Lebanese government's efforts to prevent this.

Read: Something new is happening in Lebanon

The chance to settle its unfinished business with the group presented itself on March 1, when Hezbollah launched some ineffective missile and drone attacks over the Israeli border. The Israeli military responded by bombing Hezbollah-related targets in Lebanon. Ominously, it called on Lebanese civilians to evacuate the south of the country and the southern suburbs of Beirut, where Hezbollah has its support base. Israel seems to be anticipating a long campaign in Lebanon, possibly including a renewed occupation of the south.

Israel, the United States, and other actors have long pressed the Lebanese government to do more to disarm Hezbollah in southern Lebanon; now Israel is demanding for this to be a priority throughout the country, saying that if the Lebanese state cannot or will not disarm Hezbollah, Israel will do so by means of war. In Gaza, Israel's war involved the displacement of huge numbers of people and the thorough destruction of physical infrastructure. Israel has suggested it will pursue the same course in Lebanon. One official has said that until Israeli war aims are secured, the country's almost 1 million newly displaced people will not be allowed to return to their homes, and another vowed to reduce Beirut's southern suburbs to a moonscape comparable to the leveled city of Khan Younis, in Gaza.

But Hezbollah is not the adversary it was before 2023. It is also in a much worse position now inside of Lebanon, whose government has been maneuvering to transform the militia into a normal political party, rather than a quasi-state actor with power over war and peace.

So far, dragooning Lebanon into the current war does not seem to be doing Hezbollah any additional favors. Rather, it has led the Lebanese government to declare Hezbollah's military activities illegal, and popular anger against the organization appears to have reached an all-time high. Israel's actions, however, could throw the group a lifeline: A renewed occupation of southern Lebanon would give Hezbollah and other extremist groups a plausible rationale to remain armed.

In seeking to impose its will on its Arab neighbors, particularly the Palestinians and Lebanese, Israel has frequently made the mistake of failing to differentiate among its adversaries. For example, it has steadfastly refused to accept the fact that only the Palestinian Authority and the Palestine Liberation Organization offer a practical alternative to Hamas. The equivalent in Lebanon is Israel's failure to understand that the Lebanese state is the only viable alternative to Hezbollah's domination. For Israel's military campaigns to become political successes requires the adoption of policies that strengthen the Lebanese government and the Palestinian Authority. These would serve to counter Hezbollah and Hamas, respectively.

Bilal Y. Saab: How Washington can help Lebanon

The Lebanese government has said that it wants to negotiate with Israel directly, and France has reportedly proposed a grand bargain, whereby Lebanon would recognize Israel in exchange for Israel ceasing to bomb the country and withdrawing from areas it has held since 2024. Such an agreement could be a win-win for Israel and Lebanon, while leaving Hezbollah even more isolated and exposed.

Unfortunately, Israel has evinced little interest in such talks. That would be an astonishing missed opportunity. But it is also consistent with the mindset of a government that has reduced Gaza to rubble without eliminating Hamas as a political and paramilitary force.

A similar approach in Lebanon will not yield better results. It  could even end up saving Hezbollah from its own miscalculations rather than finishing the organization off.
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Trump Is Betraying Iran's Pro-Democracy Protesters

He toyed with their hopes, raising expectations he never meant to fulfill.

by Franklin Foer

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




In January, Donald Trump uttered the most idealistic words of his presidency. As protesters filled Iran's streets, he told them, "Help is on the way." How well they heard him through the regime's internet blackouts is unclear, but his message was that their sacrifice might be worth it--that the world's most powerful man was backing them.

Those protesters now have good reason to feel betrayed. Before the Islamic Republic began murdering their fellow pro-democracy demonstrators by the thousands, Trump barely lifted a finger to support them. This month, soon after he launched strikes in the name of ousting the regime that committed these atrocities, he told the protesters, "When we are finished, take over your government." But he quickly retracted any such notion by suggesting that he would happily strike a deal with a faction of the existing regime. In other words, Iranian democracy was never really the point. Then, on Friday, he dismissed the protesters' chances of overthrowing the regime. "I think that's a big hurdle to climb," he told Fox News.

Anne Applebaum: Everyone but Trump understands what he's done

When Trump thought protesters might triumph, he made them extravagant promises. After it became clear that they weren't going to quickly overthrow the mullahs, he treated them as disposable allies. His offhand commentary casts doubt on their prospects--potentially demoralizing the very people he once claimed to champion--and he has dismissed alternatives such as Reza Pahlavi, the son of Iran's deposed shah. By refusing to apologize for accidental strikes against civilians, he has bolstered the regime's claim that the United States doesn't really care what happens to the Iranian people.

The failure to nurture a democratic Iranian opposition is a bipartisan legacy of American foreign policy. Barack Obama kept his distance from the Green Revolution of 2009, when Iranians poured into the streets to protest a stolen election. Haunted by the CIA's role in the 1953 coup that toppled Mohammad Mosaddegh, he avoided encouraging the protesters or promising them support. (To be fair, a faction of the opposition avowedly didn't want American support, because the regime used the specter of it as a pretext for crushing dissent.) When he began negotiating a nuclear deal with Iran, he seemed to believe that pressing the regime over human-rights abuses would only hinder diplomacy. He squandered an opportunity to bargain for guarantees that might have protected Iranian civil society or at least given activists a measure of hope.

Presidents would not have needed to search hard for a better way. In Communist Poland, the CIA quietly supplied the Solidarity movement with money and the tools of underground communication--fax machines, printing presses, computers--channeling them through the AFL-CIO and the Vatican. In Czechoslovakia, Radio Free Europe broadcast dissident manifestos back into the country after the regime suppressed them. None of this prevented Ronald Reagan from brokering major arms-control agreements with the Soviets. All of it patiently undermined the Warsaw Pact from within.

Where past administrations have been negligent in extending a hand to the foes of the Islamic Republic, the Trump administration has zealously dismantled the machinery that the United States once used to support democratic movements abroad. His administration gutted Voice of America, placing 1,300 employees on leave. It has spent the past year trying to strangle the National Endowment for Democracy, the government-funded foundation that bankrolls the sinews of civil society in authoritarian states--independent newspapers, labor unions, and human-rights monitors. It also proposed eliminating the undersecretary of state for civilian security, democracy, and human rights and dismissed career officials who worked on that portfolio as "left-wing activists." Courts have in some cases attempted to stay the administration's hand--on Tuesday, for example, a judge rejected the administration's attack on VOA and ordered staffers to return to work by next week--but the damage will not be easily undone.

This campaign to raze the federal bureaucracy has also undermined the cause of Iranian regime change. Kari Lake, who oversees the U.S. Agency for Global Media, which runs Voice of America, boasted about the efficiencies gained after reducing the agency's Farsi-language broadcasting--from round-the-clock programming to sometimes as little as 30 minutes a day. According to news reports, she also refused to authorize the use of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty transmitters capable of broadcasting into Iran at the height of the January protests (a claim that Lake has contested). When the United States attacked Iran last June, she was forced to recall several dozen VOA Persian-service broadcasters whom she had placed on administrative leave. When the conflict simmered, many of those staffers were put back on leave. Given Trump's hostility to civil society and the free press at home, he was never going to sincerely promote them abroad.

Read: What is Kari Lake trying to achieve?

Iran should have been the next chapter in the democratic revolutions that ended the Cold War. Over the decades, protesters keep returning to the streets, knowing they may end up hanging from a noose or lying in a mass grave. By defying their tormentors, they advance American interests and what we once called American values. Yet they have been treated as pawns for decades, and now Trump has toyed with their hopes, raising expectations he never intended to fulfill, urging them to risk their lives, then admitting, in so many words, that he never meant it. If regime change is the only lasting solution to the Iranian nuclear problem, then American foreign policy should begin and end with the people willing to risk their lives to change it.
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The Lesson of Tulsi Gabbard's Flip-Flop

The existence of war skeptics in a president's Cabinet is not a valuable indicator of how that president will act.

by Conor Friedersdorf

Wed, 18 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.

After ordering the Iranian general Qassem Soleimani killed in 2020, Donald Trump claimed that the military officer had been "plotting imminent and sinister attacks on American diplomats and military personnel." But that justification didn't pass muster with then-Democratic Representative Tulsi Gabbard.

Gabbard had long been explicit in her insistence that a president cannot unilaterally decide to attack another country in anticipatory self-defense. She'd even co-sponsored the No More Presidential Wars Act in 2018, which stated that the president must "seek congressional authorization prior to any engagement of the U.S. Armed Forces against Syria, Iran, or Russia." It was not surprising when, in spite of Trump's determination that Soleimani had posed an imminent threat, Gabbard insisted that the president had "committed an illegal and unconstitutional act." Gabbard also warned that a war against Iran in particular would be "so costly and devastating" that it would make the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan "look like a picnic."

Yet now that Gabbard serves as director of national intelligence to a president waging war on Iran, she is using her position to defend Trump's unilateral intervention. The president's recent determination of an imminent threat in Iran seems to be enough for her: Posting to social media yesterday from her official government X account, she wrote, "Donald Trump was overwhelmingly elected by the American people" and "as our Commander in Chief, he is responsible for determining what is and is not an imminent threat, and whether or not to take action he deems necessary to protect the safety and security of our troops, the American people and our country." Gabbard repeated this argument in a Senate hearing on worldwide threats today.

Lots of Trump supporters, inside and outside the government, have walked back their concerns about the legality or wisdom of waging war with Iran. But Gabbard's prior critique and her current advocacy for Trump are irreconcilable--and instructive. Trump won the 2024 election in part by signaling to a war-weary country that he would be a "president of peace" who put "America First"--a message that some skeptics of foreign intervention found credible because he was giving leadership roles to anti-interventionist politicians such as Gabbard and J. D. Vance. As it turns out, Gabbard not only failed to influence the Trump administration in a way that prevented war with Iran; she is now giving the president cover for it.

The larger lesson, for those who oppose unilateral and unlawful wars, is that neither a president's anti-war rhetoric nor his appointments of foreign-intervention skeptics are valuable indicators of how he will act. Members of the executive branch cannot be trusted to leave the war power in the hands of Congress, as the Constitution and the rule of law demands. When people serve at the pleasure of the president, the incentives to empower him are simply too strong. What's more, even if they take the unusual step of resigning in protest, as Joe Kent, the director of the National Counterterrorism Center, just did over Iran, the president remains the boss. (It's telling that even in resigning, Kent did not break from the president, and instead relied on conspiracy theories to argue that Trump is not to blame for the war that he started.)

The Obama era teaches this same lesson. Candidate Barack Obama, a constitutional-law professor and early opponent of the Iraq War, said all of the things about executive power that anti-interventionists wanted to hear. Then President Obama waged new wars unilaterally while asserting extraordinary powers for the executive branch. And he was often assisted not by Dick Cheney-esque avatars of extreme presidential power, but by erstwhile skeptics of executive power such as Harold Koh. The Republican-led House rejected a resolution to support U.S. action in Libya, but members of Congress declined to stop Obama by cutting off funds or to punish him with impeachment.

More recently, a faction of anti-war populists who have complained about the "establishment" interventions of the George W. Bush and Obama administrations came to believe that elevating people such as Trump, Vance, and Gabbard was the solution. Instead, Trump is governing as a hawkish interventionist; as a result, the 2028 primaries are likely to feature anti-war candidates in both parties.

Voters who are skeptical of foreign intervention should stop investing their hopes in presidents and shift their time, energy, and focus to House and Senate contests. Congress is big and messy; the average voter may worry that the makeup of seats is harder to change than the outcome of one presidential race. But Congress alone can mete out consequences to presidents who pursue unlawful wars. And doing so is core to its duties, even though the legislators now in office have failed to discharge them.

In a bygone generation, Grover Norquist became famous for coercing hundreds of legislators into signing a pledge that they wouldn't raise taxes. Perhaps a congressional majority will one day have pledged, "I swear to vote for the prompt impeachment and removal of any president who attacks another country without a declaration of war, unless Congress judges that he or she preempted an imminent attack on America."

Presently, the majority of Congress is focused on pleasing the president. But the only way to stop presidents from unilaterally starting new wars is to elect a Congress that threatens to oust them if they do--and means it.

Related:

	The first big administration defection over Iran
 	Voters who oppose wars of choice have nowhere to turn.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Why does Cory Booker think this time will be different?
 	The Iran war's next threat is to food and water.
 	A new level of vaccine purgatory
 	The same war, on a loop




Today's News

	Senator Markwayne Mullin testified today during his confirmation hearing to be the new homeland-security secretary. Questions about "classified" travel he took as a House member threatened to complicate a vote on his appointment.
 	Israel struck the infrastructure of Iran's South Pars gas field, which sent oil and natural-gas prices higher. Israel also killed Iran's intelligence minister; the U.S. intelligence chief, Tulsi Gabbard, said that Iran's leadership has been "largely degraded" but that the government "appears to be intact."
 	Lieutenant Governor Juliana Stratton won Illinois's Democratic Senate primary last night, a victory that also marked a win for Governor J. B. Pritzker, who endorsed her.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Some meteorologists made a lot of noise as the D.C. storm loomed--and when it failed to materialize, Joshua Partlow writes.
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Friendship, on Demand

By Julie Beck

The robots befriended us remarkably fast.
 Over the past year or two, AI has become not just a utilitarian tool but a technology that many people are turning to for connection and emotional support. One survey last year found that 16 percent of American adults had used AI for companionship, and a quarter of adults under 30 had. Social AI use seems to be growing rapidly around the world, according to several recent reports on the state of artificial intelligence. Raffaele Ciriello, who studies emerging technologies at the University of Sydney, told me that he once assumed AI companions would remain "niche"; he has been "surprised by how quickly that took over" ...
 This is a major transformation, a sudden and dramatic shift in which millions of people are seeking companionship from machines that they formerly could have gotten only from other humans.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The David Frum Show: Why Britain is saying no to Trump's Iran war
 	Charlie Warzel: A disturbing new low in the Polymarket era
 	Washington's sewage apocalypse
 	Trump may not be able to end this war.
 	The Myspace dilemma facing ChatGPT
 	Democrats learned the wrong lesson from 2024.




Culture Break
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Discuss. Lindy West's new memoir, Adult Braces, describes a strangely politicized version of nonmonogamy, Tyler Austin Harper writes.

Watch. The film Sirat (out now in select theaters) explores the mixed experience of looking for transcendence on the dance floor, Alex Marono Porto 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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Maybe Turning War Into a Casino Was a Bad Idea?

A disturbing new low in the Polymarket era

by Charlie Warzel

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




On March 10, the journalist Emanuel Fabian reported on a missile that had been launched from Iran. The warhead hit an open area outside Jerusalem, which Fabian confirmed by speaking with rescue services and reviewing footage of the explosion. He wrote a short post on The Times of Israel's live blog and moved on.



Meanwhile, gamblers had wagered millions on the unfolding events of the conflict. Fabian's post became the subject of a major dispute on Polymarket, a popular prediction market where people can bet on the outcome of almost anything. The site had allowed users to guess when Iran would initiate "a drone, missile, or air strike on Israel's soil": More than $14 million was riding on whether such an attack had happened March 10.

Read: America is slow-walking into a Polymarket disaster

People started reaching out asking Fabian to change his article. Some argued that Israel Defense Forces had not officially mentioned such an attack occurring on that day, and others said that the explosion he had reported was the result of a missile being intercepted, which according to Polymarket's terms wouldn't count as a strike "on Israel's soil." Confident in his reporting, Fabian did not amend the text.



And then he began receiving threats. "You will discover enemies who will be willing to pay anything to make your life miserable--within the framework of the law," one person wrote to Fabian before adding, "As far as I know, there are also some people who don't really care about the law, and you're going to make them lose about 50 times what you'll ever make." Much as athletes have faced threats and harassment from fans with money riding on a game, prediction markets are now creating incentives for gamblers to target all manner of people with inside information or some influence over major events. Polymarket did not respond to my request for comment, but wrote on X: "This behavior violates our Terms of Service & has no place on our platform. We've banned the accounts for all involved & will pass their info to the relevant authorities."

Read: A technology for a low-trust society

Prediction markets like Polymarket post online using the language of news wires and position themselves as a new and unbiased source of information, yet this story suggests that these sites are having the opposite effect: They make it harder for news gatherers to report the truth. Yesterday, Fabian spoke with me from southern Israel about what it's like to be in the center of this controversy while simultaneously trying to cover a war. What he described was yet another way that online events are twisting the very nature of reality--leading Fabian, for just a split second, to doubt what he had seen and heard.

This conversation has been edited for length and clarity.



Charlie Warzel: How are you doing?



Emanuel Fabian: It's been an overwhelming few days. I've been busy reporting on the war, and on top of that, I've been having to deal with the police and my family and all of these death threats and harassment. So it's been a lot.



Warzel: Are you still getting death threats now?



Fabian: I'm not. They stopped almost as soon as I went to the police. Since the article I wrote about them went up, I haven't received anything.



Warzel: You published your original blog on March 10. People began reaching out after that. But when did you make the connection to Polymarket?



Fabian: It took me a little while. When I got the first email about the missile impact, I thought the question [whether the missile exploded was intercepted, scattering shrapnel] was so odd, because it was such a minor, inconsequential detail in the context of a big war. The next day, I got a second email with the exact same questions and thought it was very strange. My theory was that it was either Iranian bots or agents trying to get information out of me. I did entertain the idea it was related to gambling, but I didn't find the bet initially when I searched online.



The way it clicked for me was that I started to get replies on X and WhatsApp with similar questions like, Hey, why haven't you updated your story? I figured something was up. I looked at the X profiles and could see they were very clearly Polymarket gamblers. At that point it clicked, and soon after I found the actual page itself for the March 10 bet on whether Iran would strike Israel. It was stuck on March 10 and the market hadn't "resolved," or paid out. All the comments were people going back and forth, many linking to my little story and other articles. Overall, I got at least 20 different messages across email, X, WhatsApp, and Discord.



Warzel: You said a contact from another media outlet also reached out to you at this time and suggested they had gotten a tip that your story was wrong. Was this person involved in the gambling as well?



Fabian: They messaged and said, Somebody I know told me there's a mistake in your story; could you correct it? He thought he was doing both of us a little favor. I told him his acquaintance was likely betting on this on Polymarket. My contact went back to him, and he confirmed that not only was he betting on it, but he offered to give the person money if they managed to persuade me to change my story. It's all insane. Obviously, the colleague told him off. But I'm losing my mind at this point. This is like the most tiny, inconsequential detail in a small news item.



Warzel: So you decide to call these people out on X. Did the harassment pick up after that?



Fabian: It did. A lot. I thought calling them out would shut them up and get them off my back. I wanted to be proactive because I realized, if I give into these people, it shows I can be manipulated. This will be just the beginning, and they won't stop trying to bully me in later stories. And that's when it escalated--death threats, messages coming in at all hours of the night. Messages talking about my family, giving me ultimatums on how much time I had to correct the story. That's when I went to the police.

Read: Insider trading is going to get people killed

Warzel: Did you ever think about changing the story?



Fabian: For a split second I did. I thought maybe I could be wrong.



Warzel: Like, doubting your reporting? After all, you're making those calls based on other witnesses and videos online.



Fabian: I went and checked again with the military. It was a short item, but I reviewed footage of a large explosion. I had eyewitness accounts--people in the area who saw this massive explosion. And then I thought to myself, Why am I doing this? Triple-checking this minor incident, bothering the military again over an explosion in the woods? I did the reporting, and this was the judgement call I made. I think it was accurate, and I will leave it at that. I don't need to doubt myself about what I published, especially because this is not something that anyone normally would care about unless they had a financial stake in the outcome. As an event in this war, it is not particularly newsworthy. This missile exploded in an open area. It's 150 words in the live blog.



Warzel: Do you think this fiasco will stick in the back of your mind as you continue to report on the war?



Fabian: Yes. I think it already has. Since then, whenever I report on something, I feel it in the back of my head: What if the Polymarket bettors are betting on this tweet? Or on whether I'm giving an interview about Polymarket? I'm not obsessing over it. Hopefully I won't get threatened again. But the thought is there. What if they suddenly see this interview? Because I don't know the way they've resolved the Polymarket bet yet.



Warzel: Wait, really?


 Fabian: Yes, I'm looking now and the market is still not resolved. [The market "Iran strikes Israel on March 10 ?" resolved to "Yes" after Fabian and I spoke.]



Warzel: Did the fact that Polymarket kept allowing people to bet while this harassment was going on make things worse for you?



Fabian: It seems that a lot of people came into the bet as a result of my calling it out on X. When I posted about it, the market had $12 million in it. When I published my story on Monday, it had $14 million in it. Now it looks like it has $22 million. People are still betting and hoping it goes their way.



Warzel: Having been through this ordeal, what are your feelings about prediction markets in general?



Fabian: It's really worrying. I think the gambling is a degenerate thing. The fact that people are betting on wars and conflict and people dying is gross. This is war, not a game. I think the more worrying thing is that we've seen harassment by bettors against athletes in sports for failing to perform. It seems now that we are entering a new age. I think there is a big risk of journalists using insider information to place a correct bet and win. I can tell you as a military correspondent that I'm exposed to confidential information that we can't report. Now there are ways to exploit that. It wouldn't surprise me if others have.



Warzel: Insider trading, one could argue, effectively makes prediction markets more accurate. Do you think these companies hope journalists and others will bet using privileged information?



Fabian: I don't think they really want to combat insider trading. What I've heard is that those who bet on Polymarket either know the right answer or are wasting their money. [In a statement to The Times of Israel, Polymarket said, "Prediction markets depend on the integrity of independent reporting. Attempts to pressure journalists to alter their reporting undermine that integrity and undermine the markets themselves."]



Warzel: Do you have advice for other journalists who may experience this type of betting-market harassment in the future?



Fabian: Go public. Don't let the threats force you to change anything. Be honest. I think that's the best way. It's a bit stupid of these people to publicly intimidate somebody who can go and instantly tell 100,000 people what these gamblers are doing. That's my advice. Because if you were to accept money or change your reporting, who knows how these people might extort you later on. If you change your reporting, it'll be a mess forever.



Warzel: If you could sit down with the CEO of Polymarket, what would you tell him?

Fabian: I don't know. I'd be honest and say I disagree with the notion of gambling on anything and everything. But if you are to keep these markets, they have to have admins who can decide on outcomes of bets or issue some kind of ruling. I think there just needs to be a lot more oversight and somebody actually vetting who these big bettors are to avoid insider trading but also to make sure this harassment doesn't happen. But I'm not an expert on this. I'm more of an expert on where missiles land.
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<em>Atlantic</em> Trivia for March 18, 2026: Remember Lycos? Me Neither.

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 18 Mar 2026

Today's questions look back to a quarter century ago, as well as to what feels like a quarter century ago: 2024. Good luck!

And by the way, did you know that in addition to Democrats and Republicans (as well as their Federalist, Whig, and other predecessors), the Senate has held members of at least a dozen smaller parties throughout its history? These members generally caucused with the big dogs, but they retained their boutique identities.

Over the years, there have been Populists, Progressives, Farmer-Laborers, Unionists, Constitutional Unionists, Unconditional Unionists, Know-Nothings, Nullifiers, Readjusters, and more. My favorite party with a presence in the chamber is the Silver Party, founded to support a platform of bimetallism, or backing the country's money with silver as well as gold.

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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Photos: Birds in Early Springtime

Recent images of some of our fine feathered friends at work and at play in the warming Northern Hemisphere

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 18 Mar 2026

Updated at 12:11 p.m. ET on March 19, 2026


A stork perches on its nest atop a power pole after returning for spring, in the Mazgirt district of Tunceli, Turkey, on March 18, 2026. (Sidar Can Eren / Anadolu / Getty)




A robin, seen in Brandenburg, Germany, on March 8, 2026 (Patrick Pleul / DPA / Getty)




A goldeneye takes flight near Kersdorf, Germany. (Patrick Pleul / DPA / Reuters)




Ring-necked pheasants play in the snow at Longfeng wetland nature reserve on March 8, 2026, in Daqing, Heilongjiang province, China. (Chi Shiyong / VCG / Getty)




A great-blue-heron chick interacts with its mother at Wakodahatchee Wetlands, in Delray Beach, Florida, on March 3, 2026. (Ronen Tivony / NurPhoto / Reuters)




A blue tit perches on a snow-covered branch in Germany on January 3, 2026. (Patrick Pleul / DPA / Getty)




A pair of white storks stand atop a nest at sunset in Diyarbakir, Turkey, on February 24, 2026. (Dogan Evsan / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)




A great spotted woodpecker finds a walnut in the forest. (Patrick Pleul / DPA / Reuters)




Two swans land on the Landwehr Canal, in Berlin's Kreuzberg district, on March 4, 2026. (David Gannon / AFP / Getty)




Migrating pelicans fly over Beirut on March 16, 2026. (Ibrahim Amro / AFP / Getty)




A great egret in breeding plumage stands at Wakodahatchee Wetlands, in Delray Beach, Florida, on March 7, 2026. (Ronen Tivony / NurPhoto / Reuters)




A white-tailed eagle soars above Brandenburg, Germany, on March 14, 2026. (Patrick Pleul / DPA / Getty)




Swans feed in the Yellow River wetland in Dalad Banner, Ordos City, in China's Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region, on March 8, 2026. (Wang Zheng / Oriental Image via Reuters Connect)




A crested tit perches on a branch near Sieversdorf, Germany. (Patrick Pleul / DPA / Reuters)




Storks preen each other in their nest in Hesse, Germany, on March 10, 2026. (Boris Roessler / DPA / Reuters)




Thousands of snow geese and greater white-fronted geese have begun their spring migration and passed through a marshland area at the Loess Bluffs National Wildlife Refuge on February 18, 2026, near Mound City, Missouri. (Jerry Mennenga / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)




Plum blossoms bloom on branches as a black-headed sibia perches in them in Wanmu Village, Youyang County, Chongqing, China, on March 3, 2026. (Yuan Xiansheng / Oriental Image / Reuters)




A hooded crow perches on the back of a sheep and plucks wool to pad its nest, near Berlin, Germany, on March 9, 2026. (Wolfram Steinberg / DPA / Reuters)




A visitor photographs a wood stork perched on a boardwalk railing at Wakodahatchee Wetlands, in Delray Beach, Florida, on March 7, 2026. (Ronen Tivony / NurPhoto / Reuters)




Great-blue-heron chicks beg their mother for food at Wakodahatchee Wetlands on March 10, 2026. (Ronen Tivony / NurPhoto / Reuters)



This photo essay originally misidentified a flock of pelicans as flamingos (photo No. 10) and a black-headed sibia as a magpie (photo No. 17).
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Why Britain Is Saying No to Trump's Iran War

Alastair Campbell on the end of the U.S.-U.K. "special relationship." Plus: Why Democrats in Congress cannot ignore their duty, and <em>The Director</em>, by Daniel Kehlmann.

by David Frum

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube

On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts on President Trump's dangerous disregarding of Congress's powers of war-making and peacemaking. David argues that though Republicans have enabled the president's dark impulses, Democrats in congress also seem happy to turn a blind eye to the Trump administration's actions in Iran. This, David argues, jeopardizes the restraints put on the President in a constitutional government.

Then, David is joined by Alastair Campbell, a writer and co-host of The Rest Is Politics, to discuss how President Trump has poisoned the "special relationship" between the United States and Great Britain. Frum and Campbell analyze how Trump's impulsive war in Iran has put further strain on the alliance and how Trump's relationship with Prime Minister Starmer differs from President Bush's relationship with Tony Blair at the outset of the war in Iraq.

Finally, David ends the show with a discussion of the German novel The Director, by Daniel Kehlmann. David explores how the novel offers a poignant portrayal of moral compromise in Nazi Germany.

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 Alastair Campbell, co-host of the extraordinarily successful British podcast The Rest Is Politics. Previously, he served as the most intimate aide of British Prime Minister Tony Blair, and he worked especially in that capacity on the U.S.-U.K. relationship. And in this time of war in the Middle East, I thought Campbell, who was such a central figure in the U.S.-U.K. partnership in the Iraq War of 2003, could cast light on what is right and what is wrong in the U.S.-U.K. relationship in this war in the Persian Gulf.

My book this week will be a novel, The Director, by the German writer Daniel Kehlmann, published in 2023 and translated in 2025. It's a fascinating study of moral compromise in the production of art and also relevant to many of the questions Americans are wrestling with today.

Before I turn to any of that, let me begin with some opening thoughts about the raging and intensifying and escalating and prolonging conflict that the United States is waging in the Persian Gulf against the Islamic Republic of Iran.

I record this podcast on the morning of Monday; you will probably watch or listen to it somewhat later, and so you may know more about current events than I do. I will not try to keep up with the military situation in the Gulf. I wanna talk instead about an increasing constitutional crisis that this war poses at home.

This war, at the time I record and probably still at the time you watch or listen to it, has not in any way been authorized by Congress. And it needs to be emphasized how unusual this is. I composed a short list of the major conflicts the United States has fought since 1945: Korea, Vietnam, the invasion of Grenada in 1983, the Panama invasion in 1989, the Gulf War in 1990, Somalia, the Kosovo War, the war in Afghanistan, the Iraq War, the Libya war, the ISIS war that started in 2014 as sort of an aftershock of the Iraq War. Now, it is impressive how many of these wars had explicit congressional authorization. The Gulf War was authorized by Congress. The Afghanistan War was authorized by Congress. The Iraq War was authorized by Congress.

Now, other wars were not, but they still had a legal basis. The Korean War, for example, was not authorized by Congress, because in 1950, Americans believed very intensely in the integrity of the United Nations. They had yet to be disillusioned by that. And in the United Nations Charter, it said that acts of aggression would be met by the combined action of United Nations Security Council members. When North Korea invaded South Korea in the summer of 1950, the Soviet Union was boycotting the United Nations at the time. And so [they were] able to pass a Security Council resolution calling on member nations to support South Korea against North Korea. And so President [Harry] Truman argued, Not only do I not need authorization by Congress, but Congress has already authorized the war by authorizing us to join the United Nations Charter, which calls on member nations to do what didn't happen in the League of Nations and enforce the orders of the United Nations by military power. Now, lawyers will argue about all of this, and of course, the United Nations didn't go the way Americans hoped it would in 1950. But Truman thought, and Americans agreed, he had a strong legal basis for fighting the Korean War in the authorizing act of the United Nations.

In the same way, George H. W. Bush's actions in Panama to overthrow the dictator [Manuel] Noriega, which were not authorized by Congress, were presented by him as actions in support of the Panama Canal Treaty between Panama and the United States, which he argued the dictator Noriega was violating by his drug dealing and other crimes--so if not an authorizing act by Congress, then an authorizing act by some kind of treaty of the United States.

Most of the other wars that were fought without authorization were quite limited in scope: Grenada, Kosovo, Libya. Kosovo was costly in money but not in American human life. The Libyan intervention was not an expensive war in either terms, of money or human life, and neither was Grenada. So the presidents of the day would argue, These are policing actions. They don't require supplemental appropriation by Congress. We can do them based on executive authority. But big wars require either a preexisting treaty or an authorization. Both the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq were authorized by a vote of Congress. And the war against ISIS was a continuation of the Iraq War, and the Obama administration argued that the Iraq authorizing resolution still held. It was not a dead letter. In 2013, President [Barack] Obama considered getting involved in the Syrian civil war, and he asked for an authorizing resolution from Congress, and when Congress voted no, he chose not to act. That had many other consequences, but it preserved the theory that congressional authorization is necessary for the United States to fight a big, costly, and dangerous war.

So Iran really is a departure here. It's a war. There's no treaty. It's obviously a major war. And there's no pretense, no pretext, no initiative, no beginning of an act of a request for authorization by Congress. It is not authorized in any way.

Now, some have argued on the basis of this that because of that, the war is illegal and should be stopped as quickly as possible. But that's kind of a fantasy. The war is on. It is halfway through--or midway through, or substantially through--its stated objectives of reducing Iranian military capacity. We don't know what the casualties are on the Iranian side. They're very big. America has also taken losses. American allies in the region are under missile fire. This is like parking an airplane in midair; you cannot stop this war right now and say, Oh, well. Let's pretend that never happened. This war will have to be fought to some kind of resolution, either successful or unsuccessful. But there's no stopping it midway through. And that makes the absence of congressional authorization even more glaring.

And the unhappy truth that must be told is many in Congress prefer it this way. See, the secret of the Iran war is it's not actually as unpopular in Congress as it seems to be in the country. And there are many in Congress, especially on the Democratic side but not only, who support the goals of this war, broadly support the way in which it's being conducted, but don't trust Donald Trump, don't wanna tangle with the progressive wing of their party that wants to stop the war altogether, and prefer not to cast a vote one way or another. And so they are becoming increasingly compliant and even complicit with President Trump's preference to just do everything on his own, without asking Congress. But Congress needs to make itself heard. And this pattern in Iran is a reminder of how much of the usurpation of the Trump administration is enabled by the willing compliance of Congress, and not only Republicans in Congress, with assertions of presidential authority that they don't disagree with but don't wanna be on record one way or the other about.

And this is not a constitutional outcome. And this is an outcome that, anyway, can't last, because sooner or later, the Trump administration will come to Congress with a request for money. Because the war is costing $1 billion a day; some say $2 billion a day. By the administration's own account, it had cost more than $11 billion as of the end of last week. Those figures will surely rise. They're probably understated in all kinds of ways. There will have to be some kind of supplemental resolution that will pass House and Senate to pay for the war that Trump started. And Congress's dereliction of duty, not being present during the conduct of the war, will meet its judgment at some point when the war is over, or well on its way to being over or much more advanced, anyway, than it is now, Congress is asked, Will you pay for it or not? And Congress will presumably vote to pay for it. So since they're going to do that, if they're going to be present at the funding stage, they need to be present at the war-fighting stage.

And this is especially important with an administration as untrustworthy as the Trump administration because the administration is up to things that Congress needs to stop. Secretary of Defense--"Secretary of War," as he styles himself--Pete Hegseth has given press conferences in which he has invoked the possibility of American atrocities. He has said there will be "no quarter" given, meaning no one will be allowed to surrender. If true, that's a war crime. But Congress needs to be overseeing: Is this war fought in accordance with American values and the laws of war? Are you taking prisoners when prisoners surrender? Are the prisoners treated properly? Are you doing other things to avoid the taint of atrocity that seems to so fascinate and delight Pete Hegseth?

Congress also needs to be overseeing the question of how is this war not only being paid, but how is it giving off revenue? President Trump has taken lavish gifts from many of the countries that the United States is protecting in this war. He took a plane from Qatar that the United States is protecting. He and his family took a major investment in their corporation from state-sponsored business in the United Arab Emirates. At the end of the Gulf War in 1990, '91, President George H. W. Bush gained for the United States major payments from U.S. allies in the Gulf, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. They contributed to the costs of the 1990 war, and those contributions went into the U.S. Treasury, where they offset the cost of the war, according to provisions established by Congress.

We wanna make sure that President Trump, if he repeats this program, repeats it in an equally legal way and that none of the contributions from allies, if there are any, go into his pocket, those of his family, those of his Cabinet; that he doesn't turn contributions by allies to American costs into bribes by allies to the Trump family. We wanna make sure of that. That's Congress's job: no emoluments, no atrocities. They have to be present. And that means they need some kind of oversight structure, and that means they need to be present in some way in the approval and authorization of this war. They can't just wash their hands of it and say, Well, if it leads to results we like, we'll accept them, and if it leads to results we don't like, we'll condemn them. But in the meantime, we won't do anything, because we know that the progressive demand--stop the war--is meaningless and irresponsible and impossible and just words that don't mean anything. We don't wanna be with them, but we don't wanna be with the administration, so we'll abstain and not be responsible at all.

The ideal of constitutional government is not only a restraint on the power of the president and the powers of other branches of government; it's an affirmative duty imposed on everyone in government and enforced, in the first place, by Congress. This war purports to be a war of liberation for the oppressed people of Iran. I hope that war aim is true and is met. It purports to be a war of self-defense for the American people, and I hope that claim is true and will be justified by the event. But whatever its motives, however its conduct, whatever fine goals we assert for the war, the war needs to be fought as a constitutional war, as previous American wars always were. And the job of making it a constitutional war is not going to be done, is not of interest to the administration. The job of making this a constitutional war will fall on Congress--mostly Democrats, but also Republicans. It's a duty that Congress has, and they should stop refraining from it and assert themselves as the first branch of government, defined by the first article of the Constitution and entrusted with the war-making powers and the peacemaking powers of the United States.

And now my dialogue with Alastair Campbell.

[Music]

Frum: Alastair Campbell co-hosts the leading British political podcast The Rest is Politics, but that is only the most recent accomplishment in a career glittering with them. Press secretary and chief speechwriter to Tony Blair in the great Labour victory of 1997, he led the strategy that won two more majorities for the United Kingdom Labour Party in the elections of 2001 and 2005. In government, among many other portfolios, he was crucial to building and sustaining the U.S.-U.K. partnership after the 9/11 attacks, a partnership that came under fire in Britain during the long and difficult wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. He's an author, too, of some 18 books, if I have the tally right, notably of selections from his voluminous diaries. Expelled from the Labour Party in 2017 for his all-out opposition to British exit from the European Union at a time when the then-leader of the Labour Party, Jeremy Corbyn, was slyly temporizing with Brexit, Campbell now looms above the party system like the monarchy or the common law. I've had the privilege of appearing as a guest on The Rest Is Politics. I'm honored to host a return visit by Alastair Campbell to The David Frum Show. Alastair, thank you so much.

Alastair Campbell: My pleasure, David. That's very kind. I've actually written 21 books, but anyway, 18 is--

Frum: Twenty-one? So my--

Campbell: Twenty-one, yeah, yeah.

Frum: Okay, I tried to count them all, but I failed.

Campbell: I've not written a book since I started doing the podcast, and that's beginning to get at me.

Frum: So I first met you in the context of the Brexit debate, which was a decade ago, and when you were kind enough to agree to come on the show, that was our headline topic. But since then, a war has broken out, and with it, there is a new rift in [the] U.S.-U.K. relationship, which you have done so much to build and sustain. So I'd like to start with that and then work our way back to the point of origin of where we are, which was Trump and Brexit in 2016. But let's start with what has happened in the U.S.-U.K. relationship since the beginning of the war in Iran. How do you see where we are, what has happened, and where we're going?

Campbell: Well, there's a lot in that, and of course, it's happening right now. The thing about Trump's presidency is that he moves and breaks things so often that you kind of forget what the last one was; then you're on to the next one. So we're literally still in the same week as when he launched, with the Israelis, this massive attack on Iran. And what's happened is that [British Prime Minister] Keir Starmer, who is a lawyer by training--and an international lawyer, at that--he decided that he could see no U.K. legal base for taking part in the attack on Iran and therefore did not allow the Americans to use some of our bases.

Twenty-four hours later, because in the Iranian response, there was the sense of U.K. targets being approached by the Iranians, not least in Cyprus, which is currently the president of the European Union in this weird rotating system they have of the EU presidency, and so he decided that, for limited defense operations, two bases could be used--none of which has been good enough for Donald Trump, who has launched not quite [Ukrainian President Volodymyr] Zelensky-style, but a series of low blows, sitting alongside Chancellor [Friedrich] Merz of Germany in the Oval Office, where [Vice President J. D.] Vance and Trump earlier did beat up Zelensky, and essentially saying that Britain was unreliable, Keir Starmer's no Winston Churchill, and then going on, for this nth time, this MAGA ridiculous attack on London. You go to London regularly. You know that London's still one of the most amazing cities in the world. And because we happen to have a brown-skinned Muslim mayor, MAGA has decided that London is one of their great enemies. So I'd say it's tense and difficult.

Frum: Let me do a little recapitulation of what you've just said and some things that are even farther in time behind it. Since Donald Trump returned to power in January '25, the relationship has been stressed, first and above all, by Donald Trump's economic aggression against Great Britain and the European continent: a series of tariffs, talks of a U.S.-U.K. free trade agreement that, of course, never materialized. Both the president and the vice president made disgustingly disparaging comments about the valor and sacrifice of British forces in Iraq and Afghanistan. I had the honor of visiting British troops in both those countries; I'm sure you did on many more occasions. The sacrifices and the contributions were enormous and real and never to be spoken of disrespectfully, but they did that.

But then there has been this problem, which is, one of the most important of the British bases that the United States uses is the base at Diego Garcia in the Indian Ocean. That's British territory that the British government is negotiating to surrender to the island nation of Mauritius, a thousand miles away. Keir Starmer has made that a big project of his government. And tangled in this network of international law, I think Diego Garcia was one of the bases that Starmer said the Americans could not use, and American use of the big airstrips and the big naval bases at Diego Garcia does depend on British permission. It's always been assumed that permission would be available; it wasn't, and that did interfere with the ability to use the big American bombers in the early part of the Iran war.

Campbell: Mm-hmm. One big point you missed when you were telling the backstory was Greenland as well. I think Greenland and the continuing threat to Greenland, where the Europeans have, I think, to some extent, successfully thus far pushed back, although I saw the Danish prime minister at the Munich Security Conference--they still think that it's very much in Trump's mind and on the table.

So the Chagos Islands issue, and this is really interesting: Jonathan Powell, who you know and is my colleague with Tony Blair--he's now Keir Starmer's national security adviser--he was very centrally involved in this negotiation over the Chagos Islands. And I said at the start, Keir Starmer's background is the law, and I think, at a time when you have an American president like Trump and a Russian president like [Vladimir] Putin and some of the other guys who think that they are answerable to nobody but themselves and their interests at any given time, he's responding to a legal decision that governments have to deal with. And by the way, as part of that, he British government was very careful to make sure that the Americans were on their side for that, and they said they were. And publicly--this is what's so difficult about dealing with Donald Trump: One day, he says he's fine with something, and the next day, he says he's completely unfine with it, and governments just have to kind of dance around that.

I think we're in the week of the 80th anniversary of the term special relationship first being used. And it's gone up and down; our power has gone relatively down relative to the United States. But I think there is something still quite special about it, but we shouldn't overstate it, nor should we get too hung up on the fact that there have always been differences--the question, then, is how you manage them. Famously, [British Prime Minister] Harold Wilson refused to send in British troops alongside the Americans of Vietnam. That could have "destroyed the special relationship," but it didn't. And I think what we're seeing at the moment is a politics that is so defined around the personality of one human being, namely, Donald Trump, and what he thinks he is entitled to as president of the United States.

And what's so strange about this, our politics--so you take the right wing in Britain. The right-wing newspapers today are totally on Donald Trump's side against Keir Starmer. Why? Because they hate the Labour government and they hate the Labour Party. But these are the same people who talk the whole time about patriotism. And these are the same people who wanted us to come out of the European Union because we shouldn't have foreign powers telling us what we should do. And yet they want to bow down before, surely, one of the most unhinged, dangerous American presidents there has ever been. So it's a very, very weird and difficult world that Keir Starmer is trying to navigate.

Frum: I wanna double back to your point about Greenland, and you're right; I made a terrible mistake in omitting that from the list of decisive incidents, because we were at a point, in the month of January, when European powers were considering whether they would have to use military force to defend a fellow European power, Denmark's territory, against an invasion by the United States. And I believe there were officers sent, principally French, but I think some British, too, as part of a military planning mission to defend Greenland against the risk of an American invasion. So that obviously stresses the relationship.

But didn't the special relationship begin--wasn't it founded on British power, that Britain was not only the most militarily capable of the non-American partners in NATO, but the most globally present? If we're talking about the year 1970, the Germans had a lot of military power, too, but it couldn't be projected anywhere much beyond the borders of Germany, whereas British military power in the year 1970 could go all over the world, or many places in the world. And in a sense that the special relationship is America's relationship with whoever is the second-most-militarily-capable power in the Western alliance, and if that ceases to be Britain because of budgetary reasons and becomes Israel, the special relationship is bound to shift.

Campbell: Look, I think there's a lot in that, and I think there's two things that I would add together in this equation. The first is that there was a peace dividend. There was a period during which we felt more secure than we do right now. Not just Donald Trump, but previous American presidents, I think, have had this worry that Europe is just assuming that the Americans will always be there for Europe in any difficult situation that we find ourselves in. So they're not wrong in saying, look, when you--I know he's got a particular thing about Spain at the moment, as well as the U.K.--Spain doesn't spend that much on defense and probably does think, well, it can be part of the European defense infrastructure involved in NATO and the Americans will always be there. And what Trump is basically saying is, No, you guys have got to look after your own backyard. In a more polite, diplomatic way, previous American presidents have said the same. Most European countries now are upping the spending on defense. I don't know that it's just about military power. I actually have a sense that the Americans--Trump, Vance, Hegseth, all these guys--I think they want Europe weak. And so, on the one hand, even as the Europeans are saying, Yeah, okay, we get the point; we're gonna spend more on defense, but then once they try to assert themselves in any way, that provokes the kind of reactions that we've been seeing.

Look, if the Americans just decided, We're gonna roll in on Greenland, okay, I don't know what the Europeans would do. And the reason why I think the Danes feel so offended and hurt by what's going on is that there's never been a problem with the United States having far more bases than they've got. They've had far more bases than they've now got; they pulled back. And so I think that, as ever with Trump, it's trying to work out what's a real motivation and what's not a real motivation. So I think the Europeans--I'm glad that they stood by Denmark. That being said, if Trump did say, I don't give a damn about that; in we go, that is the end of NATO. And that's quite a big thing for the world. That's quite a big thing for the world.

Frum: As you've reminded us, there are a long list of Trump infractions, aggressions, and abuses against Europe and other allies too: Japan and South Korea have their complaints, Canada. And as you are right to remind us, international law is important. That's what protects Greenland from being annexed by the United States. You can't just have great powers annexing bits of territory--or you can, but none of us, I think, want to live in a world in which that becomes the norm.

But without going down the rabbit hole of the Chagos Island treaty--I wrote a big article about it for The Atlantic, which I recommend to readers who wanna go down this rabbit hole. But it does seem that Britain, at least under this government, has got itself committed to a vision of international law that is so tangled and so one-sided that it constrains democracies; it doesn't constrain non-democracies. It constrains Western powers; it doesn't constrain non-Western powers. And anytime you get a ruling from any tribunal anywhere, including literally the International Tribunal [for] the Law of the Sea, everyone else will say, Oh, I guess this big base, Diego Garcia, which the United States and Britain have been fortifying since the 1960s, on which American power in the Indian Ocean depends, I guess that has to go to Mauritius, then.

Campbell: Well, only if that is the judgment that is handed down. Look, I think this has been weaponized. Because we live in this weaponized, polarized political world. Chagos Island is a very good example, where the right wing here have decided, regardless of what the legalities are, that Keir Starmer has done the wrong thing, okay, in agreeing to this deal with Mauritius. Donald Trump, who thought he was doing the right thing, has now moved to a position of saying he's done the wrong thing, and of course, that then adds fuel to the fire of the people on the right here, who are saying he's done the wrong thing.

And also, the other thing I would say about international law is that international law is always open to political interpretation. It's like with the United Nations--the United Nations is a collection of all the governments of the world and all the differences that go with that. What I'm finding strange about what's happening at the moment is that the Americans don't even seem to be making the legalistic case for some of the actions that they're taking. It's all about the politics.

And so I just feel, with the Chagos Islands, that it wasn't about surrendering power or further decline [of] post-empire Britain. I think it was trying to tie up a loose end of our security architecture, which we inherited from the last government, who had started that process, and just sort of get it off the table, since when it's become a far bigger issue than I ever thought that it would.

Frum: Keir Starmer has invoked international law as a reason that Britain didn't join the American action in Iran, and there are a lot of good reasons to be extremely hesitant about following Donald Trump's lead on anything. [In] a previous program that I did with Tom Nichols, we worried about what Trump's war in Iran means for civil liberties inside the United States because war is a grant of power to the president, always, inevitably, and has to be and should be, and if you have a president who can't be trusted with that grant of power, that means that even necessary wars need to be avoided because the president will get power that he will abuse. He's proven that he will abuse it.

With that caveat, I'm not telling on a policy judgment, but isn't there something strange about someone like Keir Starmer, who's based his career, pre-politics, on international humanitarian concerns, looking at a situation like that in Iran and saying, Hands tied, nothing we can do about it?

Campbell: I don't think he's saying hands tied, nothing he would do about it, but he's saying that the case, as presented to him on a particular time, on a particular day, out of a reasonably clear blue sky--we knew something was coming, but he suddenly gets a demand to take part in the action that the Americans are proposing, alongside the Israelis. And he is making an assessment with our attorney general on the U.K. legal case for us taking part in that.

And bearing in mind, I was part of Tony Blair's team in the buildup to the Iraq War, post-9/11--you mentioned Iraq and Afghanistan--and I can see why he would be cautious. I would see why he would think that, I'm not going to go into this without being absolutely clear that, further down the track, when maybe it doesn't go quite as well, when maybe it does lead to all sorts of unintended consequences, as Iraq did in 2003, that there will be a reckoning and an accountability that will look, in very, very heavy, critical historical detail, at every step of this process. And so I think what you've seen is Keir Starmer, who, yes, has worked very, very hard at trying to form a good personal relationship with Donald Trump--and people have been surprised that he actually managed to do that at all, let alone what seemed to be quite successfully--but now saying, No, that does not mean that he has a blank check to do stuff that in our assessment, from the British perspective, has no legal base and no clear plan.

So I think you've got to at least respect the fact that I think he is actually saying what he genuinely thinks about this, even knowing there will be a political cost to that in the relationship with Donald Trump.

Frum: You and I were both in the building during the run-up to Iraq and Afghanistan. You were obviously in a much more important chair than I was. (Laughs.) And you were a central figure in all of that. And I know you've given hundreds of interviews and have spoken about it hundreds of times, and we don't need to repeat things that have been said before. But drawing from this vantage point--and perhaps this has already happened--if a prime minister of Great Britain would ask you to advise him, based on your experience in 2001, '02, and '03, what are the things that a British prime minister should be thinking about and asking about and asking for from an American president in the face of this request for action?

Campbell: I think if there's something that we didn't ask enough, it was about what happens after. I think that Tony Blair didn't need any persuading that the Taliban were a very, very bad, dangerous group of people who were sheltering people who'd been responsible for 9/11. I don't think he needed any persuading that Saddam Hussein was a real threat. But I think where we didn't push hard enough--we made assumptions about the post-Saddam for planning. Because we were the junior partner, no doubt about that. Most of the military hardware was American; most of the leadership was American. It's always stunned me the extent to which Tony Blair probably suffered way more political grief than George W. Bush ever did for these decisions, but we were very much the junior partner.

When you went through that litany from the start of the interview, all the things where Donald Trump has shown his unreliability, shown his lack of respect for us and for the people who fought in those wars in particular and who died in those wars, saying that they kept back from the front line--it was hugely insulting--I think it's not unreasonable for the prime minister, without going out of his way to offend Trump or the United States, just to be very, very cautious. And what you're seeing now--just before we started the interview, I was just watching some of the interviews with the congresspeople and the senators who are clear to see all this classified stuff and to have the briefings that they've been having, and the line that they keep coming out with is: There was no threat, and there is no plan. Well, if that's a bunch of American politicians saying that, I think for a British prime minister just to be cautious is not a bad thing.

Frum: I don't agree with them at all, and I don't believe they mean it when they say there's no threat. But the lack of plan really is alarming. And one of the things, if I look back on the Iraq time, the glimpse of it that I had was that many of the people who were most eager to overthrow Saddam, especially Secretary of Defense [Donald] Rumsfeld, were also eager to demonstrate that the United States had these military capabilities. It could do things in the computer age with a much lighter force. It was a point of principle, almost, to refuse to think about what happened next; that was not their department. The kind of things that Secretary of Defense--or, as he styles himself, "Secretary of War"--Hegseth is now saying belligerently and stupidly were said intelligently and politely in 2003, which is: We don't wanna do nation building. We don't wanna do democracy building. That's not our job. We wanna step back and let the Iraqis run the process. But of course, the Iraqis were inheriting a shattered state, riven by vendettas and anger, with all the most talented people driven into exile, the infrastructure broken. The whole idea that they could stand up something in six months or three was crazy. And of course, the allied powers, the coalition partners, if they were not prepared to sign up for an extended period of state building in Iraq, then getting rid of Saddam was not going to work.

And the Trump people seemed to have looked at the Iraq experience and said, You know what went wrong in Iraq? Too much thinking about the future. We're not gonna do any of that. And not only are we not gonna do any of it; we're gonna have special press conferences where we say we refuse to do it, that it's fake and weak to think about the future. We are not going to think about it. Whatever happens, happens. And you think, Well, if you bring down the mullahocracy, you can't stand up a government for Iran, a great and ancient civilization. It's not as riven a society as Iraq was. But still, it's only 60 percent Persian. It's got ethnic fringes. And it's got a lot of vendettas, I assume. You can't just wash your hands of it after you break the regime's capacity to hold on to power.

Campbell: I think one of the things that will be weighing in Trump's mind all the time--because I don't think it's too offensive to say he's got really deeply, seriously narcissistic tendencies; he thinks that he's very, very special, better than everybody else, understands the world better than anybody else--and he will be thinking, Right, well, I was told that when we move the embassy in Israel to Jerusalem, that that's gonna cause absolute mayhem and total chaos and it's a stupid thing to do. He does it; nothing much happens. He takes out [Venezuelan President Nicolas] Maduro in Venezuela, and everybody says, This is gonna cause complete chaos in the region. And he does it, and it's not really caused that terrible chaos that was predicted, in part because he's done a deal with Delcy Rodriguez, who was Maduro's No. 2.

And I think he's gone in with the same sort of mindset with this. Iran bad--put to one side whether it's related to kind of [getting] the Epstein files out of the news; I don't know whether that's the way he thinks or not, but a lot of people suggest it might be. But he takes out the ayatollah, and then they're just into this sort of day by day. So today, it's Hegseth talking about, We're gonna find and fix, and we've sunk this with a torpedo, and proudly saying it's the first sinking of a sub by a submarine torpedo since the Second World War, at a time when most of the world is thinking, Please don't create a third world war, and he's kind of bringing that messaging into the mix. And so what I have a sense of with him is, it is the reality TV show, I'm afraid, and he's got his characters, and he gives them all a personality, and he gives them names. And in his head, I think this is sort of good v. evil, and he sees himself as good.

Now, I think it's good to get rid of the Iranian regime. But one of the points I thought Keir Starmer made very powerfully when he was explaining why we weren't getting involved on day one was he said that there's never been a successful regime change from the air. There has to be a follow-through plan. There has to be something. You can't just leave the whole place in complete chaos and then move on to the next adventure. And that's the feeling you get that is likely to happen, and the next adventure likely to be provoked and inspired by the way that others are responding, rather than as part of some strategic plan that the Americans had from the word go.

You look at the way the Iranians have responded to this--they're whacking missiles at something like a dozen countries, okay? Now, part of their thinking will be, Let's get the oil price going, shooting up so that maybe the Saudis and the rest of them start to put pressure on Trump and say, Hold on a minute, this is really, really bad for everybody, not just for Iran. And they might also be trying to get into his mindset of thinking, This is not gonna help you in the midterms, either. So I get the feeling this is something that's been done through instinct, without really thinking through a lot of the consequences.

Frum: The single consequence that I worry about most is, I have no idea whether the Iranians have any capacity to do terrorism inside the United States, but you have to prudently assume they have some. Right now, as you and I speak, there's a blockade by Democrats in Congress against funding the Department of Homeland Security for its many, many abuses, for the lies it's told, and for the strong whiff of self-dealing and corruption that hangs over the agency. So Democrats are saying, We're not gonna fund their next request for money. But that--as Americans rightly worry that the Iranians may strike back on the American homeland, it's not going to be sustainable to refuse to fund the Department of Homeland Security. And Trump is going to reacquire the powers that he so terribly misused in his first year over domestic security at a time when people around him--we haven't heard this exactly from him yet, but people around him are whispering, Maybe you can use the military to control or even suppress the 2026 elections. There's a domestic-freedom price that may be at risk from this war or from the fears that are reasonably stirred by this war.

Campbell: Yeah, for sure. I was in Ukraine last week, and I kept hearing this thing about Donald Trump thinks Zelensky should have an election. And I had a meeting with the electoral commission, who just explained to me what that would mean in practice right now, with 5 million Ukrainians living inside the European Union, several more Ukrainians displaced from their own homes, hundreds of thousands who are fighting. They were basically just saying, well, one, it's unconstitutional 'cause you can't have elections under the Ukrainian constitution and martial law. But secondly, practically, it's virtually impossible. And I do have a slight fear that one of the things that Trump and his team are trying to work towards is maybe that you don't necessarily have elections at the time that they're expected, because there's so much mayhem going on in the world. But if you're the creator of the mayhem, which right now, he is, and Hegseth started his statement the other day by saying, "We didn't start this war." Well, we can have a historical discussion about the various stages, but this stage, they did start it.

Frum: Let me ask you another question about the lessons of 2003. One of the questions I've often wondered is, both George W. Bush and Tony Blair were amazingly charming people. And their charm worked on each other, as well. And they developed this very special bond. And a critic of what they were doing could say, You guys got so into each other. You had so much trust, so much cooperation, [it] became such an intense personal relationship that questions of whether this was a good idea, especially on the British end, got subordinated to the paramount urgency, the paramount delight of maintaining this personal relationship that the two of you have developed because you are both such attractive human beings. Now, the good news is, that's a problem you don't have with Donald Trump. But do you think there's anything to that, and do you see lessons there about the risk, especially to Britain, of overpersonalizing the special relationship?

Campbell: You had the same before George Bush with Bill Clinton, but it was more obvious because the political--

Frum: Also a very charming person.

Campbell: Exactly. Because the political alignment was clearer. I think if you went back to that period and I were to say, on any given day, to Tony Blair, Write down a list of all the things that your job has to do well, okay, you, as prime minister. Write them all down, and then try to put them into some kind of order, and I would think having as good a relationship as possible with other world leaders, and in particular, the United States president, would be quite high up, okay? And I think that's been the same for Keir Starmer, and he's worked hard at that.

I don't think that the George Bush-Tony Blair relationship had the overall impact that you're talking about, because I think they both, with very different personalities, different politics, different backstory, different histories, actually did passionately believe that they were doing the right thing. But one of the factors that wasn't necessarily the same for George Bush but was for Tony Blair--in Tony Blair's mind, it was definitely a factor: If I am not going to be with the Americans, I have to be conscious of being a prime minister who might be doing medium- and longer-term damage to a relationship that we really need. Now, that wasn't top of his list in the U.S.-U.K. relationship vis-a-vis Iraq, but it would have been in there. Did that mean, therefore, that he sometimes lent into the American position with more enthusiasm than he would if he'd only been thinking about his own political position? For sure. But I think he thought, on the bigger picture of the importance of that relationship between the countries, not just as personalities, I think he felt that was why there had to be really good grounds for not being with the Americans on this.

And you mentioned Rumsfeld earlier--I can remember one day when Rumsfeld spoke to Geoff Hoon, who was our defense secretary at the time, and said, Listen, we can do this on our own. If this is too difficult for you guys, you don't need to be there. We can do this on our own. And Geoff Hoon reported that back to Tony Blair, and I can remember Tony Blair saying to the room, Listen, you guys have gotta get wise to something: I'm not doing this for the Americans; I'm doing this 'cause I think it's the right thing for us to do.

So I think the personalities make the mood music of a relationship better, but I don't think it changed the fundamentals of our position that much.

Frum: When you were kind enough to agree to join this conversation, we were thinking then very much about the Brexit 10th anniversary. And a lot of the questions about Brexit suddenly seem very much more urgent now.

Through the past 200, 300 years, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland and then Northern Ireland was always the center of a much bigger political unit. For a long time, it was the center of a British empire that had sometimes included the United States, then went on to include India and other places. But Britain was just What do they know of England who only England know? Britain was the center of something much bigger. And even as the empire began to fall away, Britain became the central point in two other, more complicated arrangements: one with the European continent, one with the United States.

Britain in 2026 finds itself alone in a way that is a very new experience, actually, in British history: no European Union, special relationship that exists more as a matter of courtesy and memory than as operational fact, and just a few rocks and islands that remain of the empire. Britain is a European country that is not connected to any kinds of other European partnerships. Has Britain adjusted to this reality of its self-isolation, both from a trade and economic point of view and a strategic point of view?

Campbell: My answer is no, we haven't. I think that those who argued for Brexit and campaigned and won the campaign for Brexit are still living under the massive delusion that somehow this isolation is good for us, that this supposedly great freedom that we have to set our own laws--which, by the way, we always did have. It's just that, in some areas, we'd made a decision to pull sovereignty about some of the laws; that's all. And we never lost that sovereignty. So what's happened is that--I think it's like anything that you do in life, where people will take a long time before they admit something may have been wrong. I think it's the worst act of self-harm. I find it very hard to think of any other actual, specific choice that a country has made for its own future that has done so much harm. Our economy's probably about--you can pick your reports and take your pick, but we're probably 5 percent weaker than we were. Our trade is substantially weaker than it was. Our standing in the world has fallen, I think, as a result of it.

Now, I think one of the things Keir Starmer is doing pretty well as prime minister, he's trying to rebuild that in the European context. It's interesting, on the back of Iran, the first statement that came out of Europe was from something called the "E3": France, Germany, United Kingdom. So he's kind of working at that, but we're just catching up. And I think until we acknowledge that it is an act of self-harm and that we need to repair it in a meaningful, substantial way, we're not going to recover from it in the way that we could.

Frum: It was not just one act of self-harm, and this is where the Trump role becomes really sinister. So the British vote in the summer of 2016 to exit the European Union--and under British law, that vote, while it's a tremendously important political fact, it has no legal meaning. So the government of the day is free to say, The British people have spoken. What they say is obviously very important. Now it's for us to figure out what it means, how to implement it. And there are then a vast array of choices, from the most minimal to the most maximal, about what that referendum would mean. So over the next three years, Britain made a series of choices, every time for the most maximal. And one of the reasons it made the most maximal choices was, throughout that period, Donald Trump and people around him were saying, If Britain agrees to make the most maximal choice against Europe, we're going to cut them a wonderful deal for a free trade deal with the United States.

Now, even if that had been true, Britain and the United States are both service-led economies, finance-led economies. They're not natural intimate trading partners in the way that Britain and its European neighbors are. But still, it's better than nothing. And Trump kept promising that something would be available--if only Britain cut itself off from Europe as hard and fast and deep and permanently as possible, and British governments agreed to do that. In the end, of course, the whole U.S.-U.K. promise was--it was never intended seriously. It didn't exist. Nothing has come of it this decade later. And there's some amount of Trump deception that led the way to this maximal version of Brexit that Britain's now got.

Campbell: Well, aided and abetted by the fact that for some of that period, Boris Johnson was prime minister, somebody from the same kind of cloth, where politics is all about the game; it's all about the personal power and the personal fame and aggrandizement. And you take people for a ride, and that's what Johnson did. He's been booted out because, eventually, the Conservative Party saw through him. But nobody in our politics right now really wants to grasp this nettle in a way that will make the big leap forward, which is actually to say, We've made a catastrophic error, and we have to fix it.

Now, that now opens, because we left, all sorts of really difficult, complicated questions about whether the Europeans want us back, about whether it's a European Union we wanna join if the far right come in in Germany, the far right come in in France, whatever it might be. It's not as if Europe's just static, either. But one thing you hear all the time--I heard this in Ukraine last week, where I was traveling with people from the European Commission, some of the European commissioners--is that they feel that Brexit's been bad for us, but it's been bad for Europe as well. A lot of the smaller countries really miss the U.K. as what they saw as a kind of sensible, pragmatic voice that could just keep their eye on the French and the Germans and just kind of steer things for the smaller countries sometimes.

So I think it's been a catastrophe, but it's coincided with this period of politics where populism is rampant, polarization is weaponized, and it's a successful form of politics. It's what makes Trump. It's what helps Nigel Farage here. It's what helps [Marie] Le Pen and [Jordan] Bardella in France. It's a very powerful force in the modern media age. And we've also entered this era of post-truth, where a fact is no longer a fact. If you talk to the people who fought for Brexit, Boris Johnson will tell you it's the greatest thing we've ever done. Nigel Farage would say, Well, it's not going exactly as I wanted it to, but that's because they haven't done the Brexit I wanted; they've done a different sort of Brexit--without ever having to explain what that means in practice. And meanwhile, the reality of Brexit is a weaker economy, a weaker country, and as you say, a country that feels pretty isolated in very, very dangerous times.

Frum: Do you see some possibility of hope here? My sense of it was, the proximate cause for Brexit in 2016 was the Syrian civil war in 2014 and 2015, which sent multiple hundreds of thousands, maybe even multiple millions of people on the way from the Middle East to Europe--and not only from Syria, but the collapse of immigration authority and restraint that happened because of the Syrian civil war also opened the way to people from North Africa, from farther places in the Middle East, from the Far East. And Europe had this sudden shock of enormous numbers of people arriving all at once, and centrist governments all over the European Union collapsed, in Poland and other places; it's crucial. Viktor Orban in Hungary was in a lot of trouble in 2014, 2015, and the mass migration saved him and gave him a story that he could tell, and so through the continent. And it pushed Brexit, and it helped elect Donald Trump in a kind of indirect way.

Well, that's all over, and it's a decade later, and there are now new political stimuli, above all the threat of Russian aggression. Are we now possibly at the beginning of a new era, where Europeans rediscover why they need to work together to protect themselves against Russia, China, and, unfortunately, Donald Trump's America too?

Campbell: Well, I'd like to think so, but I can't say the signs are really great. I do think Europe has done a reasonable job in relation to Ukraine, post-the evidence sign that the Americans were gonna pull the plug on a lot of the military stuff. But I wouldn't go much stronger than reasonable. I think that we have relied so much on the kind of bravery and the fortitude of the Ukrainians themselves.

And I also think that--you mentioned Hungary there. They've got an election on April the 12th. Now, as it happens, Orban is well down in the polls, but I wouldn't put anything past him. And he's now hitting some very, very hard-right messaging in terms of how he thinks he can get through the last lap of this. And don't forget, in relation to immigration, this Iran conflict is gonna produce all sorts of new pressures on migration flows. And of course, one of the things that the Russians are quite good at doing is stress-testing our borders the whole time and shipping people over and so forth. So, no, I don't think the immigration issue is over, far from it; I think it's still a very, very potent part of our politics. And of course, it's then, on the other side of it, one of the big debates we're having here are the demographics of the European Union. A society like ours needs immigrants to come and do a lot of the jobs that a lot of British people simply don't want to do. But politically, that's a very, very difficult debate to have right now. So, no, I don't think we've moved to that.

I do think that the combination of [the] rise of China; nobody now thinking that Putin, as we thought of it when he first came along, that this is a guy who wants to lean more towards the West--nobody thinks that anymore. But I think the really big game changer on this in the last couple of years has been the American position. It's a very, very hard thing for a Brit to say this and to feel this, but it's really hard to escape the notion that, basically, when it comes to Ukraine, the Americans are on Putin's side, the way they talk about it. And of course, it's very hard for the leaders to go out and say this because we're still relying on Americans for intelligence and so much else. But if you look at the graphs of where the money is coming to help Ukraine in its military fight, the Americans have virtually fallen off the graph. And yet still, we're expected to believe that only Trump and [Jared] Kushner and [Special Envoy to the Middle East Steve] Witkoff have got the power or the authority to negotiate any kind of outcome. Why? Because Putin doesn't want the Europeans anywhere near the table.

Frum: Last question for you and then I'll let you go because you've been so generous with time. You mentioned hard-right governments coming to power all across the European continent. Are we on the verge of such a thing happening in Britain too?

Campbell: I don't think so. I don't think so. But I think we're in very, very, very volatile times. This could be wishful thinking, but I think Farage, who's the leader of the best-known populist-right party here--I think we've hit peak Farage. I also think he's made a terrible mistake in being so gung ho behind Trump in relation to Iran. Trump is a uniquely unpopular figure in Europe right now. And he's actually not that popular in America. I talked on the podcast last week--I saw a polling thing of the most popular world leaders in America. Trump was No. 16. No. 1 was Zelensky, and No. 2 was [Canadian Prime Minister Mark] Carney. No. 3 was [Mexican President Claudia] Sheinbaum [Pardo], and No. 4 was our dear king, of all people. (Laughs.)

I feel that the right wing, they've got a lot of traction within the media. We, in Britain, as you know, we have a very right-wing media. We now have our own sort of mini equivalent of Fox News, the GB News. Farage still does not get covered by most of the media as a top-flight politician; he gets covered more as a campaigner and a commentator. But I think as we get nearer to a general election, provided the economy gets better, provided public services improve--which, slowly, they are--then I think Labourers are still in with a fight. However, the fact we're even saying that, when they got a three-figure majority less than two years ago, is kind of a sign of just how volatile things are. But I'm not convinced the hard right are gonna win here. I'm not convinced. But if you asked me to put my life on it, I wouldn't put my life on anything right now.

Frum: Alastair Campbell, thank you so much for your time today. Thank you for joining me on The David Frum Show.

Campbell: Not at all. Great to talk you, as ever.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Alastair Campbell for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As mentioned at the top of the show, my novel this week is The Director, by Daniel Kehlmann, originally published in German in 2023 and translated into English by Ross Benjamin in 2025.

The Director is a book based on historical characters and many true events, which Kehlmann then fictionalizes and reinvents. It tells the story of Georg Wilhelm Pabst, a director who actually existed in the historical record, a prominent maker of silent films in the 1920s, who migrated to the United States in the 1930s and then returned to his native Austria in 1938, after the Anschluss with Nazi Germany.

Now, there's a lot of controversy about exactly why Pabst returned. Pabst had family in Austria. He was not Jewish. He was able to return. There doesn't seem to be record of his sympathy with the regime, but he was having career difficulty in America, and perhaps, he felt that the return to the scenes of his earlier success would reignite his career. The record doesn't show, so Kehlmann invents. And he tells the story of an artist--a great artist, in his telling--who is led by his artistic ambition, but also by a kind of inner moral weakness, into a series of compromises, of ever-intensifying radicalism with ever larger consequences.

Now, the novel is filled with many characters, who, again, existed in the historical record: the actresses Louise Brooks and Greta Garbo. Joseph Goebbels makes an appearance. So, in an amazing display of virtuosity, does the English writer P. G. Wodehouse. Now, the Wodehouse section is worth a mention just on its own. So Wodehouse was very famous already in 1940, very wealthy. He had a villa in France, and he was captured there by the Germans when they invaded France in 1940. He was interned in a camp for prominent civilian prisoners. And then the Nazis struck a deal with him whereby he was released, or allowed to live under more lenient conditions, in exchange for executing a series of propaganda broadcasts, nonpolitical but basically making light of the conditions in which he was held, back to England. Kehlmann creates, invents an entirely new broadcast in the Wodehouse idiom to advance the plot; one of the ways the plot is moved forward is through the mechanism of an imaginary Wodehouse broadcast. And if you've read the broadcasts--they are still in print--it is an amazing capture of Wodehouse's wartime voice, both in its inner refusal to turn traitor, to be a propagandist, but in its kind of moral confusion and its whimsicality in a situation where whimsicality is absolutely the last thing called for. So that is a fine display of art.

And much else in the novel is highly virtuosic and artistic. Kehlmann is able to capture the realities of life under Nazi control through tiny, little devices that make very delicate, subtle little appearances. At a bourgeois tea party, the hostess shows off a beautiful cut-crystal sugar bowl, much finer than the rest of her china, that she has somehow acquired. And when she's asked where she got the sugar bowl, the room goes kind of awkward, and the subject is changed. Presumably, it's been looted or stolen from her Jewish neighbors, but she doesn't wanna say that. The novelist doesn't tell us that. He just allows us to reconstruct how the moral infections spread through people who thought of themselves as having nothing to do with it, having clean hands, but there they were with a stolen sugar bowl.

There's a scene in a sanatorium where elderly patients whose minds are a little distracted by old age and dementia help coach each other to seem less impaired than they really are because even in the sanatorium and even in their condition, they are aware that people who seem too impaired disappear to a fate not specified but clearly understood by the people in the sanitarium.

But the central theme of the novel is this question of moral compromise. Pabst is, again, in the novel, a great artist, working on his great masterpiece. And he is drawn to working more and more closely with the regime, in some increasingly ugly ways, in order to achieve the completion of his great masterpiece as the war itself is drawing to defeat for Germany and the war's completion. And when questioned about his compromises, Pabst explains that he is not a political man. He dislikes the regime as much as everybody. He's hoping for peace. He has to finish his work because, he explains at one point, the Renaissance was also a time of turmoil, but do we remember the turmoil, or do we remember the art? And Pabst flatters himself that it is his art that will be remembered afterward and that will justify every compromise he's making.

And the novelist invites us to question whether that is true, and he does it in a way--and this is not a spoiler alert, because it is signaled at the very beginning of the novel--the irony is that the work of art, in fact, will be lost. And the work of art for which he justified everything, which he flattered himself would endure beyond the limits of war, beyond the memory of Nazi atrocities, in fact, that work of art vanishes from the historical record. Again, that's no spoiler alert; it's there, at the very beginning of the novel, we're told that. And so we work through the novel with this ironic awareness that the central excuse the artist is making for himself is not true, will not come true, and what we're left to wrestle with, the question is, Well, what if the work of art had survived? Would the compromises be worthwhile then? And the answer is clearly no. Art does not excuse everything. In the end, there is a moral reference that is larger than art, and through a series of more ironic displays--and these are kind of spoiler alert, so I won't go into them--the characters are left to live with the shattered ruins of the lives they have betrayed in order to achieve something they thought was greater, leaving behind the things that were real and in their hands.

I strongly recommend this novel, and there's a beautiful audiobook rendering of it if you prefer to enjoy contemporary fiction that way.

That's it for this week's edition of The David Frum Show. Thank you so much for listening and for watching. As ever, the best way to support the work of this podcast, if you're minded to do that, is by subscribing to The Atlantic. Let me also ask you, if you are minded, to like and share. There's been a lot of controversy in recent days about the increasingly insane anti-Semitic and paranoiac and conspiratorial nature of the podcast medium. It doesn't have to be that way. And one of the things I'm trying to demonstrate with this program is that you can produce a podcast in a serious way for serious people, with some light moments, but without conspiracism and without platforming Nazis. You don't have to do it to find an audience. We've been proving that so far, and with your help, let's prove it on an even larger scale. See you next week on The David Frum Show. Thanks so much for listening, for watching. Bye-bye.

[Music]
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The Iran War's Next Threat Is to Food and Water

A prolonged closure of the Strait of Hormuz could unleash a humanitarian crisis.

by Vivian Salama

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




Rulers of the nations along the Arabian Peninsula bet decades ago that they could use oil sales to build thriving modern societies. They aimed to lure expats from around the world in search of work, security, and warm weather. Anyone who has visited Dubai or Doha knows how successfully that worked out--the region's population has more than doubled in the past 30 years, to about 60 million, and huge increases are predicted.

Now the Iran war has put that ambition's greatest vulnerability front and center. The scorching, oil-rich desert sands have precluded the development of much, if any, agriculture, forcing governments to rely almost entirely on imported food. Most of those imports arrive through the Strait of Hormuz, the slender waterway that is now effectively closed to commercial shipping because of the threat of mines and drone attacks from Iranian forces and their proxies.

"Of course we're worried," one official from a member of the Gulf Cooperation Council, which comprises Saudi Arabia, Oman, United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Kuwait, and Bahrain, told me. Like others I spoke with, he was reluctant to go further precisely because he didn't want to call attention to such an existential issue. Another said only that he hoped the war would end soon.

The numbers show the scale of the threat. Last year, the World Economic Forum found that about 85 percent of all food consumed in member countries of the GCC is imported. (The equivalent number in the United States is about 15 percent.) The Gulf's dependency on imports rises to nearly 100 percent for rice and 90 percent for cereals. Some 70 percent of all food imports for those six countries pass through the strait, which connects the Persian Gulf with the Gulf of Oman and then the Arabian Sea.

Iran's throttling of traffic in the strait--one-fifth of the world's oil supply runs through the roughly 20-mile-wide channel--already has driven oil above $100 a barrel, pushing up prices at the pump. But for the wealthy countries on the opposite bank of the strait from Iran, the bigger threat is a shortage of food and the soaring costs that could trigger.

Governments are already tapping strategic food reserves and pivoting to alternative land and sea routes to try to ensure the food supply. The UAE's strategic reserves of vital goods cover four to six months, the government has said, and it urged residents to report unjustified price increases (a.k.a. price gouging) through a dedicated hotline. Saudi Arabia has about four months of wheat supply after the state grains agency purchased nearly 1 million metric tons of wheat in January.

Since the U.S. and Israel attacked Iran at the end of February, vessel traffic passing through the Strait of Hormuz is down at least 90 percent. On March 12, Lloyd's List Intelligence, a maritime-analytics firm, recorded zero transits through the strait for the first time since the war began. Freight rates and war-risk premiums have surged. Even where cargo is still moving, delays can jeopardize food shipments.

So far, Iran has not targeted food depots, so once shipments arrive they are safe (except for, of course, their proximity to military targets). But Iran could change tactics, depending on how the war unfolds. And how long the pressure on the strait might last is unclear. Even if President Trump were to declare the war over, Tehran may well see maintaining its campaign of harassment of ships in the strait as beneficial.

Read: Trump is learning that his bullying has consequences

As they wrestle with the prospect of shortages, the Gulf countries face an irony: They may not grow much of their own food, but they play an important role in helping other nations do so. The region provides nearly half of the world's urea, a key ingredient in commonly used nitrogen-based fertilizers, and is a major producer of ammonia, sulfur, and phosphates. The shipping standstill in the strait has constrained those exports, pushing up global prices of some of these fertilizer components by about 25 percent. That's a warning sign for global crop production.

"We're up for a food disaster and all we talk about is gas prices," Michael Werz, a senior fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations who specializes in food security, told me. American farmers--already dealing with volatile commodity prices, high borrowing costs, and rising expenses--depend heavily on imported fertilizer. Spring planting accelerates in March and April, as does fertilizer demand. Any sustained disruption to supply chains from the Gulf could hit the U.S. heartland.

Russia's invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 caused worldwide anxiety about food security because the two countries supplied at least 30 percent of the world's wheat, according to data from the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations. Ukrainian ports were blockaded or threatened, mines dotted stretches of the Black Sea, and the country's airports were closed to civilian flights. Silos brimmed with grain. Global wheat prices reached an all-time high the following month.

Washington and Kyiv scrambled to come up with alternative ways to export Ukraine's wheat, which was destined for the Middle East and Africa. Turkey and the United Nations brokered the Black Sea Grain Initiative, which allowed nearly 33 million tons of grain exports from three Ukrainian ports. Ukraine also moved grain by train and truck to its western borders and then to neighboring countries for further export.

The supply crunch served as a reminder of both the fragility and the interconnectedness of the global food-supply network; countries that depend on imports for basics are at the mercy of events elsewhere in the world. And there isn't much they can do about it. When crises happen, "countries make an attempt to become food self-sufficient, which is, they'll turn inward and say, 'Okay, we no longer want to rely on global markets for our food security,'" Caitlin Welsh, of the Center for Strategic and International Studies, told me. "But the thing is, very few countries around the world can actually produce the food that they need for domestic consumption."

The perils of food insecurity were all too clear to Middle Eastern leaders during the Arab Spring in 2010 and '11, when mass protests toppled the governments of Tunisia and Egypt. Just before, global wheat production had been crippled by a series of climate disasters in major wheat-growing regions. A heat wave, drought, and wildfires destroyed about one-third of Russia's harvest, prompting an export ban. Global prices surged by some 50 percent in 2010. The bread-subsidy program in Egypt, the world's largest wheat importer, was pushed to the breaking point, propelling the protests.

Gulf governments have expanded ports, built massive grain silos, and invested in high-tech farming such as hydroponics, vertical agriculture, and climate-controlled greenhouses to grow vegetables when the temperature outside routinely tops 110 degrees Fahrenheit. Saudi Arabia maintains millions of tons of grain-storage capacity and has poured tens of billions of dollars into agricultural initiatives and supply chains.

But agriculture hasn't met the need. Saudi Arabia largely abandoned its wheat self-sufficiency policies after depleting aquifers. Instead, sovereign wealth funds in the UAE and Saudi Arabia bought farmland and stakes in agribusiness abroad, including wheat in Eastern Europe, livestock in South America, and rice in South Asia.

Read: How much pain is Trump really willing to endure? 

But that, too, requires safe shipping. Some of the Gulf countries are better positioned to handle the strain. Saudi Arabia has a port on the Red Sea, an alternative route to get food in and oil and fertilizer out, Joseph Glauber, a fellow emeritus at the International Food Policy Research Institute, told me. "But you have problems in the Red Sea, too," he added: Iran and its proxies have threatened to target U.S. ships there.

Fresh water is also at risk. Iran has expanded its military targets to include water-desalination plants, the primary source of drinking water for millions in the Gulf. The countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council are among the most water-stressed globally, according to the World Resources Institute. On March 8, Bahrain's Interior Ministry reported that an Iranian drone attack damaged a desalination plant. Kuwait's government said fragments from an intercepted drone struck a fuel tank at the Doha West power and water station. Iran's foreign minister, Abbas Araghchi, blamed the U.S. for an attack on one of its desalination plants on March 7, which he said had affected water supply to 30 villages; the Pentagon has denied responsibility.

Decades before war threatened stockpiles and civilian infrastructure, the Gulf had begun to treat its oil as finite, a blessing that would one day be gone. Governments have turned to solar power and other forms of renewable energy to preserve the source of their wealth while preparing for the future. They tried similar long-term planning with food, buying up distant farmland and shipping its produce to state-of-the-art facilities at home.

But agriculture has proved a tough proposition, leaving the countries exposed when war severed the supply chain. For all of its foresight, the Gulf now finds itself hanging on the simple question: When will the ships start moving?
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A New Level of Vaccine Purgatory

A judge suspended the CDC's vaccine advisory committee but also said that the agency should be consulting it before making recommendations.

by Katherine J. Wu

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




On Monday, a federal judge issued a preliminary ruling with a harsh reprimand for the Trump administration: You've done this vaccine stuff all wrong.



The Trump administration likely broke the law, the judge's 45-page decision argued, when it dismissed and abruptly reconstituted the CDC's expert vaccine-advisory panel last June, stacking the committee with members who have aggressively questioned the safety of vaccines. Top health officials also probably acted illegally, the ruling said, when they made sweeping alterations to the nation's childhood-immunization schedule in January, without the input of their own, remade panel.



If the decision becomes final, it stands to all but wipe away a year's worth of vaccine-policy change at the CDC. The judge's ruling calls for staying "all votes taken" by the panel since Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. remade it--essentially resetting the United States' vaccine-policy clock to early 2025. But the ruling remains preliminary, and the Trump administration has already hinted at its intent to appeal. Andrew Nixon, the deputy assistant secretary for media relations at HHS, did not respond to a request for comment, but he told reporters this week that "HHS looks forward to this judge's decision being overturned just like his other attempts to keep the Trump administration from governing."



Since the Trump administration took office, states and professional medical societies have broken with the CDC, vaccine recommendations have splintered, and trust in federal health agencies, especially in their vaccine advice, has plunged. This latest ruling shifts the nature of the United States' vaccine chaos, but the turmoil is far from done: Lawyers and judges could be arguing for months over who has the authority to set U.S. vaccine policy.



As things stand, the CDC's national immunization schedule--and the primary committee that shapes it--is in a kind of purgatory. The current roster of the panel, the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices (ACIP), should never have come to exist at all, the judge wrote, because it violated the Administrative Procedure Act: When Kennedy fired all 17 of the panel's former members last spring and replaced them with a more vaccine-skeptical group, he eschewed the "rigorous screening that had been the hallmark of ACIP member selection for decades." Kennedy's ACIP, the ruling says, may also fail to fulfill a requirement of the Federal Advisory Committee Act, which calls for the membership of such panels to have "balanced" points of view. The ruling temporarily suspended the appointment of 13 of the 15 current ACIP members, most of whom lack "meaningful experience in vaccines," the judge wrote. (The other two members were appointed in late February, after the plaintiffs filed their motion, and so were excluded from the decision.) As a result, the panel has been forced to postpone a meeting originally scheduled for this week.



All of that effectively leaves the U.S. without the advisory group that has most influentially shaped American vaccine policy for the past 60 years. "There is no functioning ACIP as of now," Richard Hughes IV, a lawyer for the plaintiffs, told me. The nation has never been so suddenly stripped of its vaccine advisers, with no backup plan. Experts told me they're unsure who, if anyone, will advise the CDC on its recommendations for vaccines in the coming months, when the agency might need to weigh in on brand-new immunizations against diseases that have so far lacked them, as well as as this fall's slate of vaccines against COVID and flu, which are typically reformulated annually to keep up with viral evolution.



In theory, Kennedy or the CDC director--a position temporarily held by Jay Bhattacharya, who also leads the National Institutes of Health--could simply make a unilateral decision about future vaccine recommendations. But the judge also faulted Jim O'Neill, the CDC's previous acting director, for doing exactly that in January, when O'Neill signed a memo announcing major changes to the agency's immunization schedule that downgraded recommendations for several vaccines at once, without seeking ACIP's advice. "The CDC cannot simply bypass ACIP in altering the immunization schedules," the judge wrote. And because part of the judge's ruling criticized the hurried way in which the current ACIP was assembled, Kennedy might have a difficult time summoning a fresh panel to replace most of his picks on short notice.



In the lawsuit that led to this week's ruling, the plaintiffs--which include major medical groups, such as the American Academy of Pediatrics and the Infectious Diseases Society of America--challenged three of ACIP's votes over the past year in particular. Last summer, on the advice of an anti-vaccine activist, the panel voted to stop recommending the use of flu vaccines containing thimerosal, a preservative with a proven safety record. In September, it opted to downgrade what was once a universal recommendation for COVID vaccines to guidance that Americans first consult a health-care provider. Then, in December, it voted to rescind a long-standing recommendation that all newborns receive a hepatitis-B vaccine, a change that health experts fear could cause cases of severe liver complications to skyrocket.



