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A Radical Message for a Kids' Movie

<em>Hoppers</em> offers a surprisingly progressive take on the typical talking-animal story.

by David Sims

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




My daughter is now of the age where she will go see any new animated film in a theater, which means that again and again, I encounter a very specific utopian vision from the world of children's entertainment: Wouldn't it be nice if all of the animals lived together in harmony? The theme is certainly a knock-on effect from Zootopia, the 2016 smash hit whose sequel was the highest-grossing American film of 2025. But that success also led to the sci-fi woodland antics of The Wild Robot; the Oscar-winning, postapocalyptic vision of feline collaboration in Flow; and the paean to basketball teamwork that was this year's Goat. Now there's Hoppers, the latest blockbuster Pixar film, which follows a girl who beams her brain into a beaver robot in the hope of saving a beloved habitat.

I expected Hoppers to offer some fanciful twist in the manner of those other movies. Take the Zootopia series and Goat, in which animals exist in a human-free world and play our roles: They don clothes, earn money, and defy their basic instincts in order to maintain their weird, civilized societies. Each of those films also features a plucky, diminutive hero who succeeds in the face of naysayers--an easy figure for any kid watching to root for. In Zootopia, the main character (a rabbit named Judy Hopps) becomes a police officer despite the fact that, as a bunny, she's seen as "prey" rather than "predator." In Goat, the pygmy goat Will Harris is the first "small" to play a super-intense version of basketball against teams of elephants, giraffes, and other big creatures. But if these movies are progressive allegories of beings transcending their differences, then Hoppers is a surprisingly blunt pushback to that notion. Its advertising promises goofy hijinks amid an enclave of diverse species whose ecosystem is threatened by humans. The movie, in actuality, is refreshingly mordant about what might really happen if prey and predators were to try banding together: Their efforts would immediately devolve into a despairing, even political quagmire.

Hoppers is set in a reality that more closely resembles our own than that of other animal-centered films, and it even has a human protagonist. Mabel Tanaka (voiced by Piper Curda) lives in Beaverton, Oregon, and fights to save the idyllic forest glade that she often visited with her grandmother when she was growing up. The glade has mysteriously emptied of wildlife just before a highway is set to be built straight through it. Mabel, now a college student, hijacks her professor's experimental new technology to "hop" into an artificial beaver body, which allows her to communicate with animals--so that she can coax the missing critters back home. (It's silly, yes; just go with it.)

Read: A cartoon gateway to real-world issues

Mabel quickly realizes that the glade's inhabitants have not left of their own accord but have been pushed out by the scheming mayor, Jerry (Jon Hamm). Jerry has installed fake trees that emit high-frequency noises to scare them away, allowing him to develop the land as he pleases. Mabel's mission seems clear and appropriately legible for a children's film: She simply has to mobilize the animals in protest, dismantle Jerry's devices, and restore peace to her beloved meadow. But the underlying message of Hoppers is that the strange animal collective Mabel is working with is no well-oiled machine. The movie interrogates the limits of collective action: Mabel and her furry buddies do manage to save the glade, yet they achieve more chaos than progress in the meantime.

In response to their home being invaded, the glade's various groups of fauna have each anointed a friendly "king" to lead them. The mammals are led by a chipper naif of a beaver named George (Bobby Moynihan), who insists that everyone can still live in harmony even as their territory shrinks. Mabel is the incensed revolutionary, whereas George is the establishment incrementalist, working to plug holes on a steadily sinking ship and refusing to fight back against the people who have taken their land. Hoppers is about their two viewpoints meeting in the middle: Mabel is correct that George is sticking his head in the sand a little bit; George, however, is correct that the animals can't just get everything they want through protest.

That perspective struck me as an amusingly pragmatic one for a cartoon to impart to little kids, and it underscores much of the plot. Mabel, in faux-beaver form, rallies the wildlife to fight Mayor Jerry but sows anarchy in doing so. A megalomaniacal butterfly (Dave Franco) grows obsessed with "squishing" the humans who have killed his kind for so long. A flock of seagulls lifts a shark from the sea so that it can try eating Jerry alive. A wildfire eventually breaks out, requiring some expert dam destruction from George's fellow beaver pals to just barely save the day. This comic violence is mostly in the name of fun for the children watching, of course, but the lesson Mabel learns from it is clear: Merely knowing that you're in the right isn't enough.

Read: What Pixar should learn from its Elio disaster

The takeaway here is much more sobering than those of cinema's other big animal fantasies, in which the hardworking mammalian protagonists tend to triumph over adversity. Hoppers is a much more measured viewing experience, a youth-focused lecture on how we should have a ceiling to our radical hopes and dreams. The core theme also automatically makes it the most interesting work Pixar has put in theaters in years, a sign of what long ago set the studio apart as an animation storytelling powerhouse. Whereas other movies aimed at kids advocate for how being yourself is the best approach to life, Hoppers adds a caveat--that "being yourself" doesn't mean you'll get everything you want.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/2026/03/hoppers-pixar-movie-review/686560/?utm_source=feed
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Shockingly, ICE Hasn't Fixed the Airport Crisis

Perhaps because they're not trained to expedite the long lines

by Alexandra Petri

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




There are few situations so bad that they can't be made worse by adding ICE: Your house is on fire? Here's ICE! Now your house is still on fire, and someone has entered it with a "judicial warrant" to rifle through your burnt belongings. You've just suffered a massive cranial injury and don't remember any of your rights? ICE is here--and it doesn't remember your rights either.

Seeing the chaos at airports as TSA employees enter another week without pay, Donald Trump has decided to add ICE. Yes, ICE, the very government agency whose treatment of citizens and noncitizens alike has been so egregious that legislators have put Department of Homeland Security funding on hold.

Who will help at the airport? How about the people whose only experience with planes is putting people on them against their will, to never see their families again? Say what you want about the TSA, but it is at least trying to get you safely to your family in a place where you are intending to go.

The good news is that, as everyone keeps observing, the airport is a notoriously calm place where people are always at their best. This is due to Sean Duffy's sterling leadership as secretary of transportation. Before his tenure, there were some problems. People sometimes got a horrifying glimpse of a fellow traveler in pajamas. And families got the one call you never want to get from a loved one who was traveling by plane: "Sweetheart, my plane just landed safely and I am fine, but I can't see a SINGLE PULL-UP BAR ANYWHERE IN THIS AIRPORT!" Fortunately, Duffy solved both of these issues. Now he is resting on his laurels, and perhaps when he is good and rested he will look into modernizing the air-traffic-control system (not urgent at this time).

Will the presence of ICE help with the TSA overwhelm? The White House "border czar," Tom Homan, has suggested that "certainly, a highly trained ICE law-enforcement officer can cover an exit--make sure people don't go through those exits, enter an airport through the exits. And stuff like that relieves that TSA officer to go to screening and to reduce those lines." That's probably the biggest problem at airports right now. I have to assume that the six-hour-plus lines at Atlanta's Hartfield-Jackson airport are 50 percent people who are going through the wrong door, so we can look for a decrease in wait time of three hours once this radical suggestion is implemented.

Otherwise, ICE agents can just stand there, not looking at X-ray machines. ("I don't see an ICE agent looking at an X-ray machine," Homan said, because they are "not trained in that.") This marks the first time in the existence of Trump-era ICE that a lack of training has prevented agents from doing something.

So far, the addition of ICE to monitor doors and not look at X-ray machines has, fascinatingly, not instantly solved our airport problems. Indeed, it is hard to think of a set of people less equipped to improve anything about the airport situation. This is like asking a tarantula to watch your laptop. It won't help, and now everyone is scared. No, I'm sorry. This is unfair to tarantulas, who are not known for their racial profiling.

The best-case scenario with ICE agents at the airport is that they stand around unhelpfully, doing nothing. The worst-case scenario is that going to the airport will now require some kind of ICE Pre-Check subscription to avoid having lethal force deployed against you for no reason.

On top of all this, Trump is instructing ICE not to wear masks during its airport deployment, on the grounds that these masks are not necessary. But how can this be? ICE needed its masks before to face down its most dangerous foes (children in bunny hats, harried moms, restaurant workers), and the airport is overflowing with those. How can we rob agents of this key tool at this time? There is no way they will be able to face such deadly enemies as children in strollers, families traveling together, seniors, members of the military, and others with preferred-boarding status. If they don't need masks in airports, they don't need masks anywhere.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/03/ice-airport-crisis/686562/?utm_source=feed
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Critics Have a New Way to Describe the Trump Administration

Calling his presidency a "regime" has some benefits, but it underestimates the resilience of the 250-year-old republic.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 26 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.

Critics have used many phrases to describe Donald Trump's presidency, some of them unprintable. Scholars and journalists have debated whether Trump's approach is "authoritarian," "white supremacist," or "fascist." More recently, however, a growing number of people have begun referring to the "Trump regime."

"The Trump regime has proven over and over," The New Republic's Michael Tomasky wrote, that its morality is "the advantage of the stronger." A fellow at the libertarian Cato Institute complained that oversight tools "were effectively destroyed by the Trump regime last year." And a writer for The Nation called for Democrats to "launch a 'Nuremberg Caucus' to investigate the crimes of the Trump regime."

Google Trends shows that although the phrase was occasionally deployed during Trump's first term, it has become far more common over the past year. These usages are meant to tell us something about the state of contemporary politics in the United States--although exactly what is not always clear.

Ambrose Bierce, the sardonic author of The Devil's Dictionary, might have observed that a "regime" is any government that one doesn't like. Those referring to the "Trump regime" this way seem to be implying that the administration is rapacious and authoritarian. But few of them are explicit about that, and their counterparts in the academy indulge in the same vagueness. "Very rarely do regime analysts stop to define what they mean by political regime," the political scientist Gerardo L. Munck complained in 1996. The word was popularized in American politics as a sort of euphemism: During the George W. Bush presidency, regime change was a bloodless, technocratic term for the bloody, chaotic effort to topple Saddam Hussein and install a democratic system of government in Iraq.

A good working definition, Munck told me in an email, is "the set of rules that regulate how people come to occupy government offices and how government decisions are made." But even scholars often employ the term as a pejorative, used to describe authoritarian government. These "regimes" tend to have two main characteristics, sometimes overlapping though also in tension: first, the personalization of government around a single individual, and second, a set of informal power structures, such as business oligarchs or a "deep state," that operate outside of the formal system of government.

One could argue that the U.S. has had the same "regime" since 1789, when the Constitution entered into force and George Washington became president. Alternatively, one could look to moments such as the post-Civil War amendments or the New Deal as shifts in the regime. Either way, to state that Trump oversees a regime is to suggest an epochal change.

That's how Robert Reich sees it. Reich, a commentator and professor who served as secretary of labor under Bill Clinton, has been one of the most consistent and prominent users of the phrase. "I began referring to the Trump 'regime' rather than 'administration' because, especially in his second term, Trump has acted more like an authoritarian ruler than a president in a constitutional system of governance," he wrote to me in an email. "This is no 'administration' that manages the executive branch by implementing the will of Congress, as expressed by the citizens of the United States."

I thought that perhaps scholars of regime systems would push back on using the label for Trump's government, but the ones I spoke with cautiously endorsed it. "In the past, it was common to refer to the Pinochet regime in Chile or the Saddam Hussein regime in Iraq," Munck said. He told me that the use of Trump regime "is a correct appreciation, that highlights a key weakness in the current state of democracy in the U.S." And Licia Cianetti, a political scientist who recently co-authored a paper on defining the word, wrote to me that "the personalisation of Trump's style of rule, and some features like its oligarchization, make the use of 'regime' in this pejorative sense expedient to express what seems to be happening to American democracy."

Without downplaying the dangers that Trump poses to the American way of government (perils that The Atlantic has been aggressive in describing), I am not ready to join the "Trump regime" crew yet. One reason is that regimes can be resilient--a point that, ironically, Trump's actions have demonstrated. "We have, really, regime change," Trump said about Iran this week. "This is a change in the regime because the leaders are all very different." That's nonsense. Although American forces have arrested Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro and killed several Iranian leaders, removing the dictators has not dislodged the dictatorships in either Caracas or Tehran.

The 250-year-old democracy in Washington might also be stronger than those who wish to undermine it believe. Trump may hope to topple the laws and checks that constrain him, but he has not yet fully succeeded. Polls show widespread voter disapproval of Trump's presidency and suggest trouble for the president's allies in the midterm elections. Fair elections in 2026 and 2028 would not undo all of the damage Trump has done, but they would show that some observers have overstated his ability to demolish the constitutional system. Long live the regime!

Related:

	Jonathan Rauch: Yes, it's fascism
 	John R. Bolton: A foreign policy worse than regime change




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	A turning point in the Iran war
 	Is the end of NATO near?
 	The worst airport in America
 	The immigration restriction Trump won't try




Today's News

	Iran allowed several Pakistan-flagged oil tankers to pass through the Strait of Hormuz, a move President Trump described as a "present" to the U.S. that signals Iran's openness to negotiations.
 	Nicolas Maduro and his wife, Cilia Flores, appeared in New York federal court for the first time since their seizure by U.S. authorities in January, as Maduro's lawyer pushed to dismiss drug-trafficking charges, arguing that U.S. restrictions are preventing them from funding their defense. The couple--who have pleaded not guilty--remain in custody.
 	Several Senate Republicans are urging the White House to invoke the National Emergency Act and temporarily pay TSA officers if the Department of Homeland Security funding standoff over immigration enforcement continues, according to people familiar with the matter.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Rafaela Jinich explores work in The Atlantic by Tracy Kidder, the Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist who died this week at 80.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: clavicular0 / Instagram



What Was Clavicular?

By Will Gottsegen

Clav, as he's known, has had a moment this year. Seemingly overnight, he became wildly popular among the lost boys of the internet--the kinds of people who spend their time watching Nick Fuentes, the white-supremacist influencer, and Andrew Tate, the proudly misogynistic elder statesman of the manosphere, who is currently awaiting trial on charges of rape and human trafficking (he has denied the allegations). In January, Clavicular joined Tate, Fuentes, and the extremist podcaster Myron Gaines at a nightclub in Miami. Videos of the group listening to the Kanye West song "Heil Hitler" went viral; Clavicular was singing along.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The countdown to a ground war
 	Elizabeth Bruenig: The evidence that God exists
 	ICE might be violating America's other bill of rights.
 	Protecting a hero too long
 	OpenAI is doing everything ... poorly.
 	RFK Jr. is losing his grip on the CDC.




Culture Break


Illustration by Lore Mondragon



Read. Robert Rubsam on a novel about women who trade one kind of captivity for another.

Explore. Lindy West has unwittingly written the obituary for Millennial feminism, Helen Lewis 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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Welcome to a Multidimensional Economic Disaster

The AI boom wasn't built for the polycrisis.

by Matteo Wong, Charlie Warzel

Thu, 26 Mar 2026


An Amazon Web Services data center in Manassas, Virginia (Nathan Howard / Bloomberg / Getty)



The global economy has become dependent on the AI industry. Trillions of dollars are being invested into the technology and the infrastructure it relies on; in the final months of 2025, functionally all economic growth in the United States came from AI investments. This would be risky even in ideal conditions. And we are very far from ideal conditions.



Much of the AI supply chain--chips, data centers, combustion turbines, and so on--relies on key materials that are produced in or transported through just a few places on Earth, with little overlap. In particular, the industry is highly dependent on the Middle East, which has been destabilized by the war in Iran. A global energy shock seems all but certain to come soon--the kind where even the best-case scenario is a disaster. The war could grind the AI build-out to a halt. This would be devastating for the tech firms that have issued historic amounts of debt to race against their highly leveraged competitors, and it would be devastating for the private lenders and banks that have been buying up that debt in the hope of ever bigger returns.



For the better part of the past year, Wall Street analysts and tech-industry observers have fretted publicly about an AI bubble. The fear is that too much money is coming in too fast and that generative-AI companies still have not offered anything close to a viable business model. If growth were to stall or the technology were to be seen as failing to deliver on its promises, the bubble might burst, triggering a chain reaction across the financial system. Everyone--big banks, private-equity firms, people who have no idea what's mixed into their 401(k)--would be hit by the AI crash.



Until recently, that kind of crash felt hypothetical; today, it feels plausible and, to some, almost inevitable. "What's unusual about this, unlike commercial real estate during the global financial crisis," Paul Kedrosky, an investor and financial consultant, told us, "is all of these interlocking points of fragility."

Read: Here's how the AI crash happens

Perhaps the clearest examples are advanced memory and training chips, which are among the most important--and are by far the most expensive--components of training any AI model. Currently, most of them are produced by two companies in South Korea and one in Taiwan. These countries, in turn, get a large majority of their crude oil and much of their liquefied natural gas--which help fuel semiconductor manufacturing--from the Persian Gulf. The chip companies also require helium, sulfur, and bromine--three key inputs to silicon wafers--largely sourced from the region. In addition, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, and other regional petrostates have become key investors in the American AI firms that purchase most of those chips.