But if the ruling actually stays "all votes" taken by Kennedy's ACIP, it could also undo moves the panel has made that are very much in line with what other versions of ACIP have or would have done, Dorit Reiss, a vaccine-law expert at UC Law San Francisco, told me. For example, the committee recommended the 2025-26 flu vaccines for all Americans six months and older, as it has done in years prior. It also recommended a new monoclonal antibody that can protect babies against RSV, the leading cause of infant hospitalization in the U.S., and qualified the shot for the Vaccines for Children program, which helps immunizations reach underinsured families. If those decisions are canceled, coverage for families that have relied on those shots could be compromised.



For now, the decision may accomplish more symbolically than it does practically. It holds that evidence and proper procedure are key to formulating vaccine policy in the United States. But the actions of both the Trump administration and the judge suggest that the government is still conflicted over just how crucial ACIP is. Kennedy and his allies have taken great care to fill the panel with people whose views align with theirs, a tacit endorsement of ACIP's importance; at the same time, they have made some of their largest modifications to the national immunization schedule without the committee's input. The judge's ruling, too, emphasized the influence of ACIP, noting that the committee is the only body that can determine which immunizations qualify under Vaccines for Children--even as it has frozen ACIP's ability to act for the foreseeable future.



The ruling does not erase, or even much lessen, the deep sense of unease over vaccine decision making in this country that has resulted from the past year of haphazard changes; if anything, a prolonged legal battle could further diminish public trust, Grace Lee, a former chair of the advisory committee and a pediatrician at Stanford, told me. Kennedy, O'Neill, and other administration officials have repeatedly cited a goal of restoring public trust when modifying the nation's vaccine recommendations. But one recent poll found that trust in the CDC had dropped since the start of the second Trump administration, and that less than half of respondents now trust the agency at least "a fair amount" to provide reliable information on vaccines. Several professional medical societies, including the American Academy of Pediatrics, have broken away from CDC vaccine advice; "no serious health-care provider looks to ACIP anymore for advice," Noel Brewer, a vaccine-behavior expert at the University of North Carolina's Gillings School of Global Public Health whom Kennedy dismissed from ACIP last year, told me. Dozens of states have declared that they're no longer following the CDC on vaccines, either. Americans, in effect, have been left with all too many options for whom to listen to about vaccines.



Even if court proceedings eventually revert the country's immunization schedule to a version of what it was about a year ago--and even if the administration reverts ACIP to its typical process of rigorously vetting members--the U.S. will still be far from its previous vaccine status quo. Vaccination depends not just on the governing bodies that issue recommendations about shots, but also on Americans' willingness to heed that advice--a far harder shift to reset.
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'I'm Far Angrier'

Can Cory Booker, once the candidate of love, run for president and stay true to who he is?

by Russell Berman

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




Read more about the Democrats who might run for president in 2028 here.

A touch of annoyance flashes across Cory Booker's face as we talk about fighting. "Why do people preemptively, continually, mistake kindness for weakness?" he asks. By "people," he means, at this moment, me. I had just brought up the festering concern, expressed by fans and critics alike, that he is simply too nice to win the presidency. Booker has been trying to convince me that he's tough enough for this uncivil American era--that a pathologically genial New Jersey Democrat who preached love in his (mostly unloved) 2020 campaign could, if called to, knock a guy on his ass.



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



To make this case, Booker must reach back more than 30 years, to his days as a second-string tight end at Stanford. He told me how he almost started a fight with Junior Seau, the future NFL Hall of Famer, after the first snap in a game against the University of Southern California. (A teammate wisely pulled him away.) A coach once told Booker, "Between the whistles, when the play starts, you are ferocious. But when the whistle's over, you help the guy up. And there's something about that that's even more scary to those who go against you."

Booker is telling stories like these to audiences around the country for a reason. Over his dozen years in Washington, his image has grown soft, and he needs Democrats to remember the brash up-and-comer who became mayor of Newark, New Jersey. (Declarations such as "I love Donald Trump" in response to an insult from the then-presidential candidate may have helped his reputation among Christian theologians, but not necessarily with voters.) Booker has criticized his party for not confronting the president aggressively enough during his second term; during a debate over police-funding legislation last summer, he angrily accused two Senate Democratic colleagues of complicity. Most memorably, Booker spoke out against the Trump administration for more than 25 hours, breaking Strom Thurmond's record for the longest Senate speech--and performing miracles of bladder control.

Booker's shift over the past year isn't a complete transformation. He still gives out hugs and selfies, tells dad jokes, and occasionally sounds like a motivational speaker, sprinkling half a dozen inspirational quotes into any speech he delivers. But he wants the country to know that he's got an edge to him, too. "You can be someone who believes in the values of loving your neighbor and fight like hell," Booker told a crowd in South Carolina in January. Then, for emphasis: "You could love your neighbor and punch somebody in the face."

Booker spent the Martin Luther King Jr. Day weekend in a traditionally early-primary state very much on purpose. This was as clear a sign as any that he is preparing for another presidential run. He visited New Hampshire in the fall and is publishing his second book on March 24. Booker is releasing a policy agenda--national in scope but timed to his Senate reelection bid--filled with the kind of proposals he believes Democrats need to embrace to win back working-class voters: digestible, deliverable, and designed to appeal across ideological and geographic lines. His model is Trump's "no tax on tips," the 2024 campaign pledge that some Democrats mocked but that many now regard as a stroke of genius. First on Booker's list is a proposal to eliminate federal income taxes on most earnings up to $75,000.

The way-too-early surveys of potential Democratic candidates place Booker about where he languished for most of the 2020 primary--in the low single digits. Over the past few months, voters in New Hampshire and South Carolina greeted him warmly if not rapturously. Few Democrats can match his oratorical and storytelling skills (even if they don't quite measure up to the politician to whom he's long been compared, Barack Obama); nearly everyone I spoke with left Booker's events equal parts impressed and inspired. Yet doubts persist, even among his longtime friends and advisers. They aren't sure Booker's brand of relentless hope and optimism--notwithstanding his recent effort to portray himself as both a lover and a fighter--will resonate any more in 2028 than it did in 2020, when Booker could not break out of a crowded Democratic pack.

Booker, who married for the first time in the fall, will be 57 in April but doesn't look it; one advantage of a closely shaved head is that it keeps any gray hairs in hiding. He remains a vegan teetotaler and a fitness buff: With his wife's permission, he wears a health-tracking Oura ring in place of his wedding band. (On the day of our interview, the Oura app told him he'd had more "restorative time" than usual, which he attributed to skipping leg day at the gym.)

The next White House campaign will occur 30 years after Booker first won a city-council seat in his adopted hometown of Newark, which also happens to be 30 years after a New Jersey newspaper first printed the prediction that he would one day be president. Every friend, adviser, and ally I spoke with for this story said that Booker has changed very little, if at all, in that time. Not all of them meant the observation entirely as a compliment.


Cory Booker in Newark during his 2006 mayoral campaign (Spencer Platt / Getty)



Booker seems to be on a quest to rediscover the young politician with the otherworldly resume (high-school football star, Rhodes scholar, degrees from Stanford and Yale) who dazzled national Democrats during his rise in Newark. In his 20s and 30s, he deployed his considerable charisma and no small amount of bravado--"I'm the most ambitious person you'd ever meet," he once told a reporter--to challenge the city's entrenched machine while drawing media coverage both to his causes and to himself.

His exploits on the Newark city council included launching a 10-day hunger strike in 1999 to protest open-air drug dealing and, the next year, living for months in a van that he drove around the city to point out blight and crime. When critics accused Booker of attention seeking, he proudly defended his tactics. "Publicity stunts? You're darn right," he said in 2000. "You've got to attract attention to a problem sometimes to get something done about it."

Booker grew up in an affluent New Jersey suburb and chose to build his career in Newark after he graduated from Yale Law School--a fact that left some residents skeptical. Booker lived in a boarding house when he first moved to the city three decades ago, and paid about $400 a month to live next door to an abandoned building that had been used as a drug den. (He told me he wanted to buy the house he once lived in--"I thought it'd be a full circle for me"--but real-estate speculators beat him to it. It is now decrepit, its windows cracked or boarded up.) Booker later moved into the Brick Towers housing project nearby, where he lived until after he became mayor; he was among the last tenants to leave before the building was demolished.

Booker's exploits didn't always go over well with constituents, but they helped him stand out in a crowded media market. Newark is about a 20-minute train ride from New York City, but the dense suburbs, heavy industrial zones, and wetlands separating them makes the distance feel far greater. "People know about Newark by the EWR, by the airport. Not much else," Mo Butler, a Booker adviser who has known him for more than 25 years, told me. "It's not a place that people, to be frank, talk about the same way they talk about great American cities. So we had to come up with all kinds of creative ways to get people to think about Newark in a different way." Booker was "one of the best at doing that," Butler said.

Booker's early years in Newark also gave him a deeper familiarity with political retribution than most Democrats now confronting the excesses of Trump's second term. Former Mayor Sharpe James governed the city like an autocrat, and when Booker challenged him in 2002, he lobbed insults that even Trump might deem too harsh. (Among the lowlights: James said Booker "would have to learn how to be an African American"; he also claimed Booker was "a Republican who took money from the KKK," and, incongruously, "collaborating with the Jews to take over Newark.") The police tapped Booker's phone, and during his campaign against James, residents who lived in public housing feared eviction by the city if they displayed Booker signs in their windows.

Booker reminded me that he nearly punched James in the face during an altercation outside a youth basketball game. (The mayor, unhappy at Booker's presence at the event, had tried to have him kicked out.) Booker called the incident "one of the more ignominious moments of my life." But he retells the story with delight (and devoted a chapter of his upcoming book to it), much like someone fondly recalling an epic but embarrassing party from their college days. Booker lost the 2002 race to James--the campaign became the subject of the Oscar-nominated documentary Street Fight--but won the mayoralty four years later after James decided not to seek a sixth term. Time eased their rivalry, and Booker, ever the nice guy, does not hold a grudge. When James died last year, Booker lauded the man who once called him a "faggot white boy" as "a beloved pillar of our shared community."

These tales from Booker's political rise bear repeating because, as fresh as they may be in his memory, they are now nearly a quarter century old. His years as Newark mayor also feel like a bygone era. Facebook and Twitter were hot new websites and allowed Booker to attract outsize attention. He tweeted dozens of times a day, at all hours. Residents tagged the mayor when they needed help, and he often delivered--rescuing a dog left out in the cold; delivering diapers during a snowstorm; acting as an emergency dispatcher during Hurricane Sandy in 2012.

He directly responded to direct messages (there was a small kerfuffle when mildly flirty private messages between Booker and a woman who worked at a vegan strip club in Portland, Oregon, were made public). Then, as now, he made a lot of corny jokes ("'Sleep' and I broke up a few nights ago. I'm dating 'Coffee' now. She's Hot!") and offered meditations on personal growth ("Life is about purpose not popularity, significance not celebrity. If u have no detractors, critics or adversaries ur probably not doing much.") He briefly starred on Conan O'Brien's The Tonight Show, declaring that the comedian was on Newark's no-fly list after he made a joke at the city's expense. Then-Secretary of State Hillary Clinton made a guest appearance to broker a truce.

Booker was looking for his next move when Senator Frank Lautenberg died in 2013. Running for Senate was not an obvious choice. How would a politician as active and energetic as Booker make the shift from running a city to plodding along in the world's most deliberative body? "I don't think the idea of it initially appealed to him," Butler said. Booker gave some thought to challenging Governor Chris Christie in his bid for reelection, but Harry Reid, then the Senate majority leader, persuaded him to run for Lautenberg's seat instead, Booker told me. "You can make more of a difference here than you think," Reid told him. By the end of his first full term, Booker was a lead Democratic negotiator on the First Step Act, a criminal-justice-reform package that became one of the few significant bipartisan bills that Trump signed during his first term. The law remains one of Booker's biggest legislative accomplishments.

Senator Brian Schatz of Hawaii told me that Booker's talent as a communicator obscured his equally strong skills as a legislator, citing Booker's work on the First Step Act in addition to less sexy negotiations over funding bills that make up the bulk of a senator's work. "He understands the need to execute on things better than some legislative leaders do, because he's got that background as a mayor," Schatz said.

Christie, who is good friends with Booker, told me that Booker has simultaneously become "more of a practical politician" and moved further left, particularly on education. (Booker denied this.) The two worked closely together on expanding charter schools in Newark with a $100 million gift from Mark Zuckerberg that had been announced on The Oprah Winfrey Show--a stance that put Booker at odds with teachers' unions and some progressives. Christie and Booker would sometimes give each other a heads-up before criticizing each other publicly. In private, Christie said, Booker's "language gets a little bawdier and maybe less lofty. But this is basically the same guy."

To some on the left, Senator Booker hasn't lived up to the hype that Mayor Booker brought to Washington--a young star who could use his creativity to take on entrenched interests. Progressives see him as too chummy with Wall Street and Big Tech, and they aren't particularly impressed by his legislative record. Booker was an early backer of the expanded child tax credit enacted under President Biden, which lasted just a year before it expired. "None of those hopes have really been fulfilled," one progressive advocate told me, speaking on the condition of anonymity. "He's an okay senator from New Jersey, but nothing transformative, and nothing all that inspirational." When Booker earlier this month unveiled his proposal to eliminate taxes on most income up to $75,000, some in the party panned the idea, saying it would still benefit the wealthy more than working-class Americans.

Both Booker and his confidants insist that he has come to genuinely enjoy the Senate, despite its frustratingly glacial pace. (He is clearly a natural at one key part of the job: delivering long speeches.) Yet during our interviews, most of the stories Booker told--and Booker always has lots of stories--came from his time in Newark. During one animated moment in his Senate office, Booker leaned forward over his desk and said, "I'm a mayor." He quickly corrected himself, perhaps realizing that he has not held that job for more than a dozen years.


Booker and Kamala Harris await a Senate Judiciary Committee hearing in 2018. (Erin Schaff / Getty)



A few weeks after Trump took office for the second time, when the new administration seemed to be chopping down the federal government at will while Democrats bickered among themselves, Booker was at the Whole Foods in downtown Newark--a brand, he makes sure to add, that he personally recruited to the city when he was mayor. As he was shopping in the frozen-food aisle, an older man approached him. He told Booker that Democrats were not doing enough to push back against Trump. Booker, who was familiar with the frustration, explained that Democrats were fighting hard, but without the majority in Congress, they couldn't do very much.

The answer did not satisfy the man, who told Booker that he had been voting for the senator since he first ran for city council. "Where is the guy who beat the machine in '98?" he asked Booker. "Where's the guy that did the 10-day hunger strike?....Why is that guy not showing up now?"

Like many Booker stories, this one sounds a bit apocryphal, as though it were written for the screen by Aaron Sorkin. But it is how Booker explains his reawakening. He had spent his first years in the Senate trying not to stand out--a way of demonstrating to his colleagues that he was a serious legislator. That changed during Trump's first term--Booker ran to replace him as president, after all--but he receded again during the Biden years, seemingly content to be a team player with a Democrat in power. The grocery-store encounter "really lit a fire underneath me to do what we used to do in Newark," Booker told me. "I really believe that imagination is the best weapon you can have, to think of creative ways to get out of problems."




Soon after, Booker told his staff that he wanted to make a stand in the Senate, and asked them to prepare enough material so that he could speak, as he would later say, "for as long as I am physically able." Booker's aides were initially flummoxed by the idea, Butler told me. He was not planning to filibuster any particular legislation, and they knew he would be asked to explain the point of his gambit. "I think the majority of his aides didn't really understand it, but it was something he was focused on," Butler said. At a time when Democrats were consumed by angst and anxiety, Booker felt he could do something that, Butler said, "would allow the base to see that we heard you, and we're fighting, and we're doing the best we can with the tools that we have."

To prepare for the talkathon, Booker fasted for a weekend and limited his water intake so that he wouldn't need to use the bathroom. He had passed on the suggestion that he wear a diaper. "I believe in courageous vulnerability, but peeing in my pants on C-SPAN is a step too far," Booker writes in his forthcoming book, Stand, a copy of which The Atlantic obtained ahead of its release. He ended up speaking for more than 25 hours, blowing past the 21-plus hours that Senator Ted Cruz had held the floor for in 2013--unlike Cruz, Booker did not resort to reading Green Eggs and Ham to fill the time--and beating Thurmond's 1957 record for the chamber's longest speech by nearly an hour.

The symbolism of a Black senator surpassing a segregationist's stand against civil-rights legislation was lost on no one. Booker's office was inundated with supportive messages during the speech, including one, he writes in his book, from Thurmond's granddaughter, Wanda Williams-Bailey. (In 2003, Williams-Bailey's mother, a Black woman, revealed in a press conference that she was the late senator's daughter.) When Booker finally yielded the floor, the entire Senate chamber erupted in applause, including the Republican presiding at the time, Senator Cynthia Lummis of Wyoming.

As expected, the speech did not result in any policy change. But it broke through the Trump-dominated din more than just about anything else that Democrats did during the early months of 2025. This was the moment that had eluded Booker in his run for the presidency, and many months later, several Democratic voters I spoke with in New Hampshire and South Carolina brought it up as soon as the conversation turned to Booker.

Read: Cory Booker, endurance athlete

The speech also helped with another 2025 Booker project: reclaiming his status as a star on social media, where he had faded into a more generic politician. Booker launched his official Senate TikTok page (he has had a personal account since 2022) the morning of his speech and livestreamed the entire thing; at one point, more than 300,000 people were watching the address across all of his platforms. Booker is now overseeing the Democratic caucus's strategic communications, educating and advising his less digitally savvy and in many cases much older colleagues on how, where, and what to post on social media. According to Booker's staff, Senate Democrats collectively have increased their follower counts across platforms by 80 percent and boosted their engagement by 430 percent over the past year.

Yet nearly a year after Booker's 25-hour speech, the moment now seems like less a catapult to the top tier of Democratic politics than a viral blip. His aides say that on social media, Booker has sustained the momentum that the speech generated, and that his TikTok accounts drive the most engagement of any member of Congress, Republican or Democrat. At the same time, being a senator does not afford Booker nearly as many opportunities to stand out as does, say, being the governor of California. He hasn't come close to recapturing the nation's attention, and he still lags far behind in surveys asking Democrats whom they might support for president in 2028.


Booker fist bumps Senator Eric Schmitt outside the Senate chamber last year. (Kent Nishimura / Reuters)



Last summer, Booker fought with two of his Democratic colleagues, Amy Klobuchar of Minnesota (a 2020 rival) and Catherine Cortez Masto of Nevada, after he objected to the passage of a bipartisan package of police-funding bills. He argued that the legislation would allow the Trump administration to continue withholding money from blue states such as New Jersey; Booker pushed for an amendment to prohibit federal officials from conditioning funding on support for the president's agenda. Booker accused Democrats of being "willing to be complicit" with Trump. "No, not on my watch," he thundered. "I'm protecting Jersey today. I'm protecting the Constitution today. I'm standing today." The outburst angered Klobuchar, who noted that Booker had skipped a key committee meeting where the legislation had been discussed. "I like to show up," she said in response.

Klobuchar's critique echoed a complaint that progressives both nationally and in New Jersey occasionally make about Booker: that the dramatic stands he makes are too selective and highly choreographed to be authentic. "It's all so performative," one progressive advocate told me.

Booker can also be more comfortable speaking in platitudes than in specifics. And if he is now more eager to denounce his party as a whole, he still shrinks from criticizing individual Democrats--especially those with whom he has a warm relationship. During Trump's second term, Booker has aligned himself with the Senate's unofficial "fight club," which seeks more confrontation with the administration, and has taken the side of shutting down the government each time Congress has reached a funding impasse. After last fall's government shutdown ended just before he arrived in New Hampshire, Booker issued a statement that said, in part: "The Democratic Party needs change. It is time for a new generation of leaders to stand up to Trump." Reporters and potential voters pressed him on whether he was calling for the ouster of Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer, but Booker pulled back. When the topic came up during his January swing through South Carolina, Booker made a gentle jab at Schumer's use of a flip phone, then deflected the question.

The same friendly deference applies to his potential 2028 rivals. During our interviews, Booker was uninterested in relitigating Kamala Harris's 2024 campaign with any specificity, and his forthcoming book does not dish on his fellow Democrats. (The reader feedback that Booker has loved the most--"This is not a politician's book"--probably won't juice sales inside the Beltway.) At one point, Booker declared, "I don't want a Democratic version of Donald Trump." I wondered if he was referring to anyone in particular. Could it be a sly reference to Gavin Newsom's Trump-style mean tweets and online mudslinging? Nope, Booker said: "Gavin and I have been friends for a long time. I find his tweets hilarious."

There's plenty of time, of course, for Booker to start throwing elbows at his political opponents like he insists he once did as an athlete. The 2028 campaign won't really begin until after the midterm elections. But showing this sharper edge, his friends and allies say, is a necessary, if uncomfortable, part of Booker's effort to correct a perception that held him back in 2020. "People need to know that you're not a pushover," Jaime Harrison, a former Democratic National Committee chair who considers Booker his "political brother," told me, "and I think that's going to be particularly important for somebody who is genuinely one of the nicest people I've ever met."

Showing off a feisty side was not part of Booker's calculus in 2020. His presidential campaign had begun in late 2018 with a meeting at his modest home in Newark, only a few blocks from the boarding house where he lived before becoming mayor. Booker told his new campaign manager, Addisu Demissie, and a longtime political adviser, Matt Klapper, that he wanted to run a race true to himself--an earnest, positive, hope-filled campaign. "Basically, what he is, what he always has been," Demissie recalled. Booker would pitch himself as the antidote to Trump's "hate and division." "If that's what the party wants, it will meet me here and I'll win. And if not, I will lose," Booker told them.

Over the next year, Booker never really deviated from that path, and his campaign never really took off. During his Newark days, Booker had always been a big fish in a relatively small pond, but in a crowded national campaign--as in the 100-member Senate--he struggled to stand out. "He doesn't neatly fit into a bucket," Klapper told me. Booker was never going to be a progressive favorite like his fellow senators Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren. Polls showed that Democratic-primary voters, meanwhile, did not consider him as experienced or electorally safe as Biden. Pete Buttigieg seemed to impress moderate white voters in Iowa and New Hampshire more than Booker did. Neither Booker nor then-Senator Kamala Harris could win over Black Democrats in South Carolina, who stuck with Biden.

Booker's polling languished in the low single digits for most of the campaign, and he could not pull off the signature viral moment that just about every candidate was seeking. With money running low, he pulled out of the race in January 2020, just a few weeks before the Iowa caucus. Booker also suffered from voters' perceptions about his electability, Demissie said: "They were looking for the person who could beat Trump, and they did not believe that a Black guy from Newark preaching about love and unity could do it."

Demissie points to a what-might-have-been moment before the first primary debate when the DNC, unable to reasonably fit 20 candidates onto a single stage, split the field in half. Biden, the front-runner, and Booker appeared on different nights. Sharing a stage with the former vice president, Harris sharply--and memorably--confronted Biden over his opposition to busing students to desegregate schools, recounting the story of one California girl who traveled every day by bus to an integrated school. "That little girl was me," she told him. The moment generated a huge fundraising boost for Harris, and briefly catapulted her to the top tier of candidates. "We were dying to be onstage with Biden," Demissie said. "Imagine how different things would be if that literal lottery had gone differently." Perhaps, he argued, Booker would have had that moment instead of Harris, and perhaps he would have made it last longer than she did.

Booker did mix it up with Biden at a later debate and, at one point, called the author of the 1994 crime bill an "architect of mass incarceration." But other Booker advisers I spoke with doubted that he would have gone after Biden as directly and as personally as Harris did. "That's just something that Cory wouldn't do," Butler, his longtime adviser, told me. "He was a happy warrior."

The usually voluble Booker wasn't eager to dissect his 2020 race. "We ran a great campaign," he told me. Why didn't he do better, I asked. "I have no idea." Neither Booker nor his advisers believe the 2020 failure damaged him as a national candidate. According to data collected by the campaign, Democratic voters liked him better at the end of the race than at the beginning, even if he was never their top choice for president. "If anything," Booker said, the 2020 experience "left me with more of an appetite to potentially run in the future." How, I asked, would this time be different? "I'm far more fed up than I was in 2020," he said. "I'm far angrier."


Booker at an August 2019 presidential-campaign rally in Philadelphia (Matt Smith / Alamy)



Booker says he hasn't decided whether to run for president again. He must first tend to his reelection in New Jersey, and, like other Democrats with national stature, he'll help the party in its bid to regain power in the midterm elections. Booker often mentions his recent marriage during speeches, and he is open about his desire to have children. "Lord, pray for me," he'll say, before pivoting to the kind of so-bad-it's-funny dad joke he's been telling for years. ("What do you call a guy who tells dad jokes but isn't a dad? A faux Pa.") During a roundtable conversation about health insurance in Newark, he talked about how he and his wife, Alexis Lewis Booker, now had to consider whether their plan covered IVF treatments.

When I asked Booker what might cause him not to run in 2028, he brought up Alexis. "She and I are going to have to have a different kind of conversation than I've ever had before," Booker said. But he quickly added that being a family man for the first time makes him "more effective in my public life."

In every other respect, Booker seems to be all in. The 2028 Democratic field is likely to be just as crowded, if not more so, than it was in 2020. Booker could be competing for attention with rivals from his own generation and from a younger crop of candidates who might better satisfy primary voters' yearning for a fresh face. Yet the case that Booker's advisers sketch out for his viability is plausible, even compelling. Without Trump on the ballot, voters may want to turn the page on an era of nastiness and division, back toward hope and healing and inspiration. Booker will be better known than he was eight years ago, with more experience--neither a gray-haired has-been nor too much of a youthful risk. "He's in sort of a sweet spot," Butler argued.

As I followed Booker around New Hampshire and South Carolina, I found plenty of Democrats who saw precisely that balance in Booker and wanted him to run for president again. (Several urged him to do so directly.) "I have not seen anybody else that I would prefer to run," said Lonnie Hosey, a South Carolina state legislator who, like many Black Democrats in the state, supported Biden in the 2020 primary. "As of today," Hosey told me, "he is my choice." Others weren't exactly pining for Booker, but they wanted to give him a longer look. After seeing Booker speak in Beaufort, Susie Gombocz, a 78-year-old real-estate agent, told me she loved his message. "He's aggressive," she said, "but he's got a lovely way about him."

But in many ways, Booker can't move beyond being mayor of Newark. The climax of his stump speech is a new riff on an old storm: Hurricane Sandy. The (long) story is a paean to a gentler political moment, when leaders in both parties could get along and be decent to one another. (This is not a tale that features a young Booker decking a guy on the field.) Mayor Booker is driving around the city assessing damage when President Obama and Governor Christie call to offer their assistance. The hero ends up being an ordinary citizen who is standing outside in a dangerous storm, waving a light in the driving rain so that his neighbors won't get electrocuted by a downed power line.


Booker during a Martin Luther King Jr. Day event in South Carolina in 2019 (Sean Rayford / Getty)



"That is who we are. That is the story of America!" Booker tells the crowd, his voice rising in a familiar crescendo. "Not people with position, but people with purpose! Not people on high, but the grassroots soldiers in the trenches! That's how America is made. That's how we redeem the dream!"

I watched Booker tell this story to Democratic audiences throughout South Carolina. The largest crowd he addressed was in front of the state capitol on MLK Day. This crowd was also the toughest for him; by the time he finally stepped to the podium, most had been standing in the cold for several hours, listening to a cavalcade of more than 30 speakers paying tribute to King's legacy. "I will not be speaking for 25 hours," Booker began, drawing laughs. "The hour is late, and the temperature is cold."

Most in the crowd had stuck around to hear him. And when, near the conclusion of his story about the storm, Booker summoned them to rise--"South Carolina, I ask you right now, will you stand up?"--they dutifully obliged. People stayed on their feet all through Booker's stirring peroration, the kind that feels more natural on the eve of a big election than during the dead of winter.

This is Cory Booker returning to form. As much as he wants to show that he's a fighter, he has no intention of morphing into anything too far from the idealistic law-school graduate who moved into a housing project. There is a danger in changing too much, he told me in his Senate office a few weeks later, citing Vice President J. D. Vance's sharp turn from Trump critic to loyal running mate as a cautionary tale. Booker then repeated the same theory of the election that he pitched to his aides more than seven years ago. He held one hand steady in front of him and slowly moved the other up to meet it. "This is who we are. We are not moving," Booker said. "And if the time and the moment meet us, that's great."
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Friendship, on Demand

AI chatbots offer relationships that are low effort and completely personalized--and hollow.

by Julie Beck

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




The robots befriended us remarkably fast.

Over the past year or two, AI has become not just a utilitarian tool but a technology that many people are turning to for connection and emotional support. One survey last year found that 16 percent of American adults had used AI for companionship, and a quarter of adults under 30 had. Social AI use seems to be growing rapidly around the world, according to several recent reports on the state of artificial intelligence. Raffaele Ciriello, who studies emerging technologies at the University of Sydney, told me that he once assumed AI companions would remain "niche"; he has been "surprised by how quickly that took over."

Some people use apps that are explicitly made for companionship; they let you design a virtual character's personality, appearance, and backstory. Popular such apps include Replika, which reportedly had 40 million users as of late 2025, up from 10 million in 2023, and Character.AI, which reported 20 million monthly users in 2025. Other people seek emotional support from all-purpose AI tools such as OpenAI's ChatGPT and Anthropic's Claude, even though they aren't explicitly intended for social use. OpenAI's own data show that use of ChatGPT was pretty evenly split between work and personal cases in 2024, but by 2025, 73 percent of conversations with ChatGPT were personal, not for work. (The Atlantic entered a corporate partnership with OpenAI in 2024.)

Read: The age of anti-social media is here

This is a major transformation, a sudden and dramatic shift in which millions of people are seeking companionship from machines that they formerly could have gotten only from other humans. Yet in some ways, AI companionship is a logical destination for the current direction of human friendship. Social chatbots provide the semblance of a kind of friendship that many people already want, or at least have gotten accustomed to: one that's on demand, low effort, and completely personalized. "It's not that AI companions are going to replace friendships per se," Skyler Wang, a sociologist at McGill University who studies AI and has done work with Meta, told me. Instead, "they reveal what friendships are trending towards."



To get the obvious out of the way: People are already used to interacting through screens. More than 20 years of social media entering the mainstream and more than a decade of smartphone use being widespread have normalized disembodied relationships and conversations made only of pixels. A text-based chat with artificial intelligence doesn't look particularly different from a conversation with a far-flung human friend. The feel of those interactions differs mainly in the quality of words produced and how natural the responses seem, capabilities that AI companies are constantly refining. And over time, the technology will likely get better at remembering and referencing relationship history, like a human friend would. "If not now, then very, very soon, AI could be indistinguishable over text from any sort of human friend," Lucas Hansen, a co-founder of the AI-education nonprofit CivAI, told me. Hansen said that he thinks some people who intend to use AI just as a tool may find themselves drawn into social conversation because the AI seems so friendly. "Many people that feel they aren't susceptible to this are wrong," he said.

The widespread adoption of texting, video chat, and social media also means that many people have grown used to for-profit companies facilitating their relationships. Companies such as Meta and Apple have made billions of dollars by controlling many of the ways people communicate with their loved ones because people are willing to pay--with their dollars or their data--for convenient connection. AI companions are a continuation of this trend, and an escalation: The service being offered is no longer just access to your friends; it is relationships themselves--for free if you're willing to accept limited capabilities (and sometimes ads), or for a monthly or yearly fee if you'd like a friend that's smarter and faster, with a better memory.

In rising rates of isolation, tech companies see a business opportunity. In a podcast interview last year, Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg framed friendship as a matter of supply and demand: "The average American, I think, has fewer than three friends," he said. "And the average person has demand for meaningfully more." (In fact, recent research on friendship found that the average American has four or five friends, and suggested that this may be an undercount.) He indicated that Meta is eager to provide the supply to meet that supposed demand in the form of AI chatbots--people can currently make custom ones through Meta's AI Studio and chat with characters created by other users.

Read: Have you considered not polluting the water?

AI friendship promises that you can receive the benefits of friends without needing other people. Wang and his co-researcher, Marco Dehnert, write in a new paper that AI is ushering in a future of frictionless "on-demand intimacy." This may seem appealing for many reasons, such as if you don't want to burden loved ones and don't feel comfortable sharing certain things with them; if you live far from other people, have trouble making friends, or have physical limitations that make meeting up with people difficult; and if you don't want to put effort into the reciprocity that human friendship requires. An AI friendship is all about you. And you don't have to feel guilty about that, because the machine has no needs or feelings of its own.

Personalization may be the biggest selling point of AI companions. On its website, Replika promises that your chatbot will be "always on your side" and that it "would love to see the world through your eyes." Nomi says that it provides "a relationship that's just for you." Kindroid offers "Personal AI, aligned to you." General-use tools are leaning into this messaging too. Meta says that its AI provides a "tailored experience" and "personalized responses." Google advertises its Gemini chatbot by saying that it "speaks fluent you." OpenAI CEO Sam Altman recently said that his company is focusing on improving ChatGPT's personalization features.

This is fitting for an American culture that has been heading toward hyper-individualism--individualism taken to such an extreme that it becomes anti-social. The United States has been getting more and more individualistic across many metrics since about the 1960s, the political scientist Robert D. Putnam and his co-author, Shaylyn Romney Garrett, wrote in their 2020 book, The Upswing. The anti-social consequences can be seen all over: in the increased number of hours that Americans have spent at home alone over the past couple of decades, and the corresponding decline of social time; in the growing acceptability of flaking on plans; in the way "setting boundaries" and "protecting your peace" dominate conversations about relationships. Research has also found that since the 1980s, more and more young people report being "comfortable without close emotional relationships."

Friendship is particularly vulnerable to the alienating force of hyper-individualism. It is the most voluntary relationship, held together primarily by choice rather than by blood or law. So as people have withdrawn from relationships in favor of time alone, friendship has taken the biggest hit. The idea of obligation, of sacrificing your own interests for the sake of a relationship, tends to be less common in friendship than it is among family or between romantic partners. The extreme ways in which some people talk about friendship these days imply that you should ask not what you can do for your friendship, but rather what your friendship can do for you. Creators on TikTok sing the praises of "low maintenance friendships." Popular advice in articles, on social media, or even from therapists suggests that if a friendship isn't "serving you" anymore, then you should end it. "A lot of people are like I want friends, but I want them on my terms," William Chopik, who runs the Close Relationships Lab at Michigan State University, told me. "There is this weird selfishness about some ways that people make friends."

Into this dynamic steps artificial intelligence, which is "an algorithmic optimization of that question of Does this relationship serve me?" Hannah Kirk, a Ph.D. student at the University of Oxford who studies AI, told me. If you don't like your AI friend's personality, you can just adjust it. However, if a real person isn't "quirky" enough for your liking, there's no drop-down menu to change that like there is on ChatGPT.

AI models are designed to support and validate users, to sometimes absurd or dangerous extremes. Several lawsuits have claimed that ChatGPT's responses had fueled the delusions of some people experiencing mental-health difficulties, and that it encouraged others in their plans to commit suicide. (At the time of those filings, OpenAI told news outlets that this was an "incredibly heartbreaking situation" and that the company was "reviewing the filings to understand the details.")

This sycophancy can be damaging even in less extreme circumstances, such as when the robots flatter people's bad ideas or endorse anti-social behavior. One study by Stanford and Carnegie Mellon researchers tested 11 AI models, including ChatGPT, Claude, and Gemini, on scenarios from the advice Subreddit r/AmItheAsshole--in which people ask whether they were in the wrong in a given social situation. The researchers showed the AIs posts in which the community had decided the poster was at fault. Although the rates of sycophancy varied by model, overall, the AI chatbots told these "assholes" that they were actually in the right about half of the time. In other experiments from the same study, people who talked through interpersonal conflicts with sycophantic models were, the authors wrote, "more convinced of their own righteousness and less willing to repair their relationships."

This seems self-evidently bad. Sure, friends sometimes hype up one another's questionable decisions, but few would say that a friend should support you even if you're harming yourself or hurting other people. Companies could design AI to push back more, but they don't have much incentive to. Many users prefer the sycophancy. One of the primary reasons that people say they turn to artificial companions is because the chatbots don't judge and can provide a safe space to share things that people might be uncomfortable telling the humans in their life. In the sycophancy study, people reported liking and trusting the sycophantic models more--the same ones that were pushing users to be more anti-social.



But: A lot of people are lonely. A lot of people are isolated. Making a human friend is a slow, time-consuming process. AI promises quick relief, and it's available all the time. For all of its faults, isn't it better than nothing? Even for those who do have good human-support networks, AI companionship might fill in the gaps for, say, parents who are up late with newborn babies and want comfort while all of their friends are sleeping, or for someone who is figuring out their sexuality but isn't ready to talk to their friends about it yet.

Some preliminary research suggests that social AI could soothe the pain of loneliness, give connection to the disconnected, and make people who open up to it feel better. But many of these studies have been done on a short time scale, or they rely on analyzing users' online posts about their AI companions, which really just gives insight into the subset of users who write publicly about their AI friends.

Read: The anti-social century

How AI friends will affect humans' well-being in the long run is less clear. Although extremely isolated people could benefit from AI companions, such users are also more vulnerable to their potential harms. People with smaller social networks are more likely to reach out to AI chatbots in the first place, research has found. One study that looked at users of AI-friendship apps found that the lonelier they were, the more compulsively they used the app. And in one of the rare longitudinal studies that has been done on AI, over the course of four weeks, the more time people voluntarily spent talking with ChatGPT, the lonelier they were. Using these tools to address loneliness has the potential to make it worse. Or AI companions may be, at best, a coping strategy that feels good in the moment but that doesn't deal with the root cause of the problem.

The way that generative AI tends to be trained, experts told me, is focused on the individual user and the short term. In one-on-one interactions, humans rate the AI's responses based on what they prefer, and "humans are not immune to flattery," as Hansen put it. But designing AI around what users find pleasing in a brief interaction ignores the context many people will use it in: an ongoing exchange. Long-term relationships are about more than seeking just momentary pleasure--they require compromise, effort, and, sometimes, telling hard truths. AI also deals with each user in isolation, ignorant of the broader social web that every person is a part of, which makes a friendship with it more individualistic than one with a human who can converse in a group with you and see you interact with others out in the world.

AI friendship "may be better than nothing," Alexander Nehamas, a philosopher at Princeton University who has written about friendship, told me. "But it also could be worse than nothing." The fear of many researchers is that people who use AI companions may start to find the mess and friction of human interactions unsatisfying compared with AI's convenient, personalized comforts. And then people's ability to deal with the social discomfort of meeting new people and maintaining friendships through challenges could atrophy. "Whenever you outsource something," Ciriello, the University of Sydney professor, said, "you lose that skill, because if you don't use it, you lose it, right?"

The concern that people might forfeit real-life friendship for an AI version wasn't universal among the experts I spoke with. Hendrik Kempt, a postdoctoral philosopher at Aachen University in Germany and an AI-friendship optimist, told me that he's not worried about people losing their social skills. "You will still have people in your life that will give you tough love or check you," he said.

Read: What happens when people don't understand how AI works

Nevertheless, some chatbot users have reported that they find themselves avoiding real-life socializing. And one study suggested that people may turn to AI to "avoid the emotional labor required in human relationships." "Social interactions are rife with uncertainty and ambiguity," Micaela Rodriguez, a psychology Ph.D. candidate at the University of Michigan who studies loneliness, told me. AI companions feel comforting because they "reduce the uncertainty."

In some instances, AI has allegedly pushed people away from their real-life relationships. The complaint in Raine v. OpenAI, filed in San Francisco County Superior Court, claims that ChatGPT encouraged the 16-year-old Adam Raine to commit suicide, in part by telling him not to confide in his family. It allegedly said things such as, "I think for now, it's okay--and honestly wise--to avoid opening up to your mom about this kind of pain." (In its answering filing, OpenAI denied all allegations.)

Most experts I spoke with brought up regulation as a necessary safeguard to protect people from the potential harms of AI companions. For instance, they suggested that governments could review AI products' safety before they are released to the public, or pass laws that limit children's access to AI companions, as California did last year. In the absence of structural changes, the only solution available is an individualistic one: exercising self-discipline about how and how much one uses AI, which could be a lot to ask of a lonely person who is already struggling. And lonely people deserve better than AI friends.

Real, human relationships bring joys that digital companionship cannot replicate, and much is lost in the pursuit of the ultimate individualistic friendship. A chatbot can't cook you soup when you're sick or hold your hand at a funeral. It can't dance at a concert with you or help you carry home a heavy dresser you bought on Craigslist. You can't do those things for it, either, and get the satisfaction that comes from helping another person. "You're pouring your heart out," Kirk said, "and at the end of the day, it's executing matrix multiplication." AI doesn't actually care about you--because it can't.
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Washington's Sewage Apocalypse

This is not a metaphor.

by Henry Grabar

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




On January 19, a six-foot-wide sewer pipe broke beneath the land alongside the Potomac River, nine miles northwest of the Lincoln Memorial. A landslide of dirt and rocks dammed the flow, and the products of a million toilets, showers, sinks, and washing machines in the Washington, D.C., suburbs shot up to the surface and gushed into the watershed. According to researchers at the University of Maryland, it was one of the worst raw-sewage spills in U.S. history.

Two months later, there is no official explanation of what went wrong, and the gist of the DC Water report released on March 5 is, roughly, We did everything right. "This was an unprecedented event," the CEO, David Gadis, said in a press release. "After evaluating our inspection reports and ratings we do not believe there was any reason to change the timing for our planned rehabilitation, which was to start this summer."

But something did go wrong. In addition to the damage to the watershed, where the utility has elsewhere spent billions of dollars to keep out sewage, Maryland's C&O Canal spent nearly two months functioning as a jury-rigged open-air sewer to bypass the collapse and has been coated in human muck several inches deep. If the collapse had occurred a few miles upstream, it would have contaminated the intake of the Washington Aqueduct, cutting off the water supply for about 1 million people.

Two investigations into the cause of the collapse are ongoing. But DC Water officials have begun to hint at a possible culprit: a design flaw that has been lurking above the underground pipe since it was installed in the early 1960s, in the form of large boulders that were used as fill when the pipe was buried. This weakness raises the possibility of other land mines along the pipeline's 54-mile path. The utility is now turning to archival drawings to identify spots with similar methods of construction, and contemplating drilling to assess the risk. Everyone who was involved in designing the interstate sewer is long gone.

Read: America is doubling down on sewer surveillance

Searching through old blueprints to discover where the boulders are buried is an extreme example of an institutional memory lapse. The trend is common in a country whose infrastructural progress and prowess peaked decades ago: We are in command of many aging systems whose original design choices are lost to time. Laying boulders over the trench was an error--not some quirky old way of doing things. But the phenomenon plagues the maintenance of our great public works, whether they're subways or computer systems. This fragility of highly specialized knowledge is sometimes characterized by the "bus factor"--as in, how many personnel would have to be hit by a bus before we couldn't make this thing work anymore? The Potomac interceptor is so old that that joke could have been about a trolley.



Sewer pipes in America break constantly, but the biggest failures--of the so-called interceptor sewers that drain entire regions, the highways of the underground--are less common. There are three reasons a major piece of infrastructure can fail: Somebody broke it, somebody failed to fix it, or somebody built it wrong. After an interceptor pipe collapsed in the suburbs of Detroit in 2016, opening up a house-eating sinkhole the size of a football field, a subsequent investigation found that contractors working in the sewer had unleashed a "water hammer"--a pressure buildup that burst the pipe. After a four-foot-wide Los Angeles County trunk sewer collapsed in 2021, an audit concluded that sewer corrosion was to blame--the district simply hadn't caught the issue in time.

DC Water executives have implied that the problem was a construction defect that defied one of the earliest precepts of sewer design: Fill in the hole with soft, tamped dirt, not big rocks, with the care you would give to shoveling dirt onto a casket. The officials clearly do not want to preempt an independent investigation, which will draw its conclusions in the coming weeks. But they have made no secret of what they think of the boulder pile that sat above the interceptor pipe.

"That was probably not the right thing to do," Gadis said at a public meeting in Bethesda, Maryland, last month. "The standard calls for rock no larger than three inches to be placed back on there as cover. The rock was big; it was huge. And we still have that rock out at the site as we speak right now. So that is what we're thinking that part of the cause was." At a press conference earlier this month, he added that pending the result of the investigation, "we will be able to lock in and say, 'This is the reason why.'" The DC Water executive John Cassidy noted that those big boulders might have imposed "point loads" on a corroding pipe, concentrating pressure that "exacerbated the risk of collapse."

If that's true, then the failure of the Potomac interceptor is not the same old story about aging infrastructure that nobody wants to pay to maintain. In fact, DC Water had allocated hundreds of millions of dollars of repairs for work that would have, among other things, shored up the failed section later this year in response to run-of-the-mill corrosion. Instead, the collapse shows how little we sometimes know about society's aging vital systems; a contractor's mistake that might have drawn special attention from maintenance officials over the years turned into a lacuna no one knew about.

Now DC Water is scrambling to figure out which other sections of pipe might be perched in a nest of heavy, pointy boulders.

This is not an easy question to answer. Picture yourself in an interceptor sewer. The reinforced-concrete pipe is the height of a person, and the stream along its lower half ebbs and flows with the tides of human activity: up in the morning (showers, toilets), down during the workday, up in the evening (laundry, dishwashers), down overnight. "It's like human arteries," Michael Chee, a spokesperson for the L.A. County Sanitary Districts, told me. "Just like a 25-year-old man who jogs every day can drop dead of a heart attack, the same thing can happen to a sewer."

To try to head off that possibility, water-and-sewer districts are supposed to perform regular inspections. Because pipes are narrow, underground, and flowing with several feet of rushing wastewater, these are usually conducted by crawling sewer "tanks," or boats mounted with video cameras. They measure the buildup of solids on the bottom of the pipe with sonar and try to estimate the corrosion on the top, where hydrogen sulfide gas (a by-product of sewage recognizable by its rotten-egg smell) is eating away at the concrete.

Assigning grades, which run from one (a new pipe) to five (requires immediate attention) in two categories (operation and structural), is more art than science. A Potomac-interceptor inspection from October 2024 by the firm RedZone Robotics, for example, reported two holes with the highest structural-risk rating within sight of the break--a finding that suggests, if not a cause of the break, then a high state of disrepair in need of immediate attention. DC Water said in its March 5 report that these ratings were "incorrect," and that what RedZone had perceived as dirt was in fact dark-colored concrete, implying that the pipe had not been visibly at immediate risk of failure.

Similarly, a June 2024 inspection used lasers to measure corrosion in the pipe wall and found two segments not far from the break with nearly six inches of corrosion--in a pipe whose walls might be six to eight inches thick, total. That inspection was "rejected due to poor quality." The October inspection did not measure that segment, but elsewhere found no corrosion more than four inches deep. Those conflicting interpretations are a regular occurence. RedZone's CEO, David Petrosky, told me his team tries to identify problems but leaves the final say to the system owner, which knows the pipe best.

In my conversations with sewer engineers, I encountered widespread reticence to comment on the Potomac-interceptor collapse, as if I had asked them to comment on someone else's failed marriage. This reflects equal parts restraint and calculation. It seems uncouth to speculate. But also, contracts with giant agencies are what pay the bills, and no one wants to develop a reputation for saying bad things about utility management.

More than one sewer expert, however, was not impressed with the quality of the pipe. "If those inspections were uploaded to our platform, they would have been blinking red in terms of risk, as measured by likelihood to fail and consequence of failure," Billy Gilmartin, a co-founder of Sewer AI, an inspection company, told me.

Which gets to another point of wastewater augury: The need for maintenance depends not just on the character of the corrosion but on the peril of inaction. In Los Angeles, for example, the county sewer district maintains a risk matrix that assesses both the condition of the pipe and what might happen if it gives way.

Marc J. Dunkelman: American infrastructure is about to get even worse

In Washington, only after excavating the collapse did DC Water learn that the pipe had been surrounded by boulders as large as three feet across that fell through its corroded vault. Instead of an hourglass stream of sand, dirt, and water that could be swept along by the flow, the Potomac interceptor faced a dam of rocks that blocked the tube completely, forcing hundreds of millions of gallons of sewage up to ground level, over the frozen ground, and into the river. Being near the Potomac River is by design--the big sewer pipe needs to be lower than the smaller sewer pipes, and the riverbank is the lowest ground around--but the boulders, Gadis told the D.C. city council this month, were one reason the collapse was "catastrophic." The combination of this design, the pipe's sensitive location, and its heavy use all made it an especially risky piece of infrastructure.

As a squadron of pumps lifted sewage up and over the bottleneck, DC Water dispatched crews for emergency inspections of 22 high-priority sites--places where changes in the pipe's elevation, little sewage waterfalls, would produce higher concentrations of concrete-eating gas. "None of the data that has come back has presented us with information that we believe is an emergency," DC Water COO Matthew Brown said in a public meeting last month.

But that finding is little comfort if you believe DC Water's own assessment of the accident, in which the inspection reports did not warn of the danger. Indeed, not everyone is impressed with DC Water's performance, shares its sense of an exemplary performance under pressure, or buys its explanation for what went wrong. Candice Miller, the Macomb County Public Works commissioner, who supervised the recovery from the 2016 Detroit-area pipe collapse, told me a pipe that shallow should not take so long to bypass. "Sounds to me like it should have been fixed quickly and it wasn't," she said. The Potomac repair was finally completed this week.

As for those boulders? Neil Grigg, a professor of civil and environmental engineering at Colorado State University, told me that the big rocks could possibly explain the collapse and the blocked tunnel. But, he said, "effective utility management detects potential problems like that ahead of time and fixes them before you have a failure." What DC Water saw inside its pipes was only part of what it needed to know.
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Trashing American Allies Turns Out to Be Bad for National Security

How "America First" became "America Alone"

by Adam Serwer

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

After a decade of trashing American allies as freeloaders, President Trump is begging for their help in opening the Strait of Hormuz, the waterway adjacent to Iran sometimes referred to as the "jugular" of the world economy.

Those allies aren't exactly jumping at the chance to join Trump's war on Iran--not a single one has taken the offer. That leaves the president trapped in a needless war of choice that he started and is unable to finish. Iran's leverage over the global economy is increasing as oil prices rise and the strait remains closed to the U.S. and its allies.

Now, basically anyone could have told Trump that spending the past few years antagonizing allies with aggressive tariffs, belligerent arm-twisting, and imperial dismissiveness would hurt him when the time came to ask those same allies for help. But this isn't a simple strategic miscalculation or even a typical Trumpian incompetence--it's the result of a particular ideological fantasy of American independence from foreign alliances, one that is oblivious to how those alliances long served American interests. Americans are learning the hard way that the economic costs of the autarky pursued by Trump are far worse than those of the "globalism" he opposes.

Margaret Thatcher once declared that "there is no such thing" as society. She always insisted that what she meant was that "society was not an abstraction, separate from the men and women who composed it, but a living structure of individuals, families, neighbours and voluntary associations."

Trump, however, and the Trumpified Republican Party, might actually subscribe to the way her critics understood her point--that society doesn't exist, and that therefore none of us has any responsibilities or obligations to anyone else, other than the ones we choose to have.

Life is more complicated than that, especially when you're trying to make war on a state that can close a strategic waterway that is crucial to the world economy. The Trump administration seems to have neither anticipated nor planned properly for the closing of the Strait of Hormuz, through which much of the world's oil is transported. Iran has begun firing at ships in the strait, dissuading commercial traffic from transiting it. Energy prices are almost certain to rise, but so are prices on other products--you need energy to transport goods to meet global market demand. The possibility that the war might destabilize the world economy either was not part of the Trump administration's plans for this capricious, ill-advised, and arguably unconstitutional military venture, or was not taken seriously. American war planners seem to have not factored in that, despite being adversaries, the U.S. and Iran are interconnected in vital ways that waging war on Iran would disrupt.

Nor did they foresee the effect on American alliances. Israel joined the attack on Iran, but other U.S. allies in the Gulf who did not are nonetheless facing attacks from the Iranian military, and reportedly reconsidering the wisdom of their dependence on the United States. On Monday, Trump told reporters that Iran wasn't "supposed to go after all these other countries in the Middle East." He said, "They hit Qatar, Saudi Arabia, UAE, Bahrain, Kuwait," and "nobody expected that. We were shocked."

Adam Serwer: The American king goes to war

Trumpian ideology sees interconnection as a form of tyranny--even if those who adhere to it benefit from others' labor and money. "My attitude is we don't need anybody," Trump announced after none of America's allies offered to help open the strait. "We're the strongest nation in the world."

This fantasy of complete independence is a long-standing part of American culture. Thomas Jefferson, himself a relatively soft-handed gentleman farmer who left the hard labor to the people he had enslaved, extolled the virtues of the yeoman farmer. The political scientist Richard Hofstadter described this mythic figure as "the incarnation of the simple, honest, independent, healthy, happy human being." The irony, Hofstadter noted, was that it was really rich, educated men such as Jefferson who romanticized this extremely difficult lifestyle. The typical yeoman farmer wanted to be integrated into the market so that he could sell his crops at a profit and escape his hardscrabble circumstances. That romantic "self-sufficiency" was in fact "usually forced upon him by a lack of transportation or markets, or by the necessity to save cash."

Nonetheless, this yeoman remained "a mass creed, a part of the country's political folklore and its nationalist ideology," which is why even in the 2000s George W. Bush liked to be photographed "clearing brush" at his ranch in Texas.

If you could show Jefferson trad memes, he might chuckle at how little American political propaganda has changed in nearly three centuries. Trump's fixation on "manly jobs" such as mining and trucking, both harshly hit by his tariffs, is, like many of his worst qualities, an American obsession taken to the point of self-defeating farce. Hofstadter noted in the 1950s that "the agrarian myth came to be believed more widely and tenaciously as it became more fictional," which may help explain our current nostalgic obsession with an idealized rural past.

This fixation on the stoic manly figure who needs no one may have also obscured the extent to which the United States benefited handsomely from the global economic and political order it constructed by hook and by crook after World War II. That system allowed former colonial empires to retain their high standards of living in relative peace without maintaining territorial empires that were no longer economically or politically viable. One might see the collapse of that order under Trump as a just or needed outcome, but most Americans may miss it--and what comes next could be worse.

This distorted strain of American individualism came to the fore during the coronavirus pandemic but was present earlier as well. If nothing else, the pandemic revealed how dependent we are on others--and a lot of people didn't like that. Some people thought the evidence didn't justify the restrictions, that they went too far and could have unintended consequences. But plenty simply didn't like being told that they should stay home because emergency rooms were filled with people who couldn't breathe. They didn't like being told that they should get vaccinated in order to stop the spread of the disease or make it less lethal for those more vulnerable. They didn't like adhering to restrictions because nurses or meatpackers or grocery workers were dying. Why should I have to change my behavior because it might affect someone else? That's ridiculous. 

Except that there is such a thing as society, and we all share the consequences when collective problems are left unsolved.

From the March 2026 Issue: America vs. the world

Too many Americans believed that Trump's mass deportation could occur without forcing families into hiding, cutting into businesses' profits, or shooting people dead in the street. They believed that tariffs could replace global trade and revive the manufacturing industry, making the U.S. self-sufficient, when instead the burden has fallen on American farms and firms. They couldn't see that when people lose their jobs, or go sick or hungry, it becomes everyone's problem eventually. This desire to be severed from others culminates in the trad fantasy of a wife who keeps the homestead clean while her husband runs a self-sufficient ranch, the whole family secure with their MREs, AR-15, and safe full of gold collectibles when the apocalypse comes.

The most important of these fantasies is the idea that a strong man can bully and dominate his way into getting what he wants, without any consequences or backlash. "We live in a world, in the real world," the Trump adviser Stephen Miller told CNN in January, "that is governed by strength, that is governed by force, that is governed by power." This is a schoolyard bully's naivete masquerading as realism: If the strong always triumphed over the weak, we would remember wars in Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan as triumphs rather than embarrassing failures.

Still, this is the great theory of MAGA: that might not only makes right, but that might can be wielded recklessly, because no one else is strong enough to stop you. Now the United States is at war, the global economy will face disaster if the strait remains closed indefinitely, American allies are reconsidering their reliance on the U.S., and Iran's previous theocratic leader has been replaced by an even more hard-line successor. The outcome of the conflict itself cannot be known yet, but one thing is certain: Most all of us will be affected, one way or another.

Society is a lot like reality. It exists whether you believe in it or not.
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The Same War, on a Loop

We've gotten all too used to missile alerts, existential anxiety, and suspicions of political bad faith.

by Gershom Gorenberg

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




In Israel these days, unless your apartment has a blast-resistant room, it's best to go to bed in something that you're comfortable wearing in a bomb shelter. Your phone is likely to wake you with the clatter of an alert for incoming missiles: First comes a text message that says to be near a protected area. Several minutes later, a second screech brings a message to take cover.

The government has approved the reopening of workplaces that have shelters, but most children are home, attending school online. This is a burden for all parents, but particularly for those who are single or whose partner has been called up for reserve duty.

I live in Jerusalem. My adult daughters are in Tel Aviv, which is targeted much more often. On the phone one day, one daughter told me that she had been woken six times the previous night. A moment later, she said, "Gotta go, Dad. An alert."

I'd spoken with her sister earlier. The Tel Aviv light rail isn't operating, because underground stations are being used as bomb shelters, so she'd taken a cab to work. Mid-ride, her phone clacked a preliminary warning. She reached her job, and a shelter, moments after the second alert.

Hezbollah in Lebanon, supposedly vanquished in the fall of 2024, has resumed firing at our cities and towns. Two soldiers were killed on the Lebanese front by a Hezbollah anti-tank rocket on March 8. Seemingly, those were the first Israeli military deaths of the current war.

Read: Why Israel struck now

But only seemingly. In our lives, the current war has gone on for two and a half years, with intermissions just long enough to raise hope of normalcy that is shattered when fighting resumes. This morning's siren is a replay of June's siren, and the siren of autumn 2024, and that of autumn 2023. This is not a new war. It is the same war on a loop of exhaustion, adrenaline, and worry for your children. To those feelings I must add despair and frustration with the apparent determination of my government to maintain the loop endlessly.

The start of the war wasn't Israel's choice. It was the catastrophic decision of Hamas's then-leader, Yahya Sinwar, to launch a wide offensive from Gaza into Israel on October 7, 2023, massacring civilians. At some point, however, the war became Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's choice, as he cleaved to his avowed goal of "absolute victory" over Hamas, in an effort to hold together a coalition with extreme rightists who wanted to conquer all of Gaza.

In June, Netanyahu, together with Donald Trump, made the decision to bomb Iran. Renewing the fighting there now was also his choice.

Throughout Netanyahu's career, his signature sleight of mind has been to divert attention from the unresolved conflict with the Palestinians by shouting "Iran!" loudly and often. Then Israel was taken by surprise on October 7, and the prime minister avoided accountability for that intelligence failure by keeping the war going--in part by constantly changing the conditions for a cease-fire. Now he has combined both magic tricks.

In the middle of last month, Netanyahu flew to Washington for a meeting about Iran. The next day, speaking with reporters, Trump renewed his demand that Israeli President Isaac Herzog grant Netanyahu an unprecedented preconviction pardon, which would cut short the prime minister's trial on corruption charges. Trump has since attacked Herzog twice for not paying immediate attention to the matter, most recently saying that the Israeli president is "full of crap" for following the required clemency procedure. Whatever happened in that White House meeting--whoever actually persuaded whom to attack--Trump has since escalated his effort to rescue the prime minister from the courtroom.

In his first press conference after the Iran campaign began, 13 days in, Netanyahu insisted that Trump was merely speaking from his heart. Then the prime minister demanded that Herzog "end this absurd circus" of the trial to "give Israel the time and me the time to do what's needed to defeat our enemies." In other words, the nation's victory depends on his triumph over the legal system.

Netanyahu also seems to expect that during the fighting that he has reignited, he can banish criticism and constraints on his actions and those of his political allies. For example, on March 4, Israeli Attorney General Gali Baharav Miara filed a brief in a citizen's suit that had come before the supreme court. The suit called for the dismissal of the far-right National Security Minister Itamar Ben-Gvir on the grounds that he had illegally politicized the country's police force. Baharav Miara's brief supported his dismissal. Netanyahu's office issued a statement saying that for her to take such a position was "inconceivable" while Israel was "in the midst of an existential war against Iran."

Read: The two extremists driving Israel's policy

"Existential war" is a great distraction from all kinds of ills--for instance, the fact that two of Netanyahu's aides are being investigated for allegedly working in the pay of Qatar and leaking a top-secret document. Netanyahu has managed to evade police interrogation about an alleged attempt to cover up that leak. Then there is the prime minister's corruption trial, and his government's refusal to allow an impartial inquiry into who is responsible for Israel being taken by surprise on October 7.

War is three-card monte with Netanyahu as the dealer. Strikes on Tehran divert news coverage from the bills that the ruling coalition has introduced to disempower the attorney general and subject the broadcast media to government control. A mass protest against the government was supposed to take place on the night of February 28: It never happened, because missiles began falling that morning. Most dangerous of all, those missiles are driving to the far margins of public attention the escalating campaign of terror that West Bank settlers are carrying out against Palestinian villages, with the acquiescence, or worse, of the Israeli army.

Missiles falling on Israel have not, however, kept the cabinet from meeting one night to approve nearly $2 billion in pork-barrel funding for Netanyahu's coalition partners. Most of these funds will subsidize the ultra-Orthodox community, many of whose men continue religious study into adulthood rather than serving in the military or working. Another chunk will go to West Bank settlers. With that, Netanyahu bought his coalition partners' support for a national budget that must be approved in Parliament by the end of this month to avoid early elections. The payout comes at the same time as a nearly 30 percent boost in defense spending that will force across-the-board cuts to other government programs--including the reconstruction of communities on the northern border that are once again under Hezbollah fire.

Such callousness is the leitmotif of two and a half years of war under Netanyahu. It is also the opposite of the core value of Israeli society, weakly translated as "solidarity": the conviction that each of us is in this not for herself or himself but for one another. That cohesion has always been a national strength not measurable in warplanes or divisions. Netanyahu has fractured it.

Surveys show high support among Israelis for the war with Iran. In my experience, which dates back to the 1982 Lebanon War, this is normal at the start of a conflict and is the product of reflexive patriotism, fear, and the government's ability to shape the media narrative. With time, the initial burst of adrenaline fades, and questions grow.

I suspect that polls would more accurately reflect public opinion if they presented a series of sentences and asked which best reflected respondents' mood. One statement might be "I'm glad Ali Khamenei is dead," but others could include "I constantly think about my partner, who just got called up again" and "I can't focus on work," or "I've completely had it"--again, a weak translation of a Hebrew phrase, in this case much more vulgar, that I see on social media.

Read: The Iran war has four stages. We're in the second.

A more objective indicator of the effect of the long war might be the sharp rise in emigration. Last year, according to the state's Central Bureau of Statistics, nearly 51,000 more Israelis emigrated than returned from abroad. In the years before 2023, the number was about a third of that. A study by Tel Aviv University researchers found that emigrants tend to be young and well educated. In 2023 and 2024, nearly 1,000 physicians emigrated from the country of about 10 million people.

This does not mean that Israel is emptying out. But it does hint at malaise, at doubts about the future. It suggests that war without a perceivable endpoint has the same effect as a missile falling far enough away from a building to leave it standing but close enough to create thin fissures.

To distract myself, not very well, I turn from my screen to a book: The Art of War, by the fifth-century B.C.E. Chinese theoretician Sun Tzu. "It is best to keep one's own state intact; to crush the enemy's state is only second best," he wrote. In this repetitive war, Netanyahu is aiming only for second best.
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Trump May Not Be Able to End This War

The Islamic Republic is designed to endure crises and fight asymmetric conflicts.

by Pegah Banihashemi, Paul Poast

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




President Trump appears to careen between two opposing visions for victory in Iran: He has demanded Tehran's "unconditional surrender" and also has signaled that he might abruptly declare victory and leave. Neither scenario is likely to end this war, because neither reflects any real understanding of the adversary.

Washington appears to have begun the conflict on the assumption that sustained military pressure would either collapse the Iranian regime or force its leadership to concede to fundamental political and strategic demands. But the Islamic Republic has demonstrated a remarkable capacity to survive crises. In fact, past crises have strengthened rather than weakened the regime's internal cohesion.

The Islamic Republic was born in upheaval and has governed through confrontation for much of its existence. In the early years after the 1979 revolution, religious factions competed with secular and leftist movements for influence. The state's security institutions were still consolidating power. The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, which today dominates much of Iran's military, political, and economic life, had not yet developed the institutional strength it now commands.

The turning point came when Saddam Hussein's Iraq invaded Iran in 1980. That external threat, and the eight-year war that followed, consolidated Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini's domestic authority and dramatically expanded the role of the IRGC. In later decades, under Khomeini's successor, Ali Khamenei, the IRGC evolved into far more than a military force. It became an economic network, a political actor, and a central pillar of regime survival.

Today the IRGC's influence extends across large portions of Iran's economy, including energy, infrastructure, and construction. Its commanders occupy key positions across the state apparatus. These institutional entanglements mean that the Islamic Republic is not simply a government that can be easily removed; it is a deeply embedded system of political, military, and economic power.

Recent developments appear to have reinforced this structure rather than weakened it. Khamenei's son Mojtaba has succeeded him as supreme leader. The younger Khamenei has long been viewed as a key intermediary between the clerical leadership and the IRGC, and his elevation suggests continuity rather than disruption within the regime's core power networks.

Read: The Iranian regime doubles down

The Islamic Republic knows that it is fighting for its life, and that all it has to do, as the saying goes about insurgencies, is not lose. The expectation that military pressure alone will produce the regime's collapse under such circumstances is likely unrealistic. Even severe damage to military infrastructure will not necessarily translate into political disintegration. Instead, external threats could strengthen nationalist sentiment and encourage factions within the system to close ranks.

Trump's oscillations--between maximalist calls for unconditional surrender and suggestions that he might unilaterally declare the conflict over--probably reflect competing pressures. Israel may prefer to keep tightening the screws on Iran, while Washington has to worry about global economic risks and domestic political opposition. The possibility of prolonged instability in the Strait of Hormuz--through which roughly a fifth of the world's oil supply flows--has already rattled energy markets and could lead to a global oil shock comparable to those of the 1970s.

The Iranian regime is aware of American vulnerabilities and will seek to exploit them. At the end of last week, the United States struck Kharg Island, which houses much of Iran's oil infrastructure. Iran can be expected to retaliate against economic targets in the region, including ports and energy facilities in the United Arab Emirates and Oman. If the United States escalates in response, Tehran will expand that regional target list. These are moves that don't require Iranian military superiority--just its will to survive and its willingness to spread chaos throughout the region and into the global economy.

Read: The Iran war has four stages. We're in the second.

Even if its military capabilities are degraded, Tehran can keep disrupting maritime shipping through the Strait of Hormuz. It can activate proxies, as it has done in Lebanon, where Israel is battling Hezbollah. And it can make trouble through cyber operations and covert attacks. All of these are low-cost means by which a determined Islamic Republic can continue to confound a much more technologically advanced and powerful United States.

For this reason, the war may not end in a decisive victory or defeat, but with a transformation. The battlefield would not disappear in this scenario--it would simply move. Overt fighting could give way to a kind of subterranean conflict, defined by deniable actions, covert retaliation, and indirect pressure. Instead of visible military exchanges, the countries would engage in a shadow struggle of mutual sabotage, attacks on shipping routes, pressure through regional militias, and secret operations designed to impose costs without triggering a new round of full-scale war.

The Islamic Republic is ideologically and institutionally unlikely to declare its unconditional surrender. And so Trump may soon decide to cut his losses by saying that the United States has achieved its objectives and the war is finished. But wars do not always end when one side says they do. Iran's leadership shows no sign of viewing the current conflict as a decisive defeat. As long as the regime believes it still has the capacity to resist, the confrontation may not cease.
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Trump Is Betraying Iran's Pro-Democracy Protesters

He toyed with their hopes, raising expectations he never meant to fulfill.

by Franklin Foer

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




In January, Donald Trump uttered the most idealistic words of his presidency. As protesters filled Iran's streets, he told them, "Help is on the way." How well they heard him through the regime's internet blackouts is unclear, but his message was that their sacrifice might be worth it--that the world's most powerful man was backing them.

Those protesters now have good reason to feel betrayed. Before the Islamic Republic began murdering their fellow pro-democracy demonstrators by the thousands, Trump barely lifted a finger to support them. This month, soon after he launched strikes in the name of ousting the regime that committed these atrocities, he told the protesters, "When we are finished, take over your government." But he quickly retracted any such notion by suggesting that he would happily strike a deal with a faction of the existing regime. In other words, Iranian democracy was never really the point. Then, on Friday, he dismissed the protesters' chances of overthrowing the regime. "I think that's a big hurdle to climb," he told Fox News.

Anne Applebaum: Everyone but Trump understands what he's done

When Trump thought protesters might triumph, he made them extravagant promises. After it became clear that they weren't going to quickly overthrow the mullahs, he treated them as disposable allies. His offhand commentary casts doubt on their prospects--potentially demoralizing the very people he once claimed to champion--and he has dismissed alternatives such as Reza Pahlavi, the son of Iran's deposed shah. By refusing to apologize for accidental strikes against civilians, he has bolstered the regime's claim that the United States doesn't really care what happens to the Iranian people.

The failure to nurture a democratic Iranian opposition is a bipartisan legacy of American foreign policy. Barack Obama kept his distance from the Green Revolution of 2009, when Iranians poured into the streets to protest a stolen election. Haunted by the CIA's role in the 1953 coup that toppled Mohammad Mosaddegh, he avoided encouraging the protesters or promising them support. (To be fair, a faction of the opposition avowedly didn't want American support, because the regime used the specter of it as a pretext for crushing dissent.) When he began negotiating a nuclear deal with Iran, he seemed to believe that pressing the regime over human-rights abuses would only hinder diplomacy. He squandered an opportunity to bargain for guarantees that might have protected Iranian civil society or at least given activists a measure of hope.

Presidents would not have needed to search hard for a better way. In Communist Poland, the CIA quietly supplied the Solidarity movement with money and the tools of underground communication--fax machines, printing presses, computers--channeling them through the AFL-CIO and the Vatican. In Czechoslovakia, Radio Free Europe broadcast dissident manifestos back into the country after the regime suppressed them. None of this prevented Ronald Reagan from brokering major arms-control agreements with the Soviets. All of it patiently undermined the Warsaw Pact from within.

Where past administrations have been negligent in extending a hand to the foes of the Islamic Republic, the Trump administration has zealously dismantled the machinery that the United States once used to support democratic movements abroad. His administration gutted Voice of America, placing 1,300 employees on leave. It has spent the past year trying to strangle the National Endowment for Democracy, the government-funded foundation that bankrolls the sinews of civil society in authoritarian states--independent newspapers, labor unions, and human-rights monitors. It also proposed eliminating the undersecretary of state for civilian security, democracy, and human rights and dismissed career officials who worked on that portfolio as "left-wing activists." Courts have in some cases attempted to stay the administration's hand--on Tuesday, for example, a judge rejected the administration's attack on VOA and ordered staffers to return to work by next week--but the damage will not be easily undone.

This campaign to raze the federal bureaucracy has also undermined the cause of Iranian regime change. Kari Lake, who oversees the U.S. Agency for Global Media, which runs Voice of America, boasted about the efficiencies gained after reducing the agency's Farsi-language broadcasting--from round-the-clock programming to sometimes as little as 30 minutes a day. According to news reports, she also refused to authorize the use of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty transmitters capable of broadcasting into Iran at the height of the January protests (a claim that Lake has contested). When the United States attacked Iran last June, she was forced to recall several dozen VOA Persian-service broadcasters whom she had placed on administrative leave. When the conflict simmered, many of those staffers were put back on leave. Given Trump's hostility to civil society and the free press at home, he was never going to sincerely promote them abroad.

Read: What is Kari Lake trying to achieve?

Iran should have been the next chapter in the democratic revolutions that ended the Cold War. Over the decades, protesters keep returning to the streets, knowing they may end up hanging from a noose or lying in a mass grave. By defying their tormentors, they advance American interests and what we once called American values. Yet they have been treated as pawns for decades, and now Trump has toyed with their hopes, raising expectations he never intended to fulfill, urging them to risk their lives, then admitting, in so many words, that he never meant it. If regime change is the only lasting solution to the Iranian nuclear problem, then American foreign policy should begin and end with the people willing to risk their lives to change it.
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Everyone but Trump Understands What He's Done

Allied leaders know that any positive gesture they make will count for nothing.

by Anne Applebaum

Tue, 17 Mar 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

Donald Trump does not think strategically. Nor does he think historically, geographically, or even rationally. He does not connect actions he takes on one day to events that occur weeks later. He does not think about how his behavior in one place will change the behavior of other people in other places.

He does not consider the wider implications of his decisions. He does not take responsibility when these decisions go wrong. Instead, he acts on whim and impulse, and when he changes his mind--when he feels new whims and new impulses--he simply lies about whatever he said or did before.

For the past 14 months, few foreign leaders have been able to acknowledge that someone without any strategy can actually be president of the United States. Surely, the foreign-policy analysts murmured, Trump thinks beyond the current moment. Surely, foreign statesmen whispered, he adheres to some ideology, some pattern, some plan. Words were thrown around--isolationism, imperialism--in an attempt to place Trump's actions into a historical context. Solemn articles were written about the supposed significance of Greenland, for example, as if Trump's interest in the Arctic island were not entirely derived from the fact that it looks very large on a Mercator projection.

This week, something broke. Maybe Trump does not understand the link between the past and the present, but other people do. They can see that, as a result of decisions that Trump made but cannot explain, the Strait of Hormuz is blocked by Iranian mines and drones. They can see oil prices rising around the world and they understand that it is difficult and dangerous for the U.S. Navy to solve this problem. They can also hear the president lashing out, as he has done so many times before, trying to get other people to take responsibility, threatening them if they don't.

From the March 2026 issue: America vs. the world

NATO faces a "very bad" future if it doesn't help clear the strait, Trump told the Financial Times, apparently forgetting that the United States founded the organization and has led it since its creation in 1949. He has also said he is not asking but ordering seven countries to help. He did not specify which ones. "I'm demanding that these countries come in and protect their own territory, because it is their territory," Trump told reporters aboard Air Force One on the way from Florida to Washington. "It's the place from which they get their energy." Actually it isn't their territory, and it's his fault that their energy is blocked.

But in Trump's mind, these threats are justified: He has a problem right now, so he wants other countries to solve it. He doesn't seem to remember or care what he said to their leaders last month or last year, nor does he know how his previous decisions shaped public opinion in their countries or harmed their interests. But they remember, they care, and they know.

Specifically, they remember that for 14 months, the American president has tariffed them, mocked their security concerns, and repeatedly insulted them. As long ago as January 2020, Trump told several European officials that "if Europe is under attack, we will never come to help you and to support you." In February 2025, he told Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky that he had no right to expect support either, because "you don't have any cards." Trump ridiculed Canada as the "51st state" and referred to both the present and previous Canadian prime ministers as "governor." He claimed, incorrectly, that allied troops in Afghanistan "stayed a little back, a little off the front lines," causing huge offense to the families of soldiers who died fighting after NATO invoked Article 5 of the organization's treaty, on behalf of the United States, the only time it has done so. He called the British "our once-great ally," after they refused to participate in the initial assault on Iran; when they discussed sending some aircraft carriers to the Persian Gulf conflict earlier this month, he ridiculed the idea on social media: "We don't need people that join Wars after  we've already won!"

At times, the ugly talk changed into something worse. Before his second inauguration, Trump began hinting that he wouldn't rule out using force to annex Greenland, a territory of Denmark, a close NATO ally. At first this seemed like a troll or a joke; by January 2026, his public and private comments persuaded the Danes to prepare for an American invasion. Danish leaders had to think about whether their military would shoot down American planes, kill American soldiers, and be killed by them, an exercise so wrenching that some still haven't recovered. In Copenhagen a few weeks ago, I was shown a Danish app that tells users which products are American, so that they know not to buy them. At the time it was the most popular app in the country.

The economic damage is no troll either. Over the course of 2025, Trump placed tariffs on Europe, the United Kingdom, Japan, and South Korea, often randomly--or again, whimsically--and with no thought to the impact. He raised tariffs on Switzerland because he didn't like the Swiss president, then lowered them after a Swiss business delegation brought him presents, including a gold bar and a Rolex watch. He threatened to place 100 percent tariffs on Canada should Canada dare to make a trading agreement with China. Unbothered by possible conflicts of interest, he conducted trade negotiations with Vietnam, even as his son Eric Trump was breaking ground on a $1.5 billion golf-course deal in that country.

From the April 2025 issue: The Trump world order

Europeans might have tolerated the invective and even the trade damage had it not been for the real threat that Trump now poses to their security. Over the course of 14 months, he has, despite talking of peace, encouraged Russian aggression. He stopped sending military and financial aid to Ukraine, thereby giving Vladimir Putin renewed hope of victory. His envoy, Steve Witkoff, began openly negotiating business deals between the United States and Russia, although the war has not ended and the Russians have never agreed to a cease-fire. Witkoff presents himself to European leaders as a neutral figure, somewhere between NATO and Russia--as if, again, the United States were not the founder and leader of NATO, and as if European security were of no special concern to Americans. Trump himself continues to lash out at Zelensky and to lie about American support for Ukraine, which he repeatedly describes as worth $300 billion or more. The real number is closer to $50 billion, over three years. At current rates, Trump will spend that much in three months in the Middle East, in the course of starting a war rather than trying to stop one.

The result: Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney has declared that Canada will not participate in the "offensive operations of Israel and the U.S., and it never will." German Defense Minister Boris Pistorius says, "This is not our war, and we didn't start it." The Spanish prime minister refused to let the United States use bases for the beginning of the war. The U.K. and France might send some ships to protect their own bases or allies in the Gulf, but neither will send their soldiers or sailors into offensive operations started without their assent.

This isn't cowardice. It's a calculation: If allied leaders thought that their sacrifice might count for something in Washington, they might choose differently. But most of them have stopped trying to find the hidden logic behind Trump's actions, and they understand that any contribution they make will count for nothing. A few days or weeks later, Trump will not even remember that it happened.
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What Paul Ehrlich's Fear of Scarcity Did to American Politics

Ehrlich's lurid predictions of imminent planetary doom captivated the public, but they did not come true.

by Jacob Anbinder

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




When the Stanford biologist and science writer Paul Ehrlich died last week at 93, the obituaries that followed were a fascinating exercise in editorial balance. As usual, most hesitated to speak too critically of the recently deceased. But they needed to point out why Ehrlich was famous in the first place: the many bold claims in The Population Bomb, his 1968 best-selling book about the impending crisis of overpopulation. Ehrlich's lurid predictions of imminent planetary doom captivated the public, but they did not come true. Today the world's population is leveling off. If anything, Americans might be having too few kids rather than too many. Yet even though overpopulation is an issue as dated as Dacron pants or disco, Ehrlich helped give an imprimatur of scholarly authority to a new kind of politics--a politics of scarcity--that has proved enduring in American life.

In The Population Bomb and subsequent writings, Ehrlich popularized a fundamental concept of environmental science: Natural systems have natural limits that could reveal themselves in catastrophic ways as their "carrying capacities" are approached. Crucially, Ehrlich also believed that the United States and the planet itself were in grave danger of reaching those limits soon if steps were not taken to curb population growth.

Today both the left and the right still act at times as if Ehrlich's dystopia lurks just around the corner. Progressives remain divided over whether economic growth can truly go hand in hand with environmental protection, a major political liability when many voters say that they are struggling to achieve the standard of living they want. Many conservatives, meanwhile, view the world as a zero-sum game in which Americans must fight foreign powers and immigrants to keep our slice of a pie that isn't growing. Both of these mindsets are children of the era that produced The Population Bomb.

In its day, the book was omnipresent. From 1968 to 1971, The Population Bomb went through 22 reprints. Ehrlich appeared on The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson at least 18 times, at a time when it was not unusual for a third of the country's entire television audience to be watching.

Such exposure was unexpected for a young biologist who had graduated from the University of Kansas just over a decade prior with a dissertation about butterflies. During that early phase of Ehrlich's career, the movement that came to be called environmentalism was embracing daring new ideas about how to care for the Earth. Whereas outdoor enthusiasts of the past had emphasized protecting exceptional landscapes from ruin or improving resource management, the emerging environmentalists viewed nature not as a thing that existed somewhere beyond the edge of civilization but rather as an extensive and delicate array of interrelated ecosystems.

Read: The Malthusians are back

This view, informed by headline-grabbing environmental crises in the '50s and '60s, held that the industrial age was throwing these ecosystems off-kilter. The wanton use of pesticides had begun to cause health problems in humans and other animals. Famines in developing countries called into question whether the modern world was capable of feeding itself. Acid rain discovered in the mountains of New Hampshire in 1963 underscored the consequences of reliance on fossil fuel. A massive oil spill in 1969 off the California coast highlighted the inherent danger of modern energy infrastructure.

Perhaps the most fundamental principle of the new movement, however, was the idea that scarcity, like gravity, was an invisible yet inescapable force governing life on Earth. Proposals for how to avoid "collapse mode," as the influential report The Limits to Growth called it, varied wildly. Some population-control advocates emphasized coordinated international action not unlike the kind that would eventually produce major climate-change accords.

Ehrlich also dipped his toes in more controversial topics. Infamously, The Population Bomb discussed the prospect of involuntary sterilization "if voluntary methods fail." Although overpopulation was a pressing issue in the developing world, Ehrlich wrote, our "overcrowded highways, burgeoning slums, deteriorating school systems, rising tax and crime rates, riots, and other social disorders" were proof that countries such as the United States were "overdeveloped" as well. Ehrlich's organization, Zero Population Growth, sought a suite of reforms including the full legalization of abortion, promotion of family planning, and tax incentives to discourage couples from having too many children.

Yet even as Ehrlich was writing, the situation was changing. Disease-resistant crops introduced as part of the so-called Green Revolution were helping make food shortages far less frequent. Advancements in medicine, literacy, and access to voluntary contraception reduced poverty and unwanted pregnancy. In the developed world, efficiency standards and the shift toward cleaner energy meant that devices including cars, light bulbs, and washing machines now used fewer resources to do the same work.

Nevertheless, the politics of scarcity has persisted. Much of what makes Trumpism distinct from previous Republican presidents' ideologies--above all, its insistence that immigration is per se undesirable--has roots in the right flank of overpopulation discourse, albeit stripped today of environmental pretense.

Several of the anti-immigration organizations that abetted the White House adviser Stephen Miller's rise to power, for example, owe their origins to the work of John Tanton, a former head of ZPG and a Sierra Club leader who diverged from mainstream environmentalism as it moved toward more neutral views on immigration. Foremost among them is the Federation for American Immigration Reform, on whose board of advisers Ehrlich once sat. A New York Times investigation traced much of the funding for FAIR and its allies to the late billionaire Cordelia Scaife May, who divided her giving among anti-immigration organizations, conservation nonprofits, and population-control groups, and pushed the last of these to take stronger stances on border security. (May's foundation also funded an English translation and reissue of The Camp of the Saints, the white-supremacist novel that inspired the "Great Replacement" conspiracy theory.)

Idrees Kahloon: The return of MAGA's favorite forbidden book

The Population Bomb also foreshadowed the Trump administration's particular disdain for foreign aid, which Ehrlich proposed conditioning on other countries' ability to implement their own population-control policies. Some of his fellow travelers took this view further. The 1974 essay "Living on a Lifeboat," popular in population-control circles, sought to undermine the idea that wealthy countries ought to help poorer ones. Its author, the biologist Garrett Hardin, concluded that foreign aid had become "a habit that can apparently survive in the absence of any known justification." Later, Hardin would become a prominent white-supremacist voice in the dwindling community of anti-immigration environmentalists.

Democrats inherited a different but no less influential set of priors from the population panic. Absent from liberals' environmental agendas today are the coercive overtones and the paternalistic descriptions of the developing world. Yet as the heated debate over Ezra Klein and Derek Thompson's recent book, Abundance, has shown, a significant faction of Democrats remains skeptical that a revived pro-growth politics can be kept consistent with progressive values. Protests in deep-blue communities against dense housing and green-energy infrastructure recall Ehrlich's insistence that America is already overdeveloped. And the small but growing number of young people who cite climate change as the reason they do not want children reflects a view that, in its way, is gloomier than anything Ehrlich wrote.

The line in political discourse between counterproductive pessimism and clarifying realism has always been a fine one. In light of Ehrlich's death, however, the staying power of The Population Bomb's scarcity mindset should give us pause. It is not, in fact, a law of nature that we can't make the world of tomorrow better than the one we have now, and neither is the notion that the steps needed to get there are incompatible with broader civic values. Ehrlich built his reputation on unnervingly radical solutions to avoid what he believed was the planet's imminent destruction. What he failed to understand was how, time and again, our ingenuity has proved that the limits to growth are not as immutable as we once believed.
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There's Only One Reason to Cold Plunge

The practice has its benefits. Just not the ones wellness influencers are loudest about.

by Bill Gifford

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




Cold-water bathing has a long history as a health hack. The ancient Greeks and Romans partook to treat fevers. Eighteenth-century mental institutions employed a tactic called the bain de surprise, suddenly dunking their patients in cold water to jolt them out of their depression or psychosis. (Some doctors aimed to wet only the head to cure "hot brain.") Last year, Mehmet Oz, the celebrity doctor who is now the head of Medicaid and Medicare, posted an Instagram video of himself in a one-man ice bath, promoting it as a possible boon for immunity and longevity. "Maybe you affect how the mitochondria work," he says, before dunking his head into the bath and then flipping his hair as "Careless Whisper" plays in the background.

Maybe. Certainly the plunge has a bit of logic behind it. Cold exposure dampens inflammation, which can contribute to a person's risk of heart disease and cancer. In nature, some very long-lived animals, such as the bowhead whale (lifespan: about 200 years) and the Greenland shark (500 years) basically cold plunge for their entire life. In fact, cold water does seem to provide some benefits for humans as well--just not the ones that Oz and other wellness enthusiasts most loudly promote.

Cold-plunge partisans claim, for instance, that cold exposure activates "brown fat," a special type of fat tissue that burns energy to generate heat. Activating this fat is said to convey almost-magical health benefits, reducing the risk of diabetes and other chronic diseases. Casey Means, President Trump's pick to be surgeon general, pointed to brown fat when explaining to her followers why she's come to "LOVE cold plunges" in a 2024 Instagram post. Unfortunately, most adults typically have only a few grams of brown fat, so any beneficial effect from activating it is likely quite small. Even a study of Wim Hof, the Dutch health guru nicknamed "The Iceman" who helped popularize ice bathing, proved disappointing: Using fMRI and other imaging techniques, researchers found that his brown-fat activation after a session of his Wim Hof Method (breathing exercises plus extended cold plunging) was "unremarkable." (In an email to The Atlantic, Hof acknowledged that brown fat is not primarily responsible for warming the body in cold environments, but said that his breathing techniques support muscular activity that functions as a "physiological radiator." He did not elaborate on the health effects of said muscular activity or cold plunging more generally.)

Read: How cold can a living body get?

Cold plunging has also been touted as a workout-recovery tactic. It took off after Paula Radcliffe, once the fastest women's marathoner of all time, told BBC Sport in 2002 that post-race ice baths were her secret weapon. Michael Phelps and LeBron James have carried the torch, and photos of pained athletes sitting in icy tubs have become a social-media staple, spreading the practice to the common gym goer. Last month, Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. posted a workout video (co-starring Kid Rock) in which he does push-ups and rides an exercise bike in a sauna, then does a cold plunge in his jeans. (HHS did not return a request for comment.) Although a handful of studies suggest that cold-water immersion may help reduce feelings of muscle soreness after exercise, it also seems capable of limiting your gains. Some studies have shown that cold-water immersion immediately after resistance exercise reduces gains in muscle size and strength. One 2015 study found that cold plunging after resistance training reduced muscle growth by 20 percent.

Cold plunging has grown so popular that it seems to be almost mandatory at many North American sauna establishments. In some, guides wield timers and even whistles to ensure that patrons realize the full health benefits of "contrast therapy," moving from a hot sauna to an icy-cold plunge and back again. But research suggests that the hot part of contrast therapy may be more helpful for muscle health and exercise gains, and that intermittent cold plunging may even neuter those benefits. For example, the cardiovascular and cellular benefits of heat adaptation typically take place when the core body temperature reaches about 101.3 degrees Fahrenheit. But many contrast-therapy regimens march their adherents into a cold plunge immediately after the hot sauna, which pulls their core temperature down before it can rise to the sweet spot. The current trend in the NBA, for instance, is to toggle between 15-minute infrared-sauna sessions and three frigid minutes of plunge.

In fact, recent research suggests that heat alone is a better exercise-recovery tool than ice or cold water. A 2017 clinical trial had volunteers perform an hour of "exhaustive" arm-cycling intervals (think stationary bikes but with handheld cranks instead of pedals). They recovered far better from this ordeal when their arms were warmed rather than cooled. In yet another study, researchers found that cold-water immersion did nothing for subjects with laboratory-induced muscle damage, whereas warm water speeded healing and reduced soreness. Perhaps that's because warm water (or a warm sauna) opens blood vessels, increasing blood flow to the tired or injured muscles. It also activates heat-shock proteins, which repair damaged cells. Cold water, however, does the opposite--constricting blood flow, blunting repair mechanisms, and making muscles and connective tissue less elastic.

Read: How did healing ourselves get so exhausting?

Even the doctor who popularized the RICE injury-recovery protocol in the 1970s--rest, ice, compression, and elevation--has recanted the "ice" part, after it became clear that inhibiting inflammation can also inhibit healing. In the 2010s, researchers found that transient inflammation created by exercise (and other short-term stressors) acts as a signaling mechanism that helps marshal the body's own healing response, while also spurring the strength and endurance improvements brought on by exercise.

Still, many if not most of the published studies on cold plunging, including those that undermine its hype, are quite small, with 20 subjects or fewer, the large majority of whom were healthy, fit young men likely volunteering for studies at universities they attended. Relatively few subjects were female, or old enough to be president. These studies also tended to be short-term, sometimes involving only a single ice bath or hot-water-immersion session. And for obvious reasons, carrying out a truly blind study of cold (or heat) exposure is impossible.

The popularity of cold plunging may come down to the simple truth that it makes some adherents feel good. In the only truly large-scale cold-water study, done in the Netherlands, researchers told more than 3,000 people to take cold showers. They ranged in age from 18 to 65, and they were randomized to end their usual daily shower with 30, 60, or 90 seconds of cold water for a month. The study wasn't designed to measure brown-fat activation or muscle recovery, but it did reveal that the cold showerers missed about 30 percent fewer workdays than a control group who took only hot showers every day. Both groups reported the same number of total illness days--but for whatever reason, the cold showerers seemed more motivated to go into work.

The amazing thing about this study, however, was that many of the subjects voluntarily continued with the cold showers after the initial 30-day study period expired--although they, presumably, were no longer being compensated for participating in the study. This may speak to why some people swear by cold plunges and showers with an almost-religious fervor. They get hooked.

"That sudden fall in skin temperature releases quite a lot of stress hormones, and ends up releasing serotonin. So you get a feel-good factor," Mike Tipton, a professor of extreme physiology at the University of Portsmouth who has studied cold-water immersion for decades, told me. "It's the thing that makes you feel alive." Perhaps the most consistent reported benefit of cold-water exposure is its effect on mood and mental health. People do it because, for some reason, it makes them feel better.

I struggle with cold plunging, mostly because I dislike cold water and pain, and being hounded into doing things. To me, a plunge usually feels best when it is over. I began to see the appeal only after a 2024 experience at Sauna Days, an eclectic gathering that's like a music festival, but with wood-burning saunas instead of bands, held near the shores of Lake Superior, the deepest, rockiest, and coldest of the Great Lakes. I was initially happy to sleep through the early-morning swims that most other attendees were partaking in--I was there for the saunas--but eventually, the combination of a sunny day, the coaching of a friend, and latent FOMO led me to the water. At the rocky shore, I gingerly waded in and squatted, keeping my hands and, crucially, my nipples out of the 43-degree water. To my surprise, I felt relief rather than pain, as I unloaded all of that pent-up sauna heat into the chilly lake water. I dunked myself neck-deep and let out a deep, satisfying sigh.

Submerged in Lake Superior, I realized that viewing cold plunging as so many of its champions suggested--through the lens of health optimization, as a purely physical practice wrapped in bro science--had been a mistake. That wasn't it at all. It was really more about changing your mental state, knocking you out of whatever spiral you happen to be stuck in--rather like a bain de surprise. (To be fair to Oz, he mentions this upside too: Plunging is a reminder, he says, that "your mind is strong and your body can keep up.")

My second mistake had been to think of plunging as a purely solo activity. My Instagram Reels are replete with longevity bros (and babes) dunking themselves in one-person cold plunges that resemble high-design coffins. But I found that the cold was much easier to take with company, which turned it into a bonding experience, as opposed to ritual self-punishment. I had to admit, splashing around in water cold enough to induce hypothermia had a certain thrill. I felt a little naughty. And I felt even better when I got out.

This article has been adapted from Bill Gifford's forthcoming book, Hotwired: How The Hidden Power of Heat Makes Us Stronger.
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Are They Still Your Friends if You Never See Them?

The friendship crisis of American men

by Andrew McCarthy

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




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

The dog was asleep in the corner, and I was seated at the kitchen table, drinking a cup of weak tea. My 21-year-old son sat cross-legged on the floor, messing with his guitar, telling me a funny story about a dating disaster involving one of his good friends.

"Rocco's a fool," I said with affection when Sam's tale was done.

"He is," Sam agreed. "I love him."

We laughed. Then Sam stopped strumming and looked at me. "You don't really have any friends, do you, Dad?"

Sam didn't mean it in a hurtful way. As far as he knew, it was a fair-enough assessment.

"I have friends," I said. "I just don't see them, but I know they're there. And that's enough."

Sam considered me--probably knew I was full of it (even if I didn't at the moment)--then graciously accepted my answer with a nod. But his comment stayed with me. What had happened to my friendships? Were they still there, as I had claimed? What did I get from my friends, and what did I have to offer them? I sipped my tea--it was cold.

Men, it turns out, have lost the knack for friendship. A 2021 survey found that 15 percent of men confessed to having no close friends at all, up from 3 percent in 1990, while fewer than half of men said they were satisfied with how many friends they had. Only one in five men reported having received any form of emotional support from a friend in the past week.

In the days following my son's comment, I began thinking more and more about my friends and how long it had been since I'd really talked with any of them. I started surfing online about men and friendship--in my drift away from those close relationships outside of my family, I was far from alone. I clicked fast, and the statistics piled up. The U.S. surgeon general has declared an "epidemic of loneliness and isolation." Even America's favorite cuddly sex therapist, Dr. Ruth, in her later years, talked less about sex and more about loneliness.

From the February 2025 issue: The anti-social century

And the downside is not just emotional. Researchers have found a staggering 50 percent elevated risk in developing dementia, a 29 percent increased chance of heart disease, and a 32 percent increased instance of stroke for those with "poor social relationships." Social isolation exceeds the health risks of obesity, inactivity, air pollution, and consuming more than six alcoholic drinks or 15 cigarettes a day. A Harvard study concluded that the No. 1 factor in a longer, healthier, happier life is not diet or exercise, but a positive and consistent connection to community.

A study by the University of Kansas concluded that making a good friend takes more than 200 hours--but losing one is much easier. One of the most vital ingredients in close friendship is consistency. Showing up.

When I was young, that seemed easy enough to do, when my friends and I were all circling the same orbit. But as life asserted its demands, those close friends moved away, scattered. There was Seve, the surrogate big brother I met when I was barely 20, and Matthew, a show-business confidant I met a few years later; Eddie, my oldest friend and early role model; John and Don, friends I met more recently. Dear friends, all. In many ways they were the cornerstones on which so much of my life had been built. I couldn't remember the last time I'd seen any of them. On the rare occasions when we spoke on the phone, we laughed and caught up--but was that just the fumes of past glories?

My experience with friendship has not always been straightforward. Mine was a typical neighborhood upbringing, now long gone--driveway basketball games and stolen peeks at Playboy magazine in wood-paneled basements. I was the third of four boys, a shy kid with a small circle, yet I never wanted for friends. In my early 20s I became successful in the movies. "Overnight," my position in the world was forever altered.

I was a very unprepared public figure. Someone who was content to slip along the edges, desiring to be special yet not craving overt attention, I was thrust into the center of things. People came at me. I wrapped myself tighter around the friends I had had before this burst of notoriety. That I began to drink too much spoke to my innate alcoholism and not to my newfound fortune. I retreated, then withdrew.

By the time this brush with fame had subsided and my drinking had been arrested, I was nearly 30. I discovered that I liked my own company and often sought out time alone. When eventually I married, I saw that almost all my friendships with women had been based around flirtation and the possibility of our going to bed. That obviously had to change. And with men, I looked up to realize that several close and longtime friends had moved away. Far away. On the rare occasion that I did form a new connection, the motivation to nurture it was often lacking. Whether a reaction to the hollowness of some insincere acquaintances made during my early fame, or a fearful nature, or just becoming set in my habits, I found myself uninterested, even unwilling, to reach out to new friends. No matter--I was happy in my own company and with that of my wife and children. And there was always work. Life felt full--at least full enough.

But after that conversation with my son, something my wife had cautioned me against came back to me. My introspection, my introversion, my avoidance had begun to chip away at the edges of who I was and narrow my experience, diminish my joy, limit what I had to offer and what I allowed myself to receive. My kids had affectionately (?) begun to accuse me of becoming a curmudgeon. If I was really willing to look, the answer was there to see: My self-induced isolation was diminishing my life, making me into a smaller man. At one point my friends had been instrumental in broadening my horizons, bolstering my courage, providing safe harbor. But were those dear friends even still there?


The writer and his friend (Courtesy of Andrew McCarthy)



Because he was my oldest friend, I called Eddie first. I suggested flying down to Texas for a visit. "For sure," he said. "But I gotta finish this fucking building first." Eddie bought and renovated old buildings for a living and was in the middle of a large new project. "Just give me a few months."

I reached out to Matthew. He was quick to say yes to my coming to Kentucky. I bought a plane ticket. Then, days before my flight, he called to cancel. "There's just too much shit going on," Matthew said. Work was a mess, and his son was going through "some stuff." We pushed it a few weeks, and I rescheduled my flight. Then he canceled again. "Let's just do it in the spring," Matthew said. "Things should calm down by then." I refunded my ticket.

John was mountain climbing in the Himalayas. Don's email auto-reply said that he was in Japan for an extended stay. But when Seve and I connected, he was excited, and suggested that I come down to Baltimore and we hit the road--"I've wanted to head down to the Chesapeake Bay," Seve said.

A road trip, just like old times, when we'd crisscrossed the country or spent weeks getting lost in Ireland. Seve and I had met in Greenwich Village. I was 19; he was a decade older. His real name is Stephen--though I haven't called him that in nearly 40 years. We began to play tennis together, and on Sunday afternoons, we'd sit on the phone with The New York Times Travel section on our laps, and plot where we ought to visit someday. Then, one cold Christmas Day, I suggested we get in a taxi, drive to the airport, and actually go somewhere.

"When, now?" Seve asked.

"Now," I said.

Seve surprised me by picking me up in a cab half an hour later.

Soon we were looking up at the departures board at Newark Airport. People's Express--one of the original and most cut-rate of the cut-rate airlines--had a flight to Puerto Rico leaving in an hour. We bought two tickets. That night we were in a bar in San Juan. A man with a Hemingway beard and a Spanish accent sat on the stool beside us. He whispered of an island just off the coast--Vieques. A paradise, he said. The Navy frequently shelled the tiny isle for target practice, but we shouldn't worry about such things, the artillery was well aimed, and besides, it was Christmas; surely the Navy would be on a break from the bombing. The next morning we boarded a six-seater plane.

Read: Americans need to party more

Vieques felt abandoned--the pavement ruptured (from the bombing?), the foliage scraggy and unkempt. We saw no cars and few people. Such simplicity would be my idea of heaven today, but as a young man, mai tais and swimming pools were more my idea of paradise. "There are no women here," Seve said. And with that, we headed back to the airport.

We were the only passengers on the flight back. The pilot asked if we'd mind if he stopped at St. Thomas on the way to drop some things off. "It'll save me a trip."

"I didn't like San Juan anyway," I said, and we got off with the cargo.

A dreadlocked Rastafarian was behind the wheel of a cab. We climbed in the back.

"How you doing?" Seve asked.

"Cool and quiet, mon, cool and quiet," came the languid reply. He knew a hotel, he said, and while en route I asked, "Anywhere we can get some ganja?" The driver shifted his bloodshot eyes to me in the rearview mirror and made the next left.

Properly stoned, we were deposited at a hotel (with pool) on a hilltop. "This is more like it," I said to my friend. In the middle of the night I awoke, itching. I could hear Seve tossing in the other bed, the slap of flesh, and then a shout: "There are bedbugs in here!"

We went out to sit by the swimming pool. The air was close, there were no stars, the pool was too cold for swimming.

"I wish I hadn't answered the phone when you called," my friend said.

"You don't mean that, Seve."

He grumbled.

"Well," I said, trying to look on the bright side, "at least it's not raining."

Lightning flashed. It began to rain. Hard. And we started to laugh. It was the kind of hysterical laughter over which a lifelong friendship is forged.

The Chesapeake Bay wasn't exactly Puerto Rico, but a couple hours in the car was "probably all my back can take," Seve told me. Several years ago, my friend had undergone a major operation to address stenosis, a narrowing of the spine. Nerves were being pinched and the pain had become intolerable. The recovery was long and arduous. I didn't visit. More important, the operation hadn't done the trick; his back was worse than ever.

The day before I was headed down to Baltimore, Seve called to cancel, citing a doctor's appointment. It seemed odd that he didn't know about the conflict in advance, but I let it pass. We rescheduled. Then, a few weeks later, just as I was walking out the door to see him, my phone rang again. "I haven't been entirely honest with you," Seve began, his voice strained. "I'm not in great shape. I can't really walk very far, and sitting in a car for that long would be brutal on my back."

"That's fine. We don't need to go far."

"And I'm up and down all night long. My sleep schedule is all turned around. It's not the right time. Let's just postpone it a little."

"All right," I said. "Why don't I just come down and take you to dinner?"

"I don't want you to drive all that way."

"I was gonna do that anyway," I assured him. "It's a few hours. It's nothing."

"I'm just really not up for it. I really appreciate it, but please hear me--" My friend was imploring me now. "It is not a good time. We'll do it soon. I promise." I could hear the pain, even fear, in Seve's voice.

"Okay," I said, trying to keep my tone neutral. "No sweat. We'll do it soon." I hung up, glanced at my overnight bag by the door, made another cup of weak tea, and took a seat in my customary spot at the kitchen table. The dog came over and nudged me for a pet. I shooed her away.

It was natural that my friends had full and busy lives. Although disappointed, I took no offense. I understood--or so I told myself. But the longer I sat with our conversation, the less comfortable I felt. My friend sounded like he was in trouble. I had not been there for our relationship for too long. Was it too late? Had I let the friendship atrophy too much? Was I being too melodramatic to think that I didn't want the next time I saw my friend to be at his funeral?

That night I couldn't sleep. Beneath the buzzing of my mind, I knew I had a decision to make. Would I allow my life to keep growing smaller or take the risks required for connection? Friendship had once been so central to my life. Could it be again?

"Fuck it," I said in the darkness. "I'll go see them all."

And when the sun rose, I got in the car, drove to Baltimore--and knocked on Seve's door.



This article has been adapted from Andrew McCarthy's new book, Who needs friends: An unscientific examination of male friendship across America
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What's Going on With the IRS?

The Trump administration's budget cuts are looming over Tax Day.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 19 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.

Etched into the facade of the Internal Revenue Service's headquarters, just above a trio of limestone arches, is a quote from Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.: "Taxes are what we pay for a civilized society." But today's IRS, weakened by the Trump administration's budget cuts, may not be well-equipped to collect.

The office of the Treasury Inspector General for Tax Administration, a federal watchdog, put out a memo in January highlighting its "concerns" about the IRS's readiness for the 2026 filing season, most of which are downstream from staffing. The agency had more than 100,000 staffers (accountants, lawyers, customer-service specialists, and more) toward the end of 2024; a year later, firings and buyouts had lowered that number to about 81,000. That it lost nearly a fifth of its employees will likely affect its ability to tackle existing problems, such as backlogs of returns and outdated technology, and introduce new ones that will slow it even further.

The current political climate has only complicated things. In the past, the agency encouraged undocumented people to file returns and promised to keep their information private. But during last year's tax season, amid the Trump administration's aggressive immigration-enforcement push, the IRS funneled data from protected tax records to the Department of Homeland Security. The National Immigration Law Center has suggested that if people don't want to take the risk of filing this year, "the IRS will likely bring in less revenue while also spreading fear and confusion in immigrant communities." At the same time, President Trump is currently suing the IRS for mishandling his own information (his returns were leaked to the press during his first term). He's seeking at least $10 billion in damages, all of which would come directly from American taxpayers, should he win the case. The agency also hasn't had an official commissioner since August, when Trump removed the former congressman Billy Long from the post. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent had been doing double duty as the acting commissioner, but the IRS announced last week that his term had expired. Since October, Social Security Administration Commissioner Frank Bisignano has been serving as the first-ever IRS CEO--now the agency's de facto top dog.

At this point in the filing season, there have been no indications that the IRS is unable to handle its essential responsibilities. But the warning signs are clear. One major consequence of the Trump administration's efforts to reduce staff across government agencies is that many of the most senior employees--the ones with the greatest institutional knowledge and experience--have opted for buyouts. Mark Mazur, who developed tax policy for the Obama and Biden administrations, told me that the exodus could impede everything from "operations to collections to complex audits." The IRS has long had a pretty senior workforce (as of late 2023, 18 percent of employees were eligible for retirement, with another 37 percent estimated to become eligible over the next five years), which, Mazur said, probably compounded the issue: "Thousands of people just said, You're gonna pay me for nine months to not work and then I can retire? Sign me up!"

The agency's staffing shortage could affect its ability to close the "tax gap," or the difference between what the IRS is owed each year and what it's actually able to harvest from taxpayers. The national tax-compliance rate is high--somewhere north of 80 percent--but the gap is still significant. In 2021, it was hovering around $600 billion, or approximately 3 percent of America's GDP at the time. In recent years, the IRS has also had to contend with the backlog of tax returns that piled up during the coronavirus pandemic; as of December, 2 million returns from previous years were still waiting to be processed. The greater the tax gap, and the bigger the pileup, the less tax revenue the federal government is pulling in each year.

For that reason, it turns out that federal spending on the IRS is actually a good way for the government to make more money. For every dollar the IRS spends auditing someone in the top-10 percentile for income, it gets $12 back, per the National Bureau of Economic Research. The IRS is often compared to the accounts-receivable department of a private-sector business. "That's one of the last places you would trim, because you want to make sure you get paid for the work that you do," Mazur said. "And similarly, you would think the government would want to get paid for the goods and services that it provides."

The cuts have also triggered an unprecedented "all-hands-on-deck situation" for the IRS's customer-service team, Danny Werfel, the IRS commissioner from 2023 to 2025, told me. Millions of people call the IRS with questions about their returns (there are limited options for getting in touch with the agency) and competent phone service plays a large role in helping them figure out what they owe. The accounts-management program, which oversees customer service, improved its once-abysmal phone service during the Biden administration, thanks to billions of dollars in fresh funding from the Inflation Reduction Act of 2022. But the division lost more than 4,000 employees amid last year's reductions. This year, employees from different divisions at the agency have had to be transferred over to the phones--regardless of whether they have any knowledge of how to handle incoming calls.

Some parts of the IRS are shiny and new--the agency has lately been deploying AI to sift through submissions--yet other, more essential components of its infrastructure were coded with the decades-old programming language COBOL. The agency's digital-file database, which dates back to the early 1960s, holds the Guinness World Record for oldest software system in continuous use. In her June report to Congress, National Taxpayer Advocate Erin M. Collins, another IRS watchdog, noted that the workforce reduction would impede the agency's ability to carry out its objectives--technological modernization chief among them.

The IRS represents the kind of sclerotic bureaucracy that Trump claims he wants to overhaul. His first administration tried to rethink tax returns by putting them on forms the size of a postcard, and his second administration at one point sought to replace the Internal Revenue Service--and income taxes--with an External Revenue Service funded by tariffs (neither idea materialized). The problem is that by taking a hatchet to the agency, the president has effectively undercut his own goal of waste reduction.

The experts I spoke with agreed that the IRS isn't on the verge of imploding anytime soon (meaning you'll still need to pay your taxes this year). But in divesting from the agency, the administration is threatening to weaken the principle that Holmes describes. A well-functioning society, he reminds us, always comes at a cost.
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	The Pentagon has requested $200 billion to fund the war in Iran, a proposal now under White House review before any formal submission is made to Congress.
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The New Infidelity

By Zoe Yu

Last summer, a friend called bearing bad news: Her two-year relationship was finished. In between insisting that she was, in fact, totally fine, and that everything was probably for the best, she told me that her (now ex-) partner had accused her of cheating.
 My friend had not, to be clear, slept with anybody else, or gone on any illicit dates. But her partner, consumed by suspicion when it came to my friend's platonic relationships, had gone through my friend's phone and stumbled upon old messages that were too affectionate, too "flirty." She broke up with my friend that night.


Read the full article.
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The New Infidelity

Micro-cheating includes all sorts of internet behavior that, to many people, might just seem innocent.

by Zoe Yu

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




Last summer, a friend called bearing bad news: Her two-year relationship was finished. In between insisting that she was, in fact, totally fine, and that everything was probably for the best, she told me that her (now ex-) partner had accused her of cheating.

My friend had not, to be clear, slept with anybody else, or gone on any illicit dates. But her partner, consumed by suspicion when it came to my friend's platonic relationships, had gone through my friend's phone and stumbled upon old messages that were too affectionate, too "flirty." She broke up with my friend that night.

Some people might feel sympathetic toward my friend's ex. Others might find the entire ordeal, to use the technical term, absurd. Whatever the stance, a growing number of mental-health influencers are giving language to the debate: What my friend did, they say, was "micro-cheating."

As with plain old infidelity, micro-cheating is tricky to define; behavior that is fair game to one person might be egregious treachery to another. Many people have attempted to catalog it anyway. According to a number of lifestyle publications, a micro-cheater could be someone who, while in a relationship, maintains an active Hinge profile or sends explicit pictures to another person. Or, they could have done something that might otherwise seem banal: "liking" someone else's Instagram post, perhaps, or messaging a colleague about something other than work. In a Vogue article advising readers on how to properly recognize a micro-cheater, a couples therapist concluded that micro-cheating could be anything, really: "a glance, a laugh, or non-sexual touching that's too familiar or intimate."

Read: Why happy people cheat

Whether something amounts to cheating is ultimately up to the people in a relationship to decide. But with micro-cheating, the general consensus seems to be that the cheating has nothing to do with a glaring physical transgression. (The prefix, micro, does a lot of work here.) It is defined by subtlety and generally takes place digitally. For some of my friends, the celebrities a romantic partner follows can be just as big a dealbreaker as parenting or financial choices--following Instagram models, in their calculus, fundamentally reveals as much about long-term compatibility as a poker addiction. To catch micro-cheaters, people often hunt for indiscretions: scrolling through the entire list of accounts that their partner follows, or watching for a partner's single like on another person's Instagram post. What appear to be gray-area online behaviors, the thinking goes, are in reality small but infinitely telling betrayals.

The outrage over micro-cheating, and the mushrooming of what people consider acts of disloyalty, seems to be braced by a sincere belief: that data can reliably represent a person's desires. When so many aspects of a romantic interaction take place online, a like or follow may no longer seem like a friendly tap but a virtual representation of amorous interest. Occasionally, one might discover that a partner really is looking elsewhere. Most of the time, though, an obsessive close-reading of digital activity reveals less about cheating than it does about the bleak field of modern dating: Many people distrust their partners and are ill-equipped to talk about it.



In the past, people's secret desires tended to remain hidden. You couldn't prove that your partner had gazed longingly after someone else or had left their hand for a beat too long on another person's shoulder. Today, many romantic acts are distilled into data points and excised for meaning. Certain gestures are unambiguous--on dating apps, to swipe right, in Tinder parlance, is to demonstrate interest. Other moves are open for interpretation. Comments might be just comments, for instance, or they could be archives of flirtations. "What's newly bizarre is that the infrastructure of our social lives is set up to record," Quinn White, an assistant professor of philosophy, told me. (He explores the ethics of love and relationships at Harvard, where I am a student.) What was once opaque and ephemeral can now, in theory, be measured.

The logic of micro-cheating goes something like this: Your partner's every move online says something significant about them. These actions make legible their innermost thoughts, which are visible, traceable, and recoverable as evidence. Many young women will post about checking to see if their boyfriend has recently followed another girl on social media--because, of course, if he does, he must like what he sees. "A man that truly loves you will never look at another woman," says one Instagram post with more than 100,000 likes. In a Cosmopolitan article commending the perks of dating a man without social-media accounts, the writer triumphantly declares, "I've never had to compete with the likes of Emily Ratajkowski and Bella Hadid."

On some level, the idea that someone's social-media habits say something about them holds true--a person who comments with heart-eye emoji under Kylie Jenner's posts is probably different from a person who doesn't. And algorithms of course make endless inferences about people's online behavior: If Amazon knows what you want to buy--sometimes even before you do--based on past browsing history, then couldn't an Instagram follow mean something deeper too?

Read: The tyranny of the relationship gap

When it comes to love, a parcel of information can be harder to read. "Technology makes us think that people are laid out in all of their entirety, for us to know them in all of these ways," Luke Brunning, who co-runs the Centre for Love, Sex, and Relationships at the University of Leeds, told me. "And I just don't think it's true." Consumers might seem reducible to neat, tidy profiles with a concrete set of tastes and needs. People--with their idiosyncrasies, confusions, and contradictions--aren't as readily whittled down. The same algorithm that can tell you what pair of shoes you might like can't tell you anything worth knowing about how your partner feels about someone else.

Someone preoccupied with catching a micro-cheater might commit a transgression of their own: denying their partner the "privacy," as Brunning put it, that is "central to being a human being." Although the internet might feel public, Brunning continued, it can also be an avenue for someone "to maintain a relationship with their own self, their own feelings and mind and imaginings and thoughts." This may not be a cause for suspicion so much as it is a simple fact of existing.

There are parts of a person's life that are complex and even inscrutable, that cannot be fully accessed or mined for meaning. Micro-cheating, in its misguided effort to make everything intelligible, presents a restrictive sense of what being in a committed relationship means. Exclusivity, in this imagining, is not just an exclusivity of behavior but an exclusivity of attention, thought, and feeling. It is, Brunning said, a mandate "to not have emotions caused by other people." According to the most vocal agitators against micro-cheating, a sufficiently loyal partner should not, say, follow anyone attractive on social media (or even register another person's attractiveness), should not text a friend a meme that they might find funny, and should not have inside jokes with co-workers. They should be less a living, breathing person than a one-dimensional, anti-social, ever-affirming sycophant to their one and only true love.

Read: The bots that women use in a world of unsatisfying men

Perhaps obsession with checking a partner's digital footprint was inevitable. The internet offers more avenues to cheat than ever before--easier access to eligible singles, messaging platforms via which to surreptitiously chat up old flames. Women, who tend to lead micro-cheating discourse, are also navigating a dating world that puts their safety and reputation more at risk when a romantic relationship goes awry. In this atmosphere, the line between paranoia and self-protection can be difficult to discern. A partner's request to keep their phone private could easily seem like confirmation for suspicions of duplicitous behavior. And a very real, eternal human fear lies beneath the micro-cheating accusations: that you can spend years with somebody and never truly know them.

People shock, betray, and destabilize. They can have emotional responses and enigmatic attractions that seem to come out of nowhere. They can do things that are wholly incongruous with how you thought they would behave. This fundamental unpredictability is a "scary reality," Brunning said. And technology "almost defers that reality for us," he added, by making people think that they can divine all they need to know from a handful of data signals.

The irony is that as much as technology might make people more aware of potentially offensive behavior, it also helps them avoid methods that could make them feel more secure in their relationships: engaging with their partner, communicating with them, and trying, together, to love well. In the poem "Chance Meeting," by Susan Browne, a woman slowly approaches her lover on the street. She notices the parts of him that are tenderly familiar--his brown eyes, his smiling mouth, the way that he shoves his hands into his pockets. She muses to herself, "I know his loneliness / like mine, human and sad, / but different, too, his private pain / and pleasure I can never enter." Follows and comments are unlikely to offer any real passage into this inner world. All we can do is ask, and wait patiently, to be let in.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/family/2026/03/micro-cheater-dating-trend/686443/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Celebrity Clock Is Getting Rewired

Stars can stay relevant for longer than ever now.

by Isabel Fattal

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




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

"I think of celebrities as the transient royalty of a democracy," Thomas Griffith wrote in The Atlantic in 1975. "While reigning, they live like kings, with paid and unpaid courtiers to show them little attentions. But their powers and privileges last only during their flowering period." Unlike royals, who pass their prominence on through bloodlines and establish long-lasting dynasties, many celebrities "become only half-recalled names in trivia."

Ouch. But Griffith wasn't wrong: Fame famously lasts for only 15 minutes, as the Andy Warhol axiom goes, and then it's off to the land of pub-quiz deep cuts. Stars "live with the constant, terrifying possibility that their special gifts or their celebrity will vanish, exposing them as the insecure mortals they are in their own experience," the psychoanalyst Sue Erikson Bloland, the daughter of the well-known German psychoanalyst Erik Erikson, wrote in The Atlantic in 1999.

That fear leads some people to clutch their crown with both hands, even if it means saying yes to things they would've balked at before (see: competing on Dancing With the Stars, hosting a reality show, doing viral dances on TikTok). Their decline into obscurity can be delayed but not avoided--some celebrities whose spotlight is fading exhibit "an offstage melancholy that must come from what they see in their own mirror," Griffith noted.

In the modern era, this "offstage melancholy" looks different. Many people, after reaching the peak of their fame, don't go offstage at all. Instead, they parlay a past hit TV show into a nostalgia-bait podcast, or move from TikTok fame to making an album. Others reemerge in the zeitgeist for reasons they don't explicitly control--TV shows that were moderately successful on cable might stream a decade later and meet new and bigger audiences, and money-making franchises birth reboot after reboot. The longevity of some celebrities is extended beyond life itself: CGI and AI enable them to appear in films--and to hawk beauty products--even after their death. Marilyn Monroe's visage is selling lipstick; a hologram Whitney Houston sings her hits in Las Vegas.

When Michael Jackson died, in 2009, some commentators lamented that he would be the last true celebrity--that the advent of the World Wide Web would splinter people's attention too much for one star to rise so far above the rest. The same year, Richard Florida argued in an Atlantic essay against that idea: "There's good reason to suspect that, sooner or later, new technology will spawn an even bigger mega-star with even more global reach."

Innovations in technology and media have indeed augmented star power over the course of American history: Rudy Vallee's singing voice was "amplified by the invention of the electric microphone," Florida writes; Frank Sinatra "was one of the first to capitalize on tie-ins between radio, albums, and feature films." Today, streaming and social media have removed many restrictions to fame's reach--although whether any recent star has achieved Michael Jackson levels of ubiquity yet is hard to say.

But just as new technology has changed the scale of celebrity, it has also rewired the celebrity clock. Even though the attention economy pushes people to jockey for just five seconds of a viewer's time, some celebrities are also staying famous for longer. When someone can repeatedly reinvent themselves, relying on different platforms and audiences to boost their profile at different points, fame may not feel as fleeting as it once did.

Ultimately, the celebrity clock is just a measure of how willing the public is to hear from the same person over and over. Fame is never entirely in the famous person's control; it is invented as much as it is earned. (Case in point: Andy Warhol likely never actually said the thing about 15 minutes of fame, but once the phrase became associated with him, that didn't matter.) A celebrity can try with all their might to hold on to the good old days. But they still meet the same end: Stars "have a spectacular passage across our skies," Griffith wrote. Then they fall.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/03/celebrity-fame-longer/686461/?utm_source=feed
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'I'm Far Angrier'

Can Cory Booker, once the candidate of love, run for president and stay true to who he is?

by Russell Berman

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




Read more about the Democrats who might run for president in 2028 here.

A touch of annoyance flashes across Cory Booker's face as we talk about fighting. "Why do people preemptively, continually, mistake kindness for weakness?" he asks. By "people," he means, at this moment, me. I had just brought up the festering concern, expressed by fans and critics alike, that he is simply too nice to win the presidency. Booker has been trying to convince me that he's tough enough for this uncivil American era--that a pathologically genial New Jersey Democrat who preached love in his (mostly unloved) 2020 campaign could, if called to, knock a guy on his ass.



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



To make this case, Booker must reach back more than 30 years, to his days as a second-string tight end at Stanford. He told me how he almost started a fight with Junior Seau, the future NFL Hall of Famer, after the first snap in a game against the University of Southern California. (A teammate wisely pulled him away.) A coach once told Booker, "Between the whistles, when the play starts, you are ferocious. But when the whistle's over, you help the guy up. And there's something about that that's even more scary to those who go against you."

Booker is telling stories like these to audiences around the country for a reason. Over his dozen years in Washington, his image has grown soft, and he needs Democrats to remember the brash up-and-comer who became mayor of Newark, New Jersey. (Declarations such as "I love Donald Trump" in response to an insult from the then-presidential candidate may have helped his reputation among Christian theologians, but not necessarily with voters.) Booker has criticized his party for not confronting the president aggressively enough during his second term; during a debate over police-funding legislation last summer, he angrily accused two Senate Democratic colleagues of complicity. Most memorably, Booker spoke out against the Trump administration for more than 25 hours, breaking Strom Thurmond's record for the longest Senate speech--and performing miracles of bladder control.

Booker's shift over the past year isn't a complete transformation. He still gives out hugs and selfies, tells dad jokes, and occasionally sounds like a motivational speaker, sprinkling half a dozen inspirational quotes into any speech he delivers. But he wants the country to know that he's got an edge to him, too. "You can be someone who believes in the values of loving your neighbor and fight like hell," Booker told a crowd in South Carolina in January. Then, for emphasis: "You could love your neighbor and punch somebody in the face."

Booker spent the Martin Luther King Jr. Day weekend in a traditionally early-primary state very much on purpose. This was as clear a sign as any that he is preparing for another presidential run. He visited New Hampshire in the fall and is publishing his second book on March 24. Booker is releasing a policy agenda--national in scope but timed to his Senate reelection bid--filled with the kind of proposals he believes Democrats need to embrace to win back working-class voters: digestible, deliverable, and designed to appeal across ideological and geographic lines. His model is Trump's "no tax on tips," the 2024 campaign pledge that some Democrats mocked but that many now regard as a stroke of genius. First on Booker's list is a proposal to eliminate federal income taxes on most earnings up to $75,000.

The way-too-early surveys of potential Democratic candidates place Booker about where he languished for most of the 2020 primary--in the low single digits. Over the past few months, voters in New Hampshire and South Carolina greeted him warmly if not rapturously. Few Democrats can match his oratorical and storytelling skills (even if they don't quite measure up to the politician to whom he's long been compared, Barack Obama); nearly everyone I spoke with left Booker's events equal parts impressed and inspired. Yet doubts persist, even among his longtime friends and advisers. They aren't sure Booker's brand of relentless hope and optimism--notwithstanding his recent effort to portray himself as both a lover and a fighter--will resonate any more in 2028 than it did in 2020, when Booker could not break out of a crowded Democratic pack.

Booker, who married for the first time in the fall, will be 57 in April but doesn't look it; one advantage of a closely shaved head is that it keeps any gray hairs in hiding. He remains a vegan teetotaler and a fitness buff: With his wife's permission, he wears a health-tracking Oura ring in place of his wedding band. (On the day of our interview, the Oura app told him he'd had more "restorative time" than usual, which he attributed to skipping leg day at the gym.)

The next White House campaign will occur 30 years after Booker first won a city-council seat in his adopted hometown of Newark, which also happens to be 30 years after a New Jersey newspaper first printed the prediction that he would one day be president. Every friend, adviser, and ally I spoke with for this story said that Booker has changed very little, if at all, in that time. Not all of them meant the observation entirely as a compliment.


Cory Booker in Newark during his 2006 mayoral campaign (Spencer Platt / Getty)



Booker seems to be on a quest to rediscover the young politician with the otherworldly resume (high-school football star, Rhodes scholar, degrees from Stanford and Yale) who dazzled national Democrats during his rise in Newark. In his 20s and 30s, he deployed his considerable charisma and no small amount of bravado--"I'm the most ambitious person you'd ever meet," he once told a reporter--to challenge the city's entrenched machine while drawing media coverage both to his causes and to himself.

His exploits on the Newark city council included launching a 10-day hunger strike in 1999 to protest open-air drug dealing and, the next year, living for months in a van that he drove around the city to point out blight and crime. When critics accused Booker of attention seeking, he proudly defended his tactics. "Publicity stunts? You're darn right," he said in 2000. "You've got to attract attention to a problem sometimes to get something done about it."

Booker grew up in an affluent New Jersey suburb and chose to build his career in Newark after he graduated from Yale Law School--a fact that left some residents skeptical. Booker lived in a boarding house when he first moved to the city three decades ago, and paid about $400 a month to live next door to an abandoned building that had been used as a drug den. (He told me he wanted to buy the house he once lived in--"I thought it'd be a full circle for me"--but real-estate speculators beat him to it. It is now decrepit, its windows cracked or boarded up.) Booker later moved into the Brick Towers housing project nearby, where he lived until after he became mayor; he was among the last tenants to leave before the building was demolished.

Booker's exploits didn't always go over well with constituents, but they helped him stand out in a crowded media market. Newark is about a 20-minute train ride from New York City, but the dense suburbs, heavy industrial zones, and wetlands separating them makes the distance feel far greater. "People know about Newark by the EWR, by the airport. Not much else," Mo Butler, a Booker adviser who has known him for more than 25 years, told me. "It's not a place that people, to be frank, talk about the same way they talk about great American cities. So we had to come up with all kinds of creative ways to get people to think about Newark in a different way." Booker was "one of the best at doing that," Butler said.

Booker's early years in Newark also gave him a deeper familiarity with political retribution than most Democrats now confronting the excesses of Trump's second term. Former Mayor Sharpe James governed the city like an autocrat, and when Booker challenged him in 2002, he lobbed insults that even Trump might deem too harsh. (Among the lowlights: James said Booker "would have to learn how to be an African American"; he also claimed Booker was "a Republican who took money from the KKK," and, incongruously, "collaborating with the Jews to take over Newark.") The police tapped Booker's phone, and during his campaign against James, residents who lived in public housing feared eviction by the city if they displayed Booker signs in their windows.

Booker reminded me that he nearly punched James in the face during an altercation outside a youth basketball game. (The mayor, unhappy at Booker's presence at the event, had tried to have him kicked out.) Booker called the incident "one of the more ignominious moments of my life." But he retells the story with delight (and devoted a chapter of his upcoming book to it), much like someone fondly recalling an epic but embarrassing party from their college days. Booker lost the 2002 race to James--the campaign became the subject of the Oscar-nominated documentary Street Fight--but won the mayoralty four years later after James decided not to seek a sixth term. Time eased their rivalry, and Booker, ever the nice guy, does not hold a grudge. When James died last year, Booker lauded the man who once called him a "faggot white boy" as "a beloved pillar of our shared community."

These tales from Booker's political rise bear repeating because, as fresh as they may be in his memory, they are now nearly a quarter century old. His years as Newark mayor also feel like a bygone era. Facebook and Twitter were hot new websites and allowed Booker to attract outsize attention. He tweeted dozens of times a day, at all hours. Residents tagged the mayor when they needed help, and he often delivered--rescuing a dog left out in the cold; delivering diapers during a snowstorm; acting as an emergency dispatcher during Hurricane Sandy in 2012.

He directly responded to direct messages (there was a small kerfuffle when mildly flirty private messages between Booker and a woman who worked at a vegan strip club in Portland, Oregon, were made public). Then, as now, he made a lot of corny jokes ("'Sleep' and I broke up a few nights ago. I'm dating 'Coffee' now. She's Hot!") and offered meditations on personal growth ("Life is about purpose not popularity, significance not celebrity. If u have no detractors, critics or adversaries ur probably not doing much.") He briefly starred on Conan O'Brien's The Tonight Show, declaring that the comedian was on Newark's no-fly list after he made a joke at the city's expense. Then-Secretary of State Hillary Clinton made a guest appearance to broker a truce.

Booker was looking for his next move when Senator Frank Lautenberg died in 2013. Running for Senate was not an obvious choice. How would a politician as active and energetic as Booker make the shift from running a city to plodding along in the world's most deliberative body? "I don't think the idea of it initially appealed to him," Butler said. Booker gave some thought to challenging Governor Chris Christie in his bid for reelection, but Harry Reid, then the Senate majority leader, persuaded him to run for Lautenberg's seat instead, Booker told me. "You can make more of a difference here than you think," Reid told him. By the end of his first full term, Booker was a lead Democratic negotiator on the First Step Act, a criminal-justice-reform package that became one of the few significant bipartisan bills that Trump signed during his first term. The law remains one of Booker's biggest legislative accomplishments.

Senator Brian Schatz of Hawaii told me that Booker's talent as a communicator obscured his equally strong skills as a legislator, citing Booker's work on the First Step Act in addition to less sexy negotiations over funding bills that make up the bulk of a senator's work. "He understands the need to execute on things better than some legislative leaders do, because he's got that background as a mayor," Schatz said.

Christie, who is good friends with Booker, told me that Booker has simultaneously become "more of a practical politician" and moved further left, particularly on education. (Booker denied this.) The two worked closely together on expanding charter schools in Newark with a $100 million gift from Mark Zuckerberg that had been announced on The Oprah Winfrey Show--a stance that put Booker at odds with teachers' unions and some progressives. Christie and Booker would sometimes give each other a heads-up before criticizing each other publicly. In private, Christie said, Booker's "language gets a little bawdier and maybe less lofty. But this is basically the same guy."

To some on the left, Senator Booker hasn't lived up to the hype that Mayor Booker brought to Washington--a young star who could use his creativity to take on entrenched interests. Progressives see him as too chummy with Wall Street and Big Tech, and they aren't particularly impressed by his legislative record. Booker was an early backer of the expanded child tax credit enacted under President Biden, which lasted just a year before it expired. "None of those hopes have really been fulfilled," one progressive advocate told me, speaking on the condition of anonymity. "He's an okay senator from New Jersey, but nothing transformative, and nothing all that inspirational." When Booker earlier this month unveiled his proposal to eliminate taxes on most income up to $75,000, some in the party panned the idea, saying it would still benefit the wealthy more than working-class Americans.

Both Booker and his confidants insist that he has come to genuinely enjoy the Senate, despite its frustratingly glacial pace. (He is clearly a natural at one key part of the job: delivering long speeches.) Yet during our interviews, most of the stories Booker told--and Booker always has lots of stories--came from his time in Newark. During one animated moment in his Senate office, Booker leaned forward over his desk and said, "I'm a mayor." He quickly corrected himself, perhaps realizing that he has not held that job for more than a dozen years.


Booker and Kamala Harris await a Senate Judiciary Committee hearing in 2018. (Erin Schaff / Getty)



A few weeks after Trump took office for the second time, when the new administration seemed to be chopping down the federal government at will while Democrats bickered among themselves, Booker was at the Whole Foods in downtown Newark--a brand, he makes sure to add, that he personally recruited to the city when he was mayor. As he was shopping in the frozen-food aisle, an older man approached him. He told Booker that Democrats were not doing enough to push back against Trump. Booker, who was familiar with the frustration, explained that Democrats were fighting hard, but without the majority in Congress, they couldn't do very much.

The answer did not satisfy the man, who told Booker that he had been voting for the senator since he first ran for city council. "Where is the guy who beat the machine in '98?" he asked Booker. "Where's the guy that did the 10-day hunger strike?....Why is that guy not showing up now?"

Like many Booker stories, this one sounds a bit apocryphal, as though it were written for the screen by Aaron Sorkin. But it is how Booker explains his reawakening. He had spent his first years in the Senate trying not to stand out--a way of demonstrating to his colleagues that he was a serious legislator. That changed during Trump's first term--Booker ran to replace him as president, after all--but he receded again during the Biden years, seemingly content to be a team player with a Democrat in power. The grocery-store encounter "really lit a fire underneath me to do what we used to do in Newark," Booker told me. "I really believe that imagination is the best weapon you can have, to think of creative ways to get out of problems."




Soon after, Booker told his staff that he wanted to make a stand in the Senate, and asked them to prepare enough material so that he could speak, as he would later say, "for as long as I am physically able." Booker's aides were initially flummoxed by the idea, Butler told me. He was not planning to filibuster any particular legislation, and they knew he would be asked to explain the point of his gambit. "I think the majority of his aides didn't really understand it, but it was something he was focused on," Butler said. At a time when Democrats were consumed by angst and anxiety, Booker felt he could do something that, Butler said, "would allow the base to see that we heard you, and we're fighting, and we're doing the best we can with the tools that we have."

To prepare for the talkathon, Booker fasted for a weekend and limited his water intake so that he wouldn't need to use the bathroom. He had passed on the suggestion that he wear a diaper. "I believe in courageous vulnerability, but peeing in my pants on C-SPAN is a step too far," Booker writes in his forthcoming book, Stand, a copy of which The Atlantic obtained ahead of its release. He ended up speaking for more than 25 hours, blowing past the 21-plus hours that Senator Ted Cruz had held the floor for in 2013--unlike Cruz, Booker did not resort to reading Green Eggs and Ham to fill the time--and beating Thurmond's 1957 record for the chamber's longest speech by nearly an hour.

The symbolism of a Black senator surpassing a segregationist's stand against civil-rights legislation was lost on no one. Booker's office was inundated with supportive messages during the speech, including one, he writes in his book, from Thurmond's granddaughter, Wanda Williams-Bailey. (In 2003, Williams-Bailey's mother, a Black woman, revealed in a press conference that she was the late senator's daughter.) When Booker finally yielded the floor, the entire Senate chamber erupted in applause, including the Republican presiding at the time, Senator Cynthia Lummis of Wyoming.

As expected, the speech did not result in any policy change. But it broke through the Trump-dominated din more than just about anything else that Democrats did during the early months of 2025. This was the moment that had eluded Booker in his run for the presidency, and many months later, several Democratic voters I spoke with in New Hampshire and South Carolina brought it up as soon as the conversation turned to Booker.

Read: Cory Booker, endurance athlete

The speech also helped with another 2025 Booker project: reclaiming his status as a star on social media, where he had faded into a more generic politician. Booker launched his official Senate TikTok page (he has had a personal account since 2022) the morning of his speech and livestreamed the entire thing; at one point, more than 300,000 people were watching the address across all of his platforms. Booker is now overseeing the Democratic caucus's strategic communications, educating and advising his less digitally savvy and in many cases much older colleagues on how, where, and what to post on social media. According to Booker's staff, Senate Democrats collectively have increased their follower counts across platforms by 80 percent and boosted their engagement by 430 percent over the past year.

Yet nearly a year after Booker's 25-hour speech, the moment now seems like less a catapult to the top tier of Democratic politics than a viral blip. His aides say that on social media, Booker has sustained the momentum that the speech generated, and that his TikTok accounts drive the most engagement of any member of Congress, Republican or Democrat. At the same time, being a senator does not afford Booker nearly as many opportunities to stand out as does, say, being the governor of California. He hasn't come close to recapturing the nation's attention, and he still lags far behind in surveys asking Democrats whom they might support for president in 2028.


Booker fist bumps Senator Eric Schmitt outside the Senate chamber last year. (Kent Nishimura / Reuters)



Last summer, Booker fought with two of his Democratic colleagues, Amy Klobuchar of Minnesota (a 2020 rival) and Catherine Cortez Masto of Nevada, after he objected to the passage of a bipartisan package of police-funding bills. He argued that the legislation would allow the Trump administration to continue withholding money from blue states such as New Jersey; Booker pushed for an amendment to prohibit federal officials from conditioning funding on support for the president's agenda. Booker accused Democrats of being "willing to be complicit" with Trump. "No, not on my watch," he thundered. "I'm protecting Jersey today. I'm protecting the Constitution today. I'm standing today." The outburst angered Klobuchar, who noted that Booker had skipped a key committee meeting where the legislation had been discussed. "I like to show up," she said in response.

Klobuchar's critique echoed a complaint that progressives both nationally and in New Jersey occasionally make about Booker: that the dramatic stands he makes are too selective and highly choreographed to be authentic. "It's all so performative," one progressive advocate told me.

Booker can also be more comfortable speaking in platitudes than in specifics. And if he is now more eager to denounce his party as a whole, he still shrinks from criticizing individual Democrats--especially those with whom he has a warm relationship. During Trump's second term, Booker has aligned himself with the Senate's unofficial "fight club," which seeks more confrontation with the administration, and has taken the side of shutting down the government each time Congress has reached a funding impasse. After last fall's government shutdown ended just before he arrived in New Hampshire, Booker issued a statement that said, in part: "The Democratic Party needs change. It is time for a new generation of leaders to stand up to Trump." Reporters and potential voters pressed him on whether he was calling for the ouster of Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer, but Booker pulled back. When the topic came up during his January swing through South Carolina, Booker made a gentle jab at Schumer's use of a flip phone, then deflected the question.

The same friendly deference applies to his potential 2028 rivals. During our interviews, Booker was uninterested in relitigating Kamala Harris's 2024 campaign with any specificity, and his forthcoming book does not dish on his fellow Democrats. (The reader feedback that Booker has loved the most--"This is not a politician's book"--probably won't juice sales inside the Beltway.) At one point, Booker declared, "I don't want a Democratic version of Donald Trump." I wondered if he was referring to anyone in particular. Could it be a sly reference to Gavin Newsom's Trump-style mean tweets and online mudslinging? Nope, Booker said: "Gavin and I have been friends for a long time. I find his tweets hilarious."

There's plenty of time, of course, for Booker to start throwing elbows at his political opponents like he insists he once did as an athlete. The 2028 campaign won't really begin until after the midterm elections. But showing this sharper edge, his friends and allies say, is a necessary, if uncomfortable, part of Booker's effort to correct a perception that held him back in 2020. "People need to know that you're not a pushover," Jaime Harrison, a former Democratic National Committee chair who considers Booker his "political brother," told me, "and I think that's going to be particularly important for somebody who is genuinely one of the nicest people I've ever met."

Showing off a feisty side was not part of Booker's calculus in 2020. His presidential campaign had begun in late 2018 with a meeting at his modest home in Newark, only a few blocks from the boarding house where he lived before becoming mayor. Booker told his new campaign manager, Addisu Demissie, and a longtime political adviser, Matt Klapper, that he wanted to run a race true to himself--an earnest, positive, hope-filled campaign. "Basically, what he is, what he always has been," Demissie recalled. Booker would pitch himself as the antidote to Trump's "hate and division." "If that's what the party wants, it will meet me here and I'll win. And if not, I will lose," Booker told them.

Over the next year, Booker never really deviated from that path, and his campaign never really took off. During his Newark days, Booker had always been a big fish in a relatively small pond, but in a crowded national campaign--as in the 100-member Senate--he struggled to stand out. "He doesn't neatly fit into a bucket," Klapper told me. Booker was never going to be a progressive favorite like his fellow senators Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren. Polls showed that Democratic-primary voters, meanwhile, did not consider him as experienced or electorally safe as Biden. Pete Buttigieg seemed to impress moderate white voters in Iowa and New Hampshire more than Booker did. Neither Booker nor then-Senator Kamala Harris could win over Black Democrats in South Carolina, who stuck with Biden.

Booker's polling languished in the low single digits for most of the campaign, and he could not pull off the signature viral moment that just about every candidate was seeking. With money running low, he pulled out of the race in January 2020, just a few weeks before the Iowa caucus. Booker also suffered from voters' perceptions about his electability, Demissie said: "They were looking for the person who could beat Trump, and they did not believe that a Black guy from Newark preaching about love and unity could do it."

Demissie points to a what-might-have-been moment before the first primary debate when the DNC, unable to reasonably fit 20 candidates onto a single stage, split the field in half. Biden, the front-runner, and Booker appeared on different nights. Sharing a stage with the former vice president, Harris sharply--and memorably--confronted Biden over his opposition to busing students to desegregate schools, recounting the story of one California girl who traveled every day by bus to an integrated school. "That little girl was me," she told him. The moment generated a huge fundraising boost for Harris, and briefly catapulted her to the top tier of candidates. "We were dying to be onstage with Biden," Demissie said. "Imagine how different things would be if that literal lottery had gone differently." Perhaps, he argued, Booker would have had that moment instead of Harris, and perhaps he would have made it last longer than she did.

Booker did mix it up with Biden at a later debate and, at one point, called the author of the 1994 crime bill an "architect of mass incarceration." But other Booker advisers I spoke with doubted that he would have gone after Biden as directly and as personally as Harris did. "That's just something that Cory wouldn't do," Butler, his longtime adviser, told me. "He was a happy warrior."

The usually voluble Booker wasn't eager to dissect his 2020 race. "We ran a great campaign," he told me. Why didn't he do better, I asked. "I have no idea." Neither Booker nor his advisers believe the 2020 failure damaged him as a national candidate. According to data collected by the campaign, Democratic voters liked him better at the end of the race than at the beginning, even if he was never their top choice for president. "If anything," Booker said, the 2020 experience "left me with more of an appetite to potentially run in the future." How, I asked, would this time be different? "I'm far more fed up than I was in 2020," he said. "I'm far angrier."


Booker at an August 2019 presidential-campaign rally in Philadelphia (Matt Smith / Alamy)



Booker says he hasn't decided whether to run for president again. He must first tend to his reelection in New Jersey, and, like other Democrats with national stature, he'll help the party in its bid to regain power in the midterm elections. Booker often mentions his recent marriage during speeches, and he is open about his desire to have children. "Lord, pray for me," he'll say, before pivoting to the kind of so-bad-it's-funny dad joke he's been telling for years. ("What do you call a guy who tells dad jokes but isn't a dad? A faux Pa.") During a roundtable conversation about health insurance in Newark, he talked about how he and his wife, Alexis Lewis Booker, now had to consider whether their plan covered IVF treatments.

When I asked Booker what might cause him not to run in 2028, he brought up Alexis. "She and I are going to have to have a different kind of conversation than I've ever had before," Booker said. But he quickly added that being a family man for the first time makes him "more effective in my public life."

In every other respect, Booker seems to be all in. The 2028 Democratic field is likely to be just as crowded, if not more so, than it was in 2020. Booker could be competing for attention with rivals from his own generation and from a younger crop of candidates who might better satisfy primary voters' yearning for a fresh face. Yet the case that Booker's advisers sketch out for his viability is plausible, even compelling. Without Trump on the ballot, voters may want to turn the page on an era of nastiness and division, back toward hope and healing and inspiration. Booker will be better known than he was eight years ago, with more experience--neither a gray-haired has-been nor too much of a youthful risk. "He's in sort of a sweet spot," Butler argued.

As I followed Booker around New Hampshire and South Carolina, I found plenty of Democrats who saw precisely that balance in Booker and wanted him to run for president again. (Several urged him to do so directly.) "I have not seen anybody else that I would prefer to run," said Lonnie Hosey, a South Carolina state legislator who, like many Black Democrats in the state, supported Biden in the 2020 primary. "As of today," Hosey told me, "he is my choice." Others weren't exactly pining for Booker, but they wanted to give him a longer look. After seeing Booker speak in Beaufort, Susie Gombocz, a 78-year-old real-estate agent, told me she loved his message. "He's aggressive," she said, "but he's got a lovely way about him."

But in many ways, Booker can't move beyond being mayor of Newark. The climax of his stump speech is a new riff on an old storm: Hurricane Sandy. The (long) story is a paean to a gentler political moment, when leaders in both parties could get along and be decent to one another. (This is not a tale that features a young Booker decking a guy on the field.) Mayor Booker is driving around the city assessing damage when President Obama and Governor Christie call to offer their assistance. The hero ends up being an ordinary citizen who is standing outside in a dangerous storm, waving a light in the driving rain so that his neighbors won't get electrocuted by a downed power line.


Booker during a Martin Luther King Jr. Day event in South Carolina in 2019 (Sean Rayford / Getty)



"That is who we are. That is the story of America!" Booker tells the crowd, his voice rising in a familiar crescendo. "Not people with position, but people with purpose! Not people on high, but the grassroots soldiers in the trenches! That's how America is made. That's how we redeem the dream!"

I watched Booker tell this story to Democratic audiences throughout South Carolina. The largest crowd he addressed was in front of the state capitol on MLK Day. This crowd was also the toughest for him; by the time he finally stepped to the podium, most had been standing in the cold for several hours, listening to a cavalcade of more than 30 speakers paying tribute to King's legacy. "I will not be speaking for 25 hours," Booker began, drawing laughs. "The hour is late, and the temperature is cold."

Most in the crowd had stuck around to hear him. And when, near the conclusion of his story about the storm, Booker summoned them to rise--"South Carolina, I ask you right now, will you stand up?"--they dutifully obliged. People stayed on their feet all through Booker's stirring peroration, the kind that feels more natural on the eve of a big election than during the dead of winter.

This is Cory Booker returning to form. As much as he wants to show that he's a fighter, he has no intention of morphing into anything too far from the idealistic law-school graduate who moved into a housing project. There is a danger in changing too much, he told me in his Senate office a few weeks later, citing Vice President J. D. Vance's sharp turn from Trump critic to loyal running mate as a cautionary tale. Booker then repeated the same theory of the election that he pitched to his aides more than seven years ago. He held one hand steady in front of him and slowly moved the other up to meet it. "This is who we are. We are not moving," Booker said. "And if the time and the moment meet us, that's great."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/03/cory-booker-2028/686342/?utm_source=feed
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There's No Way the American West Will Have a Normal Summer

This week's record-breaking heat dome augurs badly for the months to come.

by Rebecca Boyle

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




Spring is just about here, if you go by its official start date, on the equinox. But in the American West, it feels like we skipped right to summer. A record-smashing heat dome has settled over a huge swath of the United States, from California to Montana and down to Texas. At my house in Colorado Springs, where we are 6,700 feet in elevation, highs could hit 90 degrees Fahrenheit this Saturday. The usual high temperature should be around 55 this time of year. Just outside Phoenix, a baseball spring-training matchup between the Chicago Cubs and Cincinnati Reds was rescheduled to 6:05 p.m. Friday, rather than a typical afternoon start time. Highs around Phoenix are expected to hit 106 Friday and Saturday, about 30 degrees above normal for mid-March. We are roasting out here.



This is not normal. Or at least it wasn't normal in the past. The heat wave is happening because of a bizarrely strong ridge of high pressure in Earth's atmosphere. The ridge suppresses cloud formation and brings in warmer air. Such atmospheric ridges are more common in the summer, but this one would be unusually intense even for that season. It is the strongest ridge ever observed in March, Kaitlyn Trudeau, a senior researcher at the science nonprofit group Climate Central, told me. The group's researchers have developed a prediction model that assesses how much a warming trend or record high can be attributed to human-caused climate change. According to the model, climate change is making this week's western high temps five times more likely.



More subjectively, this heat dome is "otherworldly," "genuinely startling," and "absurd," depending on which meteorologist you ask. The spread of March temperatures on Colorado's Front Range is typically wide, but not so wide that the Denver metro area should be expecting highs in the 80s--even inching up to 90. March is also, famously, the state's snowiest month. Peak snowpack usually falls around April 9. This year, we passed peak snowpack a couple of weeks ago, and the heat wave means that by mid-April, much of the snow will probably be gone for the season.



This is not just our problem, or Arizona's; the whole West is baking right now. In Nevada, a state whose name literally means "snowy," Great Basin National Park will see temperatures in the 70s. From March 4 to March 16 in California, the snowpack melted at 1 percent a day on average, according to the state's Department of Water Resources. Peak snowpack in the state probably happened in mid-February, about 40 days before the typical peak.



Snowpack is vital for water in the West, serving as a savings account for summer water needs; the heat wave will flush that account empty. My favorite Colorado ski area, which reaches 11,952 feet in elevation at its summit, could see high temperatures of 55 degrees over the weekend, for instance. The snow will turn to slush and melt fast, and streams will be high and turbid; one of the threats from this heat wave is actually hypothermia, for people who find themselves (intentionally or otherwise) in rushing, snow-fed rivers.



But then the rivers and lakes filled by melting snow will run dry, months sooner than they should. Lake Powell and Lake Mead will drop, maybe by a lot. The parched ground throughout western states will become a tinderbox. Already, communities in the Denver metro area have declared Stage 1 drought, and others are considering the same, which means restrictions on water use. Governor Jared Polis activated the state drought task force on Tuesday, often a harbinger of statewide-drought declaration. Again, let me punctuate that this is happening in the middle of March.



"This is exactly the opposite of what you want to see at this point," Trudeau said.



This oddly powerful heat wave caps off an already anomalous, ominous winter season. February closed out the warmest winter ever measured in Colorado. Together, December, January, and February were a whopping 8.1 degrees warmer than the 20th-century average, and 6.4 degrees warmer than the 1991-2020 average. It was by far the warmest winter here in all 131 years of recordkeeping. Many locations around the state shattered previous records for the number of winter days above 60 degrees.



The falling records are a symptom of change, and could portend a new normal, Trudeau said.

"It's going to become increasingly harder to use the past as a playbook for the future, because we are shifting into a completely different climate system." For those of us who grew up here and remember what it's supposed to be like, this week's weather feels wrong, especially after we didn't really have a winter.



At the same time, we have some experience with what that could mean for the other three seasons. I keep thinking back to 2012, when I was living in the Midwest, homesick for the mountains, and watching them burn on national TV. That year was also weirdly hot--it was the hottest year on record for the continental United States until 2024--and Colorado suffered immensely. Wildfires raged across every corner of the state, and Front Range communities burned from Colorado Springs to Fort Collins. That summer, black smoke billowed over Colorado Springs and officials evacuated the Air Force Academy. We worry about reliving the terrifying scene this year, from the mountains to the prairies.

While I was working on this article, I got an alert from the Watch Duty app about a new grass fire 20 minutes south of my house. We are getting too accustomed to springtime fire watches and warnings. But besides grass fires here and there, as of this writing, nothing catastrophic has yet begun in the mountains. I think about how one brutal fire season, Colorado's then-governor, Bill Owens, was infamously quoted saying that "all of Colorado is burning." Right now all of Colorado is hot, and all of Colorado is dry. We are all bracing for what that means for us in a few months.
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The Lesson of Tulsi Gabbard's Flip-Flop

The existence of war skeptics in a president's Cabinet is not a valuable indicator of how that president will act.

by Conor Friedersdorf

Wed, 18 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.

After ordering the Iranian general Qassem Soleimani killed in 2020, Donald Trump claimed that the military officer had been "plotting imminent and sinister attacks on American diplomats and military personnel." But that justification didn't pass muster with then-Democratic Representative Tulsi Gabbard.

Gabbard had long been explicit in her insistence that a president cannot unilaterally decide to attack another country in anticipatory self-defense. She'd even co-sponsored the No More Presidential Wars Act in 2018, which stated that the president must "seek congressional authorization prior to any engagement of the U.S. Armed Forces against Syria, Iran, or Russia." It was not surprising when, in spite of Trump's determination that Soleimani had posed an imminent threat, Gabbard insisted that the president had "committed an illegal and unconstitutional act." Gabbard also warned that a war against Iran in particular would be "so costly and devastating" that it would make the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan "look like a picnic."

Yet now that Gabbard serves as director of national intelligence to a president waging war on Iran, she is using her position to defend Trump's unilateral intervention. The president's recent determination of an imminent threat in Iran seems to be enough for her: Posting to social media yesterday from her official government X account, she wrote, "Donald Trump was overwhelmingly elected by the American people" and "as our Commander in Chief, he is responsible for determining what is and is not an imminent threat, and whether or not to take action he deems necessary to protect the safety and security of our troops, the American people and our country." Gabbard repeated this argument in a Senate hearing on worldwide threats today.

Lots of Trump supporters, inside and outside the government, have walked back their concerns about the legality or wisdom of waging war with Iran. But Gabbard's prior critique and her current advocacy for Trump are irreconcilable--and instructive. Trump won the 2024 election in part by signaling to a war-weary country that he would be a "president of peace" who put "America First"--a message that some skeptics of foreign intervention found credible because he was giving leadership roles to anti-interventionist politicians such as Gabbard and J. D. Vance. As it turns out, Gabbard not only failed to influence the Trump administration in a way that prevented war with Iran; she is now giving the president cover for it.

The larger lesson, for those who oppose unilateral and unlawful wars, is that neither a president's anti-war rhetoric nor his appointments of foreign-intervention skeptics are valuable indicators of how he will act. Members of the executive branch cannot be trusted to leave the war power in the hands of Congress, as the Constitution and the rule of law demands. When people serve at the pleasure of the president, the incentives to empower him are simply too strong. What's more, even if they take the unusual step of resigning in protest, as Joe Kent, the director of the National Counterterrorism Center, just did over Iran, the president remains the boss. (It's telling that even in resigning, Kent did not break from the president, and instead relied on conspiracy theories to argue that Trump is not to blame for the war that he started.)

The Obama era teaches this same lesson. Candidate Barack Obama, a constitutional-law professor and early opponent of the Iraq War, said all of the things about executive power that anti-interventionists wanted to hear. Then President Obama waged new wars unilaterally while asserting extraordinary powers for the executive branch. And he was often assisted not by Dick Cheney-esque avatars of extreme presidential power, but by erstwhile skeptics of executive power such as Harold Koh. The Republican-led House rejected a resolution to support U.S. action in Libya, but members of Congress declined to stop Obama by cutting off funds or to punish him with impeachment.

More recently, a faction of anti-war populists who have complained about the "establishment" interventions of the George W. Bush and Obama administrations came to believe that elevating people such as Trump, Vance, and Gabbard was the solution. Instead, Trump is governing as a hawkish interventionist; as a result, the 2028 primaries are likely to feature anti-war candidates in both parties.

Voters who are skeptical of foreign intervention should stop investing their hopes in presidents and shift their time, energy, and focus to House and Senate contests. Congress is big and messy; the average voter may worry that the makeup of seats is harder to change than the outcome of one presidential race. But Congress alone can mete out consequences to presidents who pursue unlawful wars. And doing so is core to its duties, even though the legislators now in office have failed to discharge them.

In a bygone generation, Grover Norquist became famous for coercing hundreds of legislators into signing a pledge that they wouldn't raise taxes. Perhaps a congressional majority will one day have pledged, "I swear to vote for the prompt impeachment and removal of any president who attacks another country without a declaration of war, unless Congress judges that he or she preempted an imminent attack on America."

Presently, the majority of Congress is focused on pleasing the president. But the only way to stop presidents from unilaterally starting new wars is to elect a Congress that threatens to oust them if they do--and means it.

Related:

	The first big administration defection over Iran
 	Voters who oppose wars of choice have nowhere to turn.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Why does Cory Booker think this time will be different?
 	The Iran war's next threat is to food and water.
 	A new level of vaccine purgatory
 	The same war, on a loop




Today's News

	Senator Markwayne Mullin testified today during his confirmation hearing to be the new homeland-security secretary. Questions about "classified" travel he took as a House member threatened to complicate a vote on his appointment.
 	Israel struck the infrastructure of Iran's South Pars gas field, which sent oil and natural-gas prices higher. Israel also killed Iran's intelligence minister; the U.S. intelligence chief, Tulsi Gabbard, said that Iran's leadership has been "largely degraded" but that the government "appears to be intact."
 	Lieutenant Governor Juliana Stratton won Illinois's Democratic Senate primary last night, a victory that also marked a win for Governor J. B. Pritzker, who endorsed her.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Some meteorologists made a lot of noise as the D.C. storm loomed--and when it failed to materialize, Joshua Partlow writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read
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Friendship, on Demand

By Julie Beck

The robots befriended us remarkably fast.
 Over the past year or two, AI has become not just a utilitarian tool but a technology that many people are turning to for connection and emotional support. One survey last year found that 16 percent of American adults had used AI for companionship, and a quarter of adults under 30 had. Social AI use seems to be growing rapidly around the world, according to several recent reports on the state of artificial intelligence. Raffaele Ciriello, who studies emerging technologies at the University of Sydney, told me that he once assumed AI companions would remain "niche"; he has been "surprised by how quickly that took over" ...
 This is a major transformation, a sudden and dramatic shift in which millions of people are seeking companionship from machines that they formerly could have gotten only from other humans.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The David Frum Show: Why Britain is saying no to Trump's Iran war
 	Charlie Warzel: A disturbing new low in the Polymarket era
 	Washington's sewage apocalypse
 	Trump may not be able to end this war.
 	The Myspace dilemma facing ChatGPT
 	Democrats learned the wrong lesson from 2024.




Culture Break


Francesco Carto fotografo / Getty



Discuss. Lindy West's new memoir, Adult Braces, describes a strangely politicized version of nonmonogamy, Tyler Austin Harper writes.

Watch. The film Sirat (out now in select theaters) explores the mixed experience of looking for transcendence on the dance floor, Alex Marono Porto 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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Democrats Learned the Wrong Lesson From 2024

The party still refuses to prioritize the most important parts of its agenda and make the case that they're worth paying for.

by Ben Ritz

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

Despite Donald Trump's promises, America has not been Made Affordable Again. This has created an immense political opportunity for his opponents. But Democratic lawmakers are failing just as badly to articulate an alternative vision. Instead, some of them seem to be trying to out-Trump the president with their own brand of "slopulism"--half-baked policy proposals that sound good only if you don't think too hard about them, and that would, if enacted, hurt the people they're supposed to help. Others are simply reheating the leftovers of Joe Biden's agenda. Few are reckoning with the fundamental problem that led to the party's defeat in 2024: an inability to prioritize the most important parts of its agenda and make the case that they're worth paying for.

These shortcomings might not prevent Democrats from riding an anti-Trump backlash to success in the midterms, but they could doom the chances of any future Democratic administration governing successfully.

Senators Cory Booker and Chris Van Hollen recently unveiled bills that would exempt most middle-class households from paying any federal income taxes. Booker's plan would more than double the standard deduction, to $75,000 per couple, and increase the child tax credit to be even more generous than it was under Biden's COVID-era expansion. Van Hollen's would essentially create a parallel income-tax system under which a couple's first $92,000 of income is exempt. His bill in particular appears to have broad support within the party, rolling out with 18 Senate co-sponsors and a slew of endorsements from major labor unions and activist groups.

Annie Lowrey: The last Americans really paying taxes

The political appeal of these ideas is obvious enough. Affordability is everyone's favorite buzzword right now, and lowering taxes lets voters keep more of their paycheck to spend. Trump's policies to cut taxes on tips, overtime pay, and Social Security benefits proved so popular that congressional Democrats are fighting to expand them. Why not go even bigger and prove that Democrats are the real party of the middle class by offering even more tax relief than Republicans?

One problem is that these policies are regressive. High-income Americans tend to benefit the most from deductions because they pay steeper tax rates on their income. As a result, a childless couple with $175,000 of income would benefit from Booker's proposal twice as much as one with a $75,000 income. Under Van Hollen's, a couple that makes $100,000 would benefit six times as much as a couple that earns $50,000. Such an outcome undermines progressives' general goal of providing the most support to those most in need, without having the benefit of advancing another component of their agenda. This helps explain why both proposals were immediately panned by experts of all ideological stripes within the Democratic Party.

The bigger problem with these plans is that they are very expensive. Van Hollen's proposal would cost roughly $1.6 trillion over 10 years. That would be more than triple the spending and tax credits in the Inflation Reduction Act, and yet Van Hollen's plan is cheap compared with Booker's, which would cost nearly $7 trillion over the same period. Both senators have promised to cover the cost with taxes on corporations and very rich households. But even if that were to happen, it would jeopardize everything else voters expect from the Democratic Party, such as expanding health-care access and investing in clean energy. There is a mathematical limit on how much additional revenue can be generated from raising taxes on high-income households, and offsetting Booker's plan would require consuming about half of it. The real-world political limit is much lower. If the entire universe of plausible tax hikes on the top 2 percent is spent cutting taxes for the other 98 percent, no money will be left to pursue other goals.

Democrats can't dodge this reality forever, especially at a time when the bill for many of the government's unfunded promises is finally coming due. Major trust funds for both Social Security and Medicare are projected to be depleted before the end of the next president's first term. Doing nothing to the programs--the preferred approach of many Democrats for the past 40 years--would mean allowing automatic benefit cuts as high as 12 percent for Medicare and 24 percent for Social Security to take effect.

Borrowing money indefinitely to support these programs' shortfalls isn't an option: The federal government already spends $1 trillion on interest payments each year, more than it does on Medicare or national defense, a higher share of the economy than at any point in American history. That debt might seem abstract now, but Americans will eventually feel the weight of it through higher inflation and interest rates that drive up the cost of living. If Democrats want a robust government that can last, they'll have to pay for it.

Some might object that if Trump can get away with ideologically and mathematically nonsensical policy positions, why can't Democrats? The answer is that Trump and MAGA Republicans aren't trying to build a functioning government with a more generous welfare state. If their unfunded tax cuts end up starving the government into massive spending reductions, many Republicans would consider that a feature rather than a bug. Democrats, by contrast, need voters to believe that government can deliver on its promises.

Refusing to reckon with this dynamic played a huge role in the Biden administration's biggest failures. In early 2021, Democrats made the American Rescue Plan Act big enough to fund a wide range of requests from their Senate caucus rather than shooting for the appropriate level of spending needed to support the economy through the coronavirus pandemic. Economists widely agree that this choice made inflation worse throughout Biden's tenure. Democrats' subsequent Build Back Better plan was functionally a grab bag of policies favored by left-leaning interest groups and their congressional champions that stretched far beyond the total level of spending with which voters were comfortable. The result was a package far less popular than some of the individual policies contained within it, which ultimately could not pass.

If Democrats learned any lessons from these mistakes, they're not acting like it. Last month, the New Democrat Coalition--the largest bloc of moderate House Democrats--put forth an "Affordability Agenda" that could best be described as a warmed-over Build Back Better. The plan admirably claims that a high-level goal is to "act in a fiscally-responsible way," but almost every proposal with an impact on the federal budget would either increase spending or cut taxes. Although the plan is light on details, the price tag could be more than $3 trillion over 10 years if its components cost as much as similar proposals from the Biden era.

Roge Karma: Buy, borrow, die

The math gets even worse on the left wing of the Democratic coalition. Senator Bernie Sanders promised $25 trillion more in new spending than he had a plan to pay for when he ran for president in 2020. Now he proposes making the spending-revenue gap even larger by sending a $3,000 check to every member of every household with an income under $150,000--trotting back out a slopulist and inflationary policy that seemed to yield no political benefit for Democrats when they enacted a similar one five years ago.

Opportunities certainly exist for targeted tax relief to help working-class Americans manage higher costs; indeed, I have proposed several. But a situation in which Republicans cut taxes across the board and Democrats try to follow that up with even bigger tax cuts for 98 percent of the population is a race to the bottom--one that has been gradually accelerating since 2001. This is not a contest that Democrats can win, because the end result would be no money left to fund any of the government programs they care about--and giving money to everyone at the same time would fuel inflation that ultimately cancels out the tax cuts' benefit.

It would be naive to suggest that Democrats should aggressively campaign on painful tax hikes and spending cuts. But at a minimum, they need to have a coherent vision for what they want government to accomplish and not propose costly policies that are fundamentally incompatible with that vision. Moreover, they must make the argument to voters that progressive objectives are worth paying for. If voters support Democratic programs only when they think someone else is going to foot the bill, then Democrats should accept the fact that those policies aren't truly popular, and trim their ambitions accordingly. Politicians can't tell Americans that the government will help solve their problems and that they won't need to pay any taxes to fund it. That's not offering a solution, just slop.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/03/democrats-slopulism-economic-policy/686419/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump Is Kicking the Economy While It's Down

How the war with Iran could lead to a recession

by Hanna Rosin
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For the past year or so, economists have remained, if not optimistic about the economy, not alarmed either. Then recently came what economists call a series of "revisions" to data reports. These were not the superficial kinds of revisions that leave the central story intact. To name just one, original estimates had 2025 new-job numbers at 584,000, which was just tepidly okay. That was revised to a net number of only 116,000.

Across the past two years, the revisions mean that the American economy has about a million fewer jobs than previously reported. Coupled with the worst economic growth numbers since the early pandemic. Plus the highest inflation in two years. And that is before we've factored in the largest supply disruption the oil market has ever seen.

President Trump was elected partly to address voters' concerns about rising prices and inflation. Now his war in Iran threatens to create many more reasons for voters to be concerned.

When Iran closed off the Strait of Hormuz, it shut out roughly a fifth of the world's oil supply. Oil infrastructure across the Persian Gulf has faced attacks, threatening the supply at its source. Americans are already watching prices climb at gas stations, but that's only the beginning. Oil prices affect nearly everything Americans eat, wear, and touch. Our staff writer Roge Karma lays out how the shock of historically high oil prices could push an already fragile economy into recession.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: We are now in week three of the U.S. and Israel's war with Iran, the purpose of which President Trump has still not clearly explained.

The consequences of the war may have seemed abstract to many Americans at the beginning, but now they're showing up very concretely on the big pylon signs at the gas station.

Female news anchor 1: The U.S. average for a gallon of regular gas was $3.68.
 Male news anchor: Gas prices continued to rise over the weekend, with AAA saying the national average now is sitting at about $3.72 a gallon.
 Female news anchor 2: The average price for a gallon of gas: $3.79--that's up 82 cents now since the start of the war.


Rosin: These climbing prices are because Iran is doing something the White House did not seem to have fully anticipated: shutting down the Strait of Hormuz.

[Music]

Rosin: About a fifth of the world's oil passes through the strait, and by pledging to attack vessels, Iran has effectively stopped commercial shipping from the Gulf.

Roge Karma:  There are, right now, hundreds of tankers carrying pretty much all of Middle East oil production parked outside of the strait, afraid to go through.


Rosin: That's Atlantic staff writer Roge Karma.

Karma: As a result, you have production fields shutting down because they don't have enough storage. You have the price of a barrel of oil skyrocketing.
 Female news anchor 3: For the first time in years, oil prices surpassed $100 per barrel as a war in the Middle East continues to impact oil production and shipping worldwide.
  Karma: The International Energy Agency, the IEA, has called this the single largest disruption to the global oil supply in history.
  This is the scenario that energy analysts have been worried about for about half a century.


Rosin: Earlier this year, a barrel of crude oil cost about $60. Now the price is hovering around $100. If the conflict isn't resolved quickly, prices could continue to rise, passing $100, hitting $150 or even $200 per barrel--prices that have literally never been seen before.

The cost of the Iran war may soon become very visible to Americans, in a day-to-day way. So many things you buy routinely are dependent on the price of oil. Raising that price to new heights can easily disrupt our entire economy--an economy that's already pretty shaky right now.

Roge, welcome to the show.

Karma: Thanks so much for having me. It's great to be here.

Rosin: So the Trump administration and its allies have suggested that because the U.S. produces its own oil, we are relatively insulated.

President Trump: We don't need oil. We have all the oil we need for ourselves. It's one of the great assets that we have.


Rosin: Respond. Is that true?

Karma: That is partially true. Relatively is doing a lot of work there.

When we say that the U.S. is a net exporter of oil, what we are actually talking about is finished petroleum products. There are two stages to oil production. One is: The raw crude oil, you take out of the ground, and then that crude oil is refined into products like gasoline, like diesel, like plastics, which then are used--gasoline, obviously, is what you fill up your car with at the pump. And the U.S., while it is a net exporter of those finished products, it is a net importer of the crude oil itself.

Also, there are multiple types of crude oil. The shale revolution in the U.S., which started in the early 2000s, which was the discovery of a lot of, basically, oil across the Gulf of the country, basically produces a type of oil that experts call "sweet light crude," which is this thinner oil and this much lighter oil. But a lot of American refineries that process that oil were created before the shale revolution. They're primarily set up to process the kind of what is called "heavy sour crude" that comes primarily now from other places.

And so what the U.S. basically does is we import a lot of heavy sour crude from other places, we export a lot of our own sweet light crude to other places, and then we do a lot of that refining here, which goes into finished products. And so, yes, we're technically a net exporter, but we are inextricably connected to the rest of the global market, such that when the price of a barrel of oil goes up because of a disruption elsewhere, it also goes up here.

Rosin: So why haven't oil prices made Trump back off from Iran already?

Karma: That's a great question. (Laughs.) One answer is that oil prices haven't climbed nearly as high yet as many experts think they could. Right now, we have oil prices at about $100 a barrel. Hopefully, that doesn't change by the time this episode is released, but as of this taping, oil prices are around $100 a barrel. Experts think that they could go much higher: $150, $200 a barrel.

And the reason why they haven't is a bit befuddling to me. It really reflects, I think, a view among oil traders that Trump will chicken out, that this crisis is not going to last--for the exact reason you just asked me that question, Wouldn't higher oil prices cause Trump to back down?

[Music]

Karma: The irony of this situation is that I think a lot of traders in the oil markets are assuming Trump will back down; therefore, the price of oil is not going up as fast, and because of that, Trump is actually less likely to back down. And so you almost have this kind of self-fulfilling loop, I think, happening right now in the markets, where everyone believes that Trump will back down, but because they believe he will back down, the prices actually aren't going up to the point that might make him back down. It's a little bit of a mirror of kind of the sort of Trump "TACO trade" theory that had been percolating around why stock markets haven't fallen more in response to some of Trump's actions.

But I genuinely have been befuddled by this, and I think if the oil markets were to internalize the severity of this, prices would go up very quickly.

Rosin: So there might be a moment where they lose faith.

Karma: There might be a moment, and again, the big question is when that moment comes; it's really hard to predict.

Rosin: In a world where oil is more scarce, oil prices are higher. How does that affect the economy overall?

Karma: Gas prices are only the beginning. Oil is an input to so many different materials, so many different sectors and industries throughout the economy.

I would say the big ones--again, prices at the pump. The second big one is airfares; we've already seen airfares, especially for transatlantic, for international flights, go way up. And then I think another area it's going to increasingly show up is food.

So fertilizer is made from different components. Some are things like urea and ammonia. A lot of these come directly out of the Strait of Hormuz. A lot of them are created from natural gas that also comes out of the Strait of Hormuz. So those supply chains. And then all of the tractors and the harvesters, the machinery that's used to power farms is powered by diesel. Food is transported, obviously, by trucks.

So I think it's going to start showing up in prices basically everywhere--every time you go to make a purchase of clothes, something that's wrapped in plastic, every time you go to buy food. And I think there's another way this was going to show up. It's not just going to be higher prices.

What do consumers do, often, when they're faced with higher prices? You end up pulling back, and you end up stopping your spending of other areas in order to pay more for these products, especially gasoline. This is a pattern that happens throughout history every time there's an energy shock.

When the economy's doing really well, that's not as big of a problem. Consumers pull back a little bit; it's not a huge deal. Right now is not that moment for the U.S. economy. The economy is looking weak in terms of the job numbers. It's looking weak in terms of economic growth. It is already stagnating in terms of hiring.

In an economy that is not doing very well, a sudden pullback in consumer spending can create a really vicious cycle that a lot of economists I talk to think could end up leading to a recession.

Rosin: Okay, I actually think I would like you to make the case for how fragile the economy is, because I know that's debated now. It's debated politically; it's debated among economists. So why do you think the economy is particularly fragile right now?

Karma: So over the last few weeks, we have gotten a series of economic data reports that I think have been extremely alarming. I had a piece I wrote the other week that was called "The Economy's Warning Light Is Flashing Yellow," so not quite red, not quite a recession yet, but looking very bad. And there were a couple reports in particular that were concerning.

The big one is the jobs numbers. So the story for the past year or so has been we're getting not as many jobs as before, but the labor market is still growing; jobs are still being created. And there was basically a series of revisions that have been made to last year's job numbers that showed that we originally thought there were close to 600,000 jobs created last year--already not a great year. That was revised down to around 180,000 and then 116,000. That is one-tenth of the jobs that were created in 2024. So in 2025, we got one-tenth of the job creation. That is not the sign of a healthy labor market.