Because of the war in Iran, the Strait of Hormuz is functionally closed to most shipping vessels, stranding one-fifth of the world's exports of natural gas, one-third of the world's exports of crude oil, and significant quantities of the planet's exportable fertilizer, helium, and sulfur. Meanwhile, Iran and Israel have begun bombing much of the fossil-fuel infrastructure in the region, which could take many years to replace. In only a month of war, the price of Brent crude--a global oil benchmark--has jumped by 40 percent and could more than double, liquefied-natural-gas prices are soaring in Europe and Asia, and helium spot prices have already doubled. The strait is "critical to basically every aspect of the global economy," Sam Winter-Levy, a technology and national-security researcher at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, told us. "The AI supply chain is not insulated."



The situation could quickly deteriorate from here. A helium crunch could trigger a shortage of AI chips or cause chip prices to rise. AI companies need ever more advanced chips to fill their data centers--at higher prices, the massive server farms, already hurting from elevated energy costs caused by the war, would have almost no hope of becoming profitable. Without these chips, new data centers would not be built or would sit empty. Astronomical tech valuations, and in turn the entire stock market, could collapse.

One industry's precarious position isn't usually everyone's problem. Unfortunately, AI is different. The biggest data-center players, known as hyperscalers, are among the biggest corporations in the history of capitalism; they include Microsoft, Google, Meta, and Amazon. But even they will be pressed by collectively spending nearly $700 billion on AI in a single year. In order to get the money for these unprecedented projects, data-center providers are beginning to take on colossal amounts of debt. Some of this is done through creative deals with private-equity firms including Blackstone, BlackRock, and Blue Owl Capital--which themselves operate as sort of shadow banks that, since the most recent financial crisis, have arguably become as powerful and as influential as Bear Stearns and Lehman Brothers were prior to 2008. Endowments, pensions, insurance funds, and other major institutions all trust private equity to invest their money.



For a while, it seemed like every time Google or Microsoft announced more data-center investments, their stock prices rose. Now the opposite occurs: The hyperscalers are spending far more, but investors have started to notice that they are not generating anything near the revenue they need to. The data-center boom's top players--Google, Meta, Microsoft, Amazon, Nvidia, and Oracle--have all lost 8 to 27 percent of their value since the start of the year, making them a huge drag on the overall stock market. And the $121 billion of debt that hyperscalers issued in 2025, four times more than what they averaged for years prior, is expected to grow dramatically.



All of the major players in this investment ecosystem are vulnerable. Private-equity firms are being squeezed on both ends by generative AI: During the coronavirus pandemic, they bought up software companies, which are now plummeting in value because AI is expected to eat their lunch. Meanwhile, private equity's new investment strategy, data centers, is also falling apart because of AI. Blackstone, Blue Owl, and the like are sinking huge sums into data-center construction with the assumption that lease payments from tech companies will pay for their debt. In order to pay for their investments, private-equity companies raised money from major financial institutions--but now the viability of those lease payments is coming into question as the hyperscalers' cash flow is strained. "There's a reason to think we're seeing some of the same 2008 dynamics now," Brad Lipton, a former senior adviser at the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau and now the director of corporate power and financial regulation at the Roosevelt Institute, told us. "Everyone's getting tied up together. Banks are lending money to private credit, which in turn lends it elsewhere. That amps up the risk."

Annie Lowrey: How to guess if your job will exist in five years

The way the money moves is concerning, but so is the AI industry's underlying business model. At every layer, the technology appears to decrease the value of its assets. The advanced AI chips that make up the majority of the cost of a data center? Their value rapidly decreases as they are superseded by the next generation of chips, meaning that the ultimate backstop for all of the data-center debt--selling the data center itself--is not actually a backstop. The way that AI companies make money when people use their products is also deflationary. OpenAI, Anthropic, and others charge users for using "tokens," the components of words processed by their bots. This means that tokens are an industrial commodity akin to, say, crude oil or steel. But unlike other commodities, the cost of each token is rapidly decreasing owing to advancements in AI's capabilities. Kedrosky called this "a death spiral to zero." As the value of a token plummets, the value of what data centers can produce also falls.



The war in Iran affects data-center finances as well. Should energy prices continue to skyrocket, so will the cost of this already very expensive computing equipment, because it needs tremendous amounts of energy to manufacture and operate. And the war has exposed physical risks to these buildings. Janet Egan, a senior fellow at the Center for a New American Security, described data centers to us as "large, juicy targets." It is impossible to hide these facilities, which can cover 1 million square feet. Earlier this month, Iran bombed Amazon data centers in the UAE and Bahrain. American hyperscalers had been planning to build far more data centers in the region, because the Trump administration and the AI industry have sought funding from Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Qatar, and Oman. Now there's a two-way strain on those relationships. The physical security of the data centers is more precarious, and the conflict is damaging the economic health of the petrostates, thereby jeopardizing a major source of further investment in American AI firms. The Trump administration "staked a lot on the Gulf as their close AI partner, and now the war that they've launched poses a huge threat to the viability of the Gulf as that AI partner," Winter-Levy said.



Plus, "what's to prevent Iran or a proxy group, or another maligned actor, from tomorrow launching an armed drone against a data center in Northern Virginia?" Chip Usher, the senior director for intelligence at the Special Competitive Studies Project, a national-security and AI think tank, told us. "It could happen. Our defenses are not adequate." State-sponsored cyberattacks of the variety Iran is known for could also knock a data center offline. You can build all manner of defenses--reinforced concrete, drone-interception systems--but doing so adds cost and time to already costly and slow construction.

Just a few things going a bit wrong could compound, all at once, into a cataclysm. To wit: Qatari and Saudi money dries up. Sustained high oil and natural-gas prices drive up the costs of manufacturing chips and running data centers. Already cash-strapped hyperscalers struggle to make lease payments on their data centers, while similarly strained private lenders suffer as all of the AI bonds become deadweight. Tech valuations fall, taking public markets with them; private-equity firms have to sell and torch their assets, putting intense stress on the institutional investors and banks. The rest of the economy, drained of investment because everything was poured into data centers for years, is already weak. Unemployment goes up, as do interest rates. "Bubbles pop. That's the system," Lipton said. "What isn't supposed to happen is that it takes down the whole financial system. But the concern here is that AI investment isn't confined and may spread to the whole economy."



Even if Iran and the Strait of Hormuz don't directly trigger an AI-driven financial crisis, the odds are decent that another vector could. (Remember tariffs?) Energy prices could stay elevated for years, because the targeted fossil-fuel facilities in the Persian Gulf will take a long time to restore. As the U.S. directs huge amounts of attention and military resources toward Iran, it's easy to imagine China launching an invasion of Taiwan--a scenario that terrifies Silicon Valley, because it would halt the production of chips needed to train frontier models. That's not even considering the single Dutch company that makes the high-tech lithography machines used to print virtually all AI chips, or the German company that makes the mirrors used in those machines. "There are too many ways for it to fail for it not to fail," Kedrosky said of the AI industry's web of risk. "All you can say for sure is this is a fragile and overdetermined system that must break, so it will."



There are, of course, possibilities other than a full-blown, AI-driven financial crisis. Data-center spending could cool gradually enough that a crash is avoided. The revenues of Anthropic and OpenAI have been multiplying every year, which proponents argue means that generative-AI products are on track to eventually become profitable. But on the current trajectory, that would still take years, and there are good reasons to think that this growth will slow or halt. Notably, the main draw of AI tools is "efficiency": Rather than growing their overall output and the opportunities available to people, executives are hoping that AI will allow them to make cuts to their business operations. The medium-term success of generative AI would likely involve millions of people being put out of work. The range of options seems to be somewhere from mildly bad to historically so.



Should the system break, much of the blame would lie squarely with the technology companies. The stakes of this build-out, from the beginning, have been framed in civilizational terms--a geopolitical race alongside an existential one. The winners will control the future and reap the rewards. At every step of the way, AI firms have appeared to prioritize speed above the physical security of data centers, supply-chain redundancy, energy efficiency and independence, political stability, even financial returns. And in that quest for unbridled growth, the AI industry has wrested ungodly amounts of capital from investors all looking for the next big thing, ensnaring the entire economy.



Simultaneously, these firms have courted and even bent the knee to a presidential administration that has encouraged their "let it rip" ethos, only to watch as that same administration has plunged the industry into this emerging polycrisis. The AI industry was not made for the turbulence its leaders have helped usher in. The situation has grown so ungainly and untenable that, if Silicon Valley is merely forced to slow down, the viability of all this spending will likely be called into question in ways that could be devastating for many. In finance, being early is the same as being wrong. AI firms want the world to think they're right on time. The world may have other plans.
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A Turning Point in the Iran War

The president is discovering the high stakes of an escalation that damages energy facilities.

by Shane Harris

Thu, 26 Mar 2026






This story was updated at 4:45 p.m. on March 26.

President Trump has been sounding desperate lately for an off-ramp from the war he started, emphasizing progress in negotiations that may or may not reflect reality and declaring that "this war has been won" despite ample evidence to the contrary. An Iranian missile attack on a major natural-gas facility in Qatar last week might help explain his turn-the-page posture. The strike came in retaliation for an Israeli attack on Iran's portion of a massive natural-gas field that extends into Iranian and Qatari territory, and it was more a warning shot than a full-on assault. But the effects on Qatar's economy and global energy markets were profound, offering a glimpse of the catastrophes that might follow a broader Iranian military campaign against energy facilities across the Persian Gulf.



The damage to the Ras Laffan industrial facility, about 50 miles from the center of Doha, Qatar's capital, reduced the country's export capacity for liquified natural gas by 17 percent, creating a projected loss of $20 billion in annual revenue. The Qatari energy ministry says repairs will take three to five years. It took the country more than a quarter century--from the discovery of the natural-gas field off its shores to the first shipments of energy--to become the world's third-largest LNG exporter and one of the richest nations on Earth. It took Iran one night to prove that it could derail the entire enterprise and imperil Qatar's future.



Qatar's state-owned energy company declared force majeure with customers in Italy, Belgium, South Korea, and China, meaning it can't fulfill its contractual obligations owing to circumstances beyond its control. Qatar already had stopped LNG production shortly after the war began, for the first time in its history. That removed about a fifth of the world's LNG supply. A prolonged stoppage could upend Qatar's economy, whose growth was predicated on the expansion of its side of the gas field. The pain wouldn't be contained to Qatar. If its LNG facilities remain offline for the rest of this year, global supply will effectively revert to 2021 levels, according to Columbia University's Center on Global Energy Policy.



Trump fired off a Truth Social post soon after the attack on Ras Laffan, insisting that the United States knew nothing about the initial Israeli strike. (Israeli officials said otherwise in press reports.) Israel would cease its attacks, he said. But if Iran hit Qatar's facility again, Trump promised to "blow up the entirety" of Iran's side of the gas field. On Saturday, he threatened to attack Iranian power plants if the country didn't reopen the Strait of Hormuz by Monday evening. That ultimatum sent already surging oil prices even higher, and after an ensuing market panic, Trump announced a five-day reprieve, in light of the talks that he claimed were bearing fruit--but that Iran has claimed aren't even happening.



Trump's whipsawing public comments and social-media posts have created confusion throughout the war. But this much is evident: Despite all Iran has lost, it maintains the military capability to cause a global energy crisis. If Trump hadn't known this before, the Ras Laffan attack offered a clear demonstration.



A few days after the attack on Ras Laffan, Fatih Birol, the head of the International Energy Agency, broke the silence he had maintained since the start of the war. The global economy is now facing a "major, major threat" from the disrupted flow of oil and natural gas, Birol warned during an event in Australia on Monday. More than 40 energy facilities across nine countries have already been severely damaged, he noted, so even if the war ended this week, it could take months or years to bring supplies back to prewar levels. Birol compared the loss of oil supply from the current war to the two major energy crises in the 1970s. The loss of natural gas, he added, is equivalent to the supply shock experienced after Russia's invasion of Ukraine in 2022. "This crisis, as things stand now, is two oil crises and one gas crisis put all together," he said.



Countries far from the Middle East are already feeling the acute pain of shortages. Sri Lanka, Pakistan, and the Philippines announced that government employees would work only four days a week, in order to conserve electricity and gasoline. In Thailand, where Qatar accounts for more than 40 percent of LNG supply, government workers were told to cancel overseas trips and use stairs instead of elevators.



Read: The Iran war's next threat is to food and water 



The attack on Qatar has implications beyond the energy market. The country is one of the world's leading producers of urea, a key component of fertilizer. With spring planting season coming in the Northern Hemisphere and fertilizer not shipping out of the Gulf, a global food crisis could be on the horizon. Qatar also provides a third of the world's helium, a by-product of natural-gas production and a key ingredient in the manufacturing of computer chips and medical imaging equipment. Shipments of that crucial element have also ceased.



Qatar is accustomed to instability in its backyard disrupting delicate supply chains and eating into its bottom line. During the Iran-Iraq War of the 1980s, tanker ships caught in the cross fire ended up at the bottom of the Persian Gulf, which scared off potential customers. The war then deferred economic growth. But the war now is devastating it.



Iran and Qatar are linked by geology. The natural-gas field is by far the largest deposit on the planet. Qatar's portion is approximately 2,300 square miles, about half the land area of the entire nation. That shared natural resource is a big reason Qatar has long maintained closer relations with Iran than its neighbors--to their consternation. In 2017, four regional rivals implemented a land and air blockade of Qatar, citing comments by its emir praising Iran as a great power. (Qatari officials claim that the statements were fabricated in an elaborate computer hack. The country weathered political and economic isolation with the help of LNG exports because shipping routes remained open.)



Now that Iran has attacked Qatar, their future relationship is in doubt, and rivals have found a new reason for solidarity. Three of the four countries that blockaded Qatar--Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Bahrain--have also been the target of Iranian drones and missiles. (The fourth, Egypt, is further from the action.) Following the strike on Ras Laffan, Qatar expelled two senior Iranian diplomats and threatened more if Iran's campaign continued.



Read: The Gulf countries can't take much more 



"There will need to be a lot of effort to reestablish the trust in the relationship with the Iranians," Majed al-Ansari, an adviser to Qatar's prime minister and the chief spokesperson for its foreign-affairs ministry, told me. And with that will come a new focus on deterrence, he said. Going forward, Qatar can be expected to spend much more of its wealth on air defenses, fighter planes, and other military hardware.



"We need to have very frank discussions with our security partners in the U.S. and Europe about how to reestablish this deterrence," al-Ansari said. That's perhaps a diplomatic way of saying that Qatar needs protection, and it really needs the Americans and the Israelis to stop giving Iran reasons to blow up the backbone of its economy.



Qatar has geared much of its foreign policy toward solving other countries' problems, acting as a mediator in wars, territorial disputes, and hostage negotiations. It's not a party to the current diplomatic efforts to achieve a cease-fire between Iran and the United States. But Doha is pressing both sides to find an exit.



"The longer the conflict continues, the more it harms everyone--not just in the region," al-Ansari said. When we spoke, Trump had not yet announced his reprieve on strikes against Iranian energy facilities, which he extended to April 6 in a Truth Social post this afternoon. After that, we'll know better if the crisis is contained or about to get much worse.
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The Countdown to a Ground War

The president wants to avoid a long, messy entanglement, but all of the ground options promise to be just that.

by Thomas Wright

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




Donald Trump announced this week that the United States and Iran had made significant progress in negotiations, and he was allowing five days to reach a deal. Tehran denied that it was talking with Washington at all. This is not, in any meaningful sense, a negotiation: It is a countdown.

The timing is not coincidental. Thousands of Marines and much of the 1st Brigade of the 82nd Airborne are en route to the Middle East. Trump may intend the talks to act as cover for an escalation decision already made. Even if he doesn't, the structural reality is the same: When the deadline expires, he will be close to having significant ground-combat capability in the region and a collapsing diplomatic process to justify using it.

The gap between the two sides makes the collapse of talks likely. The American framework is, in essence, a demand for Iran's surrender. The administration's 15-point proposal, delivered to Iran via Pakistan, requires Tehran to dismantle its entire uranium-enrichment infrastructure, surrender its stockpiles of highly enriched uranium, sever all ties with proxy forces across the region, and accept strict limits on its conventional military. In exchange, Washington is offering sanctions relief and support for a civilian nuclear-energy program. The proposal is very similar to the deal that the United States put on the table before the bombing campaign began.

Iran's counter-framework reflects a regime that does not believe it is losing. Tehran is demanding binding guarantees that neither the United States nor Israel will strike again, reparations for the damage already inflicted, and formal recognition of its control over the Strait of Hormuz. On enrichment and proxies, Iranian negotiators have shown no willingness to move.

The war has not moderated the Iranian regime. It has hardened it. The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps now dominates Iran's internal deliberations to a degree unprecedented even under Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. Iran effectively controls the strait, and it knows that this control affords Tehran real leverage. Iran appears to have concluded that it is better positioned for a war of endurance than for a negotiated capitulation.

Trump could still choose to declare victory, or even accept terms closer to Iran's position, if he concludes that the alternative is a longer and more uncertain war.

Last year's trade confrontation with China ended with significant American concessions obscured by wins against U.S. allies and dressed in the language of reciprocal success. A similar reframing is conceivable here. He could point to Iran's degraded navy, its shattered air force, the deaths of senior regime officials, and the setback to its nuclear program and argue that the threat has been sufficiently reduced to warrant a softer settlement.

Eliot A. Cohen: The war with Iran is exposing big problems for the military

But the Iran case will be harder to obscure than the China one was. Trade balances are abstract; the Strait of Hormuz is not. A deal that leaves the IRGC in effective control of the world's most crucial shipping lane, imposes no enforceable limits on Iran's missile or enrichment programs, and offers the regime international legitimacy cannot easily be framed as victory, especially when America's closest regional partners will be lining up to say otherwise.

Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman reportedly told Trump that the United States should continue fighting to destroy the Iranian regime and remake the region. The United Arab Emirates' ambassador to the United States rejected the idea of a "simple cease-fire," calling instead for "a conclusive outcome that addresses Iran's full range of threats." The UAE and Saudi Arabia may not have fully welcomed the war in the first place, but now that it is under way, they will not want to see Iran emerge stronger from it. Meanwhile, Israel remains committed to regime change or, failing that, maximum degradation, and it worries about a deal that meets Tehran halfway or a cease-fire. These governments can be expected to push Trump to continue the war once the talks collapse, although they seem to have concerns about ground operations.

But Trump wants to avoid a messy, long war, which could lead to sustained high oil prices and a possible recession. Ground troops would seem likely to bring this outcome about--but Trump appears to believe that their introduction will instead deliver a decisive knockout blow, which will either compel Tehran to accept his terms or make a U.S. declaration of victory credible. Trump announced yesterday that he had rescheduled a visit to China for May 14 and 15, which suggests that he expects the war to be over by then.

According to media reports about internal Trump-administration deliberations, three ground operations are most likely: a raid on Iran's nuclear facilities at Isfahan to seize its stockpile of highly enriched uranium; the seizure of Kharg Island, Iran's principal oil-export hub; and the deployment of troops to Iran's shoreline to suppress its attacks on shipping through the strait.

Each carries risks that the administration appears to be underestimating. Austin Long, a senior nuclear fellow at MIT, told me that Iran's highly enriched uranium is a white, crystalline solid, uranium hexafluoride, stored in thick, steel cylinders, and cannot be reliably and permanently destroyed with explosives. If the cylinders are pierced, they emit a severely hazardous gas. A successful seizure from Isfahan would require U.S. troops to secure a wide perimeter, locate and excavate up to 970 pounds of the uranium buried under an unknown depth of rubble, protect it from counterattack, load it onto aircraft, and depart under fire. The operation would be arguably the most complex raid ever carried out by U.S. forces. The 970 pounds of uranium could also be spread among Isfahan and two other sites, raising the possibility of multiple raids.

Nancy A. Youssef and Missy Ryan: The U.S. and Iran are fighting a massively asymmetrical war

Kharg Island and the coastal positions present different but equally serious problems. Forces on Kharg would immediately be within range of sustained Iranian fire; Iran could respond by attacking energy infrastructure and desalination plants across the Persian Gulf or destroying the island's oil facilities to deny them to the Americans. Coastal positions are reportedly located near population centers, which would complicate both the military mission and the international response. In each scenario, the most plausible outcome is not a clean victory but a situation that demands more troops, more time, and more exposure to avert failure.

The deeper problem is that military operations, however successful tactically, cannot substitute for what the war is trying to achieve strategically. Trump launched this conflict believing that Iran was weak, and that a short, sharp campaign would force a new leader to terms. The regime has proved more resilient and more capable of inflicting sustained damage on the region than the president expected.

The question worth asking now is not whether the U.S.-Iran talks will fail, but what the United States will do on the other side of that failure. Trump has a long history of claiming victory in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary. This may be the rare moment when that instinct serves the country--because the alternative appears to be doubling down on a losing strategy by launching a ground war.
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Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia: AI Code, Airport Code

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 26 Mar 2026

Today's trivia--unlike so, so many passengers stuck in long airport lines--is ready for takeoff.

And by the way, did you know that at least seven airports in the United States are named for people who perished in aviation accidents? Ellen uncovered this in her reporting.

Some of the namesakes are military heroes who died in battle, such as Edward O'Hare, who gave his name to Chicago's airport. But others are just people who died in commercial crashes! Oklahoma City's Will Rogers and Wiley Post airports are even named after two people who died in the same crash. So--maybe take the bus to OKC.

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 via trivia@theatlantic.com.
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The Evidence That God Exists

Searching for scientific proof for faith misunderstands faith.

by Elizabeth Bruenig

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




I grew up in a faithful Methodist household in deep-red Texas during the George W. Bush years, when the political sway of Evangelicals was at its zenith. At the same time, evangelists of a robust atheism--figures such as the biologist Richard Dawkins, the critic Christopher Hitchens, and the neuroscientist Sam Harris--toured the country offending salt-of-the-earth Americans with their contempt for religious belief. It was hard for me to ignore that a number of their assertions were clearly correct: Young-Earth creationism, for instance, instantly struck me as absurd when I first learned about it from a history teacher in my public junior-high school, who confidently told me that the world is only a few thousand years old.


That wasn't what my family or church taught, but Christians who subscribed to those beliefs were suddenly ascendant, and their thinking colored the country's religious landscape. Meanwhile, the New Atheists were making hay of the fact that such faithful misapprehensions about nature were easily disproved by scientific discovery. Though I continued to attend church as usual, I privately wondered whether the entire enterprise might be rooted in nothing more than a misunderstanding.


This steady diminishing of faith probably would have continued indefinitely, were it not for one brisk autumn afternoon in 2011 when, standing alone at a bus stop, I happened to witness the presence of God.


The unevenly paved lane where I waited was a quiet one-way street tucked away in a clutch of trees. I gazed down the road, preoccupied with other things--midterm exams, campus-club minutiae--and expecting the bus to trundle around the bend. A sudden icy wind tore around the corner instead, sweeping into gray branches and climbing ivy to send a spray of golden birch leaves spiraling into the sky, taking my breath along with them. And I knew that my soul was bared to something indescribably majestic and bracing--something that overwhelmed me with the unmistakable sensation of eye contact. What I saw, I felt, also saw me. Before I could rationally account for what had happened, a verse of poetry from John Ashbery came to mind:


 A look of glass stops you
 And you walk on shaken: was I the perceived?
 


That seemed to explain things perfectly, jarringly so. I was dazed in class as afternoon darkened to evening.


The latest evidence suggests that God most likely exists, argues a big recent book by Michel-Yves Bollore, a computer engineer, and Olivier Bonnassies, a Catholic author. Tracts that aim to prove the reality of God are hardly novel. What makes this endeavor unique, say the French writers behind God, The Science, the Evidence: The Dawn of a Revolution, is the scientific nature of their work. Medieval monks toiling away at poetic meditations on the divine have their place, the authors allow, but their own arguments are meant to surpass mere abstract justifications for belief. Instead they assert that cutting-edge empirical proof observable in the natural world makes a firm case for God. With this, they strive for the ultimate alchemy, transforming faith into fact.


Bollore and Bonnassies's book is part of a burgeoning genre of apologetics that relies on relatively new scientific developments and theories, like quantum mechanics and cosmology, to make an ancient case. Their book, which has already sold more than 400,000 copies around the world, arrives at a time of both bloody religious conflict and rapidly collapsing religious belief, especially among the young and the highly educated. It joins other recent projects--including two new documentaries, The Story of Everything: The Science That Reveals a Mind Behind the Universe and Universe Designed--that propose the same tantalizing theory: that there is incontrovertible proof that a divine power created the cosmos, and that this evidence is mounting.


This is a seductive idea, which Bollore and Bonnassies spend a painstaking 500 pages trying to support. Keen to reassure readers that a sophisticated and intelligent person might reasonably justify belief in God, the authors acknowledge how such a thing became unthinkable. They identify a series of scientific breakthroughs that helped undermine religious faith over the centuries, including Galileo's heliocentrism, Newton's clockwork universe, Darwin's theory of evolution, and the revelation that Earth is not thousands but billions of years old. But in drawing upon those exact fields of study to reverse the long-term march toward unbelief, the authors appear to have missed the mechanism by which those prior discoveries eroded faith: namely, that people had staked their belief on evidence that was overturned by subsequent data. There is always a risk that today's proof will be undone by tomorrow's evidence. Trusting in the existence of God largely involves deciding not to operate strictly within the confines of reason as we know it, a choice that usually emerges from sentiment rather than argument.


Read: Can religion and science coexist?

Bollore and Bonnassies do not appear concerned. "We have conducted this work as a rigorous investigation," they write. "We have always used rationality as our only compass." Enough, they suggest, with emotional and mystical arguments for the presence of a divine power, or fanciful ideas such as young-Earth creationism; theirs is a project explicitly devoted to reason. Their "panoramic view" of the available evidence spans from the Big Bang, which they say implies an act of creation by demonstrating an absolute beginning to the universe, to the unlikely "fine-tuning" of the cosmos to create the conditions for flourishing life on Earth. Their book includes "one hundred essential citations from leading scientists" across multiple disciplines who have either allowed for the existence of God or asserted it outright. This includes Robert Wilson, an astronomer and a Nobel Prize winner in physics, who is quoted observing that the Big Bang theory makes "the question of creation" unavoidable. Luc Jaeger, a professor of chemistry and biochemistry at UC Santa Barbara, likewise states that "science practiced in a sincere quest for the truth brings man closer to God."  


To imagine that one might find traces of the divine strewn throughout the universe, or that earthly methods of inquiry might uncover some of those signs, isn't ridiculous. But this latest round of arguments in favor of intelligent design seems aimed mostly at establishing that God could or should exist within the rational frameworks we already employ. This is both weak grounds for belief and a fundamental misunderstanding of faith. The route to durable faith in God often runs not through logical proofs or the sciences, but through awe, wonder, and an attunement to the beauty and poetry of the world, natural and otherwise.


This was not always apparent to me. I came to this understanding through trial, error, and my own brushes with scientific rebuttals to the existence of God.


After that brisk autumn afternoon, life went on unremarkably, though I continued to mull over what the experience could mean. That it meant something at all was another strong intuition that I could not entirely account for. There were plenty of ordinary and dismissive explanations for what had happened, all related to the vagaries of the brain. Surely I had just been tired, bleary-eyed, suggestible, available--highly sensitized, in other words, to typical seasonal splendor. That made sense to me, but I didn't believe it. The natural beauty wasn't the cause of what I had felt, but rather an invitation to pay attention to what I felt.


From the July 1915 issue: Scientific faith

I began to ask myself what it would cost me intellectually if I were to choose to metabolize the experience as it had occurred to me. That decision came with several implications. If God is real, then perhaps other things--goodness, righteousness, beauty--that are usually dismissed as matters of subjective experience might also be objectively real. That prospect was much more agreeable to me than another consequential implication of electing to believe: that, as the New Atheists had so vigorously argued, theism meant putting aside any pretensions I had of sophistication or intellect.


As I explored this problem, I spent hours in my college library reading Saint Augustine, a foundational philosopher and theologian. Here I encountered another strange sensation: Every word I read felt like remembering something I had once known but somehow forgotten. This recalled an observation of Plato's, who argued that the soul contains lost memories of the divine--that we are born knowing the truth of the universe, but forget it all when the mundanities of life get in the way. Maybe he had a point, I thought. And maybe the Christian Neoplatonists, Augustine among them, had some points as well. I contemplated this for a while before I realized that there wasn't any sense in debating it with myself anymore. I knew what I felt, so I gave up and chose to believe.


I'm still sorting through the ramifications. In my years of working out exactly what I believe, I have been relieved to learn that faith does not in fact demand the surrender of logic and vigorous intellectual inquiry--a case Bollore and Bonnassies convincingly bolster with numerous testimonials from award-winning scientists. Still, to trust in the existence of God is to accept both the appearance and the possibility of being naive or delusional. No accumulation of promising developments in our analytical understanding of the world can delay confrontation with that essential fact. Having faith is a vulnerable thing.


Bollore and Bonnassies's arguments are more likely to shore up the faith of wavering believers than to win new converts. This itself is no small thing. The authors may even be right about the growing evidence for the existence of God secreted away in the latest science. But their approach has a history of upsets. The only way to inoculate belief against that cycle of disruption is to treat faith as a decision that transcends scientific proof.
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Is The End of NATO Near?

The alliance has been battered by Trump's threats.

by Jonathan Lemire, Simon Shuster

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




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

In July 2018, NATO's gleaming new Brussels headquarters was poised to host its first leaders' summit. Dignitaries from around the world gathered in the arched buildings designed to look like interlocking fingers. But the Europeans throwing the party were anxious. The nominal guest of honor, President Trump, had spent months questioning the need for U.S. membership in an organization that had emerged from the ashes of World War II as a bulwark against Moscow's aggression. He soon ruined the festivities.

During a closed-door meeting with other leaders, the president went on a tirade, berating the other nations for failing to spend the targeted 2 percent of their GDP on defense, urging better relations with Russia, and threatening to withdraw the United States from NATO if he didn't get what he wanted. Trump eventually relented. But the very next week, he met Vladimir Putin at a summit in Helsinki and repeatedly sided with the Russian leader, who has made it his mission to undermine the alliance. Nearly eight years later, Putin may get his wish.

Trump is now demanding that NATO help the United States reopen the Strait of Hormuz, a vital passage through which 20 percent of the world's oil travels, which Iran has effectively closed in response to the United States' and Israel's attacks. NATO has refused. And though Russia is playing only a tangential role in the crisis there, Moscow could emerge as one of the victors of war. The standoff over the strait has created an unexpected new strain on the relationship between Trump and NATO, one that may not fully shatter the alliance but could fundamentally weaken it.

"I think he made NATO defunct in practice already with Iran," one senior European Union diplomat told us on the condition of anonymity to be candid about geopolitically sensitive subjects. And that diplomat made a grim prediction that Trump's likely retaliation would be to reduce U.S. troop numbers on the continent. "If we were not expecting his pullout of troops, we should be."

Trump had hoped that the attack on Iran would follow the blueprint established by the raid to seize Nicolas Maduro from Venezuela, his advisers have told us: a quick strike that removes the existing leadership, allowing for the installation of a more compliant figure atop the government. Although Ayatollah Ali Khamenei is dead, and thousands of Iranian military targets have been battered, the hard-line regime leaders in Tehran have remained in power, firing missiles at their Persian Gulf neighbors and blocking access to the Strait of Hormuz--just as Pentagon officials and military think tanks have predicted for decades. General Dan Caine, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, cautioned Trump in the run-up to the invasion, but the president dismissed the warning, believing that Iran would capitulate instead.

He was wrong. Iran shuttered the strait. Oil prices have jumped more than 40 percent in the past month, and gas costs have soared at the pump for Americans. Any U.S. effort to reopen the waterway would carry danger. Although the Iranian navy has been crushed, it could still fill the strait's waters with mines. Damaging an oil tanker or U.S. warship would take only a single drone--or a speedboat packed with explosives, or a rocket launched from ship or shore. If U.S. Special Forces were deployed on the ground to try to secure the strait, casualties would surely follow. So Trump instead asked other nations for help in keeping the waterway open, particularly European allies.

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

Many European governments do not want to be pulled into military action, and they were frustrated that they had not been consulted by the Trump administration before the war. Plus, many feel lingering anger about Trump's attempts to strong-arm Denmark into giving up control of Greenland earlier this year. That, in particular, was an inflection point for the alliance, a number of officials believe. Repeated offers from Europe--promising the U.S. access to bases, minerals, and more--went unheeded, and when Trump went to the World Economic Forum in January, some openly wondered whether the U.S. military would invade Greenland. Trump eventually backed down (for now). But the damage was done.

In recent days, a few nations have offered help: France deployed warships to the region while Britain, after initially refusing, has allowed the U.S to use its military bases. NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte, who is proudly chummy with Trump, has pledged that members of the alliance would lend some form of assistance. But no one has signed up for the dangerous duty of escorting tankers through the strait. Even though Trump had not committed the U.S. Navy to doing that either, he raged against Europe's reluctance, taking to social media last Friday to deem the other NATO members "COWARDS" and assert that "without the U.S.A., NATO IS A PAPER TIGER!" He suggested in an interview that NATO would have a "very bad" future if it did not change course. And then, this morning, Trump returned to social media to unleash an all-caps screed blasting NATO for doing "ABSOLUTELY NOTHING" to help and said that the United States will "NEVER FORGET" members' obstinance.