At the exact same time as we're getting this huge slowdown in the job market, we're also seeing economic growth slow down. The total output of the U.S. economy was about 4.4 percent in the third quarter of last year. That is a really high number. That's great. The average is about 2 percent going back, so 4.4 percent is fantastic. It then fell off to, according to the most recent revision, 0.7 percent. That is just a dramatic dropoff. And you also, at the same time, have a pullback in consumer spending already.

And so basically, what you have--I think the way to summarize all this--is even before this oil crisis, you had the worst economic growth numbers since COVID. You also had the highest inflation report in two years. And all of that was even before we start talking about oil.

Rosin: The political questions that follow from what you just said are so obvious. Trump was elected, in large part, because people were discontented over inflation. The administration has been sensitive to price concerns that Americans are feeling. But you're describing a situation where prices are going up; we may be at the start of the recession.

What's actually happening in the economy and the political story that prevails of what's happening in the economy are often disparate from each other, but what do you think about that, like how that plays out?

Karma: It is truly ironic that Donald Trump came into office as the affordability guy.

Trump: We inherited a mess, with high prices and high inflation, and we've turned it around, and we've made it great.


Karma: He very much, again, like you said, rode this wave of discontent and then immediately got into office and decided, long before this crisis, to institute global tariffs, which are literally going to raise the price of everyday goods, of deporting huge parts of the American workforce, almost as if he was trying to raise prices.

And then, you have this set of crises, which it's been interesting because throughout all of this, even as inflation has remained pretty sticky throughout Trump's term, the one price that really did fall, relative to where it was under Joe Biden, was the price of gasoline.

Trump: After gasoline skyrocketed to over $5 a gallon and, in some places, $7, $8, and even $9 a gallon under Biden, our policies have brought gas prices way down.


Karma: That doesn't have much to do with Donald Trump. That has a lot to do with this sort of aftermath of the Russian invasion and the oil crisis that came out of that and the price shocks normalizing.

The one price that the Trump administration could brag about and very much did brag about was the price of gasoline, and now that is also going up.

In terms of what to make of it, politically, I find it mystifying. I had a piece in the fall right after Trump got elected, the fall of 2024, and it was called "The Two Donald Trumps." And the whole premise of that piece was that Donald Trump was elected, in a lot of ways, as the president who would return things to the status quo, who would make America affordable again, who would end all of these wars, who would secure the border, but that Trump's agenda was almost specifically designed to create more chaos and more disruption.

And I think you see that specifically on the case of affordability, where, in a lot of ways, what Donald Trump had to do politically was come in and just watch as inflation was already coming down. It was already close to near the Fed's target. At that point, interest rates would've come down. It would've been pretty easy. And instead, what he's done is basically do the exact opposite.

In terms of what is actually going on, I am not a professional Trump psychological reader, but all I do know is that it does not seem to be making the American people very happy, and this war is only accentuating all of those concerns and taking the one price that the administration did have going for them and sending it in the opposite direction.

Rosin: Since we're talking in animated tones, I just wanna level here before we move on. What you're saying is that we are adding oil shocks to an already fragile economy and that might lead to an actual recession. Is that actually what you're saying?

Karma: My view right now is that the economy's warning light is flashing yellow. This could be bad; it doesn't have to be.

On top of an economy that is very fragile, if you add a once-in-50-years-level oil shock that sends prices to $150 or $200 a barrel, the kinds of prices we haven't seen before, I would be extremely surprised if we did not get a recession. It is really hard to imagine an economy that already has as weak job numbers as we have, that has already seen consumers pull back as much, that has already seen as weak hiring as we have getting a shock that big and not reacting in a pretty severe way, so that is what I'm saying.

And in a lot of ways, it mirrors what happens in the 1970s. In the early 1970s, you had an economy where the economy was reeling--it was already somewhat fragile. It was already sort of weakening in terms of growth, in terms of job numbers from a few years prior. Inflation was coming down but was higher than it had been. And then you had this huge shock that changed everything.

But I think, again, a lot of this comes down to a big if. The difference between now and the 1970s is that we could--in theory, at least--end this whenever we wanted to. The Strait of Hormuz does not need to be closed. This was not a crisis beforehand. If you would've asked me before this, Is the economy inevitably headed for a recession? I would've said, I have no idea.

Time and time again, the doomers have been wrong. Time and time again, I have been someone who I feel like has pushed back against claims of doomerism. But when you have an economy like this and then you have an oil crisis like this, it's really hard to come to any other conclusion.

[Music]

Rosin: So that's the view from inside the U.S. After the break, what an oil emergency in the Middle East might mean for the rest of the world.

[Break]

Rosin: I wanna move beyond the domestic scene because an oil shock is a geopolitical event, not just a domestic event. Who gains from a sustained oil shock? Who loses? How does this play out?

Karma: The big short-term winner in this situation is Russia, and specifically is [Russian President] Vladimir Putin.

[Music]

Russia produces a lot of oil. It has had to sell that oil at discounted rates. Ever since the invasion of Ukraine, there have been lots of sanctions on Russia. And now what you have when the oil is cut off from the Strait of Hormuz is countries are going to get desperate. And that means as the price of a barrel of crude goes up, the price of Russian oil goes up a lot.

What that means, basically because the Kremlin controls a huge portion of the country's oil supplies, a huge windfall for Vladimir Putin's government. That is going to mean just a lot of cash flowing into the Kremlin that was not flowing in before. That can be then used for the war effort. It can be used to relieve pressure on sanctions.

And also, at the same time, this is gonna create huge geopolitical leverage for Russia. As other countries need their oil, they're going to have to probably make concessions. Donald Trump has already lifted some of the sanctions on Russian oil.

And so I think the big, big winner in the short term from this is going to be Russia. And I think one outcome that could result from all of this is more and more pressure to come to a quicker settlement in the Russia-Ukraine war that might be more favorable to Vladimir Putin's terms.

Rosin: Right, and you're saying a quicker resolution in Putin's favor merely because he has more cards to play. He's just a more powerful actor on the world stage.

Karma: He's a more powerful actor, and lots of other countries who are desperate, who are oil importers, are going to be even more desperate for the oil that he has to offer.

Rosin: Okay, so that's a winner. I know there are more, but I actually wanna ask you about some losers first.

I've read that some Asian countries are already instituting four-day workweeks. How is that showing up across the world and rippling?

Karma: In terms of the biggest short-term losers from this--and loser is even--it's a shorthand that hides a lot of pain and doesn't even have the gravity of this crisis.

Most of the oil that leaves the Strait of Hormuz goes to Asia, and particularly South and Southeast Asia. Countries like Korea and Japan, they're probably ultimately going to be fine. The rich countries in Europe and Asia are going to be fine because they are going to be able to stomach higher prices. They are going to basically bid up the price of this oil.

The less-rich countries, the Pakistans of the world, the Bangladeshes of the world, these are going to be the big losers, in a lot of these countries where you are already seeing big attempts to tamp down on the amount of electricity. You're seeing really quick attempts to try--How can we bring as much coal online as possible, maybe to substitute for some of the natural gas that's being cut off?, because that's a whole 'nother element of this, is it's not only a fifth of the world's oil supply, but a huge amount of liquefied natural gas that factors into a lot of electricity.

So I think in terms of the biggest losers, it is going to be a lot of these less-developed countries in Asia, and it is also going to be a lot of the producers who can't get their oil out from the Middle East. One concern that I've had raised to me by several geopolitical analysts at this point is, What's going to happen to Iraq?

The Gulf states are going to lose a lot of money from not being able to get their oil out, but they are unfathomably rich already. This is mostly gonna result, for their cases, less high-end construction in Dubai, and some of the big projects that Saudi has been doing is maybe put on halt.

But in a country like Iraq that is just achieving some semblance of political stability--a lot of its wealth is on oil production. Losing that production is going to be a big deal. And I think in all of these regions, what we can expect is an increased likelihood of political instability that comes from this.

And so I think it is the smaller, poor producers in the Middle East and the smaller, poorer energy consumers, or oil consumers, in Asia and East Asia that are going to be the biggest losers of this. But again, the instability that happens in those regions can ripple in ways that we can't predict.

Rosin: Okay, let's talk about the other big player that we haven't discussed yet, and that is China. How do they factor into all of this?

Karma: That is a great question because depending on which reports you're reading, you can think China is the biggest possible loser from this and the biggest possible winner, and it's a little bit of both.

[Music]

You might immediately think that, given that China is the single biggest importer of oil in the world--by the way, the No. 2 is the United States, which speaks to our conversation earlier--but given that China is the No. 1 oil importer in the world, they would be a big loser from this, that this would cause prices there to rise, that you could see shortages, and that that would ultimately weaken China's position.

That is true to some extent, but China has a few things going for it. The first is that it sits on the single largest stockpile, the single largest reserve of oil in the world. It has about 1.2 billion barrels' worth of oil in reserve. For context, that is about four months' worth of oil that it can tap into. It's bigger than any other reserve in the world. So China has been planning for this kind of scenario for a long time and has stockpiles at the ready that could help it weather some of that shock.

The second big thing that China has going for it is that it has moved its economy towards being reliant on much more clean forms of energy. It is now getting something like 30 percent of its electricity generation from clean-energy sources. It has been investing hundreds of billions of dollars into becoming basically the leading country for most clean-energy technologies. And so it is, in that sense, right now currently vulnerable but is swiftly moving in a direction that is making it less vulnerable. And that's what brings in the possible strategic victory for China in the long term.

To the point of what you were saying earlier, a lot of countries would reasonably look at the situation in Iran and say, Look, in terms of my self-interest, it does not make sense for me to be importing oil. If I'm sitting in Europe or I'm sitting in Asia right now, and I'm a leader, I'm saying, Wow, if, on a whim, Israel and the U.S. can decide to attack a country halfway across the world and then that now fundamentally threatens my ability to provide energy for my citizens, maybe I shouldn't be relying so much on foreign sources of energy.

So almost every analyst I talk to is saying this could very well supercharge countries' desire to transition to, basically, green technologies--things like nuclear, solar, wind, things that can be produced at home that wouldn't be as susceptible to these global shocks. And so I think we're gonna see a big move in that direction.

Well, here's the thing: Which country controls almost the entirety of the clean-energy supply chain? It is China, which is responsible for producing more than 80 percent of the world's solar panels, more than 70 percent of the world's lithium-ion batteries and electric vehicles.

China owns these supply chains through and through. And historically, that has made other countries, like [in] Europe and in Asia, wary of being so dependent on China for these technologies. But if you're looking at the global stage right now, China might start looking like, and depending on China might start looking like, the least of all bad options.

Rosin: All right, we've strayed pretty far into global-order theoreticals, so let's just bring it back home.

Here's where we are: Trump seems to desperately want the strait opened. The European allies do not seem inclined to help. Iran isn't budging. So in war, that means a stalemate. Does that mean it expands in a different direction? What then happens? How does this move?

Karma: Right now, it is, like you said, a stalemate. But there is a possibility that this escalates.

We recently got news that the Trump administration has been attacking one of the primary pieces of oil infrastructure--it's called Kharg Island--where a lot of Iranian oil is produced. In response, Iran has retaliated by attacking oil infrastructure in the United Arab Emirates and so the way that this could escalate further is Iran not just keeping the strait closed, but attacking the sources of this oil by attacking the infrastructure that produces this oil at its source.

And that would be an escalation in part because, theoretically--and this is how one source, an energy analyst, described it to me this way. He told me, You could think of the Strait of Hormuz as like a kink in the hose of global oil supply. Technically, that's bad, but you could unkink it at any point. If you attack it at its source, it's like attacking the faucet. And if you've attacked the faucet, if you cut off this oil at its source, it could be weeks, months, even longer before you can get production back online.

And so that is the primary way this could possibly escalate further, is the actual sources of this production could be destroyed. That is the real nightmare scenario, is you end up with this kind of escalation that results in the destruction of a lot of this infrastructure in a way that can't be undone for a long time.

Rosin: Well, Roge, this is normally the moment I would say thank you, but I don't really know what I'm thanking you for. (Laughs.)

Karma: (Laughs.) I'm sorry to be the bearer of bad news.

[Music]

Rosin: On Wednesday, shortly after recording this conversation, Iran and Qatar accused Israel of attacking an offshore natural gas field that the two countries share, which made energy prices jump again. As of now, the war seems to be expanding.

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

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Washington's Sewage Apocalypse

This is not a metaphor.

by Henry Grabar

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




On January 19, a six-foot-wide sewer pipe broke beneath the land alongside the Potomac River, nine miles northwest of the Lincoln Memorial. A landslide of dirt and rocks dammed the flow, and the products of a million toilets, showers, sinks, and washing machines in the Washington, D.C., suburbs shot up to the surface and gushed into the watershed. According to researchers at the University of Maryland, it was one of the worst raw-sewage spills in U.S. history.

Two months later, there is no official explanation of what went wrong, and the gist of the DC Water report released on March 5 is, roughly, We did everything right. "This was an unprecedented event," the CEO, David Gadis, said in a press release. "After evaluating our inspection reports and ratings we do not believe there was any reason to change the timing for our planned rehabilitation, which was to start this summer."

But something did go wrong. In addition to the damage to the watershed, where the utility has elsewhere spent billions of dollars to keep out sewage, Maryland's C&O Canal spent nearly two months functioning as a jury-rigged open-air sewer to bypass the collapse and has been coated in human muck several inches deep. If the collapse had occurred a few miles upstream, it would have contaminated the intake of the Washington Aqueduct, cutting off the water supply for about 1 million people.

Two investigations into the cause of the collapse are ongoing. But DC Water officials have begun to hint at a possible culprit: a design flaw that has been lurking above the underground pipe since it was installed in the early 1960s, in the form of large boulders that were used as fill when the pipe was buried. This weakness raises the possibility of other land mines along the pipeline's 54-mile path. The utility is now turning to archival drawings to identify spots with similar methods of construction, and contemplating drilling to assess the risk. Everyone who was involved in designing the interstate sewer is long gone.

Read: America is doubling down on sewer surveillance

Searching through old blueprints to discover where the boulders are buried is an extreme example of an institutional memory lapse. The trend is common in a country whose infrastructural progress and prowess peaked decades ago: We are in command of many aging systems whose original design choices are lost to time. Laying boulders over the trench was an error--not some quirky old way of doing things. But the phenomenon plagues the maintenance of our great public works, whether they're subways or computer systems. This fragility of highly specialized knowledge is sometimes characterized by the "bus factor"--as in, how many personnel would have to be hit by a bus before we couldn't make this thing work anymore? The Potomac interceptor is so old that that joke could have been about a trolley.



Sewer pipes in America break constantly, but the biggest failures--of the so-called interceptor sewers that drain entire regions, the highways of the underground--are less common. There are three reasons a major piece of infrastructure can fail: Somebody broke it, somebody failed to fix it, or somebody built it wrong. After an interceptor pipe collapsed in the suburbs of Detroit in 2016, opening up a house-eating sinkhole the size of a football field, a subsequent investigation found that contractors working in the sewer had unleashed a "water hammer"--a pressure buildup that burst the pipe. After a four-foot-wide Los Angeles County trunk sewer collapsed in 2021, an audit concluded that sewer corrosion was to blame--the district simply hadn't caught the issue in time.

DC Water executives have implied that the problem was a construction defect that defied one of the earliest precepts of sewer design: Fill in the hole with soft, tamped dirt, not big rocks, with the care you would give to shoveling dirt onto a casket. The officials clearly do not want to preempt an independent investigation, which will draw its conclusions in the coming weeks. But they have made no secret of what they think of the boulder pile that sat above the interceptor pipe.

"That was probably not the right thing to do," Gadis said at a public meeting in Bethesda, Maryland, last month. "The standard calls for rock no larger than three inches to be placed back on there as cover. The rock was big; it was huge. And we still have that rock out at the site as we speak right now. So that is what we're thinking that part of the cause was." At a press conference earlier this month, he added that pending the result of the investigation, "we will be able to lock in and say, 'This is the reason why.'" The DC Water executive John Cassidy noted that those big boulders might have imposed "point loads" on a corroding pipe, concentrating pressure that "exacerbated the risk of collapse."

If that's true, then the failure of the Potomac interceptor is not the same old story about aging infrastructure that nobody wants to pay to maintain. In fact, DC Water had allocated hundreds of millions of dollars of repairs for work that would have, among other things, shored up the failed section later this year in response to run-of-the-mill corrosion. Instead, the collapse shows how little we sometimes know about society's aging vital systems; a contractor's mistake that might have drawn special attention from maintenance officials over the years turned into a lacuna no one knew about.

Now DC Water is scrambling to figure out which other sections of pipe might be perched in a nest of heavy, pointy boulders.

This is not an easy question to answer. Picture yourself in an interceptor sewer. The reinforced-concrete pipe is the height of a person, and the stream along its lower half ebbs and flows with the tides of human activity: up in the morning (showers, toilets), down during the workday, up in the evening (laundry, dishwashers), down overnight. "It's like human arteries," Michael Chee, a spokesperson for the L.A. County Sanitary Districts, told me. "Just like a 25-year-old man who jogs every day can drop dead of a heart attack, the same thing can happen to a sewer."

To try to head off that possibility, water-and-sewer districts are supposed to perform regular inspections. Because pipes are narrow, underground, and flowing with several feet of rushing wastewater, these are usually conducted by crawling sewer "tanks," or boats mounted with video cameras. They measure the buildup of solids on the bottom of the pipe with sonar and try to estimate the corrosion on the top, where hydrogen sulfide gas (a by-product of sewage recognizable by its rotten-egg smell) is eating away at the concrete.

Assigning grades, which run from one (a new pipe) to five (requires immediate attention) in two categories (operation and structural), is more art than science. A Potomac-interceptor inspection from October 2024 by the firm RedZone Robotics, for example, reported two holes with the highest structural-risk rating within sight of the break--a finding that suggests, if not a cause of the break, then a high state of disrepair in need of immediate attention. DC Water said in its March 5 report that these ratings were "incorrect," and that what RedZone had perceived as dirt was in fact dark-colored concrete, implying that the pipe had not been visibly at immediate risk of failure.

Similarly, a June 2024 inspection used lasers to measure corrosion in the pipe wall and found two segments not far from the break with nearly six inches of corrosion--in a pipe whose walls might be six to eight inches thick, total. That inspection was "rejected due to poor quality." The October inspection did not measure that segment, but elsewhere found no corrosion more than four inches deep. Those conflicting interpretations are a regular occurence. RedZone's CEO, David Petrosky, told me his team tries to identify problems but leaves the final say to the system owner, which knows the pipe best.

In my conversations with sewer engineers, I encountered widespread reticence to comment on the Potomac-interceptor collapse, as if I had asked them to comment on someone else's failed marriage. This reflects equal parts restraint and calculation. It seems uncouth to speculate. But also, contracts with giant agencies are what pay the bills, and no one wants to develop a reputation for saying bad things about utility management.

More than one sewer expert, however, was not impressed with the quality of the pipe. "If those inspections were uploaded to our platform, they would have been blinking red in terms of risk, as measured by likelihood to fail and consequence of failure," Billy Gilmartin, a co-founder of Sewer AI, an inspection company, told me.

Which gets to another point of wastewater augury: The need for maintenance depends not just on the character of the corrosion but on the peril of inaction. In Los Angeles, for example, the county sewer district maintains a risk matrix that assesses both the condition of the pipe and what might happen if it gives way.

Marc J. Dunkelman: American infrastructure is about to get even worse

In Washington, only after excavating the collapse did DC Water learn that the pipe had been surrounded by boulders as large as three feet across that fell through its corroded vault. Instead of an hourglass stream of sand, dirt, and water that could be swept along by the flow, the Potomac interceptor faced a dam of rocks that blocked the tube completely, forcing hundreds of millions of gallons of sewage up to ground level, over the frozen ground, and into the river. Being near the Potomac River is by design--the big sewer pipe needs to be lower than the smaller sewer pipes, and the riverbank is the lowest ground around--but the boulders, Gadis told the D.C. city council this month, were one reason the collapse was "catastrophic." The combination of this design, the pipe's sensitive location, and its heavy use all made it an especially risky piece of infrastructure.

As a squadron of pumps lifted sewage up and over the bottleneck, DC Water dispatched crews for emergency inspections of 22 high-priority sites--places where changes in the pipe's elevation, little sewage waterfalls, would produce higher concentrations of concrete-eating gas. "None of the data that has come back has presented us with information that we believe is an emergency," DC Water COO Matthew Brown said in a public meeting last month.

But that finding is little comfort if you believe DC Water's own assessment of the accident, in which the inspection reports did not warn of the danger. Indeed, not everyone is impressed with DC Water's performance, shares its sense of an exemplary performance under pressure, or buys its explanation for what went wrong. Candice Miller, the Macomb County Public Works commissioner, who supervised the recovery from the 2016 Detroit-area pipe collapse, told me a pipe that shallow should not take so long to bypass. "Sounds to me like it should have been fixed quickly and it wasn't," she said. The Potomac repair was finally completed this week.

As for those boulders? Neil Grigg, a professor of civil and environmental engineering at Colorado State University, told me that the big rocks could possibly explain the collapse and the blocked tunnel. But, he said, "effective utility management detects potential problems like that ahead of time and fixes them before you have a failure." What DC Water saw inside its pipes was only part of what it needed to know.
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Maybe Turning War Into a Casino Was a Bad Idea?

A disturbing new low in the Polymarket era

by Charlie Warzel

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




On March 10, the journalist Emanuel Fabian reported on a missile that had been launched from Iran. The warhead hit an open area outside Jerusalem, which Fabian confirmed by speaking with rescue services and reviewing footage of the explosion. He wrote a short post on The Times of Israel's live blog and moved on.



Meanwhile, gamblers had wagered millions on the unfolding events of the conflict. Fabian's post became the subject of a major dispute on Polymarket, a popular prediction market where people can bet on the outcome of almost anything. The site had allowed users to guess when Iran would initiate "a drone, missile, or air strike on Israel's soil": More than $14 million was riding on whether such an attack had happened March 10.

Read: America is slow-walking into a Polymarket disaster

People started reaching out asking Fabian to change his article. Some argued that Israel Defense Forces had not officially mentioned such an attack occurring on that day, and others said that the explosion he had reported was the result of a missile being intercepted, which according to Polymarket's terms wouldn't count as a strike "on Israel's soil." Confident in his reporting, Fabian did not amend the text.



And then he began receiving threats. "You will discover enemies who will be willing to pay anything to make your life miserable--within the framework of the law," one person wrote to Fabian before adding, "As far as I know, there are also some people who don't really care about the law, and you're going to make them lose about 50 times what you'll ever make." Much as athletes have faced threats and harassment from fans with money riding on a game, prediction markets are now creating incentives for gamblers to target all manner of people with inside information or some influence over major events. Polymarket did not respond to my request for comment, but wrote on X: "This behavior violates our Terms of Service & has no place on our platform. We've banned the accounts for all involved & will pass their info to the relevant authorities."

Read: A technology for a low-trust society

Prediction markets like Polymarket post online using the language of news wires and position themselves as a new and unbiased source of information, yet this story suggests that these sites are having the opposite effect: They make it harder for news gatherers to report the truth. Yesterday, Fabian spoke with me from southern Israel about what it's like to be in the center of this controversy while simultaneously trying to cover a war. What he described was yet another way that online events are twisting the very nature of reality--leading Fabian, for just a split second, to doubt what he had seen and heard.

This conversation has been edited for length and clarity.



Charlie Warzel: How are you doing?



Emanuel Fabian: It's been an overwhelming few days. I've been busy reporting on the war, and on top of that, I've been having to deal with the police and my family and all of these death threats and harassment. So it's been a lot.



Warzel: Are you still getting death threats now?



Fabian: I'm not. They stopped almost as soon as I went to the police. Since the article I wrote about them went up, I haven't received anything.



Warzel: You published your original blog on March 10. People began reaching out after that. But when did you make the connection to Polymarket?



Fabian: It took me a little while. When I got the first email about the missile impact, I thought the question [whether the missile exploded was intercepted, scattering shrapnel] was so odd, because it was such a minor, inconsequential detail in the context of a big war. The next day, I got a second email with the exact same questions and thought it was very strange. My theory was that it was either Iranian bots or agents trying to get information out of me. I did entertain the idea it was related to gambling, but I didn't find the bet initially when I searched online.



The way it clicked for me was that I started to get replies on X and WhatsApp with similar questions like, Hey, why haven't you updated your story? I figured something was up. I looked at the X profiles and could see they were very clearly Polymarket gamblers. At that point it clicked, and soon after I found the actual page itself for the March 10 bet on whether Iran would strike Israel. It was stuck on March 10 and the market hadn't "resolved," or paid out. All the comments were people going back and forth, many linking to my little story and other articles. Overall, I got at least 20 different messages across email, X, WhatsApp, and Discord.



Warzel: You said a contact from another media outlet also reached out to you at this time and suggested they had gotten a tip that your story was wrong. Was this person involved in the gambling as well?



Fabian: They messaged and said, Somebody I know told me there's a mistake in your story; could you correct it? He thought he was doing both of us a little favor. I told him his acquaintance was likely betting on this on Polymarket. My contact went back to him, and he confirmed that not only was he betting on it, but he offered to give the person money if they managed to persuade me to change my story. It's all insane. Obviously, the colleague told him off. But I'm losing my mind at this point. This is like the most tiny, inconsequential detail in a small news item.



Warzel: So you decide to call these people out on X. Did the harassment pick up after that?



Fabian: It did. A lot. I thought calling them out would shut them up and get them off my back. I wanted to be proactive because I realized, if I give into these people, it shows I can be manipulated. This will be just the beginning, and they won't stop trying to bully me in later stories. And that's when it escalated--death threats, messages coming in at all hours of the night. Messages talking about my family, giving me ultimatums on how much time I had to correct the story. That's when I went to the police.

Read: Insider trading is going to get people killed

Warzel: Did you ever think about changing the story?



Fabian: For a split second I did. I thought maybe I could be wrong.



Warzel: Like, doubting your reporting? After all, you're making those calls based on other witnesses and videos online.



Fabian: I went and checked again with the military. It was a short item, but I reviewed footage of a large explosion. I had eyewitness accounts--people in the area who saw this massive explosion. And then I thought to myself, Why am I doing this? Triple-checking this minor incident, bothering the military again over an explosion in the woods? I did the reporting, and this was the judgement call I made. I think it was accurate, and I will leave it at that. I don't need to doubt myself about what I published, especially because this is not something that anyone normally would care about unless they had a financial stake in the outcome. As an event in this war, it is not particularly newsworthy. This missile exploded in an open area. It's 150 words in the live blog.



Warzel: Do you think this fiasco will stick in the back of your mind as you continue to report on the war?



Fabian: Yes. I think it already has. Since then, whenever I report on something, I feel it in the back of my head: What if the Polymarket bettors are betting on this tweet? Or on whether I'm giving an interview about Polymarket? I'm not obsessing over it. Hopefully I won't get threatened again. But the thought is there. What if they suddenly see this interview? Because I don't know the way they've resolved the Polymarket bet yet.



Warzel: Wait, really?


 Fabian: Yes, I'm looking now and the market is still not resolved. [The market "Iran strikes Israel on March 10 ?" resolved to "Yes" after Fabian and I spoke.]



Warzel: Did the fact that Polymarket kept allowing people to bet while this harassment was going on make things worse for you?



Fabian: It seems that a lot of people came into the bet as a result of my calling it out on X. When I posted about it, the market had $12 million in it. When I published my story on Monday, it had $14 million in it. Now it looks like it has $22 million. People are still betting and hoping it goes their way.



Warzel: Having been through this ordeal, what are your feelings about prediction markets in general?



Fabian: It's really worrying. I think the gambling is a degenerate thing. The fact that people are betting on wars and conflict and people dying is gross. This is war, not a game. I think the more worrying thing is that we've seen harassment by bettors against athletes in sports for failing to perform. It seems now that we are entering a new age. I think there is a big risk of journalists using insider information to place a correct bet and win. I can tell you as a military correspondent that I'm exposed to confidential information that we can't report. Now there are ways to exploit that. It wouldn't surprise me if others have.



Warzel: Insider trading, one could argue, effectively makes prediction markets more accurate. Do you think these companies hope journalists and others will bet using privileged information?



Fabian: I don't think they really want to combat insider trading. What I've heard is that those who bet on Polymarket either know the right answer or are wasting their money. [In a statement to The Times of Israel, Polymarket said, "Prediction markets depend on the integrity of independent reporting. Attempts to pressure journalists to alter their reporting undermine that integrity and undermine the markets themselves."]



Warzel: Do you have advice for other journalists who may experience this type of betting-market harassment in the future?



Fabian: Go public. Don't let the threats force you to change anything. Be honest. I think that's the best way. It's a bit stupid of these people to publicly intimidate somebody who can go and instantly tell 100,000 people what these gamblers are doing. That's my advice. Because if you were to accept money or change your reporting, who knows how these people might extort you later on. If you change your reporting, it'll be a mess forever.



Warzel: If you could sit down with the CEO of Polymarket, what would you tell him?

Fabian: I don't know. I'd be honest and say I disagree with the notion of gambling on anything and everything. But if you are to keep these markets, they have to have admins who can decide on outcomes of bets or issue some kind of ruling. I think there just needs to be a lot more oversight and somebody actually vetting who these big bettors are to avoid insider trading but also to make sure this harassment doesn't happen. But I'm not an expert on this. I'm more of an expert on where missiles land.
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The Horseshoe Theory of Polyamory

Lindy West's new memoir describes a strangely politicized version of nonmonogamy.

by Tyler Austin Harper

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




Lindy West's new memoir, Adult Braces, ends with a portrait of unconventional domestic bliss. She has moved to a cabin a few hours outside of Seattle with her husband, Aham, and her husband's girlfriend, Roya, who is now also her girlfriend, Roya. Happiness in triplicate! This arrangement gives West an extra hand to do the dishes, an extra brain to remember to pay the bills, an extra warm body to have sex with Aham when West is feeling depressed and isn't in the mood. The trio has even established a charming rotation system so that there are only ever two people sleeping in the same bedroom at a time. "It's what I want," she writes. "I like it. It doesn't have to mean anything more than that."

This outcome wasn't inevitable. West--whose earlier memoir, Shrill, was turned into a Hulu series--writes that she was resistant when Aham first expressed a desire to be nonmonogamous. Most of Adult Braces is spent describing the road trip she took from Seattle to Florida and back again to process her devastation over learning that Aham was serious about Roya.

West knows that some readers may be unconvinced that she really is happy in her throuple. After she, Aham, and Roya went public with their relationship in 2022, West wrote on Substack that some people "deduced that I am being brainwashed and held prisoner"; in Adult Braces, she writes, "If you think I have been brainwashed and I am secretly miserable, I simply do not know what to tell you." When the publication of the book prompted readers to criticize Aham and question their arrangement, she wrote on Substack, "my life isn't subject to public audit." That is fair enough. No one can really know what's going on inside someone else's head, or marriage. And baselessly speculating on strangers' personal business is a bad idea. But in Adult Braces, West describes her life with Aham and Roya--in doing so, she invites reaction. And what she tells us is often disconcerting.

For all West's apparent self-awareness, the facts in the book are hard to square with her insistence that this is the existence she desires. Her efforts to come to terms with polyamory are couched as a political project--part of being an open-minded liberal--as much as a romantic one. And although she describes her husband as a "genius" and her best friend, Aham appears manipulative and sleazy. She doesn't seem enlightened. She seems to have been wheedled into buying a fantasy.



West's particular form of coastal progressivism comes up implicitly and explicitly throughout Adult Braces. She writes about how conservatism "correlates with fear, and how fear feeds on isolation, disconnection, not knowing what's out there." She rails against her fellow Caucasians ("even conservative white people must know, on some level, that we are fundamentally destructive"). She complains about the rural places she visits on her road trip ("I don't like kombucha, but I was ready to spend some time around people who had heard of it"). She lets us know how much she dislikes the United States ("What does it mean to be American? Nothing good, really").

Embracing nonmonogamy appears to be another important political marker for her: "Being cool about polyamory felt like a growing imperative in progressive circles," she writes about the period in the 2010s when she agreed to Aham's request for an open relationship. She told the podcast Modern Love this month, "It felt like everyone was supposed to do it, or else you were like a prude and a pioneer woman."

Read: The bots that women use in a world of unsatisfying men

Of course, not everyone who does polyamory does it out of a sense of political obligation. Some couples open their marriage because both parties want to. It is possible to imagine the polyamorist happy. It is simply difficult to imagine this specific polyamorist happy. West's tethering of her relationship structure to her progressive politics makes her professed fulfillment challenging to take at face value. After all, if someone proclaimed that they were in a monogamous heterosexual relationship because "it felt like everyone was supposed to do it" or because it was a "growing imperative" in a particular political clique, many people would rightly greet any subsequent claims of romantic contentment with raised eyebrows.

Early in Adult Braces, West writes that finding out about Roya made her feel like her relationship with Aham was a lie: "an optical illusion, a conjurer's trick, an inversion, a photo negative, a plaster cast for a life that didn't exist." West presents her memoir as a story of her growing clarity and contentment in her life with Aham and Roya. But the book feels more like the account of someone sinking further into the same tricks and illusions she describes initially.

The story has a tragic air, because West comes across in Adult Braces and her other writings as likable, principled, and decent. She gives ground to Aham's new relationship because Roya's best friend has died, and West doesn't want to deprive her of Aham's emotional support. She is serious about her responsibilities to her fans, many of whom see her as a role model. She seems like a good person.

Aham, however, is a less winsome figure. By the time they meet, he is twice divorced, at 27 years old. (West writes in a footnote that Aham is non-binary and uses the pronouns he/they; she refers to him with he/him pronouns throughout the book.) He spends time in couples therapy talking about his obsession with sex podcasts; he is "entangled" for months with a "wild" blonde, which violates West's trust, almost destroys their marriage, and is "harder to forgive" than his relationship with Roya; he doesn't text her updates when he is hospitalized with a serious condition; he repeatedly begs her to "try harder, to try to be sexy--for him"; he is "sensitive in the morning," which means that she is "careful" not to talk to him about bills before 10 a.m.

His straightforwardly unappealing characteristics mean that giving him the benefit of the doubt in more ambiguous situations is difficult. West recalls a conversation in which Aham, who is Black, tacitly implies that monogamy is a form of colonialism or even slavery--which prompts West to consider whether her resistance to polyamory is a result of her own white privilege. "He believed that monogamy was, at its root, a system of ownership," she writes. "I had to admit that perhaps I didn't feel it as keenly, as a white person." This hazy association of racial justice with letting your husband sleep around persists throughout the text. "Did I colonize Aham to try to fill my disembodied void?" West muses while passing through Silver Point, Tennessee. Yes, Aham may truly believe that monogamy is racist. But he may also be guilt-tripping his wife in a hardball negotiation over the open relationship he demands. Maybe it's both!

Read: Traditional values came for TV's weirdest dating show

His support for her cross-country journey likewise ends up feeling like a possible act of manipulation. When she brings the idea to him, he takes her by the hands and says, "I've been waiting for you to ask me something like this. You're actually not allowed to not go." Perhaps Aham's encouragement is genuine. Or perhaps he simply seizes the opportunity to get her out of the house so he can shack up with Roya for weeks on end--which he in fact does.

Despite all this, West describes Aham as "my home," someone whom it would be "impossible" to spend her life without. She said in a recent Slate profile, "I'm not trying to do Aham PR." Then she backtracked: "Or, I mean, I always am." In the Substack post she wrote after Adult Braces published, she seemed to be doing just that: She praised Aham for chopping wood, cleaning the gutters, and cooking "almost every meal." She also wrote that Aham is neurodivergent and reminded readers that he is non-binary, which appears to imply that these characteristics could explain or excuse his questionable behavior. But gender identity and neurodivergence do not exempt a person from criticism. In her defense of Aham, West seems to be mimicking his strategy of using political manipulation to persuade. Just as Aham invoked racism to get West on board with an open relationship, she seems to be highlighting Aham's progressive identity to goad readers into accepting her claims about him as an ideal partner.

The portrayal of Aham in Adult Braces is similar to that of the husband in another memoir focused on polyamory, Molly Roden Winter's More. That book is dedicated to Winter's loving spouse, Stewart, but he is quite obviously a jackal who pressured her into an open marriage that she asks several times to re-close. West's devotion to Aham also made me think of a different sort of wife, one whom West herself would most likely object to being compared to: the right-wing tradwife who treats her husband "as if he was a god" and says that her duty is to "submit" to him.

Indeed, in many ways, West's performatively anti-white, unpatriotic, and cosmopolitan version of polyamory is the blue-state mirror image of tradwifery, which, in its various forms, can fetishize whiteness, nostalgic Americana, and (often Christian) nationalism. Both romantic trends have adherents who spin their retreat from status quo romance as a kind of liberation from modern expectations, and who position their marital arrangement as the logical extension of a deeper political project. West's version of polyamory seems to be not the antithesis of closed-minded traditionalism but its strange bedfellow--both a bit pathological, both over-politicized, both a kind of engineered delusion.
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Doomscrolling Is Over

Now everyone is "monitoring the situation."

by Charlie Warzel

Sat, 14 Mar 2026




From the comfort of my desk, I can see it all. A series of webcam feeds show me the sun setting over Tel Aviv and southern Lebanon. A map of the world, flecked with red dots, indicates that most of Europe and the Middle East are on "high alert." I toggle a button on the map's control panel, and the globe is instantly latticed with the locations of undersea fiber-optic cables. Below the map, a live feed of Bloomberg TV is running with the chyron Oil Extends Rout on Stockpile Talks. I scroll down and am greeted by walls of headlines, grouped into categories such as "World News" and "Intel Feed." A "country instability" meter clocks Iran at 100 percent, while a different widget informs me that the world's "strategic risk overview" remains "stable" at 50, whatever that means.



I am looking at World Monitor, a website that turns any browser into a makeshift situation room, and I love it. Built to look like a cross between a Bloomberg terminal and a big screen at U.S. Strategic Command, the site aims to display as much information about world events as possible in an assortment of real-time feeds. This is information overload presented as intelligence.



World Monitor was built over a single weekend in January by Elie Habib, an engineer based in the United Arab Emirates whose day job is as CEO of Anghami, one of the Middle East's largest music-streaming services. "I wanted to extract the signal from the noise," he told me recently. But what he really built, by his own admission, is a noise machine. Right now, the site pulls in more than 100 different streams of data, including stock prices, prediction markets, satellite movements, weather alerts, major-airport flight data, fire outbreaks, and the operational status of cloud services such as Cloudflare and AWS. The information is all real, but what exactly a person ought to do with it is unclear.



When Habib posted about the project on X, he was shocked by the response. At one point, tens of thousands of people were using the site at the same time; more than 2 million people accessed it in the first 20 days. Habib's inbox filled with requests for new features as well as messages from venture capitalists looking to spin up World Monitor into a full-time business. Via GitHub, where Habib has made the code for World Monitor open-source and accessible to all, developers have made thousands of customized tweaks to the site and have translated it into more than 20 languages.



Obviously, people want immediate information on the conflict in Iran and the geopolitical and economic fallout from the war. But the site's popularity stems from something else too. For the past year or so, extremely online weirdos--news junkies, day traders, social-media addicts, amateur investigators, guys who put up long posts on X about hacking their productivity--have embraced a meme about "monitoring the situation." The phrase originates from a 2025 viral X post showing a jacked, arms-crossed, headset-wearing Jeff Bezos watching a Blue Origin launch: "The masculine urge to monitor the situation," the caption says.



Like most memes, the bulk of situation-monitoring posts are ironic. They poke fun at the self-importance of the phenomenon. ("He's not unemployed, he's monitoring the situation," one representative example reads.) Most of the people who make these posts are offering an enjoyable, winking blend of two perspectives: This is loser behavior and Dudes rock. Suffice it to say, World Monitor has thrilled this cohort, causing its fans to post things such as "BREAKING: you can now turn your laptop into a CIA command center."



But this year, the monitoring jokes have taken on a different valence. The fog of the Trump administration's wars has created an information vacuum that can immediately be filled on social media. Some of the people populating the world's feeds are doing valuable work--the journalists and open-source-intelligence gatherers trying to confirm events and produce original reporting, for example. But they are outnumbered by propagandists, trolls, anxious commentators, war-market gamblers, and clout chasers who, apparently, became experts on the Strait of Hormuz overnight. These people post things such as "Hey babe, wake up, they just dropped a new war monitor." They aren't just monitoring the situation; they're posting constantly about monitoring the situation.

Read: This is what it looks like when nothing matters

People treating war like entertainment seems like a logical extension of X, which has lost some of its real-time-news utility since Elon Musk took over and alienated many of the people who used to post there, and encouraged an army of edgelord users who treat the site like a 4chan board. (And people used to complain about the ludicrous ways that cable-news hosts vamped to fill 24 hours of coverage.) The meme speaks to something much bigger than that, though: Ours is a culture that has developed an insatiable need for instant information on all things at all times. Of course, we all live in saturated information environments, powered by constant connectivity and on-demand-answer services--Google, Wikipedia, chatbots. But I've also come to see all of this as a defense mechanism in an era of real chaos, when overlapping crises and technologies make the world feel unknowable and hyperreal.



The abiding feeling of 2026 is that too many consequential things are happening too fast for most people to follow, let alone understand. The United States invaded Venezuela in the night and captured its leader, Nicolas Maduro, 69 days ago. Renee Good was killed by an ICE agent 66 days ago; Alex Pretti was tackled to the ground in Minneapolis and killed by agents of the state 49 days ago. The last tranche of the Epstein files--millions of pages documenting Jeffrey Epstein's dizzying connections to many of the most famous and powerful people in the world--came out 43 days ago. It's been 22 days since the Supreme Court struck down Donald Trump's tariffs. On February 4, a pseudonymous account believed to belong to an OpenAI employee snarkily commented that "Anthropic has the same level of name recognition among superbowl viewers as literally fictional companies." Now the company is embroiled in a massive fight with the Pentagon; its CEO is on the cover of a forthcoming issue of Time. Yet most of these events have been pushed aside to make space for a war in Iran that the administration has hardly attempted to justify.



This is partly a consequence of our information ecosystem, which continues to evolve; more information is being created on more feeds, and through new products such as chatbots. Also, Trump's reckless and erratic presidency has made reality move at online speeds. In the words of my colleague David A. Graham, the 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." The absurdity, the lack of pretense, and the senselessness all feel appropriate to the current age; as the writer John Ganz recently wrote, the war with Iran is "the first war that feels like it's been launched by A.I: It's all been done on a level less than thought."



Monitoring is a reasonable response to all of this: It seems to offer a sense of agency. "They feel in control," Habib told me when I asked why he thinks people like World Monitor. "They see everything happening in front of them, and it's like, you know, watching a Bruce Willis movie."



Yet this response to information overload is warping in its own way: People demand new news and commentary every time they refresh a feed. Taking even a short break can be disorienting when you attempt to rejoin a discourse that feels ever more self-referential and intense. Arguably, the best example of this dynamic is the Trump administration itself: Earlier this week, the official White House account on X published a video superimposing footage of the military bombing targets in Iran onto the 2006 Nintendo game Wii Sports. The account publishes stuff like this all of the time--and that's exactly the point. The content outrages some people and delights others; publishing more of it advances the meta discourse that's been layered on top of the actual news, drawing attention from the unfolding conflict itself. Because in reality, your attention can catch on only so much.

Read: Believe your eyes

This kind of thing is happening everywhere, constantly. If you're not on World Monitor, you may be in a social feed, or in multiple social feeds, or trying to figure out which articles to tap into on a cluttered front page, or which newsletters to open in your inbox, or which podcasts to listen to at 1.3-times speed so that you can get to the good parts. The effect is not necessarily that you feel more informed; if you're anything like me, you probably feel alienated, if not worse. Those who have chosen to try to keep up with the news cycle in 2026 are awareing themselves to death, as the writer Geoff George put it.



The situation brings to mind yet another grotesque online phenomenon: "gooning." For the blessedly unaware, gooning is when maladjusted young men consume immense, overstimulating amounts of pornography and masturbate for hours on end to reach some kind of transcendent release. The comparison may sound absurd, but, as Daniel Kolitz wrote in a recent Harper's article about the subculture, it mirrors the hyper-online monitoring behavior that I've been describing:



What are these gooners actually doing? Wasting hours each day consuming short-form video content. Chasing intensities of sensation across platforms. Parasocially fixating on microcelebrities who want their money. Broadcasting their love for those microcelebrities in public forums. Conducting bizarre self-experiments because someone on the internet told them to. In general, abjuring connective, other-directed pleasures for the comfort of staring at screens alone. Does any of this sound familiar?




The internet now implores us to binge as a default behavior: to watch whole seasons of TV at a time, to watch every football game simultaneously in quad-box fashion. We're prompted to keep talking to the chatbot for answers or companionship; to let the AI agent accomplish task after task until we have built a website in an hour; to obsess in relentless, completist fandoms or go down rabbit holes. Total bombardment is partly a surrender to the internet and its logic and algorithms--a kind of attentional death in which a person is no longer overwhelmed because they have given up. You could also see it as an attempt to hold their footing as the zone floods with shit. Because everything is happening too much, too fast. More.



There is a cost to all of this--a flattening of every event, feeling, and piece of art, commerce, joy, and suffering into the same atomic unit of attention, all of them easily replaced by what comes next. The worst, most shameless people in the world already understand this and use that cold logic to their advantage. You do not need to justify a war if you believe that, ultimately, people will lose interest in it and move on to the next outrage.



I have suggested in the past that our information ecosystem is broken. But I now suspect that's wrong: This is how it is meant to work. These online products sustain themselves by making us dependent on the content that makes us feel powerless and miserable. Where does this all lead? To further exploitation? To some kind of informational oblivion? Or will there be a breaking point, a moment when the addled masses reject the logic and speed of our information environment? I can't say--but I'm monitoring the situation.
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The Iran War's Next Threat Is to Food and Water

A prolonged closure of the Strait of Hormuz could unleash a humanitarian crisis.

by Vivian Salama

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




Rulers of the nations along the Arabian Peninsula bet decades ago that they could use oil sales to build thriving modern societies. They aimed to lure expats from around the world in search of work, security, and warm weather. Anyone who has visited Dubai or Doha knows how successfully that worked out--the region's population has more than doubled in the past 30 years, to about 60 million, and huge increases are predicted.

Now the Iran war has put that ambition's greatest vulnerability front and center. The scorching, oil-rich desert sands have precluded the development of much, if any, agriculture, forcing governments to rely almost entirely on imported food. Most of those imports arrive through the Strait of Hormuz, the slender waterway that is now effectively closed to commercial shipping because of the threat of mines and drone attacks from Iranian forces and their proxies.

"Of course we're worried," one official from a member of the Gulf Cooperation Council, which comprises Saudi Arabia, Oman, United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Kuwait, and Bahrain, told me. Like others I spoke with, he was reluctant to go further precisely because he didn't want to call attention to such an existential issue. Another said only that he hoped the war would end soon.

The numbers show the scale of the threat. Last year, the World Economic Forum found that about 85 percent of all food consumed in member countries of the GCC is imported. (The equivalent number in the United States is about 15 percent.) The Gulf's dependency on imports rises to nearly 100 percent for rice and 90 percent for cereals. Some 70 percent of all food imports for those six countries pass through the strait, which connects the Persian Gulf with the Gulf of Oman and then the Arabian Sea.

Iran's throttling of traffic in the strait--one-fifth of the world's oil supply runs through the roughly 20-mile-wide channel--already has driven oil above $100 a barrel, pushing up prices at the pump. But for the wealthy countries on the opposite bank of the strait from Iran, the bigger threat is a shortage of food and the soaring costs that could trigger.

Governments are already tapping strategic food reserves and pivoting to alternative land and sea routes to try to ensure the food supply. The UAE's strategic reserves of vital goods cover four to six months, the government has said, and it urged residents to report unjustified price increases (a.k.a. price gouging) through a dedicated hotline. Saudi Arabia has about four months of wheat supply after the state grains agency purchased nearly 1 million metric tons of wheat in January.

Since the U.S. and Israel attacked Iran at the end of February, vessel traffic passing through the Strait of Hormuz is down at least 90 percent. On March 12, Lloyd's List Intelligence, a maritime-analytics firm, recorded zero transits through the strait for the first time since the war began. Freight rates and war-risk premiums have surged. Even where cargo is still moving, delays can jeopardize food shipments.

So far, Iran has not targeted food depots, so once shipments arrive they are safe (except for, of course, their proximity to military targets). But Iran could change tactics, depending on how the war unfolds. And how long the pressure on the strait might last is unclear. Even if President Trump were to declare the war over, Tehran may well see maintaining its campaign of harassment of ships in the strait as beneficial.

Read: Trump is learning that his bullying has consequences

As they wrestle with the prospect of shortages, the Gulf countries face an irony: They may not grow much of their own food, but they play an important role in helping other nations do so. The region provides nearly half of the world's urea, a key ingredient in commonly used nitrogen-based fertilizers, and is a major producer of ammonia, sulfur, and phosphates. The shipping standstill in the strait has constrained those exports, pushing up global prices of some of these fertilizer components by about 25 percent. That's a warning sign for global crop production.

"We're up for a food disaster and all we talk about is gas prices," Michael Werz, a senior fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations who specializes in food security, told me. American farmers--already dealing with volatile commodity prices, high borrowing costs, and rising expenses--depend heavily on imported fertilizer. Spring planting accelerates in March and April, as does fertilizer demand. Any sustained disruption to supply chains from the Gulf could hit the U.S. heartland.

Russia's invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 caused worldwide anxiety about food security because the two countries supplied at least 30 percent of the world's wheat, according to data from the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations. Ukrainian ports were blockaded or threatened, mines dotted stretches of the Black Sea, and the country's airports were closed to civilian flights. Silos brimmed with grain. Global wheat prices reached an all-time high the following month.

Washington and Kyiv scrambled to come up with alternative ways to export Ukraine's wheat, which was destined for the Middle East and Africa. Turkey and the United Nations brokered the Black Sea Grain Initiative, which allowed nearly 33 million tons of grain exports from three Ukrainian ports. Ukraine also moved grain by train and truck to its western borders and then to neighboring countries for further export.

The supply crunch served as a reminder of both the fragility and the interconnectedness of the global food-supply network; countries that depend on imports for basics are at the mercy of events elsewhere in the world. And there isn't much they can do about it. When crises happen, "countries make an attempt to become food self-sufficient, which is, they'll turn inward and say, 'Okay, we no longer want to rely on global markets for our food security,'" Caitlin Welsh, of the Center for Strategic and International Studies, told me. "But the thing is, very few countries around the world can actually produce the food that they need for domestic consumption."

The perils of food insecurity were all too clear to Middle Eastern leaders during the Arab Spring in 2010 and '11, when mass protests toppled the governments of Tunisia and Egypt. Just before, global wheat production had been crippled by a series of climate disasters in major wheat-growing regions. A heat wave, drought, and wildfires destroyed about one-third of Russia's harvest, prompting an export ban. Global prices surged by some 50 percent in 2010. The bread-subsidy program in Egypt, the world's largest wheat importer, was pushed to the breaking point, propelling the protests.

Gulf governments have expanded ports, built massive grain silos, and invested in high-tech farming such as hydroponics, vertical agriculture, and climate-controlled greenhouses to grow vegetables when the temperature outside routinely tops 110 degrees Fahrenheit. Saudi Arabia maintains millions of tons of grain-storage capacity and has poured tens of billions of dollars into agricultural initiatives and supply chains.

But agriculture hasn't met the need. Saudi Arabia largely abandoned its wheat self-sufficiency policies after depleting aquifers. Instead, sovereign wealth funds in the UAE and Saudi Arabia bought farmland and stakes in agribusiness abroad, including wheat in Eastern Europe, livestock in South America, and rice in South Asia.

Read: How much pain is Trump really willing to endure? 

But that, too, requires safe shipping. Some of the Gulf countries are better positioned to handle the strain. Saudi Arabia has a port on the Red Sea, an alternative route to get food in and oil and fertilizer out, Joseph Glauber, a fellow emeritus at the International Food Policy Research Institute, told me. "But you have problems in the Red Sea, too," he added: Iran and its proxies have threatened to target U.S. ships there.

Fresh water is also at risk. Iran has expanded its military targets to include water-desalination plants, the primary source of drinking water for millions in the Gulf. The countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council are among the most water-stressed globally, according to the World Resources Institute. On March 8, Bahrain's Interior Ministry reported that an Iranian drone attack damaged a desalination plant. Kuwait's government said fragments from an intercepted drone struck a fuel tank at the Doha West power and water station. Iran's foreign minister, Abbas Araghchi, blamed the U.S. for an attack on one of its desalination plants on March 7, which he said had affected water supply to 30 villages; the Pentagon has denied responsibility.

Decades before war threatened stockpiles and civilian infrastructure, the Gulf had begun to treat its oil as finite, a blessing that would one day be gone. Governments have turned to solar power and other forms of renewable energy to preserve the source of their wealth while preparing for the future. They tried similar long-term planning with food, buying up distant farmland and shipping its produce to state-of-the-art facilities at home.

But agriculture has proved a tough proposition, leaving the countries exposed when war severed the supply chain. For all of its foresight, the Gulf now finds itself hanging on the simple question: When will the ships start moving?




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national-security/2026/03/the-iran-wars-next-threat-is-to-food-and-water/686435/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Myspace Dilemma Facing ChatGPT

Inventing a market is less important than perfecting one.

by Ian Bogost

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




My colleague Perry was clutching a Ben & Jerry's ice-cream bar. Our office, which made websites at the turn of the millennium, had decided to try Kozmo.com, a new site that promised to bring DVDs, books, and treats to your door within an hour. We paid a couple of dollars for the ice-cream bar--delivery was free. Yet Perry's eyes opened wide, the way they did when something bad was about to happen.


Kozmo.com collapsed a year later, in April 2001, along with much of the rest of the dot-com economy that employed us at the time. Today, of course, the Kozmo.com model is everywhere--DoorDash, Uber Eats, Grubhub, and other services allow you to order almost any foodstuff to your door. Kozmo.com wasn't a bad idea so much as a badly timed one. The marketplace wasn't mature, and the business model for delivery hadn't been established.


The technology industry believes in the gospel of original ideas and disruptive innovation. But Kozmo.com, just one of many examples, shows how likely the first mover in a sector is to founder or fail or fall out of favor: Friendster and Myspace were first in social networking, but Facebook eradicated them. Treo and BlackBerry owned the smartphone market until the iPhone stamped them out. Early winners seem obvious and enduring, until they do not.


Will the AI market be any different? No and yes. A year ago, OpenAI's ChatGPT was a generic name, the Coke or Kleenex of generative-AI chatbots. Today, its competitors, especially Anthropic's Claude, are advancing quickly. OpenAI's fall from favor looks inevitable.


Read: OpenAI is in trouble

But AI appears to work nothing like delivery apps, smartphones, social networks, or even computer operating systems. If ChatGPT becomes outmoded, it won't be the result of OpenAI losing ground or failing to innovate. Instead, the entire generative-AI sector will have become a commodity, like soft drinks or facial tissues. That process has already begun.


The logic of first-mover advantage is essentially colonialist: a land grab across a newly discovered commercial wilderness. In the early days of American industry, some of that wilderness really was untamed. DuPont ushered in the modern synthetic-fiber industry with nylon; Bell Labs invented the transistor, the foundation of modern electronics.


A more boring path to success, made from standards, licensing, and distribution instead of frontier-crossing invention, proliferated in the 20th century. In the early 1980s, Microsoft pushed MS-DOS (and then Windows) onto various PC manufacturers to get the software into as many machines as possible. JVC's VHS cassette beat Sony's (in many ways superior) Betamax format because JVC licensed its format faster and more broadly, meaning more VCRs used the format and more video stores stocked it. In the early days of cable television, channels such as CNN and MTV sought to be carried on as many cable systems as possible. Retailers such as Walmart started saturating regions with stores, helping solidify supplier and distribution networks while slowly eroding competition from local businesses.


By the 1990s, lessons from Microsoft, JVC, CNN, and others suggested that network effects--increased value derived from the number of users of a product or service--were central to land-grab victories. At the same time, technology shifted economic growth toward immaterial goods, such as software and online services. If a platform could scale fast and first, it could own the market. This rationale drove venture-capital investment during the entire internet era, from the dot-coms through Web 2.0 and the smartphone. User growth, market share, ecosystem lock-in, and brand awareness became more important than profit or even revenue.


But success didn't always come from being first. In many cases, what we now consider the big winner became the most familiar only after the market was established. Google was not the first search engine--Lycos, AltaVista, Ask Jeeves, and others filled that role years earlier. Google invented a better way to catalog the web, and then it built a viable advertising model atop that success. Facebook did the same with social networking; Apple did the same with smartphones. Zimride, which later rebranded as Lyft, offered ride-share services first, but Uber became dominant by expanding aggressively. Reversals of early success turn out to be far more common than first-to-market entrenchment.


Given that history, OpenAI might seem more likely to cede ground than to retain it. The company's apparent advantage has turned out to be more fragile than expected. (The Atlantic entered into a corporate partnership with OpenAI in 2024.) But something else has changed too. Just as the online-services market differed from the electronics market that preceded it, so too does the market for AI services differ from what came just before.


A single AI victor may never emerge. Different AI companies are proving to be good at different things. Anthropic's Claude, for example, is particularly effective at coding and at analyzing long documents. Sophisticated AI end users are using multiple services for different tasks. The various models--ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini, and so on--tend to trade places rapidly on various metrics of performance.


ChatGPT won over many ordinary consumers--college students, say, or your aging parents. But workplaces, schools, and organizations adopt technology as a part of interoperating software suites such as Microsoft Office and Google Workplace. And unlike Uber and Amazon, AI has quickly become embedded in those. The network effects that lock users into an AI service are situated inside these software packages, up the value chain from GPT, Gemini, Claude, and other AI models. The AI is a (supposedly!) thinking utility that powers old business services in new ways, but it isn't the service--or won't remain so, at least.


Read: Even Silicon Valley says that AI is a bubble

At work, AI is not a choice but a tool--welcome or not--to which employers subscribe that becomes a default. Initially, ChatGPT did the hard work of educating users on what large language models are and how they can be used. Now many consumer and business users understand what AI is and what it can do, and they have moved on to trying to figure out how to use it. Which AI they use has become less important--and perhaps less of a choice, besides.


The technology of LLMs feels disruptive and world-changing--more like nylon or iPhones than like Kozmo.com. But the big AI companies' models have reached parity fairly quickly. Switching costs are fairly low in the AI marketplace, compared with those of videocassette recorders, smartphones, or even social networks. Whether or not AI is ethical, effective, or even fit for purpose, the act of using it appears to be naturally promiscuous.


Microsoft, Google, Facebook, Uber, and other platform-centric companies relied on winning users and holding them hostage. AI doesn't seem to work that way. Instead, it looks more like corporate infrastructure or commodities. Companies don't really care which cloud-computing provider they use, so long as the service is reliable and competitively priced. Firms will procure whatever hard disks, printer paper, or lunchtime slop bowls are convenient, suitable, and priced right. They seem likely to end up doing the same with AI.


OpenAI CEO Sam Altman made the provocative statement last week that in the future, intelligence will be "a utility, like electricity or water." Instead of taking that claim as hubristic--as Altman claiming that smarts will be owned by OpenAI--consider a far more mundane and probable idea: AI could become, in just a few years, a commodity as invisible and anonymous as power or plumbing. Nobody cares what company makes the lights work or the toilets flush, so long as they do.
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Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia: Gruesome Fairy Tales

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 19 Mar 2026

Answer here my questions three, and quizzing pride shall come to thee!

And by the way, I'm sure you know that most of our warm and fuzzy fairy tales originally had horrifying endings, but let's run through a few of them: The little mermaid turns into sea foam, Sleeping Beauty awakens only during childbirth, and Snow White's wicked stepmother has to dance in burning iron shoes until she dies.

So if you see a fairy godmother out there, do not engage.

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 <em>Seinfeld </em>Theory of Fiction

Annoying characters let us admit that we might be annoying too.

by Lily Meyer

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




"We're living in a society!" the Seinfeld character George Costanza sputters when strangers wrong him. It's a justly famous line. Seinfeld's nine seasons are an extended ode to irritation as the greatest enforcer of social norms, made funnier by the fact that the show's protagonists are all irritating. The series demonstrates the joys of fictional annoyance. An encounter that could wreck a day in real life can, on-screen or in a book, give the audience an enjoyable sense of righteousness--or recognition. Annoying characters let us admit that we might be annoying too.

The novelist Andrew Martin follows the Seinfeld principle closely. His 2018 debut, Early Work, and his follow-up story collection, Cool for America, feature too-smart Millennials who have too much time on their hands and use it poorly. Their behavior often strains the limits of readers' tolerance, and their troubles tend to be richly deserved. But like Jonathan Franzen, his direct predecessor in literary annoyance, Martin uses his gifts as a prose stylist to get readers to remain with these aggravating protagonists long enough to develop sympathy for them. Down Time, his most recent novel, puts this technique to an especially rigorous test. The book follows a group of entitled 30-somethings sulking through the first year of the coronavirus pandemic, and Martin uses annoyance to make it work.

I've written before about my frustration with literature that concentrates on describing the pandemic, as if seeking to record it for posterity or remind readers of what they went through. Many of these works seem to check the boxes of memory, going wide rather than deep. In fact, Down Time is the first novel I've encountered that vividly evokes the pre-vaccine months without falling into that trap. In a recent interview with The New Yorker, Martin expressed bemusement that more authors weren't digging into "the ambiguous etiquette surrounding almost any social activity, the intense emotions and acting out provoked by intimacy after these periods of isolation," which he saw as "ripe for fictional use." In Down Time, he deploys the strangeness of those months to highlight and exacerbate not only his characters' obnoxious qualities but also their real individual woes.

No one in Down Time has issues that begin during or because of the pandemic. Aaron and Malcolm, the book's two male protagonists, are both alcoholics; the novel starts with Aaron leaving rehab some months before the virus starts spreading in the United States. From the get-go, Martin makes clear that these characters' addictions neither excuse nor explain their tendency toward self-involvement--a trait everyone in Down Time shares. Once COVID breaks out, a mix of luck and wealth insulates all of them but Violet, a doctor, from its horrors, and Martin uses the pressures of lockdown to make his irritating characters even more irritating. He achieves this not through satire--a crude tool ill-suited to a subject as tricky as the pandemic--but through acute psychological observation.

Martin's interest in annoyance serves him well here. Rather than concentrate on the heroism or fear that readers likely remember in themselves and others, he writes about the cowardice and grievances that many would be thrilled to forget. Often, this means that judging and connecting with the characters are equally present and compelling options: I would never do this and I think I did this coexist in Down Time. It also means that Martin's writing about COVID, far from acquiring the stale effect that comes from conveying widely shared memories, is sharp, off-kilter, and particular. For me, the emblematic image of the novel comes from Malcolm and Violet's pandemic elopement, witnessed only by a pair of friends, Grant and Chelsea, who like to flaunt their kinkiness. "In the pictures," Martin writes, "you can't even see the ball gag under Chelsea's face mask, unless you know to look."



Down Time starts with Aaron's girlfriend, Cassandra, picking him up from rehab. Although they live in Boston, she takes him to New York for a celebratory weekend. She and Aaron have been together for years, and this trip to rehab isn't his first; still, Cassandra "hadn't considered the fact that it might not be a good idea to celebrate finishing rehab at all." Her self-absorption in this moment is characteristic of Down Time. So is Martin's ability to shift seamlessly from inside Cassandra's head to the godlike narratorial vantage he uses to warn the reader that the celebration weekend is, unsurprisingly, going to go wrong.

Martin employs that same authorial remove to let readers know that the pandemic is coming. Cassandra's celebration includes tickets to an opera that Aaron asks to leave at the first intermission; Martin jumps briefly forward to write that once lockdown begins, Cassandra "thought reproachfully that he would have been just fine sitting through one more act, maybe two." For her, having to leave the opera is arguably worse than Aaron's pain--a channeling of selfishness through dedication to art that is classic Martin. Condemning her for it is easy, but so is identifying with her quarantine longing for "public life and the places that had sustained her."

Cassandra seems largely unaware of the smallness of her feelings. So does her friend Antonia, for whom the pandemic's greatest challenge is the disruption to her sense of progress; a tenure-track academic job and a solid relationship, both goals that she'd thought she was close to achieving, now seem unattainable. But Malcolm, whose girlfriend, Violet, is treating COVID patients at a Manhattan hospital, is smacked up against his own pettiness. He swiftly registers that "the reality of what Violet was experiencing remained basically unimaginable to me, perhaps because I did not want to imagine it. But I had to try." In that spirit, he decides that if Violet "got sick, I wanted to get sick, too, in solidarity. It was the least I could do."

Violet is the only character whose perspective Martin never inhabits--a noticeable decision, given that he roams at will through the heads of the novel's other main characters. By refraining from writing her thoughts, he clarifies that Down Time isn't interested in the COVID heroism that, at least to Malcolm, she represents. But the novel isn't just a realistic chronicle of the pandemic precisely as sheltered Millennials in the Northeast experienced it. Rather, it explores its characters' reluctance to grow. Antonia, Malcolm, and Cassandra don't want the outside world to alter them. All three see themselves as too smart to be changed against their will, even by a pandemic.

Read: The literature of the pandemic is already here

Aaron serves as the point of contrast and complication that Down Time needs; without him, the novel could have been one-note on the human aversion to change. After years of rejecting the prospect of personal evolution, he grudgingly accepts that he has to stop drinking. Cassandra's ill-advised New York weekend precipitates this development, and lockdown (of which he thinks, "Please, he'd been in jail; this was a friendly public health advisory") is a practical help. Sobriety and the self-reflection to which it leads are easier for Aaron in relative isolation. Martin is clear that this is individual, not inevitable: Even as Aaron successfully resists alcohol in quarantine, Malcolm's drinking habits get significantly and somewhat willfully worse.

Cassandra has a similarly concerning trajectory, though hers raises more ethical questions than Malcolm's. Aaron's sobriety, intriguingly, is bad for their relationship; Cassandra insists on remaining with him anyway, though she offers and he seeks no support. Cassandra knows to be troubled by this, yet by the time lockdown restrictions begin lifting, she's discovered inside herself--and to some degree embraced--the "hard core of uncaring" that the reader sensed, from the very start of the book, was there.

But Down Time is not uncaring toward its protagonists. Martin writes tenderly and observantly about the obtuse, callous people he has created. He attends closely to their idiosyncrasies and guides them gently in the direction not only of survival but of a fuller reintegration with post-lockdown society than readers might imagine possible. Here, Malcolm's story is the most interesting. Applying George Costanza's refrain to the early months of COVID could seem at once urgent (We live in a society! Put your mask on!) and absurd (We live in a society, sure, but we never get to see anyone). For Malcolm, sitting in his apartment in Brooklyn, absurdity takes over. The wider world in which Violet participates becomes less and less real, until their relationship is his only tether to it--and, relatedly, his only source of motivation. He goes nowhere near his novel-in-progress until Violet tells him she'll sleep with him only on days he's gotten 1,000 words on the page.

Martin is the rare literary writer with an evident interest in straight sex, which he explores throughout Early Work and via Malcolm and Violet's relationship in Down Time. In the early days of COVID, the two have "intense, desperate sex, some real going-off-to-war shit, Violet the soldier, obviously, me the sad helpmeet in a kerchief scanning the sky for returning planes. After that the foxhole got less, you know, foxy."

Malcolm's resentment of this decreased foxiness leads to the sex-for-words bargain. It also generates a conversation that encapsulates the whole book. Violet, exhausted from the ER, requests that Malcolm complain less about how hard quarantine is for him; Malcolm admits that he's being juvenile but adds that it's difficult to sit with his "feelings all day and not be allowed to express them at night." In this moment, he could hardly be more irritating, yet he does have a right to talk about his feelings. Martin challenges readers to simultaneously condemn and empathize with Malcolm--and, perhaps, with their past self or others in their life. Behaving immaturely at times during quarantine was all but inevitable. Malcolm's childishness is frustrating to read about, but the scene invites some retroactive grace.

Of all the ways that novelists can tackle COVID, writing juvenile and self-absorbed characters isn't the one I would have expected to like. As an ardent Seinfeld fan, I should have known better. Quarantine and its immediate aftermath both wrecked and created norms. At the same time, the terror of the disease made even very serious problems seem temporarily minor. Martin's characters' troubles pale next to those of the ICU nurses in Susan Straight's Sacrament, a book published last year that is, to my knowledge, the first novel about COVID from a working-class perspective. Sacrament suffers from its admiration for its characters, though. Down Time never has to manage the weight of worthiness. Instead, it raises the same questions that lockdown did: How badly can you behave during a crisis? How responsible do we have to be for one another? Annoying to contemplate, yes--but it's part of living in a society.
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Israel Is Missing Its Big Chance in Lebanon

The Lebanese are furious with Hezbollah, but Israel keeps giving it more reasons to fight.

by Hussein Ibish

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




Suddenly, Israel has a remarkable opportunity for a diplomatic breakthrough in Lebanon. You'd be forgiven for not knowing about this, because both Israel and Hezbollah seem committed instead to a spiraling conflict.

Hezbollah apparently decided to plunge itself, and Lebanon, into the U.S.-Israeli war with Iran because it believes that it faces an existential crisis. Israel destroyed much of the organization's missile arsenal in 2023-24, decimated its ranks of commanders, and wiped out most of its political leadership. Hezbollah seems to have concluded that it needs to act now to restore deterrence.

For its part, Israel has apparently reached an equal and opposite conclusion about Hezbollah: that now is the golden opportunity to reduce the organization to irrelevance. The war that ended in 2024 did not completely neutralize Hezbollah, and the organization was making some headway in rearming itself, despite the Lebanese government's efforts to prevent this.

Read: Something new is happening in Lebanon

The chance to settle its unfinished business with the group presented itself on March 1, when Hezbollah launched some ineffective missile and drone attacks over the Israeli border. The Israeli military responded by bombing Hezbollah-related targets in Lebanon. Ominously, it called on Lebanese civilians to evacuate the south of the country and the southern suburbs of Beirut, where Hezbollah has its support base. Israel seems to be anticipating a long campaign in Lebanon, possibly including a renewed occupation of the south.

Israel, the United States, and other actors have long pressed the Lebanese government to do more to disarm Hezbollah in southern Lebanon; now Israel is demanding for this to be a priority throughout the country, saying that if the Lebanese state cannot or will not disarm Hezbollah, Israel will do so by means of war. In Gaza, Israel's war involved the displacement of huge numbers of people and the thorough destruction of physical infrastructure. Israel has suggested it will pursue the same course in Lebanon. One official has said that until Israeli war aims are secured, the country's almost 1 million newly displaced people will not be allowed to return to their homes, and another vowed to reduce Beirut's southern suburbs to a moonscape comparable to the leveled city of Khan Younis, in Gaza.

But Hezbollah is not the adversary it was before 2023. It is also in a much worse position now inside of Lebanon, whose government has been maneuvering to transform the militia into a normal political party, rather than a quasi-state actor with power over war and peace.

So far, dragooning Lebanon into the current war does not seem to be doing Hezbollah any additional favors. Rather, it has led the Lebanese government to declare Hezbollah's military activities illegal, and popular anger against the organization appears to have reached an all-time high. Israel's actions, however, could throw the group a lifeline: A renewed occupation of southern Lebanon would give Hezbollah and other extremist groups a plausible rationale to remain armed.

In seeking to impose its will on its Arab neighbors, particularly the Palestinians and Lebanese, Israel has frequently made the mistake of failing to differentiate among its adversaries. For example, it has steadfastly refused to accept the fact that only the Palestinian Authority and the Palestine Liberation Organization offer a practical alternative to Hamas. The equivalent in Lebanon is Israel's failure to understand that the Lebanese state is the only viable alternative to Hezbollah's domination. For Israel's military campaigns to become political successes requires the adoption of policies that strengthen the Lebanese government and the Palestinian Authority. These would serve to counter Hezbollah and Hamas, respectively.

Bilal Y. Saab: How Washington can help Lebanon

The Lebanese government has said that it wants to negotiate with Israel directly, and France has reportedly proposed a grand bargain, whereby Lebanon would recognize Israel in exchange for Israel ceasing to bomb the country and withdrawing from areas it has held since 2024. Such an agreement could be a win-win for Israel and Lebanon, while leaving Hezbollah even more isolated and exposed.

Unfortunately, Israel has evinced little interest in such talks. That would be an astonishing missed opportunity. But it is also consistent with the mindset of a government that has reduced Gaza to rubble without eliminating Hamas as a political and paramilitary force.

A similar approach in Lebanon will not yield better results. It  could even end up saving Hezbollah from its own miscalculations rather than finishing the organization off.
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'I'm Far Angrier'

Can Cory Booker, once the candidate of love, run for president and stay true to who he is?

by Russell Berman

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




Read more about the Democrats who might run for president in 2028 here.

A touch of annoyance flashes across Cory Booker's face as we talk about fighting. "Why do people preemptively, continually, mistake kindness for weakness?" he asks. By "people," he means, at this moment, me. I had just brought up the festering concern, expressed by fans and critics alike, that he is simply too nice to win the presidency. Booker has been trying to convince me that he's tough enough for this uncivil American era--that a pathologically genial New Jersey Democrat who preached love in his (mostly unloved) 2020 campaign could, if called to, knock a guy on his ass.



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



To make this case, Booker must reach back more than 30 years, to his days as a second-string tight end at Stanford. He told me how he almost started a fight with Junior Seau, the future NFL Hall of Famer, after the first snap in a game against the University of Southern California. (A teammate wisely pulled him away.) A coach once told Booker, "Between the whistles, when the play starts, you are ferocious. But when the whistle's over, you help the guy up. And there's something about that that's even more scary to those who go against you."

Booker is telling stories like these to audiences around the country for a reason. Over his dozen years in Washington, his image has grown soft, and he needs Democrats to remember the brash up-and-comer who became mayor of Newark, New Jersey. (Declarations such as "I love Donald Trump" in response to an insult from the then-presidential candidate may have helped his reputation among Christian theologians, but not necessarily with voters.) Booker has criticized his party for not confronting the president aggressively enough during his second term; during a debate over police-funding legislation last summer, he angrily accused two Senate Democratic colleagues of complicity. Most memorably, Booker spoke out against the Trump administration for more than 25 hours, breaking Strom Thurmond's record for the longest Senate speech--and performing miracles of bladder control.

Booker's shift over the past year isn't a complete transformation. He still gives out hugs and selfies, tells dad jokes, and occasionally sounds like a motivational speaker, sprinkling half a dozen inspirational quotes into any speech he delivers. But he wants the country to know that he's got an edge to him, too. "You can be someone who believes in the values of loving your neighbor and fight like hell," Booker told a crowd in South Carolina in January. Then, for emphasis: "You could love your neighbor and punch somebody in the face."

Booker spent the Martin Luther King Jr. Day weekend in a traditionally early-primary state very much on purpose. This was as clear a sign as any that he is preparing for another presidential run. He visited New Hampshire in the fall and is publishing his second book on March 24. Booker is releasing a policy agenda--national in scope but timed to his Senate reelection bid--filled with the kind of proposals he believes Democrats need to embrace to win back working-class voters: digestible, deliverable, and designed to appeal across ideological and geographic lines. His model is Trump's "no tax on tips," the 2024 campaign pledge that some Democrats mocked but that many now regard as a stroke of genius. First on Booker's list is a proposal to eliminate federal income taxes on most earnings up to $75,000.

The way-too-early surveys of potential Democratic candidates place Booker about where he languished for most of the 2020 primary--in the low single digits. Over the past few months, voters in New Hampshire and South Carolina greeted him warmly if not rapturously. Few Democrats can match his oratorical and storytelling skills (even if they don't quite measure up to the politician to whom he's long been compared, Barack Obama); nearly everyone I spoke with left Booker's events equal parts impressed and inspired. Yet doubts persist, even among his longtime friends and advisers. They aren't sure Booker's brand of relentless hope and optimism--notwithstanding his recent effort to portray himself as both a lover and a fighter--will resonate any more in 2028 than it did in 2020, when Booker could not break out of a crowded Democratic pack.

Booker, who married for the first time in the fall, will be 57 in April but doesn't look it; one advantage of a closely shaved head is that it keeps any gray hairs in hiding. He remains a vegan teetotaler and a fitness buff: With his wife's permission, he wears a health-tracking Oura ring in place of his wedding band. (On the day of our interview, the Oura app told him he'd had more "restorative time" than usual, which he attributed to skipping leg day at the gym.)

The next White House campaign will occur 30 years after Booker first won a city-council seat in his adopted hometown of Newark, which also happens to be 30 years after a New Jersey newspaper first printed the prediction that he would one day be president. Every friend, adviser, and ally I spoke with for this story said that Booker has changed very little, if at all, in that time. Not all of them meant the observation entirely as a compliment.


Cory Booker in Newark during his 2006 mayoral campaign (Spencer Platt / Getty)



Booker seems to be on a quest to rediscover the young politician with the otherworldly resume (high-school football star, Rhodes scholar, degrees from Stanford and Yale) who dazzled national Democrats during his rise in Newark. In his 20s and 30s, he deployed his considerable charisma and no small amount of bravado--"I'm the most ambitious person you'd ever meet," he once told a reporter--to challenge the city's entrenched machine while drawing media coverage both to his causes and to himself.

His exploits on the Newark city council included launching a 10-day hunger strike in 1999 to protest open-air drug dealing and, the next year, living for months in a van that he drove around the city to point out blight and crime. When critics accused Booker of attention seeking, he proudly defended his tactics. "Publicity stunts? You're darn right," he said in 2000. "You've got to attract attention to a problem sometimes to get something done about it."

Booker grew up in an affluent New Jersey suburb and chose to build his career in Newark after he graduated from Yale Law School--a fact that left some residents skeptical. Booker lived in a boarding house when he first moved to the city three decades ago, and paid about $400 a month to live next door to an abandoned building that had been used as a drug den. (He told me he wanted to buy the house he once lived in--"I thought it'd be a full circle for me"--but real-estate speculators beat him to it. It is now decrepit, its windows cracked or boarded up.) Booker later moved into the Brick Towers housing project nearby, where he lived until after he became mayor; he was among the last tenants to leave before the building was demolished.

Booker's exploits didn't always go over well with constituents, but they helped him stand out in a crowded media market. Newark is about a 20-minute train ride from New York City, but the dense suburbs, heavy industrial zones, and wetlands separating them makes the distance feel far greater. "People know about Newark by the EWR, by the airport. Not much else," Mo Butler, a Booker adviser who has known him for more than 25 years, told me. "It's not a place that people, to be frank, talk about the same way they talk about great American cities. So we had to come up with all kinds of creative ways to get people to think about Newark in a different way." Booker was "one of the best at doing that," Butler said.

Booker's early years in Newark also gave him a deeper familiarity with political retribution than most Democrats now confronting the excesses of Trump's second term. Former Mayor Sharpe James governed the city like an autocrat, and when Booker challenged him in 2002, he lobbed insults that even Trump might deem too harsh. (Among the lowlights: James said Booker "would have to learn how to be an African American"; he also claimed Booker was "a Republican who took money from the KKK," and, incongruously, "collaborating with the Jews to take over Newark.") The police tapped Booker's phone, and during his campaign against James, residents who lived in public housing feared eviction by the city if they displayed Booker signs in their windows.

Booker reminded me that he nearly punched James in the face during an altercation outside a youth basketball game. (The mayor, unhappy at Booker's presence at the event, had tried to have him kicked out.) Booker called the incident "one of the more ignominious moments of my life." But he retells the story with delight (and devoted a chapter of his upcoming book to it), much like someone fondly recalling an epic but embarrassing party from their college days. Booker lost the 2002 race to James--the campaign became the subject of the Oscar-nominated documentary Street Fight--but won the mayoralty four years later after James decided not to seek a sixth term. Time eased their rivalry, and Booker, ever the nice guy, does not hold a grudge. When James died last year, Booker lauded the man who once called him a "faggot white boy" as "a beloved pillar of our shared community."

These tales from Booker's political rise bear repeating because, as fresh as they may be in his memory, they are now nearly a quarter century old. His years as Newark mayor also feel like a bygone era. Facebook and Twitter were hot new websites and allowed Booker to attract outsize attention. He tweeted dozens of times a day, at all hours. Residents tagged the mayor when they needed help, and he often delivered--rescuing a dog left out in the cold; delivering diapers during a snowstorm; acting as an emergency dispatcher during Hurricane Sandy in 2012.

He directly responded to direct messages (there was a small kerfuffle when mildly flirty private messages between Booker and a woman who worked at a vegan strip club in Portland, Oregon, were made public). Then, as now, he made a lot of corny jokes ("'Sleep' and I broke up a few nights ago. I'm dating 'Coffee' now. She's Hot!") and offered meditations on personal growth ("Life is about purpose not popularity, significance not celebrity. If u have no detractors, critics or adversaries ur probably not doing much.") He briefly starred on Conan O'Brien's The Tonight Show, declaring that the comedian was on Newark's no-fly list after he made a joke at the city's expense. Then-Secretary of State Hillary Clinton made a guest appearance to broker a truce.

Booker was looking for his next move when Senator Frank Lautenberg died in 2013. Running for Senate was not an obvious choice. How would a politician as active and energetic as Booker make the shift from running a city to plodding along in the world's most deliberative body? "I don't think the idea of it initially appealed to him," Butler said. Booker gave some thought to challenging Governor Chris Christie in his bid for reelection, but Harry Reid, then the Senate majority leader, persuaded him to run for Lautenberg's seat instead, Booker told me. "You can make more of a difference here than you think," Reid told him. By the end of his first full term, Booker was a lead Democratic negotiator on the First Step Act, a criminal-justice-reform package that became one of the few significant bipartisan bills that Trump signed during his first term. The law remains one of Booker's biggest legislative accomplishments.

Senator Brian Schatz of Hawaii told me that Booker's talent as a communicator obscured his equally strong skills as a legislator, citing Booker's work on the First Step Act in addition to less sexy negotiations over funding bills that make up the bulk of a senator's work. "He understands the need to execute on things better than some legislative leaders do, because he's got that background as a mayor," Schatz said.

Christie, who is good friends with Booker, told me that Booker has simultaneously become "more of a practical politician" and moved further left, particularly on education. (Booker denied this.) The two worked closely together on expanding charter schools in Newark with a $100 million gift from Mark Zuckerberg that had been announced on The Oprah Winfrey Show--a stance that put Booker at odds with teachers' unions and some progressives. Christie and Booker would sometimes give each other a heads-up before criticizing each other publicly. In private, Christie said, Booker's "language gets a little bawdier and maybe less lofty. But this is basically the same guy."

To some on the left, Senator Booker hasn't lived up to the hype that Mayor Booker brought to Washington--a young star who could use his creativity to take on entrenched interests. Progressives see him as too chummy with Wall Street and Big Tech, and they aren't particularly impressed by his legislative record. Booker was an early backer of the expanded child tax credit enacted under President Biden, which lasted just a year before it expired. "None of those hopes have really been fulfilled," one progressive advocate told me, speaking on the condition of anonymity. "He's an okay senator from New Jersey, but nothing transformative, and nothing all that inspirational." When Booker earlier this month unveiled his proposal to eliminate taxes on most income up to $75,000, some in the party panned the idea, saying it would still benefit the wealthy more than working-class Americans.

Both Booker and his confidants insist that he has come to genuinely enjoy the Senate, despite its frustratingly glacial pace. (He is clearly a natural at one key part of the job: delivering long speeches.) Yet during our interviews, most of the stories Booker told--and Booker always has lots of stories--came from his time in Newark. During one animated moment in his Senate office, Booker leaned forward over his desk and said, "I'm a mayor." He quickly corrected himself, perhaps realizing that he has not held that job for more than a dozen years.


Booker and Kamala Harris await a Senate Judiciary Committee hearing in 2018. (Erin Schaff / Getty)



A few weeks after Trump took office for the second time, when the new administration seemed to be chopping down the federal government at will while Democrats bickered among themselves, Booker was at the Whole Foods in downtown Newark--a brand, he makes sure to add, that he personally recruited to the city when he was mayor. As he was shopping in the frozen-food aisle, an older man approached him. He told Booker that Democrats were not doing enough to push back against Trump. Booker, who was familiar with the frustration, explained that Democrats were fighting hard, but without the majority in Congress, they couldn't do very much.

The answer did not satisfy the man, who told Booker that he had been voting for the senator since he first ran for city council. "Where is the guy who beat the machine in '98?" he asked Booker. "Where's the guy that did the 10-day hunger strike?....Why is that guy not showing up now?"

Like many Booker stories, this one sounds a bit apocryphal, as though it were written for the screen by Aaron Sorkin. But it is how Booker explains his reawakening. He had spent his first years in the Senate trying not to stand out--a way of demonstrating to his colleagues that he was a serious legislator. That changed during Trump's first term--Booker ran to replace him as president, after all--but he receded again during the Biden years, seemingly content to be a team player with a Democrat in power. The grocery-store encounter "really lit a fire underneath me to do what we used to do in Newark," Booker told me. "I really believe that imagination is the best weapon you can have, to think of creative ways to get out of problems."




Soon after, Booker told his staff that he wanted to make a stand in the Senate, and asked them to prepare enough material so that he could speak, as he would later say, "for as long as I am physically able." Booker's aides were initially flummoxed by the idea, Butler told me. He was not planning to filibuster any particular legislation, and they knew he would be asked to explain the point of his gambit. "I think the majority of his aides didn't really understand it, but it was something he was focused on," Butler said. At a time when Democrats were consumed by angst and anxiety, Booker felt he could do something that, Butler said, "would allow the base to see that we heard you, and we're fighting, and we're doing the best we can with the tools that we have."