White House officials and those close to Trump told us that there are not active discussions to pull the U.S. out of NATO, but they emphasized that the cool response to his requests incensed the president, who would likely need little prompting to try to withdraw. To be clear, that would be difficult: The United States is a member via treaty, an area where the Senate has historically had a say. But a series of court decisions in the past 50 years has given the executive branch more leeway to withdraw from treaties. NATO's own charter allows a nation to pull out after giving one year's notice. The National Defense Authorization Act of 2024, signed into law by President Biden, prohibits a president from pulling the United States out of NATO without either a two-thirds Senate supermajority or an act of Congress. Trump might argue that treaty termination is an exclusive executive power, but the move would trigger a massive court battle--and likely a constitutional crisis.

Still, Trump insisted to reporters last week that pulling out of the alliance is "certainly something that we should think about." He added: "I don't need Congress for that decision." Even if he doesn't try to withdraw, he has other options. He could slash U.S. funding for NATO. He could refuse to honor the Article 5 mutual-defense pact, essentially crippling the alliance. Or he could move U.S. troops out of Europe, redeploying them to Asia or the Middle East or bringing them back home, leaving the continent with diminished defenses against a Russian menace.

Indeed, Trump has long threatened such a move. In July 2020, near the end of his first term, the Pentagon announced plans to reduce troop levels in Germany by a third. "Germany is not paying their bills," Trump said at the time, referring to a commitment among NATO allies to spend at least 2 percent of their gross domestic product on defense. The following year, the House refused to fund the withdrawal, effectively blocking it. But Trump continued to pressure NATO to stop "freeloading" and take more responsibility for Europe's security.

Read: Europe's far right is turning on Trump

The allies have tried to placate him. A few months into Trump's second term, they agreed at a summit in The Hague to raise their defense spending to 5 percent of GDP. The pledge did not seem to change Trump's plans. In October, the U.S. Army said that about 3,000 troops from the 101st Airborne Division would end their deployment to Romania and go home "without replacement." The Army's Europe and Africa command, which is based in Germany, tried to reassure allies that this was not part of an American withdrawal from Europe. But many officials and military analysts saw it as a sign of the great unraveling they feared. "From Moscow's perspective, the move will be applauded and seen as a weakening of US resolve," Alex Serban of the Atlantic Council think tank wrote at the time.

Congress could resist any broader reduction of U.S. forces in Europe, which number roughly 85,000. Under the National Defense Authorization Act that Trump signed in December, the U.S. presence on the continent must remain at a minimum of 76,000 troops. But the start of the war in Iran has many European leaders worrying about a deeper break within NATO. Even Finnish President Alexander Stubb, who has cultivated a friendship with Trump over their shared love of golf, admitted that a "split" had formed in the Western alliance. "It's a reality that I have to live with," Stubb told The Telegraph. "And I obviously try to salvage what I can."

White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told us in a statement that "President Trump has been very vocal and honest about his displeasure with NATO."

The Russians have tried to further deepen the rift. Already, they have supplied Iran with intelligence for targeting American assets in the region and have received no punishment from Washington. (Trump, in fact, continues to suggest that Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky is more of an impediment to peace in Europe than Putin is.) On March 11, the Kremlin envoy Kirill Dmitriev met in Florida with Trump's old friend Steve Witkoff and his son-in-law Jared Kushner, who have become the White House's lead negotiators for the conflict. By that point, the Iranians had blocked the Strait of Hormuz for nearly two weeks. Dmitriev offered a solution in a social-media post after the meeting: "Today, many countries, primarily the United States, are beginning to better understand the key, systemic role of Russian oil and gas in ensuring the stability of the global economy, as well as the ineffectiveness and destructive nature of sanctions against Russia."

The following day, the United States agreed to ease some of those sanctions for 30 days, lifting restrictions on the sale of Russian oil that had been loaded on tankers. New money would flow into Russia's war machine as it continued to wage its war against Ukraine. Pundits on Russian state TV celebrated the move as a sign of Trump's weakened position. "The U.S. has made a concession," Kirill Koktysh, a professor at Moscow's main diplomatic academy, said. Moscow would be wise to take advantage of Trump's party still being in power until the midterms, he said. "We have to get these concessions now, and not take any harsh or unequivocal conditions on ourselves."

It was a win for Putin. He may get another, larger one soon.
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A Life of Paying Attention

Revisiting Tracy Kidder's work for <em>The Atlantic</em>

by Rafaela Jinich

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




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


Tracy Kidder, the Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist who died this week at 80, devoted his career to immersion: embedding himself for months, sometimes years, with his subjects, and turning what he saw into stories that are hard to put down. His work traversed worlds--he followed a group of computer engineers racing to build a new machine, spent nine months in a fifth-grade classroom in Massachusetts, and traveled with the legendary physician and humanitarian Paul Farmer as he cared for people across continents--but his focus was remarkably consistent. He was interested in how people work: what they care about, what they struggle through, and what makes them keep going.

Kidder brought that same sensibility to his Atlantic stories about technology, work, and everyday life. His writing was, as one reviewer put it, full of "genuine love, delight and celebration of the human condition." He wrote his first article for this magazine in 1973, and then served as a contributing editor for many years.

Revisit a selection of Kidder's Atlantic stories below.



Your Reading List


September 1985 (House): Cover illustration by Ralph Giguere



House

The story of a young couple on a tight budget, an architect determined to excel, and four carpenters devoted more to craftsmanship than to profit (From 1985)


Read the full story.

Trouble in the Stratosphere

By the end of the 1970s, news about the ozone layer had all but vanished from the popular press, but the effects of manmade chemicals on ozone are still worth worrying about. (From 1982)


Read the full story.

The Ultimate Toy

Debugging the computer "Eagle" (From 1981)


Read the full story.

Flying Upside Down

The Hardy Boys and the Microkids build a computer (From 1981)


Read the full story.

Trains in Trouble

Once, some 20,000 trains traversed the United States, many of them elegant hotels on wheels. Now most of the great passenger railroads have withered and died, and they have been replaced by Amtrak, which has mammoth troubles of its own. Is there any hope for a rail-travel revival? (From 1976)


Read the full story.

Soldiers of Misfortune

A report on the veterans of Vietnam--and on the often disgraceful treatment they have received from their countrymen (From 1978)


Read the full story.

In Quarantine

A short story by Tracy Kidder (From 1980)


Read the full story.
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A Novel About Women Who Trade One Kind of Captivity for Another

In Charlotte Wood's <em>The Natural Way of Things</em>, a group of captive women discover who they might become beyond the control of men.

by Robert Rubsam

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




Among Franz Kafka's many story fragments, there is one about a jail cell with only three walls. The narrator does not know how he found himself in this prison, how he came to be naked, where he is, or what he might have done to deserve this fate. He can see only the three walls of stone; in front of him, where the fourth would be, a yawning gap looks out across a misty void. No one is keeping him in the cell. His freedom is looking him right in the face--yet, terrified by the possibility of life outside, he cannot bring himself to reach for it. He has effectively jailed himself. "Much better to have nothing and do nothing," he concludes, and beds down in his cage.

One of the ideas that Kafka's parable conveys is that a prisoner is molded into the shape of their prison. This is especially true if, as in Charlotte Wood's The Natural Way of Things, that prison is modeled on the society that constructed it. Wood is an Australian writer especially interested in the way civilizational constraints affect people--and what happens when the invisible rules governing daily life are rearranged. Her Booker Prize-shortlisted novel from 2023, Stone Yard Devotional, follows a group of isolated nuns making their way, alone, through the coronavirus pandemic. In The Natural Way of Things, first published in 2015 and reissued this month by Riverhead, women who have been scooped out of their normal lives begin to discover who they might become once they are finally beyond the control of men.

This novel's characters--20-somethings whom Wood frequently calls "girls"--awaken, drowsy and drugged, on a dilapidated ranch somewhere in the Australian outback. Their rooms are padlocked, they are led about on dog leashes, and they are dressed in a "bizarre olden-day costume": itchy woolen socks, calico blouses, "ancient underwear," and stiff leather boots. The women have been imprisoned, though for what, or by whom, they do not know.

Their jail is strange and unwholesome. The farm buildings on the property--long verandas, shearing sheds, and concrete kennels--are old and decayed, remnants from long before the group showed up. The inmates are watched over by two jailers: Boncer, a "pale and pock-faced" misogynist, and Teddy, a white health-food-and-yoga fiend with dreadlocks, who makes endless complaints about his "neurotic" ex. These men are supported by Nancy, a woman who dresses up in a nurse's costume but seems to have no medical training. The compound is surrounded by a tall electric fence that extends beyond the horizon. The enclosed space is large enough to hold packs of kangaroos, seen hopping in the distance.

Read: The claustrophobic menace of boarding-school fiction

This atypical prison is designed to house atypical prisoners. Its 10 inmates are strangers, yet eventually they recognize one another from the news: Each was made the face of a national sex scandal. Wood tells us a bit about each woman--one, a participant in a televised singing contest, was abused backstage; another was raped by a Catholic cardinal--but she focuses on two in particular. Yolanda, the child of a working-class single mother, was assaulted by a group of athletes; Verla was exploited by a prominent politician whom she still loves. All the women were lured into confinement by the promise of a settlement; when they arrived to talk over the details, they were drugged and incarcerated on this run-down ranch by people whose identities and intentions never become quite clear.

The women now feel humiliated for having been fooled--a mental state that compounds and mirrors the shame they felt during their moments of notoriety. In a mid-book disquisition that gives the novel its name, Wood ponders how, when a man sexually assaults a woman, the femaleness of the victim--rather than the maleness of their abuser--is always placed at the center of their story. "As if womanhood itself were the cause of these things?" Wood writes. "As if the girls somehow, through the natural way of things, did it to themselves." Her novel rebukes such thinking and prompts her characters to rebuke it in themselves, though at the last minute, Wood loses her nerve in a way that sheds light on the author's growth over the past decade. Across their long months of incarceration, Verla and Yolanda are forced to change dramatically--to reject the way they had thought about themselves and their bodies. In the wilderness, they must transform or die.



Natural Way was a success in Australia, winning two top prizes and securing nominations for several more. Yet it did not get much attention in the United States, where it fell out of print. It shares a premise and a set of thematic concerns with another late bloomer, the Belgian writer Jacqueline Harpman's I Who Have Never Known Men. Harpman's 1995 novel, made famous in the 2020s by TikTok, also follows a group of women held captive by mysterious forces. None can remember why they were locked up in an underground prison cell or who they were before their yearslong incarceration. "They'd had husbands, lovers and children," Harpman's narrator reflects. But "as a result of being too afraid to think about them because it was so painful, they'd forgotten almost everything." Harpman, who died in 2012, was a psychoanalyst, and her writing is attuned to the psychic damage caused by confinement. Like the prisoner from Kafka's fragment, her characters have re-created themselves in the image of their cell.

Wood's book is smaller in scale, but fuller in color; much of her prose is lush and surprising. Natural Way begins with a description of a kookaburra call, "loud and lunatic." The ranch might be a hard, brutal place, but the longer Verla and Yolanda spend there, the more they pay attention to the grandeur of the skies and the delicate shape of the land. When food runs low, Yolanda takes to trapping rabbits. Verla, meanwhile, gets to know the outback's many varieties of mushrooms, tinkering with various fungi in hopes of taking revenge on the cruel Boncer.

Read: A precise, cutting portrayal of societal misogyny

A prison is a necessarily static environment, so in order to retain momentum, a writer of this kind of story must generate both incidents and insights. Harpman does this by freeing her captives, loosing them into a post-apocalyptic landscape that they must come to understand--and survive--by themselves. This provokes a partial rediscovery of what they had forgotten in an act of self-protection. But Wood's penitentiary is considerably sturdier. The months drag on; the power cuts out; both the prisoners and the jailers seem to have been abandoned by their mysterious overlords. Verla falls ill and has rapturous visions of the animal world, while Yolanda veers into a wild state; eventually she is nearly mute, and walks around in dried rabbit skins.

In other words, these women are approaching Kafka's fourth wall, the mysterious way out--if not from the ranch, then at least from the limits that bound them at home. Yet unlike Harpman, Wood does not take that final step. Again and again, we are told that Yolanda is a wild girl and Verla is an educated liberal who places herself above the others; whatever new perspective they acquire is subordinated to the narrow demands of Wood's didactic story. Verla is particularly ill-served; she holds on to the belief that her politician lover will come to her rescue for a preposterously long time--until, all at once, the scales fall from her eyes. This is entirely believable, in the sense that many people take years to recognize abuse. Still, because her epiphany is driven not by Verla's psychology but by the rote requirements of the plot, it is not convincing. Whatever transformation occurs reflects the brute metamorphosis of character into symbol, not the fullness of realism or the vividness of fiction.

This limits Natural Way as a novel; worse, it dramatically dulls the impact of Wood's critique. She wants us to see how a society that treats women as naturally inferior traps, exploits, and denigrates them. Unfortunately, her plot confines these characters to another narrow set of roles, and most of them are portrayed as incapable of leaving their cage. The novel ends with the group of women gleefully giving up their own lives in exchange for small bags of luxury cosmetics--a metaphor so reductive and condescending that it scans as misogynistic. How else to read this moment but as the culmination of that "natural way of things," which pins the blame on contemporary, commercialized womanhood? They might as well be doing it to themselves.

If I were being generous, I'd say that Wood is simply reproducing oppressive social structures in fiction in order to reveal them. But I know that she can address this problem better, because she already has. Wood's later novel, Stone Yard Devotional, features another band of women in a remote location--nuns working to keep their abbey afloat, cut off from the world because of the coronavirus pandemic. This story is told by an unnamed narrator, an irreligious woman who has joined the nuns as a lay resident after her faith in environmental advocacy crumbled. She is not always open-minded about her hosts; sometimes she is even rude to them. But the novel is able to mine a persistent vein of doubt, opening up space for these other people to act how they act, to be who they are--and for a deeply human story of failure and persistence to sprout.

The characters of Stone Yard Devotional are all attempting to live without causing undue harm. Yet they often disagree about what an ethical life might look like, and how many people can be expected to abide by any one woman's standards. In Natural Way, the earlier work, such disagreements exist to make neat narrative statements on the forces that alienate women from one another and from themselves. Today, Wood no longer seems so interested in reducing difference to the level of ideology. If a solution is to be found, Wood seems to be saying, it must lie in recognizing what parts of the prison are already present inside of us, and to step through the wall.
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ICE Might Be Violating America's Other Bill of Rights

To keep rogue agents in check, we need to look beyond the Constitution.

by Priyanka Menon

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




Immigration-enforcement officers have used tear gas on nonviolent protesters, broken into homes and cars, and killed people, including U.S. citizens. ICE and Customs and Border Protection have been behaving like an out-of-control police force. No wonder, then, that when lawyers and other advocates try to challenge these federal officials' abuses of power--in court and on the streets--they tend to reach for the same legal tool used to combat police violence: the Fourth Amendment, which guards against excessive force and "unreasonable searches and seizures." But this path comes with serious challenges.

A pair of Supreme Court decisions has undercut the amendment's power against ICE and CBP, allowing evidence gathered in violation of its requirements to be used in deportation proceedings, and shielding agents from lawsuits seeking compensation for excessive force. Another strain of precedent makes obtaining court orders aimed at preventing ICE misconduct extremely hard.

But there's another path to holding ICE and CBP accountable for abuses. As a federal agency, the Department of Homeland Security is subject to the dictates of federal administrative law, much of which is set forward in a powerful 1946 statute known as the Administrative Procedure Act. The APA is largely concerned with how agencies go about their business--setting forward, for instance, how they should issue regulations and resolve administrative disputes. The statute also allows courts to review potentially unlawful action, thereby ensuring agencies follow the Constitution, other federal laws, and their own rules and procedures.

Adam Serwer: The real reason ICE agents wear masks

Many recent lawsuits against ICE have made things needlessly difficult for plaintiffs by focusing on the unconstitutionality of immigration agents' actions. Even when these lawsuits have name-checked the APA, they have tended to point attention toward the outrageousness of what ICE or CBP has done instead of focusing on the decision-making process behind immigration officials' actions. But if plaintiffs instead used the full power of the APA, they might actually find more success curbing these agencies' most abusive behaviors.

In the decades since the passage of the APA, courts have developed legal doctrines aimed at keeping agencies in line. For instance, in 1954, the Supreme Court refused to allow a deportation to move forward on the grounds that the Board of Immigration Appeals had attempted to skirt its own regulations. The petitioner, Joseph Accardi, had asked the board to suspend his deportation order. Accardi claimed that the attorney general had then placed his name on a list of "unsavory characters" and circulated that list to the board in an effort to influence its decision. Relying on administrative-law principles, the Court ordered that Accardi be given a new hearing; if the deportation was to happen, it reasoned, it must happen according to the agency's own rules--free from the attorney general's attempts to interfere.