To prepare for the talkathon, Booker fasted for a weekend and limited his water intake so that he wouldn't need to use the bathroom. He had passed on the suggestion that he wear a diaper. "I believe in courageous vulnerability, but peeing in my pants on C-SPAN is a step too far," Booker writes in his forthcoming book, Stand, a copy of which The Atlantic obtained ahead of its release. He ended up speaking for more than 25 hours, blowing past the 21-plus hours that Senator Ted Cruz had held the floor for in 2013--unlike Cruz, Booker did not resort to reading Green Eggs and Ham to fill the time--and beating Thurmond's 1957 record for the chamber's longest speech by nearly an hour.

The symbolism of a Black senator surpassing a segregationist's stand against civil-rights legislation was lost on no one. Booker's office was inundated with supportive messages during the speech, including one, he writes in his book, from Thurmond's granddaughter, Wanda Williams-Bailey. (In 2003, Williams-Bailey's mother, a Black woman, revealed in a press conference that she was the late senator's daughter.) When Booker finally yielded the floor, the entire Senate chamber erupted in applause, including the Republican presiding at the time, Senator Cynthia Lummis of Wyoming.

As expected, the speech did not result in any policy change. But it broke through the Trump-dominated din more than just about anything else that Democrats did during the early months of 2025. This was the moment that had eluded Booker in his run for the presidency, and many months later, several Democratic voters I spoke with in New Hampshire and South Carolina brought it up as soon as the conversation turned to Booker.

Read: Cory Booker, endurance athlete

The speech also helped with another 2025 Booker project: reclaiming his status as a star on social media, where he had faded into a more generic politician. Booker launched his official Senate TikTok page (he has had a personal account since 2022) the morning of his speech and livestreamed the entire thing; at one point, more than 300,000 people were watching the address across all of his platforms. Booker is now overseeing the Democratic caucus's strategic communications, educating and advising his less digitally savvy and in many cases much older colleagues on how, where, and what to post on social media. According to Booker's staff, Senate Democrats collectively have increased their follower counts across platforms by 80 percent and boosted their engagement by 430 percent over the past year.

Yet nearly a year after Booker's 25-hour speech, the moment now seems like less a catapult to the top tier of Democratic politics than a viral blip. His aides say that on social media, Booker has sustained the momentum that the speech generated, and that his TikTok accounts drive the most engagement of any member of Congress, Republican or Democrat. At the same time, being a senator does not afford Booker nearly as many opportunities to stand out as does, say, being the governor of California. He hasn't come close to recapturing the nation's attention, and he still lags far behind in surveys asking Democrats whom they might support for president in 2028.


Booker fist bumps Senator Eric Schmitt outside the Senate chamber last year. (Kent Nishimura / Reuters)



Last summer, Booker fought with two of his Democratic colleagues, Amy Klobuchar of Minnesota (a 2020 rival) and Catherine Cortez Masto of Nevada, after he objected to the passage of a bipartisan package of police-funding bills. He argued that the legislation would allow the Trump administration to continue withholding money from blue states such as New Jersey; Booker pushed for an amendment to prohibit federal officials from conditioning funding on support for the president's agenda. Booker accused Democrats of being "willing to be complicit" with Trump. "No, not on my watch," he thundered. "I'm protecting Jersey today. I'm protecting the Constitution today. I'm standing today." The outburst angered Klobuchar, who noted that Booker had skipped a key committee meeting where the legislation had been discussed. "I like to show up," she said in response.

Klobuchar's critique echoed a complaint that progressives both nationally and in New Jersey occasionally make about Booker: that the dramatic stands he makes are too selective and highly choreographed to be authentic. "It's all so performative," one progressive advocate told me.

Booker can also be more comfortable speaking in platitudes than in specifics. And if he is now more eager to denounce his party as a whole, he still shrinks from criticizing individual Democrats--especially those with whom he has a warm relationship. During Trump's second term, Booker has aligned himself with the Senate's unofficial "fight club," which seeks more confrontation with the administration, and has taken the side of shutting down the government each time Congress has reached a funding impasse. After last fall's government shutdown ended just before he arrived in New Hampshire, Booker issued a statement that said, in part: "The Democratic Party needs change. It is time for a new generation of leaders to stand up to Trump." Reporters and potential voters pressed him on whether he was calling for the ouster of Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer, but Booker pulled back. When the topic came up during his January swing through South Carolina, Booker made a gentle jab at Schumer's use of a flip phone, then deflected the question.

The same friendly deference applies to his potential 2028 rivals. During our interviews, Booker was uninterested in relitigating Kamala Harris's 2024 campaign with any specificity, and his forthcoming book does not dish on his fellow Democrats. (The reader feedback that Booker has loved the most--"This is not a politician's book"--probably won't juice sales inside the Beltway.) At one point, Booker declared, "I don't want a Democratic version of Donald Trump." I wondered if he was referring to anyone in particular. Could it be a sly reference to Gavin Newsom's Trump-style mean tweets and online mudslinging? Nope, Booker said: "Gavin and I have been friends for a long time. I find his tweets hilarious."

There's plenty of time, of course, for Booker to start throwing elbows at his political opponents like he insists he once did as an athlete. The 2028 campaign won't really begin until after the midterm elections. But showing this sharper edge, his friends and allies say, is a necessary, if uncomfortable, part of Booker's effort to correct a perception that held him back in 2020. "People need to know that you're not a pushover," Jaime Harrison, a former Democratic National Committee chair who considers Booker his "political brother," told me, "and I think that's going to be particularly important for somebody who is genuinely one of the nicest people I've ever met."

Showing off a feisty side was not part of Booker's calculus in 2020. His presidential campaign had begun in late 2018 with a meeting at his modest home in Newark, only a few blocks from the boarding house where he lived before becoming mayor. Booker told his new campaign manager, Addisu Demissie, and a longtime political adviser, Matt Klapper, that he wanted to run a race true to himself--an earnest, positive, hope-filled campaign. "Basically, what he is, what he always has been," Demissie recalled. Booker would pitch himself as the antidote to Trump's "hate and division." "If that's what the party wants, it will meet me here and I'll win. And if not, I will lose," Booker told them.

Over the next year, Booker never really deviated from that path, and his campaign never really took off. During his Newark days, Booker had always been a big fish in a relatively small pond, but in a crowded national campaign--as in the 100-member Senate--he struggled to stand out. "He doesn't neatly fit into a bucket," Klapper told me. Booker was never going to be a progressive favorite like his fellow senators Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren. Polls showed that Democratic-primary voters, meanwhile, did not consider him as experienced or electorally safe as Biden. Pete Buttigieg seemed to impress moderate white voters in Iowa and New Hampshire more than Booker did. Neither Booker nor then-Senator Kamala Harris could win over Black Democrats in South Carolina, who stuck with Biden.

Booker's polling languished in the low single digits for most of the campaign, and he could not pull off the signature viral moment that just about every candidate was seeking. With money running low, he pulled out of the race in January 2020, just a few weeks before the Iowa caucus. Booker also suffered from voters' perceptions about his electability, Demissie said: "They were looking for the person who could beat Trump, and they did not believe that a Black guy from Newark preaching about love and unity could do it."

Demissie points to a what-might-have-been moment before the first primary debate when the DNC, unable to reasonably fit 20 candidates onto a single stage, split the field in half. Biden, the front-runner, and Booker appeared on different nights. Sharing a stage with the former vice president, Harris sharply--and memorably--confronted Biden over his opposition to busing students to desegregate schools, recounting the story of one California girl who traveled every day by bus to an integrated school. "That little girl was me," she told him. The moment generated a huge fundraising boost for Harris, and briefly catapulted her to the top tier of candidates. "We were dying to be onstage with Biden," Demissie said. "Imagine how different things would be if that literal lottery had gone differently." Perhaps, he argued, Booker would have had that moment instead of Harris, and perhaps he would have made it last longer than she did.

Booker did mix it up with Biden at a later debate and, at one point, called the author of the 1994 crime bill an "architect of mass incarceration." But other Booker advisers I spoke with doubted that he would have gone after Biden as directly and as personally as Harris did. "That's just something that Cory wouldn't do," Butler, his longtime adviser, told me. "He was a happy warrior."

The usually voluble Booker wasn't eager to dissect his 2020 race. "We ran a great campaign," he told me. Why didn't he do better, I asked. "I have no idea." Neither Booker nor his advisers believe the 2020 failure damaged him as a national candidate. According to data collected by the campaign, Democratic voters liked him better at the end of the race than at the beginning, even if he was never their top choice for president. "If anything," Booker said, the 2020 experience "left me with more of an appetite to potentially run in the future." How, I asked, would this time be different? "I'm far more fed up than I was in 2020," he said. "I'm far angrier."


Booker at an August 2019 presidential-campaign rally in Philadelphia (Matt Smith / Alamy)



Booker says he hasn't decided whether to run for president again. He must first tend to his reelection in New Jersey, and, like other Democrats with national stature, he'll help the party in its bid to regain power in the midterm elections. Booker often mentions his recent marriage during speeches, and he is open about his desire to have children. "Lord, pray for me," he'll say, before pivoting to the kind of so-bad-it's-funny dad joke he's been telling for years. ("What do you call a guy who tells dad jokes but isn't a dad? A faux Pa.") During a roundtable conversation about health insurance in Newark, he talked about how he and his wife, Alexis Lewis Booker, now had to consider whether their plan covered IVF treatments.

When I asked Booker what might cause him not to run in 2028, he brought up Alexis. "She and I are going to have to have a different kind of conversation than I've ever had before," Booker said. But he quickly added that being a family man for the first time makes him "more effective in my public life."

In every other respect, Booker seems to be all in. The 2028 Democratic field is likely to be just as crowded, if not more so, than it was in 2020. Booker could be competing for attention with rivals from his own generation and from a younger crop of candidates who might better satisfy primary voters' yearning for a fresh face. Yet the case that Booker's advisers sketch out for his viability is plausible, even compelling. Without Trump on the ballot, voters may want to turn the page on an era of nastiness and division, back toward hope and healing and inspiration. Booker will be better known than he was eight years ago, with more experience--neither a gray-haired has-been nor too much of a youthful risk. "He's in sort of a sweet spot," Butler argued.

As I followed Booker around New Hampshire and South Carolina, I found plenty of Democrats who saw precisely that balance in Booker and wanted him to run for president again. (Several urged him to do so directly.) "I have not seen anybody else that I would prefer to run," said Lonnie Hosey, a South Carolina state legislator who, like many Black Democrats in the state, supported Biden in the 2020 primary. "As of today," Hosey told me, "he is my choice." Others weren't exactly pining for Booker, but they wanted to give him a longer look. After seeing Booker speak in Beaufort, Susie Gombocz, a 78-year-old real-estate agent, told me she loved his message. "He's aggressive," she said, "but he's got a lovely way about him."

But in many ways, Booker can't move beyond being mayor of Newark. The climax of his stump speech is a new riff on an old storm: Hurricane Sandy. The (long) story is a paean to a gentler political moment, when leaders in both parties could get along and be decent to one another. (This is not a tale that features a young Booker decking a guy on the field.) Mayor Booker is driving around the city assessing damage when President Obama and Governor Christie call to offer their assistance. The hero ends up being an ordinary citizen who is standing outside in a dangerous storm, waving a light in the driving rain so that his neighbors won't get electrocuted by a downed power line.


Booker during a Martin Luther King Jr. Day event in South Carolina in 2019 (Sean Rayford / Getty)



"That is who we are. That is the story of America!" Booker tells the crowd, his voice rising in a familiar crescendo. "Not people with position, but people with purpose! Not people on high, but the grassroots soldiers in the trenches! That's how America is made. That's how we redeem the dream!"

I watched Booker tell this story to Democratic audiences throughout South Carolina. The largest crowd he addressed was in front of the state capitol on MLK Day. This crowd was also the toughest for him; by the time he finally stepped to the podium, most had been standing in the cold for several hours, listening to a cavalcade of more than 30 speakers paying tribute to King's legacy. "I will not be speaking for 25 hours," Booker began, drawing laughs. "The hour is late, and the temperature is cold."

Most in the crowd had stuck around to hear him. And when, near the conclusion of his story about the storm, Booker summoned them to rise--"South Carolina, I ask you right now, will you stand up?"--they dutifully obliged. People stayed on their feet all through Booker's stirring peroration, the kind that feels more natural on the eve of a big election than during the dead of winter.

This is Cory Booker returning to form. As much as he wants to show that he's a fighter, he has no intention of morphing into anything too far from the idealistic law-school graduate who moved into a housing project. There is a danger in changing too much, he told me in his Senate office a few weeks later, citing Vice President J. D. Vance's sharp turn from Trump critic to loyal running mate as a cautionary tale. Booker then repeated the same theory of the election that he pitched to his aides more than seven years ago. He held one hand steady in front of him and slowly moved the other up to meet it. "This is who we are. We are not moving," Booker said. "And if the time and the moment meet us, that's great."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/03/cory-booker-2028/686342/?utm_source=feed
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The 'Big Black Scar'

Trump is blowing up national-park land in Arizona to wall off one of the border's last wild places.

by Nick Miroff

Tue, 17 Mar 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

At Coronado National Memorial in Arizona, the demolition crews blowing up national-park land tend to announce explosions at least a day in advance, as a warning for hikers to stay away. The crews have been working their way up the western slope of the park for the past couple of months, right along the international boundary with Mexico. President Trump's border wall needs a smooth, straight path, and there are mountains in the way.

Trump didn't build along this stretch of the border during his first term, but his crews are now working at a furious pace. They have already completed about five miles of 30-foot-tall barrier, painted jet black at the president's insistence because he thought it looked more intimidating and would be hotter to the touch.

I watched them on a recent afternoon from an overlook, at a safe distance from the blast. To the west was the San Rafael Valley, a rolling yellow grassland that is one of the last wild open spaces along the U.S.-Mexico border. Ringed by mountains, it has served as a setting for John Wayne Westerns and episodes of Little House on the Prairie. I saw no power lines, paved roads, or other signs of human presence, aside from the new camp where Trump's workers were sleeping in trailers and crushing rocks to make concrete for the wall's base. They had about 20 more miles to go to finish the whole valley, one of the last places in southeast Arizona that hasn't been walled off.

Trump spent about $11 billion to build 450 miles of border barrier in his first term, one of the most expensive federal-infrastructure projects in U.S. history. He faced a lot of pushback too. The federal government shut down in December 2018 for a then-record 35 days when Democrats refused to give Trump $5 billion for border-wall funding. But last summer, Trump got nearly 10 times that amount for the wall--$46.5 billion--when Republicans pushed through the One Big Beautiful Bill Act.

The money has imbued the project with an aura of inevitability, wiping away the financial and topographical considerations that restrained Trump's first-term ambitions. John F. Kelly, Trump's first homeland-security secretary, used to say that building a wall "from sea to shining sea" made no sense over steep mountain ranges where few people enter illegally. Construction through those areas can be wildly expensive, costing more than $40 million a mile. It's one reason that some of the border's most scenic and environmentally sensitive areas, including the Big Bend region in Texas, were spared the first time around. But that kind of reasoning, in Trump's second term, is being blown up too.


Wild jaguars from Mexico have been returning to Arizona through rugged mountains that span the border. (Philip Cheung for The Atlantic)




Border wall panels ready for installation (Philip Cheung for The Atlantic)





A month earlier, just over the next mountain range, Kristi Noem had used the border wall as the backdrop for a speech intended to help save her job as secretary of homeland security. Polls showed that Americans worried that Trump's immigration crackdown had gone too far, especially after federal agents killed two U.S. citizens. The president appeared to agree, dispatching his "border czar," Tom Homan, to take over ICE operations in Minneapolis. In Arizona, Noem tried to refocus attention on what the administration regards as a signature success. She declared that the wall will protect the country "for generations to come" and that its intimidating color looks "like the strength and stamina that the American people have."

U.S. Customs and Border Protection, the branch of the Department of Homeland Security that awards the construction contracts, has outlined plans for about 1,200 additional miles of steel barrier, which it has rebranded as a "Smart Wall" with cameras, lighting, and sensors. This includes installing double-layer fencing--parallel 30-foot-tall black-steel barriers with a road in between--across more than 600 miles of the border, much of it in Arizona. The plan calls for the wall to cut through the once-exempted tribal lands of the Tohono O'odham. As in Trump's first term, DHS has issued waivers exempting the project from environmental laws and other protections.

With the country's immigration debate mostly focused on the ICE crackdown in U.S. cities, the president's border-wall plans have garnered little attention and generated few protests. When Trump first proposed the wall, in 2015, it was a blunt solution to a complex crisis at the border. He rode into office on chants of "Build the wall!" and plowed through obstacles to make it happen. Now back in office and freed of his first-term limits, he has turned its completion--even through remote areas--into a vanity project.

Read: 'Maybe DHS was a bad idea'

The border has been mostly quiet. During the past year, illegal crossings have plummeted to the lowest levels since the 1960s. That crackdown has been more bureaucratic than physical. Trump shut down the U.S. asylum system to end what he calls "catch and release," in which someone who enters illegally can express fear of persecution in their home country and remain in the United States with a pending humanitarian claim. The wall itself had little apparent role in the turnaround. Record numbers of illegal border crossings occurred under President Biden, after Trump had built hundreds of miles of barrier during his first term. And the sharp decline in crossings during the past year happened before Trump's construction crews got to work.

CBP officials say that their goal is "100 percent operational control" of the border, meaning zero illegal crossings. Whether the wall can achieve that or not, the project is now driven by a kind of Trumpian manifest destiny.

When CBP developed its border-wall master plan at the beginning of Trump's first term, the agency identified about 20 locations as top priorities, all of them areas that had high numbers of illegal crossings and drug smugglers. Those were mostly places where Mexico's Highway 2 closely approaches the border as it runs east-west for more than 1,200 miles, linking the manufacturing hubs of Tijuana, Ciudad Juarez, Nuevo Laredo, Reynosa, and other Mexican border cities. The highway's close proximity to U.S. territory has long been a challenge for the Border Patrol because it allows traffickers to drop off migrants and drug mules within a few hundred feet of the international boundary.

But not in the San Rafael Valley. Highway 2's path veers about 40 miles south, away from the border, and large, privately owned ranches act as a buffer, limiting illegal crossings. The valley wasn't on the priority list, and it was skipped over for border-wall construction during Trump's first term. But now, CBP's priority is to please the White House by building as many miles of wall as quickly as it can. And the valley is an easy place--relatively flat and accessible--to quickly increase its tally.

The 27-mile span is being constructed by the North Dakota-based Fisher Sand & Gravel, which was awarded a $309 million contract last summer. The company, owned by Tommy Fisher, first started building on the border during Trump's first term, when Fisher was hired by the We Build the Wall campaign, co-led by Steve Bannon, which raised more than $25 million to finance construction. In 2020, federal prosecutors charged Bannon and three others with fraud for personally enriching themselves. Trump gave Bannon a preemptive pardon. The others were convicted.

Fisher, who was not charged, went on to receive about $2 billion in border-wall contracts from the federal government during Trump's first term. A canny pitchman, Fisher caught Trump's attention by appearing on Fox News. I wrote to him about his company's new work in the San Rafael Valley, but he hasn't responded to my text messages since Trump returned to office.


The Trump administration has added concertina wire to older border fencing that blocks vehicles but allowed wildlife to cross. (Philip Cheung for The Atlantic)



Thirty years ago this month, the Arizona rancher and hunting guide Warner Glenn came across a jaguar along a rocky outcrop in the Peloncillo Mountains, a few miles from the Mexico border, and snapped a picture. It was the first time that a wild jaguar had been photographed on U.S. soil. The animals are the largest cats in the Western Hemisphere, many weighing more than 200 pounds, and they once roamed widely across the American Southwest. They were wiped out on the U.S. side of the border decades ago--in the Grand Canyon, the last known jaguar was shot in 1932--but a small population has survived in northern Mexico.

Border-crossing jaguars have been coming back to the United States since then, and nearly a dozen distinct individuals have been documented, mostly in southern Arizona. All have been solitary males, who typically wander in search of territory and mates. The cats appear to be reclaiming their historic range right at the moment when border-wall construction is poised to cut them off.

While driving through the San Rafael Valley on a recent afternoon, I stopped in a grove of old sycamores near the border, where Kate Scott and Andrea Hoerr were setting up a protest camp to oppose wall construction. Scott, who has lived in the San Rafael Valley for 26 years, embraces a loose blend of art and activism. Instead of asking people to block the bulldozers or chain themselves to the barrier, she brought a jaguar puppet the size of a sofa and a truckload of colorful animal masks in preparation for an upcoming parade-and-protest march near the construction zone.

"We're trying to be very tactical," Scott told me. "If the Border Patrol guys show up, we just say, Hey, we're here. We love jaguars. So we're sharing information, but it's resistance too." Scott said that when she looks at the border wall, she feels "physically sick."

On the road to her camp, I passed half a dozen flatbed trucks transporting steel panels to a staging lot along the border. There were hundreds of wall panels stacked in the grass, waiting to be hoisted up and plugged into the ground like a giant picket fence. I asked Scott if she had resigned herself to the inevitability of the border wall.

"I refuse to allow people to take our land, annihilate our animals, our plants, our water," she said. "I do not accept that as my reality. And if more people started to understand that it's not our reality to accept, they will come up with ways to push back." The border wall has gotten lost in the avalanche of other outrageous things that Trump is doing, Scott said.


Wild pronghorn in Mexico, viewed from the San Rafael Valley in Arizona (Philip Cheung for The Atlantic)




A new segment of the 30-foot-tall border wall through the San Rafael Valley (Philip Cheung for The Atlantic)



As we spoke, a Border Patrol agent in a Chevy Tahoe rumbled past. For a decade or so, the agency has secured the San Rafael Valley, as well as other remote areas of the border, by using less imposing tools than a wall. It installed low-slung barriers that block smugglers from driving vehicles into the United States but allow wildlife to cross. CBP has also mounted powerful surveillance cameras on towers, and the newest versions of the technology can distinguish between people and animals.

Zay Hartigan--the local fire chief, who has lived in the valley for 30 years--told me that those surveillance towers have kept smugglers away. The wall "is just a waste of money," he said, and looks to him like a "big black scar" across the valley.

The mountains of the desert Southwest follow a basin-and-range pattern along a north-south axis, forming a tenuous bridge between the Rockies and the Sierra Madre for wildlife. There's enough precipitation at higher elevations to sustain meadows and forests of pine, Douglas fir, and other temperate species. Conservation biologists refer to these microclimates as "sky islands" because they function not unlike an archipelago, in which some species develop in isolation, separated by wide desert plains. For larger, more itinerant fauna, such as the jaguar, the mountains serve as highways, allowing them to island-hop and venture great distances with less risk of human contact and cars.

Read: Every state is a Border Patrol state




Zay Hartigan, a San Rafael cowboy and fire chief, on the ranch where he lives and works (Philip Cheung for The Atlantic)



Because the border wall runs east to west, it cuts their range in two. At some locations, small openings were added at the base of the wall to allow some wildlife to squeeze through, but the passages are too narrow for humans--and jaguars. Facing lawsuits from environmental groups, the Biden administration agreed to leave open some of the car-size swinging gates installed where the border wall crosses a dry wash or stream bed. During Arizona's summer downpours, these water channels carry flash floods with torrents of mud and debris that can topple the wall. Myles Traphagen, a biologist and a border-wall opponent, said agents have been closing the gates more often since Trump returned to office.

Traphagen came to the Southwest in the late 1990s, after serving in the Coast Guard in California, and became a "desert rat," someone who spends their life outdoors, exploring public lands. He works for the environmental group Wildlands Network, which has installed trail cameras to monitor how wildlife interact with the border wall. The footage has shown black bears, bobcats, turkeys, javelinas, and other species trying to squeeze through the bars, or having their path blocked.

Traphagen took me to check on a set of cameras placed along a section of wall that was built during Trump's first term east of Douglas, so we followed the border road up and over steep grades. He removed a memory card from one such camera, which was concealed in a rock pile at the base of a dry wash, pointed at one of the closed floodgates. Soon his laptop screen began filling with thumbnail images, most of them recorded at night. There were many unremarkable clips: moths looping past the lens, tumbleweeds caught in the bars, a mouse scurrying back and forth between the two countries. Traphagen scrolled through these quickly. Then he stopped on a clip from early last month.

A large mountain lion appeared in the frame, looking around skittishly, then up and down the wall, clearly confused--its path blocked. Another video showed a mountain-lion kitten trotting along the base of the wall through the same area. Footage captured by a second camera nearby showed a mother and kitten on opposite sides of the barrier. They seemed to be separated, though the kitten was clearly small enough to pass between the bars. The mother made a faint sound, almost like a pinging noise, to call it.

"These animals are cut off from their migration routes, their hunting routes, and the places where they obtain water, food, and shelter," Traphagen said. "So it's hard to say: Is this animal stuck on the U.S. side? Are there other ones stuck on the Mexico side?"

Traphagen resumed scrolling, then stopped again. There were three men with climbing gear, wearing camouflage clothing. A fourth lowered himself into the frame, rappelling down the wall, and began to loosen his harness. The group passed the equipment back through the wall to waiting hands on the Mexico side. Were they migrants? Drug smugglers? It was impossible to know.

The wall here had blocked a mountain-lion family, but not the humans that it was meant to stop.


Water is scarce in the high desert. Construction crews are pumping a million gallons of groundwater to mix concrete for the border wall. (Philip Cheung for The Atlantic)




Trump is installing miles of black-painted border wall through Arizona's San Rafael Valley, one of the last open grasslands along the U.S.-Mexico border. (Philip Cheung for The Atlantic)



In 2018, when border-wall construction was just getting under way during Trump's first term, I spent a day driving around with Rodney Scott, who was then the top Border Patrol official in San Diego. Tall and blond, with a fondness for aviator sunglasses that made him look like an extra from Top Gun, Scott spoke convincingly of the transformative effect of border barriers, helping agents reduce illegal crossings. Property values near the border had risen, even on the Mexican side, because fewer smugglers were trying to get through, Scott told me.

Scott is now the commissioner of U.S. Customs and Border Protection and the Trump official responsible for keeping wall construction on track. Noem's team tried to place blame internally on Scott for not building fast enough, but I've met few homeland-security officials over the years who have believed more fervently in the wall. During Trump's first term, when I wrote articles in The Washington Post about how smugglers had learned to saw through the barrier with power tools, and how they were using cheap ladders and ropes to climb over it, Scott sent me disapproving messages. He told me that I was biased against the wall.

Read: Why Trump changed his mind on Kristi Noem

When I asked CBP about the need for a border wall in the San Rafael Valley, the agency sent me a statement from Scott. "We are building faster and smarter than ever before to ensure there are no gaps and no easy pathways for illegal entry," the statement said. "A wall isn't meant to stand alone--it slows and deters illegal crossings and buys our agents time."

I've been reporting along the border for more than 20 years, and I can see the value of barriers in urban areas such as El Paso and San Diego, where people can cross quickly and evade capture. I also recognize that rank-and-file border agents generally like having a big fence that buffers them from potential threats on the other side. But having watched Trump use the wall as a political tool and an opportunity for self-aggrandizement--autographing plaques with black Sharpie at multiple locations--I also know that the barrier is hardly a neutral object of federal infrastructure.

The ranchers, landowners, and other San Rafael Valley residents I spoke with tended to view the wall through a partisan lens, struggling to separate the barrier from the man building it. Many who have spent their life admiring the open range described it as a kind of cultural and aesthetic injury. "It's ugly, and it's un-American," David Hathaway, the sheriff of Arizona's Santa Cruz County, told me when I visited his office in Nogales. Hathaway's family settled in the nearby San Rafael Valley five generations ago. After a career as a DEA agent, Hathaway ran for county sheriff as a Democrat, winning in a district that is 95 percent Hispanic. He still owns ranch land in the San Rafael Valley, where his ancestors are buried in a family cemetery near the border.

"My whole life, I've been going out there," he told me. Hathaway scoffed at claims that the area needs a wall for better security. "At night you go out there, and it's just dark and pristine and beautiful and safe," he said. "There's not just marauding criminals or anything like that."

Most landowners in the San Rafael Valley don't want to talk about the border wall, because the project has divided neighbors and split friendships, the rancher and conservationist Ross Humphreys told me. "Almost everybody out here wants to keep their head down in regards to the politics," he said.


Ross Humphreys, a conservationist and former photographer who owns the historic San Rafael Ranch (Philip Cheung for The Atlantic)



In 2000, he bought the historic San Rafael Ranch, which spans about 20,000 acres and is home to six endangered species. He has been restoring the grasslands and raising premium Black Angus cattle. Humphreys has seen the valley turn hotter and drier since he bought the ranch, and less surface water runs in the Santa Cruz River. He worries that the border wall is exacerbating those trends. The river starts in the San Rafael Valley, crosses the border into Mexico, and then loops back into Arizona. Construction of the wall requires hundreds of thousands of gallons of water a day to make concrete, and the crews have drilled wells into the valley floor. Fisher's construction crew told Humphreys that they're pumping 800 gallons of water a minute, which adds up to more than 1 million gallons a day.

Farther east, where Trump put up dozens of miles of border wall outside Douglas during his first term, construction crews tapped into the natural springs that feed the San Bernardino National Wildlife Refuge, one of the only natural watering holes for miles around. Contractors pumped millions of gallons out of the springs in 2019 and 2020 to mix concrete for the base of the wall, triggering a pressure drop that left the springs dry. The government has had to install pumps to bring water to the surface for animals to drink and to keep endangered species alive.

"I have one well that went dry on its own," Humphreys said. "I've got another one I'm worrying about down on the border. What happens if these guys pump it dry? I've got all these aquatic-dependent endangered species on the ranch. They're at risk. But they're only at risk the day the water stops. And nobody is monitoring it."


"At night you go out there, and it's just dark and pristine and beautiful and safe," said Sheriff David Hathaway. (Philip Cheung for The Atlantic)



I went back to the overlook at Coronado National Memorial a few days later, ahead of another scheduled detonation. The blasting area had been cleared, and there was a cluster of white pickup trucks parked a few hundred yards away in a safety zone along the border road.

Suddenly, the ground heaved upward, and was followed by the sound of the blast and the patter of broken rocks landing on the slope and spilling down the side. I watched a cloud of dust drift down the mountain, into Mexico, until the air was clear again.

After a few minutes, a large earthmover began clattering up the mountain toward the blast site. The machine climbed higher, groaning and beeping. It lurched into the rock pile and started pushing the debris down the slope, out of the way.

I'd always heard the San Rafael Valley's admirers claim that the landscape looked much as it did in 1540, when Francisco Vasquez de Coronado's expedition arrived. That wasn't true anymore, not with the black-steel structure splitting the valley in two. I told Traphagen that it looked to me like a snake, arching up and down over the creek beds. The Tohono O'odham, Native people of the Sonoran Desert, have a prophecy about a giant, black serpent crawling across the land at the end of the world, he said.

Trump's wall wasn't finished yet, but it was already the end of something. The valley had been shaped across tens of millions of years, by volcanoes, floods, earthquakes. Native peoples, Spanish explorers, Mexican settlers, Apache warriors, cowboys, and mountain bikers all passed through. None of them has left anything as immense and lasting as what Trump is building.
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Kristi Noem Bought 11 Warehouses to Use as ICE Jails. Now What?

DHS's next leader will inherit a fast-moving $38 billion plan for industrial-scale immigrant detention.

by Nick Miroff

Mon, 16 Mar 2026




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

By the time President Trump ousted Kristi Noem from the Department of Homeland Security earlier this month, her team had already embarked on a spending spree that included far more than the new luxury jet and the self-promotional ads that got her in trouble at the White House. Over the past several months, the department has purchased 11 large warehouses around the country that it plans to convert into mega-jails, some with space for up to 10,000 detainees. The acquisitions kicked off a $38 billion makeover of the detention system that has been overseen by Noem's chief adviser and alleged lover, Corey Lewandowski.

Trump set March 31 as Noem's last day, and Lewandowski is expected to leave with her. (Both have denied an affair.) Their team has been racing to acquire properties and convert the warehouse sites, but two senior DHS officials with knowledge of the plan told me they now expect a slowdown--and that a "pause" wouldn't be a bad thing. "They've had a ridiculous timeline to rush everything through," said one of the officials, who, like others I spoke with, was not authorized to publicly discuss the warehouse plan with reporters. "Now everybody's kind of going back to the drawing board and talking about resetting."

The administration's "ICE Detention Reengineering Initiative" was first pitched last spring but stalled for months while DHS focused on deportations and a recruitment drive to hire 10,000 ICE officers, the two officials told me. But as the White House demanded more detention space last fall, Noem's team ordered ICE to expedite the warehouse plan. It calls for ICE to streamline its deportation process by purchasing detention centers from federal contractors it has long relied on and opening its own mega-jails in retrofitted warehouses.

Some county governments and local lawmakers have adopted resolutions to try to keep ICE out of their communities or block conversion plans. DHS leaders had expected Republican-controlled jurisdictions to welcome the construction of warehouse jails in their communities and were surprised by what the two senior officials described as NIMBYism. Then came the killings of Renee Good and Alex Pretti in Minneapolis in January, further eroding public support for the mass-deportation campaign and raising questions about the administration's tactics. Officials worry that backlash could make it more difficult to get permits for water and sewer connections and other modifications at warehouses designed to hold products, not people. "The timing of Minneapolis could not have been worse," one of the DHS officials told me. Now the change in leadership at DHS adds a new variable, one that puts the timeline for the warehouse conversions in doubt.

The fate of the warehouses is likely to come up on Wednesday during the confirmation hearing for Trump's pick to replace Noem, Senator Markwayne Mullin, a Republican from Oklahoma. Mullin appears to have an easy path to confirmation, as Republicans are in the majority and at least one Democrat, Senator John Fetterman of Pennsylvania, is pledging to support him. But some GOP lawmakers continue to have questions about Noem's spending and Lewandowski's role in awarding contracts. (Lewandowski, who has been serving in a temporary role as a "special government employee," insists he's avoided conflicts of interest and has done nothing improper.) Mullin will likely face bipartisan calls to pledge a careful review of how the department is spending the roughly $170 billion in extra funding it received from Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act last summer.

DHS officials broadly describe that money as a onetime opportunity to remake a dysfunctional ICE detention system, which has relied for years on a loose network of private facilities and local and county jails where the federal government rents beds at varying rates. Immigrant-advocacy groups and attorneys say the long-troubled system has been stretched beyond its breaking point by overcrowding and inhumane conditions--allegations that ICE denies. At least 31 detainees died in ICE custody last year, the highest total in two decades, and at least a dozen more detainees have died since the beginning of 2026. Advocacy groups, appalled by the warehouse plan, say it's a cruel scheme to further dehumanize immigrants held for civil--not criminal--violations.

Read: Why Trump changed his mind on Kristi Noem

Revamping the detention system is key to achieving Trump's goal of deporting 1 million people each year, DHS officials told me. The number of detainees in custody has increased from 39,000 when Trump took office in January 2025 to a high of more than 70,000 last month, although the number has now dipped to about 63,000 detainees, according to internal data shared with me. The warehouses, if completed, would increase capacity to more than 92,000, ICE documents show. The department told me in a statement that "ICE aims to work with officials on both sides of the aisle to expand detention space to help ICE law enforcement carry out the largest deportation effort in American history."

Several veteran ICE officials I asked about the plan said they were skeptical it could succeed. ICE officials have generally preferred working with private detention contractors, which give the agency more flexibility and treat the government like an important client. The warehouses could become white elephants if there's a change in ICE policies and the detainee population decreases.

"If the goal is to not have endless illegal immigration, those centers will be obsolete in three to five years," a longtime ICE official told me. "The amount of money going into them is abhorrent."

During the peak of DOGE fever last spring, ICE Acting Director Todd Lyons told an audience of government contractors at an industry expo in Phoenix that his agency needed a change in thinking, and should seek to operate as efficiently as e-commerce giants like Amazon. Deportations should be carried out "like Prime, but with human beings," Lyons said, according to comments reported by the Arizona Mirror. ICE critics condemned his statement. It was a preview of the plan the agency's leaders were already putting together to emulate the distribution model of online retailers.

Warehouses were not Stephen Miller's initial preference, according to one of the DHS officials with knowledge of the plan. Miller, the architect of Trump's mass-deportation plan, had long advocated for the creation of temporary detention sites using military bases and tent camps in Texas and other southern states. But ICE officials wanted a system that would be more evenly distributed across the nation, with mega-jails closer to northern and coastal cities where the Trump administration seeks to make millions of immigration arrests. By consolidating its detainee population into fewer locations and owning the facilities, ICE could streamline operations and buffer itself from shifting politics in Congress and seesawing annual budgets, DHS officials told me. The agency eventually plans to operate eight large-scale detention centers and 16 processing sites, and acquire another 10 facilities where it already holds detainees but doesn't have ownership.

Read: The wrath of Stephen Miller

ICE officials considering options for a rapid expansion determined it would be too onerous and time-consuming to expand their existing contracts at hundreds of locations, which would add relatively few beds. The ICE team that came up with the warehouse plan envisioned a timeline of 12 to 18 months for purchasing the properties and converting them into detention facilities that could meet federal standards. Their proposal went to Noem's office in late spring 2025 and "sat for months," one official told me.

Noem and Lewandowski instead sought deals with Republican state governors to lease small numbers of beds at state-run prisons and jails, giving them glib names: the "Cornhusker Clink" in Nebraska and the "Louisiana Lockup" at the notorious Angola state prison. But the detainee population last fall swelled as Trump officials encouraged sweeps of Democrat-run cities and curbed the ability of judges to allow immigrants facing deportation to post a bond. When the White House pressured DHS to increase detention capacity, Noem's team ordered ICE to expedite the warehouse-conversion plan, the two DHS officials told me.

A report by the commercial-real-estate industry site CoStar found that the government paid an average of 11 to 13 percent above market rates for 10 of the properties, buying one warehouse in Georgia for 33 percent above its market value, and another in Pennsylvania for 27 percent more. A DHS official told me the government followed standard procedures for assessing value.

The department denied that Noem's team initially stalled the contracts before reversing course. "Any delays in getting new ICE detention facilities up and running have come from activist judges with bogus environmental rulings or pushback from communities," the department wrote in a statement to me. Last Wednesday a federal court in Maryland issued a temporary restraining order blocking construction work at the newly acquired ICE warehouse near Hagerstown, saying the government failed to conduct an environmental-impact study. The site has already been targeted by protesters, and ICE is bracing for more possible demonstrations as it awards renovation contracts and detainees begin to arrive.

ICE has backed off its plans in some jurisdictions. It canceled the acquisition of a warehouse in Mississippi at the request of Senator Roger Wicker, a Republican. The same thing happened in New Hampshire after Governor Kelly Ayotte, a Republican, joined Democrats in opposition. But the buying continues, with the department last Wednesday purchasing a warehouse in Salt Lake City for more than $145 million. One of the DHS officials told me that if any of the first 11 warehouses--purchased for a combined total of more than $1 billion--couldn't be turned into detention sites, they would remain useful as federal properties that can be converted into office space or training facilities.

A White House official told me the administration looks forward to Mullin's "speedy confirmation" and "continuing to implement the President's agenda in the most efficient and effective way possible." If Mullin is confirmed as the new DHS secretary, he'll need to launch a more concerted effort to sell the plan to state and local jurisdictions, three DHS officials told me.

"They're figuring out a way to better inform the public and the communities and the governor's offices and local officials, so they're more involved," one DHS official told me. ICE has started working on a Frequently Asked Questions page about the warehouses, the person said, but it's not finished yet.
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A 79-Year-Old Freshman Senator?

Janet Mills does not have a dicey Reddit history or a recently covered-over Nazi tattoo. But her candidacy is haunted by Joe Biden's 2024 debacle.

by Mark Leibovich

Mon, 16 Mar 2026




"I'll share my lipid profile with anybody!" Janet Mills, the governor of Maine, pledged to me.

These are the kinds of assurances that candidates make when everyone keeps harping on their age.

Mills, who is 78, is trying to dislodge Susan Collins, a spring chicken at 73, in Maine's Senate race this fall. Unlike her Democratic primary opponent, the gun-loving ex-Marine turned oyster farmer Graham Platner, Mills does not have a dicey Reddit history or a recently covered-over Nazi tattoo. She is well-known in the state and has a tested political organization. And yet, in several recent polls, she has been trailing Platner.

One likely factor: If she is elected, Mills would be the oldest freshman senator in history. Platner, at 41, is a relative political infant.

I spoke with Mills on a recent Friday afternoon in the coastal town of Rockland. We were sitting in a quiet cafe, and I kept steering the discussion to her least-favorite topic.

"I feel bad asking all these questions," I told Mills.

"No, you don't," the governor shot back.

Mills gives off the disarming sense of a secure soul undeterred by whippersnappers who toss around fancy words such as gerontocracy. "I'm too old to care," she told a CNN reporter last month, which may or may not be a winning campaign message but struck me as sincere. She presents as younger than her years--still sharp of mind, a weathered workhorse whose energy showed no signs of flagging during a 13-hour day that included a speech to a craft-beer convention in Portland, visits to a food pantry and a chocolate factory in Rockland, a stop at a fishing expo in Rockport, and an evening house party in Waterville. At least judging by our day together, she seems to be personally acquainted with a large portion of Maine's 1.4 million residents.

Tyler Austin Harper: How 'big tent' are Democrats willing to go?

Still, Mills has to appreciate why Democrats are so sensitive to matters of age these days. The story begins and ends with the fresh trauma of how a certain geriatric presidency ended up for them not long ago. Joe Biden has made this race "far more difficult for her," Jessica Taylor, the Senate editor for the Cook Political Report, told me. When I spoke with Mark Brewer, the chair of the political-science department at the University of Maine, he said that Democrats simply "do not want to get burned by that again."

Mills was reluctant to concede the point. Age, she told me, is less of an issue for voters in Maine, which happens to have the oldest population of any state in the country. Angus King, the state's other senator--a three-term independent--was reelected in 2024 at the age of 80. "And how old is Bernie Sanders? Like, six years older than me?" Mills asked. "Are they asking him not to run again?" (For what it's worth, Sanders, who is 84, headlined a massive Labor Day rally in Portland--for Graham Platner.)

"I come from hearty Maine stock," Mills said. She mentioned her ancestry of potato farmers, fishermen, and stone cutters. Her mother lived to be 93. "You don't stereotype people because of their hair color or their age or their gender."

The governor's point was that age affects people differently. "Good Lord, I'm not Joe Biden, for God's sake," she told CNN, her exasperation cracking through her stern Yankee demeanor. After Biden's face-plant during his June 2024 debate against Donald Trump, Mills acknowledged that the president's performance had been "difficult to watch." Notably, she did not call for Biden to quit, as some other Democrats did, and instead reaffirmed her support for his reelection. But Mills told me that during a meeting between a group of Democratic governors and Biden around that time, she was among those who pleaded with him to step aside.

"He walked in the room. He said, 'I'm running again. You're stuck with me,'" Mills recalled. "That was sad."

Maine was always destined to be one of the nation's most fiercely contested Senate races of 2026. Collins, the only Republican incumbent on the ballot this year in a state won by Kamala Harris, has become a kind of white whale for Democrats. She has withstood several well-funded challengers over the years, even while Republicans have lost every presidential election in the state since 1988.

From the start of this election cycle, Mills was the preferred candidate of national Democrats. A two-term governor (now term-limited), she had won several statewide races and has been a fixture in Maine politics since the 1970s. She became an unlikely resistance heroine last February after Trump singled out her state during a speech to a group of governors at the White House. When he asked whether Maine would comply with an executive order that would bar transgender women and girls from participating in female sports, Mills stood up and ceded only that her administration would follow "state and federal law."

"Well, we are the federal law," countered Trump, who then threatened to withhold funding from the state.

"See you in court," Mills replied.

The clip went viral, representing a rare show of backbone amid what had otherwise been a flaccid Democratic opposition after Trump's return to office. See you in court appeared on hats and T-shirts around Maine. (The state wound up suing the Trump administration, which agreed to restore federal funding soon thereafter.)

Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer and a host of Democratic officials and donors urged Mills to challenge Collins, even though the governor would be 79 at the start of her Senate term. "It was tough," she said of her decision. "I mean, I waited a long time."

Maybe too long. While she deliberated, Platner splashed into the picture last summer: full-bearded, gravelly voiced, and straight out of Everyman casting. He exuded populist appeal and was seemingly designed in a lab as an antidote to Democrats' ongoing alienation from working-class voters. The media devoured his story like a plate of fresh oysters.

Platner attracted big crowds, loads of cash, and, after a brief honeymoon period, plenty of controversy. First, a bunch of noxious social-media posts surfaced in which Platner had committed all manner of racist, sexist, and equal-opportunity offenses. Then came reports of Platner's tattoo of a skull and crossbones--widely recognized to be a Nazi death's head--inked across his chest. Platner claimed ignorance to the tattoo's Nazi associations, and said he'd acquired it during a drunken bender with his Marine buddies in 2007. He has since gotten the insignia covered over.

Within weeks of his rousing debut, Platner became an object lesson in the perils of rolling the dice with an unvetted neophyte in such a crucial Senate battleground. Yet Platner's support proved resilient. He has received endorsements from establishment Democrats, including three senators. Although Maine polls have traditionally been unreliable--Collins handily defeated then-Maine House Speaker Sara Gideon in 2020 after trailing throughout the campaign--Platner has led Mills in most surveys. Less than three months before the June 9 primary, he appears to have a good chance of upsetting the sitting governor.

The volume of attention that Platner has received has also had the effect of making him, by far, the primary topic of discussion in the race. "Platner comes on the scene out of nowhere, and all of a sudden, Mills is an afterthought," Brewer, of the University of Maine, told me.

Or, at the very least, she has been reduced to a one-dimensional caricature--the "old-lady governor." Mills is barely asked about what she has accomplished in her career: being the first woman district attorney in New England ("one of only two or three in the goddamn country"), the first woman attorney general in Maine, the state's first female governor.

I asked Mills whether she's sicker of being asked about Platner or about her age, which have become the two defining features of her campaign.

"Yeah, right," she muttered, sounding resigned.

I took that to mean both.

One of Mills's recurring promises is that, if elected to the Senate, she will serve only one term. This is perhaps an unusual pledge--If you vote for me, I will leave soon--but it's also an obvious nod to the reality of trying to begin a second term at 85. Mills says she wants to be able to devote her energy to fighting Trump, without wasting time having to raise money and run for reelection.

The Senate places a premium on seniority, however. Why would Maine voters want to forfeit Collins's tenure--and all the benefits it can bring the state--in favor of a freshman short-timer on the cusp of her eighth decade?

Also: "We're going to have to spend a fuck ton of money six years from now on another open election?" asked Amanda Litman, a co-founder and president of Run for Something, which promotes young Democrats running for office. The group focuses on down-ballot races, and thus does not have a preferred candidate in the Maine Senate race. But Litman seems quite hostile to the idea of a Senator Mills.

"What a damning indictment of the Democratic Party establishment," Litman told me, "that it couldn't cultivate literally any other talent or any other leader to run against Susan Collins." Litman did not say she thinks that Mills is unqualified--just that she is old. "Why does this poor woman want to become a United States senator in her 80s?"

I brought up the notion of ageism. Did that apply in this context?

"I'm not saying 'Take these elected leaders' and, like, 'Take them out back and shoot them,'" Litman said. (Reassuring!) "No one is saying 'Abuse them,' 'Punish them.' No," she added. "We're saying 'Retire or step aside.'"

On the afternoon that I met Mills, we walked through the Maine Fishermen's Forum in Rockport, a three-day extravaganza for anglers, gear suppliers, and fish people of all stripes and scales. She chitchatted, hugged, and posed for photos with fans and non-fans alike, including with a woman in a See You in Court T-shirt. At one point, Mills paused to introduce me to some friends, and who should saunter over but Senator Angus King himself.

From the March 2026 issue: The Democrats aren't built for this

"Is this lady bothering you guys?" King asked. Mills told him that she had been talking with me about some whale-related regulation they had worked on together.

I joked that, actually, all we had really been talking about was old age.

"I'm a year younger than Mick Jagger!" King volunteered.

"We went to the Rolling Stones together," Mills told me.

"Two summers ago," King said.

"Mick is what, 83 or something?" Mills asked. (Actually 82--which is just a number, anyway.)

"If he's still rocking," King said, "so are we, right?"

Mills then belted out a few lines from "Gimme Shelter."

King mentioned that they bought matching sweatshirts at the concert. "I almost wore it today," he said. "It's got the tongue, you know?"

Mills told me that her decision to run for Senate reflects how existential this moment is. Trump, she said, is "taking a wrecking ball to the Constitution." Never has the check and balance of the U.S. Senate been so important. And the incumbent she is challenging, she said, refuses to stand up to Trump.

"I'm the most qualified person to beat Susan Collins," Mills said.

In fact, Platner is just as--or more--competitive than Mills in head-to-head polls against Collins. But, as Mills's allies might point out, that competitiveness assumes that nothing new and damaging will come out about Platner. And if he is the nominee, you can be certain that Collins and the various entities working to elect her will spend tens of millions of dollars ensuring that Mainers get the most chilling impression possible of the tattooed oystermonger.

Mills is at least confident that nothing disastrous will surface about her.

"I don't have a tattoo," she promised.

I took the governor at her word on this. But has she ever been on Reddit?

"No," she said.

Later, while I was writing this story, I returned to the matter of the governor's lipid profile. Because Mills had vowed to share hers with "anybody"--and told me that her life was "an open book"--I figured that she would gladly release the results. But it was not so simple. Mills's pledge, as it turned out, came with a condition: that she would release medical information only when "Graham Platner and Susan Collins agree to do the same," Tommy Garcia, a spokesperson for Mills, told me. Otherwise, those lipids are sealed.
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Everyone Has Trump's Phone Number Now

The president's personal iPhone has been lighting up.

by Michael Scherer, Ashley Parker

Sat, 14 Mar 2026




Washington's hottest commodity is a 10-digit number that can swing financial markets, drive the news, and shift policy--but only if the timing is right.

The White House has received reports in recent weeks that President Trump's personal phone number has been offered for sale to deep-pocketed interests seeking influence, two administration officials told us. "It's honestly just wild," one of them said. "I've heard of CEOs offering money for his number. I've heard of crypto bros offering cryptocurrency for it." Journalists have taken to horse-trading among themselves, offering the contact information of other world leaders--or sometimes even dozens of bold-faced names--just to get the most important one saved into their phones. "It's out of control," said the second official, who, like others we spoke with for this story, requested anonymity to talk frankly on the issue. "It's like a wrecking ball."

No one foresaw this at the start of Trump's second term, when the number was closely held by the president's friends and a handful of journalists who used it sparingly. So many people now call Trump on his private iPhone that his advisers have stopped trying to keep track. Sometimes in meetings, he will leave his phone face up, allowing staff to gawk at the flashing notifications of incoming or missed calls that pile up on his screen. Only some of them are from numbers that have been saved in the device. "It is literally call after reporter call," the first official said. "It is just boom, boom, boom."

The incoming calls get particularly intense after a journalist successfully catches the president and then publishes a mini-scoop on what he says. It's like flashing a Bat-Signal: Trump may be idle and chatty. Assignment editors suddenly ask: If it is so easy for the competition to get a scoop, why can't their reporters do the same, and stat? Network correspondents scramble to one-up each other. "Ten reporters will call in a matter of two hours," the second official told us.

The scrum for fleeting--and often conflicting--presidential utterances has made it difficult for the government to sell a clear story to the American people. Yet Trump's advisers have no plans to intervene. "He enjoys it," that official continued. "He knows how to handle the press." When we asked the White House press office about the president's phone, the spokesperson Anna Kelly told us in a statement: "President Trump is the most transparent and accessible president in history. The press can't get enough of Trump, and they know it."

Before Trump turned Twitter into a campaign megaphone, his chosen medium of communication was the landline phone in his Fifth Avenue office. He bragged in his 1987 book, Trump: The Art of the Deal, that most days involved more than 50 phone calls, some more than 100. He was, in many ways, just "Don from Queens," a classic drive-time-radio caller with grievances and opinions and business to transact. But then he became president of the United States, and after two foreign interventions in as many months, the norms that once kept reporters from calling have fallen away. "Everybody learned in Trump 1.0 that he was going to work his phone and talk to whoever he felt like talking to, thank you very much," Chris Whipple, a journalist who is working on a book about presidential-campaign managers, told us. "This is just his modus operandi, and it's now Trump unshackled."

Read: The secret history of Trump's private cellphone

Since the United States first attacked Iran two weeks ago, Trump has answered more than three dozen phone calls from journalists representing at least a dozen outlets, including ABC News, Axios, CBS News, CNN, The Daily Mail, The Daily Telegraph, Israel's Channel 14, Fox News, MS NOW, NBC News, The New York Times, the New York Post, Politico, The Times of Israel, The Washington Post, and, yes, The Atlantic. A journalist from The Washington Reporter, a small conservative outlet, has repeatedly called, and the administration officials say Substack authors have started to call, forcing White House staff to look up names they don't recognize.

One fear in the West Wing: that someone will give Trump bad information, or sell him on a conspiracy theory, provoking a reaction aides will have to clean up. Another concern: that the president will waste his time responding to meaningless trifles that distract from the arguments that the White House wants to make. Reporters have asked in recent calls for Trump's opinion on his son-in-law Jared Kushner, and whether his decision to launch a massive air attack on Iran would win him the Nobel Peace Prize. "I don't know," the president responded to that last question, from the Washington Examiner on Thursday. "I'm not interested in it."

"Believe it or not, you can just call the president," the Politico reporter Sophia Cai explained in a December Instagram video that ended with her crowdsourcing questions for the commander in chief. "What should I ask him next?"

Early last year, even as Trump's cellphone number began to more widely circulate, calling the president was a privilege and a flex--the sort of move that lent routine stories a bit more buzz and offered instant street cred for White House reporters (I just got off the phone with the president of the United States!). The White House team would privately tell reporters they were not happy with the direct line, and vaguely warn that if the phone number was used too often, there could be a cost. But Trump made the rules, and Trump liked the calls. World leaders, lobbyists, and executives relished the connection to the president, if they were lucky enough to land his personal number. The prime minister of Australia, Anthony Albanese, was roundly mocked in his home country when he said in a campaign debate last year that you can't just call the president's cellphone: "I'm not sure he has a mobile phone," he asserted, incorrectly.

Here we must confess our own complicity: We first called the president while reporting our June Atlantic cover story on Trump's return to power. He had agreed to an interview with us, then abruptly canceled via an angry Truth Social post. So we called him, chatted for roughly 20 minutes, and then got invited into the Oval Office, after all, for a second, longer interview. We've since called him occasionally after major news breaks, like when he first struck Iran last summer, when he captured Venezuela's leader, and when he more recently waged war with Iran. And, if we're being honest, we will obviously call him again.

Such is the demand for Trump's digits that fellow reporters have asked us to share them. We were recently approached by another journalist who offered to trade more than two dozen cellphone numbers of significant stature for the one number of most significant stature. (We declined.) One person we talked with has heard that the going rate for this sort of swap is a one-to-one trade for another major world leader. (Sorry, president of Liechtenstein.) In some ways, it was Trump's foreign-policy adventurism that unofficially launched the most intense feeding frenzy, at least among journalists. Those moments, after the first explosions go off in an international capital, are naturally times of maximum global suspense, when any presidential utterance makes news. The New York Times placed an early-morning phone call after the operation to capture Nicolas Maduro in Venezuela. ("It was a brilliant operation, actually.") The Washington Post got the first call in after the latest strikes on Iran. ("All I want is freedom for the people.")

Read: Trump isn't even trying to sell this war

Trump's decision to avoid holding a press conference in the days after launching a war with Iran made his phone a singular source of information, as the world tried to understand what he was doing. His first reported interview that Saturday was at 4 a.m.; his last came just before 11 p.m. Trump's inconsistent answers created quite a bit of confusion that seemed to lead to more calls. He told Axios on the first day that he could end the war "in two or three days." He told The New York Times the next day "we intended four or five weeks." When CBS News reached him by phone Monday afternoon, more than a week after the bombs began dropping, he declared that "the war is very complete, pretty much," dramatically moving the price of oil and U.S. stock markets.

Just hours later, he offered a qualification during a traditional news conference at his private golf club in Doral, Florida, when a reporter asked which was more accurate: his comments to CBS News or his defense secretary's claim that the war was just beginning? "Well, I think you can say both," Trump responded.

The phone calls, unlike formal news conferences, happen in the heat of a moment, in response to a particular question, from a particular reporter, with a particular goal, under particular time pressure, because the president can end the conversation at any moment. Brief seems to be the most frequent descriptor attached to these calls, most of which last just a few minutes, rarely more than 10. Top White House officials are often frustrated because these quick reactions lack context or thought but can be treated with nearly the same gravity as a sit-down interview in the Oval Office. "You are talking to someone on the fly, who is yip-yapping or chitchatting," one of the officials told us.

Access to the president depends on his mood and schedule. "There have been days when he has not taken any calls, and he has hung up on people," one of the officials said. As of now, Trump's aides say there is no indication that the president is annoyed by the constant calls--and, therefore, there are no plans to change the number. The White House also has no solution to the constant spread of the number, including through suspected horse-trading and black-market sales among influence brokers.

Once upon a time, there were fewer media companies and they each carefully planned their outreach to the Oval Office, often having their anointed bureau chief or top correspondent handle all interview requests. Now that looks more like a free-for-all. At least four correspondents for Fox News cited phone interviews with Trump in the 10 days after the first attack on Iran. Three different people from NBC News called in the first week. The ABC News correspondent Jonathan Karl, who has long had a phone relationship with Trump, reported three calls in the first week by himself, and two of his colleagues have also nabbed phone time. At CNN, both Dana Bash and Jake Tapper got Trump on the phone earlier this month.

Read: Six days of war, 10 rationales

Few of these interviews have led to a lasting impact on the nation's understanding of the war. Even some journalists have begun outright mocking the trend, after markets moved following Trump's comment that the war was "complete, pretty much." "Every boy's dream," David Weigel, who covers politics for Semafor, wrote on X. "Getting some market-moving info from the president. Not ACCURATE info but let's not get greedy here." What is not ephemeral is the abiding belief that just about anyone, anywhere, can get the president on the phone if they're sufficiently enterprising.

Earlier this week, at a coffee shop in downtown Washington, D.C., one of us ran into a Democratic operative, who waved us over to chat. After we apologetically gestured to our AirPods--the universal signal for I can't talk right now--the operative didn't miss a beat. "With Trump?!"

Isabel Ruehl contributed reporting.
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High Stakes, and a Low Bar, For Markwayne Mullin at DHS

Trump's nominee has one big thing going for him: He's not Kristi Noem.

by Nick Miroff

Fri, 13 Mar 2026




During the 14 months of Kristi Noem's tenure at the Department of Homeland Security, I regularly heard from staffers--career law-enforcement officers and political appointees alike--who were desperate for a return to institutional normalcy. Their concerns weren't ideological. They felt, instead, that Noem was running the department and its law-enforcement agencies as an attention-grabbing spectacle, undermining their mission.



Consider Noem's appearance at a Salvadoran megaprison. Or the creepy white-nationalist messaging of her public-affairs team. Or the daily social-media clips of Greg Bovino's masked border agents. Never mind the dubious media contracts, the luxury jet, and the presence of Corey Lewandowski, a shadow secretary rumored to be in a romance with Noem that both deny. These employees seemed to long for the steady hand of a veteran bureaucrat. Now Donald Trump has finally ousted Noem, but in her place, he is sending them Republican Senator Markwayne Mullin of Oklahoma. Mullin is a former mixed-martial-arts fighter, a current fighter for Trump, and a guy who once tried to throw down against the president of the Teamsters union in the middle of a committee hearing, shouting, "Stand your butt up!" before Bernie Sanders had to rein him in. And whatever else he may be, he is not a veteran bureaucrat.



Mullin is scheduled to appear before a Senate committee Wednesday for a confirmation hearing, and his approval appears all but certain. Republicans need a simple majority, and Democratic Senator John Fetterman of Pennsylvania has indicated that he'll vote for Mullin. "John already texted me," Mullin told reporters on the U.S. Capitol steps after Trump nominated him. "You guys know John and I are friends." Trump has said March 31 will be Noem's last day.



She leaves DHS, and its more than 260,000 employees across 23 agencies and subagencies, in a state of crisis. The department has been caught in a funding shutdown since February 14, and nearly half the DHS workforce is going without a paycheck. The TSA, one of its agencies, is unable to compensate its agents, so they've been quitting and calling out sick, creating havoc at airports. Democrats are dug in on their demand for changes to the hard-line immigration-enforcement tactics that Noem--and the White House--have implemented. Republicans are blocking Democrats' proposals to separately fund the DHS agencies that aren't leading Trump's mass-deportation campaign.



In some ways, Mullin doesn't appear to offer much of a departure from the Noem era. He has been a staunch proponent of Trump's ICE crackdown, the border wall, and the methods of the DHS agents and officers carrying out the president's orders. After an ICE officer fatally shot Renee Good in Minneapolis, Mullin vigorously defended Noem's characterization of Good's actions as "domestic terrorism."



But in other respects, Mullin is no Noem. One DHS veteran I asked about Mullin told me that department leaders were "very eager" for a fresh start, and were pleased with Trump's pick. They often felt that Noem and Lewandowski disrespected their expertise and years of service, even though they were on board with Trump's deportation goals. The veteran DHS official told me he hoped Mullin would show better judgment and be able to do something that Noem couldn't: differentiate "among those advancing the mission versus those who are self-serving."



Mullin, who was elected to the House for five terms before winning a Senate seat in 2022, has never run a government agency, let alone the country's third-largest federal department, after Defense and Veterans Affairs. He will have to navigate the same unwieldy command structure that created problems for Noem. Tom Homan, the former ICE chief whom Trump has designated as the White House's "border czar," clashed bitterly with Noem and Lewandowski. Homan remains an influential figure at DHS, where staffers view him as a stabilizing force, especially after he tamped down the political firestorm in Minneapolis. Homan has reached out to Mullin to build a relationship, Politico reported this week.



Stephen Miller, Trump's homeland-security adviser and the architect of his immigration crackdown, operates more like an actual czar, hosting daily 10 a.m. conference calls with officials at DHS and other Cabinet agencies to demand updates on the mass-deportation effort. Miller and Homan have not always appeared to be on the same page: Whereas Miller has pushed for maximizing the number of arrests and deportations, Homan's statements have emphasized a more discerning approach focused on criminals. The latter leads to fewer overall deportations, but enjoys broader support in the polls. Since Homan's takeover in Minneapolis, the number of detainees in ICE custody has been falling.



Read: Why Trump changed his mind on Kristi Noem



The job of DHS secretary, as it was modeled by former Pennsylvania Governor Tom Ridge, the first to serve in the role, was never meant to be flashy. The secretary has the responsibility of protecting the United States from external threats, and of projecting steady competence during times of crisis. That requires restraint. Trump's picks to lead DHS during his first term were all figures who fit that mold. Noem was the outlier.



Tom Warrick, who served in senior DHS roles under leaders from both parties, told me Mullin will have to work to regain the trust of the American public--whether travelers who have grown worried about sharing their personal information on Global Entry applications or businesses concerned about sharing company information for cybersecurity protection, they will need reassurance.



"DHS, more than any other Cabinet department, needs the trust of the American people to succeed," Warrick said. "They need to know the government won't use that information inappropriately."



Warrick said Mullin should move quickly to rescind the policy, promoted by Lewandowski, that required the department secretary's signature on every contract worth more than $100,000. The requirement has slowed DHS operations and fueled mistrust, "especially with state and local governments who rely on DHS for grants, whether it's for emergency management or other kinds of programs," Warrick told me. Lewandowski has insisted that the contract reviews curbed waste and have not caused delays.



To Mullin's credit, he did not actually come to blows with the Teamster boss, Sean O'Brien. The two settled their differences and bonded over their support for Trump. O'Brien has endorsed Mullin to lead DHS. "If anyone is willing to stand their butt up to protect America, it's Markwayne Mullin," O'Brien declared.



Despite Mullin's image as a brawler, commentators have noted that he has not served in law enforcement or the military, and so lacks practical experience within the world of national security. Neither has he studied it academically; he is the only senator who lacks a four-year degree.



But Mullin has long leaned on his image as a plainspoken, Stetson-wearing Everyman to argue that he possesses something even more unusual in national politics: common sense. He grew up in rural eastern Oklahoma, wrestled in high school, and married his high-school sweetheart. They built a successful plumbing business that his family still runs. Mullin first became a popular figure not through politics but as a host of a radio show where callers could ask for home-repair advice. "A rancher. A businessman. Not a politician!" became his campaign slogan. Mullin remains a full owner or co-owner of at least 30 commercial, residential, or land properties, according to Forbes.



Mullin is also an enrolled member of the Cherokee Nation, and the only American Indian serving in the U.S. Senate. Mullin would take command of a department whose immigration agents have alienated tribal members who say they've been racially profiled and unlawfully detained.



Mullin has long styled himself a political outsider, but his biggest qualification to run DHS is that he's an insider, with a close relationship with the president. Then again, Noem and Lewandowski were once viewed that way too.
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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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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 is 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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Israel Is Missing Its Big Chance in Lebanon

The Lebanese are furious with Hezbollah, but Israel keeps giving it more reasons to fight.

by Hussein Ibish

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




Suddenly, Israel has a remarkable opportunity for a diplomatic breakthrough in Lebanon. You'd be forgiven for not knowing about this, because both Israel and Hezbollah seem committed instead to a spiraling conflict.

Hezbollah apparently decided to plunge itself, and Lebanon, into the U.S.-Israeli war with Iran because it believes that it faces an existential crisis. Israel destroyed much of the organization's missile arsenal in 2023-24, decimated its ranks of commanders, and wiped out most of its political leadership. Hezbollah seems to have concluded that it needs to act now to restore deterrence.

For its part, Israel has apparently reached an equal and opposite conclusion about Hezbollah: that now is the golden opportunity to reduce the organization to irrelevance. The war that ended in 2024 did not completely neutralize Hezbollah, and the organization was making some headway in rearming itself, despite the Lebanese government's efforts to prevent this.

Read: Something new is happening in Lebanon

The chance to settle its unfinished business with the group presented itself on March 1, when Hezbollah launched some ineffective missile and drone attacks over the Israeli border. The Israeli military responded by bombing Hezbollah-related targets in Lebanon. Ominously, it called on Lebanese civilians to evacuate the south of the country and the southern suburbs of Beirut, where Hezbollah has its support base. Israel seems to be anticipating a long campaign in Lebanon, possibly including a renewed occupation of the south.

Israel, the United States, and other actors have long pressed the Lebanese government to do more to disarm Hezbollah in southern Lebanon; now Israel is demanding for this to be a priority throughout the country, saying that if the Lebanese state cannot or will not disarm Hezbollah, Israel will do so by means of war. In Gaza, Israel's war involved the displacement of huge numbers of people and the thorough destruction of physical infrastructure. Israel has suggested it will pursue the same course in Lebanon. One official has said that until Israeli war aims are secured, the country's almost 1 million newly displaced people will not be allowed to return to their homes, and another vowed to reduce Beirut's southern suburbs to a moonscape comparable to the leveled city of Khan Younis, in Gaza.

But Hezbollah is not the adversary it was before 2023. It is also in a much worse position now inside of Lebanon, whose government has been maneuvering to transform the militia into a normal political party, rather than a quasi-state actor with power over war and peace.

So far, dragooning Lebanon into the current war does not seem to be doing Hezbollah any additional favors. Rather, it has led the Lebanese government to declare Hezbollah's military activities illegal, and popular anger against the organization appears to have reached an all-time high. Israel's actions, however, could throw the group a lifeline: A renewed occupation of southern Lebanon would give Hezbollah and other extremist groups a plausible rationale to remain armed.

In seeking to impose its will on its Arab neighbors, particularly the Palestinians and Lebanese, Israel has frequently made the mistake of failing to differentiate among its adversaries. For example, it has steadfastly refused to accept the fact that only the Palestinian Authority and the Palestine Liberation Organization offer a practical alternative to Hamas. The equivalent in Lebanon is Israel's failure to understand that the Lebanese state is the only viable alternative to Hezbollah's domination. For Israel's military campaigns to become political successes requires the adoption of policies that strengthen the Lebanese government and the Palestinian Authority. These would serve to counter Hezbollah and Hamas, respectively.

Bilal Y. Saab: How Washington can help Lebanon

The Lebanese government has said that it wants to negotiate with Israel directly, and France has reportedly proposed a grand bargain, whereby Lebanon would recognize Israel in exchange for Israel ceasing to bomb the country and withdrawing from areas it has held since 2024. Such an agreement could be a win-win for Israel and Lebanon, while leaving Hezbollah even more isolated and exposed.

Unfortunately, Israel has evinced little interest in such talks. That would be an astonishing missed opportunity. But it is also consistent with the mindset of a government that has reduced Gaza to rubble without eliminating Hamas as a political and paramilitary force.

A similar approach in Lebanon will not yield better results. It  could even end up saving Hezbollah from its own miscalculations rather than finishing the organization off.
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The Same War, on a Loop

We've gotten all too used to missile alerts, existential anxiety, and suspicions of political bad faith.

by Gershom Gorenberg

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




In Israel these days, unless your apartment has a blast-resistant room, it's best to go to bed in something that you're comfortable wearing in a bomb shelter. Your phone is likely to wake you with the clatter of an alert for incoming missiles: First comes a text message that says to be near a protected area. Several minutes later, a second screech brings a message to take cover.

The government has approved the reopening of workplaces that have shelters, but most children are home, attending school online. This is a burden for all parents, but particularly for those who are single or whose partner has been called up for reserve duty.

I live in Jerusalem. My adult daughters are in Tel Aviv, which is targeted much more often. On the phone one day, one daughter told me that she had been woken six times the previous night. A moment later, she said, "Gotta go, Dad. An alert."

I'd spoken with her sister earlier. The Tel Aviv light rail isn't operating, because underground stations are being used as bomb shelters, so she'd taken a cab to work. Mid-ride, her phone clacked a preliminary warning. She reached her job, and a shelter, moments after the second alert.

Hezbollah in Lebanon, supposedly vanquished in the fall of 2024, has resumed firing at our cities and towns. Two soldiers were killed on the Lebanese front by a Hezbollah anti-tank rocket on March 8. Seemingly, those were the first Israeli military deaths of the current war.

Read: Why Israel struck now

But only seemingly. In our lives, the current war has gone on for two and a half years, with intermissions just long enough to raise hope of normalcy that is shattered when fighting resumes. This morning's siren is a replay of June's siren, and the siren of autumn 2024, and that of autumn 2023. This is not a new war. It is the same war on a loop of exhaustion, adrenaline, and worry for your children. To those feelings I must add despair and frustration with the apparent determination of my government to maintain the loop endlessly.

The start of the war wasn't Israel's choice. It was the catastrophic decision of Hamas's then-leader, Yahya Sinwar, to launch a wide offensive from Gaza into Israel on October 7, 2023, massacring civilians. At some point, however, the war became Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's choice, as he cleaved to his avowed goal of "absolute victory" over Hamas, in an effort to hold together a coalition with extreme rightists who wanted to conquer all of Gaza.

In June, Netanyahu, together with Donald Trump, made the decision to bomb Iran. Renewing the fighting there now was also his choice.

Throughout Netanyahu's career, his signature sleight of mind has been to divert attention from the unresolved conflict with the Palestinians by shouting "Iran!" loudly and often. Then Israel was taken by surprise on October 7, and the prime minister avoided accountability for that intelligence failure by keeping the war going--in part by constantly changing the conditions for a cease-fire. Now he has combined both magic tricks.

In the middle of last month, Netanyahu flew to Washington for a meeting about Iran. The next day, speaking with reporters, Trump renewed his demand that Israeli President Isaac Herzog grant Netanyahu an unprecedented preconviction pardon, which would cut short the prime minister's trial on corruption charges. Trump has since attacked Herzog twice for not paying immediate attention to the matter, most recently saying that the Israeli president is "full of crap" for following the required clemency procedure. Whatever happened in that White House meeting--whoever actually persuaded whom to attack--Trump has since escalated his effort to rescue the prime minister from the courtroom.

In his first press conference after the Iran campaign began, 13 days in, Netanyahu insisted that Trump was merely speaking from his heart. Then the prime minister demanded that Herzog "end this absurd circus" of the trial to "give Israel the time and me the time to do what's needed to defeat our enemies." In other words, the nation's victory depends on his triumph over the legal system.

Netanyahu also seems to expect that during the fighting that he has reignited, he can banish criticism and constraints on his actions and those of his political allies. For example, on March 4, Israeli Attorney General Gali Baharav Miara filed a brief in a citizen's suit that had come before the supreme court. The suit called for the dismissal of the far-right National Security Minister Itamar Ben-Gvir on the grounds that he had illegally politicized the country's police force. Baharav Miara's brief supported his dismissal. Netanyahu's office issued a statement saying that for her to take such a position was "inconceivable" while Israel was "in the midst of an existential war against Iran."

Read: The two extremists driving Israel's policy

"Existential war" is a great distraction from all kinds of ills--for instance, the fact that two of Netanyahu's aides are being investigated for allegedly working in the pay of Qatar and leaking a top-secret document. Netanyahu has managed to evade police interrogation about an alleged attempt to cover up that leak. Then there is the prime minister's corruption trial, and his government's refusal to allow an impartial inquiry into who is responsible for Israel being taken by surprise on October 7.

War is three-card monte with Netanyahu as the dealer. Strikes on Tehran divert news coverage from the bills that the ruling coalition has introduced to disempower the attorney general and subject the broadcast media to government control. A mass protest against the government was supposed to take place on the night of February 28: It never happened, because missiles began falling that morning. Most dangerous of all, those missiles are driving to the far margins of public attention the escalating campaign of terror that West Bank settlers are carrying out against Palestinian villages, with the acquiescence, or worse, of the Israeli army.

Missiles falling on Israel have not, however, kept the cabinet from meeting one night to approve nearly $2 billion in pork-barrel funding for Netanyahu's coalition partners. Most of these funds will subsidize the ultra-Orthodox community, many of whose men continue religious study into adulthood rather than serving in the military or working. Another chunk will go to West Bank settlers. With that, Netanyahu bought his coalition partners' support for a national budget that must be approved in Parliament by the end of this month to avoid early elections. The payout comes at the same time as a nearly 30 percent boost in defense spending that will force across-the-board cuts to other government programs--including the reconstruction of communities on the northern border that are once again under Hezbollah fire.

Such callousness is the leitmotif of two and a half years of war under Netanyahu. It is also the opposite of the core value of Israeli society, weakly translated as "solidarity": the conviction that each of us is in this not for herself or himself but for one another. That cohesion has always been a national strength not measurable in warplanes or divisions. Netanyahu has fractured it.

Surveys show high support among Israelis for the war with Iran. In my experience, which dates back to the 1982 Lebanon War, this is normal at the start of a conflict and is the product of reflexive patriotism, fear, and the government's ability to shape the media narrative. With time, the initial burst of adrenaline fades, and questions grow.

I suspect that polls would more accurately reflect public opinion if they presented a series of sentences and asked which best reflected respondents' mood. One statement might be "I'm glad Ali Khamenei is dead," but others could include "I constantly think about my partner, who just got called up again" and "I can't focus on work," or "I've completely had it"--again, a weak translation of a Hebrew phrase, in this case much more vulgar, that I see on social media.

Read: The Iran war has four stages. We're in the second.

A more objective indicator of the effect of the long war might be the sharp rise in emigration. Last year, according to the state's Central Bureau of Statistics, nearly 51,000 more Israelis emigrated than returned from abroad. In the years before 2023, the number was about a third of that. A study by Tel Aviv University researchers found that emigrants tend to be young and well educated. In 2023 and 2024, nearly 1,000 physicians emigrated from the country of about 10 million people.

This does not mean that Israel is emptying out. But it does hint at malaise, at doubts about the future. It suggests that war without a perceivable endpoint has the same effect as a missile falling far enough away from a building to leave it standing but close enough to create thin fissures.

To distract myself, not very well, I turn from my screen to a book: The Art of War, by the fifth-century B.C.E. Chinese theoretician Sun Tzu. "It is best to keep one's own state intact; to crush the enemy's state is only second best," he wrote. In this repetitive war, Netanyahu is aiming only for second best.
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Trump May Not Be Able to End This War

The Islamic Republic is designed to endure crises and fight asymmetric conflicts.

by Pegah Banihashemi, Paul Poast

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




President Trump appears to careen between two opposing visions for victory in Iran: He has demanded Tehran's "unconditional surrender" and also has signaled that he might abruptly declare victory and leave. Neither scenario is likely to end this war, because neither reflects any real understanding of the adversary.

Washington appears to have begun the conflict on the assumption that sustained military pressure would either collapse the Iranian regime or force its leadership to concede to fundamental political and strategic demands. But the Islamic Republic has demonstrated a remarkable capacity to survive crises. In fact, past crises have strengthened rather than weakened the regime's internal cohesion.

The Islamic Republic was born in upheaval and has governed through confrontation for much of its existence. In the early years after the 1979 revolution, religious factions competed with secular and leftist movements for influence. The state's security institutions were still consolidating power. The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, which today dominates much of Iran's military, political, and economic life, had not yet developed the institutional strength it now commands.

The turning point came when Saddam Hussein's Iraq invaded Iran in 1980. That external threat, and the eight-year war that followed, consolidated Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini's domestic authority and dramatically expanded the role of the IRGC. In later decades, under Khomeini's successor, Ali Khamenei, the IRGC evolved into far more than a military force. It became an economic network, a political actor, and a central pillar of regime survival.

Today the IRGC's influence extends across large portions of Iran's economy, including energy, infrastructure, and construction. Its commanders occupy key positions across the state apparatus. These institutional entanglements mean that the Islamic Republic is not simply a government that can be easily removed; it is a deeply embedded system of political, military, and economic power.

Recent developments appear to have reinforced this structure rather than weakened it. Khamenei's son Mojtaba has succeeded him as supreme leader. The younger Khamenei has long been viewed as a key intermediary between the clerical leadership and the IRGC, and his elevation suggests continuity rather than disruption within the regime's core power networks.

Read: The Iranian regime doubles down

The Islamic Republic knows that it is fighting for its life, and that all it has to do, as the saying goes about insurgencies, is not lose. The expectation that military pressure alone will produce the regime's collapse under such circumstances is likely unrealistic. Even severe damage to military infrastructure will not necessarily translate into political disintegration. Instead, external threats could strengthen nationalist sentiment and encourage factions within the system to close ranks.

Trump's oscillations--between maximalist calls for unconditional surrender and suggestions that he might unilaterally declare the conflict over--probably reflect competing pressures. Israel may prefer to keep tightening the screws on Iran, while Washington has to worry about global economic risks and domestic political opposition. The possibility of prolonged instability in the Strait of Hormuz--through which roughly a fifth of the world's oil supply flows--has already rattled energy markets and could lead to a global oil shock comparable to those of the 1970s.

The Iranian regime is aware of American vulnerabilities and will seek to exploit them. At the end of last week, the United States struck Kharg Island, which houses much of Iran's oil infrastructure. Iran can be expected to retaliate against economic targets in the region, including ports and energy facilities in the United Arab Emirates and Oman. If the United States escalates in response, Tehran will expand that regional target list. These are moves that don't require Iranian military superiority--just its will to survive and its willingness to spread chaos throughout the region and into the global economy.

Read: The Iran war has four stages. We're in the second.

Even if its military capabilities are degraded, Tehran can keep disrupting maritime shipping through the Strait of Hormuz. It can activate proxies, as it has done in Lebanon, where Israel is battling Hezbollah. And it can make trouble through cyber operations and covert attacks. All of these are low-cost means by which a determined Islamic Republic can continue to confound a much more technologically advanced and powerful United States.

For this reason, the war may not end in a decisive victory or defeat, but with a transformation. The battlefield would not disappear in this scenario--it would simply move. Overt fighting could give way to a kind of subterranean conflict, defined by deniable actions, covert retaliation, and indirect pressure. Instead of visible military exchanges, the countries would engage in a shadow struggle of mutual sabotage, attacks on shipping routes, pressure through regional militias, and secret operations designed to impose costs without triggering a new round of full-scale war.

The Islamic Republic is ideologically and institutionally unlikely to declare its unconditional surrender. And so Trump may soon decide to cut his losses by saying that the United States has achieved its objectives and the war is finished. But wars do not always end when one side says they do. Iran's leadership shows no sign of viewing the current conflict as a decisive defeat. As long as the regime believes it still has the capacity to resist, the confrontation may not cease.
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Snorkeling in the Strait of Hormuz

With Iran threatening to attack, points of entry to the strait are ready to turn into sprawling maritime parking lots, filled with idle ships waiting for their escorts.

by Graeme Wood

Tue, 17 Mar 2026




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

Last week, Iran assumed the position it had long threatened to take, that of the troll under the bridge determining which ships can pass into and out of the Persian Gulf. Maritime traffic through the Strait of Hormuz was throttled down to almost nothing, and the next phase of the war--predictable to anyone who has thought about what a war with Iran might look like, or who has ever looked at a map--became clear. The United States and its Arab allies will try to keep oil and gas flowing out of the gulf, and food and other goods flowing in. Iran will try to stop them and make life in the desert metropolises of Kuwait, Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates, and Qatar unlivable. With Iran threatening to attack, points of entry to the strait are ready to turn into sprawling maritime parking lots, filled with idle ships waiting for their escorts.

When my flight out of Dubai was canceled, I had an idle day of my own. On Thursday, an Iranian drone hit 1,000 yards from my hotel. On Friday, another hit 500 yards away. Just in case the Iranians' aim was improving by 500 yards every day, I figured Saturday would be a good day for an excursion while I waited for a flight home. That is how I ended up on a snorkeling trip in the Strait of Hormuz.

To get to the strait, I drove north from Dubai through several smaller emirates, and watched as the buildings grew shorter and less glassy, until they topped out at one or two stories, and finally gave way to desert. I passed under the quizzical glances of Emirati border guards and endured polite questions from Omani security. No one else was making this journey. After satisfying themselves that I was not intending to engage in amphibious invasion, the Omanis let me in, and I drove onward along an empty coastal highway.

The strait is best known for the passage of oil. But its dramatic geography has attracted tourists for years. On the southern side of the strait, a rugged peninsula of limestone cliffs juts up into the gulf toward Iran. The peninsula, called Musandam, is an exclave, a section of Oman cut off from the rest of the country by the United Arab Emirates. And although the strait itself could soon see dramatic naval warfare, the peninsula is quiet because Oman has labored for years to maintain good relations with Iran. In recompense for these efforts, Iran has attacked it only lightly, with drone strikes on the ports of Duqm and Salalah, both hundreds of miles away.

The cliffs of Musandam are riven with inlets called khors, often translated as "fjords," though if you come here pining for Norway you are likely to leave unsatisfied. The cliffs are light reddish and hundreds of yards high--so steep that an intrepid diver could find many points from which to plummet into the water below. They are almost barren, baked into sterility by tandoori levels of heat and harsh sun. The only plants visible from a distance are the thorny local species that tolerate this climate, and survive on a few drops of rain.

Phillips Payson O'Brien: Why Trump didn't plan for the Strait of Hormuz

On the way into the main city of the peninsula, Khasab, I stopped at a gravel lookout to observe the strait itself. The water was calm and empty, and the nearest Iranian coastline just out of view. Just below, near Khasab, dozens of boats were bobbing, waiting for the signal that they could proceed with their normal activity.

An Omani named Mr. Yunus met me there and narrated the scene. He is a seagoing man himself. (And appropriately named: Yunus is the Arabic name of Jonah, the hapless prophet swallowed and then puked out by the whale.) He spoke fondly of Larak, the Iranian island on the other side of the Persian Gulf where he has family. He is Kumzari, a member of the ethnic group native to Musandam, and said that in normal times he could reach Larak by speedboat in an hour and a half. He said the boats below us went back and forth to Iran constantly, in a flow perpendicular to the hydrocarbon transit that the rest of the world has focused on. The war has split the world of these Kumzari mariners in two.

For the day at sea, I chartered a dhow: a wooden, square-sterned ship, perhaps 45 feet long and rigged for passengers. The dhow is as distinctively Arabian as the trireme is Greek, or the junk Chinese. In other words, it is perfect for a tourist who wishes to feel like he is partaking in the ancient culture of the western Indian Ocean, even though he has just paid for his journey by Mastercard. The deck was lavishly arrayed with red carpets and cushions. Two Indians were my bored but capable crew.


A photograph of Graeme Wood at a marina on the edge of the Strait of Hormuz.



We went not even a mile into the strait itself, though we could have gone much farther without any derring-do. We stopped for a wondrous sight: a pod of humpback dolphins, leaping out of the water and playing just off the dhow's starboard side. For about 20 minutes, they jumped around us, drifted along the bow, and generally acted as our naval escort as we headed toward the khor just east of Khasab. I have seldom seen animals so playful around humans. Perhaps some marine biologist can explain why they would loop around our dhow, and occasionally dive under its hull and pop up on the other side, other than for their amusement or mine.

The only sign of human life at sea was the boats we left behind around Khasab. They had been idling--and then, suddenly, I saw a few spring into action. They were not dhows, but smaller, faster boats powered by the engines Mr. Yunus had told me could reach Iranian shores in just over 90 minutes. He had said that in normal times these speedboats departed constantly, but now I could see only the most audacious among their captains heading across the strait to Iran. They were smugglers, he said, and used to living outside the law. Their cargo from the Arabian Peninsula was electronics, and on the return trip, goats. This is how Iranians get their iPhones and how residents of Dubai get their mutton biryani. Uninsured by Lloyd's of London or anyone else, these men were not about to let a little war get in the way of business.

Nor was I going to let it get in the way of my vacation. The dhow's captain leaned hard into the tiller and steered into the fjord. For the rest of the day, I saw no one other than my dhow-mates. We passed Omani fishing villages, all appearing empty, probably because of the extended snooze people take to pass the hot days of Ramadan. These villages are surrounded by cliffs and unreachable by land. The captain told me the government regularly comes through to replenish freshwater supplies.

Kathy Gilsinan: America's free-rider problem in the Strait of Hormuz

In quiet parts of the fjord, we stopped to snorkel in the shade of the dhow. The first mate threw chunks of banana into the water, and neon damselfish darted around me to nibble on them. The scene was peaceful and silent, and except for the film of algae that covered me after I splashed about, wholly pleasant and relaxing. The captain, too, seemed content, and at one point donned a mask and snorkel of his own, eased into the water, and speared a five-pound cuttlefish for his supper.

For the last excursion of the day, I swam ashore and took a short hike, up 440 steps built into a cliffside. These led to a vista from which one could behold the Persian Gulf on one side and the Gulf of Oman--the entrance to the Indian Ocean--on the other. Goats mocked me as I strained up the final steps and winced at the beginnings of a sunburn on my shoulders. From the top, in each direction, I could see an empty sea, walled by sterile and jagged limestone. I was alone: even the goats preferred lower elevations. In the peaceful shade one could easily forget that World War III might be starting on the other side of the cliffs.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2026/03/snorkeling-strait-hormuz/686417/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Disappearing Off-Ramp in Iran

The options for ending the war keep getting fewer and worse.

by Thomas Wright

Tue, 17 Mar 2026




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

The window for Donald Trump to end the Iran war by simply declaring victory and walking away is rapidly closing. Soon he will face a stark choice: He can take greater risks in pursuit of a decisive tactical success, prepare the country for a prolonged conflict that could last for many months, or seek a negotiated settlement that involves a real compromise with Tehran.

Initially, Trump saw his Venezuela operation as the template for Iran. He imagined that he would make a deal with someone inside the regime who would work pragmatically with him and maybe cut the United States in on the oil. But the Islamic Republic proved more aggressive and more resilient than he had anticipated. By his own admission, no one in his administration had expected Iran to strike out against American allies in the region--"they weren't supposed to go after all these other countries in the Middle East"--although it had repeatedly threatened to do exactly that. As the war grew more difficult, declaring victory anyway and unilaterally ending it without a deal became his most obvious off-ramp.

Trump has set the stage for this outcome. He has repeatedly insisted that the war is "already won" and "very complete." He told Fox News that he would choose to end the conflict when "I feel it in my bones." Senator Josh Hawley urged him to declare victory immediately and end the war. But the longer the war continues, the harder sustaining the claim that the United States is winning will become.

Trump can point to some military successes. The United States and Israel have destroyed much of Iran's navy and air force, as well as many of its missile systems. Ayatollah Ali Khamenei has been killed. Yet the costs of the conflict are mounting. Iran effectively controls the Strait of Hormuz and is denying access to allied tankers. The price of oil has jumped to nearly $100 a barrel. Khamenei's son Mojtaba Khamenei is now the supreme leader. And Iran continues to strike targets across the Gulf.

The war has also depleted U.S. air defenses and munitions stockpiles, which raises concerns about America's ability to deter crises elsewhere. The Financial Times has reported that the United States has burned through years' worth of certain crucial weapons, including long-range Tomahawk missiles. The U.S. has reportedly pulled THAAD missile-defense systems out of South Korea and is moving a Marine expeditionary force from Japan to the Middle East.

Read: The dangerous mismatch between American missiles and Iranian drones

The enemy, of course, also gets a vote. Some analysts argue that Iran will continue to fight until the United States and Israel agree to a negotiated settlement ensuring that they will not restart the war in the future. In other words, Iran wants to restore deterrence. In this scenario, it will keep the Strait of Hormuz closed and attack U.S. targets even if Trump announces a unilateral end to the war.

The administration may hope that events will break its way. Wars sometimes turn suddenly. During the 1999 Kosovo campaign, NATO waged an air war against Serbia for 78 days before Slobodan Milosevic accepted NATO's terms and withdrew his forces from Kosovo. As the bombing dragged on, doubts grew within the alliance about whether airpower alone would succeed, and the Clinton administration began examining the possibility of launching a ground invasion. In the end, however, Serbia relented.

Theoretically, something similar could happen here. Iran's regime faces serious internal pressures and structural weaknesses. But it has already proved more resilient than expected. If the regime does collapse, it could take a long time.

Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth has suggested that America's past struggles in war stemmed primarily from overly restrictive rules of engagement and a commitment to democracy building. Shed of such concerns, he claims, the United States will win easily. But this is a dangerous fiction. The United States tends to falter in wars not because the military lacks freedom of action but because its political objectives are unclear or unattainable. The real challenge in the aftermath of regime change is not building a democracy but establishing and sustaining a pro-U.S. government to avert state collapse or the installment of a hostile leader, both of which Trump needs to be worried about in Iran.

In the 1991 Gulf War, the United States had a clear objective--expel Iraqi forces from Kuwait--and achieved it. Yet President George H. W. Bush was criticized afterward for stopping short of toppling Saddam Hussein's regime. By contrast, the United States fought in Iraq after 2003 and in Afghanistan after 2001 with far more ambiguous and changeable goals, and without the means of achieving them.

Planning for the aftermath of the current conflict is even harder. The administration now faces three realistic options, aside from simply hoping that events resolve themselves.

The first is to take greater risks in pursuit of dramatic operational success and then declare the mission accomplished. For instance, Trump could order  a large raid on Iran's nuclear facilities in Isfahan, Natanz, and Fordow to seize the country's enriched-uranium stockpiles, something that the administration has hinted at. But such an operation could be the largest and most complex raid of its kind and could result in significant casualties.

Another possibility would be to seize Kharg Island, Iran's principal oil-export hub. Yet doing so could intensify the global oil crisis, and the island would be difficult to hold without incurring high casualties.

Read: Iran's war is not only with the West

The second is to wage a longer war. But the administration is not prepared for such a war and has not built public support for it. Indeed, the day before hostilities started, J. D. Vance told The Washington Post that "the idea that we're going to be in a Middle Eastern war for years with no end in sight--there is no chance that will happen."

A third is a negotiated settlement, but given that Tehran may feel better positioned for a protracted war, it would likely hold out for guarantees that America would not attack again and an easing of sanctions. In other words, Trump would likely get a worse deal than he could have gotten before the attack.

Wars have a way of generating new reasons for continuing to fight. For example, personal incentives, such as revenge: The United States killed Iran's top general, Qassem Soleimani, in 2020, so Iran plotted to assassinate several U.S. officials involved in that decision. The opening strike of the current war injured the new supreme leader, Mojtaba Khamenei, and killed his father, wife, and sister. He could well seek to make American officials pay for those losses for as long as he is in power.

Ordinarily, the U.S. government would provide extensive security to those who faced such threats. But on the first day of his second term, Trump stripped many officials targeted by Iran of their government protection because he had fallen out with them, saying they had to take care of themselves. A future president may be more responsible, but the precedent may weigh on the minds of those now making decisions about the course of the war. For some within the administration, the safest strategy may appear to be pressing the conflict until Israel succeeds in killing Mojtaba Khamenei as well.

Trump launched the war because he believed that Iran was weak and that he could quickly win. Many wars start that way. Few end as expected. Now, just over two weeks in, the window for declaring victory is closing. He can try to escalate, as some of his predecessors did in Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan, but that is no guarantee of success. Unless he gets lucky, his real choice may be whether to keep fighting or try to negotiate a messy compromise. Either way, the war Trump chose to start is no longer entirely his to control.
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An Achievable Goal in Iran

Instead of regime change, try regime weakening.

by Dennis Ross

Fri, 13 Mar 2026




President Trump prides himself on being a rule breaker, but he is discovering a rule he can't break: Good statecraft demands clear objectives. Trump has billed the war with Iran as a one-time opportunity for Iranians to take back their country. This implies regime change, yet the administration's ambitions have in fact been vague and inconsistent. By offering a grab bag of justifications and intentions, the United States has been squandering an opportunity to declare a goal that is both necessary and achievable: Instead of changing Iran's regime, the U.S. should fatally weaken it.

Tehran is counting on the cost of this war exceeding Trump's willingness to fight it. If Iran's regime survives, it will be even more determined to rebuild and wreak vengeance, at least in the short term. Some argue that the only way to stop Iran from menacing the region and its people is to crush this regime. But the regime's tenacity cannot be underestimated. There are no limits to what Iran's leaders will do to survive, as demonstrated by their massacre of up to 36,500 Iranian protesters in the streets in January.

Read: Six days of war, 10 rationales

Toppling the regime also demands breaking up the forces that suppress Iranians, including the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps and the notorious Basij militia. The Pentagon's air campaign aims to weaken these groups by striking their headquarters, command posts, armories, and communication nodes, but it's unclear whether this will be enough to undermine the forces that prop up the regime. Unless U.S. and Israeli air attacks can isolate and disorient these forces by cutting them off from their command and control, this air campaign will not be sufficient.

If the goal instead is regime weakening--enfeebling the Islamic Republic so the Iranian public could overwhelm it--there are two ways forward. One involves continuing to attack Iran's weapons stockpiles and production facilities to render the Islamic Republic incapable of threatening its neighbors for a long time to come. Yes, that could take a while, but the U.S. and Israeli intelligence communities have the insight necessary for effective surgical strikes.

The other approach involves going after Iran's leadership. Iran's military and political operatives should feel that they must always be on the move if they hope to stay safe. Ali Larijani, a senior official who recently posted a threat to Trump's life--"Be careful not to get eliminated yourself"--should not feel safe making speeches or holding meetings. Abbas Araghchi, Iran's foreign minister, should not feel comfortable doing interviews.

Nancy A. Youssef: The Iran war has four stages. We're in the second.

The U.S. and Israel must do whatever they can to disrupt and scramble communication between Iran's leadership and its security forces. Creating uncertainty in Iran's military should help demoralize officers and inspire defections. Enough soldiers abandoning the cause may convince high-ranking mullahs and generals that Iran will devolve into chaos unless they make changes to how the country approaches its people and neighbors. This may sound unlikely, but after Iran's 12-day war with Israel last June, members of the Iranian elite openly wondered whether investing in nuclear infrastructure and regional proxies continued to make sense. A long-standing fear of the late Ali Khamenei was that Iran would one day have its own Gorbachev--someone in power who believed that the only way to save the Islamic Republic was to carry out fundamental reform.

If the U.S. is hoping for a popular uprising against a weakened regime, the Trump administration has a moral obligation to better support the people whom the president is urging to rise up. Arming a few thousand members of Iran's Kurdish minority, as some have floated, will not suffice. The Iranian people have both clear ethnic differences and a clear national identity. Arming Iranian Kurds in isolation could trigger a national backlash without protecting the broader Iranian public.

Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth and the president have yet to rule out deploying U.S. ground troops to secure and destroy nuclear assets and possibly to arm and protect opponents of the regime, but this seems an unlikely option. For Trump, who excoriates his predecessors for pursuing nation building in "forever wars," U.S. ground operations are likely to recall America's tragic invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan, both of which now serve as cautionary tales.

More pressing, if the U.S. and Israel hope to see a weakened regime fall to an Iranian opposition, Trump and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu need to empower worthy Iranian rivals to Iran's new supreme leader, Mojtaba Khamenei. Finding indigenous Iranians who can lead this charge will not be easy, given the regime's decades of hollowing out the opposition by killing or arresting dissidents with leadership skills.

Karim Sadjadpour: The Iranian regime doubles down

For Iranians who took to the streets in January, spurred by Trump's ultimately empty promise that "help is on the way," America's bombing campaign now may not be the invitation for a "people's coup" that the president seems to think it is. Even the Iranian Kurds do not seem to be showing any great readiness to launch an insurgency. Perhaps Iranians who feel moved to organize an uprising are waiting to see how the U.S. will support and protect them, particularly as Iranian security forces are still patrolling the streets. Can the U.S. strike those forces without killing civilians? The Israeli military has had some recent success using drones for strategic strikes against regime security forces, but the U.S. has yet to hit roaming members of the Basij and IRGC, either because it's too hard or deemed too unimportant relative to striking the regime's weapon arsenals and factories. But if the Trump administration hopes for Iranians to challenge this regime, the U.S. will need to show it is ready to do more to protect those who do.

These efforts may not spell the end of Iran's odious, oppressive regime. But destroying much of Iran's ability to project power and attacking the security forces that suppress the Iranian public will surely hasten the regime's collapse. When the regime's foot soldiers suffer the same relentless strikes, water and electricity shortages, and plummeting currency as the rest of the country, they may be less inclined to spill blood and risk their own lives to prop up a republic riven with cracks.
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A Strongman at The Hague

Rodrigo Duterte once seemed invincible. How did he end up on the verge of facing real justice?

by Sheila Coronel

Fri, 13 Mar 2026




Rodrigo Duterte was elected president of the Philippines in 2016 on the promise that he would kill. He framed his war in moral terms: Drug users transgressed the laws of society, but the justice system was so broken and so corrupt that they evaded punishment. Due process stood in the way of keeping the innocent and the virtuous safe. He sneered at spineless elites unable to rein in drugs and crime and pledged to achieve swift justice instead.

Once in office, he made good on that promise, moving from rhetoric to action. He singled out crystal meth, the poor man's narcotic, as a particular problem. Shabu, he said, shrinks users' brains so that they "are no longer viable as human beings in this planet." Users therefore deserved to die. Government tallies put the number of drug suspects killed during Duterte's time in office at about 6,000. But human-rights groups claim that the number of extrajudicial killings may be as high as 30,000. Many of my fellow Filipinos thought that the carnage was justified. They saw Duterte as the slayer of the elite and the scourge of criminals. Others simply looked away.

Duterte left office in 2022. Four years later, he still commands a fanatic following in the Philippines and retains a grip on the public imagination. He is larger than life; his language is violent and profane. He projected such an aura of invincibility that many believe, even now, that he is beyond accountability.

But last month, Duterte sat in an austere cell in The Hague as prosecutors argued that he should be tried for crimes against humanity. His only companions were his lawyer, prison staff, and a handful of convicted war criminals. This is a story that traces the path to justice for mass atrocity in the face of public acquiescence.

When the killings started in 2016, clergy were the first responders, often called upon to say prayers for the dead and preside over funerals. Maria Juanita Dano, whom everyone calls Sister Nenet, is a nun who lived in a tenement in Manila's packed San Andres district. She was alarmed when the casualties of the drug war started piling up in her neighborhood. Prayers, she thought, were not enough.

But what could a nun in a tenement do? All around the country, many among the clergy asked themselves a version of this question. They improvised answers. Sometimes they helped pay for funeral expenses. They gave milk and groceries to widowed mothers and shouldered the schooling of orphaned children. They recorded the killings and got counselors to help the grief-stricken. They contacted journalists and connected them with survivors. They helped file cases in court and set up drug-rehabilitation programs on the fly, hoping to convince police and local officials that those in the church's care should be spared. Some housed terrorized residents in convents and rectories.

Adrienne LaFrance: A ticking clock on American freedom

Those efforts were puny compared with what the communities were up against: a powerful killing machine with deep roots in Filipino society. Duterte, a democratically elected leader, tapped into a legacy of dictatorship: the shadow-policing system that had long carried out the extrajudicial executions of criminals, insurgents, and other threats to the social order. He cranked up the rusty killing machine of a former police state--its death squads, surveillance networks, and clandestine operators--and then unleashed it with stunning force and velocity.

The country's human-rights community was used to documenting and exposing state-sanctioned abuses. But advocates could not keep up with so many atrocities committed in so short a time against victims targeted not for political activities but for alleged ties to the drug trade. Even among the clergy, many were wary of opposing an immensely popular president. Churches had long viewed drug use as a moral failure and supported draconian measures--beliefs that many of the faithful shared. Before Duterte became president, churches, along with law enforcement and the media--which portrayed shabu users as crazed criminals--had stoked the moral panic about drugs.

Polls showed overwhelming support for the drug war, and many Filipinos said that they felt safer. "There was so little sympathy for the dead," a Protestant church activist told me. "Some even held parties to celebrate the killing of those they considered salot, a social plague. These places have been neglected for so long, they have not been given justice, and the killings are a form of justice for them."

From the beginning, however, there were exceptions to the rule of apathy. In June 2017, I joined Ciriaco Santiago Jr., a missionary, on his late-night trips to condole with victims' families. Sometimes, we were the only ones at the vigils for the dead--friends and kin were unsympathetic or afraid. Late one night in Payatas, a shantytown near a garbage dump in Manila's outskirts, Santiago knocked on the door of a funeral office. This was little more than a wooden shack beside a convenience store and a karaoke parlor, all of them run by an enterprising resident who had already buried 200 people in the 12 months since Duterte had taken office, nearly all of them drug suspects. Three scavengers at the dump had been gunned down recently, and their families couldn't afford to bury them.

Santiago had come to pay for their funerals. His religious order, the Redemptorist Fathers and Brothers, had paid for the burial of scores of the drug-war dead. Along with other groups, it provided temporary jobs and housing for those whose lives were at risk and tried various ways to help the survivors cope, eventually setting up a cafe run by drug-war widows and children. While visiting hard-hit communities as part of an investigation into the death toll of the drug war, I found many similar efforts. By demanding justice and dignity for the drug-war dead, were nuns, priests, pastors, and other sympathizers not protecting criminals? Cardinal Pablo Virgilio David, the bishop of Kalookan, in northern Manila, told me that he had voted for Duterte "because of the political will that I saw in him." But the drug war had exacted a heavy toll in his diocese. The communities most affected, he realized, are "not only in the margins of society; they are also in the margins of the church."

On the pulpit and on social media, David shared his epiphany: Drug use, he said, is at root a "health and poverty issue." His diocese organized self-help and drug-rehabilitation programs. He also set up a sanctuary, led by a priest who'd come to the bishop in tears after one of his parishioners had been killed. The victim had feared for his life, but the priest gave him what later seemed like naive advice: that hiding would be seen as a sign of guilt.

David received death threats and was sued for sedition along with other priests. Despite that, he continued to preach that the most radical thing about faith was the stubborn belief in the possibility of redemption. This challenged the moral argument on which the legitimacy of the drug war rested. The public cheered when Duterte and his supporters insisted that drug dealers deserved execution, but David and others believed that the poor caught up in the drug trade deserved empathy.

Joshua Hammer: Beware populist politicians who threaten to kill

Back in San Andres, Sister Nenet met with victims' families regularly for prayers, Bible readings, and meditation. Eventually, the community provided evidence in a class-action lawsuit at the supreme court, pleading for protection from the police.

In another part of Manila, Flaviano Villanueva, too, was alarmed. A priest who ran a shelter for the homeless, he saw his flock at risk. "We needed to respond with something other than fear," he told me, so he provided therapy as well as financial support. Many of the victims had been buried in concrete boxes leased for five years by poor families. Those leases were expiring, and the families could not afford to renew them, so Villanueva helped exhume the bodies, turning over the bones to a forensic pathologist who examined the remains and kept records for future use. Later, the victims' ashes were interred in a modest columbarium that the priest had built in a Catholic cemetery.

It was there that Edgar Matobato, a confessed hit man for Duterte, went to pay his respects before he slipped out of the country to testify to the International Criminal Court. Matobato had been in hiding for years, sheltered by clergy and others who were convinced that he had atoned for his sins. At the cemetery, drug-war widows unleashed on him the full force of their anger and anguish. It was a rare moment of catharsis in a country that has yet to come to terms with the carnage of Duterte's war.

During the darkest period of that war, connections were being made. Those who opposed the carnage were forming subterranean networks that allowed them to support victims' families and collect evidence of atrocities in real time--records crucial for accountability. As I reported, I was introduced to a growing community of victim supporters. Apart from clergy, they were doctors, lawyers, psychologists, academics, artists, poets, feminists, businesspeople, journalists, students, actors, government officials, and, in one case, a hip-hop group.

They did not always see eye to eye, but they were moving in the same direction, with the same goal. They worked together to support the International Criminal Court investigation into potential crimes against humanity, which had launched in early 2018. They gathered victims' testimonies for the ICC's registry. Volunteer law students helped survivors with the paperwork. Women and children wept when telling their stories, recalls Nicolene Arcaina, a now-31-year-old lawyer who was named by the ICC as the case manager for the victims. The students and the paralegals cried with them; they had to take breaks and debrief with volunteer therapists.

"Because the streets flowed with blood," one of the survivors told Arcaina, "we are now of one blood."

For a long time, this resistance didn't seem to matter. After Duterte's presidency ended in 2022, his daughter Sara took office as vice president to the new head of state, Ferdinand Marcos Jr.--the son and namesake of the dictator who had ruled the country for 20 years before being ousted in a popular uprising in 1986. The election results nearly extinguished the already faint hopes of accountability. The country had yet to hold the first Marcos to account for plunder and human-rights abuses, and this election seemed an exoneration of both his and Rodrigo Duterte's sins.

Then Duterte's opposition enjoyed a stroke of political good fortune. The dynasts began to jostle, publicly and viciously, for power. Things came to a head in late 2024, when Sara Duterte publicly threatened to have Marcos and his family killed if anything happened to her. Marcos's allies in the Congress of the Philippines voted to impeach her.

By then, ICC prosecutors had built their case and were ready to issue an arrest warrant. Their timing coincided perfectly with the political rift, making it convenient for the Marcos government to surrender Sara's father to the ICC. Last March, police arrested the former president at the Manila international airport as he stepped off a plane after a foreign trip. Within hours, he was on a flight to The Hague.

The ICC has been described as a "dead man walking," the victim of an eroding global consensus around international justice and human rights. The United States has issued sanctions against the court, and some countries have withdrawn from it--including the Philippines, in response to the investigation into Duterte. But because the allegations against him include killings that occurred while his country was still party to the court, he cannot escape its jurisdiction.

John Yoo: International law is holding democracies back

The prosecutors at The Hague were methodical. They laid out a case that dated back decades, to before Duterte's presidency. As mayor of the southern city of Davao for more than 20 years, they said, Duterte had organized death squads targeting petty criminals. And then, as president, they said, he'd drawn up kill lists and unleashed police and masked hit men in shantytowns, where they'd gunned down drug peddlers and users. The prosecutors described a pyramid of murder and impunity with Duterte at the apex, police and civilian officials in the middle, and low-level policemen, police assets, and hit men at the bottom. Rewards, they said, were paid for the murders.

For now, the former president sits in his jail cell. During the day, loyal supporters display his cardboard likeness on a strip of grass they call Duterte Street. But at night, only the screeching of seagulls pierces the silence--loud, high-pitched cries, like widows and mothers wailing.
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The New Infidelity

Micro-cheating includes all sorts of internet behavior that, to many people, might just seem innocent.

by Zoe Yu

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




Last summer, a friend called bearing bad news: Her two-year relationship was finished. In between insisting that she was, in fact, totally fine, and that everything was probably for the best, she told me that her (now ex-) partner had accused her of cheating.

My friend had not, to be clear, slept with anybody else, or gone on any illicit dates. But her partner, consumed by suspicion when it came to my friend's platonic relationships, had gone through my friend's phone and stumbled upon old messages that were too affectionate, too "flirty." She broke up with my friend that night.

Some people might feel sympathetic toward my friend's ex. Others might find the entire ordeal, to use the technical term, absurd. Whatever the stance, a growing number of mental-health influencers are giving language to the debate: What my friend did, they say, was "micro-cheating."

As with plain old infidelity, micro-cheating is tricky to define; behavior that is fair game to one person might be egregious treachery to another. Many people have attempted to catalog it anyway. According to a number of lifestyle publications, a micro-cheater could be someone who, while in a relationship, maintains an active Hinge profile or sends explicit pictures to another person. Or, they could have done something that might otherwise seem banal: "liking" someone else's Instagram post, perhaps, or messaging a colleague about something other than work. In a Vogue article advising readers on how to properly recognize a micro-cheater, a couples therapist concluded that micro-cheating could be anything, really: "a glance, a laugh, or non-sexual touching that's too familiar or intimate."

Read: Why happy people cheat

Whether something amounts to cheating is ultimately up to the people in a relationship to decide. But with micro-cheating, the general consensus seems to be that the cheating has nothing to do with a glaring physical transgression. (The prefix, micro, does a lot of work here.) It is defined by subtlety and generally takes place digitally. For some of my friends, the celebrities a romantic partner follows can be just as big a dealbreaker as parenting or financial choices--following Instagram models, in their calculus, fundamentally reveals as much about long-term compatibility as a poker addiction. To catch micro-cheaters, people often hunt for indiscretions: scrolling through the entire list of accounts that their partner follows, or watching for a partner's single like on another person's Instagram post. What appear to be gray-area online behaviors, the thinking goes, are in reality small but infinitely telling betrayals.

The outrage over micro-cheating, and the mushrooming of what people consider acts of disloyalty, seems to be braced by a sincere belief: that data can reliably represent a person's desires. When so many aspects of a romantic interaction take place online, a like or follow may no longer seem like a friendly tap but a virtual representation of amorous interest. Occasionally, one might discover that a partner really is looking elsewhere. Most of the time, though, an obsessive close-reading of digital activity reveals less about cheating than it does about the bleak field of modern dating: Many people distrust their partners and are ill-equipped to talk about it.



In the past, people's secret desires tended to remain hidden. You couldn't prove that your partner had gazed longingly after someone else or had left their hand for a beat too long on another person's shoulder. Today, many romantic acts are distilled into data points and excised for meaning. Certain gestures are unambiguous--on dating apps, to swipe right, in Tinder parlance, is to demonstrate interest. Other moves are open for interpretation. Comments might be just comments, for instance, or they could be archives of flirtations. "What's newly bizarre is that the infrastructure of our social lives is set up to record," Quinn White, an assistant professor of philosophy, told me. (He explores the ethics of love and relationships at Harvard, where I am a student.) What was once opaque and ephemeral can now, in theory, be measured.

The logic of micro-cheating goes something like this: Your partner's every move online says something significant about them. These actions make legible their innermost thoughts, which are visible, traceable, and recoverable as evidence. Many young women will post about checking to see if their boyfriend has recently followed another girl on social media--because, of course, if he does, he must like what he sees. "A man that truly loves you will never look at another woman," says one Instagram post with more than 100,000 likes. In a Cosmopolitan article commending the perks of dating a man without social-media accounts, the writer triumphantly declares, "I've never had to compete with the likes of Emily Ratajkowski and Bella Hadid."

On some level, the idea that someone's social-media habits say something about them holds true--a person who comments with heart-eye emoji under Kylie Jenner's posts is probably different from a person who doesn't. And algorithms of course make endless inferences about people's online behavior: If Amazon knows what you want to buy--sometimes even before you do--based on past browsing history, then couldn't an Instagram follow mean something deeper too?

Read: The tyranny of the relationship gap

When it comes to love, a parcel of information can be harder to read. "Technology makes us think that people are laid out in all of their entirety, for us to know them in all of these ways," Luke Brunning, who co-runs the Centre for Love, Sex, and Relationships at the University of Leeds, told me. "And I just don't think it's true." Consumers might seem reducible to neat, tidy profiles with a concrete set of tastes and needs. People--with their idiosyncrasies, confusions, and contradictions--aren't as readily whittled down. The same algorithm that can tell you what pair of shoes you might like can't tell you anything worth knowing about how your partner feels about someone else.

Someone preoccupied with catching a micro-cheater might commit a transgression of their own: denying their partner the "privacy," as Brunning put it, that is "central to being a human being." Although the internet might feel public, Brunning continued, it can also be an avenue for someone "to maintain a relationship with their own self, their own feelings and mind and imaginings and thoughts." This may not be a cause for suspicion so much as it is a simple fact of existing.

There are parts of a person's life that are complex and even inscrutable, that cannot be fully accessed or mined for meaning. Micro-cheating, in its misguided effort to make everything intelligible, presents a restrictive sense of what being in a committed relationship means. Exclusivity, in this imagining, is not just an exclusivity of behavior but an exclusivity of attention, thought, and feeling. It is, Brunning said, a mandate "to not have emotions caused by other people." According to the most vocal agitators against micro-cheating, a sufficiently loyal partner should not, say, follow anyone attractive on social media (or even register another person's attractiveness), should not text a friend a meme that they might find funny, and should not have inside jokes with co-workers. They should be less a living, breathing person than a one-dimensional, anti-social, ever-affirming sycophant to their one and only true love.

Read: The bots that women use in a world of unsatisfying men

Perhaps obsession with checking a partner's digital footprint was inevitable. The internet offers more avenues to cheat than ever before--easier access to eligible singles, messaging platforms via which to surreptitiously chat up old flames. Women, who tend to lead micro-cheating discourse, are also navigating a dating world that puts their safety and reputation more at risk when a romantic relationship goes awry. In this atmosphere, the line between paranoia and self-protection can be difficult to discern. A partner's request to keep their phone private could easily seem like confirmation for suspicions of duplicitous behavior. And a very real, eternal human fear lies beneath the micro-cheating accusations: that you can spend years with somebody and never truly know them.

People shock, betray, and destabilize. They can have emotional responses and enigmatic attractions that seem to come out of nowhere. They can do things that are wholly incongruous with how you thought they would behave. This fundamental unpredictability is a "scary reality," Brunning said. And technology "almost defers that reality for us," he added, by making people think that they can divine all they need to know from a handful of data signals.

The irony is that as much as technology might make people more aware of potentially offensive behavior, it also helps them avoid methods that could make them feel more secure in their relationships: engaging with their partner, communicating with them, and trying, together, to love well. In the poem "Chance Meeting," by Susan Browne, a woman slowly approaches her lover on the street. She notices the parts of him that are tenderly familiar--his brown eyes, his smiling mouth, the way that he shoves his hands into his pockets. She muses to herself, "I know his loneliness / like mine, human and sad, / but different, too, his private pain / and pleasure I can never enter." Follows and comments are unlikely to offer any real passage into this inner world. All we can do is ask, and wait patiently, to be let in.
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Maybe Turning War Into a Casino Was a Bad Idea?

A disturbing new low in the Polymarket era

by Charlie Warzel

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




On March 10, the journalist Emanuel Fabian reported on a missile that had been launched from Iran. The warhead hit an open area outside Jerusalem, which Fabian confirmed by speaking with rescue services and reviewing footage of the explosion. He wrote a short post on The Times of Israel's live blog and moved on.



Meanwhile, gamblers had wagered millions on the unfolding events of the conflict. Fabian's post became the subject of a major dispute on Polymarket, a popular prediction market where people can bet on the outcome of almost anything. The site had allowed users to guess when Iran would initiate "a drone, missile, or air strike on Israel's soil": More than $14 million was riding on whether such an attack had happened March 10.

Read: America is slow-walking into a Polymarket disaster

People started reaching out asking Fabian to change his article. Some argued that Israel Defense Forces had not officially mentioned such an attack occurring on that day, and others said that the explosion he had reported was the result of a missile being intercepted, which according to Polymarket's terms wouldn't count as a strike "on Israel's soil." Confident in his reporting, Fabian did not amend the text.



And then he began receiving threats. "You will discover enemies who will be willing to pay anything to make your life miserable--within the framework of the law," one person wrote to Fabian before adding, "As far as I know, there are also some people who don't really care about the law, and you're going to make them lose about 50 times what you'll ever make." Much as athletes have faced threats and harassment from fans with money riding on a game, prediction markets are now creating incentives for gamblers to target all manner of people with inside information or some influence over major events. Polymarket did not respond to my request for comment, but wrote on X: "This behavior violates our Terms of Service & has no place on our platform. We've banned the accounts for all involved & will pass their info to the relevant authorities."

Read: A technology for a low-trust society

Prediction markets like Polymarket post online using the language of news wires and position themselves as a new and unbiased source of information, yet this story suggests that these sites are having the opposite effect: They make it harder for news gatherers to report the truth. Yesterday, Fabian spoke with me from southern Israel about what it's like to be in the center of this controversy while simultaneously trying to cover a war. What he described was yet another way that online events are twisting the very nature of reality--leading Fabian, for just a split second, to doubt what he had seen and heard.

This conversation has been edited for length and clarity.



Charlie Warzel: How are you doing?



Emanuel Fabian: It's been an overwhelming few days. I've been busy reporting on the war, and on top of that, I've been having to deal with the police and my family and all of these death threats and harassment. So it's been a lot.



Warzel: Are you still getting death threats now?



Fabian: I'm not. They stopped almost as soon as I went to the police. Since the article I wrote about them went up, I haven't received anything.



Warzel: You published your original blog on March 10. People began reaching out after that. But when did you make the connection to Polymarket?



Fabian: It took me a little while. When I got the first email about the missile impact, I thought the question [whether the missile exploded was intercepted, scattering shrapnel] was so odd, because it was such a minor, inconsequential detail in the context of a big war. The next day, I got a second email with the exact same questions and thought it was very strange. My theory was that it was either Iranian bots or agents trying to get information out of me. I did entertain the idea it was related to gambling, but I didn't find the bet initially when I searched online.



The way it clicked for me was that I started to get replies on X and WhatsApp with similar questions like, Hey, why haven't you updated your story? I figured something was up. I looked at the X profiles and could see they were very clearly Polymarket gamblers. At that point it clicked, and soon after I found the actual page itself for the March 10 bet on whether Iran would strike Israel. It was stuck on March 10 and the market hadn't "resolved," or paid out. All the comments were people going back and forth, many linking to my little story and other articles. Overall, I got at least 20 different messages across email, X, WhatsApp, and Discord.



Warzel: You said a contact from another media outlet also reached out to you at this time and suggested they had gotten a tip that your story was wrong. Was this person involved in the gambling as well?



Fabian: They messaged and said, Somebody I know told me there's a mistake in your story; could you correct it? He thought he was doing both of us a little favor. I told him his acquaintance was likely betting on this on Polymarket. My contact went back to him, and he confirmed that not only was he betting on it, but he offered to give the person money if they managed to persuade me to change my story. It's all insane. Obviously, the colleague told him off. But I'm losing my mind at this point. This is like the most tiny, inconsequential detail in a small news item.



Warzel: So you decide to call these people out on X. Did the harassment pick up after that?



Fabian: It did. A lot. I thought calling them out would shut them up and get them off my back. I wanted to be proactive because I realized, if I give into these people, it shows I can be manipulated. This will be just the beginning, and they won't stop trying to bully me in later stories. And that's when it escalated--death threats, messages coming in at all hours of the night. Messages talking about my family, giving me ultimatums on how much time I had to correct the story. That's when I went to the police.

Read: Insider trading is going to get people killed

Warzel: Did you ever think about changing the story?



Fabian: For a split second I did. I thought maybe I could be wrong.



Warzel: Like, doubting your reporting? After all, you're making those calls based on other witnesses and videos online.



Fabian: I went and checked again with the military. It was a short item, but I reviewed footage of a large explosion. I had eyewitness accounts--people in the area who saw this massive explosion. And then I thought to myself, Why am I doing this? Triple-checking this minor incident, bothering the military again over an explosion in the woods? I did the reporting, and this was the judgement call I made. I think it was accurate, and I will leave it at that. I don't need to doubt myself about what I published, especially because this is not something that anyone normally would care about unless they had a financial stake in the outcome. As an event in this war, it is not particularly newsworthy. This missile exploded in an open area. It's 150 words in the live blog.



Warzel: Do you think this fiasco will stick in the back of your mind as you continue to report on the war?



Fabian: Yes. I think it already has. Since then, whenever I report on something, I feel it in the back of my head: What if the Polymarket bettors are betting on this tweet? Or on whether I'm giving an interview about Polymarket? I'm not obsessing over it. Hopefully I won't get threatened again. But the thought is there. What if they suddenly see this interview? Because I don't know the way they've resolved the Polymarket bet yet.



Warzel: Wait, really?


 Fabian: Yes, I'm looking now and the market is still not resolved. [The market "Iran strikes Israel on March 10 ?" resolved to "Yes" after Fabian and I spoke.]



Warzel: Did the fact that Polymarket kept allowing people to bet while this harassment was going on make things worse for you?



Fabian: It seems that a lot of people came into the bet as a result of my calling it out on X. When I posted about it, the market had $12 million in it. When I published my story on Monday, it had $14 million in it. Now it looks like it has $22 million. People are still betting and hoping it goes their way.



Warzel: Having been through this ordeal, what are your feelings about prediction markets in general?



Fabian: It's really worrying. I think the gambling is a degenerate thing. The fact that people are betting on wars and conflict and people dying is gross. This is war, not a game. I think the more worrying thing is that we've seen harassment by bettors against athletes in sports for failing to perform. It seems now that we are entering a new age. I think there is a big risk of journalists using insider information to place a correct bet and win. I can tell you as a military correspondent that I'm exposed to confidential information that we can't report. Now there are ways to exploit that. It wouldn't surprise me if others have.



Warzel: Insider trading, one could argue, effectively makes prediction markets more accurate. Do you think these companies hope journalists and others will bet using privileged information?



Fabian: I don't think they really want to combat insider trading. What I've heard is that those who bet on Polymarket either know the right answer or are wasting their money. [In a statement to The Times of Israel, Polymarket said, "Prediction markets depend on the integrity of independent reporting. Attempts to pressure journalists to alter their reporting undermine that integrity and undermine the markets themselves."]



Warzel: Do you have advice for other journalists who may experience this type of betting-market harassment in the future?



Fabian: Go public. Don't let the threats force you to change anything. Be honest. I think that's the best way. It's a bit stupid of these people to publicly intimidate somebody who can go and instantly tell 100,000 people what these gamblers are doing. That's my advice. Because if you were to accept money or change your reporting, who knows how these people might extort you later on. If you change your reporting, it'll be a mess forever.



Warzel: If you could sit down with the CEO of Polymarket, what would you tell him?

Fabian: I don't know. I'd be honest and say I disagree with the notion of gambling on anything and everything. But if you are to keep these markets, they have to have admins who can decide on outcomes of bets or issue some kind of ruling. I think there just needs to be a lot more oversight and somebody actually vetting who these big bettors are to avoid insider trading but also to make sure this harassment doesn't happen. But I'm not an expert on this. I'm more of an expert on where missiles land.
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The Human Skill That Eludes AI

Why can't language models write well?

by Jasmine Sun

Tue, 17 Mar 2026




In a certain, strange way, generative AI peaked with OpenAI's GPT-2 seven years ago. Little known to anyone outside of tech circles, GPT-2 excelled at producing unexpected answers. It was creative. "You could be like, 'Continue this story: The man decided to take a shower,' and GPT-2 would be like, 'And in the shower, he was eating his lemon and thinking about his wife,'" Katy Gero, a poet and computer scientist who has been experimenting with language models since 2017, told me. "The models won't do that anymore."

AI leaders boast about their models' superhuman technical abilities. The technology can predict protein structures, create realistic videos, and build apps with a single prompt. But these executives and researchers also readily admit that they have not yet released a model that writes well. OpenAI CEO Sam Altman has predicted that large language models will soon be capable of "fixing the climate, establishing a space colony, and the discovery of all of physics," but in an October interview with the economist Tyler Cowen, he guessed that even future models--an eventual GPT-6 or GPT-7--might be able to extrude only something equivalent to "a real poet's okay poem."

Today's AI-generated prose is riddled with flaws. Chatbots produce meaningless metaphors, endless "it's not this, but that" constructions, and a cloyingly sycophantic tone--and, of course, they overuse my beloved em dash. (Only starting with GPT-5.1, released in November, could ChatGPT reliably follow instructions to avoid the beleaguered punctuation mark.) I wanted to understand why this is--why large language models, which, after all, have memorized centuries of great literature, can demonstrate incredible emergent abilities yet totally fail to produce a single essay that I'd want to read.

Read: Would limitlessness make us better writers?

So I talked with people who would know: people who work at LLM companies, AI-data vendors, academic computer-science departments, and AI-writing start-ups. (Some spoke with me under the condition of anonymity because their employers barred them from speaking publicly about their work.) What I learned is that modern LLMs are built in a way that is antagonistic to great writing; they are engineered to be rule-following teacher's pets that always have the right answer in hand. In many respects, they've come a long way from GPT-2, but they've also lost something that made them looser and more compelling.

LLMs begin their lives as indiscriminate readers. During the pretraining phase, they ingest something like the entire internet--Reddit posts, YouTube transcripts, SEO sludge--and compress it into patterns. Most writing is not very good. But the quantity, not the quality, of these data is what matters. Pretraining teaches AIs grammar rules and word associations, enabling what is known as "next-token prediction": the process through which models determine which part of a word follows another, over and over and over again.

Rough edges are then sanded down in the post-training phase. This is when LLM companies define the ideal "character" for an AI model (such as being "helpful, honest, and harmless"), give the AIs example dialogues to learn from, and apply safety filters that attempt to block illegal requests. Through processes such as "reinforcement learning with human feedback," which enlists people to grade AI outputs against a rubric, models are guided toward responses that exemplify desired traits.

Read: AI's memorization crisis

AI research is an empirical science--people can verify when something works and make tweaks when something doesn't. But art resists rules and quantification. No objective measurement exists to prove whether Pablo Neruda's work is better than Gabriela Mistral's. Novice writers learn conventions; great writers invent them. An LLM trained to imitate taste can go only so far. On some level, AI engineers and researchers must know this. Even as they try (and fail) to automate this work, many of the people I spoke with clearly revere good writing. "Writing novels is one of the most intense cognitive activities a human can do," James Yu, a co-founder of Sudowrite, an AI assistant for fiction authors, told me. My sources' faces lit up when I asked about their favorite books--three cited the science-fiction author Ted Chiang, though they also seemed disheartened that he has become a vocal critic of generative AI. The difficulty of evaluating writing does not prevent AI labs from trying. They are motivated in part by a question that came up again and again in my interviews: If LLMs can't write mind-bending essays or poignant sonnets, are they generally intelligent at all?

And so labs try to assess AI writing through various criteria. Post-training teams vibe-check model outputs themselves based on personal taste, and companies contract with domain experts to receive feedback on model-produced writing. A job listing for a "creative writing specialist" at xAI lists "novel sales >50,000 units" and "starred reviews in Kirkus" among its requirements (rates start at $40 an hour).

I interviewed two people who have recently worked with large AI labs as a writing evaluator. The first, a contractor at Scale AI, described firsthand the absurdities of the task: To transform something as slippery as "tone" into discrete criteria, rubrics included rules such as "The response should use a maximum of two exclamation marks." The contractor told me that "there were numerous cases where even though it felt like B was a better response overall, you ended up rating 'I prefer A' because it had three exclamation points." He said that another time, he was asked to grade fan fiction on its "factuality."

Read: The future of writing is a lot like hip-hop

The second person I spoke with is an author who worked directly with a frontier lab's technical-research team. The company frequently asked him to break down the specific elements that make a piece of literature great. "It's completely non-tractable to that kind of thinking," he told me. He pointed to the example of English sonnets: They are technically one of the most templated forms, but just because a sonnet contains 14 lines and is written in iambic pentameter does not make it good. "Even when Shakespeare is being very structured, he's constantly trying not to follow the rubric, or to subvert it, or reinvent it. I don't know what it is that makes the difference between the poet who writes by rote and Shakespeare. I just know that the two can never be confused."

So are the LLMs doomed to produce sophomoric prose forever? One theory is that this is simply a matter of prioritization. In some ways, creativity is directly at odds with AI companies' other objectives. Generally, chatbots are trained to avoid misinformation, political bias, child-sexual-abuse material, copyright violations, and more. They are also scored on benchmarks such as SWE-bench (for coding tasks) and GPQA (the natural sciences), which dramatically shape public perception of which company is winning the race. And if most users are using ChatGPT to draft corporate emails, bold text and brief bullet points may be exactly what they want. "The more you control for these" traits, Nathan Lambert, a post-training lead at the Allen Institute for AI, told me, "the more you suppress creativity."

When you tell a model to be a brilliant prose stylist, but also a Ph.D.-level mathematician, and also strictly PG-13, it will become rigid and tight-lipped, like a nervous candidate at a job interview terrified to misstep. The same whimsicality that made GPT-2's voice fresh also made it prone to other unpredictable behavior. "If you're a big corporation like Google or OpenAI, you want a chatbot that's going to make money. The chatbot that's not going to make you money is the one that's a weirdo," Gero said.

Read: The great language flattening

I began to hypothesize that AIs might be able to generate award-winning literary prose if only we unhobbled them from the strictures of the post-training process and built specialized writing models instead. But as I reflected on the authors I love most, that didn't seem right either.

When a practiced human writer reaches for a particular turn of phrase, they aren't aiming for some single standard of great writing. Rather, the best metaphors come from the author's specific blend of experiences or expertise. A writer's diction, their citations, and the stories they share all reflect a singular, irreplicable perspective. Authorial voice emerges from the specificity of a life.

The models--although technically proficient and grammatically pristine--cannot live, cannot feel, cannot smell, cannot taste, cannot sense. They cannot spill raw emotions onto the page, or place abstract concepts in rich physical settings. Close readers of AI writing will notice that the metaphors are uncanny: LLMs assign weekdays tastes and give mirrors seams. They generally seem terrified of biology: They do not like to speak, even metaphorically, about blood and sex and death. Their output lacks stakes, as a creative-writing instructor might say.

Although Yu is impressed by the technical leaps that LLMs have made since GPT-2, even he won't read fully AI-generated stories. I asked him what's still missing for AI to produce a great novel on its own. Yu paused for a second, then answered: "Most people's good first stories are autobiographical. Maybe you need a model that lives a life, and can almost die."

LLMs may never be capable of great writing themselves. But this doesn't mean that they can't help humans. Recently, I turned AI into an editor. Not for this article--The Atlantic's editors are all human--but for a couple of essays that I wrote on my personal Substack. My philosophy is that I should provide the prose and perspective, and AI should supply feedback--encouraging me to write more like myself.

First, I fed the chatbot Claude an archive of my past writing, along with notes about what worked and didn't about each piece. I used this to create a custom editing rubric based on my voice. Some criteria are generic, and others are personalized: One reads, "Does this play to your insider-anthropologist position" in Silicon Valley? Another asks whether the thesis shows up in the first 500 words. I dumped this guidance into a Claude project along with a reminder of its role: "You are not a co-writer. You cannot perceive. Your role is to help Jasmine write like the best version of herself." I don't want to be de-skilled, I reminded the machine. Your only job is to make me smarter.

Read: Why so many people are seduced by ChatGPT

This AI editor has become a valuable part of my process. Like any reader, it's not always right. I am careful not to let it trap me into one narrow stylistic lane. But Claude pushes me to iterate and improve faster than I could alone, pointing out where my execution failed to meet the standards of my own taste. "Stop trying to write the ending as a thesis and write it as a scene," it told me while editing a recent post. There's something slightly humiliating about having your efforts rejected by a bot, but I had to admit that its critique was fair. I redrafted the conclusion four times. And then, finally, Claude approved.
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My Tesla Was Driving Itself Perfectly--Until It Crashed

The danger of almost-perfect tech

by Raffi Krikorian

Tue, 17 Mar 2026

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

The smell was strange. Sharp. Chemical. Wrong. The concrete wall was too close. My glasses were gone. One of my kids was standing on the sidewalk next to our car--not crying, just confused.

The seat belt had held. The crumple zone had crumpled. The airbag had fired. Everything designed to protect bodies had done its job. But the car, a Tesla Model X, was totaled.

One Sunday last fall, my kids and I were on a drive we'd done hundreds of times, winding through the residential streets of the Bay Area to drop my son off at his Boy Scouts meeting. The Tesla was in Full Self-Driving mode, driving perfectly--until it wasn't.

What happened next, I've had to piece together. My memory is hazy, and some of it comes from one of my sons, who watched the whole thing unfold from the back seat. The car was making a turn. Something felt off--the steering wheel jerked one way, then the other, and the car decelerated in a way I didn't expect. I turned the wheel to take over. I don't know exactly what the system was doing, or why. I only know that somewhere in those seconds, we ended up colliding with a wall.

You might think I'd have known what to do in this situation. I used to run the self-driving-car division at Uber, trying to build a future in which technology protects us from accidents. I had thought about edge cases, failure modes, the brittleness hiding behind smooth performance. My team trained human drivers on when and how to intervene if a self-driving car made a mistake. In the two years I ran the division, we had no injuries in our early pilot programs.

With my own Tesla, I started out using Full Self-Driving as the default setting only on highways. That's where it makes sense: You have clear lane markers and predictable traffic patterns. Then, one day, I tried it on a local road, and it worked well enough to become a habit.

Despite the accident, we were lucky. I walked away with a stiff neck, a concussion, a few days of headaches, and some memories I can't shake. The kids climbed out unharmed. Still, you could say I was crushed in what the researcher Madeleine Clare Elish calls the moral crumple zone. Some parts of a car are specifically designed to absorb damage in a crash, to protect the people inside. But when complex automated systems fail, Elish argues, it's the human users who take the blame. My car's Full Self-Driving mode logged flawless miles for three years, but when the accident happened, it was my name on the insurance report.

And the car has evidence. While you're at the wheel, it logs your hand position, your reaction time, whether you're keeping your eyes on the road--thousands of data points, processed by the vehicle. After crashes, Tesla has used these data to shift blame onto drivers. Following a fatal collision in Mountain View, California, in 2018, the company released a statement in which it noted that "the vehicle logs show that no action was taken." (Tesla did not respond to a request for comment.)

While Tesla can access these records, it's not so easy for drivers. They can request their data, but some say they've received only fragments--and have had to go to court to get more. When plaintiffs in a Florida wrongful-death case sought key evidence of how one of Tesla's driver-assistance systems had failed, the company said it didn't have the data. The plaintiffs had to hire a hacker, who recovered them from a computer chip in the crashed vehicle. Later, Tesla stated that the data had been sitting on its own servers for years, and that the company failed to locate them by mistake. (A judge did not find "sufficient evidence" to conclude that Tesla had sought to hide the data.)

For now, the legal principle is simple: You're responsible. Though Tesla originally called its technology "Full Self-Driving Capability," the system is officially classified as "Level 2" partial driver automation, which means the human must remain in control at all times. Last year, a judge in California found Tesla's original name "unambiguously false" and misleading to consumers; Tesla now uses "Full Self-Driving (Supervised)." When a Tesla using a version of the technology killed two people in California in 2019, the car's own logs were used to prosecute the driver for failing to prevent the crash--not the company that designed the system. The company was held accountable in a major verdict for the first time only last year, when a jury found Tesla partly liable in the Florida wrongful-death case and awarded $243 million to the plaintiffs.

A similar pattern is emerging everywhere algorithms are asked to work alongside humans: in our inboxes, our search results, our medical charts. These systems are building toward full automation, but they're not there yet. Computers still regularly make mistakes that require human oversight to avoid or fix.

Full Self-Driving works almost all of the time--Tesla's fleet of cars with the technology logs millions of miles between serious incidents, by the company's count. And that's the problem: We are asking humans to supervise systems designed to make supervision feel pointless. A machine that constantly fails keeps you sharp. A machine that works perfectly needs no oversight. But a machine that works almost perfectly? That's where the danger lies. After a few hours of flawless performance, research shows, drivers are prone to start overtrusting self-driving systems. After a month of using adaptive cruise control, drivers were more than six times as likely to look at their phone, according to one study from the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety.

Tesla's description of Full Self-Driving on its website warns, "Do not become complacent," and I didn't think I was. Before my accident, I had my hands on the wheel. But I was driving the way the system had conditioned me to: monitoring instead of steering, trusting the software to make the right call. The familiarity curve bends toward complacency, and the companies building these systems seem to know it. I certainly did. I got lulled anyway.

Psychologists call this the vigilance decrement. Monitoring a nearly perfect system is boring. Boredom leads to mind-wandering. The research is unforgiving: Drivers need five to eight seconds to mentally reengage after an automated driving system gives control back. But emergencies can unfold much faster than that. The driver's physical reaction might be instantaneous--grabbing the wheel, hitting the brake. But the mental part? Rebuilding context, recognizing what's wrong, deciding what to do? That takes time your brain doesn't have.

The driver in the 2018 Mountain View accident had six seconds before his car steered itself into a concrete median. He never touched the wheel. That same year in Tempe, Arizona, sensors in an Uber test vehicle detected a pedestrian nearby with 5.6 seconds of warning. The safety driver looked up and took the wheel with less than a second left. By then, it was just physics.

In my case, I did take action before my accident. But I was asked to snap from passenger back to pilot in a fraction of a second--to override months of conditioning in the time it takes to blink. The logs would show that I turned the wheel. They wouldn't show the impossible math.

I don't know enough about what actually happened during my accident to say that Tesla's technology crashed the car. But the problem is bigger than one company's self-driving system. It's about how we're building every AI system, every algorithm, every tool that asks for our trust and trains us to give it. The pattern is everywhere: Condition people to rely on the system. Erode their vigilance. Then, when something breaks, point to the terms of service and blame them for not paying attention.

My car didn't warn me when it was confused. Chatbots don't, either; they deliver their results in the same confident voice, whether they're right or hallucinating. They perform expertise, even when the sources they cite are dubious or fabricated. They use technical language in an authoritative tone. And we believe them, because why wouldn't we? They've been right so many times before.

Cars train us mile by mile; AI trains us week by week. In week one, you read a chatbot's output carefully. By week three, you're copying and pasting without reading. The errors don't disappear, but your vigilance does. So does your judgment, until one day you realize that you can't remember which ideas in a memo were yours and which were generated by AI. What does it say about us that we've handed over our thinking so willingly?

Read: The people outsourcing their thinking to AI

When my car failed, it was immediate and palpable. With chatbots, the failure is silent and invisible. You find out about it later, if at all--after the email is sent, the decision made, the code shipped. By the time you catch the mistake, it's already out there with your name on it. When the system works, you look efficient. When it fails, your judgment is questioned, sometimes with catastrophic consequences. In 2023, a New York lawyer was sanctioned for citing six cases that didn't exist. ChatGPT had invented them, but he'd trusted it, and the court blamed him, not the tool. Because a chatbot never gets fired.

We're experiencing an uncanny valley of autonomy. Computer systems aren't just almost human; they are almost capable of working on their own. When they fail, someone has to absorb the cost. Right now, that someone is us. But when we pay for a self-driving car or an AI tool, we think we're buying a finished product, not signing up to test a work in progress.

This "almost" phase isn't a brief transition. It's the product--one that will be with us for years, maybe decades. So it's important to notice the patterns. When an AI system never admits uncertainty, or when a car's marketing says "self-driving" but the fine print says "driver responsible," that's a warning sign. When you realize that you haven't really been paying attention for the past 10 miles, or the past 10 auto-composed emails, that's the trap.

Things don't have to be this way, but they won't change unless consumers see the situation clearly and refuse to accept it. We should reject the deal we've been handed--the one where the terms of service become a shield for companies and a sword against users. We should demand that companies share the risk they're enticing us into taking. If they design for complacency, they should get some of the blame when their product fails.

This isn't a utopian goal. In July 2025, the Chinese carmaker BYD announced that it would pay for the damage caused by crashes involving its self-parking feature, sparing the driver's insurance and record. It's only one company, and only one feature, but it proves that accountability is a choice. Other businesses can be persuaded to opt in, too.

My kids were in the back seat when I had my car accident. One day, they'll have their own cars and use AI in ways that I can't even imagine yet. The systems they inherit will be built either to elevate them or to lull them and blame them when things go wrong. I want them to notice when they're being trained. I want them to ask who absorbs the cost, and the damage.



This article appears in the April 2026 print edition with the headline "My Self-Driving Car Crash."
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Doomscrolling Is Over

Now everyone is "monitoring the situation."

by Charlie Warzel

Sat, 14 Mar 2026




From the comfort of my desk, I can see it all. A series of webcam feeds show me the sun setting over Tel Aviv and southern Lebanon. A map of the world, flecked with red dots, indicates that most of Europe and the Middle East are on "high alert." I toggle a button on the map's control panel, and the globe is instantly latticed with the locations of undersea fiber-optic cables. Below the map, a live feed of Bloomberg TV is running with the chyron Oil Extends Rout on Stockpile Talks. I scroll down and am greeted by walls of headlines, grouped into categories such as "World News" and "Intel Feed." A "country instability" meter clocks Iran at 100 percent, while a different widget informs me that the world's "strategic risk overview" remains "stable" at 50, whatever that means.



I am looking at World Monitor, a website that turns any browser into a makeshift situation room, and I love it. Built to look like a cross between a Bloomberg terminal and a big screen at U.S. Strategic Command, the site aims to display as much information about world events as possible in an assortment of real-time feeds. This is information overload presented as intelligence.



World Monitor was built over a single weekend in January by Elie Habib, an engineer based in the United Arab Emirates whose day job is as CEO of Anghami, one of the Middle East's largest music-streaming services. "I wanted to extract the signal from the noise," he told me recently. But what he really built, by his own admission, is a noise machine. Right now, the site pulls in more than 100 different streams of data, including stock prices, prediction markets, satellite movements, weather alerts, major-airport flight data, fire outbreaks, and the operational status of cloud services such as Cloudflare and AWS. The information is all real, but what exactly a person ought to do with it is unclear.



When Habib posted about the project on X, he was shocked by the response. At one point, tens of thousands of people were using the site at the same time; more than 2 million people accessed it in the first 20 days. Habib's inbox filled with requests for new features as well as messages from venture capitalists looking to spin up World Monitor into a full-time business. Via GitHub, where Habib has made the code for World Monitor open-source and accessible to all, developers have made thousands of customized tweaks to the site and have translated it into more than 20 languages.



Obviously, people want immediate information on the conflict in Iran and the geopolitical and economic fallout from the war. But the site's popularity stems from something else too. For the past year or so, extremely online weirdos--news junkies, day traders, social-media addicts, amateur investigators, guys who put up long posts on X about hacking their productivity--have embraced a meme about "monitoring the situation." The phrase originates from a 2025 viral X post showing a jacked, arms-crossed, headset-wearing Jeff Bezos watching a Blue Origin launch: "The masculine urge to monitor the situation," the caption says.



Like most memes, the bulk of situation-monitoring posts are ironic. They poke fun at the self-importance of the phenomenon. ("He's not unemployed, he's monitoring the situation," one representative example reads.) Most of the people who make these posts are offering an enjoyable, winking blend of two perspectives: This is loser behavior and Dudes rock. Suffice it to say, World Monitor has thrilled this cohort, causing its fans to post things such as "BREAKING: you can now turn your laptop into a CIA command center."



But this year, the monitoring jokes have taken on a different valence. The fog of the Trump administration's wars has created an information vacuum that can immediately be filled on social media. Some of the people populating the world's feeds are doing valuable work--the journalists and open-source-intelligence gatherers trying to confirm events and produce original reporting, for example. But they are outnumbered by propagandists, trolls, anxious commentators, war-market gamblers, and clout chasers who, apparently, became experts on the Strait of Hormuz overnight. These people post things such as "Hey babe, wake up, they just dropped a new war monitor." They aren't just monitoring the situation; they're posting constantly about monitoring the situation.

Read: This is what it looks like when nothing matters

People treating war like entertainment seems like a logical extension of X, which has lost some of its real-time-news utility since Elon Musk took over and alienated many of the people who used to post there, and encouraged an army of edgelord users who treat the site like a 4chan board. (And people used to complain about the ludicrous ways that cable-news hosts vamped to fill 24 hours of coverage.) The meme speaks to something much bigger than that, though: Ours is a culture that has developed an insatiable need for instant information on all things at all times. Of course, we all live in saturated information environments, powered by constant connectivity and on-demand-answer services--Google, Wikipedia, chatbots. But I've also come to see all of this as a defense mechanism in an era of real chaos, when overlapping crises and technologies make the world feel unknowable and hyperreal.



The abiding feeling of 2026 is that too many consequential things are happening too fast for most people to follow, let alone understand. The United States invaded Venezuela in the night and captured its leader, Nicolas Maduro, 69 days ago. Renee Good was killed by an ICE agent 66 days ago; Alex Pretti was tackled to the ground in Minneapolis and killed by agents of the state 49 days ago. The last tranche of the Epstein files--millions of pages documenting Jeffrey Epstein's dizzying connections to many of the most famous and powerful people in the world--came out 43 days ago. It's been 22 days since the Supreme Court struck down Donald Trump's tariffs. On February 4, a pseudonymous account believed to belong to an OpenAI employee snarkily commented that "Anthropic has the same level of name recognition among superbowl viewers as literally fictional companies." Now the company is embroiled in a massive fight with the Pentagon; its CEO is on the cover of a forthcoming issue of Time. Yet most of these events have been pushed aside to make space for a war in Iran that the administration has hardly attempted to justify.



This is partly a consequence of our information ecosystem, which continues to evolve; more information is being created on more feeds, and through new products such as chatbots. Also, Trump's reckless and erratic presidency has made reality move at online speeds. In the words of my colleague David A. Graham, the 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." The absurdity, the lack of pretense, and the senselessness all feel appropriate to the current age; as the writer John Ganz recently wrote, the war with Iran is "the first war that feels like it's been launched by A.I: It's all been done on a level less than thought."



Monitoring is a reasonable response to all of this: It seems to offer a sense of agency. "They feel in control," Habib told me when I asked why he thinks people like World Monitor. "They see everything happening in front of them, and it's like, you know, watching a Bruce Willis movie."



Yet this response to information overload is warping in its own way: People demand new news and commentary every time they refresh a feed. Taking even a short break can be disorienting when you attempt to rejoin a discourse that feels ever more self-referential and intense. Arguably, the best example of this dynamic is the Trump administration itself: Earlier this week, the official White House account on X published a video superimposing footage of the military bombing targets in Iran onto the 2006 Nintendo game Wii Sports. The account publishes stuff like this all of the time--and that's exactly the point. The content outrages some people and delights others; publishing more of it advances the meta discourse that's been layered on top of the actual news, drawing attention from the unfolding conflict itself. Because in reality, your attention can catch on only so much.

Read: Believe your eyes

This kind of thing is happening everywhere, constantly. If you're not on World Monitor, you may be in a social feed, or in multiple social feeds, or trying to figure out which articles to tap into on a cluttered front page, or which newsletters to open in your inbox, or which podcasts to listen to at 1.3-times speed so that you can get to the good parts. The effect is not necessarily that you feel more informed; if you're anything like me, you probably feel alienated, if not worse. Those who have chosen to try to keep up with the news cycle in 2026 are awareing themselves to death, as the writer Geoff George put it.



The situation brings to mind yet another grotesque online phenomenon: "gooning." For the blessedly unaware, gooning is when maladjusted young men consume immense, overstimulating amounts of pornography and masturbate for hours on end to reach some kind of transcendent release. The comparison may sound absurd, but, as Daniel Kolitz wrote in a recent Harper's article about the subculture, it mirrors the hyper-online monitoring behavior that I've been describing:



What are these gooners actually doing? Wasting hours each day consuming short-form video content. Chasing intensities of sensation across platforms. Parasocially fixating on microcelebrities who want their money. Broadcasting their love for those microcelebrities in public forums. Conducting bizarre self-experiments because someone on the internet told them to. In general, abjuring connective, other-directed pleasures for the comfort of staring at screens alone. Does any of this sound familiar?




The internet now implores us to binge as a default behavior: to watch whole seasons of TV at a time, to watch every football game simultaneously in quad-box fashion. We're prompted to keep talking to the chatbot for answers or companionship; to let the AI agent accomplish task after task until we have built a website in an hour; to obsess in relentless, completist fandoms or go down rabbit holes. Total bombardment is partly a surrender to the internet and its logic and algorithms--a kind of attentional death in which a person is no longer overwhelmed because they have given up. You could also see it as an attempt to hold their footing as the zone floods with shit. Because everything is happening too much, too fast. More.



There is a cost to all of this--a flattening of every event, feeling, and piece of art, commerce, joy, and suffering into the same atomic unit of attention, all of them easily replaced by what comes next. The worst, most shameless people in the world already understand this and use that cold logic to their advantage. You do not need to justify a war if you believe that, ultimately, people will lose interest in it and move on to the next outrage.



I have suggested in the past that our information ecosystem is broken. But I now suspect that's wrong: This is how it is meant to work. These online products sustain themselves by making us dependent on the content that makes us feel powerless and miserable. Where does this all lead? To further exploitation? To some kind of informational oblivion? Or will there be a breaking point, a moment when the addled masses reject the logic and speed of our information environment? I can't say--but I'm monitoring the situation.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/03/world-monitor-situation-meme/686389/?utm_source=feed
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Well, That's One Way to Sell Americans on Electric Cars

The U.S. has been wary of EVs. As the cost of gas soars, we're now paying the price.

by Tim Levin

Fri, 13 Mar 2026




In a TikTok video posted earlier this week, a Chihuahua claps its paws and dances to disco in front of a Tesla. "EV owners seeing gas prices go up, and not having to pay it," the caption reads. In another, a clip of the comedian Zach Galifianakis laughing hysterically is superimposed over a gas-price sign. Across social media, Americans who drive electric vehicles can't help but gloat. Who's laughing now?



Indeed, a car that doesn't require gas sure does sound appealing right now. As the Iran crisis continues to choke the global supply of oil, gas prices are rising higher and higher. Americans are now paying an average of $3.63 a gallon at the pump, according to AAA--up from $2.94 just a month ago. Four bucks may be right around the corner, and elevated prices could linger for months. Already, ride-share drivers are getting pickier about the trips they accept and driving longer hours to offset the extra costs. Commuters are hunting for the best deals on services such as GasBuddy--which has seen its daily active users more than double in a week and a half. At one Chevron in downtown Los Angeles, people are stopping just to take photos of the electronic sign displaying a price of $8.38 per gallon.



America could have entered this fiasco with a better hand. The current spike in gas prices--and whatever comes next--could have been much more manageable if more people had electric vehicles in their driveway. Yet relatively few Americans are currently in the position to recharge instead of refuel (regardless of whether they're rubbing it in with Chihuahua memes). In the United States, sales of electric vehicles have risen considerably over the years, but adoption lags behind the rest of the world. Just under 8 percent of new cars sold last year in the U.S. were electric, compared with a fifth in Europe and a third in China. Now America is quite literally paying the price for sticking with gas.

Read: The American car industry can't go on like this

Some of the skepticism toward EVs is understandable: They generally cost more than conventional cars, plus there's that unfamiliar business of charging. A road trip in an EV requires more planning than simply stopping at the nearest gas station when the low-fuel light starts blinking. On top of that, low gas prices have made it easy for less climate-conscious buyers to adopt an attitude of why bother?



As much as Americans love giant SUVs and V8-engine-powered pickup trucks, ballooning gas prices have historically pushed car buyers to seek out more efficient options. In 2008, when prices hit $3.50 a gallon, tiny fuel savers such as the Honda Fit and Smart ForTwo had a moment. In 2012, when the national average closed in on four bucks, the Toyota Prius smashed sales records. The last time we had major sticker shock at the pump (after Russia invaded Ukraine in 2022), the modern-EV market was only just starting to take off--with Ford, Hyundai, Kia, and others jumping in to compete with Tesla.



The bigger problem is that the Trump administration and the Republican-controlled Congress have spent the past year devising new and creative ways to keep the country hooked on internal combustion. As part of the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, Congress killed the $7,500 EV tax credit, a carrot to encourage Americans to go green. (After the tax credit expired at the end of September, the all-electric share of car sales dropped by about half and has struggled to recover.) Regulations pushing car companies to sell cleaner vehicles, including more battery-powered ones, have also disappeared. Freed from regulations, and facing a milder appetite for EVs, automakers have seized the opportunity to backtrack. Many are canceling or delaying EV models while doubling down on gas-guzzlers. This week, Honda was the latest to join the trend, announcing that it would axe three upcoming EVs before production had even begun.



It's not hard to imagine how different things could be right now without all the policy whiplash. Perhaps many more Americans would not have to anxiously check gas prices whenever they pass a Shell or BP. The math is undeniable: If you charge at home, driving a typical electric car 100 miles costs about $5, based on the latest available residential-electricity rates from the U.S. Energy Information Administration. (Plugging in at public chargers is a lot more expensive.) To match that in a fully gas-powered car at today's gas prices, you would need to find one that gets 70 miles to the gallon. They don't exist.

Read: The backlash against car prices is here

If the high prices stick around or climb even higher, that could certainly nudge more car buyers toward going electric. The car-buying site Edmunds says that it's already seen a "slight uptick" in shoppers considering hybrids and EVs. "More shoppers could begin weighing fuel economy and electrification more seriously as they plan their next purchase," Jessica Caldwell, the firm's head of insights, wrote this week. Even as the Trump administration hampers EVs and the auto industry shifts its focus, electric cars are becoming better gas replacements than ever before. Many new EVs now come with battery ranges that exceed 300 miles, and the charging infrastructure is finally catching up. With new options like the roughly $30,000 Nissan Leaf and a flood of lightly used EVs hitting dealerships, there are lots of deals to be found. A host of new and impressive models are on track to land in 2026 (assuming they don't all get prematurely yanked from the market, that is).



President Trump may not be a fan of electric cars, but the Iran fuel shock could become its own kind of stimulus for EVs. If things get really bad, car companies may even regret back-burnering the exact kind of vehicles that Americans start to crave. Will pain at the pump override everything Trump has done to derail EVs, and launch this technology into a golden age? Probably not. If fuel costs were the whole ball game, then EVs would already dominate, and giant pickups would be going extinct. Hesitancy around EVs runs deep, and not everyone can charge at home, where they can register the biggest savings.



But the higher prices go, and the longer they stay that way, the greater the chance that more Americans will do the math and decide that they are done paying for gas once and for all. If enough drivers go that route, the next oil crisis might just sting a little less.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/03/electric-vehicles-gas-prices-iran/686377/?utm_source=feed
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Inside the Dirty, Dystopian World of AI Data Centers

The race to power AI is already remaking the physical world.

by Matteo Wong

Fri, 13 Mar 2026


Three Mile Island's cooling towers have until recently served as grave markers for America's nuclear-power industry.



As we drove through southwest Memphis, KeShaun Pearson told me to keep my window down--our destination was best tasted, not viewed. Along the way, we passed an abandoned coal plant to our right, then an active power plant to our left, equipped with enormous natural-gas turbines. Pearson, who directs the nonprofit Memphis Community Against Pollution, was bringing me to his hometown's latest industrial megaproject.

Already, the air smelled of soot, gasoline, and asphalt. Then I felt a tickle sliding up my nostrils and down into my throat, like I was getting a cold. As we approached, I heard the rumble of cranes and trucks, and then from behind a patch of trees emerged a forest of electrical towers. Finally, I saw it--a white-walled hangar, bigger than a dozen football fields, where Elon Musk intends to build a god.

This is Colossus: a data center that Musk's artificial-intelligence company, xAI, is using as a training ground for Grok, one of the world's most advanced generative-AI models. Training these models takes a staggering amount of energy; if run at full strength for a year, Colossus would use as much electricity as 200,000 American homes. When fully operational, Musk has written on X, this facility and two other xAI data centers nearby will require nearly two gigawatts of power. Annually, those facilities could consume roughly twice as much electricity as the city of Seattle.

To get Colossus up and running fast, xAI built its own power plant, setting up as many as 35 natural-gas turbines--railcar-size engines that can be major sources of smog--according to imagery obtained by the Southern Environmental Law Center. Pearson coughed as we drove by the facility. The scratch in my throat worsened, and I rolled up my window.

xAI's rivals are all building similarly large data centers to develop their most powerful generative-AI models; a metropolis's worth of electricity will surge through facilities that occupy a few city blocks. These companies have primarily made their chatbots "smarter" not by writing niftier code but by making them bigger: ramming more data through more powerful computer chips that use more electricity. OpenAI has announced plans for facilities requiring more than 30 gigawatts of power in total--more than the largest recorded demand for all of New England. Since ChatGPT's launch, in November 2022, the capital expenditures of Amazon, Microsoft, Meta, and Google have exceeded $600 billion, and much of that spending has gone toward data centers--more, even after adjusting for inflation, than the government spent to build the entire interstate-highway system. "These are the largest single points of consumption of electricity in history," Jesse Jenkins, a climate modeler at Princeton, told me.

Even conservative analyses forecast that the tech industry will drop the equivalent of roughly 40 Seattles onto America's grid within a decade; aggressive scenarios predict more than 60 in half that time. According to Siddharth Singh, an energy-investment analyst at the International Energy Agency, by 2030, U.S. data centers will consume more electricity than all of the country's heavy industries--more than the cement, steel, chemical, car, and other industrial facilities put together. Roughly half of that demand will come from data centers equipped for the particular needs of generative AI--programs, such as ChatGPT, that can produce text and images, solve complex math problems, and perhaps one day inform scientific discoveries.


Colossus, Elon Musk's data center in Memphis, can consume as much electricity over the course of a year as 200,000 American homes. (Landon Speers for The Atlantic)



To power AI, energy and tech companies are turning to fossil fuels, which they regard as more reliable and readily available than wind, solar, or nuclear. Asked where the energy for data centers should come from, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman has repeatedly said, "Short-term: natural gas." (OpenAI and The Atlantic have a corporate partnership.) A Louisiana utility plans to build three natural-gas plants for a Meta data center that, upon completion, will be among the largest in this hemisphere. The lifespans of coal plants, too, are being extended to power new data centers. And the IEA estimates that data-center emissions could more than double by 2030--becoming one of the fastest-growing sources of greenhouse gases in the world.

The optimist's case is that, by then, advanced nuclear reactors will have obviated many of the new fossil-fuel plants, and AI tools will have invented technologies that can solve the climate crisis. That may well happen. But today, "the market has converged on Add gas now, and then add nuclear later," Jenkins said. In other words, if natural-gas turbines seem to offer the most expedient path to an AI-enhanced future, then clean air may have to wait.

A data center is a planet of contradictions: heat without motion, shelter without bodies, light without sky. "The lifeblood of the internet is essentially flowing through these sites," Jon Lin, the chief business officer at Equinix, one of the world's largest data-center companies, told me in an Equinix facility in Loudoun County, Virginia. Behind Lin, someone in a green hoodie fiddled with computer chips shelved in a row of humming, refrigerator-size cabinets on the data-center floor. There were no windows, to keep the facility secure and to guard against the sun's heat. As we walked along a corridor of cabinets, motion-activated lights illuminated the way. Farther ahead, only faint blue lights and blinking computer equipment pierced the darkness.

Ever since the first data centers were built, in the mid-20th century, their purpose has remained constant: pack computer equipment close together to store and send information as efficiently as possible. But their scale has grown dramatically. The original data centers were simply large rooms housing mainframe computers. With the rise of the internet, in the 1990s, backroom computers gave way to entire buildings, such as the one Lin and I stood in--facilities that enable us to stream movies, trade stocks, store medical records, manage supply chains, and make military decisions. Now the AI race is requiring vastly greater computing power, which has led to even bigger data centers, ones filled with computer chips that are much hungrier and run much hotter.

Read: The lifeblood of the AI boom

In a traditional data center, the cabinets are cooled by industrial fans--as we walked through the Equinix facility, I felt a constant breeze on my cheek--and rooftop cooling towers eventually expel the heat. The cabinets in a generative-AI data center use dozens of times more electricity. Lin showed me a row of AI-specialized cabinets used by Block, the firm that owns Square and Cash App, which radiated enough heat to make me break a sweat; to cool them, water runs into special metal plates that sit atop the chips inside the cabinets. AI data centers are filled with similar equipment, and cooling thousands of cabinets can require a lot of water. Public records from the Memphis water utility, for instance, show that the address for Colossus used more than 11 million gallons in September alone, as much as 150 homes use in an entire year. When a data center's cooling equipment malfunctions, spiraling heat combined with humid air has yielded that rarest of meteorological events: indoor rain.

Placing servers in the same or neighboring buildings allows them to exchange information seamlessly and quickly, and Loudoun County has the highest concentration of data centers in the world, with 199 already operating and another 30 or so on the way. According to one report, 13 percent of global data-center capacity is squeezed into the county's 520 square miles. One particularly dense stretch is called "Data Center Alley."


Cabinets of computer chips at a data center in Loudoun County, Virginia (Landon Speers for The Atlantic)



Northern Virginia offers a glimpse into what the AI rush may bring to the rest of the nation. Loudoun is running out of space, but new data-center hubs are popping up in Phoenix, Atlanta, and Dallas. Amazon and Meta are building AI data centers in Indiana and Louisiana, respectively, that will each require more than two gigawatts of electricity, dozens of times more than standard facilities. OpenAI has proposed that the U.S. establish "AI Economic Zones": little Loudouns everywhere.

As I drove into Data Center Alley with Julie Bolthouse, the director of land use at the Piedmont Environmental Council, she explained how to distinguish data centers from warehouses: cooling towers on the roof, dozens of backup diesel generators to one side, no windows (or false ones, decorative glass panels backed by a wall of concrete). There didn't seem to be any warehouses, though, and I gave up counting data centers within minutes, unable to tell where one facility ended and the next one began. Bolthouse helps run a coalition aiming to slow data-center development throughout Virginia, but in Loudoun, it is too late. So many data centers are under construction just north of Dulles International Airport that hills of freshly dug dirt loom over roads and orange dust tints the air. Should Musk successfully colonize Mars, the early stages of terraforming might look like this.

The architect of this labyrinth is Buddy Rizer, Loudoun's longtime executive director of economic development. Rizer has courted data centers with regulatory and state tax incentives, and when we met in his office, he told me that since 2009, at least one has been under construction at any given time. Data centers are typically operated by only a few dozen staff members, but building them has produced a steady source of employment. They also provide nearly 40 percent of the county's budget, helping to pay for police, schools, and parks for a population that has grown steadily since 2010.

Within a 1.5-mile radius of us, Rizer said, were 12 substations: small jungles of metal poles and wiring that convert high-voltage electricity into a form you'd use to charge your iPhone or, in this case, run a data center. All around us were towering utility poles strung with high-voltage transmission lines that carry raw electricity from power plants to those substations; they hang over Loudoun like a canopy, or a cobweb. Follow any one cable far enough, and you're likely to reach a data center.

For years to come, the AI race is projected to be the main force driving roughly 2 percent annual growth in U.S. electricity demand, which has been stagnant for nearly two decades. Nationally, this is not a crisis; regionally, it may be. Dominion Energy, the major electrical utility in Virginia, predicts growth of 5.5 percent each year, with overall electricity demand doubling by 2039. Aaron Ruby, a spokesperson for Dominion, told me that the company is preparing to meet that surge, though he was frank about the challenge: "We are experiencing the largest growth in power demand since the years following World War II." By the end of the decade, training the industry's most powerful AI model could require as much electricity as millions of American homes.

In China, hundreds of data centers have been announced since 2023, and additional facilities are planned for beneath the ocean and in the desert. China's biggest advantage in the AI race is not the talent of its software engineers or the quantity of its data centers, but its abundance of energy: In 2024, the nation produced nearly as much electricity as the U.S., Europe, and India combined.

President Trump has declared that the nation is in an "energy emergency," and been vocal about the need to build more power plants for the U.S. to win the AI race. A senior executive at OpenAI told me that the U.S. needs to activate every resource at its disposal--solar panels, natural-gas turbines, nuclear reactors. And Anthropic, OpenAI's top rival, published a report arguing that the U.S. should streamline permitting for data centers and power plants in order to keep pace with China.

But an internet-driven energy crisis has failed to materialize before: As fiber-optic cables were being laid in Loudoun in the 1990s, energy companies built more coal- and gas-fired plants. "Dig More Coal--The PCs Are Coming," read a 1999 Forbes headline. When the demand didn't arrive, the nation was left with a glut of gas plants and multiple bankrupt energy companies.

The generative-AI boom, too, could prove to be a bubble. The technology remains extraordinarily expensive, largely because of the cost of advanced computer chips, and no AI firm has presented a convincing business model. One path to profitability might be more efficient algorithms--which would preclude the need for the new natural-gas plants. And if AI doesn't turn out to be as transformative a technology as experts predict, swaths of data centers could be left unused or unfinished--ruins from a future that never came to pass.

Either way, the rush to power data centers as fast as possible has already pushed the U.S. to expand its reliance on fossil fuels.

Behind her one-story brick home in southwest Memphis, Sarah Gladney grows tomatoes, and when the vines wilted early last summer, she had a suspect in mind. "When the wind comes up early in the morning, I can smell it," Gladney told me, nodding in the direction of Colossus. One of her neighbors, Marilyn Gooch, told me the data center's turbines have made her uncertain about whether she should let her grandchildren visit.

Their neighborhood, Boxtown, is named for the railway boxcars that formerly enslaved people used to build homes, and is still almost entirely Black. Virtually every heavy industry has set up nearby--a wastewater facility, an oil refinery, a coal-fired power plant. Colossus itself, which is next to a steel mill and a trucking and rail yard, occupies the hull of an old oven factory. Life expectancy in and around Boxtown is more than five years below the national average, and the cancer risk in southwest Memphis is four times higher. What KeShaun Pearson and I smelled may not have been Colossus itself; xAI had chosen an area so besieged by heavy industry that any exhaust from the facility's turbines would mix in with a pervasive smog.


In Boxtown, a neighborhood in southwest Memphis, many residents and elected officials were unaware that Colossus was being built until the project was well under way. (Landon Speers for The Atlantic)



Colossus was built so quickly that many Boxtown residents and elected officials didn't know what was happening until the project was well under way. Construction began in May 2024, and the project was announced the following month. Gladney, Pearson, and his younger brother Justin--who represents the district in the Tennessee General Assembly--found out about the project that day in June. By Labor Day weekend, less than three months after the press conference, Colossus was up and running.

The company installed its own gas turbines because that was faster than waiting on the local grid, and argued that it did not need a permit to do so because the turbines would operate for less than a year, a claim that the Southern Environmental Law Center, representing the NAACP, contested in a letter threatening to sue the company. (xAI has since received a permit for 15 turbines, and is reportedly operating 12.) Meanwhile, residents report that they have had respiratory issues flare up since xAI moved in.

Last June, when an analysis commissioned by the city of Memphis found "no dangerous levels" of pollutants in Boxtown and at two other test locations, the SELC criticized the study's methods. Using satellite data, researchers at the University of Tennessee at Knoxville found that levels of nitrogen dioxide--which causes smog and is associated with asthma and other respiratory problems--near Colossus have been substantially elevated since its public announcement. (xAI says on its website that it will install technology to reduce the pollution from its turbines. The company, the Shelby County Health Department, and the Memphis mayor's office did not respond to a list of questions about Colossus's environmental impacts and xAI's presence in Memphis; the Greater Memphis Chamber of Commerce declined to comment.)

Fossil fuels have become the default for data centers around the country. OpenAI's first Stargate data center, in Texas, also has its own gas-fired power plant. Chevron and Exxon are angling to hook natural-gas facilities directly into data centers, and the world's three major manufacturers of natural-gas turbines all advertise their products as convenient energy sources for data centers. Michael Eugenis, the director of resource planning at Arizona Public Service, the state's largest utility, told me that because of the demand from data centers, the company is adding more fossil-fuel capacity than it otherwise would have; natural gas will help power Microsoft, Amazon, and Oracle data centers, too.


Transmission lines, like these in Memphis, carry electricity throughout the grid--including to data centers. (Landon Speers for The Atlantic)



In early 2025, a company affiliated with xAI purchased a former warehouse and nearly 200 acres south of Colossus to set up another data center, Colossus II. On a weekday afternoon, the road near the site was dense with traffic--not dump trucks and forklifts, but sedans lining up outside the adjacent public school for pickup. An xAI affiliate bought a retired Duke Energy plant about a mile away in Mississippi that is likely to power this facility, and filed an application to operate 41 natural-gas turbines on the site. Those turbines could emit more carbon dioxide annually than the city of San Jose.

On an island in the Susquehanna River, just south of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, I saw another way to power the AI boom. Above me loomed four beige hourglass-shaped structures, each some 365 feet tall: the cooling towers for Three Mile Island, the site of the worst nuclear disaster in American history. On March 28, 1979, the facility was only a few years old, and nuclear-energy reactors were being built across the country. But a series of mechanical and human errors caused the core of one of the reactors, Unit Two, to rapidly overheat and leak radioactive material. The effects on human health and the environment were negligible, but together with the catastrophe at Chernobyl seven years later, the partial meltdown turned public sentiment strongly against nuclear power.

Three Mile Island's Unit One went undamaged and continued operating, after a brief pause, until 2019. By then natural gas was too cheap, the regulatory environment was too unfriendly, and the losses--hundreds of millions of dollars--were too great for Constellation Energy, which owns Unit One, to keep the plant running.

From the March 2023 issue: Jonathan Rauch on the real obstacle to nuclear power

Nobody has ever resuscitated a fully shut-down U.S. nuclear-power plant, but in fall 2024, Constellation announced plans to do just that. Microsoft had agreed to purchase electricity from Unit One to power its data centers over the next two decades, a guarantee allowing Constellation to spend the $1.6 billion needed to restart the plant. It was the ultimate bellwether of the AI age: Experts have long argued that we need clean nuclear power to reduce the grid's existing carbon footprint. Instead, Three Mile Island will help offset a new source of emissions from a single company.

Constellation is now reversing the steps it took to decommission the reactor: renewing its license, restoring equipment, retraining personnel. Dave Marcheskie, a community-relations manager, explained this to me in a conference room overlooking the nuclear core, which is housed in a building that resembles a large grain silo. Behind him, a clock counted down the time to launch: 650 days, zero hours, 42 minutes, and one second.

As the need for carbon-free electricity grows more urgent, Americans are having to reckon with nuclear energy again, and the AI boom has provided the industry with wealthy backers and an army of tech cheerleaders. Meta and Amazon are buying electricity from large nuclear-power plants, and nearly every major data-center company is investing in experimental nuclear technologies--especially small modular reactors, which in theory will make fission cheaper and easier to deploy.

Read: A new reckoning for nuclear energy

Nuclear energy has its downsides, of course. The waste is radioactive and must be stored almost indefinitely, and the meltdown at Japan's Fukushima plant in 2011 was a reminder of how spectacularly dangerous nuclear reactors can be. But the dangers posed by the burning of fossil fuels are far more imminent.

At Three Mile Island, Marcheskie led me down a hall and into the actual power plant. Pipes, tubes, and hulking machines lined the floor and ceiling; a trefoil sign warned that a large tank potentially contained radioactive materials. The elevator was broken, so we walked a few stories up to the stadium-size room from which all of Three Mile Island's electricity will flow. Scaffolding and shipping containers were scattered around a row of pistachio-green semi-cylinders. Once the plant restarts, uranium atoms ripped apart in the adjacent core will generate immense amounts of heat, vaporizing water into steam that will spin blades inside those cylinders 1,800 times a minute, which will in turn produce hundreds of megawatts of electricity.

This will be orchestrated from a nearby control room, where hundreds of lights and switches line muted-green walls. The shift manager, Bill Price, explained that one half of the main panel controls the nuclear core, while the other half controls the turbines. In the middle is the most important control of all: a red button that shuts down the reactor, and above it an identical button that serves as a backup. In the event of an emergency, Price said, you'd press both. I put a finger on each button and pushed.