In just the past few years, the Supreme Court has greatly expanded judicial oversight of federal agencies. For example, in 2024, the Court determined that courts no longer need to defer to an agency's interpretation of the statute it administers--no matter the level of technical expertise required to understand what the statute and agency are really doing. That same year, the Court stopped the Environmental Protection Agency from enforcing a major air-pollution rule, because the Court disagreed with how the agency was setting emissions standards. Again and again, the Court has found reason to tell federal bureaucrats how to do their jobs. This same logic can now be used to reel in misbehavior by ICE.

Administrative law has already proved itself useful in checking the sorts of abuses of power that ICE and CBP are currently committing, as in the 2018 case Sanchez v. Sessions. Luis Sanchez, the petitioner, had been on a fishing trip in 2010 with friends when their boat broke down. One of Sanchez's friends called 911 to ask for help getting back to shore. The Coast Guard responded to the request and towed the boat, but when it reached land, the officers took the group into custody. It turned out that the Coast Guard had contacted CBP while responding to the call because it believed that Sanchez and his friends were possibly undocumented. Sanchez was undocumented, and he was placed in deportation proceedings.

The Ninth Circuit found that the Coast Guard appeared to have had no reason other than race to detain Sanchez and his friends, and had therefore violated its own processes. (DHS has regulations that mirror the substance of the Fourth Amendment by requiring officers to have reasonable suspicion of an immigration violation before detaining people.) Relying on the principles the Supreme Court established in Accardi's case, the court determined that if the Coast Guard really had detained Sanchez solely because of his race, then Sanchez's arrest--and everything that happened after it, including his deportation order--was likely unlawful and had to be undone. If CBP wanted to deport Sanchez, the court said, the agency would need to start from square one.

Sanchez carves a path for legal challenges to ICE's aggression and use of tear gas and pepper balls like we've seen in cities such as Los Angeles; Chicago; Portland, Oregon; and Minneapolis. DHS regulations codify other Fourth Amendment protections, including a restriction limiting immigration officers' use of force. Since Sanchez holds immigration officials to their own rules, people arrested for immigration violations by officials who used excessive force potentially have a route to contest any subsequent immigration proceedings.

Sanchez also underscores the importance of treating ICE officers as administrative officials. If the Ninth Circuit had concentrated on the unconstitutionality of the Coast Guard's treatment of Sanchez, it probably wouldn't have put a stop to his deportation--when addressing a search or seizure that violated the Fourth Amendment, a court will (if anything) exclude evidence rather than throw out a case entirely. The Ninth Circuit reached the conclusion it did only by focusing on DHS's own rules and treating immigration officers as the bureaucrats they are.

Caitlin Dickerson: I recognize the look on Liam Ramos's face

In considering recent claims against ICE, some courts seem to have forgotten about administrative law entirely. Two appellate courts that have weighed in on efforts to stop and prevent ICE's abuses of power have chastised lower courts for attempting to tell executive-branch officers how to do their job. But that rebuke is at odds with the current Supreme Court's instructions that courts should keep a close eye out for agency misbehavior. (I was part of a coalition of lawyers behind one such effort, Chicago Headline Club v. Noem, which challenged ICE's misconduct in Chicago last September.)

To be sure, the APA has its limits. Even if a plaintiff were to win reprieve from deportation under the APA, there's usually no bar against the government restarting deportation proceedings. And, legal technicalities aside, it can seem odd for the Constitution to take a back seat in the middle of a civil-rights crisis.

But in many cases, advocates can achieve a lot by slowing down the immigration bureaucracy. Parents who would be deported can stay home, keeping families intact; asylum seekers can keep building their lives free from persecution. Those practical outcomes help create the sort of society envisioned by the Constitution, even if we don't rely directly on the Constitution to get there. When Congress passed the APA eight decades ago, the statute was referred to as a "bill of rights" for anyone subject to administrative power. Americans should put it to good use.
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The Worst Airport in America

Traveling by plane anywhere is bad right now, but in some places, it's worse.

by Ellen Cushing

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




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

Airports--not sure if you've heard--are a mess. This is especially true this week, as a cascade of disasters (both preventable and not) have caused delays, outages, and long lines across the country. But the airport was a mess long before this week, and it will be long after. When I was first assigned to find the worst one in America, I felt for a minute like I'd been asked which Oreo flavor is the best, or which of my teeth is the toothiest: There are so many, and they all are.

But certain airports are more hated than others. Reagan, near D.C., because it has the most delays of any major airport; one in three of its flights was late in 2025, according to the Bureau of Transportation Statistics. Dallas, because it is the biggest--flight-missingly, leg-destroyingly big, bigger than the island of Manhattan, with an incredible 1.5-mile distance between security and the farthest gate. Meanwhile, Hartsfield-Jackson, in Atlanta, is the world's busiest: On any given good day, more people than live in the entire country of Barbados trudge through it; this week, they were doing so very, very slowly, as security wait times crept up past two hours.

Read: American aviation is near collapse

The major hubs are bad in all the predictable ways, but America's smaller airports are each cursed and tragic in their own exquisite style. When someone posed the "worst airport" question on Reddit last year, the most upvoted response was about the one in Charlotte, North Carolina, which was built as a manageably sized regional airport but is now one of the busiest in the world, thanks to demographic and flight-pattern changes. Orlando has the most complaints about lost or mishandled luggage, according to an analysis of TSA data. And an evaluation of Department of Transportation data shows that Lincoln, Nebraska, and Toledo, Ohio, are tied for the longest delays among lower-volume airports. Apparently they have so few flights that any short delay can quickly turn into a long one.

An airport's ability to fulfill its most basic function--serving as a place where a human being can, ostensibly, get on an airplane--is just one of the factors that might play into whether it's terrible. Dallas is America's worst airport, a travel reporter for a major newspaper told me in an email, because despite its gargantuan size, "you cannot find a good meal there to save your life." (Your best bet, she went on to say, is "Pinkberry in Terminal C, a dark, low-ceilinged abyss with too-few bathrooms." Bleak!) Hundreds of airports in this otherwise great nation do not have even one single solitary Chili's Too. At least one has no restaurant at all. Also, someone on Reddit once paid $27 for two protein bars and a cup of grapes at JFK.

All airports are depressing and scary; some go above and beyond. For example, at least seven American airports are named after people who died in plane crashes. Air-travel-related animal death and injury is exceedingly rare, but the government does collect and publish data on it, so I might have bad news for dogs traveling through Seattle. I was unable to confirm that the Denver airport is home to the headquarters of the Illuminati, as many people believe, but I can tell you that it is home to a 32-foot-tall horse that has glowing, Mephistophelian red eyes and that, in a tragic accident, killed its creator when a chunk of it fell off during the sculpting process. (Locals call it Blucifer.) A couple of hundred miles away, Aspen/Pitkin County Airport sits in a narrow valley more than a mile above sea level, in a part of the country known for its sudden snowstorms, amid terrain that limits the use of instrument flying, and, for some reason, they made the runway unusually short. It is so dangerous that you need a special pilot's license to land there. As it turns out, there's a good reason to hate--or at least distrust--just about every airport.

Read: The one place in airports people actually want to be

Well, again--some more than others. Ultimately, all of this airport research took me to a dark place: Newark, New Jersey, whose airport has been found, variously, to offer the most stress, the worst food, the most travel disruptions, and the second-most delays (behind Reagan). On Yelp, where it has a lower rating than several nearby prisons, 1,100 one-star reviews refer to it with vocabulary such as chaotic, unacceptable, and hell on earth. The more than 30,000 people who took the data-analytics firm JD Power's annual airport-satisfaction survey last year believe Newark to be the worst airport in North America, as does Charity Moore, an influencer who has been a flight attendant for 11 years.

Last June, my family and I wasted nine miserable hours there as our flight was boarded and then delayed and then deboarded and then canceled. The air rang with random alarms; the soft surfaces were mottled with mystery stains. At one point, I paid for, and then spent 45 minutes waiting on, pad thai at a restaurant that was not, in fact, open. To this day, I am unsure whether there is a working power outlet in the entire place. We ended up deciding to drive to our final destination, in rural Ontario, and as we sped off in our rental car--tired, hungry, hundreds of dollars poorer, staring down the barrel of a 500-mile drive with a screaming toddler--I felt something approaching euphoria, because at least I was finally leaving Newark airport.

This observation is a little embarrassing, only because it's so obvious--hating Newark airport is like hating Mondays, or splinters, or wet socks, or the inevitability of death's cold, cruel tap on the shoulder. Or air travel in general. The truth is, all airports are bad. You've heard. They are unlovely and unloved, designed to be passed through, and doomed by decades of disinvestment. They are a vortex of everything annoying: confined spaces, limited options, bad Wi-Fi, overpriced food, fluorescent lighting, other people. They are the opposite of vacation, even as they are inextricably linked to it. And they lay bare the fragility of this modern life, how easy it is for everything to go wrong--right now, especially. The worst airport isn't Atlanta, or Dallas, or Newark. The worst airport is whatever airport you are in.

I'm joking, of course. The worst airport is Newark.
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What Was Clavicular?

The internet's most famous looks-maxxer is far more pernicious than he may seem.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




At the age of 14, Braden Peters began injecting himself with mail-order testosterone to make himself into something he wasn't. By his account, the experiment ended when his parents, Kenneth and Lauren, discovered his supply and trashed it. Young Braden was apparently undaunted. He set up a post-office box and began ordering new chemicals--he's since claimed to have taken crystal meth to stay lean--anything that would catalyze his transformation. He began tapping his face with a hammer in pursuit of perfect cheekbones. The goal was entirely superficial: to reshape his physical form so that other men would feel inferior in his presence, and so that women would want to have sex with him.



This, at least, is the origin story he's told and retold over hundreds of hours of livestreams and interviews. In the pre-internet age, Peters might have passed through the world without notice, or at least without fame. But in 2026, at age 20, he is a popular influencer who calls himself Clavicular, after the span of his collarbones. He is among the most recognizable adherents of the radical-self-improvement project known as looks-maxxing. Hew closely to the credo, which includes all sorts of steroids and therapies, and you might even ascend. That's looks-maxxing terminology for becoming really, really hot.



Clav, as he's known, has had a moment this year. Seemingly overnight, he became wildly popular among the lost boys of the internet--the kinds of people who spend their time watching Nick Fuentes, the white-supremacist influencer, and Andrew Tate, the proudly misogynistic elder statesman of the manosphere, who is currently awaiting trial on charges of rape and human trafficking (he has denied the allegations). In January, Clavicular joined Tate, Fuentes, and the extremist podcaster Myron Gaines at a nightclub in Miami. Videos of the group listening to the Kanye West song "Heil Hitler" went viral; Clavicular was singing along.

Read: I watched 12 hours of Nick Fuentes

As his live videos have been clipped and reposted on more mainstream parts of the internet, Clavicular has continued to gain widespread attention. There's been a temptation among observers, including the media outlets that have covered this story over the past few months, to understand Clavicular as, essentially, a curiosity. He is a strange, attention-hungry young guy--the latest addition to a streaming ecosystem that celebrates extreme provocation. His peculiar online lingo, derived from the looks-maxxing community, has seeped into the culture. Mogging, meaning "outclassing someone," and -maxxing, an all-purpose suffix denoting maximization of any kind, are inescapable online. Conan O'Brian described himself as "host-maxxing" during this year's Oscars, and Saturday Night Live parodied Clavicular in a "Weekend Update" sketch.



But Clavicular's rise is pernicious. The baseline concern with an influencer who takes a hammer to his face and says hateful things is that he is in some sense encouraging other people to do the same. Last month, a couple of fans came up to him during a livestream, and one shouted "Heil Hitler." Clavicular tried to dismiss the comments as "cringe," but he quite obviously set the tone. I have some authority here: After I left a note outside his parents' house requesting an interview for this story, Clavicular shared my contact information online. As a reporter who covers the internet, I am used to being harassed--but I had never experienced so many direct violent threats, and so much virulent anti-Semitic hatred, as I have since then. The looks-maxxer insult "subhuman" kept coming up, as did the word mongrel. (A spokesperson for Clavicular declined to answer my questions.)



The bigger concern with Clavicular is not that he is encouraging a generation of young men to take extreme measures to change their looks. It's that because his antics are so ridiculous and his videos so entertaining to a certain crowd, he has allowed more coherent and dangerous ideologies to hitch a ride on his movement. The far-right manosphere has seemingly taken every opportunity it can to tie itself to Clavicular. Tate joined him on a stream last month to lift weights and offer advice about how Clav should handle his newfound fame. Jon Zherka, an adjacent influencer, recently likened him to a "younger brother." Last week, Fuentes called him a "prophet" for exposing the cynical reality of modern dating--a core part of Clavicular's appeal among this group.

Listen: The manosphere breaks containment

Clavicular is of course getting something in return. Associating with the manosphere's best-known figures has been a shortcut to fame and money. But he is also a different kind of influencer. Although he calls women whores and says the N-word, he is generally less focused on politics than are Fuentes and Tate, who are constantly weighing theories about power and opining about the state of the world. In fact, Clavicular does not tend to talk about politics much at all, and has repeatedly claimed that his message is distinctly apolitical. He trolls for views. That, if anything, is his philosophy; the looks-maxxing is secondary. During a December interview with a conservative podcaster, Clavicular said that if the 2028 presidential election comes down to Gavin Newsom and J. D. Vance, he will vote for the California Democrat purely because Newsom mogs Vance with his looks. Last month, Clavicular told the comedian Adam Friedland that he'd never heard of New York City Mayor Zohran Mamdani. "I'm so far removed," he said.



Even beyond the manosphere's corner of the internet, the right-wing ecosystem as a whole has recently gotten much better at capitalizing on cultural trends. Whenever a viral moment might have a remotely right-wing cast, the machinery moves into place. After Sydney Sweeney starred in an American Eagle commercial last year that touts her "great jeans" (a pun about her denim and her genetics), some on the left accused her of endorsing eugenics. The right, in turn, coalesced around her. A few months later, when sorority-dance videos went viral, the online right immediately jumped in to say--without any evidence of the women's actual views--that the dancers were owning the libs.



Weeks after Clavicular's brief reign as the internet's main character, his daily livestreams continue to collect hundreds of thousands of views. He is currently in the middle of a livestreaming marathon under the heading "Mog World Order" and will keep the cameras rolling nonstop for the next few weeks. The other day, a girl slapped him in the face at a nightclub. Fuentes, on his own stream, was indignant: "Kill, rape, and die for Clavicular--no, no, kidding, kidding, kidding, kidding!"
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The Immigration Restriction Trump Won't Try

Focusing enforcement on employers might be the easiest choice in immigration policy--after all the hard ones are made.

by Marc Novicoff

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




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

Democrats have an opportunity to do something that seemed impossible a year ago: take the lead on immigration. Donald Trump began his second term with a huge edge on the issue among voters, but has since spent that political capital in disturbing and ineffective ways. After more than a year, he's managed to deport an estimated 2 percent of the country's roughly 15 million undocumented immigrants and, according to research, persuaded another 1 percent to leave on their own--at a cost of tens of billions of taxpayer dollars, widespread civil unrest, and two American citizens killed on video by masked federal agents. Trump now has a negative approval rating on the issue.

But the Biden administration's lax approach was even more unpopular than Trump's strict one is now. The Democrats' challenge, then, is to articulate a way forward that avoids the moral failure of Trumpian cruelty without swinging back to the discredited permissiveness of the Biden years.

Many moderate Democrats think they've found a solution: employer-focused immigration enforcement. Most people who immigrate illegally do so hoping to find work and secure a better life. Wouldn't it be fairer and more humane to punish the employers that create those incentives than the poor migrants who act on them? Without the possibility of employment, many might choose to return to their home countries, and the government wouldn't need to spend billions to surveil, detain, process, deport, and transport them. A version of this system, called E-Verify, already exists, but participation is optional. Making it mandatory sounds like the kind of commonsense proposal that everyone can agree on. There's just one catch: It won't work until everyone comes together to solve all the issues with the immigration system that they don't agree on.

When the movement to sanction employers for hiring unauthorized immigrant workers first took off, the politics of immigration looked very different than they do today. In the 1970s, labor unions were most enthusiastic about the idea. They believed that their members were being undercut by cheap, exploitable workers. The labor leader Cesar Chavez denounced "wetbacks," launched a "Campaign Against Illegals" directing his union members to report undocumented workers, and sent hundreds of men to patrol the border.

Many elected Democrats used their voice to push for more enforcement against illegal migration. "My basic complaint is that we have a massive poverty population coming into the country virtually every day from Mexico," Senator Walter Mondale said in a hearing in 1970. "We need a rational policy to stop that hemorrhaging along the border." President Jimmy Carter begged Congress in 1977 for action regarding "undocumented aliens," specifically something that would affect the "employment opportunities of those who are illegally in our country and who are competing with American workers for scarce jobs."

The push for employer sanctions was sociologically airtight for labor and its liberal allies. As the Rutgers labor-studies professor Janice Fine explained to me, the idea fulfilled two goals at once: "taking the blame off the workers and putting the blame on employers." Some immigration-skeptical conservatives were also on board, but the pro-business right wing--led by the reactionary segregationist Senator James Eastland--opposed the restriction this would place on the influx of cheap labor.

In 1986, a compromise was reached. The Immigration Reform and Control Act gave blanket amnesty to all illegally present immigrants who had resided in the country since at least 1982; beefed up border security to stop future flows; and--thanks to lobbying from business groups--sanctioned employers only for the "knowing" hiring of unauthorized immigrants. America has not enacted a comprehensive reform of its immigration system since.

The "knowing" requirement instantly became "the hole through which employers have been driving trucks," Muzaffar Chishti, a senior fellow at the nonpartisan Migration Policy Institute, told me. An average of fewer than 1,000 fines were given out a year in the late '80s and '90s, and they were only a few thousand dollars each. The undocumented population continued to increase rapidly, going from a total of 3.5 million in 1990 to 5.7 million by 1995. Most employers seemed not to care about the rules. According to a GAO report, the ones who did sometimes perversely ended up discriminating against legal immigrants and Latino Americans, just to be safe.

A better system was needed. In 1994, the U.S. Commission on Immigration Reform, chaired by the Texas Democrat Barbara Jordan, came up with a "computerized registry" allowing employers to simply look up a potential worker and see if they were authorized. The Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 introduced a pilot program--originally given the imaginative title of Basic Pilot--to the nation. The system was optional (and remains so except for large federal contractors), which guaranteed its failure. It was the "knowing" problem all over again. An employer who used the system might expose themselves to liability for knowingly hiring an undocumented worker. But an employer who didn't use it faced no downside at all.

In the 2000s, the political coalitions that had created Basic Pilot started to scramble. The Republican Party became more working-class and anti-immigration, while Democrats started to pick up more educated voters, who were less restrictionist, as well as more Latino voters--whom party leaders wrongly assumed were less restrictionist. Meanwhile the undocumented population continued to surge, reaching 12.2 million in 2007, a number about twice as big as it had been a decade prior.

Roge Karma: Why Democrats got the politics of immigration so wrong for so long

Now Republican states took up the mantle of the employer-sanctions regime that labor had popularized in the '70s. Arizona made the use of E-Verify, as the program was now called, mandatory for employers in its landmark Legal Arizona Workers Act in 2007. Utah and a handful of southern states soon followed. For a time, the law seemed like a success story. "The first E-Verify laws, particularly Arizona's, did initially have an impact," Madeline Zavodny, an economist who has studied E-Verify extensively, told me. One study estimated that roughly 17 percent of the working-age undocumented population--about 92,000 people--left over the first two years.

But soon enough, Zavodny said, "everyone--unauthorized immigrants and employers--realized that there's not a lot of teeth to the law." In the years since it mandated E-Verify, Arizona has successfully put just three businesses on probation. A middle manager at a local waterpark was once indicted, but the charge was dropped as part of a settlement.

Zavodny hasn't heard of any other state enforcement actions. I was not able to find any. Holly Beeson, a communications staffer at the South Carolina Department of Labor, Licensing and Regulation, told me in an email that the state conducted 3,603 audits last year for E-Verify compliance. But these audits are more like public service announcements--if the business is not using E-Verify, they are coached on how to do so. None of these audits led to probation or suspension last year, Beeson said. And most E-Verify states don't even bother with audits. A review by AL.com discovered "no evidence" that Alabama was even tracking compliance, despite the law's explicit mandate that it do so, and despite the fact that there is a publicly accessible federal database of all businesses that are enrolled in E-Verify.

Enforcement at the federal level has only been marginally more common. The George W. Bush administration hyped its worksite raids, which tend to lead to the arrests of workers, not employers. It managed just a few dozen actions a year. The Obama administration announced a pivot to punishing employers, hitting a peak of 25 prosecutions for illegal employment of unauthorized immigrants during one 12-month period. But in Barack Obama's second term, his administration largely gave up. Prosecutions dropped to the single digits by the fall of 2016, and audits of companies fell more than half from 2012 to 2016.

Donald Trump, the immigration hawk, didn't show any greater interest in going after employers after taking office in 2017. Trump's first commutation as president was awarded to Sholom Rubashkin, whose meatpacking plant had been found employing hundreds of undocumented immigrant workers, including children.

By 2020, elected Democrats had almost completely polarized against enforcement of immigration laws. Almost every candidate in the Democratic primary endorsed the idea that crossing the border illegally should not even be a crime, but merely a civil offense. When Biden took office, he ordered a 100-day pause on deportations; reinstituted the policy of letting asylum seekers, most of whom will not be deemed eligible, stay in America for years while they await their court date; and de-prioritized deportations for illegal immigrants convicted of crimes including drunk driving, money laundering, and simple assault. He also cut employer audits by 97 percent. Partly in response to these incentives, the undocumented population grew by 5 million to 6 million during Biden's presidency, according to the Pew Research Center.

In 2024, Trump ran as an even more aggressive immigration hawk than before. Still, in all of fiscal year 2025, which ended October 1, there were only ten prosecutions of employers for "unlawful employment of aliens." The Wall Street Journal reported last month that Trump has "told aides repeatedly" that he didn't want any more sweeps at factories or farms. As with the pro-business reactionaries of old, his antipathy toward nonwhite foreigners seems to come second to his sympathy for employers hungry for cheap labor. "They came in illegally, but they're good people," Trump told the press in January. "And they're working now on farms and they're working in luncheonettes and hotels and all."

Trump's obvious reluctance to crack down on undocumented labor has left an opening for Democrats to reclaim employer-focused enforcement as their idea. The Arizona senator and possible presidential candidate Ruben Gallego endorsed the idea in an immigration plan unveiled last year, as did the House New Democrat Coalition. But if mandating E-Verify might once have been enough to reverse the tide of illegal immigration, today the problem has grown far too large to contain so easily. Almost three times as many undocumented immigrants live in the United States today as when E-Verify was first passed into law in 1996. As the Trump administration has discovered, it's hard to threaten or persuade 15 million people to leave the country, especially when most of them have been here more than 10 years and live with citizens or legal residents. Declaring overnight that such a huge share of the population cannot be employed--really, seriously, we mean it this time--would be hugely destabilizing. The informal economy, which already represents about 8 percent of the total economy, would balloon as millions more workers were driven into under-the-table arrangements. The already-robust black market for inexpensive Social Security numbers and fake IDs would explode.

From the April 2026 issue: "America doesn't want my children or grandchildren"

For these reasons, the Democrats proposing employer-focused enforcement all offer the same important caveat: Yes to E-Verify, but only after most of the undocumented people already in the country are given a path to legal status. "Once we have immigration reform," Gallego told me, "and once we have actually legalized" most undocumented immigrants without a criminal record, then strict enforcement of E-Verify is the natural next step. Last August, the New Democrat Coalition, a caucus of 115 congresspeople, released an immigration plan embodying the same logic. It proposes beefing up border security, creating new visa categories and expanding existing ones, giving Dreamers a path to citizenship, and granting legal status to noncriminal undocumented immigrants who arrived more than five years ago and pay a fine.

Representative Gabe Vasquez of New Mexico, who chaired the committee that came up with the plan, told me that the order matters. "E-Verify has to be a key tool," Vasquez said, but only "once reform is in place."

As a matter of policy implementation, Vasquez is probably right about that. But the deep disagreements over whether and how to legalize undocumented immigrants were what caused the collapse of immigration reform in 2007, 2013, 2017, and 2018. The upshot is that shifting immigration enforcement to employers, while in theory a commonsense compromise, in practice cannot happen until all the other politically intractable problems are solved. Securing the border. Fixing the asylum system so that even meritless claims don't automatically earn a decade of residency. Deciding how many of the 15 million undocumented immigrants deserve to be able to stay, and under what status, and who will have to go back. E-Verify, in other words, might be the easiest choice in immigration policy--just as soon as you make all the hard ones.
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Protecting a Hero Too Long

The pressure to shield men who hurt women

by Jenisha Watts

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




Dolores Huerta is smiling in the photo, wearing a trim teal-blue suit, her hair still black at 82, as President Obama places the 2012 Presidential Medal of Freedom around her neck. It was a moment that brought the best of American culture together in one room: an astronaut, a lyricist, a Nobel Prize-winning writer, the first female secretary of state, and Huerta--the labor activist who founded the United Farm Workers alongside Cesar Chavez.

Looking at that photo now, I wonder about the weight of the secret she was carrying, and whether it took anything away from her pride in what the two of them had built.

Last week, The New York Times revealed that Chavez had allegedly abused two underaged girls. Those girls, now 66 years old--Ana Murguia and Debra Rojas--told their stories to the Times. Rojas says that Chavez, who died in 1993, touched her breasts when she was only 12 and that three years afterward, while she was on the 1,000 Mile March with him in California, he arranged for her to stay at a motel where he raped her. At the same time as the article was published, Huerta issued a short but cutting statement, in Spanish and English, saying that Chavez had abused her as well: once pressuring her into sex, and once forcing her. Both episodes, she said, had resulted in pregnancies. "I am nearly 96 years old," she wrote, "and for the last 60 years have kept a secret because I believed that exposing the truth would hurt the farmworker movement I have spent my entire life fighting for."

I felt angry reading about Murguia's and Rojas's experiences. But it's Huerta's silence that has lingered with me. As a Black woman, I recognize the pressure to protect the reputation of Black men, even our flawed ones--to shield Black men who have been unfairly targeted by society, even, at times, when they've done things that are wrong. Women have been abused, and people have refused to talk about that abuse, in every racial group, in every time in history, of course. But the pressure to cover for perpetrators can be especially heavy in communities of color. I know from talking with friends and family that many of us share this harmful, confusing urge.

In 2015, the cover of New York magazine featured 35 women who had accused Bill Cosby of sexual assault. I was shocked; growing up, Cosby was the man I pictured when I imagined the father I wished I had. After Cosby was convicted of sexual assault in 2018, his wife, Camille, defended him. "Since when are all accusers truthful?" she asked. She couldn't possibly believe that all 35 women were lying, could she? But she used a damning example from American history to discredit the women: "Emmett Till's accuser immediately comes to mind. In 1955, she testified before a jury of white men in a Mississippi courtroom that a 14-year-old African American boy had sexually assaulted her, only to later admit several decades later in 2008 that her testimony was false." (Cosby's conviction was overturned for procedural reasons in 2021, though this week a civil jury found that he had drugged and assaulted a former waitress, and ordered him to pay her more than $59 million in damages.) Women have been vilified for accusing successful Black men--Sean Combs, Russell Simmons, R. Kelly--of abuse: Why do they want to tarnish a Black man's legacy?  

When I learned about assault within my own family's history, an older relative pushed me to ignore it--she was determined to protect her dead husband's memory over her own daughter's truth. And when I uncovered a police report revealing that I may have been abused as a child by that same man, some of the older women in my life tried to talk me out of writing about it. They sympathized with me, but they didn't understand why I needed to.

Huerta told her story because of what the Times' investigation revealed. Huerta and Chavez co-founded the United Farm Workers union in the '60s. In 1965, she joined Chavez in leading a global grape boycott that pressured growers into granting some of America's first farm-worker contracts. When she started working with Chavez, she was a mother of seven with little experience in political negotiating. She would go on to have six more children, including the two he fathered, whom she gave to other families to raise--and who only recently learned the truth. Over the decades, schools and streets have been named for Chavez; biographies have been written. The year after he died, Bill Clinton awarded him with a posthumous Presidential Medal of Freedom--almost 20 years before Huerta received the same award.

After I read about Huerta's story last week, I needed to talk to someone about it. On my walk to work, I called a mentor of mine, an older Black woman, to get her thoughts. "Why is she coming out with it now?" she wanted to know. "This happened back in the '70s." I could picture her shaking her head. "Men have always been crude," she said flippantly.

My mentor is 83. I wondered if her rationale for thinking that bad things should stay in the past has to do with the fact that she's part of the Silent Generation, famous for their willingness to sacrifice. Huerta, too, belongs to the Silent Generation. But she's never stopped speaking up for other people. On January 9, in Bakersfield, California, she stood in the cold in a knit hat and black coat, holding a sign that read Rest in Peace Renee Nicole Good, honoring the life of a woman who was shot and killed by an ICE agent in Minneapolis.

She wrote in her statement that she had finally come forward because Murguia's and Rojas's stories made her realize that "I was not the only one." I wonder if she shared her deepest secret to add legitimacy to their claims. This wasn't the first time that Rojas had tried to share her story. Years ago, she wrote--and days later (in a move now heartbreaking to contemplate) deleted--a post in a private Facebook group in which she said that Chavez had molested her. Perhaps she felt that no one would listen to her then.

Many of us understand the desire to protect a movement that seeks justice. But protecting men who hurt women isn't the way to do it. "The farmworker movement has always been bigger and far more important than any one individual," Huerta wrote. In the end, she must have seen that speaking out was not a threat to what her community built, but the only way to purify it.
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Meet the New ICE

Same as the old ICE?

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 26 Mar 2026
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This week, President Trump dispatched ICE agents to airports across the country, an idea he claims was his own and seems proud of. The agents were sent to help a TSA strained from the partial government shutdown. After Trump's announcement, Tom Homan, the White House "border czar," qualified that the agents weren't trained to screen luggage with X-ray machines at security checkpoints, which was maybe obvious but crucial information. Security checkpoints are in fact the main holdup. Travelers report waiting hours in line and missing flights. Homan did say that the agents could assist with other simple tasks, such as manning airport exits, which--as anyone who's been to an airport knows--are generally not the source of delays. ICE's presence is felt as mostly maskless agents, generally just standing around, perhaps sometimes handing out water bottles.

Their presence, in other words, isn't solving the actual problem. But the image of benign, mask-free agents is made to endure. After the deaths on the streets of Minneapolis, after the theatrics of Greg Bovino, after the drama of Kristi Noem, ICE may be entering a new era. This week, Markwayne Mullin was confirmed as the new DHS head, having struck a softer tone than his predecessor during hearings. He told senators that he would stop the practice of agents entering people's houses without judicial warrants. Mullin is new to immigration enforcement but appears to be growing close to Homan, who is a seasoned professional. But what will this new era look like? Homan, after all, has long shared Trump's goals of mass deportations, and he was one of the architects of the child-separation policy from Trump's first term. And the big new detention centers begun in the Noem era are still being built. On this week's Radio Atlantic: our staff writer Nick Miroff, who covers immigration and analyzes what the next phase of ICE might look like.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: The Department of Homeland Security is now weeks into its funding lapse. Last Friday, with TSA lines at airports growing, a woman named Linda called into a conservative radio show to offer a thought.

Linda:  Clay, I think I have a solution to the TSA problem. What we need to do is we need to supplement where we're missing out on TSA agents who can't afford to work for us anymore--we need to bring in ICE agents.


Rosin: The host, Clay Travis, loved the thought.

Clay Travis:  Linda, I'm gonna say, it's kind of a brilliant idea.


Rosin: He loved it enough that he brought it up on Fox News later that day.

Travis:  I had a caller on the show, The Clay [Travis] and Buck [Sexton] Show, today, Charlie, who had an interesting idea: What if President Trump announced that ICE agents were now going to be supplementing TSA agents inside of all of the airports?


Rosin: By the next morning, Trump floated the idea on Truth Social, threatening that if Democrats don't give in and fund DHS, he'd send ICE agents into airports--

TV reporter (from CBS Texas): Keeping our eye on DFW airport--


Rosin: --which he soon did.

TV reporter (from CBS Texas):--and Dallas Love Field as the White House deploys ICE agents to airports around the country today.
 TV reporter (from Fox 5 Atlanta): Happening now: ICE agents have arrived at Hartsfield-Jackson International Airport.
 President Trump: And they love it because they're able to now arrest illegals as they come into the country. That's very fertile territory. But that's not why they're there; they're really there to help.


Rosin: Trump took credit for the ICE idea himself.

Reporter: Whose idea was it?
 President Trump: Mine. That was mine.
 Reporter: And can I ask you, you said that there--
 President Trump: That was like the paper clip. You know the story of the paper clip? One hundred eighty-two years ago, a man discovered the paper clip. It was so simple, and everybody that looked at it would say, Why didn't I think of that?
 ICE was my idea. First person I called was Tom Homan. I said, What do you think--


[Music]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. If ICE is now showing up at airports helping out TSA, then what even is ICE?