The original control room at Three Mile Island Unit One will become operational again when the reactor restarts. (Landon Speers for The Atlantic)



A small amount of the electricity generated here will support the plant itself. Microsoft is buying the remainder through a power-purchase agreement, a mechanism companies use to buy carbon-free electricity to match whatever their facilities draw from the grid. Power generated at Three Mile Island will help offset the energy used by data centers in Virginia and Illinois; Microsoft says it purchases enough clean energy to match all of its electricity consumption, as do Google, Amazon, and Meta. These companies are also investing in hydropower, geothermal plants, and solar panels; Google is exploring building a data center in space, to enable cloud-free access to the sun.

Read: For now, there's only one good way to power AI

Still, tech firms insist that nuclear and other clean technologies cannot be deployed quickly enough to meet their needs. President Trump has signed an executive order to accelerate permitting for natural-gas and coal-fired plants to support data centers. Yet China's energy advantage in the AI race comes from nuclear reactors and solar panels, not coal and oil; the country is building nearly two-thirds of the world's new solar and wind capacity.

The U.S. could still catch up, thanks to private investments by the likes of Google and Microsoft. A majority of planned electricity generation in the U.S. will be carbon-free, and running data centers on renewables can be done, Jenkins, the Princeton climate modeler, told me. Meanwhile, natural-gas turbines are so far back-ordered that acquiring one in the next few years will be virtually impossible.

For now, using existing power sources more wisely, rather than building new ones, may be all the AI industry needs. Electrical grids are designed for periods of peak demand--cooling on summer afternoons, heating on winter mornings--but mostly they run well below maximum capacity. Researchers at Duke University have shown that if data centers reduced their electricity consumption during some of those peaks, it would free up enough electricity to accommodate the country's planned data centers for years. Google and xAI have already entered agreements to do so.

That strategy would allow tech companies to continue building more data centers without waiting for utilities to expand the grid. And time, not dollars or electrons, is the AI industry's primary currency. Google, Microsoft, and their competitors can afford to spend historic sums without near-term financial returns, but they cannot afford to slip behind one another.

Time is also the biggest problem for Microsoft's deal with Three Mile Island, which is taking years to restart. As we left the facility, Marcheskie led me south, past the beige towers and through a fog that had settled over the river. At one point we passed a cluster of concrete barrels that had escaped my attention on the drive up. Marcheskie told me that they contained all of the nuclear waste from Unit One's 45 years of operation. Perhaps one day such casks will also line the perimeters of Colossus and Stargate.

AI may well overhaul how humans think and work, but it's also pushing us toward another inflection point. We can unlock the promises of this technology by doubling down on the energy systems of the past, or we can seize the opportunity to push the grid into a carbon-free future. To get there, an industry that likes to move at warp speed will have to develop a quality it severely lacks: patience.



This article appears in the April 2026 print edition with the headline "Insatiable."
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Even Silicon Valley Says That AI Is a Bubble

An AI crash could bring down the economy. Some in the tech world think that's the price of progress.

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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How the Conflict in Iran Is Impacting the Global Energy Market

Panelists on <em>Washington Week With The Atlantic</em> joined to discuss rising oil price, potential shortages, and more.

by The Editors

Sat, 14 Mar 2026




The conflict in Iran has begun to impact the global energy market. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss rising oil prices, potential shortages, and more.

As the U.S. and Israel's war with Iran continues, oil shortages will likely result in rising prices, Steve Inskeep, the host of NPR's Morning Edition, explained last night. Americans tend to "support their country in times of urgency and war, and I'm sure that Americans would put up with a degree of sacrifice," Inskeep continued. "But nobody has asked them to do so." The president "has yet to address the nation in a formal way," Inskeep argued--and, as a result, "the public is being asked to pay a higher and higher price, and they were not given a reason" for why the U.S. is at war.

Joining guest moderator Vivian Salama, a staff writer at The Atlantic, to discuss this and more: Inskeep; Nancy A. Youseff, a staff writer at The Atlantic; Mark Mazzetti, a Washington correspondent at The New York Times; and Felicia Schwartz, a diplomatic correspondent for Politico.

Watch the full episode here.
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There's Only One Reason to Cold Plunge

The practice has its benefits. Just not the ones wellness influencers are loudest about.

by Bill Gifford

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




Cold-water bathing has a long history as a health hack. The ancient Greeks and Romans partook to treat fevers. Eighteenth-century mental institutions employed a tactic called the bain de surprise, suddenly dunking their patients in cold water to jolt them out of their depression or psychosis. (Some doctors aimed to wet only the head to cure "hot brain.") Last year, Mehmet Oz, the celebrity doctor who is now the head of Medicaid and Medicare, posted an Instagram video of himself in a one-man ice bath, promoting it as a possible boon for immunity and longevity. "Maybe you affect how the mitochondria work," he says, before dunking his head into the bath and then flipping his hair as "Careless Whisper" plays in the background.

Maybe. Certainly the plunge has a bit of logic behind it. Cold exposure dampens inflammation, which can contribute to a person's risk of heart disease and cancer. In nature, some very long-lived animals, such as the bowhead whale (lifespan: about 200 years) and the Greenland shark (500 years) basically cold plunge for their entire life. In fact, cold water does seem to provide some benefits for humans as well--just not the ones that Oz and other wellness enthusiasts most loudly promote.

Cold-plunge partisans claim, for instance, that cold exposure activates "brown fat," a special type of fat tissue that burns energy to generate heat. Activating this fat is said to convey almost-magical health benefits, reducing the risk of diabetes and other chronic diseases. Casey Means, President Trump's pick to be surgeon general, pointed to brown fat when explaining to her followers why she's come to "LOVE cold plunges" in a 2024 Instagram post. Unfortunately, most adults typically have only a few grams of brown fat, so any beneficial effect from activating it is likely quite small. Even a study of Wim Hof, the Dutch health guru nicknamed "The Iceman" who helped popularize ice bathing, proved disappointing: Using fMRI and other imaging techniques, researchers found that his brown-fat activation after a session of his Wim Hof Method (breathing exercises plus extended cold plunging) was "unremarkable." (In an email to The Atlantic, Hof acknowledged that brown fat is not primarily responsible for warming the body in cold environments, but said that his breathing techniques support muscular activity that functions as a "physiological radiator." He did not elaborate on the health effects of said muscular activity or cold plunging more generally.)

Read: How cold can a living body get?

Cold plunging has also been touted as a workout-recovery tactic. It took off after Paula Radcliffe, once the fastest women's marathoner of all time, told BBC Sport in 2002 that post-race ice baths were her secret weapon. Michael Phelps and LeBron James have carried the torch, and photos of pained athletes sitting in icy tubs have become a social-media staple, spreading the practice to the common gym goer. Last month, Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. posted a workout video (co-starring Kid Rock) in which he does push-ups and rides an exercise bike in a sauna, then does a cold plunge in his jeans. (HHS did not return a request for comment.) Although a handful of studies suggest that cold-water immersion may help reduce feelings of muscle soreness after exercise, it also seems capable of limiting your gains. Some studies have shown that cold-water immersion immediately after resistance exercise reduces gains in muscle size and strength. One 2015 study found that cold plunging after resistance training reduced muscle growth by 20 percent.

Cold plunging has grown so popular that it seems to be almost mandatory at many North American sauna establishments. In some, guides wield timers and even whistles to ensure that patrons realize the full health benefits of "contrast therapy," moving from a hot sauna to an icy-cold plunge and back again. But research suggests that the hot part of contrast therapy may be more helpful for muscle health and exercise gains, and that intermittent cold plunging may even neuter those benefits. For example, the cardiovascular and cellular benefits of heat adaptation typically take place when the core body temperature reaches about 101.3 degrees Fahrenheit. But many contrast-therapy regimens march their adherents into a cold plunge immediately after the hot sauna, which pulls their core temperature down before it can rise to the sweet spot. The current trend in the NBA, for instance, is to toggle between 15-minute infrared-sauna sessions and three frigid minutes of plunge.

In fact, recent research suggests that heat alone is a better exercise-recovery tool than ice or cold water. A 2017 clinical trial had volunteers perform an hour of "exhaustive" arm-cycling intervals (think stationary bikes but with handheld cranks instead of pedals). They recovered far better from this ordeal when their arms were warmed rather than cooled. In yet another study, researchers found that cold-water immersion did nothing for subjects with laboratory-induced muscle damage, whereas warm water speeded healing and reduced soreness. Perhaps that's because warm water (or a warm sauna) opens blood vessels, increasing blood flow to the tired or injured muscles. It also activates heat-shock proteins, which repair damaged cells. Cold water, however, does the opposite--constricting blood flow, blunting repair mechanisms, and making muscles and connective tissue less elastic.

Read: How did healing ourselves get so exhausting?

Even the doctor who popularized the RICE injury-recovery protocol in the 1970s--rest, ice, compression, and elevation--has recanted the "ice" part, after it became clear that inhibiting inflammation can also inhibit healing. In the 2010s, researchers found that transient inflammation created by exercise (and other short-term stressors) acts as a signaling mechanism that helps marshal the body's own healing response, while also spurring the strength and endurance improvements brought on by exercise.

Still, many if not most of the published studies on cold plunging, including those that undermine its hype, are quite small, with 20 subjects or fewer, the large majority of whom were healthy, fit young men likely volunteering for studies at universities they attended. Relatively few subjects were female, or old enough to be president. These studies also tended to be short-term, sometimes involving only a single ice bath or hot-water-immersion session. And for obvious reasons, carrying out a truly blind study of cold (or heat) exposure is impossible.

The popularity of cold plunging may come down to the simple truth that it makes some adherents feel good. In the only truly large-scale cold-water study, done in the Netherlands, researchers told more than 3,000 people to take cold showers. They ranged in age from 18 to 65, and they were randomized to end their usual daily shower with 30, 60, or 90 seconds of cold water for a month. The study wasn't designed to measure brown-fat activation or muscle recovery, but it did reveal that the cold showerers missed about 30 percent fewer workdays than a control group who took only hot showers every day. Both groups reported the same number of total illness days--but for whatever reason, the cold showerers seemed more motivated to go into work.

The amazing thing about this study, however, was that many of the subjects voluntarily continued with the cold showers after the initial 30-day study period expired--although they, presumably, were no longer being compensated for participating in the study. This may speak to why some people swear by cold plunges and showers with an almost-religious fervor. They get hooked.

"That sudden fall in skin temperature releases quite a lot of stress hormones, and ends up releasing serotonin. So you get a feel-good factor," Mike Tipton, a professor of extreme physiology at the University of Portsmouth who has studied cold-water immersion for decades, told me. "It's the thing that makes you feel alive." Perhaps the most consistent reported benefit of cold-water exposure is its effect on mood and mental health. People do it because, for some reason, it makes them feel better.

I struggle with cold plunging, mostly because I dislike cold water and pain, and being hounded into doing things. To me, a plunge usually feels best when it is over. I began to see the appeal only after a 2024 experience at Sauna Days, an eclectic gathering that's like a music festival, but with wood-burning saunas instead of bands, held near the shores of Lake Superior, the deepest, rockiest, and coldest of the Great Lakes. I was initially happy to sleep through the early-morning swims that most other attendees were partaking in--I was there for the saunas--but eventually, the combination of a sunny day, the coaching of a friend, and latent FOMO led me to the water. At the rocky shore, I gingerly waded in and squatted, keeping my hands and, crucially, my nipples out of the 43-degree water. To my surprise, I felt relief rather than pain, as I unloaded all of that pent-up sauna heat into the chilly lake water. I dunked myself neck-deep and let out a deep, satisfying sigh.

Submerged in Lake Superior, I realized that viewing cold plunging as so many of its champions suggested--through the lens of health optimization, as a purely physical practice wrapped in bro science--had been a mistake. That wasn't it at all. It was really more about changing your mental state, knocking you out of whatever spiral you happen to be stuck in--rather like a bain de surprise. (To be fair to Oz, he mentions this upside too: Plunging is a reminder, he says, that "your mind is strong and your body can keep up.")

My second mistake had been to think of plunging as a purely solo activity. My Instagram Reels are replete with longevity bros (and babes) dunking themselves in one-person cold plunges that resemble high-design coffins. But I found that the cold was much easier to take with company, which turned it into a bonding experience, as opposed to ritual self-punishment. I had to admit, splashing around in water cold enough to induce hypothermia had a certain thrill. I felt a little naughty. And I felt even better when I got out.

This article has been adapted from Bill Gifford's forthcoming book, Hotwired: How The Hidden Power of Heat Makes Us Stronger.
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A New Level of Vaccine Purgatory

A judge suspended the CDC's vaccine advisory committee but also said that the agency should be consulting it before making recommendations.

by Katherine J. Wu

Wed, 18 Mar 2026




On Monday, a federal judge issued a preliminary ruling with a harsh reprimand for the Trump administration: You've done this vaccine stuff all wrong.



The Trump administration likely broke the law, the judge's 45-page decision argued, when it dismissed and abruptly reconstituted the CDC's expert vaccine-advisory panel last June, stacking the committee with members who have aggressively questioned the safety of vaccines. Top health officials also probably acted illegally, the ruling said, when they made sweeping alterations to the nation's childhood-immunization schedule in January, without the input of their own, remade panel.



If the decision becomes final, it stands to all but wipe away a year's worth of vaccine-policy change at the CDC. The judge's ruling calls for staying "all votes taken" by the panel since Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. remade it--essentially resetting the United States' vaccine-policy clock to early 2025. But the ruling remains preliminary, and the Trump administration has already hinted at its intent to appeal. Andrew Nixon, the deputy assistant secretary for media relations at HHS, did not respond to a request for comment, but he told reporters this week that "HHS looks forward to this judge's decision being overturned just like his other attempts to keep the Trump administration from governing."



Since the Trump administration took office, states and professional medical societies have broken with the CDC, vaccine recommendations have splintered, and trust in federal health agencies, especially in their vaccine advice, has plunged. This latest ruling shifts the nature of the United States' vaccine chaos, but the turmoil is far from done: Lawyers and judges could be arguing for months over who has the authority to set U.S. vaccine policy.



As things stand, the CDC's national immunization schedule--and the primary committee that shapes it--is in a kind of purgatory. The current roster of the panel, the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices (ACIP), should never have come to exist at all, the judge wrote, because it violated the Administrative Procedure Act: When Kennedy fired all 17 of the panel's former members last spring and replaced them with a more vaccine-skeptical group, he eschewed the "rigorous screening that had been the hallmark of ACIP member selection for decades." Kennedy's ACIP, the ruling says, may also fail to fulfill a requirement of the Federal Advisory Committee Act, which calls for the membership of such panels to have "balanced" points of view. The ruling temporarily suspended the appointment of 13 of the 15 current ACIP members, most of whom lack "meaningful experience in vaccines," the judge wrote. (The other two members were appointed in late February, after the plaintiffs filed their motion, and so were excluded from the decision.) As a result, the panel has been forced to postpone a meeting originally scheduled for this week.



All of that effectively leaves the U.S. without the advisory group that has most influentially shaped American vaccine policy for the past 60 years. "There is no functioning ACIP as of now," Richard Hughes IV, a lawyer for the plaintiffs, told me. The nation has never been so suddenly stripped of its vaccine advisers, with no backup plan. Experts told me they're unsure who, if anyone, will advise the CDC on its recommendations for vaccines in the coming months, when the agency might need to weigh in on brand-new immunizations against diseases that have so far lacked them, as well as as this fall's slate of vaccines against COVID and flu, which are typically reformulated annually to keep up with viral evolution.



In theory, Kennedy or the CDC director--a position temporarily held by Jay Bhattacharya, who also leads the National Institutes of Health--could simply make a unilateral decision about future vaccine recommendations. But the judge also faulted Jim O'Neill, the CDC's previous acting director, for doing exactly that in January, when O'Neill signed a memo announcing major changes to the agency's immunization schedule that downgraded recommendations for several vaccines at once, without seeking ACIP's advice. "The CDC cannot simply bypass ACIP in altering the immunization schedules," the judge wrote. And because part of the judge's ruling criticized the hurried way in which the current ACIP was assembled, Kennedy might have a difficult time summoning a fresh panel to replace most of his picks on short notice.



In the lawsuit that led to this week's ruling, the plaintiffs--which include major medical groups, such as the American Academy of Pediatrics and the Infectious Diseases Society of America--challenged three of ACIP's votes over the past year in particular. Last summer, on the advice of an anti-vaccine activist, the panel voted to stop recommending the use of flu vaccines containing thimerosal, a preservative with a proven safety record. In September, it opted to downgrade what was once a universal recommendation for COVID vaccines to guidance that Americans first consult a health-care provider. Then, in December, it voted to rescind a long-standing recommendation that all newborns receive a hepatitis-B vaccine, a change that health experts fear could cause cases of severe liver complications to skyrocket.



But if the ruling actually stays "all votes" taken by Kennedy's ACIP, it could also undo moves the panel has made that are very much in line with what other versions of ACIP have or would have done, Dorit Reiss, a vaccine-law expert at UC Law San Francisco, told me. For example, the committee recommended the 2025-26 flu vaccines for all Americans six months and older, as it has done in years prior. It also recommended a new monoclonal antibody that can protect babies against RSV, the leading cause of infant hospitalization in the U.S., and qualified the shot for the Vaccines for Children program, which helps immunizations reach underinsured families. If those decisions are canceled, coverage for families that have relied on those shots could be compromised.



For now, the decision may accomplish more symbolically than it does practically. It holds that evidence and proper procedure are key to formulating vaccine policy in the United States. But the actions of both the Trump administration and the judge suggest that the government is still conflicted over just how crucial ACIP is. Kennedy and his allies have taken great care to fill the panel with people whose views align with theirs, a tacit endorsement of ACIP's importance; at the same time, they have made some of their largest modifications to the national immunization schedule without the committee's input. The judge's ruling, too, emphasized the influence of ACIP, noting that the committee is the only body that can determine which immunizations qualify under Vaccines for Children--even as it has frozen ACIP's ability to act for the foreseeable future.



The ruling does not erase, or even much lessen, the deep sense of unease over vaccine decision making in this country that has resulted from the past year of haphazard changes; if anything, a prolonged legal battle could further diminish public trust, Grace Lee, a former chair of the advisory committee and a pediatrician at Stanford, told me. Kennedy, O'Neill, and other administration officials have repeatedly cited a goal of restoring public trust when modifying the nation's vaccine recommendations. But one recent poll found that trust in the CDC had dropped since the start of the second Trump administration, and that less than half of respondents now trust the agency at least "a fair amount" to provide reliable information on vaccines. Several professional medical societies, including the American Academy of Pediatrics, have broken away from CDC vaccine advice; "no serious health-care provider looks to ACIP anymore for advice," Noel Brewer, a vaccine-behavior expert at the University of North Carolina's Gillings School of Global Public Health whom Kennedy dismissed from ACIP last year, told me. Dozens of states have declared that they're no longer following the CDC on vaccines, either. Americans, in effect, have been left with all too many options for whom to listen to about vaccines.



Even if court proceedings eventually revert the country's immunization schedule to a version of what it was about a year ago--and even if the administration reverts ACIP to its typical process of rigorously vetting members--the U.S. will still be far from its previous vaccine status quo. Vaccination depends not just on the governing bodies that issue recommendations about shots, but also on Americans' willingness to heed that advice--a far harder shift to reset.
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Girls' Sports Are Getting More Physical

Forget gymnastics. High-school girls are all in on wrestling.

by Alexandra Moe

Tue, 17 Mar 2026




At the turn of the 20th century, a sporty American woman would have had relatively few arenas to test her skill: croquet, maybe, or archery, or basketball played gently in an ankle-length skirt. Public displays of aggression were almost universally condemned, and colliding was especially unsavory. To avoid it, women's-basketball competitions prohibited "snatching" the ball until the 1960s.

Although men's and women's sports generally follow the same fundamental objectives today--stealing the basketball is a smart tactic in anyone's game--physical contact in women's sports remains controversial. When Caitlin Clark and Angel Reese exchange elbows in the WNBA, outrage and concern inevitably follow. Meanwhile, NBA players sparring over the ball, or NHL players outright brawling, is typically treated as business as usual.

And yet, girls seem to be more interested than ever in contact. Ice hockey, rugby, and football (of the tackle, seven-on-seven, and flag varieties) are all among the fastest-growing sports for teenage girls. And at American high schools last academic year, more girls played on teams for wrestling than field hockey, gymnastics, or dance.

A high schooler today can join any number of sports teams, including, in some districts, rodeo or bass fishing. Basketball and soccer remain among the most-played girls' team sports, and typically the first ones that girls play at a young age, Karissa Niehoff, the CEO of the National Federation of State High School Associations, told me. But by high school, not everyone can make the basketball or soccer team, and private leagues can be both competitive and expensive. That leaves a deep bench of untapped players for newer and less conventional sports--bass fishing, yes, but also roller hockey, flag football, and, for girls, sports that traditionally haven't allowed them to play.

Read: What's lost when only rich kids play sports

Girls' participation in such sports is growing so quickly in part because it's starting from a small denominator. But they also seem to offer girls something that traditional options don't. Some are particularly welcoming to beginners: They take all comers, are relatively affordable, and consume less time than other popular sports. Flag-football games last about 40 minutes--half the time of a typical soccer game--and practice usually precedes the game, making scheduling relatively easy.

Many high-growth sports appeal to a rising cultural sense that women and girls can--and should--bulk up. Girls drop sports at twice the rate of boys, and nearly half cite body-image concerns for doing so. "Thin to win" narratives are still deeply embedded in certain sports, such as long-distance running and Nordic skiing, Nicole LaVoi, the director of the University of Minnesota's Tucker Center for Research on Girls and Women in Sport, told me. In wrestling, too, competitors sometimes resort to unhealthy strategies to stay in a given weight class. But in flag football and rugby, this preoccupation is largely irrelevant. Flag is about agility; several players I spoke with lift weights to help them achieve faster, more explosive movement. A girl interested in playing football 10 years ago may have been teased for being too masculine, LaVoi said. But the popularity of girls'-football programs today suggests that Americans are more likely to accept that a middle-school girl can be a linebacker.

Flag football, which has seen particularly steep growth over the past five years among teen girls, is technically a noncontact sport, which is part of what makes it appeal to safety-conscious parents of both boys and girls; the NFL started promoting it heavily in the past decade, when youth participation in tackle football was declining amid concerns about concussions. But it is viscerally physical: Players dive for catches and tumble into one another as they pull flags. It's notable that girls are seeking out this sort of play at a time when so much of adolescent socialization happens over screens. Research from the Women's Sports Foundation shows that social connection and friendship are the main reasons girls play sports.

Read: You'll become a fan of these strange, fierce girls

Evelyn, a 13-year-old linebacker on a flag-football team in Washington, D.C., told me that flag football's culture is "nicer" than the culture of the softball, lacrosse, baseball, and swimming teams she'd previously joined and then left. When she joined the flag team, she had an easier time bonding with her teammates, she said. "When I make a good flag pull, my team immediately surrounds me--like I did something good. I did it for my team." Other sports that put kids in close physical proximity are associated with their own social benefits. For example, a recent study of Turkish adolescent boys found that wrestling may improve psychological resilience, not just because athletes become more physically dominant, but also because the close physical encounters require sustained attention and emotional control, which may promote self-regulation.

Contact sports may lead more girls to play team sports of any kind--something they could benefit from for the rest of their lives. Girls who play sports throughout childhood tend to have better physical health in adulthood compared with those who never played or dropped out. Kids who play sports are likely to experience better mental health, stronger friendships, higher confidence, more positive body image, and superior academic achievement, according to research from the Tucker Center. In a 2014 survey of 400 female corporate executives, 94 percent had played a sport. Sally Roberts, the CEO of the nonprofit Wrestle Like a Girl, credits her high-school wrestling career with setting her up for success elsewhere in life: She was the first in her family to graduate high school and college, and became a three-time national wrestling champion. The growth of more gladiatorial girls' sports has been successful enough that professional leagues are starting to make long-term investments in them. Several NHL teams sponsor girls' ice-hockey clinics and camps. In December, the NFL announced it was developing a professional flag-football league for women.

From the April 2025 issue: Why aren't women allowed to play baseball?

Evelyn's team lost its fall championship in double overtime. But in December, the players were back on the field at a Washington, D.C., middle school. When the game began, Emi, a 13-year-old wide receiver, tumbled toward my feet at the sideline after having her flag pulled. She bounced up and returned to the huddle. Her father explained to me that Emi is naturally very shy, but since starting flag, she's become more self-assured and comfortable meeting new people.

Later, Emi ran a route, broke free from the defensive back, and caught the ball for a touchdown. Her teammates swarmed her so thoroughly that I couldn't see her buried under the heap in the end zone.
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The Peptide Boom Is Getting Out of Hand

Welcome to the golden age of gray-market drugs.

by Nicholas Florko

Mon, 16 Mar 2026




There's no ambiguity about who Vyleesi is for. The prescription drug, commonly referred to as female Viagra, boosts the libido of women experiencing hypoactive-sexual-desire disorder, a condition in which lack of interest in sex causes distress. When Vyleesi was approved in 2019, an FDA official announced that it was evidence of the agency's "commitment to protect and advance the health of women."



But since then, female Viagra seems to have found an unexpected market: men. On the Reddit forum SexOnDrugs--which chronicles, you guessed it, people's sexual escapades while on various prescription and illicit drugs--guys talk about taking the drug even if they have no apparent issues with sexual drive or performance. "Everything feels richer," noted one man, who compared taking the drug to adding butter to food. Another claimed that he'd had sex with his wife "about 30 times over 20 hours." (The drug, however, does frequently make people queasy: "The nausea hit me so hard that sex wasn't even a thought," another man reported.)



Vyleesi has never been approved for men. Some clinics advertise that they'll prescribe the drug to men off-label, but even that is often not necessary for men to get ahold of it. Vyleesi is now readily available without a prescription. Many online retailers sell vials of the drug under the guise that they are for "research use only" and not for human consumption--a disclaimer that technically makes the drugs legal.



Americans are relying on this technicality to get hold of all kinds of drugs--some that, like Vyleesi, are supposed to require a prescription and others that aren't even approved in the United States at all. Athletes are taking a banned horse-racing drug to speed up their recovery. Beauty influencers are shooting something known as the "Barbie drug" up their nose to get a better tan. My colleague Sarah Zhang recently described the process of buying retatrutide, an unapproved obesity drug, as "just like ordering socks."

Read: I bought 'GLP-3'

Not all experimentation requires scouring the gray market. Online pharmacies staffed by licensed doctors now regularly prescribe "personalized" medications that include an FDA-approved medication paired with additional experimental additives. One company, BlueChew, sells an erectile-dysfunction pill that contains the active ingredients in Viagra and Cialis, in addition to other chemicals that the company claims improve sex. These products are made by compounding pharmacies, which are not regulated by the FDA for safety, quality, or efficacy.



Taking experimental drugs is nothing new. Sigmund Freud frequently used cocaine to treat his depression; athletes have doped for decades; biohackers have long taken pills in hopes of becoming more efficient at work. What is new, however, is the scale, accessibility, and uptake of faddish pharmaceuticals. Now everyone is a biohacker--or at least anyone can be.







Few experimental drugs have become as popular as peptides--a class of compounds that mimic existing hormones in the body. Peptides have developed a cult following among fitness enthusiasts, looks-maxxers, and Silicon Valley types, who believe that the drugs can boost muscle gain, increase focus, and lead to better skin. On a recent episode of his podcast, Joe Rogan urged Ben Affleck and Matt Damon to use the peptides BPC-157 and TB-500--commonly known as the "Wolverine stack"--to speed up recovery should they ever get injured.



The P in GLP-1 stands for peptide. The success of Ozempic and other FDA-approved drugs for weight loss and diabetes "opened a lot of eyes," Dave Asprey, a longevity influencer who credits himself with starting the biohacking movement, told me. "People started asking what else is out there." And there is, it turns out, a ton out there. One online vendor of unapproved peptides that are not intended for human consumption carries dozens of drugs on its website.



GLP-1s are also a big part of the reason Americans are now experimenting with unregulated drugs made by compounding pharmacies. Legally, these businesses are supposed to make custom versions of drugs for people who can't take an FDA-approved drug, or when an FDA-approved drug is unavailable because of a shortage. Roughly a decade ago, entrepreneurs realized that they could use compounding pharmacies to make nominally customized versions of FDA-approved medicines and sell them to the masses via the internet. Hims pioneered the strategy, selling hair spray loaded with finasteride, an FDA-approved hair-loss drug previously available only in pill form. Now telehealth companies offer compounded drugs for sexual health, hair growth, skin care, and especially weight loss. Sales of these obesity-drug dupes have become an enormous business; both Hims and Ro ran Super Bowl ads touting their offerings.

Read: GLP-1 envy was just the beginning

Some of this might seem like a positive development for American medicine. In the cases of weight loss and erectile dysfunction, more patients are getting the care they want or need. I personally experimented with compounded GLP-1s because of the high cost of the real thing. But again, these drugs are not made with any government oversight. Consider Musely, a company that sells skin cream for dark spots. The cream contains three times the amount of the active ingredient hydroquinone, which is FDA-approved, that you'd get in the traditional version of the drug--despite the fact that regulators have warned that hydroquinone may cause skin discoloration. (Musely did not respond to a request for comment.)



Experimental drugs that lack any FDA-approved ingredients can be even more questionable. Although anecdotal evidence abounds about the benefits of the "Wolverine stack" and certain other peptides, most haven't been researched enough to prove they actually work. "We don't even know what's in these bottles," Christopher Robertson, a Boston University law professor who studies the FDA, told me.







The modern FDA exists to ensure that pharmaceuticals are safe. But the agency has failed to stop the boom of unregulated, potentially dangerous drugs. It has gone after some companies for selling research chemicals after determining that the drugs were, in fact, being sold for human consumption, but the agency is playing a game of whack-a-mole. Dozens of websites selling BPC-157 can be found via a quick Google search. Shutting down compounding pharmacies operating on the gray market would likely be even more difficult, and prompt protracted court battles.



It's easy to take the FDA for granted. In the 1960s, thalidomide, a drug marketed for morning sickness, left children around the world with irreversible birth defects; the United States avoided such a fate thanks to the FDA's oversight. Due to the thalidomide scare, America began to require drugs to be proved not only safe but also effective.



Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who oversees the FDA and other major health agencies as the secretary of Health and Human Services, knows this history. During his confirmation hearing, Kennedy name-checked Frances Oldham Kelsey, the FDA official who refused to approve thalidomide in the U.S., as an example of how scientists must follow the data and question science. Yet Kennedy seems poised to make it even easier for Americans to get certain unregulated drugs. On Rogan's podcast late last month, Kennedy teased that he will soon act to make roughly a dozen peptides "more accessible," in line with his penchant for medical freedom. He also revealed that he is a "big fan" of certain peptides and has used them himself to help with injuries. (An HHS spokesperson did not respond to a request for comment.)



Just as Americans' appetite for experimental drugs reaches new heights, the FDA's capacities to ensure the safety of America's medicines seem to be diminishing.
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What 100 Million Volts Do to the Body and Mind

The odds of being struck by lightning in America in a given year are one in 1.2 million. How does the experience reorient a person's sense of chance, of fate?

by Jacob Stern

Mon, 16 Mar 2026

What does it feel like to be struck by lightning?

There is no easy analogue. A defibrillator delivers up to 1,000 volts to a patient's heart; inmates executed by electric chair typically receive about 2,000. A typical lightning strike, by contrast, transmits 100 million volts or more. But lightning races through the body in milliseconds, and therefore often spares it. Some people black out instantly upon being struck. Others recall the moment vividly, as if in slow motion: the flash of light whiting out all vision; the sound, which many survivors say is the loudest they've ever heard. The pain, for some, is excruciating, yet others feel no pain at all. "It felt like adrenaline, but stronger," one survivor reported. "I felt an incredible pulsing," another said, "a burning sensation from head to toe."

The severity of the resulting injury depends on, among countless other variables, how the electricity enters the body, and where, and the path the current takes through it. Direct strikes are the deadliest, but most strikes are indirect--a side flash coming off a tree, a current running through the ground, a streamer rising up from below--and most people survive these.

In some cases, the damage is immediately apparent. Lightning, in addition to being very bright and very loud, is very hot--the air around it can hit temperatures about five times hotter than the surface of the sun--and so it can singe or burn people. The shock wave from the strike can fling victims a great distance, breaking bones or causing concussions as they land. The current inscribes some victims' skin with mysterious scarlike patterns called Lichtenberg figures, which resemble the limbs of a barren tree--or the branching structure of lightning itself.

Read: What it's like to be struck by lightning

Just as often, though, survivors manifest no burns, bruises, or scars. Even Lichtenberg figures generally vanish within a few days; no one knows exactly why. On the outside, survivors look normal. Which doesn't mean they feel that way.

Many of the body's essential systems--the heart, the brain, the nervous system--depend on electrical signals, and lightning can throw these thoroughly out of whack. Forgetfulness, sleep problems, sexual dysfunction, and headaches that manifest as intense pressure--like "my eyeballs are just popping out," one person told me--are common. Some people become hypersensitive to noise; others lose their hearing entirely. A few, almost miraculously, are freed of a prior ailment: a bad leg healed; vision, once impaired, restored. Pretty much all of them feel permanently off balance. Some have to relearn simple things, things they've done their whole life--how to read, how to sing, how to ride a bike.

Phantom sensations are prevalent. One woman told me she often feels as though water is running down her limbs. Another, in a Facebook group for survivors, said she feels "an indescribable itching" coming from inside the back of her head. Inexplicable odors can emerge; food can taste like cardboard or glue. The symptoms can last for decades. Yet standard neurological imaging, such as MRI scans, almost never detects abnormalities, and most physicians, who understand the symptoms' basis in only the most rudimentary sense, can offer little useful counsel. Faith in survivors' stories--among friends, colleagues, even loved ones--can waver.

The most fundamental consequences of being struck by lightning are often metaphysical, and not easily communicable. How does falling victim to one of the most notoriously unlikely of all misfortunes reorient your sense of chance, of fate? How does it feel, when you're trying to describe the most transformative experience of your life, to be met, routinely, with disbelief?

Last May, I attended a conference of Lightning Strike and Electrical Shock Survivors International. It was held, as it often is, in Pigeon Forge, Tennessee, a smallish town on the edge of the Great Smoky Mountains best known as the home of Dollywood, Dolly Parton's Appalachia-themed amusement park. The town's main drag resembles a sort of family-friendly version of the Las Vegas strip. Instead of casinos, there are dinner-show theaters, go-kart tracks, and a sprawling Margaritaville megacomplex, its central fountain inhabited by giant animatronic Brachiosaurus that roar from time to time.

The conference was staged at a Staybridge Suites just off the strip. About 30 people were there, mostly men who looked to be over the age of 60, many of them conference regulars who'd been struck long ago, though there were some women and younger attendees too. Most had brought their spouse and were making a weekend of it. They were there primarily to connect with other people who understood what they had been through.

Like senior prom, the conference always has a theme, and this year's was Hawaii. Survivors wore leis, and pineapples adorned with sunglasses sat on every table in the Staybridge's modest meeting room. A folding table converted into a makeshift tiki bar dispensed virgin pina coladas and hurricanes. Against this backdrop, specialists gave presentations on trauma therapies. Attendees compared notes on which treatments have worked for them and which haven't.


Steve Marshburn Sr., the founder of the group, seated at a conference luncheon. The conference always has a theme, and that year's was Hawaii. (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



In one session, a man I'll call Matt, a young, redheaded survivor who for a year and a half after his strike could hardly feel pain, temperature, or most other sensations on much of his skin, said laser therapy had eventually restored his nerves. Having a massage therapist work on his vagus nerve had helped too. For a while, he'd slept inside a Faraday cage, to protect him from static electricity during storms. Today, to cope with intrusive thoughts about lightning, he dumps a packet of salt in his mouth because when you do that, he said, "that's all you can think about."

A woman I'll call Caroline, who'd been struck on the job two years earlier, used that same strategy, she said, only with Warheads candies instead of salt. One problem she had not solved was that no matter how hot she gets, no matter how hard she exerts herself, she can't sweat anymore. Matt said he'd had the same problem for a while. What fixed it for him was spending significant time in a sauna--up to 90 minutes three times a day.

If the discussion had a certain DIY quality to it, that reflects the paucity of medical literature on what lightning does to the body. Few systematic studies have been conducted, and most physicians have never treated a strike victim. Many survivors' experiences defy medical explanation, so doctors have little to say.

Given the limited counsel that the medical establishment can offer them, survivors tend to be open to alternative therapies, but they're also wary of being taken advantage of. At the conference, several attendees reminisced about the year when two "hippies" had shown up and started hawking New Age-type products. "They said they were linked in voodoo," one survivor recalled.

Much of the group conversation focused on Caroline, whose injury was the freshest. She used to cook her family elaborate meals, but "after the accident," she said, "I left the oven on so many times that I even ended up burning the element out." For a while she refused to get a new one, because she worried she'd burn the house down. She leaves sticky notes everywhere to remind her of what she needs to do, but even so, she rarely has the energy to do all of it. She has to ask for help, which makes her feel bossy. She worries that others think she's lazy.

Gary Reynolds's experiences after he was struck in the summer of 2007 were similar. He was grabbing sodas from his family's extra fridge, he'd told me earlier, when lightning hit him through the open garage door. For months, he could barely get out of bed. His whole body hurt constantly. He had trouble concentrating, and simple tasks that had once been second nature now seemed complex. On warm afternoons, he watched the sky warily. A therapist diagnosed him with PTSD, which by some estimates afflicts more than 25 percent of lightning-strike survivors. In 2009, just a few months shy of their 20th anniversary, Reynolds and his wife divorced. Initially she'd been sympathetic, he said, but over time she lost patience. "You're not over this yet?" Reynolds recalled her saying. "It can't be that bad."


Gary Reynolds, who was first struck in 2007 (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



"I just keep thinking, I want to wake up the next day and it's going to be normal," Caroline said at one point during the session. But she wasn't even two years out from her strike. She had not yet come to the conclusion that the veteran survivors at the conference had reached long ago: that no matter what you do, no matter how many therapies you try, you still have to accept that you'll never be the person you were before. "You still look the same and everything else, but it's like a different person inside," Reynolds said. "It's a different soul."

The odds of being struck by lightning in the United States in a given year are roughly one in 1.2 million, according to a 2019 analysis by the National Weather Service--about the same as flipping a coin and landing on heads 20 times in a row. But this is only a generic estimate. The likelihood of being struck in San Francisco is not the same as the likelihood of being struck in Orlando, last year's urban lightning capital of America. The likelihood of being struck for lawyers is not the same as the likelihood of being struck for roofers.

The majority of people killed by lightning--about 20 each year in the U.S.--are struck while engaging in some sort of outdoor leisure or labor. But in truth, almost anyone can be struck almost anytime. People have been struck while talking on landlines, while using computers, even while sitting on the toilet, according to the National Weather Service, because current can travel through telephone wires, electrical connections, and metal pipes. When lightning survivors insist, as many do, on unplugging their appliances in preparation for a storm, this is not tinfoil-hat mania. And the old advice about not showering during a thunderstorm? Sensible.

Read: Almost no Americans die from lightning strikes anymore--why?

Steve Marshburn Sr., who founded Lightning Strike and Electrical Shock Survivors International in 1989, told me that he was struck at age 25 on a seemingly clear November morning in 1969. He was working as a teller at First Citizens Bank in Swansboro, North Carolina, sitting at the drive-through window, and he thinks the bolt must have passed through an ungrounded speaker. For years, he struggled not only with debilitating headaches and back problems, but also with the sheer improbability of the event that had produced them. Many of the doctors he visited didn't believe his story. For a long time, even his parents wondered whether he was making the whole thing up.

And to some extent, Marshburn understands why. "It's so unbelievable that it's hard to talk about," he said. Eventually, a doctor introduced him to another patient who had survived an electrical injury, and that experience led Marshburn to start his survivors' group. Membership now numbers about 2,000, and in September the organization hosted its first-ever West Coast conference, in Scottsdale, Arizona. For years, most people found their way to the group via their local weather station, or after seeing it featured in news outlets or on TV. Now more find it through Facebook.

That's how Gary Reynolds did. His second wife, Lisa, discovered the group while searching online for other people who'd been struck, people who could understand him. Doctors never had. When he first went to the emergency room, they ran a battery of tests, but the results all came back normal. After he'd been at the hospital for about nine hours, a doctor said, "I'm not really sure what to tell you," and sent him home. Roughly the same thing happened when he visited his primary-care physician. Other doctors told him to his face that he was making the whole thing up.

Not until his first conference did he meet people who could truly empathize with him. He'd never spoken with a fellow lightning-strike survivor in person before, and he was nervous on the drive up, but when he arrived he felt almost like he was at a reunion. "You walk into that room and it's like we're family," he said. After he joined the group, he felt normal for the first time in years. "It was validating," he said. "Like, Okay, I'm not crazy."

In June 2008, Reynolds told me, he was struck by lightning a second time. It was 11 months after his first strike, and he'd woken up at 2 a.m. with an awful headache. Ever since the initial incident, his head had throbbed in exactly the same spot when he sensed a storm coming. As he lay beside his open bedroom window, he felt a shock go through his hand. "Not again," he thought. Half of his hand turned bright red, he said, but he hadn't yet paid off the previous year's hospital bills, and this strike seemed less serious than the last, so he decided not to seek care. In the following months, though, his lingering symptoms from the first strike all worsened. He was often dizzy, and he couldn't grip well. Reynolds ran a tree service at the time, one he'd started a few years after high school, and these were serious problems for someone whose vocation involved wielding a chainsaw. The divorce came about six months later.

In the years that followed, Reynolds pieced his life back together: He remarried, moved his family to western North Carolina, began working at a lumberyard, started attending survivors' conferences. Then, while standing in the kitchen of his mountainside home on a June afternoon in 2016, he was struck a third time. And six years after that, a fourth, he said, this time while sitting in a leather recliner watching TV with his grandchildren. Must've been a streamer, he told me. Came up through the floor and hit him square in the back.

If the likelihood of getting struck once in your lifetime is one in 15,300, as the National Weather Service estimated in 2019, then statistically, the number of people in the United States today whom you'd expect to have been struck multiple times is ... one. One single person. And yet the National Weather Service's collection of about 50 lightning-survivor stories on its website includes two from people who say they've been struck twice and another from someone who says she's been struck three times. Andy Upshaw, a North Carolina landscaper, says that he, too, has been hit three times. Charles Winlake, struck four times before the age of 30, added rubber soles to all of his shoes and began to wear only plastic-rimmed glasses. Linda Cooper, a former South Carolina schoolteacher, says she's been struck six times, and so does Carl Mize, a former Oklahoma rodeo rider. One member of the Lightning Strike and Electric Shock Survivors Support Facebook group says she's been struck nine times, and another says she stopped counting after 13. Media reports document more multistrike cases. In all, my far-from-exhaustive search turned up more than two dozen.


Clockwise from top left: Electrical-shock survivor Rodney Burkholder and lightning-strike survivors Danny Devine, Danny "Joe" Jude, and Betsy Silby, in Pigeon Forge with their partners and caregivers (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



All of this, to state the obvious, is incredibly improbable. Extrapolating from the National Weather Service estimates, the likelihood of being struck six times is roughly one in 13 septillion--that's a 13 followed by 24 zeros. If you multiplied the number of people who have ever existed on Earth by about 100 trillion, you'd expect one person among them to have been struck six times.

It can seem cruel to suggest that some lightning-strike survivors may be lying, especially when disbelief causes so much hardship for those who are not. But because relatively few lightning strikes are documented, the question often lingers. People lie for all kinds of reasons, and there can be financial incentives to claiming you've been struck: workers' compensation, disability benefits. Mary Ann Cooper was an emergency-medicine faculty member at the University of Louisville when she published the first systematic study of lightning injury in 1980--instantly becoming the leading authority on the subject in doing so. Cooper served for years as an expert witness in workers'-comp cases, brought in to assess whether the claimant really had been struck. She told me that she's encountered some frauds, identifiable because they reported inconsistent or physiologically impossible symptoms.

But the people trying to cheat their way into benefits, Cooper said, are largely not the ones attending survivors' conferences. She believes that the overwhelming majority of the people she has met at those conferences are telling the truth about being struck, and about all the calamities that followed, at least as they understand them. Which is not to say that every statement should be taken at face value.

Like several doctors and scientists I spoke with, Cooper thinks that most people who say they've been struck multiple times genuinely believe that, even if they haven't. Many survivors have flashbacks as a result of PTSD, just as combat veterans and wildfire survivors do. But when a combat veteran or a wildfire survivor resurfaces from a flashback, their surroundings verify to them that they are not, in fact, caught in the middle of a war zone or a fire. A lightning-strike flashback prompted by a storm involves no such assurance. A lightning bolt is there and gone in an instant.

What's more, because lightning leaves the nervous system damaged, it can make people feel bursts of pain--real, excruciating, and unconnected to any physical stimulus. Together, PTSD and nervous-system damage may explain many reports of second or third or fourth strikes.


Charles O'Connor Jr., a lightning-strike survivor, attending the conference for the first time with his wife, Chrissy (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



Not so long ago, that explanation might have sounded far-fetched, just as some of the chronic symptoms of a lightning strike still do, to some. But the idea that trauma can alter the way people perceive the world and interpret their experience is ubiquitous now. And the emergence of long COVID, along with increased awareness of other difficult-to-diagnose chronic conditions, has created a greater respect for individual testimony, and a greater appreciation for how much the medical profession does not know. In this sense, society is finally catching up to what lightning survivors and the people who study them have long understood.

The most grinding suspicions encountered by many survivors--about whether they were ever really struck at all--may in any case be mooted in the coming years. On a recent trip to France, Cooper met with a physician who told her he'd identified a biological marker for lightning injury, which may enable doctors to determine, with a simple urine test, whether someone really has been struck. Nothing has been published on it yet, Cooper said, and no such test seems imminent, so for the moment she isn't getting too excited. But she has an open mind to the possibility.

All of this, of course, is mostly to the good. Yet the lightning-survivor community has always defined itself by a sort of oppositional faith: There, you are doubted; here, you are believed. There, you are strange; here, you are normal. When I asked Reynolds what he made of the trauma-plus-nervous-system-damage theory of why there are so many multistrike survivors, I felt as though I was doing something almost sacrilegious, as though I was violating that ethos of mutual faith. I worried that he'd react with indignation. The notion that he might hang up on me and refuse to speak with me again did not seem unlikely. Instead, he said he thought the theory made a lot of sense.

Might then it explain his multiple strikes? I asked.

Well, he answered, not his.

What does one make of a life so fundamentally altered by an event as unlikely as a lightning strike? In Pigeon Forge, when I asked survivors whether on balance they felt lucky (for having survived a lightning strike) or unlucky (for having been struck in the first place), the question didn't register. "I don't think luck has anything to do with it," Susan Deatrick told me. She doesn't like the word providential either, she said, "but at the same time, God is in control over everything down to the minutest detail."

This response, and others like it, initially surprised me. If lightning is a manifestation of the divine, I thought, how do people explain why it struck them? How do you make sense of a miracle that comes at your expense?

From the July 1875 issue: Lightning and lightning-rods

Jim Segneri, who moderated the conference's final and most intense group discussion, has a succinct answer, one more focused on his having been spared than his having been struck. "I firmly believe that whether you worship Allah or Buddha or God or Jesus or whoever put us here, the reason we're still here is so that we can help other people"--those who are doubted, those who are struggling.

Large numbers of survivors hold some version of this belief. Marshburn, the group's founder, often speaks of the number of survivors--more than 20--whom he has talked out of suicide, reciting in vivid detail the conversations he's had with people on the brink. Over her many years speaking with lightning-strike victims, Mary Ann Cooper said, "I can't tell you how many people have said to me, 'I should have been dead. God must have kept me alive for a reason.'"

And yet for those survivors who hold it, the belief in destiny can cut both ways. Reynolds says that after his third strike, he felt doomed. He'd left his career, gotten divorced, gotten remarried, started a new job, moved more than 600 miles away--and still the lightning had found him. "It's like it's looking for me," he told his therapist. "It's like it's a living, breathing creature."

She assured him that it wasn't, and part of him knew she was right, but he couldn't stop thinking that he was fated to be struck again. She told him that she doesn't believe in destiny. That there is no providence, only circumstance. That sometimes you're just in the wrong place at the wrong time. He'd believed that once. But now he can't shake the feeling that she's wrong.



This article appears in the April 2026 print edition with the headline "Struck."
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The Dieting Myth That Just Won't Die

How a 50-year-old study about milkshakes duped psychology

by Michaeleen Doucleff

Fri, 13 Mar 2026




Back in the early 1970s, psychologists at Northwestern University performed an experiment that, on the surface, looked like a child's fantasy. The researchers gathered 45 college women and asked some of them to drink a milkshake--or two. Then they placed three pints of ice cream in front of each woman and asked her to taste each one. Afterward, they told each participant to "help herself to any of the remaining ice cream, as she wished," the researchers wrote in the Journal of Personality. Finally--and this was key--each woman completed a survey meant to measure how much she dieted or "restrained" her eating, outside of the treats she had just consumed.

The findings were dramatic. On average, the women who said they didn't diet or have weight concerns ate less ice cream if they drank at least one milkshake. The first sweet treat satiated their hunger. But for the women who dieted and felt worried about their weight, the milkshake appeared to unleash a hidden hunger. On average, they ate 66 percent more ice cream after the milkshake than they did without it.

From these data, the researchers devised a bold new theory: Dieting and weight concerns make people overeat and gain weight. Dieting remains pervasive in American culture, but the milkshake study, and similar ones that followed, nonetheless reshaped many Americans' views of dieting and obesity. Experts concluded that all types of eating disorders--including anorexia, binge eating, and bulimia--can be brought on by intentionally trying to reduce the number of calories that you eat. Some scientists believe that dietary restraint causes obesity too.

This line of research inspired treatments for eating disorders, helped launch an anti-diet movement, fueled the trend of so-called intuitive eating, and shifted how many parents raised their kids to think about food. But more recent evidence suggests that attempting to restrict one's food intake typically doesn't have such dire consequences after all.

The notion that trying to diet causes eating disorders and obesity makes some sense. "There's the idea that if you're finding yourself thinking about food, trying to restrict what you eat or trying not to overeat, then you're developing an eating-disorder mentality," Michael Lowe, a psychologist at Drexel University, told me. The theory is also inherently appealing, in that most people don't like avoiding tasty food; they can easily believe that doing so would be harmful. No wonder, then, that the idea spread far among clinicians and everyday Americans. Social media supercharged the theory, enough that many people now believe that placing any limits on your diet could be dangerous or harmful, Ashley Gearhardt, a psychologist at the University of Michigan, told me. Many parents share the belief that letting kids follow their own appetites will create healthy attitudes toward food; taken to its logical extreme, that way of thinking means that "in a lot of circles now, if you don't let your kids have unlimited access to ultra-processed foods, it's a bad thing," Katherine Balantekin, a registered dietitian at the University at Buffalo, told me.

Such ideas spread even as researchers were uncovering major flaws in early studies on the link between dietary restrictions and eating disorders. Those experiments didn't use a consistent definition of dietary restraint, and never tested whether it actually caused eating disorders or overeating; they could say only that those behaviors occurred together. Plus, many studies lumped together several types of eating disorders, or didn't separate participants with obesity from those with low body weights.

From the May 2023 issue: Nutrition science's most preposterous result

Scientists, including the ones who ran the 1975 milkshake study, also relied on self-reports or surveys to quantify how much a participant dieted, assuming that people who said that they greatly restricted their consumption really did take in fewer calories. But decades later, when scientists gave the same surveys to new participants and measured their calorie intake, they found that the surveys simply didn't correlate with calorie restriction, Eric Stice, a psychologist at Stanford who led some of these measurement studies, told me. People whom such surveys would label "high dieters" may not have been dieting at all, Stice found. In one of his studies, a so-called high dieter ate, on average, 23 calories fewer a day than a low dieter. "That's like not eating four peanuts each day and saying you're on a diet," he said.

By the 2000s, scientists began to run randomized, controlled trials that could accurately test the model proposed back in the '70s. In one series of studies, people were prescribed personalized diets aimed at reducing calorie consumption, and taught effective ways to adhere to their eating plans. After six months, those volunteers lost about 10 percent of their body weight, on average, compared with the 1 percent that the control group lost. And the increased dieting didn't exacerbate participants' eating-disorder symptoms. In fact, it decreased their binge eating, and they felt less concerned about their body size (perhaps, in part, because their body size decreased). In the past decade, psychologists at Yale School of Medicine have run similar randomized, controlled studies on people who had already been diagnosed with binge-eating disorder and obesity. And again, on average, calorie restriction reduced binge eating; participants' eating-disorder symptoms worsened only occasionally, and no more so than in the control group. In at least one paper, eating-disorder symptoms improved far more among people in the restricted group than in the control group. In another, weight loss led to remission of binge-eating in nearly three-quarters of the participants.

The scientific consensus that has emerged after these and similar studies is much more nuanced than the one proffered 50 years ago--even though that one still has significant traction in American culture today. "Dietary restriction is not necessarily all good or all bad. But different degrees may be helpful or harming to different people," Sydney Yurkow, a psychologist at Yale School of Medicine who contributed to the recent trials there, told me in an email. For example, she said, cutting back on food would never be recommended for people diagnosed with anorexia nervosa. And even for people without an eating disorder, "extreme restriction that often coincides with self-directed dieting is largely unhealthy and unhelpful," Yurkow wrote.

Read: We have no drugs to treat the deadliest eating disorder

The new generation of experiments has also uncovered a surprising way to prevent future eating disorders in high-risk adolescents and young women: a small amount of effective dietary restraint. One 2021 meta-analysis found that teaching people about healthy eating habits--including how to curb a tendency to overeat--prevents the future development of eating disorders. Altogether, Stice said, the modern experiments suggest two likely pathways for developing eating disorders. The first involves a person who's dissatisfied with their body and engages in extreme weight-loss behaviors to change it. "But there's a whole other pathway that many people have been ignoring," he said--one in which a person overeats or binges, gains weight, and then becomes dissatisfied with their body as a result.

From this perspective, the milkshake study looks quite different. Fifty years ago, psychologists concluded that dietary restraint caused the women to overeat the pints of ice cream. But the modern interpretation suggests that the reverse was likely true for many of the participants: An underlying tendency to overeat drove the women to try to diet.

In hindsight, the timing of the milkshake study is almost prophetic. Around the late 1970s, the food environment in America began to change rapidly, Lowe, the Drexel psychologist, told me. "The availability of fast food, restaurants and high-sugar, high-fat foods began to explode," he said. Food became much more difficult to resist, even when Americans weren't hungry. "People suddenly had to restrain their eating much more in order to maintain their weight." More people began to gain weight, and by the early '80s, the country had entered the first stage of the current obesity epidemic. Today, the average American consumes about half their calories from ultra-processed foods. The precise bounds of the category generate debate among some scientists, but they generally agree that such foods are highly refined, manufactured in industrial factories, and calorically dense. Studies have found that diets high in these foods can coax people to consume hundreds of extra calories each day, and when people binge eat, they tend to do so with only ultra-processed foods.

Read: Coke, Twinkies, Skittles, and ... whole-grain bread?

Recently, scientists and government leaders have begun warning Americans about the potential harms of eating too much ultra-processed food, including an elevated risk of diabetes, certain cancers, and depression. Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has declared war on added sugars, and as of this year, the national dietary guidelines advise against eating highly processed foods. In reality, the study of this kind of food is just getting started. But if Americans are ever to really understand just how such foods affect us, now is the time to abandon the misguided lessons of the milkshake study. Maybe then we can explore how we might develop a truly healthy relationship with the tantalizing food around us.
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Florida Is Trying to Ignore Measles Until It Can't

The state is in the midst of an outbreak, but its health department has been mostly silent.

by Katherine J. Wu

Fri, 13 Mar 2026




Out of the 30 states where measles has been detected in 2026, Florida currently ranks third in case counts. Since the start of the year, at least 132 confirmed or probable cases of measles have been reported across the state, where vaccination rates have consistently fallen below the threshold required to prevent outbreaks. The measles situation in Florida is, in other words, an urgent problem for the state that the state should be urgently addressing.



But on all things measles, the state's health department has been mostly silent. The department's measles landing page has no map of the state's cases and no list of vaccination sites; its "Data and Statistics" section points to measles numbers that were last updated in 2024. In the months that measles has been spreading in the state, health officials have not issued press releases about the virus or launched information campaigns to caution residents about the risks. They have not publicly advertised the benefits of vaccines. Many of Florida's health experts remain in the dark about their own state: "There has been no--capital N, capital O--communication to physicians, in particular pediatricians, about the outbreak," Jeffrey Goldhagen, a pediatrician at the University of Florida at Jacksonville and the former head of the Duval County health department, told me.



Officials in other states are not being so coy. In South Carolina, where nearly 1,000 measles cases have been documented in recent months, the state health department holds weekly press briefings and has plastered an orange MEASLES OUTBREAK banner at the top of its website; in Utah, which has had more than 200 cases in 2026, the health department shares granular details about where the virus has been found. Even South Dakota, which has reported just 23 cases in the past year, provides a list of vaccination clinics at the top of its health department's measles page.



Florida is the stark outlier--and has been headed in this direction for some time. Under the leadership of Governor Ron DeSantis and Surgeon General Joseph Ladapo, the state has spent the past few years bucking public-health wisdom. A year ago, when measles spread through a Florida elementary school, Ladapo allowed unvaccinated children to return to class instead of staying home to limit the size of the outbreak; in September, he and DeSantis announced that they intend to do away with all vaccine mandates. Now, by all appearances, Florida is testing out a head-in-the-sand approach to measles.





During an outbreak, health departments are usually the first line of defense. Few other entities can serve as a hub for public communication and a trove of data while coordinating across health-care systems and emergency services. In the dozens of states that have reported measles cases since the start of 2025, most health departments have offered a consistent and very public response: issuing press releases, mapping infections, sending health-care bulletins, hosting vaccination clinics. Last year, for instance, after measles started to spread in Texas, New Mexico health officials began pushing out information before the virus had been detected there; by the time New Mexico's own 2025 outbreak ended, the state had logged 56,000 new immunizations, Andrea Romero, the state's immunization-program manager, told me. Several of the state health officials I spoke with emphasized transparency as one of their core philosophies: "People have a right to know," Natasha Bagdasarian, Michigan's chief medical executive, told me.



In Florida, though, several of the doctors I spoke with weren't even certain how many cases had been detected in their own county. "We cannot get any information on what is happening in various parts of the state," Mobeen Rathore, a pediatric-infectious-disease specialist at the University of Florida at Jacksonville, told me. Researchers have been able to tap into Florida's measles-case counts only via a poorly publicized database that is not linked on the health department's measles page. Lauren Gardner, an infectious-disease modeler at Johns Hopkins University, where she and her colleagues run a national measles tracker, told me that Florida's data stand out as unusually difficult to find, and of the 11 Florida physicians and epidemiologists I spoke with for this story, most were unaware that recent measles cases could be found on the state database. Even when cases hit Jacksonville, Rathore said, he heard about them only because some of his colleagues had seen them; pediatricians in the broader community, meanwhile, weren't told at all.



In response to a request for comment, the Florida Department of Health's communications director, Brian Wright, told me in an email that The Atlantic was "leaning on unverified third- and fourth-hand claims and calling it reporting." The department did not respond to questions about why it has not readily publicized measles cases.



Florida's health department used to be as reliable as other states': As recently as 2019, its website clearly documented recent measles cases and described the measles-mumps-rubella vaccine as "the best way to prevent measles." That information is now gone--and the experts I spoke with consistently described the measles content left on the health department's website as superficial, biased, and even misleading. Although the website does warn about "suspected measles cases" in Collier County--which accounts for about three-quarters of the cases in the state--it then links to Collier's health-department website, which links back to the state health department's website. The state's site also fails to mention that unvaccinated people are at high risk of severe illness; meanwhile, it promotes vitamin-A supplements as a possible treatment (as Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has), even though supplementation is generally considered essential only for those with a deficiency, which is very rare in the United States.



Rana Chakraborty, a pediatric-infectious-disease specialist at the University of Miami's Miller School of Medicine, told me that he has stopped relying on the health department for measles information and has instead been following the advice of the American Academy of Pediatrics and the Infectious Diseases Society of America. Health-care establishments across the state are now charting their own course as they prepare for future outbreaks. "We're all scrambling a little bit to know what the right or best thing to do is," Chakraborty said.



Even in Collier County, where dozens of cases have been detected at Ave Maria University since late January, information is spotty. Shannon Fox-Levine, who represents that region in the Florida chapter of the AAP, told me that she consistently hears from her colleagues in Collier that "there has been very little transparency from the school and the health department" about local measles cases--including whether officials have continued to detect spread. A page on Collier's health-department website lists two clinics where vaccine appointments can be scheduled, but not much else; Ave Maria University has said that it has coordinated with the health department to perform contact tracing and testing, but it stopped releasing data about the outbreak in mid-February. (Neither Ave Maria University nor the Collier County health department returned a request for comment.)



The relative silence in and around Collier has made communicating with patients challenging, Fox-Levine told me. "We are the trusted source for our families," she said. "When we don't have answers, it can be hard to reassure them." Many physicians also worry that the lack of public information has lulled the rest of the state into complacency: Surely, if Florida officials aren't sounding the alarm, there's little to worry about. "For the rest of Florida, it's like, Measles? What measles?" one physician in southern Florida told me. (Several of the health experts I spoke with for this article requested anonymity to avoid professional repercussions for speaking about measles and vaccination without the permission of the health department or their university.)







Many of the Florida experts I spoke with said they didn't blame health officials specifically for Florida's minimalist response to measles. Across the health department, officials desperately want to do more to address measles cases, Goldhagen, who remains connected with many former health-department colleagues, told me. But "their hands are tied by the state."



Several of the experts I spoke with--including one health-department employee--cited an environment of fear and restriction within Florida's health department. The message from state leaders, they told me, has been that health officials are not to publicize outbreaks, or encourage quarantines, isolation, or vaccines. The state has embraced such hands-off policies since the coronavirus pandemic: In 2020, DeSantis strongly encouraged COVID vaccines for the elderly, but as political sentiment toward COVID vaccines and policy shifted, Florida began taking a more relaxed approach to infectious disease. In 2021, the state passed a law that restricted officials' ability to quarantine students exposed to COVID; measles cases are not subject to such restrictions, but attitudes about the viruses appear to be similar, several researchers told me.



Unlike many other states, Florida runs a fairly centralized health department: The local health departments are staffed with state employees. "All the directors are scared enough that nobody talks," one physician in northern Florida told me. The department has suffered serious budget cuts too in the past few years, and many health-department employees worry that doing the job they were hired for could now mean losing it altogether. (Neither the health department nor DeSantis's office responded to my questions about how politics has shaped Florida's measles response, or about the limits put on health-department employees.)



Still, where they can, many health officials are "working quietly to implement standard public-health practices," the northern-Florida physician said. After two cases were detected at the University of Florida at Gainesville, for instance, health-department officials performed contact tracing, ultimately reaching some 1,000 people, Fred Southwick, an infectious-disease specialist at the university, told me. Health officials also recommended quarantines and isolation as appropriate--and people were able to seek vaccines through the health department as well as through the university or their own health-care providers, two physicians in Gainesville said. (Southwick spoke to me in a personal capacity, not on behalf of the University of Florida. In response to a request for comment, the university referred me to communications it had sent to its students, faculty, and staff about measles and then directed me to the health department; it did not answer my questions about the department's degree of involvement or transparency in managing the cases.)



But these covert operations won't cut it for much longer, experts told me. A key part of public health, Goldhagen said, is to be public about health, so that everyone has the opportunity to protect themselves and their community. Matt Hitchings, an infectious-disease researcher at the University of Florida at Gainesville, told me that "there are lots of places in Florida that appear to be right on the knife's edge between sufficient vaccine coverage and not enough," and although active messaging from the health department wouldn't change every mind, Hitchings suspects that it could bump vaccination rates enough to prevent outbreaks in some of those regions. As things stand, two physicians told me that they've begun to imagine a future in which measles could soon be detected in nearly every single one of the state's 67 counties.



DeSantis and Ladapo's approach to infectious disease has been polarizing: Recent polls show that roughly 80 percent of Florida parents support maintaining current laws that require vaccines for schoolchildren--approximately in line with national attitudes. But Florida has become a firmly red state, and across the country, Republicans express doubts more frequently than Democrats do that immunizations are safe and beneficial. In Florida, the number of families seeking exemptions from vaccine requirements has been increasing steadily, and is now about 5 percent.

At some point, the health department may be forced to change tactics--if other states begin warning against travel to Florida, hospitals are overrun, or people begin to die. The "look away" strategy, after all, works only as long as a disease's impact is small enough to ignore without political consequence. But Hitchings and others told me that they can't yet picture what that shift might look like. "What is the endgame? I really don't know," Hitchings said. DeSantis has pitched Florida as a haven from liberal policies: In 2024, the state posted on its borders signs reading Welcome to the free state of Florida, advertising its commitment to personal choice. It may yet have to reckon with how the decisions of a relatively small number of individuals will affect the health of entire populations--who may soon have less of a choice about whether they get sick.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2026/03/florida-measles-response-silence/686359/?utm_source=feed
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There's No Way the American West Will Have a Normal Summer

This week's record-breaking heat dome augurs badly for the months to come.

by Rebecca Boyle

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




Spring is just about here, if you go by its official start date, on the equinox. But in the American West, it feels like we skipped right to summer. A record-smashing heat dome has settled over a huge swath of the United States, from California to Montana and down to Texas. At my house in Colorado Springs, where we are 6,700 feet in elevation, highs could hit 90 degrees Fahrenheit this Saturday. The usual high temperature should be around 55 this time of year. Just outside Phoenix, a baseball spring-training matchup between the Chicago Cubs and Cincinnati Reds was rescheduled to 6:05 p.m. Friday, rather than a typical afternoon start time. Highs around Phoenix are expected to hit 106 Friday and Saturday, about 30 degrees above normal for mid-March. We are roasting out here.



This is not normal. Or at least it wasn't normal in the past. The heat wave is happening because of a bizarrely strong ridge of high pressure in Earth's atmosphere. The ridge suppresses cloud formation and brings in warmer air. Such atmospheric ridges are more common in the summer, but this one would be unusually intense even for that season. It is the strongest ridge ever observed in March, Kaitlyn Trudeau, a senior researcher at the science nonprofit group Climate Central, told me. The group's researchers have developed a prediction model that assesses how much a warming trend or record high can be attributed to human-caused climate change. According to the model, climate change is making this week's western high temps five times more likely.



More subjectively, this heat dome is "otherworldly," "genuinely startling," and "absurd," depending on which meteorologist you ask. The spread of March temperatures on Colorado's Front Range is typically wide, but not so wide that the Denver metro area should be expecting highs in the 80s--even inching up to 90. March is also, famously, the state's snowiest month. Peak snowpack usually falls around April 9. This year, we passed peak snowpack a couple of weeks ago, and the heat wave means that by mid-April, much of the snow will probably be gone for the season.



This is not just our problem, or Arizona's; the whole West is baking right now. In Nevada, a state whose name literally means "snowy," Great Basin National Park will see temperatures in the 70s. From March 4 to March 16 in California, the snowpack melted at 1 percent a day on average, according to the state's Department of Water Resources. Peak snowpack in the state probably happened in mid-February, about 40 days before the typical peak.



Snowpack is vital for water in the West, serving as a savings account for summer water needs; the heat wave will flush that account empty. My favorite Colorado ski area, which reaches 11,952 feet in elevation at its summit, could see high temperatures of 55 degrees over the weekend, for instance. The snow will turn to slush and melt fast, and streams will be high and turbid; one of the threats from this heat wave is actually hypothermia, for people who find themselves (intentionally or otherwise) in rushing, snow-fed rivers.



But then the rivers and lakes filled by melting snow will run dry, months sooner than they should. Lake Powell and Lake Mead will drop, maybe by a lot. The parched ground throughout western states will become a tinderbox. Already, communities in the Denver metro area have declared Stage 1 drought, and others are considering the same, which means restrictions on water use. Governor Jared Polis activated the state drought task force on Tuesday, often a harbinger of statewide-drought declaration. Again, let me punctuate that this is happening in the middle of March.



"This is exactly the opposite of what you want to see at this point," Trudeau said.



This oddly powerful heat wave caps off an already anomalous, ominous winter season. February closed out the warmest winter ever measured in Colorado. Together, December, January, and February were a whopping 8.1 degrees warmer than the 20th-century average, and 6.4 degrees warmer than the 1991-2020 average. It was by far the warmest winter here in all 131 years of recordkeeping. Many locations around the state shattered previous records for the number of winter days above 60 degrees.



The falling records are a symptom of change, and could portend a new normal, Trudeau said.

"It's going to become increasingly harder to use the past as a playbook for the future, because we are shifting into a completely different climate system." For those of us who grew up here and remember what it's supposed to be like, this week's weather feels wrong, especially after we didn't really have a winter.



At the same time, we have some experience with what that could mean for the other three seasons. I keep thinking back to 2012, when I was living in the Midwest, homesick for the mountains, and watching them burn on national TV. That year was also weirdly hot--it was the hottest year on record for the continental United States until 2024--and Colorado suffered immensely. Wildfires raged across every corner of the state, and Front Range communities burned from Colorado Springs to Fort Collins. That summer, black smoke billowed over Colorado Springs and officials evacuated the Air Force Academy. We worry about reliving the terrifying scene this year, from the mountains to the prairies.

While I was working on this article, I got an alert from the Watch Duty app about a new grass fire 20 minutes south of my house. We are getting too accustomed to springtime fire watches and warnings. But besides grass fires here and there, as of this writing, nothing catastrophic has yet begun in the mountains. I think about how one brutal fire season, Colorado's then-governor, Bill Owens, was infamously quoted saying that "all of Colorado is burning." Right now all of Colorado is hot, and all of Colorado is dry. We are all bracing for what that means for us in a few months.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2026/03/west-heat-wave/686457/?utm_source=feed
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Who Will Apologize for D.C.'s Tornado Bust?

Some meteorologists made a lot of noise as the storm loomed--and when it failed to materialize.

by Joshua Partlow

Tue, 17 Mar 2026





 Tornadoes did not hit the nation's capital yesterday, and many meteorologists on the internet are extremely sorry. "What a HORRIBLE forecast by meteorologists--especially myself," Matthew Cappucci, of the weather app MyRadar, posted on X yesterday after the tornado warnings that prompted schools, businesses, and museums to close across the Washington region had fizzled into your average rainy day.



Brady Harris, who calls himself "Weathers #1 HYPE Man," wrote that meteorologists had "screwed up the Forecast BIG Time today." He pledged to do better. In wraparound shades and a T-shirt featuring a kitty cat in a lightning storm (his handle is "StormCat5_"), Harris explained to his followers in a video: "I made the prediction. You have to own it. And you have to tell people, you know, publicly, that, 'Hey, I messed up.'"



Surely, the weathermen of the world hold some sincere remorse here for a situation that alarmed the mid-Atlantic, sent parents scurrying to retrieve their kids, grounded hundreds of flights, and disrupted daily life for millions of people. But the abject tenor of some of the apologies, following the ominous buildup about the prospect of destructive tornadoes, has become its own minor storm system. When a threat looms and throngs of forecasters and weather fans--some highly credentialed, others less so--all weigh in online, the incentives to make both the forecast and the failings dramatic go up. In the attention economy, who wants to tune in for un-extreme weather?



"Social media certainly drives what I call the 'hype machine,'" Jeffrey Halverson, an expert on D.C.-area weather and a professor at the University of Maryland Baltimore County, told me. "I think severe-thunderstorm forecasting"--which includes tornadoes--"could benefit from better communication of uncertainty."



For snowstorms, the National Weather Service puts out a range of possible outcomes, building that uncertainty more explicitly into the forecasts. But tornadoes are particularly hard to predict. And although they happen in the Washington region--a 2002 twister killed three people and destroyed large swaths of La Plata in Southern Maryland--they are far rarer than in the South or the Great Plains.



The day before the storm, the National Weather Service's Storm Prediction Center put the threat at Level 4 out of 5 for a stretch of the East Coast from Maryland to the Carolinas--a "moderate" risk, but one that means severe storms could be widespread. It was the first such warning for the region in more than two years. That got everyone's attention, Halverson told me. Meteorologists are always thinking about their responsibility to warn the public about impending dangers. Many started sounding the alarm.





It worked: School systems across the D.C. region began weighing their options. Many decided to close early on Monday. But not all of them. In Loudoun County, Virginia, the public-schools superintendent, Aaron Spence, told me that he and his team wrestled with the decision on Sunday night and the next morning. They, too, were looking at weather models, and those suggested that if they ended school early, students would likely be traveling in the middle of whatever the storm was delivering--around noon to 2 p.m. in his county. "So really, truly, had we done an early dismissal, that would have been precisely the time our elementary students would have been on buses," Spence said. He was also worried about kids staying home alone if the forecast proved correct: The schools had designated shelters, backup power, access to food. They decided to keep the kids there and, during the tornado warning, which lasted for about 45 minutes in the late morning, had them shelter in place, away from the windows.



But as neighboring districts closed early, Spence's restraint was not particularly popular, and he heard a lot of criticism about the decision. He doesn't hold it against the meteorologists, though, even if the forecast was off. "I always in these moments hope and appreciate when our parents extend us patience and grace, because these are very difficult decisions. So I would extend the same patience and grace to these meteorologists," he told me.



As it turned out, thick cloud cover on Monday morning kept the sun from warming up and destabilizing the atmosphere in a way that could fuel tornadoes. In retrospect, Halverson said, he believes the National Weather Service would have been prudent to wait longer to see how conditions evolved before such a stark warning. "A lot of us in the community thought a Level 3 would have been more appropriate," he said. Some local weather fans, such as Logan Giles, who writes Beltway Weather Today on Substack, defended the forecast, writing on X that "you can't call this a bust. Numerous gusts over 65 mph with the strongest gust for D.C. since 2012, 68 mph."



But, as the online weather discourse broke into for- and against-apologies by meteorologists, he told me perhaps a mea culpa was warranted, if only because the warnings disrupted so many people's day. "I think it deserves an apology when people's lives are impacted," he said.



Others, including Halverson, would like to see the self-flagellation calm down. He thinks forecasters are pretty genuine people, for the most part, who don't want to cause unnecessary stress, even though sensationalism has become more common in online weather talk. "So there's a lot of soul-searching today," he told me. "I don't think that apologies are warranted. Please, let's not get into the business of apologizing for acts of God that (1) we can't control, and (2) we still don't know a lot about. That's a slippery slope."



Cappucci told me that more than 1 million people have watched his video admitting that "my forecast was a poor one." Even though the pieces for a weather disaster were in place, he felt he should have communicated better about the possibility of a bust when it became more apparent on Sunday evening. "We thought we had the juice; we had the spin; we had the jet-stream dynamics--we had all these different things," he told me. "What we didn't look for enough were potential off-ramps, potential limiting factors or failure modes."

Cappucci, who is 28 and one of the younger meteorologists in the area, works on forecasts for radio, print, TV, and a weather app. He is also one of the most followed, and tries to keep an ongoing dialogue with his audience. Cappucci has seen how other forecasters can make thousands of dollars a month with an average-size social-media account posting outlandish weather reports. And he told me that he regularly gets blamed for bad forecasts, because viewers often don't distinguish who said what.

That so many people have now seen him say he was wrong "is certainly a humbling thing," he said. "And yet, in the long range, I genuinely believe that the humbleness and humility of addressing one's faults professionally garners more trust in the long range." Getting people's attention is part of his job, but, he said, keeping their trust is his ultimate goal.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2026/03/dc-tornado-bust/686431/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What 100 Million Volts Do to the Body and Mind

The odds of being struck by lightning in America in a given year are one in 1.2 million. How does the experience reorient a person's sense of chance, of fate?

by Jacob Stern

Mon, 16 Mar 2026

What does it feel like to be struck by lightning?

There is no easy analogue. A defibrillator delivers up to 1,000 volts to a patient's heart; inmates executed by electric chair typically receive about 2,000. A typical lightning strike, by contrast, transmits 100 million volts or more. But lightning races through the body in milliseconds, and therefore often spares it. Some people black out instantly upon being struck. Others recall the moment vividly, as if in slow motion: the flash of light whiting out all vision; the sound, which many survivors say is the loudest they've ever heard. The pain, for some, is excruciating, yet others feel no pain at all. "It felt like adrenaline, but stronger," one survivor reported. "I felt an incredible pulsing," another said, "a burning sensation from head to toe."

The severity of the resulting injury depends on, among countless other variables, how the electricity enters the body, and where, and the path the current takes through it. Direct strikes are the deadliest, but most strikes are indirect--a side flash coming off a tree, a current running through the ground, a streamer rising up from below--and most people survive these.

In some cases, the damage is immediately apparent. Lightning, in addition to being very bright and very loud, is very hot--the air around it can hit temperatures about five times hotter than the surface of the sun--and so it can singe or burn people. The shock wave from the strike can fling victims a great distance, breaking bones or causing concussions as they land. The current inscribes some victims' skin with mysterious scarlike patterns called Lichtenberg figures, which resemble the limbs of a barren tree--or the branching structure of lightning itself.

Read: What it's like to be struck by lightning

Just as often, though, survivors manifest no burns, bruises, or scars. Even Lichtenberg figures generally vanish within a few days; no one knows exactly why. On the outside, survivors look normal. Which doesn't mean they feel that way.

Many of the body's essential systems--the heart, the brain, the nervous system--depend on electrical signals, and lightning can throw these thoroughly out of whack. Forgetfulness, sleep problems, sexual dysfunction, and headaches that manifest as intense pressure--like "my eyeballs are just popping out," one person told me--are common. Some people become hypersensitive to noise; others lose their hearing entirely. A few, almost miraculously, are freed of a prior ailment: a bad leg healed; vision, once impaired, restored. Pretty much all of them feel permanently off balance. Some have to relearn simple things, things they've done their whole life--how to read, how to sing, how to ride a bike.

Phantom sensations are prevalent. One woman told me she often feels as though water is running down her limbs. Another, in a Facebook group for survivors, said she feels "an indescribable itching" coming from inside the back of her head. Inexplicable odors can emerge; food can taste like cardboard or glue. The symptoms can last for decades. Yet standard neurological imaging, such as MRI scans, almost never detects abnormalities, and most physicians, who understand the symptoms' basis in only the most rudimentary sense, can offer little useful counsel. Faith in survivors' stories--among friends, colleagues, even loved ones--can waver.

The most fundamental consequences of being struck by lightning are often metaphysical, and not easily communicable. How does falling victim to one of the most notoriously unlikely of all misfortunes reorient your sense of chance, of fate? How does it feel, when you're trying to describe the most transformative experience of your life, to be met, routinely, with disbelief?

Last May, I attended a conference of Lightning Strike and Electrical Shock Survivors International. It was held, as it often is, in Pigeon Forge, Tennessee, a smallish town on the edge of the Great Smoky Mountains best known as the home of Dollywood, Dolly Parton's Appalachia-themed amusement park. The town's main drag resembles a sort of family-friendly version of the Las Vegas strip. Instead of casinos, there are dinner-show theaters, go-kart tracks, and a sprawling Margaritaville megacomplex, its central fountain inhabited by giant animatronic Brachiosaurus that roar from time to time.

The conference was staged at a Staybridge Suites just off the strip. About 30 people were there, mostly men who looked to be over the age of 60, many of them conference regulars who'd been struck long ago, though there were some women and younger attendees too. Most had brought their spouse and were making a weekend of it. They were there primarily to connect with other people who understood what they had been through.

Like senior prom, the conference always has a theme, and this year's was Hawaii. Survivors wore leis, and pineapples adorned with sunglasses sat on every table in the Staybridge's modest meeting room. A folding table converted into a makeshift tiki bar dispensed virgin pina coladas and hurricanes. Against this backdrop, specialists gave presentations on trauma therapies. Attendees compared notes on which treatments have worked for them and which haven't.


Steve Marshburn Sr., the founder of the group, seated at a conference luncheon. The conference always has a theme, and that year's was Hawaii. (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



In one session, a man I'll call Matt, a young, redheaded survivor who for a year and a half after his strike could hardly feel pain, temperature, or most other sensations on much of his skin, said laser therapy had eventually restored his nerves. Having a massage therapist work on his vagus nerve had helped too. For a while, he'd slept inside a Faraday cage, to protect him from static electricity during storms. Today, to cope with intrusive thoughts about lightning, he dumps a packet of salt in his mouth because when you do that, he said, "that's all you can think about."

A woman I'll call Caroline, who'd been struck on the job two years earlier, used that same strategy, she said, only with Warheads candies instead of salt. One problem she had not solved was that no matter how hot she gets, no matter how hard she exerts herself, she can't sweat anymore. Matt said he'd had the same problem for a while. What fixed it for him was spending significant time in a sauna--up to 90 minutes three times a day.

If the discussion had a certain DIY quality to it, that reflects the paucity of medical literature on what lightning does to the body. Few systematic studies have been conducted, and most physicians have never treated a strike victim. Many survivors' experiences defy medical explanation, so doctors have little to say.

Given the limited counsel that the medical establishment can offer them, survivors tend to be open to alternative therapies, but they're also wary of being taken advantage of. At the conference, several attendees reminisced about the year when two "hippies" had shown up and started hawking New Age-type products. "They said they were linked in voodoo," one survivor recalled.

Much of the group conversation focused on Caroline, whose injury was the freshest. She used to cook her family elaborate meals, but "after the accident," she said, "I left the oven on so many times that I even ended up burning the element out." For a while she refused to get a new one, because she worried she'd burn the house down. She leaves sticky notes everywhere to remind her of what she needs to do, but even so, she rarely has the energy to do all of it. She has to ask for help, which makes her feel bossy. She worries that others think she's lazy.

Gary Reynolds's experiences after he was struck in the summer of 2007 were similar. He was grabbing sodas from his family's extra fridge, he'd told me earlier, when lightning hit him through the open garage door. For months, he could barely get out of bed. His whole body hurt constantly. He had trouble concentrating, and simple tasks that had once been second nature now seemed complex. On warm afternoons, he watched the sky warily. A therapist diagnosed him with PTSD, which by some estimates afflicts more than 25 percent of lightning-strike survivors. In 2009, just a few months shy of their 20th anniversary, Reynolds and his wife divorced. Initially she'd been sympathetic, he said, but over time she lost patience. "You're not over this yet?" Reynolds recalled her saying. "It can't be that bad."


Gary Reynolds, who was first struck in 2007 (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



"I just keep thinking, I want to wake up the next day and it's going to be normal," Caroline said at one point during the session. But she wasn't even two years out from her strike. She had not yet come to the conclusion that the veteran survivors at the conference had reached long ago: that no matter what you do, no matter how many therapies you try, you still have to accept that you'll never be the person you were before. "You still look the same and everything else, but it's like a different person inside," Reynolds said. "It's a different soul."

The odds of being struck by lightning in the United States in a given year are roughly one in 1.2 million, according to a 2019 analysis by the National Weather Service--about the same as flipping a coin and landing on heads 20 times in a row. But this is only a generic estimate. The likelihood of being struck in San Francisco is not the same as the likelihood of being struck in Orlando, last year's urban lightning capital of America. The likelihood of being struck for lawyers is not the same as the likelihood of being struck for roofers.

The majority of people killed by lightning--about 20 each year in the U.S.--are struck while engaging in some sort of outdoor leisure or labor. But in truth, almost anyone can be struck almost anytime. People have been struck while talking on landlines, while using computers, even while sitting on the toilet, according to the National Weather Service, because current can travel through telephone wires, electrical connections, and metal pipes. When lightning survivors insist, as many do, on unplugging their appliances in preparation for a storm, this is not tinfoil-hat mania. And the old advice about not showering during a thunderstorm? Sensible.

Read: Almost no Americans die from lightning strikes anymore--why?

Steve Marshburn Sr., who founded Lightning Strike and Electrical Shock Survivors International in 1989, told me that he was struck at age 25 on a seemingly clear November morning in 1969. He was working as a teller at First Citizens Bank in Swansboro, North Carolina, sitting at the drive-through window, and he thinks the bolt must have passed through an ungrounded speaker. For years, he struggled not only with debilitating headaches and back problems, but also with the sheer improbability of the event that had produced them. Many of the doctors he visited didn't believe his story. For a long time, even his parents wondered whether he was making the whole thing up.

And to some extent, Marshburn understands why. "It's so unbelievable that it's hard to talk about," he said. Eventually, a doctor introduced him to another patient who had survived an electrical injury, and that experience led Marshburn to start his survivors' group. Membership now numbers about 2,000, and in September the organization hosted its first-ever West Coast conference, in Scottsdale, Arizona. For years, most people found their way to the group via their local weather station, or after seeing it featured in news outlets or on TV. Now more find it through Facebook.

That's how Gary Reynolds did. His second wife, Lisa, discovered the group while searching online for other people who'd been struck, people who could understand him. Doctors never had. When he first went to the emergency room, they ran a battery of tests, but the results all came back normal. After he'd been at the hospital for about nine hours, a doctor said, "I'm not really sure what to tell you," and sent him home. Roughly the same thing happened when he visited his primary-care physician. Other doctors told him to his face that he was making the whole thing up.

Not until his first conference did he meet people who could truly empathize with him. He'd never spoken with a fellow lightning-strike survivor in person before, and he was nervous on the drive up, but when he arrived he felt almost like he was at a reunion. "You walk into that room and it's like we're family," he said. After he joined the group, he felt normal for the first time in years. "It was validating," he said. "Like, Okay, I'm not crazy."