Their new role comes at a time when DHS has a new head, Markwayne Mullin--

President Trump: --thrilled to swear in our new secretary of homeland security, a great American patriot, to put it mildly.


Rosin: --who took a more conciliatory position during his confirmation hearings, when the Kristi Noem-Greg Bovino era of shooting citizens on American streets has come to an end.

Kristi Noem: --an act of domestic terrorism. The ICE officer, fearing for his life and the other--


Rosin: So does this mean that we're heading into a new era for ICE and DHS? And if so, what will it look like?

To help me think through this, I talked to staff writer Nick Miroff, who covers immigration.

Rosin: Nick, welcome to the show.

Nick Miroff: Thank you, Hanna. Good to be with you.

Rosin: Okay, let's start with airport hell. As we know, there's a shortage of TSA agents, and then this idea comes seemingly out of nowhere to deploy ICE at airports to help alleviate these security lines. What did you think when you first heard this idea?

Miroff: Well, first, my first thought was, This isn't gonna help. Second was that this is consistent with the way the president views ICE as more than like a personal army, kind of like a personal errand corps, where he needs some kind of job done and he wants the optics of toughness, he just calls on ICE, which, once again, is just a gross misunderstanding of what that law-enforcement agency's role is.

And so, over the course of last weekend, I initially wrote to some of my ICE sources, and they had no information about it; they had no idea what the operational plans were gonna be.

And then you kind of saw it take shape over the course of the weekend, with the border czar, Tom Homan, going on the Sunday shows and seemingly doing a kind of damage control, like, Oh, we're gonna have them watching the exits and supporting TSA, which was an acknowledgment that they are not trained to do the core functions of TSA, which are the things that obviously slow the lines down.

Tom Homan: We're simply there to help TSA do their job in areas that don't need their specialized expertise, such as screening through the X-ray machine--not trained in that; we won't do that. But there are roles we can play--


Miroff: All week, what we've seen is imagery of ICE officers mostly standing around. And ironically, it's kind of a nice PR opportunity for an agency that has, obviously, been widely vilified over the past year for its role in places like Minneapolis.

They are in the airports without masks. They're handing out water bottles. They're smiling. And of course, they're getting some of the favorable coverage from people saying, Oh wow, they're actually really nice.

Traveler: They just walk by. Hey, they're here to help, and I'm all for it--no problem.


Miroff: A lot of people have rightly commented that ICE officers in the airports remind them of the role that the National Guard is playing on the streets of Washington, D.C., because they just see National Guard troops kind of standing around and not really doing anything.

The kind of darker interpretation of this is that this is a test run for the president to deploy ICE officers to polling stations and intimidate voters in November. That's yet to be seen. But it is a reminder of the way the president views DHS, but specifically ICE, as a kind of personal federal force that is at the beck and call of the president and he can just deploy whenever he needs a tough job done.

Rosin: Right. Okay, so I wanna split the darker and lighter interpretations 'cause I'm sure, even at the airport, there are some people who are freaked out by the presence of ICE, and other people who are happy and going over and shaking their hands.

So to start with the freaked out--and then this polarization shows up in social media. So in the first days was this video of a woman at the San Francisco airport being pinned down by ICE agents while her daughter looked on.

[Sounds of crying]
 Woman: I'm asking for your badge number, sir.


Rosin: And then later, reports that TSA had shared information about this woman with ICE, which brings up the specter of "Oh, are airports gonna become like Minneapolis streets or something? You're not safe anywhere. ICE could just pop up at any place where all Americans do their business." So what do you think of that?

Miroff: Yeah, good question. Let me try to add some context here. So first thing to keep in mind is that there were already ICE officers in international airports. Just like Customs and Border Protection is in the international airports, there are ICE officers there.

In most cases, they're there for a specific purpose. But since the start of this administration, they have fulfilled the president's executive orders for DHS agencies to cooperate more on sharing information about potential immigrant targets that they want to arrest, right? So you already have TSA doing more to share information with ICE, flagging for ICE passengers who may have outstanding deportation orders or may be people who ICE is looking for. And that was the case of this mother and daughter traveling through the San Francisco airport.

It's important to point out that their arrest took place the day before the president sent the ICE officers out into the airports. And the tell that I noticed immediately was that the ICE officers who carried out this arrest were not only in plainclothes; they were undercover officers. They were wearing, like, hoodies and backpacks. And the presence of undercover ICE officers in international airports is not new.

And in this case, they had been alerted to this family by TSA. The mother and her daughter reportedly had a final deportation order. So they're on this wider list of people who ICE is looking for. And so this was what the administration and Tom Homan calls a "targeted enforcement operation," a targeted arrest.

Rosin: Okay, so if there's anything to fear there in the long term, it's the increased data sharing between government agencies; it's not this temporary story about ICE agents at airports.

Miroff: Yeah, ICE agents are not gonna be, like, sweeping through the airports looking for people to arrest.

Rosin: How do you know?

Miroff: Because those are not their operational orders. Look at the images that we've seen so far: They're standing around chatting with each other, and they're handing out water bottles, and they're doing a soft PR campaign.

What would be the political backlash, after Minneapolis, of having ICE agents sweeping through the airports grabbing people and confronting U.S. citizens and harassing U.S. citizens? There doesn't seem to be a lot of appetite in the White House for that right now.

Rosin: Right, okay, so everything you're suggesting, what I'm picking up is that this is kind of a new part of a PR campaign, and I wanna get to that in a minute. But first, I wanna close this off, which is, this is just because of a temporary partial government shutdown. Congress is currently negotiating. So are they just gonna leave? Is this very temporary? Is your impression sort of once we resolve the TSA funding, ICE will just leave?

Miroff: Yeah. I think there's some long-term damage being done to TSA, right?

This is, like, what, the third time that they've not gotten paid? Reportedly, hundreds of officers have quit. And what kind of message does this send as a recruitment?

One of the crazy things about this is that TSA officers, they're not really law-enforcement officers. They're performing this vital function, but they're making, like, $40,000 to $50,000 a year. Meanwhile, you have ICE--in some cases, Homeland Security special investigators--who are making $150,000 to $200,000 a year and who are supposed to be investigating drug cartels and human traffickers, and they're out there standing around in the airport, making five times as much as the TSA agents they're supposed to be replacing.

So this is not a good solution, and it's certainly not a long-term solution. And, yes, I would think that once they come up with a fix, ICE will get pulled back out of the airports because let's not forget they're supposed to be carrying out the president's mass-deportation campaign.

Rosin: Okay, so back to your specialty: Let's talk about ways that ICE is evolving. The new leader of DHS, Markwayne Mullin, he was confirmed by Congress this week, sworn in. Who is he? What do you know about him?

Miroff: Well, Markwayne Mullin was a senator from Oklahoma. He was a five-time congressman from Oklahoma before that. He's got hardcore conservative credentials, and most importantly, he is someone who is personally close to President Trump and who, obviously, President Trump thinks fondly of and has served as a kind of go-to ally.

And Mullin, his profile is that of a tough-guy fighter, kind of a macho man.

Then-Senator Markwayne Mullin: You wanna do it now?
 Teamsters President Sean O'Brien: I'd love to do it right now.
 Mullin: Well, stand your butt up, then.
 O'Brien: You stand your butt up.
 Mullin: Big guy.
 
 Senator Bernie Sanders: Oh, hold on. Stop it.
 
 O'Brien: Is that your solution to every problem?
 Sanders: No, no, sit down--


Miroff: He was an MMA fighter. He's one of the only senators who didn't go to college for four years. He inherited his father's plumbing business and then expanded it, and he's attracted scrutiny for some of the investments that he's made over the years that have made him personally wealthy while he's been in Congress.

But one thing that was notable during his confirmation hearing is that if you looked past the kind of personal animosity between Mullin and the chairman of the committee, Senator Rand Paul, fellow Republican, those two have a simmering beef.

Senator Rand Paul: You offered no apology.
 Mullin: Sir.
 Paul: And you offer no apology today--and no regrets.
 Mullin: Uh.
 Paul: Haven't heard the word--


Miroff: If you look beyond that, he got a lot of kind of warm, supportive statements from Democrats; he obviously has friends among the Democrats.

Reporter: Are you a "yes" or a "no" on Senator Mullin's confirmation?
 Senator John Fetterman: Well, I came up with an open mind. And I'm going to maintain that. That was always my commitment, to do that.


Miroff: He got Senator Fetterman [of Pennsylvania] and Senator [Martin] Heinrich from New Mexico to support his confirmation.

And he does have this reputation as a kind of jocular, backslapping, friendly guy, and I think that that is the persona he's trying to bring into DHS at a time when the department is looking for a kind of reset and a rebranding of its own.

And most importantly, the career workforce at the department, that has been demoralized by what they've seen over the past year, where a lot of people were very disgusted with Kristi Noem and, most importantly, her chief adviser, Corey Lewandowski, a lot of those people have been telling me that they're very eager for a fresh start and that Mullin is saying all the right things to kind of win them over so far.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, how this next phase of DHS and ICE could be just as effective in the campaign of mass deportations--without as many people noticing.

[Break]

Rosin: Let's get into the rebrand, 'cause that could be superficial--it could be at the level of staff happiness--or it could be at the level of genuinely shifting policies. So what's his relationship with Tom Homan?

Miroff: Well, it's been very interesting because Markwayne Mullin has never run a federal bureaucracy. He doesn't have a law-enforcement or military background. And so he's coming into DHS as a newbie and clearly needs some kind of mentor.

It's no surprise that the border czar, Tom Homan--who retains a lot of support among the kind of DHS workforce, and represents a kind of institutional continuity at DHS, and who clashed bitterly with Noem and Lewandowski--so it's no surprise that Homan seems to be kind of taking Mullin under his wing. He's been talking to Mullin multiple times a day. And so I think this signals that Homan is gonna retain a lot of influence at DHS this year.

And what has been Homan's job since the president put him in charge of Minneapolis after the debacle there? Homan has been trying to turn down the temperature. He's been trying to make these kind of conciliatory statements. He's been trying to reassure Americans that the uglier scenes that have been politically damaging to the White House and the president's deportation agenda are gonna go away.

And that's why you saw Markwayne Mullin during his confirmation hearing say, Look, in six months, my goal is for DHS not to be the headlines every day.

Mullin: My goal is for people to understand we're out there, we're protecting them, and we're working with them. My goal is to make every one of you guys proud. My goal for those that don't support me, regret not supporting me.


Miroff: And so this is about delivering on the president's mass-deportation agenda, but more quietly, without the kind of spectacle that the Noem team has been producing.

Rosin: Okay, that's complicated. First of all, you said delivering on the agenda. Do any of these personnel changes then matter if the person setting the agenda is still Stephen Miller, who still has quota demands?

Miroff: Yes and no. What I'm talking about is a tactical change in the politics of immigration enforcement.

Rosin: In the visuals or the politics?

Miroff: In both--in the visuals and the way that it's talked about, right? During Noem we saw the Public Affairs Office of the Department of Homeland Security issuing these, like, weird white-nationalist tweets about American history and culture and--

Rosin: Nativist.

Miroff: Nativism, delivering these sermons on what Americans should think about their history. Just this kind of stuff that is just way outside the norms.

TV reporter (from PBS NewsHour): --to the American people. For example, calling on potential ICE recruits to "defend the homeland" from outsiders, while featuring heroic images of white men, often from a bygone era.


Miroff: I don't think we're gonna see that anymore, at least this year. I think that we are moving into a second-year, midterm political strategy that seeks to produce high numbers of deportations so the White House can point to results and say, Look, I'm doing the thing that I said I was gonna do, that President Trump said he was gonna do, but no longer is as geared to satisfying the president's base and the most hawkish right-wing forces that delighted in the scenes of ICE agents and Border Patrol agents going around these liberal cities and kicking ass. The politics of that have changed.

And so it isn't like they're gonna really back off of mass deportations--and they can't. They have $170 billion from the One Big Beautiful Bill. That's the law. They have to hire all these ICE officers. They have to build out the detention capacity of ICE. They have to build the border wall. The money has already been appropriated, and they are gonna fulfill this agenda. They're just gonna manage the politics much differently.

Rosin: I guess I'm still trying to gauge if that's a genuine policy shift, because Tom Homan, who we now talk about as the calm professional, was very involved, as this magazine reported, in family-separation policies. So I don't know what he represents, actually, politically when he's executing mass deportations. Does he just represent the "not Greg Bovino," but actually, his policies are pretty similar--his tactics?

Miroff: Yes. So what does it mean when Tom Homan says they wanna do targeted enforcement? It means you're not gonna have Greg Bovino strutting around Los Angeles and Chicago like a rooster. But Tom Homan has been an advocate of mass deportations pretty much his entire 40-year career in federal law enforcement; he knows how to pull the levers.

And what he represents is--think of it as, like, institutional ICE on steroids. You don't have to go out and troll people visually or online with the mass-deportation agenda you're trying to carry out. You just can go and do it because you have the money and you have the personnel and you know how to execute these deportations, and that's what Tom Homan represents.

So when some of the border hawks who were lamenting the demise of Greg Bovino described Tom Homan as some softie, it's almost comical because, yeah, he was one of the architects of the family-separation policy during the first term. Everyone who has seen him on Fox News for the last several years knows that he's an unapologetic, unabashed enthusiast for mass deportations and for what President Trump wants to do.

But I think he can both be more effective, 'cause he knows how to actually make the machines run, and he's not backing off of this. He's just managing the politics and the optics differently because the broader public has soured on mass deportations since Minneapolis. The optics of it are bad.

Rosin: So the era we are entering is one in which ICE could have a gentler face, but is actually more effectively carrying out the president's policies.

Miroff: Exactly, and it isn't even a gentler face. What does targeted enforcement mean? It means they're gonna use all their resources, all the money that they have, to develop target lists, to go and find the people that they wanna arrest, who they can arrest, and take them into custody. They're just gonna do it in a less visible way and in the way that ICE has traditionally operated.

And that's why the Kristi Noem, Corey Lewandowski, Greg Bovino approach of the first term was also really disorienting for most career ICE officers, 'cause it wasn't the way they're used to operating. They didn't like it. They don't wanna be performing for television cameras and social media. That's what the masks were about, in a lot of ways.

And so if you tell ICE officers, You're just gonna do the job that you have been doing for most of your career, but with less of the spotlight on you, they'll be like, Great. And--

Rosin: That's what I signed up for.

Miroff: That's what I signed up for. And I think, ultimately, they will get bigger numbers. You will see a lot more deportations.

Rosin:  Okay. All right, so some specifics, because in the negotiations to fund DHS, the Democrats have made a handful of specific demands to rein in ICE. And I don't know that any of them have been met or will be met--they're still being negotiated--but I'm curious about what you're hearing about whether, in this new era, some of these things might or could change, like wearing masks. Is that a thing of the old era? What happens to that?

Miroff: Well, it's funny; the White House, the Republicans, ICE leaders seem to have already given ground on some of the other items on the Democrats' wish list. You saw Markwayne Mullin during the confirmation hearing say that he would return to the policy requiring ICE to have a judicial warrant to go into someone's private home.

Mullin: I have made it very clear to the staff, and I think when you and I spoke, that a judicial warrant will be used to go into houses, into place of businesses, unless we're pursuing someone that enters in that place.


Miroff: Firing Kristi Noem was high on that list, restoring some of the oversight authorities--Mullin said that he would do that.

So even in his confirmation hearing, outside of the scope of the negotiations, they were already agreeing to a lot of the stuff on the Democrats' list. But what seems to be the big sticking point? It's the masks.

Rosin: Interesting. Why would they wanna keep the masks if they're operating in the way that you described, which is the traditional ICE way of a name on a list and you go after the name on the list?

Miroff: I think that this is something that, in the course of their recruitment effort to more than double the size of the ICE workforce and add more than 10,000 new deportation officers, that this is something that has been a promise to the new recruits, that they--

Rosin: Why? Why is this so critical?

Miroff: 'Cause they're worried about being doxxed, and they're worried about their families being harassed. And I'm sorry, but that's a real thing.

Rosin: Okay, so we're in this moment--ICE is about to do a better job at mass deportation. What do you, as a reporter, track to see whether this is happening humanely, in a way that protects rights or doesn't protect rights? What are you watching in this new phase of ICE?

Miroff: I'm watching the plan that was set in motion several months ago to overhaul the ICE detention system.

The agency has spent the last few months acquiring large warehouses around the country. They've already spent a billion dollars to buy 11 properties. They're planning to convert them into large mass-detention centers, with capacity, in some places, for up to 10,000 detainees. This is stuff we've just never seen in this country before.

They have $38 billion to convert these facilities and to operate them through the rest of Trump's term. These are central to their plan to carry out mass deportations and to reach their goal of a million deportations a year, which they fell far short of in Trump's first year.