In June 2008, Reynolds told me, he was struck by lightning a second time. It was 11 months after his first strike, and he'd woken up at 2 a.m. with an awful headache. Ever since the initial incident, his head had throbbed in exactly the same spot when he sensed a storm coming. As he lay beside his open bedroom window, he felt a shock go through his hand. "Not again," he thought. Half of his hand turned bright red, he said, but he hadn't yet paid off the previous year's hospital bills, and this strike seemed less serious than the last, so he decided not to seek care. In the following months, though, his lingering symptoms from the first strike all worsened. He was often dizzy, and he couldn't grip well. Reynolds ran a tree service at the time, one he'd started a few years after high school, and these were serious problems for someone whose vocation involved wielding a chainsaw. The divorce came about six months later.

In the years that followed, Reynolds pieced his life back together: He remarried, moved his family to western North Carolina, began working at a lumberyard, started attending survivors' conferences. Then, while standing in the kitchen of his mountainside home on a June afternoon in 2016, he was struck a third time. And six years after that, a fourth, he said, this time while sitting in a leather recliner watching TV with his grandchildren. Must've been a streamer, he told me. Came up through the floor and hit him square in the back.

If the likelihood of getting struck once in your lifetime is one in 15,300, as the National Weather Service estimated in 2019, then statistically, the number of people in the United States today whom you'd expect to have been struck multiple times is ... one. One single person. And yet the National Weather Service's collection of about 50 lightning-survivor stories on its website includes two from people who say they've been struck twice and another from someone who says she's been struck three times. Andy Upshaw, a North Carolina landscaper, says that he, too, has been hit three times. Charles Winlake, struck four times before the age of 30, added rubber soles to all of his shoes and began to wear only plastic-rimmed glasses. Linda Cooper, a former South Carolina schoolteacher, says she's been struck six times, and so does Carl Mize, a former Oklahoma rodeo rider. One member of the Lightning Strike and Electric Shock Survivors Support Facebook group says she's been struck nine times, and another says she stopped counting after 13. Media reports document more multistrike cases. In all, my far-from-exhaustive search turned up more than two dozen.


Clockwise from top left: Electrical-shock survivor Rodney Burkholder and lightning-strike survivors Danny Devine, Danny "Joe" Jude, and Betsy Silby, in Pigeon Forge with their partners and caregivers (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



All of this, to state the obvious, is incredibly improbable. Extrapolating from the National Weather Service estimates, the likelihood of being struck six times is roughly one in 13 septillion--that's a 13 followed by 24 zeros. If you multiplied the number of people who have ever existed on Earth by about 100 trillion, you'd expect one person among them to have been struck six times.

It can seem cruel to suggest that some lightning-strike survivors may be lying, especially when disbelief causes so much hardship for those who are not. But because relatively few lightning strikes are documented, the question often lingers. People lie for all kinds of reasons, and there can be financial incentives to claiming you've been struck: workers' compensation, disability benefits. Mary Ann Cooper was an emergency-medicine faculty member at the University of Louisville when she published the first systematic study of lightning injury in 1980--instantly becoming the leading authority on the subject in doing so. Cooper served for years as an expert witness in workers'-comp cases, brought in to assess whether the claimant really had been struck. She told me that she's encountered some frauds, identifiable because they reported inconsistent or physiologically impossible symptoms.

But the people trying to cheat their way into benefits, Cooper said, are largely not the ones attending survivors' conferences. She believes that the overwhelming majority of the people she has met at those conferences are telling the truth about being struck, and about all the calamities that followed, at least as they understand them. Which is not to say that every statement should be taken at face value.

Like several doctors and scientists I spoke with, Cooper thinks that most people who say they've been struck multiple times genuinely believe that, even if they haven't. Many survivors have flashbacks as a result of PTSD, just as combat veterans and wildfire survivors do. But when a combat veteran or a wildfire survivor resurfaces from a flashback, their surroundings verify to them that they are not, in fact, caught in the middle of a war zone or a fire. A lightning-strike flashback prompted by a storm involves no such assurance. A lightning bolt is there and gone in an instant.

What's more, because lightning leaves the nervous system damaged, it can make people feel bursts of pain--real, excruciating, and unconnected to any physical stimulus. Together, PTSD and nervous-system damage may explain many reports of second or third or fourth strikes.


Charles O'Connor Jr., a lightning-strike survivor, attending the conference for the first time with his wife, Chrissy (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



Not so long ago, that explanation might have sounded far-fetched, just as some of the chronic symptoms of a lightning strike still do, to some. But the idea that trauma can alter the way people perceive the world and interpret their experience is ubiquitous now. And the emergence of long COVID, along with increased awareness of other difficult-to-diagnose chronic conditions, has created a greater respect for individual testimony, and a greater appreciation for how much the medical profession does not know. In this sense, society is finally catching up to what lightning survivors and the people who study them have long understood.

The most grinding suspicions encountered by many survivors--about whether they were ever really struck at all--may in any case be mooted in the coming years. On a recent trip to France, Cooper met with a physician who told her he'd identified a biological marker for lightning injury, which may enable doctors to determine, with a simple urine test, whether someone really has been struck. Nothing has been published on it yet, Cooper said, and no such test seems imminent, so for the moment she isn't getting too excited. But she has an open mind to the possibility.

All of this, of course, is mostly to the good. Yet the lightning-survivor community has always defined itself by a sort of oppositional faith: There, you are doubted; here, you are believed. There, you are strange; here, you are normal. When I asked Reynolds what he made of the trauma-plus-nervous-system-damage theory of why there are so many multistrike survivors, I felt as though I was doing something almost sacrilegious, as though I was violating that ethos of mutual faith. I worried that he'd react with indignation. The notion that he might hang up on me and refuse to speak with me again did not seem unlikely. Instead, he said he thought the theory made a lot of sense.

Might then it explain his multiple strikes? I asked.

Well, he answered, not his.

What does one make of a life so fundamentally altered by an event as unlikely as a lightning strike? In Pigeon Forge, when I asked survivors whether on balance they felt lucky (for having survived a lightning strike) or unlucky (for having been struck in the first place), the question didn't register. "I don't think luck has anything to do with it," Susan Deatrick told me. She doesn't like the word providential either, she said, "but at the same time, God is in control over everything down to the minutest detail."

This response, and others like it, initially surprised me. If lightning is a manifestation of the divine, I thought, how do people explain why it struck them? How do you make sense of a miracle that comes at your expense?

From the July 1875 issue: Lightning and lightning-rods

Jim Segneri, who moderated the conference's final and most intense group discussion, has a succinct answer, one more focused on his having been spared than his having been struck. "I firmly believe that whether you worship Allah or Buddha or God or Jesus or whoever put us here, the reason we're still here is so that we can help other people"--those who are doubted, those who are struggling.

Large numbers of survivors hold some version of this belief. Marshburn, the group's founder, often speaks of the number of survivors--more than 20--whom he has talked out of suicide, reciting in vivid detail the conversations he's had with people on the brink. Over her many years speaking with lightning-strike victims, Mary Ann Cooper said, "I can't tell you how many people have said to me, 'I should have been dead. God must have kept me alive for a reason.'"

And yet for those survivors who hold it, the belief in destiny can cut both ways. Reynolds says that after his third strike, he felt doomed. He'd left his career, gotten divorced, gotten remarried, started a new job, moved more than 600 miles away--and still the lightning had found him. "It's like it's looking for me," he told his therapist. "It's like it's a living, breathing creature."

She assured him that it wasn't, and part of him knew she was right, but he couldn't stop thinking that he was fated to be struck again. She told him that she doesn't believe in destiny. That there is no providence, only circumstance. That sometimes you're just in the wrong place at the wrong time. He'd believed that once. But now he can't shake the feeling that she's wrong.



This article appears in the April 2026 print edition with the headline "Struck."
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Inside the Dirty, Dystopian World of AI Data Centers

The race to power AI is already remaking the physical world.

by Matteo Wong

Fri, 13 Mar 2026


Three Mile Island's cooling towers have until recently served as grave markers for America's nuclear-power industry.



As we drove through southwest Memphis, KeShaun Pearson told me to keep my window down--our destination was best tasted, not viewed. Along the way, we passed an abandoned coal plant to our right, then an active power plant to our left, equipped with enormous natural-gas turbines. Pearson, who directs the nonprofit Memphis Community Against Pollution, was bringing me to his hometown's latest industrial megaproject.

Already, the air smelled of soot, gasoline, and asphalt. Then I felt a tickle sliding up my nostrils and down into my throat, like I was getting a cold. As we approached, I heard the rumble of cranes and trucks, and then from behind a patch of trees emerged a forest of electrical towers. Finally, I saw it--a white-walled hangar, bigger than a dozen football fields, where Elon Musk intends to build a god.

This is Colossus: a data center that Musk's artificial-intelligence company, xAI, is using as a training ground for Grok, one of the world's most advanced generative-AI models. Training these models takes a staggering amount of energy; if run at full strength for a year, Colossus would use as much electricity as 200,000 American homes. When fully operational, Musk has written on X, this facility and two other xAI data centers nearby will require nearly two gigawatts of power. Annually, those facilities could consume roughly twice as much electricity as the city of Seattle.

To get Colossus up and running fast, xAI built its own power plant, setting up as many as 35 natural-gas turbines--railcar-size engines that can be major sources of smog--according to imagery obtained by the Southern Environmental Law Center. Pearson coughed as we drove by the facility. The scratch in my throat worsened, and I rolled up my window.

xAI's rivals are all building similarly large data centers to develop their most powerful generative-AI models; a metropolis's worth of electricity will surge through facilities that occupy a few city blocks. These companies have primarily made their chatbots "smarter" not by writing niftier code but by making them bigger: ramming more data through more powerful computer chips that use more electricity. OpenAI has announced plans for facilities requiring more than 30 gigawatts of power in total--more than the largest recorded demand for all of New England. Since ChatGPT's launch, in November 2022, the capital expenditures of Amazon, Microsoft, Meta, and Google have exceeded $600 billion, and much of that spending has gone toward data centers--more, even after adjusting for inflation, than the government spent to build the entire interstate-highway system. "These are the largest single points of consumption of electricity in history," Jesse Jenkins, a climate modeler at Princeton, told me.

Even conservative analyses forecast that the tech industry will drop the equivalent of roughly 40 Seattles onto America's grid within a decade; aggressive scenarios predict more than 60 in half that time. According to Siddharth Singh, an energy-investment analyst at the International Energy Agency, by 2030, U.S. data centers will consume more electricity than all of the country's heavy industries--more than the cement, steel, chemical, car, and other industrial facilities put together. Roughly half of that demand will come from data centers equipped for the particular needs of generative AI--programs, such as ChatGPT, that can produce text and images, solve complex math problems, and perhaps one day inform scientific discoveries.


Colossus, Elon Musk's data center in Memphis, can consume as much electricity over the course of a year as 200,000 American homes. (Landon Speers for The Atlantic)



To power AI, energy and tech companies are turning to fossil fuels, which they regard as more reliable and readily available than wind, solar, or nuclear. Asked where the energy for data centers should come from, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman has repeatedly said, "Short-term: natural gas." (OpenAI and The Atlantic have a corporate partnership.) A Louisiana utility plans to build three natural-gas plants for a Meta data center that, upon completion, will be among the largest in this hemisphere. The lifespans of coal plants, too, are being extended to power new data centers. And the IEA estimates that data-center emissions could more than double by 2030--becoming one of the fastest-growing sources of greenhouse gases in the world.

The optimist's case is that, by then, advanced nuclear reactors will have obviated many of the new fossil-fuel plants, and AI tools will have invented technologies that can solve the climate crisis. That may well happen. But today, "the market has converged on Add gas now, and then add nuclear later," Jenkins said. In other words, if natural-gas turbines seem to offer the most expedient path to an AI-enhanced future, then clean air may have to wait.

A data center is a planet of contradictions: heat without motion, shelter without bodies, light without sky. "The lifeblood of the internet is essentially flowing through these sites," Jon Lin, the chief business officer at Equinix, one of the world's largest data-center companies, told me in an Equinix facility in Loudoun County, Virginia. Behind Lin, someone in a green hoodie fiddled with computer chips shelved in a row of humming, refrigerator-size cabinets on the data-center floor. There were no windows, to keep the facility secure and to guard against the sun's heat. As we walked along a corridor of cabinets, motion-activated lights illuminated the way. Farther ahead, only faint blue lights and blinking computer equipment pierced the darkness.

Ever since the first data centers were built, in the mid-20th century, their purpose has remained constant: pack computer equipment close together to store and send information as efficiently as possible. But their scale has grown dramatically. The original data centers were simply large rooms housing mainframe computers. With the rise of the internet, in the 1990s, backroom computers gave way to entire buildings, such as the one Lin and I stood in--facilities that enable us to stream movies, trade stocks, store medical records, manage supply chains, and make military decisions. Now the AI race is requiring vastly greater computing power, which has led to even bigger data centers, ones filled with computer chips that are much hungrier and run much hotter.

Read: The lifeblood of the AI boom

In a traditional data center, the cabinets are cooled by industrial fans--as we walked through the Equinix facility, I felt a constant breeze on my cheek--and rooftop cooling towers eventually expel the heat. The cabinets in a generative-AI data center use dozens of times more electricity. Lin showed me a row of AI-specialized cabinets used by Block, the firm that owns Square and Cash App, which radiated enough heat to make me break a sweat; to cool them, water runs into special metal plates that sit atop the chips inside the cabinets. AI data centers are filled with similar equipment, and cooling thousands of cabinets can require a lot of water. Public records from the Memphis water utility, for instance, show that the address for Colossus used more than 11 million gallons in September alone, as much as 150 homes use in an entire year. When a data center's cooling equipment malfunctions, spiraling heat combined with humid air has yielded that rarest of meteorological events: indoor rain.

Placing servers in the same or neighboring buildings allows them to exchange information seamlessly and quickly, and Loudoun County has the highest concentration of data centers in the world, with 199 already operating and another 30 or so on the way. According to one report, 13 percent of global data-center capacity is squeezed into the county's 520 square miles. One particularly dense stretch is called "Data Center Alley."


Cabinets of computer chips at a data center in Loudoun County, Virginia (Landon Speers for The Atlantic)



Northern Virginia offers a glimpse into what the AI rush may bring to the rest of the nation. Loudoun is running out of space, but new data-center hubs are popping up in Phoenix, Atlanta, and Dallas. Amazon and Meta are building AI data centers in Indiana and Louisiana, respectively, that will each require more than two gigawatts of electricity, dozens of times more than standard facilities. OpenAI has proposed that the U.S. establish "AI Economic Zones": little Loudouns everywhere.

As I drove into Data Center Alley with Julie Bolthouse, the director of land use at the Piedmont Environmental Council, she explained how to distinguish data centers from warehouses: cooling towers on the roof, dozens of backup diesel generators to one side, no windows (or false ones, decorative glass panels backed by a wall of concrete). There didn't seem to be any warehouses, though, and I gave up counting data centers within minutes, unable to tell where one facility ended and the next one began. Bolthouse helps run a coalition aiming to slow data-center development throughout Virginia, but in Loudoun, it is too late. So many data centers are under construction just north of Dulles International Airport that hills of freshly dug dirt loom over roads and orange dust tints the air. Should Musk successfully colonize Mars, the early stages of terraforming might look like this.

The architect of this labyrinth is Buddy Rizer, Loudoun's longtime executive director of economic development. Rizer has courted data centers with regulatory and state tax incentives, and when we met in his office, he told me that since 2009, at least one has been under construction at any given time. Data centers are typically operated by only a few dozen staff members, but building them has produced a steady source of employment. They also provide nearly 40 percent of the county's budget, helping to pay for police, schools, and parks for a population that has grown steadily since 2010.

Within a 1.5-mile radius of us, Rizer said, were 12 substations: small jungles of metal poles and wiring that convert high-voltage electricity into a form you'd use to charge your iPhone or, in this case, run a data center. All around us were towering utility poles strung with high-voltage transmission lines that carry raw electricity from power plants to those substations; they hang over Loudoun like a canopy, or a cobweb. Follow any one cable far enough, and you're likely to reach a data center.

For years to come, the AI race is projected to be the main force driving roughly 2 percent annual growth in U.S. electricity demand, which has been stagnant for nearly two decades. Nationally, this is not a crisis; regionally, it may be. Dominion Energy, the major electrical utility in Virginia, predicts growth of 5.5 percent each year, with overall electricity demand doubling by 2039. Aaron Ruby, a spokesperson for Dominion, told me that the company is preparing to meet that surge, though he was frank about the challenge: "We are experiencing the largest growth in power demand since the years following World War II." By the end of the decade, training the industry's most powerful AI model could require as much electricity as millions of American homes.

In China, hundreds of data centers have been announced since 2023, and additional facilities are planned for beneath the ocean and in the desert. China's biggest advantage in the AI race is not the talent of its software engineers or the quantity of its data centers, but its abundance of energy: In 2024, the nation produced nearly as much electricity as the U.S., Europe, and India combined.

President Trump has declared that the nation is in an "energy emergency," and been vocal about the need to build more power plants for the U.S. to win the AI race. A senior executive at OpenAI told me that the U.S. needs to activate every resource at its disposal--solar panels, natural-gas turbines, nuclear reactors. And Anthropic, OpenAI's top rival, published a report arguing that the U.S. should streamline permitting for data centers and power plants in order to keep pace with China.

But an internet-driven energy crisis has failed to materialize before: As fiber-optic cables were being laid in Loudoun in the 1990s, energy companies built more coal- and gas-fired plants. "Dig More Coal--The PCs Are Coming," read a 1999 Forbes headline. When the demand didn't arrive, the nation was left with a glut of gas plants and multiple bankrupt energy companies.

The generative-AI boom, too, could prove to be a bubble. The technology remains extraordinarily expensive, largely because of the cost of advanced computer chips, and no AI firm has presented a convincing business model. One path to profitability might be more efficient algorithms--which would preclude the need for the new natural-gas plants. And if AI doesn't turn out to be as transformative a technology as experts predict, swaths of data centers could be left unused or unfinished--ruins from a future that never came to pass.

Either way, the rush to power data centers as fast as possible has already pushed the U.S. to expand its reliance on fossil fuels.

Behind her one-story brick home in southwest Memphis, Sarah Gladney grows tomatoes, and when the vines wilted early last summer, she had a suspect in mind. "When the wind comes up early in the morning, I can smell it," Gladney told me, nodding in the direction of Colossus. One of her neighbors, Marilyn Gooch, told me the data center's turbines have made her uncertain about whether she should let her grandchildren visit.

Their neighborhood, Boxtown, is named for the railway boxcars that formerly enslaved people used to build homes, and is still almost entirely Black. Virtually every heavy industry has set up nearby--a wastewater facility, an oil refinery, a coal-fired power plant. Colossus itself, which is next to a steel mill and a trucking and rail yard, occupies the hull of an old oven factory. Life expectancy in and around Boxtown is more than five years below the national average, and the cancer risk in southwest Memphis is four times higher. What KeShaun Pearson and I smelled may not have been Colossus itself; xAI had chosen an area so besieged by heavy industry that any exhaust from the facility's turbines would mix in with a pervasive smog.


In Boxtown, a neighborhood in southwest Memphis, many residents and elected officials were unaware that Colossus was being built until the project was well under way. (Landon Speers for The Atlantic)



Colossus was built so quickly that many Boxtown residents and elected officials didn't know what was happening until the project was well under way. Construction began in May 2024, and the project was announced the following month. Gladney, Pearson, and his younger brother Justin--who represents the district in the Tennessee General Assembly--found out about the project that day in June. By Labor Day weekend, less than three months after the press conference, Colossus was up and running.

The company installed its own gas turbines because that was faster than waiting on the local grid, and argued that it did not need a permit to do so because the turbines would operate for less than a year, a claim that the Southern Environmental Law Center, representing the NAACP, contested in a letter threatening to sue the company. (xAI has since received a permit for 15 turbines, and is reportedly operating 12.) Meanwhile, residents report that they have had respiratory issues flare up since xAI moved in.

Last June, when an analysis commissioned by the city of Memphis found "no dangerous levels" of pollutants in Boxtown and at two other test locations, the SELC criticized the study's methods. Using satellite data, researchers at the University of Tennessee at Knoxville found that levels of nitrogen dioxide--which causes smog and is associated with asthma and other respiratory problems--near Colossus have been substantially elevated since its public announcement. (xAI says on its website that it will install technology to reduce the pollution from its turbines. The company, the Shelby County Health Department, and the Memphis mayor's office did not respond to a list of questions about Colossus's environmental impacts and xAI's presence in Memphis; the Greater Memphis Chamber of Commerce declined to comment.)

Fossil fuels have become the default for data centers around the country. OpenAI's first Stargate data center, in Texas, also has its own gas-fired power plant. Chevron and Exxon are angling to hook natural-gas facilities directly into data centers, and the world's three major manufacturers of natural-gas turbines all advertise their products as convenient energy sources for data centers. Michael Eugenis, the director of resource planning at Arizona Public Service, the state's largest utility, told me that because of the demand from data centers, the company is adding more fossil-fuel capacity than it otherwise would have; natural gas will help power Microsoft, Amazon, and Oracle data centers, too.


Transmission lines, like these in Memphis, carry electricity throughout the grid--including to data centers. (Landon Speers for The Atlantic)



In early 2025, a company affiliated with xAI purchased a former warehouse and nearly 200 acres south of Colossus to set up another data center, Colossus II. On a weekday afternoon, the road near the site was dense with traffic--not dump trucks and forklifts, but sedans lining up outside the adjacent public school for pickup. An xAI affiliate bought a retired Duke Energy plant about a mile away in Mississippi that is likely to power this facility, and filed an application to operate 41 natural-gas turbines on the site. Those turbines could emit more carbon dioxide annually than the city of San Jose.

On an island in the Susquehanna River, just south of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, I saw another way to power the AI boom. Above me loomed four beige hourglass-shaped structures, each some 365 feet tall: the cooling towers for Three Mile Island, the site of the worst nuclear disaster in American history. On March 28, 1979, the facility was only a few years old, and nuclear-energy reactors were being built across the country. But a series of mechanical and human errors caused the core of one of the reactors, Unit Two, to rapidly overheat and leak radioactive material. The effects on human health and the environment were negligible, but together with the catastrophe at Chernobyl seven years later, the partial meltdown turned public sentiment strongly against nuclear power.

Three Mile Island's Unit One went undamaged and continued operating, after a brief pause, until 2019. By then natural gas was too cheap, the regulatory environment was too unfriendly, and the losses--hundreds of millions of dollars--were too great for Constellation Energy, which owns Unit One, to keep the plant running.

From the March 2023 issue: Jonathan Rauch on the real obstacle to nuclear power

Nobody has ever resuscitated a fully shut-down U.S. nuclear-power plant, but in fall 2024, Constellation announced plans to do just that. Microsoft had agreed to purchase electricity from Unit One to power its data centers over the next two decades, a guarantee allowing Constellation to spend the $1.6 billion needed to restart the plant. It was the ultimate bellwether of the AI age: Experts have long argued that we need clean nuclear power to reduce the grid's existing carbon footprint. Instead, Three Mile Island will help offset a new source of emissions from a single company.

Constellation is now reversing the steps it took to decommission the reactor: renewing its license, restoring equipment, retraining personnel. Dave Marcheskie, a community-relations manager, explained this to me in a conference room overlooking the nuclear core, which is housed in a building that resembles a large grain silo. Behind him, a clock counted down the time to launch: 650 days, zero hours, 42 minutes, and one second.

As the need for carbon-free electricity grows more urgent, Americans are having to reckon with nuclear energy again, and the AI boom has provided the industry with wealthy backers and an army of tech cheerleaders. Meta and Amazon are buying electricity from large nuclear-power plants, and nearly every major data-center company is investing in experimental nuclear technologies--especially small modular reactors, which in theory will make fission cheaper and easier to deploy.

Read: A new reckoning for nuclear energy

Nuclear energy has its downsides, of course. The waste is radioactive and must be stored almost indefinitely, and the meltdown at Japan's Fukushima plant in 2011 was a reminder of how spectacularly dangerous nuclear reactors can be. But the dangers posed by the burning of fossil fuels are far more imminent.

At Three Mile Island, Marcheskie led me down a hall and into the actual power plant. Pipes, tubes, and hulking machines lined the floor and ceiling; a trefoil sign warned that a large tank potentially contained radioactive materials. The elevator was broken, so we walked a few stories up to the stadium-size room from which all of Three Mile Island's electricity will flow. Scaffolding and shipping containers were scattered around a row of pistachio-green semi-cylinders. Once the plant restarts, uranium atoms ripped apart in the adjacent core will generate immense amounts of heat, vaporizing water into steam that will spin blades inside those cylinders 1,800 times a minute, which will in turn produce hundreds of megawatts of electricity.

This will be orchestrated from a nearby control room, where hundreds of lights and switches line muted-green walls. The shift manager, Bill Price, explained that one half of the main panel controls the nuclear core, while the other half controls the turbines. In the middle is the most important control of all: a red button that shuts down the reactor, and above it an identical button that serves as a backup. In the event of an emergency, Price said, you'd press both. I put a finger on each button and pushed.


The original control room at Three Mile Island Unit One will become operational again when the reactor restarts. (Landon Speers for The Atlantic)



A small amount of the electricity generated here will support the plant itself. Microsoft is buying the remainder through a power-purchase agreement, a mechanism companies use to buy carbon-free electricity to match whatever their facilities draw from the grid. Power generated at Three Mile Island will help offset the energy used by data centers in Virginia and Illinois; Microsoft says it purchases enough clean energy to match all of its electricity consumption, as do Google, Amazon, and Meta. These companies are also investing in hydropower, geothermal plants, and solar panels; Google is exploring building a data center in space, to enable cloud-free access to the sun.

Read: For now, there's only one good way to power AI

Still, tech firms insist that nuclear and other clean technologies cannot be deployed quickly enough to meet their needs. President Trump has signed an executive order to accelerate permitting for natural-gas and coal-fired plants to support data centers. Yet China's energy advantage in the AI race comes from nuclear reactors and solar panels, not coal and oil; the country is building nearly two-thirds of the world's new solar and wind capacity.

The U.S. could still catch up, thanks to private investments by the likes of Google and Microsoft. A majority of planned electricity generation in the U.S. will be carbon-free, and running data centers on renewables can be done, Jenkins, the Princeton climate modeler, told me. Meanwhile, natural-gas turbines are so far back-ordered that acquiring one in the next few years will be virtually impossible.

For now, using existing power sources more wisely, rather than building new ones, may be all the AI industry needs. Electrical grids are designed for periods of peak demand--cooling on summer afternoons, heating on winter mornings--but mostly they run well below maximum capacity. Researchers at Duke University have shown that if data centers reduced their electricity consumption during some of those peaks, it would free up enough electricity to accommodate the country's planned data centers for years. Google and xAI have already entered agreements to do so.

That strategy would allow tech companies to continue building more data centers without waiting for utilities to expand the grid. And time, not dollars or electrons, is the AI industry's primary currency. Google, Microsoft, and their competitors can afford to spend historic sums without near-term financial returns, but they cannot afford to slip behind one another.

Time is also the biggest problem for Microsoft's deal with Three Mile Island, which is taking years to restart. As we left the facility, Marcheskie led me south, past the beige towers and through a fog that had settled over the river. At one point we passed a cluster of concrete barrels that had escaped my attention on the drive up. Marcheskie told me that they contained all of the nuclear waste from Unit One's 45 years of operation. Perhaps one day such casks will also line the perimeters of Colossus and Stargate.

AI may well overhaul how humans think and work, but it's also pushing us toward another inflection point. We can unlock the promises of this technology by doubling down on the energy systems of the past, or we can seize the opportunity to push the grid into a carbon-free future. To get there, an industry that likes to move at warp speed will have to develop a quality it severely lacks: patience.



This article appears in the April 2026 print edition with the headline "Insatiable."
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Announces Sophia Nguyen and Kevin Sieff as Staff Writers; and Theo Balcomb and Jonathan L. Fischer as Senior Editors



Fri, 13 Mar 2026


L to R: Sophia Nguyen, Kevin Sieff, Theo Balcomb, Jonathan L. Fischer



The Atlantic is announcing several journalists joining this spring as a part of our continued newsroom growth: Sophia Nguyen and Kevin Sieff as staff writers; along with Theo Balcomb and Jonathan L. Fischer as senior editors.

Sophia joins us from The Washington Post, where she covered news and wrote features for the Books section. Kevin also comes from the Post, where he spent 15 years overseas in postings that included Kabul, Nairobi, Mexico City, and, most recently, Barcelona. Theo is a senior editor across The Atlantic's podcasts, and has had a long career in audio journalism, starting at NPR and later co-creating The Daily at The New York Times. And Jonathan, also recently of the Post, will work across culture more broadly, including the business of entertainment and media.

Below are the announcements about our new staff:

We are delighted to welcome Theo Balcomb back to The Atlantic, now as a senior editor. Theo is an audio-journalism veteran, having started her career at NPR as a fellow and rising to supervising producer of All Things Considered. She later co-created The Daily at The New York Times. Since then, Theo has edited the Peabody Award-winning investigative series The Empty Grave of Comrade Bishop, the Pulitzer finalist Broken Doors, and the duPont Award-nominated series Field Trip, all from The Washington Post. She's also worked on the much-loved (and super-cool) Song Exploder podcast. She helped develop the relaunch of Radio Atlantic in 2022, and we are excited to have her back. Theo will edit across shows.
 Jonathan L. Fischer is joining us as a senior editor. Jonathan is a creative, thoughtful, and experienced editor who will focus on steering our reporting about the Kennedy Center, the Smithsonian Institution, and the Trump administration's broader efforts to remake culture. This is a crucial line of coverage for us, and we couldn't be more excited to have Jon in this role. Most recently, he was leading a similar line of coverage at The Washington Post, where he guided his reporters to scoop after scoop. Jon will also edit stories about culture more broadly, and The Atlantic will benefit from his array of interests, including but not limited to the business of entertainment and media.
 Sophia Nguyen is coming on board as a staff writer, focusing on culture and the world of books. Sophia is a versatile and creative journalist who has reported a wide range of fascinating stories--including about breakout successes in self-publishing, trends in book design, and self-help's evolution into a lifestyle. Sophia's impressive doggedness is matched only by the elegance of her writing and the originality of her ideas, and we can't wait for Atlantic readers (and all of you) to get to know her. She comes to us from The Washington Post, where she has served as both a writer and an editor.
 Kevin Sieff is also joining us as a staff writer. Kevin is an intrepid reporter and stylish writer who has used his investigative powers to break many major international stories. He exposed the links between drug trafficking and soccer in Latin America, revealed the largest match-fixing ring in professional-tennis history, and uncovered a human-smuggling ring led by tweens. (If you thought the seamy underside of competitive pigeon-racing would escape his notice, well, think again.) Kevin also comes to us from The Washington Post, where he spent 15 years overseas, including stints in Kabul, Nairobi, Mexico City, and, most recently, Barcelona. Kevin will be relocating back to the U.S., but his passport will continue to get a workout. We expect him to train his gaze south of the border, with a focus on Latin America. It's an area he knows well; last year his story on a Mexican police unit that apprehends American fugitives was adapted as a Netflix series, The Gringo Hunters. Kevin has won two Overseas Press Club awards and has been a finalist for both the Pulitzer and the Livingston.


Recent editorial hires at The Atlantic include staff writers Henry Grabar, Luis Parrales, Judith Shulevitz, Sarah A. Topol, and Jenisha Watts; and senior editors Paul Beckett, Emily Bobrow, Adam Kirsch, Michael Leibel, and Chris Suellentrop.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | press@theatlantic.com
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What's Going on With the IRS?

The Trump administration's budget cuts are looming over Tax Day.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 19 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.

Etched into the facade of the Internal Revenue Service's headquarters, just above a trio of limestone arches, is a quote from Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.: "Taxes are what we pay for a civilized society." But today's IRS, weakened by the Trump administration's budget cuts, may not be well-equipped to collect.

The office of the Treasury Inspector General for Tax Administration, a federal watchdog, put out a memo in January highlighting its "concerns" about the IRS's readiness for the 2026 filing season, most of which are downstream from staffing. The agency had more than 100,000 staffers (accountants, lawyers, customer-service specialists, and more) toward the end of 2024; a year later, firings and buyouts had lowered that number to about 81,000. That it lost nearly a fifth of its employees will likely affect its ability to tackle existing problems, such as backlogs of returns and outdated technology, and introduce new ones that will slow it even further.

The current political climate has only complicated things. In the past, the agency encouraged undocumented people to file returns and promised to keep their information private. But during last year's tax season, amid the Trump administration's aggressive immigration-enforcement push, the IRS funneled data from protected tax records to the Department of Homeland Security. The National Immigration Law Center has suggested that if people don't want to take the risk of filing this year, "the IRS will likely bring in less revenue while also spreading fear and confusion in immigrant communities." At the same time, President Trump is currently suing the IRS for mishandling his own information (his returns were leaked to the press during his first term). He's seeking at least $10 billion in damages, all of which would come directly from American taxpayers, should he win the case. The agency also hasn't had an official commissioner since August, when Trump removed the former congressman Billy Long from the post. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent had been doing double duty as the acting commissioner, but the IRS announced last week that his term had expired. Since October, Social Security Administration Commissioner Frank Bisignano has been serving as the first-ever IRS CEO--now the agency's de facto top dog.

At this point in the filing season, there have been no indications that the IRS is unable to handle its essential responsibilities. But the warning signs are clear. One major consequence of the Trump administration's efforts to reduce staff across government agencies is that many of the most senior employees--the ones with the greatest institutional knowledge and experience--have opted for buyouts. Mark Mazur, who developed tax policy for the Obama and Biden administrations, told me that the exodus could impede everything from "operations to collections to complex audits." The IRS has long had a pretty senior workforce (as of late 2023, 18 percent of employees were eligible for retirement, with another 37 percent estimated to become eligible over the next five years), which, Mazur said, probably compounded the issue: "Thousands of people just said, You're gonna pay me for nine months to not work and then I can retire? Sign me up!"

The agency's staffing shortage could affect its ability to close the "tax gap," or the difference between what the IRS is owed each year and what it's actually able to harvest from taxpayers. The national tax-compliance rate is high--somewhere north of 80 percent--but the gap is still significant. In 2021, it was hovering around $600 billion, or approximately 3 percent of America's GDP at the time. In recent years, the IRS has also had to contend with the backlog of tax returns that piled up during the coronavirus pandemic; as of December, 2 million returns from previous years were still waiting to be processed. The greater the tax gap, and the bigger the pileup, the less tax revenue the federal government is pulling in each year.

For that reason, it turns out that federal spending on the IRS is actually a good way for the government to make more money. For every dollar the IRS spends auditing someone in the top-10 percentile for income, it gets $12 back, per the National Bureau of Economic Research. The IRS is often compared to the accounts-receivable department of a private-sector business. "That's one of the last places you would trim, because you want to make sure you get paid for the work that you do," Mazur said. "And similarly, you would think the government would want to get paid for the goods and services that it provides."

The cuts have also triggered an unprecedented "all-hands-on-deck situation" for the IRS's customer-service team, Danny Werfel, the IRS commissioner from 2023 to 2025, told me. Millions of people call the IRS with questions about their returns (there are limited options for getting in touch with the agency) and competent phone service plays a large role in helping them figure out what they owe. The accounts-management program, which oversees customer service, improved its once-abysmal phone service during the Biden administration, thanks to billions of dollars in fresh funding from the Inflation Reduction Act of 2022. But the division lost more than 4,000 employees amid last year's reductions. This year, employees from different divisions at the agency have had to be transferred over to the phones--regardless of whether they have any knowledge of how to handle incoming calls.

Some parts of the IRS are shiny and new--the agency has lately been deploying AI to sift through submissions--yet other, more essential components of its infrastructure were coded with the decades-old programming language COBOL. The agency's digital-file database, which dates back to the early 1960s, holds the Guinness World Record for oldest software system in continuous use. In her June report to Congress, National Taxpayer Advocate Erin M. Collins, another IRS watchdog, noted that the workforce reduction would impede the agency's ability to carry out its objectives--technological modernization chief among them.

The IRS represents the kind of sclerotic bureaucracy that Trump claims he wants to overhaul. His first administration tried to rethink tax returns by putting them on forms the size of a postcard, and his second administration at one point sought to replace the Internal Revenue Service--and income taxes--with an External Revenue Service funded by tariffs (neither idea materialized). The problem is that by taking a hatchet to the agency, the president has effectively undercut his own goal of waste reduction.

The experts I spoke with agreed that the IRS isn't on the verge of imploding anytime soon (meaning you'll still need to pay your taxes this year). But in divesting from the agency, the administration is threatening to weaken the principle that Holmes describes. A well-functioning society, he reminds us, always comes at a cost.

Related:

	The DOGE plan that endangers U.S. revenue (From 2025)
 	Tax season just got more confusing. (From 2025)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump is betraying Iran's pro-democracy protesters.
 	Are they still your friends if you never see them?
 	There's no way the American West will have a normal summer.




Today's News

	The Pentagon has requested $200 billion to fund the war in Iran, a proposal now under White House review before any formal submission is made to Congress.
 	Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent said that the United States is considering lifting sanctions on Iranian oil already at sea to help ease rising gas prices, a move that could free up about 140 million barrels. International oil prices jumped more than 10 percent to about $118 a barrel today, before dropping to about $102 a barrel.
 	Darren Indyke, Jeffrey Epstein's former lawyer and a co-executor of his estate, told House investigators in a closed-door deposition that he had "no knowledge" of Epstein's crimes; he denied facilitating any abuse.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Celebrities can stay famous for longer than ever, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Brandon Celi



The New Infidelity

By Zoe Yu

Last summer, a friend called bearing bad news: Her two-year relationship was finished. In between insisting that she was, in fact, totally fine, and that everything was probably for the best, she told me that her (now ex-) partner had accused her of cheating.
 My friend had not, to be clear, slept with anybody else, or gone on any illicit dates. But her partner, consumed by suspicion when it came to my friend's platonic relationships, had gone through my friend's phone and stumbled upon old messages that were too affectionate, too "flirty." She broke up with my friend that night.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The longevity bros are cold plunging wrong.
 	What Paul Ehrlich's fear of scarcity did to American politics
 	Radio Atlantic: Trump is kicking the economy while it's down.
 	Israel is missing its big chance in Lebanon.
 	Charlie Warzel: Maybe turning war into a casino was a bad idea?
 	The Iran war's next threat is to food and water.




Culture Break


Illustration by Haley Jiang



Read. Annoying characters let us admit that we might be annoying too. A new book about self-absorbed characters navigating the pandemic avoids the traps that other COVID novels have fallen into, Lily Meyer argues.

Explore. Gary Shteyngart searched for the Nobel laureate J. M. Coetzee in Cape Town, the city Coetzee left behind.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Celebrity Clock Is Getting Rewired

Stars can stay relevant for longer than ever now.

by Isabel Fattal

Thu, 19 Mar 2026




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

"I think of celebrities as the transient royalty of a democracy," Thomas Griffith wrote in The Atlantic in 1975. "While reigning, they live like kings, with paid and unpaid courtiers to show them little attentions. But their powers and privileges last only during their flowering period." Unlike royals, who pass their prominence on through bloodlines and establish long-lasting dynasties, many celebrities "become only half-recalled names in trivia."

Ouch. But Griffith wasn't wrong: Fame famously lasts for only 15 minutes, as the Andy Warhol axiom goes, and then it's off to the land of pub-quiz deep cuts. Stars "live with the constant, terrifying possibility that their special gifts or their celebrity will vanish, exposing them as the insecure mortals they are in their own experience," the psychoanalyst Sue Erikson Bloland, the daughter of the well-known German psychoanalyst Erik Erikson, wrote in The Atlantic in 1999.

That fear leads some people to clutch their crown with both hands, even if it means saying yes to things they would've balked at before (see: competing on Dancing With the Stars, hosting a reality show, doing viral dances on TikTok). Their decline into obscurity can be delayed but not avoided--some celebrities whose spotlight is fading exhibit "an offstage melancholy that must come from what they see in their own mirror," Griffith noted.

In the modern era, this "offstage melancholy" looks different. Many people, after reaching the peak of their fame, don't go offstage at all. Instead, they parlay a past hit TV show into a nostalgia-bait podcast, or move from TikTok fame to making an album. Others reemerge in the zeitgeist for reasons they don't explicitly control--TV shows that were moderately successful on cable might stream a decade later and meet new and bigger audiences, and money-making franchises birth reboot after reboot. The longevity of some celebrities is extended beyond life itself: CGI and AI enable them to appear in films--and to hawk beauty products--even after their death. Marilyn Monroe's visage is selling lipstick; a hologram Whitney Houston sings her hits in Las Vegas.

When Michael Jackson died, in 2009, some commentators lamented that he would be the last true celebrity--that the advent of the World Wide Web would splinter people's attention too much for one star to rise so far above the rest. The same year, Richard Florida argued in an Atlantic essay against that idea: "There's good reason to suspect that, sooner or later, new technology will spawn an even bigger mega-star with even more global reach."

Innovations in technology and media have indeed augmented star power over the course of American history: Rudy Vallee's singing voice was "amplified by the invention of the electric microphone," Florida writes; Frank Sinatra "was one of the first to capitalize on tie-ins between radio, albums, and feature films." Today, streaming and social media have removed many restrictions to fame's reach--although whether any recent star has achieved Michael Jackson levels of ubiquity yet is hard to say.

But just as new technology has changed the scale of celebrity, it has also rewired the celebrity clock. Even though the attention economy pushes people to jockey for just five seconds of a viewer's time, some celebrities are also staying famous for longer. When someone can repeatedly reinvent themselves, relying on different platforms and audiences to boost their profile at different points, fame may not feel as fleeting as it once did.

Ultimately, the celebrity clock is just a measure of how willing the public is to hear from the same person over and over. Fame is never entirely in the famous person's control; it is invented as much as it is earned. (Case in point: Andy Warhol likely never actually said the thing about 15 minutes of fame, but once the phrase became associated with him, that didn't matter.) A celebrity can try with all their might to hold on to the good old days. But they still meet the same end: Stars "have a spectacular passage across our skies," Griffith wrote. Then they fall.
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The Lesson of Tulsi Gabbard's Flip-Flop

The existence of war skeptics in a president's Cabinet is not a valuable indicator of how that president will act.

by Conor Friedersdorf

Wed, 18 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.

After ordering the Iranian general Qassem Soleimani killed in 2020, Donald Trump claimed that the military officer had been "plotting imminent and sinister attacks on American diplomats and military personnel." But that justification didn't pass muster with then-Democratic Representative Tulsi Gabbard.

Gabbard had long been explicit in her insistence that a president cannot unilaterally decide to attack another country in anticipatory self-defense. She'd even co-sponsored the No More Presidential Wars Act in 2018, which stated that the president must "seek congressional authorization prior to any engagement of the U.S. Armed Forces against Syria, Iran, or Russia." It was not surprising when, in spite of Trump's determination that Soleimani had posed an imminent threat, Gabbard insisted that the president had "committed an illegal and unconstitutional act." Gabbard also warned that a war against Iran in particular would be "so costly and devastating" that it would make the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan "look like a picnic."

Yet now that Gabbard serves as director of national intelligence to a president waging war on Iran, she is using her position to defend Trump's unilateral intervention. The president's recent determination of an imminent threat in Iran seems to be enough for her: Posting to social media yesterday from her official government X account, she wrote, "Donald Trump was overwhelmingly elected by the American people" and "as our Commander in Chief, he is responsible for determining what is and is not an imminent threat, and whether or not to take action he deems necessary to protect the safety and security of our troops, the American people and our country." Gabbard repeated this argument in a Senate hearing on worldwide threats today.

Lots of Trump supporters, inside and outside the government, have walked back their concerns about the legality or wisdom of waging war with Iran. But Gabbard's prior critique and her current advocacy for Trump are irreconcilable--and instructive. Trump won the 2024 election in part by signaling to a war-weary country that he would be a "president of peace" who put "America First"--a message that some skeptics of foreign intervention found credible because he was giving leadership roles to anti-interventionist politicians such as Gabbard and J. D. Vance. As it turns out, Gabbard not only failed to influence the Trump administration in a way that prevented war with Iran; she is now giving the president cover for it.

The larger lesson, for those who oppose unilateral and unlawful wars, is that neither a president's anti-war rhetoric nor his appointments of foreign-intervention skeptics are valuable indicators of how he will act. Members of the executive branch cannot be trusted to leave the war power in the hands of Congress, as the Constitution and the rule of law demands. When people serve at the pleasure of the president, the incentives to empower him are simply too strong. What's more, even if they take the unusual step of resigning in protest, as Joe Kent, the director of the National Counterterrorism Center, just did over Iran, the president remains the boss. (It's telling that even in resigning, Kent did not break from the president, and instead relied on conspiracy theories to argue that Trump is not to blame for the war that he started.)

The Obama era teaches this same lesson. Candidate Barack Obama, a constitutional-law professor and early opponent of the Iraq War, said all of the things about executive power that anti-interventionists wanted to hear. Then President Obama waged new wars unilaterally while asserting extraordinary powers for the executive branch. And he was often assisted not by Dick Cheney-esque avatars of extreme presidential power, but by erstwhile skeptics of executive power such as Harold Koh. The Republican-led House rejected a resolution to support U.S. action in Libya, but members of Congress declined to stop Obama by cutting off funds or to punish him with impeachment.

More recently, a faction of anti-war populists who have complained about the "establishment" interventions of the George W. Bush and Obama administrations came to believe that elevating people such as Trump, Vance, and Gabbard was the solution. Instead, Trump is governing as a hawkish interventionist; as a result, the 2028 primaries are likely to feature anti-war candidates in both parties.

Voters who are skeptical of foreign intervention should stop investing their hopes in presidents and shift their time, energy, and focus to House and Senate contests. Congress is big and messy; the average voter may worry that the makeup of seats is harder to change than the outcome of one presidential race. But Congress alone can mete out consequences to presidents who pursue unlawful wars. And doing so is core to its duties, even though the legislators now in office have failed to discharge them.

In a bygone generation, Grover Norquist became famous for coercing hundreds of legislators into signing a pledge that they wouldn't raise taxes. Perhaps a congressional majority will one day have pledged, "I swear to vote for the prompt impeachment and removal of any president who attacks another country without a declaration of war, unless Congress judges that he or she preempted an imminent attack on America."

Presently, the majority of Congress is focused on pleasing the president. But the only way to stop presidents from unilaterally starting new wars is to elect a Congress that threatens to oust them if they do--and means it.

Related:

	The first big administration defection over Iran
 	Voters who oppose wars of choice have nowhere to turn.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Why does Cory Booker think this time will be different?
 	The Iran war's next threat is to food and water.
 	A new level of vaccine purgatory
 	The same war, on a loop




Today's News

	Senator Markwayne Mullin testified today during his confirmation hearing to be the new homeland-security secretary. Questions about "classified" travel he took as a House member threatened to complicate a vote on his appointment.
 	Israel struck the infrastructure of Iran's South Pars gas field, which sent oil and natural-gas prices higher. Israel also killed Iran's intelligence minister; the U.S. intelligence chief, Tulsi Gabbard, said that Iran's leadership has been "largely degraded" but that the government "appears to be intact."
 	Lieutenant Governor Juliana Stratton won Illinois's Democratic Senate primary last night, a victory that also marked a win for Governor J. B. Pritzker, who endorsed her.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Some meteorologists made a lot of noise as the D.C. storm loomed--and when it failed to materialize, Joshua Partlow writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Lucy Naland. Source: Getty.



Friendship, on Demand

By Julie Beck

The robots befriended us remarkably fast.
 Over the past year or two, AI has become not just a utilitarian tool but a technology that many people are turning to for connection and emotional support. One survey last year found that 16 percent of American adults had used AI for companionship, and a quarter of adults under 30 had. Social AI use seems to be growing rapidly around the world, according to several recent reports on the state of artificial intelligence. Raffaele Ciriello, who studies emerging technologies at the University of Sydney, told me that he once assumed AI companions would remain "niche"; he has been "surprised by how quickly that took over" ...
 This is a major transformation, a sudden and dramatic shift in which millions of people are seeking companionship from machines that they formerly could have gotten only from other humans.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The David Frum Show: Why Britain is saying no to Trump's Iran war
 	Charlie Warzel: A disturbing new low in the Polymarket era
 	Washington's sewage apocalypse
 	Trump may not be able to end this war.
 	The Myspace dilemma facing ChatGPT
 	Democrats learned the wrong lesson from 2024.




Culture Break


Francesco Carto fotografo / Getty



Discuss. Lindy West's new memoir, Adult Braces, describes a strangely politicized version of nonmonogamy, Tyler Austin Harper writes.

Watch. The film Sirat (out now in select theaters) explores the mixed experience of looking for transcendence on the dance floor, Alex Marono Porto writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Dangerous Logic of the Joe Kent Letter

The conspiracist anti-war activist completely misunderstood the movement and the president he served.

by Yair Rosenberg

Tue, 17 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.

When Joe Kent, the director of the National Counterterrorism Center, resigned today in protest of the Iran war, he blamed everyone except the person who launched it. In his resignation letter, addressed to President Trump, Kent portrays the president as a passive figure manipulated by others--"high-ranking Israeli officials" and "influential members of the American media"--rather than the most powerful person imposing his will upon the world. Again and again, Kent casts Trump, a two-term president, as someone swept up in events rather than driving them.

"I support the values and the foreign policies that you campaigned on in 2016, 2020, 2024, which you enacted in your first term," Kent writes. "Until June of 2025, you understood that the wars in the Middle East were a trap that robbed America of the precious lives of our patriots and depleted the wealth and prosperity of our nation." The alleged shift, Kent claims, was due to an Israeli and media-driven "misinformation campaign that wholly undermined your America First platform" and "was used to deceive you."

Setting aside its potentially anti-Semitic undertones, this argument fails on the facts. In reality, Trump telegraphed his bellicose intentions toward Iran for decades, and once in office, he escalated conflict with the country at every opportunity. In 1980, during the Iran hostage crisis, Trump agreed with a TV interviewer that "we should have gone in there with troops," and said that doing so would make America "an oil-rich nation." In 1987, The New York Times reported that Trump had told a New Hampshire audience that "the United States should attack Iran and seize some of its oil fields in retaliation for what he called Iran's bullying of America." In 1988, Trump told a Guardian interviewer that if he were a political leader, he'd be "harsh on Iran," and declared: "One bullet shot at one of our men or ships and I'd do a number on Kharg Island," the country's oil-export hub. (The United States bombed Kharg Island last weekend, and a contingent of Marines is now heading to the region, potentially to occupy it.) "While everyone is waiting and prepared for us to attack Syria," Trump tweeted in 2013, "maybe we should knock the hell out of Iran and their nuclear capabilities?"

When Trump assumed the presidency in 2017, he quickly went to work putting his Iran impulses into action. He tore up the Obama administration's nuclear deal in 2018 and assassinated Qassem Soleimani, a notorious leader of Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, in 2020. After returning to power in 2024, Trump picked up where he left off, bombing Iran's nuclear facilities last year and finally this year launching the current war on the regime after directing the largest U.S. military buildup in the region since Iraq.

Far from a deviation from Trumpism, the president's Iran war is his ideology given final form. And Trump's most fervent supporters seem to agree. A CNN average of recent polls found that 89 percent of MAGA Republicans approve of military action in Iran, compared with just 9 percent who disapprove. Kent conjured a vision of an anti-war president who never existed, while claiming to speak for an anti-war, "America First" base that is not in evidence, to blame external actors for an entirely predictable domestic political decision.

It is hard to believe that Kent, a decorated former Green Beret, was genuinely unaware of all of this when he chose to serve the president. But long before he assumed his now-abandoned post, Kent gravitated toward conspiratorial explanations of events. He alleged that the 2020 election was "rigged and stolen," and that the FBI helped engineer the January 6, 2021, riot at the Capitol--and he stood by those claims in his Senate confirmation hearing.

Kent has also been partial to anti-Jewish ideologues. In 2022, he primaried and defeated Jaime Herrera Beutler, one of the few Republicans who voted to impeach Trump, before losing in the general election, but not before paying a member of the Proud Boys as a consultant. According to the Associated Press, Kent had "sought support from figures associated with the white nationalist 'Groyper Army' movement led by Nick Fuentes" during his campaign, then disavowed such an interest when the contacts became public. Kent later appeared at a fundraiser with a far-right commentator who had claimed that Hitler was a "complicated" and "misunderstood" figure, and whom the campaign also subsequently disavowed.

Kent's resignation letter reflects this worldview--and its fundamental flaws. In it, he blames Israel not just for somehow suborning Trump into war in Iran but also for being behind the Iraq War. The president, Kent writes, has fallen prey to "the same tactic the Israelis used to draw us into the disastrous Iraq war." The historical record, however, suggests the opposite. "The Israelis were telling us Iraq is not the enemy--Iran is the enemy," Lawrence Wilkerson, the chief of staff for Secretary of State Colin Powell and a vituperative Israel critic, told the anti-war reporter Gareth Porter in 2007. The Israeli journalist Nadav Eyal has recounted being told by then-Prime Minister Ariel Sharon in 2002 that Washington was set on fighting "the wrong war." (Trump, meanwhile, initially supported the Iraq invasion.)

In his letter, Kent also blames Israel for the death of his first wife, a Navy cryptologist, writing that she was killed "in a war manufactured by Israel." But Shannon Kent was not killed in Iran or Iraq. She was killed by the Islamic State in Syria during the Trump administration's campaign against the group--which Kent praises elsewhere in the same letter.

None of these claims makes much sense from a logical or factual perspective. But they are perfectly coherent as part of the long tradition of conspiratorial anti-Semitism, which blames groups of Jews for being behind the world's problems. The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a Russian forgery considered the most influential anti-Semitic work of all time, purports to record Jewish schemers plotting to profit by keeping the world in a state of perpetual war. The Hamas charter, which cites The Protocols, similarly blames Jews for the French Revolution, the Russian Revolution, World War I, and World War II.

Like Kent's letter, these works do not represent reality but rather an attempt to impose an ideology on reality. They pin crimes on a preconceived perpetrator. This fallacy is precisely the reason that movements--and countries--overtaken by anti-Semitism inevitably unravel. Societies that adopt conspiratorial explanations for political, social, and economic problems lose the ability to rationally redress them. "Why did the stock market crash?" is a good question. So is "Why did the U.S. invade Iraq?" But a person who blames a financial meltdown on the Jews or spends their time chasing phantom Israeli culprits instead of a war's actual American instigators will never understand the calamities in question and will fail to prevent future ones.

Anti-Semitic explanations of events rob people of their agency and prevent them from acting effectively to improve their circumstances. Seen from this vantage point, Joe Kent is a cautionary tale. He advocated for and worked for a president who then launched a war that he ardently opposed, because he fundamentally misunderstood the world he lived in.

Related:

	Why so many people don't understand anti-Semitism (From 2022)
 	The logic of Joe Kent's resignation letter




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Everyone but Trump understands what he's done.
 	Snorkeling in the Strait of Hormuz
 	The disappearing off-ramp in Iran
 	A border wall "from sea to shining sea"




Today's News

	Israel said that it killed Ali Larijani, Iran's top security official and a powerful regime insider, in an overnight strike. Iran has not officially confirmed or denied his death.
 	President Trump said that he could "take" Cuba as the island experiences a nationwide blackout after its power grid collapsed amid a U.S. oil blockade. Cuba faces worsening fuel shortages and growing protests over repeated outages.
 	Trump said that the U.S. can reopen the Strait of Hormuz without the help of allies after NATO members pushed back on his requests to help secure the waterway.




Evening Read


The author's grandmother Patricia Perry joined the Women Airforce Service Pilots in 1943. Courtesy of the Robinson/Cushing Family



The Forgotten Female Pilots of World War II

By Ellen Cushing

Recently, I stood in an airfield in Sweetwater, Texas, and looked up. I was wondering what it would have been like to take off from there in a small plane, flying into the dust of West Texas and the chaos of World War II, as my grandmother had ...
 During World War II, Sweetwater's Avenger Field was the primary home of a program that trained women to fly military planes. They were called Women Airforce Service Pilots--WASPs--and they were the solution to a high-stakes problem: The war needed pilots, and men were dying quickly. From 1942 to 1944, these women volunteers engaged in just about every aspect of military flight operations except combat--ferrying aircraft, testing planes, transporting cargo, training new pilots--so that the men would be free to fight in Europe and the Pacific. More than 25,000 women applied to the program, fewer than 2,000 were accepted, and 1,074 completed training.
 By the time the program ended, the WASPs had risked--and in some cases given--their lives to save male pilots a cumulative 60 million miles of flying.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Who will apologize for D.C.'s tornado bust?
 	How Washington can help Lebanon
 	Will small businesses get their money back?
 	Alexandra Petri: Why is Trump giving everyone the wrong shoes?
 	The human skill that eludes AI
 	"My Tesla was driving itself perfectly--until it crashed."




Culture Break


Illustration by Harriet Lenneman



Explore. Forget gymnastics. High-school girls are all in on wrestling, Alexandra Moe writes.

Read. In a time of AI sex and looksmaxxing, a new book calls on humans to rediscover intimacy, Anna Louie Sussman writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Why Is Trump Giving Everyone the Wrong Shoes?

The new outfit staple in the White House is ill-fitting footwear.

by Alexandra Petri

Tue, 17 Mar 2026




The president stood on the steps of the palace after the ball, watching the staffer depart. Technically, it was the White House, not a palace yet, and it was very difficult to host balls there, a deep, intractable problem for average Americans that he feared would overshadow his legacy if he failed to solve it.

But what a magical evening it had been, at the ball! For once, things seemed to be going just right. And it was all thanks to that one perfect staffer.

Everyone else the president had surrounded himself with was subpar, an as-seen-on-TV product whose shoddiness became apparent the second you saw it in natural lighting. Sometimes he suspected they were not really experts in their fields, and if they were ever asked to be in charge of waging wars, setting tariffs, or determining whether America is pro- or anti-measles, they would bungle it.

But this staffer had been different. The One True Staffer! He had offered the president everything he wanted, just as he had always hoped: His tariffs would go up and prices would go down; he would drop his bombs and also get the Nobel Peace Prize. The president swore that this had really happened, and not just in a dream. (He never dreamed. Sleep was for the weak. In 2024, Marco Rubio had been sternly instructed never to nap, and since then, he had become so efficient that he now held almost every Cabinet position.)

How to find the staffer again?

The president stood on the steps of the palace, considering. He did not know the staffer's name. If only he had paid any attention to any human being besides himself, even a single time! He must think. Shoes. Yes, shoes. He could see them now. Black leather Florsheim oxfords--the best shoes, and just $145. What size had they been? He would guess. He was very good at guessing that kind of thing, just as he was at guessing how much the American people would like a new tariff, or how long it would take to win a war, or how serious people were about the Epstein files.

The president became greatly excited. He sent pair after pair of the shoes to his staffers, in the hope of finding a foot that fit them. Sometimes the foot was the wrong size. In the original German version of this tale, two unfortunate staffers had to lose toes and slice off a little bit of heel in order to be around the president, who had guessed their size incorrectly. When he noticed the blood trailing behind them, he cried aloud, "You are not my True Staffer!" and sent them home in disgrace. But this is not the German version--yet, anyway.

(Female staffers were excluded from the search. They were already on their own quest to fit their faces to a peculiar model, in accordance with an ancient riddle: a face that looked not happy but not sad, not right for TV but not right for in person, not youthful but not aging, not plastic but not flesh. Whoever perfected that face would never be the One True Staffer, though; only a man could be the right fit.)

The president kept hoping that Rubio was the One True Staffer. And indeed, Rubio claimed that the shoes fit him just fine. But the president had seen him. At a closer glance, the shoes hung off his feet and made him appear shrunken, as though he had gone through the wash on the wrong cycle. Soon everyone around the president was wearing the shoes. They stumbled from room to room, hobbled by tight toes or galumphing in oversize shoes. None of them would admit it, but they were all wearing the wrong size! They just gave him whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted it, and things got worse and worse. Perhaps if he finished the ballroom, the perfect staffer would come back.

In the meantime, the president tried other garments. Suits, ties, and, of course, a hat--a versatile garment, for just $55, to wear to both a tennis outing and a dignified transfer. You could tell from the gold lettering on a white background that it was tasteful. Gold on white, the two most tasteful colors. If you ever needed to remember them, you could simply ask yourself: What kind of supremacist is Nick Fuentes, and what kind of bars make the best bribes? But everyone fit the hats. No one seemed to fit the shoes. They just made everyone around him look silly and uncomfortable. By now it was a kind of uniform.

It was always a sign of a healthy, functioning democracy when people had to demonstrate their allegiance to the leader by wearing certain special garments. And this was nothing if not a well-functioning democracy. The shoes had failed? Well, he would do beds next. Not for sleeping, just for measurement. He had the sense of one that would be a perfect size; the staffers could be cut to fit. So, too, with laws, with facts, with everything.
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J. D. Vance Learns What Mike Pence Already Knows

The vice president is realizing that signing on with Donald Trump might seem like a shortcut to the top, but it's actually a guarantee of humiliation.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 16 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.


Mike Pence should have been a warning to J. D. Vance about the inevitable abasement in store once you join a ticket with Donald Trump. Before he became Trump's running mate a decade ago, conservative Christian values were the center of Pence's political identity, but in October 2016, he reluctantly stood by Trump after the release of the tape in which Trump boasted about grabbing women "by the pussy." It was a sign of things to come. Pence became vice president, and for the next four years, he defended his boss through moral abominations and deficit explosions that cut against his fiscal conservatism, flinching only when Trump asked him to help steal an election. His reward? Trump did nothing while a mob threatened to hang Pence.


All of this was common knowledge when Vance agreed to run with Trump in 2024. No one lands on a presidential ticket if they're not outrageously ambitious--nearly every veep for at least a century has fancied themselves a future president--but Vance is particularly brazen. Becoming Trump's running mate required a yearslong effort to ingratiate himself with a guy whom Vance had, in the pages of this magazine, referred to as "cultural heroin" and elsewhere called "America's Hitler." Maybe Vance's ambition blinded him to Pence's lesson, but the war in Iran is teaching it to him the hard way.

For the first year of Trump's presidency, Vance's Faustian bargain looked like just that: a bargain. Though smart, Vance is not an especially talented politician. He won election to the Senate from Ohio only with Trump's endorsement, and he lacks anything like Trump's charisma. By signing on with Trump, however, he not only ended up one heartbeat from the presidency but also became the heir apparent to Trump's political movement and the presumptive GOP nominee in 2028. Trump has often lavished praise on Vance, and Vance's clearest rival, Secretary of State Marco Rubio, told Vanity Fair that he won't run if Vance does. (Vance isn't taking any chances. "I'll give you $100 for every person you make look really shitty compared to me," Vance joked to the magazine's photographer. "And $1,000 if it's Marco.")

But Trump's recent military policy has complicated this easy ascent. Vance has built a political profile around his opposition to foreign intervention, which he traces to his own disillusionment while serving as a Marine in Iraq. That meshed well with Trump's first-term image (if not his reality), but it clashes with the imperial ambitions of his second. Vance was conspicuously missing when Trump launched the January raid to abduct Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro. He's also been scarce since the start of the Iran war, which threatens to turn into a quagmire with record speed.

The Iran campaign shows, as my colleague Idrees Kahloon wrote recently, that "within the Trump administration, Vance's opinions seem to matter less and less." Even worse for Vance, Rubio is ascendant. MAGA gadfly Laura Loomer noted that when Trump spoke in Vance's home region last week, the secretary of state received gushing acclaim from the president. All Vance got was short shrift.

Vance has begun making public statements in support of the war, but they appear to emerge from clenched teeth. Bolstering this impression was what sure looks like an intentional leak to Politico on Friday that Vance "was skeptical of the U.S. striking Iran in the leadup to President Donald Trump's decision to launch the war." This report was greeted dismissively in some quarters as a frantic attempt by Vance to distance himself from a doomed war, or, as The New Republic's Alex Shephard put it, "a Machiavellian and astonishingly self-serving maneuver." One can never rule this out with Vance, but I think it's just as possible that the story is less a strategic ploy than Vance reacting in frustration to being so ignored by the president.

Insofar as Vance has any sincere beliefs in anything other than himself, his opposition to military intervention seems to be one. Though he has changed many of his positions in the past decade, he has remained consistent on this, and he seems to say the same things in private that he does in public. When an administration official mistakenly added Jeffrey Goldberg, The Atlantic's editor in chief, to a Signal chat about a strike on Yemeni militants last year, Vance was dubious about American action. "I just hate bailing Europe out again," he wrote. (Turnabout is fair play: Now Europe seems unenthused about bailing Trump out in the Strait of Hormuz.)

What Vance is learning now is that serving Trump doesn't mean just compromising on some ancillary issues that you care less about, or keeping a straight face during his nonsensical digressions. Instead, Trump will humiliate you even--or especially--on your most deeply held views. Just as Pence found himself obliged to defend Trump's least socially conservative tendencies, Vance is now defending his war in Iran. Vance may have thought he was getting a cheap ticket to the pinnacle of power. The price, it turns out, is much higher than he realized.

Related:

	David Frum: The J. D. Vance I knew
 	The talented Mr. Vance




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Kristi Noem bought 11 warehouses to use as ICE jails. Now what?
 	Trump reaps what he sowed in Europe.
 	David Frum: Democrats can't stop it, so lead it.
 	Iran's war is not only with the West.




Today's News

	President Trump said that "numerous countries have told me they're on the way" to help reopen the Strait of Hormuz. Germany rejected calls to deploy warships; the U.K. and the EU have said that they are still discussing options.
 	Israel said that it has begun "limited and targeted ground operations" in southern Lebanon against Hezbollah, adding that residents in the area will remain displaced until it considers its northern border secure.
 	A rare Level 4 out of 5 severe-weather threat is affecting the mid-Atlantic from Maryland to South Carolina. Forecasters are warning of damaging winds, hail, and possible strong tornadoes.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal explores stories on the art of taking smart risks.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Attendees of the 2025 conference of Lightning Strike and Electrical Shock Survivors International, in Pigeon Forge, Tennessee Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic



What 100 Million Volts Do to the Body and Mind

By Jacob Stern

What does it feel like to be struck by lightning?
 There is no easy analogue. A defibrillator delivers up to 1,000 volts to a patient's heart; inmates executed by electric chair typically receive about 2,000. A typical lightning strike, by contrast, transmits 100 million volts or more. But lightning races through the body in milliseconds, and therefore often spares it. Some people black out instantly upon being struck. Others recall the moment vividly, as if in slow motion: the flash of light whiting out all vision; the sound, which many survivors say is the loudest they've ever heard. The pain, for some, is excruciating, yet others feel no pain at all. "It felt like adrenaline, but stronger," one survivor reported. "I felt an incredible pulsing," another said, "a burning sensation from head to toe."


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	A possible upside to the Iran war
 	The peptide boom is getting out of hand.
 	A 79-year-old freshman senator?
 	A hilarious--and poignant--Oscars moment.
 	The college-educated working class
 	Glimpsing victory in Iran




Culture Break


Robert Gauthier / Los Angeles Times / Getty



Explore. This year's Oscars managed to celebrate two equally beloved front-runners, David Sims writes.

Watch. Michael Tedder on the clever insight of the Saturday Night Live sketch (streaming on Peacock) about a so-called MAGA hospital.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Art of Taking Smart Risks

Good risk can bring joy to life, but Americans are up against forces that profit from the reckless kind.

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 14 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.


How does a person take smart risks? To start, mind the difference between recklessness and bravery, Arthur C. Brooks wrote in 2022. Free soloing a mountain with no climbing experience? Reckless. Confessing your love or going for that job you've always dreamed of? Brave.
 
 The intelligent form of risk-taking can add joy to life. But Americans are also up against powerful forces that profit off of the reckless kind. When my colleague McKay Coppins set out to report on the explosive growth of the sports-betting industry, his editors thought that he should experience the phenomenon firsthand. He quickly discovered just how easy it is to fall into the compulsion and delusion of gambling. "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," he writes in our April cover story.



On Risk-Taking

The Magic of a Little Danger

By Arthur C. Brooks

To get happier, be brave, not reckless. (From 2022)


Read the article.

Sucker

By McKay Coppins

My year as a degenerate gambler


Read the article.

A Very Radical, Very Delicious Take on Risk Management

By Rachel Gutman-Wei

When times are dark, I lick the bowl. (From 2021)


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	The worst advice parents can give first-year students: Today's college students will have ample time to figure out their careers. Before that, encourage them to take risks, Ezekiel J. Emanuel argued in 2024.
 	Inside the dangerous, secretive world of extreme fishing: In 2024, Tyler Austin Harper explained why he swims out into rough seas 80 nights a year to hunt for striped bass.




Other Diversions

	How America learned to love Barnes & Noble again
 	Raving at the end of the world
 	Raymond Chandler and the case of the split infinitive




PS


Courtesy of Jenny R.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "This hornet perched on a sunflower creates a sense of awe in me, " Jenny R., 67, from Casper, Wyoming, writes.

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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A Test for Trump's Most Faithful

The longer the Iran war drags on, the more the president risks splintering a historically unified base.

by Will Gottsegen

Fri, 13 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.

Let's get this out of the way: Rumors of a major MAGA schism have been greatly exaggerated. For all the discussion on the ways in which prominent conservative voices are speaking out against the war in Iran (and against President Trump's consistent hawkishness more broadly), the polling doesn't point to a split of any real significance--77 percent of Republicans approve of the decision to take military action in Iran, according to CNN, and 90 percent of self-identified MAGA Republicans back the attacks, according to NBC.

Some Republicans are indeed openly upset about the war. Marjorie Taylor Greene, famous for her early association with Trump and her more recent split from MAGA, has called supporters of the Iran war "blood thirsty maniacs." Tucker Carlson, a consistent critic of foreign intervention, has now devoted multiple episodes of his show to critiquing the conflict. And Megyn Kelly, another right-wing media personality who split off from the Fox contingent, said last week that "no one should have to die for a foreign country." Even America's most popular podcaster, Joe Rogan--who endorsed Trump in 2024 but has said that he doesn't identify with either political party--described the war as "insane" in the context of the president's campaign promises.

But these public instances of anger have not actually swayed Trump's base. He has indeed reneged on his "America First" pledge to extract the United States from foreign wars, bombing Middle Eastern nuclear facilities, deposing global leaders, and threatening to attack long-held American allies such as Denmark and Mexico. In each of these cases, anti-interventionist Republicans have criticized him--without chipping away at loyalists' support for the president's moves. Two weeks into the war with Iran, Trump's critics are once again attacking him from the right. The difference this time is that, as the conflict drags on, it risks creating tail effects that could be difficult for even the most faithful followers to ignore.

As my colleague Yair Rosenberg put it in his January story about the MAGA-schism myth, Trumpism is more about following the leader than it is about adhering to a particular set of ideological or political principles. Two weeks before U.S. forces snatched Nicolas Maduro, one poll showed that Republican support for invading Venezuela was at 43 percent. Once Trump actually intervened, that number rose to 74 percent. This somewhat mirrors the numbers on the Iran strikes; Republicans went from 58 percent supporting an attack late last month to 76 percent once the strikes actually began.

Despite the fact that, by historical standards, the Iran war is extremely unpopular with much of the country, the president isn't working to sell it. That's because he feels confident that his base will stand by him, a few people close to Trump told my colleague Jonathan Lemire this week. It would take something truly paradigm-shifting to test the fealty of the president's supporters, but that moment may be coming.

The Iran war's potential for economic devastation far outweighs that of other recent foreign interventions. Energy markets are experiencing historic volatility; oil nearly hit nearly $120 a barrel last weekend. This has already affected the average price of gasoline in the United States, which is now more than $3.60 a gallon. As the price of fuel goes up, so does the cost of shipping large containers around the country. That could end up increasing the price of groceries as well as that of virtually all the goods that businesses and consumers order online. As the war continues and ship traffic through the Strait of Hormuz remains effectively impossible, the likelihood of a broader economic crisis will only increase.

Sixty-two percent of all registered voters disapprove of the president's leadership on inflation and the cost of living. But according to an Economist/YouGov poll, 86 percent of MAGA acolytes approve of Trump's handling of the economy, suggesting that the movement is, as usual, taking Trump at his word. It's one thing to write off rising costs (and costs have been rising for some time now) as a force majeure, as with COVID-19, or as an aftereffect of Bidenomics, as with inflation. How will that group react when costs go up explicitly because of Trump's decision to attack Iran? "The Iran war is clearly Trump's choice, and his voters will know that," Yair told me.

Some of Trump's critics on the right have been trying to create the perception of a rift in MAGA as a way to bring new converts over to their side, even if the polling doesn't bear out anything quite so dramatic. Yesterday, Greene wrote on X that the administration and the Republican Party have been "hijacked" by the neoconservative establishment "we all voted against." It's an us versus them framework--a distinction between the interests of the broad conservative coalition that voted for Trump in 2024 and the reality of the administration's goals. She's right to say that the president has broken his core promise to stay out of foreign wars. But Trump's most ardent supporters just don't see it that way.

If Trump wants credit for what he's already claimed is a victory in Iran, he should also get credit for the economic consequences. It's telling that, rather than simply shrugging off rising prices, he suggested this week that high oil prices may actually be a good thing (true for energy companies, not as true for everyone else). Many Americans won't buy it. The question is whether Trump loyalists, confronting a crisis that the president definitively owns, will ever start to share their doubts.

Related:

	The biggest myth about Trump's base (and why many believe it)
 	What happens if oil hits $200 a barrel?




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Inside the dirty, dystopian world of AI data centers
 	Why Trump didn't plan for the Strait of Hormuz
 	Roge Karma: What happens if oil hits $200 a barrel?
 	David Frum: Anti-Semitism is becoming mainstream.




Today's News

	Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth said that the United States is "dealing with" Iran blocking the Strait of Hormuz, adding that the strait's closure is something that people "don't need to worry about" and that U.S. forces are targeting Iran's military capabilities.
 	Cuban President Miguel Diaz-Canel confirmed that Cuba held talks with the United States, the first public acknowledgment of the discussions. His confirmation of the talks came after President Trump said that Cuba would be the next to "fall."
 	All six crew members aboard a U.S.-military refueling plane were killed after the aircraft crashed yesterday in western Iraq during operations related to the Iran war, the U.S. military said.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Jake Lundberg writes about Raymond Chandler and the case of the split infinitive.
 	The Books Briefing: Emma Sarappo offers tips on how not to recommend a book.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic



The Dieting Myth That Just Won't Die

By Michaeleen Doucleff

Back in the early 1970s, psychologists at Northwestern University performed an experiment that, on the surface, looked like a child's fantasy. The researchers gathered 45 college women and asked some of them to drink a milkshake--or two. Then they placed three pints of ice cream in front of each woman and asked her to taste each one. Afterward, they told each participant to "help herself to any of the remaining ice cream, as she wished," the researchers wrote in the Journal of Personality. Finally--and this was key--each woman completed a survey meant to measure how much she dieted or "restrained" her eating, outside of the treats she had just consumed.
 The findings were dramatic. On average, the women who said they didn't diet or have weight concerns ate less ice cream if they drank at least one milkshake. The first sweet treat satiated their hunger. But for the women who dieted and felt worried about their weight, the milkshake appeared to unleash a hidden hunger ...
 Fifty years ago, psychologists concluded that dietary restraint caused the women to overeat the pints of ice cream. But the modern interpretation suggests that the reverse was likely true for many of the participants: An underlying tendency to overeat drove the women to try to diet.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The great American condo crisis
 	An achievable goal in Iran
 	Florida is trying to ignore measles until it can't.
 	A strongman at The Hague
 	The fake images of a real strike on a school
 	Galaxy Brain: Why is it so hard to make a good weather app?




Culture Break


Illustration by Lucy Naland. Sources: Neon / Everett Collection; Getty.



Explore. The Secret Agent (streaming on Hulu and Disney+) is a deep reckoning with an authoritarian regime--and with how those affected can move forward, Michael Snyder writes.

Watch. The Bride! (out now in theaters) is an incomprehensible genre mash-up, David Sims argues. Why on earth did Maggie Gyllenhaal make this movie?

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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How Not to Recommend a Book

Even for those who make a career out of loving books, sharing the right ones with the right people can take years of practice.

by Emma Sarappo

Fri, 13 Mar 2026




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


A few years ago, I wrote in The Atlantic about my complete failure to run a book club. This group should have been a slam dunk: I'd recruited my best friends; we were all stuck inside because of COVID, yearning for distraction and connection; we were all women who love to read and talk about books. And yet we managed to get through only two selections, both of which I hated, before giving up entirely.

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

	Americans should stop using the term Christian nationalism
 	Atlanta's Edith Wharton
 	What atheism could not explain
 	"Fortunes," a short story by Mieko Kawakami
 	"Misrule Music," a poem by Robert Pinsky


Why was reading with my friends so hard? The librarians, professors, and booksellers I talked with gave me some clues: We hadn't agreed on a theme, and we probably met too infrequently. But the most memorable insight to come out of my reporting was the concept of "reader's advisory," which means a knack for intuiting which volumes specific people would enjoy. The phrase comes from library science, but it describes the kinds of interactions that happen in bookstores and on the internet, too. Another version shows up in The Atlantic's book-recommendation lists, including Rhian Sasseen's recent collection of books that demand to be discussed with friends.

The work of reader's advisory is different when aimed at a hypothetical person (or group of them) instead of a specific friend, customer, or patron. I edited Sasseen's article, and when we discussed the titles she might write about, we wanted to cast a wide net, while also recognizing because no such grouping will be perfect, being distinct is better than being boring. This is how you come up with a popular nonfiction book about gossip on the same list as Egyptian fiction from a Nobel Prize winner. Then we had to consider the purpose of the list--which in this case involves books specifically meant to be talked about. Lots of great works aren't made for reading alongside a friend, Sasseen argues. "To properly commune over literature, you need the right book--something that excites you and makes you think," she writes. I did this myself once, in 2023, compiling a list of books to read with someone you love.

Those were offbeat selections, I admit, and three years later, I might have chosen different titles (though I stand by Samantha Irby) because my sense of reader's advisory has evolved. So has my understanding of what my friends might like, regardless of my belief in the infallibility of my personal taste. I try to be discerning when I pass books along by word-of-mouth. At a party last month, after I told two acquaintances about my job, they asked about the best thing I'd read recently. I admitted that I'd adored Jordy Rosenberg's Night Night Fawn, and the couple duly noted the title on Goodreads, but I had to give myself a reality check: This surreal and outrageous portrait of a dying, transphobic New York mother was probably not the right fit for two Northern Virginia 30-somethings who worked in finance. So I told them that if they were looking for something classic that wouldn't disappoint, I'd just read The Haunting of Hill House, and it was as good as everyone says it is. Come to think of it, Shirley Jackson's classic novel would be an amazing pick for a book club.




David Avazzadeh / Connected Archives



Six Books That Simply Must Be Talked About

By Rhian Sasseen

These six books demand discussion--with a pal, a date, or a book club.

Read the full article.





What to Read

Quietly Hostile, by Samantha Irby

No one describes the human body quite like Irby. She's a poet of embarrassment: Her confessional style is frank and unashamed about all of its possible fleshy or sticky causes. (Straightforward lines like "Yes, I pissed my pants at the club" abound.) The discomfiting yet universal phenomena of aging, being ill, and having your body let you down are Irby's most reliable subjects, and anaphylaxis, perimenopause, and diarrhea all get their moments in Quietly Hostile, her fourth essay collection. But the book is also a receptacle for her wildest dreams, such as what she would say to Dave Matthews if she could meet him backstage, or a self-indulgent meditation on how she would rewrite original Sex and the City episodes (fueled by her time as a writer on its reboot, And Just Like That). When she wants to, Irby can evoke grief without blinking: She recounts, for example, her final, painful, conversation with her mother. But her writing about the great transition from being "young and lubricated" to middle-aged is reliably moving in its own way, and consistently hilarious.  -- Emma Sarappo

From our list: The 2023 Summer Reading Guide





Out Next Week

? I Am Agatha, by Nancy Foley

? In the Shadow of the Great House, by Daniel Rood


? Under Water, by Tara Menon




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



Raymond Chandler and the Case of the Split Infinitive

By Jake Lundberg

In the course of drafting his story, Chandler was no less annoyed by Hollywood than by a new unlikely foe: an Atlantic copy editor, who'd shown the temerity to fix a split infinitive in his text. Chandler instructed Weeks to kindly relay to the "purist who reads your proofs" that "I write in a sort of broken-down patois which is something like the way a Swiss waiter talks, and that when I split an infinitive, God damn it, I split it so it will stay split, and when I interrupt the velvety smoothness of my more or less literate syntax with a few sudden words of barroom vernacular, this is done with the eyes open and the mind relaxed but attentive."

Read the full article.





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


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.
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Raymond Chandler and the Case of the Split Infinitive

An <em>Atlantic</em> copy editor suddenly found herself at odds with the famous writer over one edit.

by Jake Lundberg

Fri, 13 Mar 2026




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

Early in 1948, Raymond Chandler had two main gripes. One was with the Oscars; the other was with The Atlantic's editorial department. The famous detective novelist and screenwriter had written an essay for the magazine excoriating the motion-picture industry and its tolerance for--indeed celebration of--mindless mediocrity. Chandler had hoped to call it "Juju Worship in Hollywood." ("Bank Night in Hollywood," "All It Needs Is Elephants," and "The Golden Peepshow" were his other suggestions.) Edward Weeks, The Atlantic's editor, wanted something less pointed. "Oscar Night in Hollywood" would have to do.



In the course of drafting his story, Chandler was no less annoyed by Hollywood than by a new unlikely foe: an Atlantic copy editor, who'd shown the temerity to fix a split infinitive in his text. Chandler instructed Weeks to kindly relay to the "purist who reads your proofs" that "I write in a sort of broken-down patois which is something like the way a Swiss waiter talks, and that when I split an infinitive, God damn it, I split it so it will stay split, and when I interrupt the velvety smoothness of my more or less literate syntax with a few sudden words of barroom vernacular, this is done with the eyes open and the mind relaxed but attentive."



The purist in question was Margaret Mutch, a longtime copy editor and proofreader. Her job at the magazine involved correcting writers' grammar and prose before publication, a role to which Chandler took offense. In Mutch, he saw a perfectly schoolmarmish villain to chastise. And so he did, in a poem that he sent back to Weeks, "Lines to a Lady With an Unsplit Infinitive." Language, Chandler protests, lives and flourishes in bent rules, vernacular expressions--the unruly stuff of life. The Mutch of the poem is utterly indifferent. After taking out one of Chandler's eyes, she kills him with an icy frown.



"O dear Miss Mutch, leave down your crutch."
 He cried in thoughtless terror.
 Short shrift she gave. Above his grave:
 HERE LIES A PRINTER'S ERROR.




In the poem, Chandler boasted that "the infinitive with my fresh-honed shiv / I will split from heel to throat." In its final form, "Oscar Night in Hollywood" had exactly one split infinitive: "It is the only art," Chandler writes of filmmaking, "at which we of this generation have any possible chance to greatly excel." There is no evidence to prove that this was the phrase that moved him to verse; if that was the infinitive he wished to split, it hardly seems the hill on which to die or write doggerel. Nor does it appear to be the purest form of grammatical transgression. Yes, some sticklers would insist that greatly should never stand between to and excel. But even H. W. Fowler, the author of A Dictionary of Modern English Usage, agreed in 1927 that each case was unique, and that splitting infinitives was sometimes acceptable, even necessary.



Mutch was likely made aware of Chandler's mocking verses, as some of Chandler's biographers suggest. Little else is known about her: She grew up Catholic outside of Boston, graduated Phi Beta Kappa from Radcliffe in 1920, and her resume included D. C. Heath; Little, Brown; and The Atlantic. She worked in an industry in which women were often relegated to supporting roles. In his essay, Chandler spoke up for the "small-fry characters" in the movie world--the unseen and unsung camera operators, musicians, editors, sound technicians, and, of course, writers. But he extended no such grace to the small-fry characters of publishing. For Miss Mutch, there was only a crutch.



Chandler framed himself as an alienated artist persecuted by arbitrary strictures. His grudge against Hollywood is akin to his grievance against Mutch--except in Hollywood, what kept him down wasn't the rules of grammar, but the gravitational forces pulling everything toward mediocrity: production codes, the tyranny of the box office. Movies were bad, he claimed, because the good stuff--presumably his stuff--"is a little too virile and plain-spoken for the putty-minded clerics, the elderly ingenues of the women's clubs, and the tender guardians of that godawful mixture of boredom and bad manners known more eloquently as the Impressionable Age."



By Chandler's analysis, one would have expected Miracle on 34th Street to have won Best Picture in 1948. It was precisely the kind of Hollywood production he despised--a film that fit his take on the 1946 Best Picture winner, The Best Years of Our Lives: "It had that kind of sentimentality which is almost but not quite humanity, and that kind of adeptness which is almost but not quite style. And it had them in large doses, which always helps."



But Miracle did not win; the honor went instead to a serious film by a serious director, Elia Kazan's Gentleman's Agreement. At least on this occasion, the award system that Chandler distrusted produced a different result. Whatever its artistic merits now, Gentleman's Agreement took on the rampant anti-Semitism of postwar America with no small amount of controversy. Based on Laura Z. Hobson's runaway best-selling novel, it told the story of a journalist who goes undercover posing as a Jewish man in the closed, WASPy confines of Darien, Connecticut.



Margaret Mutch worked her own kind of undercover job, quietly tending to the words of others. Apart from her brief place in the lore of The Atlantic and her ventriloquized voice in Chandler's poem, her side of the story is untold. She died in 1997, at the age of 99. Whatever she thought of the verses written at her expense, the record is silent. All that remains are her notes in the margins.
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<em>Atlantic</em> Trivia for March 12, 2026: Triple or Nothing

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 12 Mar 2026

Today's questions all come from McKay Coppins's April cover story on sports betting, for which The Atlantic spotted him $10,000 so he could become a degenerate gambler. Parlay all three questions for an extra payout of satisfaction.

To play, type your response into the field below the question and click "Submit." You'll see the answer, a tie-in to McKay's article, and the button to proceed.

And by the way, did you know that, although estimates vary a bit, only about 3 percent of sports bettors turn a profit in the long run? And to do so, they must win not 50.1 percent of their bets, McKay reports, but more than 52.5 percent to account for the cut that sportsbooks take.

Does McKay end up in that 3 percent? You will have to read to find out.

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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