And yet Kristi Noem, Corey Lewandowski, as they were acquiring these warehouses and implementing this plan, didn't do any of the local political work it would need, even in Republican-dominated jurisdictions, to reassure local residents about what they were doing.

And so they have been facing this backlash to the ICE plan from people who voted for Trump, but don't necessarily want a 5,000-person ICE detention center in their county. And ICE needs those jurisdictions to approve their permits for water and sewer and all of the renovations that they're planning to do.

I'm tracking this plan and the possibility of mass-detention centers being built out around the United States that are really going to facilitate their broader goals.

Rosin: Right. Right, that's the next story.

Well, Nick, thank you so much for joining us.

Miroff: Pleasure. Thank you.

[Music]

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

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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OpenAI Is Doing Everything ... Poorly

The company's sudden decision to pull the plug on Sora is a sign of deeper trouble.

by Lila Shroff

Wed, 25 Mar 2026




When I opened Sora this morning, I was met with a flood of strange and disturbing AI-generated videos. On OpenAI's video app, I scrolled through fabricated scenes of the Iran war and a barrage of fake Donald Trumps blabbering about Jeffrey Epstein. In my least favorite clip, I watched a man deep-fry an infant. The app lets users create fairly realistic-looking AI-generated clips--including of their own likeness--and then post them on a TikTok-like feed. Not all of them are so unsettling, and for better or worse, Sora has been a steady source of internet virality. Within days of its release, it skyrocketed to the top of the App Store.



Now Sora will soon be dead. Yesterday, OpenAI said that it was shutting down the app and terminating public access to its video-generating technology. The decision was seemingly abrupt: Just a few months ago, Disney announced plans to invest $1 billion in OpenAI as part of a licensing deal to bring its characters to Sora, and earlier this week, workers from both companies were apparently still collaborating. (Disney has since retracted its investment plans.) Even some Sora staffers themselves were reportedly caught off guard by the announcement. Online, people eulogized Sora by posting their favorite videos--such as one featuring a column of spinning penguins and another in which Jesus walks on water to win an Olympic gold medal in swimming.



After OpenAI launched the Sora app in September, Sam Altman predicted that society was about to undergo a stunning artistic revolution. "Creativity could be about to go through a Cambrian explosion," he wrote online. But such a revolution never materialized. It's not that people hate AI slop. In fact, if anything, people seem to have a surprising appetite for it--the latest TikTok trend is raunchy telenovelas starring AI-generated fruit. In response to a request for comment, an OpenAI spokesperson pointed me to a public statement that cites "compute demand" as a key factor in the company's decision. Generating videos is much more costly than generating text is, and Sora has likely been a real financial drain: In the fall, Forbes estimated that Sora might be costing OpenAI millions of dollars daily, and Bill Peebles, who leads Sora, said that the economics were "completely unsustainable." (OpenAI declined to comment on Forbes's estimates at the time.)



The decision to quickly spin up a project and then suddenly pull the plug has become a classic OpenAI move. The company has spent the past few years cycling through new product features and business models with spectacular haste in an attempt to find its way to profitability. OpenAI seems to finally be learning that slop is not a business strategy.



Altman has never had a great plan for how OpenAI will make money. "We have no idea how we may one day generate revenue," Altman said at a 2019 event. He went on to explain that one day, AI will be smart enough that OpenAI will simply ask the computer how to generate an investment return. "You can laugh," he told a (rightfully) amused audience. "But it is what I actually believe is going to happen." After ChatGPT's success a few years later, investors began pouring money into OpenAI, and Altman has done a tremendous job of marshaling investor funds. The start-up is now worth more than Toyota, Coca-Cola, and Disney combined. But investors like to see returns, and so far, OpenAI hasn't done much to prove that it is capable of generating enough cash to stay out of the red.

Read: The MySpace dilemma facing ChatGPT

That's not to say that it hasn't been trying: Over the past few years, OpenAI has explored just about every business model conceivable. Last summer, Altman described OpenAI as four separate companies--a consumer-tech business, a massive-scale infrastructure project, an AI-research lab, and an incubator for "new stuff," including hardware. (OpenAI has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic.)



The trouble with trying to do everything is that sometimes you end up doing nothing well. Sora is the latest casualty in a long string of abrupt reversals, about-faces, and seemingly sloppily implemented projects. Last year, Altman announced a massive joint AI-infrastructure build-out with Oracle and SoftBank called Stargate, but the effort stalled, reportedly following poor leadership and coordination. Altman said in 2024 that combining ads and AI would be a "last resort" response--but then, earlier this year, the start-up launched an ads initiative. Last fall, OpenAI debuted a shopping feature, which allowed people to buy products directly inside ChatGPT; yesterday, the company announced that it was killing the feature and pivoting to focus on product discovery instead. In January, the company said that the first of its much-awaited devices was "on track" to launch later this year, but weeks later, court filings revealed that the company is unlikely to debut its new hardware before 2027. OpenAI originally banned NSFW content, and then it announced last year that it would make exceptions for such material, even planning a December rollout for erotica, only to later put erotica indefinitely on hold.



Some amount of change in business plans is only natural for any company, let alone one in an industry as fast-moving as AI. But compared with its peers, OpenAI is especially chaotic in its strategy. The company's plans are seemingly always provisional: No partnership or product road map feels guaranteed to endure. Earlier this year, Nvidia walked back a commitment to invest up to $100 billion in OpenAI. At the time, The Wall Street Journal reported that Nvidia CEO Jensen Huang had concerns with OpenAI's "lack of discipline" in its business approach. (When asked about the report, Huang said that it was "nonsense" to suggest he was unhappy with OpenAI.)



OpenAI's haphazard business strategy has left the company to deal with an identity crisis of its own making. OpenAI is losing ground to Anthropic, its chief rival in the AI race, which has stuck with a targeted approach of selling productivity-enhancing AI tools to other businesses. Anthropic has had great success in its steadfast focus on the enterprise market. Now OpenAI is attempting to copy Anthropic's playbook. "We cannot miss this moment because we are distracted by side quests," Fidji Simo, OpenAI's applications chief, reportedly told staff in a company-wide meeting earlier this month, explaining that the company needs to nail "productivity on the business front." To do so, OpenAI is planning to nearly double its head count this year, including by hiring a team of specialists who will help other companies adopt its technology. Even at the product level, OpenAI appears to be copying Anthropic--OpenAI is apparently planning to launch a "superapp" to streamline its product offerings into one app, likely an attempt to compete with Anthropic's Cowork and Claude Code. "We were spreading our efforts across too many apps," Simo wrote to employees last week. "That fragmentation has been slowing us down and making it harder to hit the quality bar we want."



After scrolling through Iran deepfakes and Trump slop on Sora this morning, I navigated to Altman's account on the platform. I was curious to see what the company's CEO might have to say about the end of Sora. The last time that Altman appears to have posted on the app was six months ago, when it launched. Perhaps that should have been a foreboding sign. I continued watching more clips until a pop-up filled my screen. OpenAI wanted to know how using Sora was affecting my mood. The app offered me a choice between "Thumbs-Up" and "Thumbs-Down." I hit "Thumbs-Down."
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RFK Jr. Is Losing His Grip on the CDC

The Trump administration seems to be putting MAHA on notice.

by Tom Bartlett

Wed, 25 Mar 2026




Updated at 7:40 p.m. ET on March 25, 2026

Today, Acting CDC Director Jay Bhattacharya said something that no other prominent health leader in the Trump administration has. "I think it is vital that every kid in this country get the measles vaccine. Absolutely vital," he told CDC staff at a meeting this morning.



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



That declaration went further than Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s previous tepid endorsement of the vaccine did--and is in line with what past CDC directors have said about immunization. In fact, the whole point of the meeting seemed to be to signal a turn toward normalcy, away from the more extreme elements of Kennedy's agenda. Bhattacharya told the CDC's beleaguered employees that the agency needed to "move on" from the chaos of the past year. He encouraged employees to "remove politics" from their work and "focus on what we know how to do." He echoed Kennedy's slogan while acknowledging the limits of his position, but also seemed to contradict it, saying, "You can't just snap your fingers and make people healthy again."

By tomorrow, Bhattacharya's position may be even more limited. Thanks to some complicated laws about federal governance, if President Trump does not nominate anyone for the role of CDC director by the end of the day today, no one can serve in that role in an acting capacity. Right now, all signs point to the administration missing the deadline. Andrew Nixon, a spokesperson for the Department of Health and Human Services, told me that Bhattacharya "will continue to oversee the CDC by performing the delegable duties of the CDC director" until a nominee is found. He also said that Bhattacharya and Kennedy are "aligned to refocus the CDC on its original mission of infectious diseases," and pointed me to a post in which Bhattacharya said he learns much from "respectful conversations" about his disagreements with Kennedy.

The nomination delay comes at a moment when the Make America Healthy Again movement and, by extension, Kennedy appear to be on the ropes. MAHA supporters are angry that Trump recently signed an executive order shielding the makers of the weed killer glyphosate from legal liability. The confirmation of Casey Means, the wellness influencer whom Trump nominated to become surgeon general, appears to be stalled in the Senate. The FDA's vaccine chief, Vinay Prasad, will leave his position for the second time at the end of April, following a tumultuous tenure. Last week, a federal judge ruled that the CDC's January shrinking of the childhood-vaccine schedule was probably illegal, and that Kennedy likely broke the law, too, when he remade the CDC's vaccine advisory panel in his own image. All of the decisions made by that panel, the judge ordered, should be put on hold. The committee's vice chair, Robert Malone, a Kennedy ally and a popular figure in the MAHA movement, resigned yesterday.

Read: A new level of vaccine purgatory

Each of these events individually is bad news for Kennedy's agenda; together, they suggest that his grip on power is waning. Kennedy has a history of advocating against glyphosate, and has indicated that he's disappointed with that decision. The White House no doubt knew that the executive order would cause problems for Kennedy among the MAHA base--and the president signed it anyway. Means is a like-minded Kennedy ally, and her rejection would be a defeat for the movement. After Kennedy, Prasad is the senior official most antagonistic toward pharmaceutical companies. (An HHS official told me that Prasad had planned to return to his academic job after a year at the FDA.) And as my colleague Katherine J. Wu has written, Kennedy may struggle to find new vaccine advisers who support his agenda and can get through the traditional vetting process.

Meanwhile, a December poll seems to have scared the White House off Kennedy's vaccine agenda. The survey, conducted by the longtime Republican strategists Tony Fabrizio and Bob Ward, forecasted "electoral downsides" for candidates who supported doing away with vaccine recommendations. The Washington Post has reported that the White House subsequently pressured HHS to avoid any more vaccine-policy changes and installed a new chief counselor, Chris Klomp, to rein in the department. All of this likely explains why Kennedy has retreated from commenting on vaccine issues in public; instead, he has spent this year celebrating his inverted food pyramid and making vague threats to companies that sell highly processed snacks. At an "Eat Real Food" rally in Austin this month, Kennedy said that his department would ask Dunkin' and Starbucks to prove that their high-sugar drinks are safe. A week later, HHS posted an AI-generated video of a shirtless Kennedy body-slamming a man in a Twinkie costume.

Read: The meme-washing of RFK Jr.

Before and after taking charge of HHS, Kennedy called the CDC corrupt and maligned its officials as beholden to pharmaceutical companies. This may be one reason that he and the White House have had trouble finding a permanent leader for the agency. The first nominee was Dave Weldon, a doctor and a former representative from Florida who shares some of Kennedy's anti-vaccine views. But Weldon's nomination was pulled by the White House before his Senate confirmation hearing because he clearly didn't have the votes.

The second nominee, the microbiologist and immunologist Susan Monarez, got the Senate's approval; less than a month later, Kennedy pushed her out. Monarez testified in front of a Senate committee that she was removed because she refused to go along with Kennedy's request that she dismiss certain public-health experts and approve the recommendations of the agency's remade vaccine advisory board. Kennedy said she was fired because Monarez had told him that she wasn't trustworthy. In the aftermath of Monarez's ouster, several top CDC officials resigned, including Debra Houry, the agency's chief medical officer, who told me at the time that she and her colleagues couldn't stay "if there was not a scientific leader at CDC."

Read: 'It feels like the CDC is over'

Since then, the CDC has been led by acting directors. The first, Jim O'Neill, is a biotech entrepreneur who lacks a degree in medicine or public health and was widely seen as a yes-man for Kennedy. He was removed from the position last month with little explanation and was instead nominated to be director of the National Science Foundation. (He doesn't have a degree in science either.) O'Neill was replaced with Bhattacharya, who is also the director of the National Institutes of Health, which means that he oversees roughly 30,000 people at agencies that are approximately 650 miles apart.

Bhattacharya's brief tenure has felt, to some CDC researchers I've spoken with, like the beginning of a return to reason. Bhattacharya is contentious in his own right: He does not practice medicine, has no formal training in infectious disease, and has been criticized by health experts within and outside the government for his contrarian pandemic convictions. Daniel Jernigan, the former director of the National Center for Emerging and Zoonotic Infectious Diseases who resigned after Monarez's firing, texted me that since Bhattacharya was put in charge, he'd heard a "general sigh of relief from staff" after a strange and dispiriting year. During a measles outbreak last spring in West Texas that claimed the lives of two girls, Kennedy offered mixed messages, eventually endorsing the measles vaccine--to the chagrin of his fellow anti-vaccine activists--while privately telling the father of one of the girls that "you don't know what's in the vaccine anymore." (Nixon would not confirm Kennedy's statement.) In August, a 30-year-old man who was upset about COVID vaccines fired close to 200 shots at the agency's Atlanta headquarters, killing a police officer. Kennedy visited the campus in the aftermath and expressed his condolences, but a letter signed by hundreds of CDC officials accused him of "endangering the nation's health by repeatedly spreading inaccurate health information." (In 2021, Kennedy falsely called COVID shots "the deadliest vaccine ever made.")

Nixon said that Klomp and Kennedy are working together to find the next CDC director. According to reporting by Bloomberg and The Washington Post, a few candidates are on the shortlist. At least one of them, Joseph Marine, has defended Kennedy and expressed support for the MAHA movement. Another, Daniel Edney, Mississippi's state health officer, has been an advocate for childhood vaccination and would be a more conventional choice.

Read: A new level of vaccine purgatory

The nomination of a director with public-health bona fides and mainstream views on vaccines could mean a return to normalcy at the CDC. But whoever is confirmed as director will take over an agency in need of a reset. At today's meeting, one employee told Bhattacharya that "we're missing a lot of trust in our leadership" and asked how he planned to rebuild that trust. The question prompted nearly 30 seconds of applause. In response, Bhattacharya said the agency should "deescalate scientific disagreement."

The new director, if confirmed, will also face pressure to continue pushing forward the MAHA agenda. At least, as long as Kennedy sticks around.
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Trump Is Asking to Be Bailed Out Again

The president's eagerness to act keeps getting him into difficult spots--which he then demands that legislators and the public help him escape.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 25 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.

A popular joke in the 1850s concerned a man who, upon being convicted for the murder of his parents, throws himself at the judge's feet and begs for mercy on a poor orphan.

The tale came to mind recently as I read about a hearing challenging President Trump's authority to build a new ballroom where the White House's East Wing had stood until Trump abruptly demolished it last fall. The president had been insisting for some time that any work would not "interfere with the current building," then razed it so quickly that no one had any time to intervene legally. In court this month, a Justice Department lawyer echoed the parricide orphan, pleading with a judge not to halt construction and arguing that it is necessary due to unspecified security concerns--even if he agreed with a suit brought by preservationists. "It does not benefit the public," DOJ's Yaakov Roth said, "to have this site dormant."

Perhaps the administration should have considered this before it demolished the bustling building that used to be there. (U.S. District Court Judge Richard J. Leon has not ruled but has said that he hopes to issue a decision by the end of this month.) The Trump team has discovered that acting fast can prevent anyone from stepping in to stop them--the "You can just do things" ethos. But the president still doesn't understand why it might be unwise to do something, even if you can. His hasty actions keep producing crises that the administration then insists require everyone to accept further exercises of executive power.

Trump's war--sorry, "operation"--in Iran is a perfect example. The president didn't ask Congress to declare war, and he did not receive, or request, an authorization for use of military force. The administration briefed the "Gang of Eight" (the leaders of the House, Senate, and each body's intelligence committees from both parties) just before the strikes but, according to The New York Times, misled them about the scope of the attack. Trump did not work to build support for war with Iran among the American people, and he did not attempt to assemble a coalition of allies other than Israel to take part.

Now that the operation has hit difficulty, though, Trump wants exactly the same people he ignored--Congress, the American people, and allies--to bail him out. The administration has asked for an astonishing $200 billion to fund a war that the president also sporadically claims is over, giving legislators an unappetizing choice between funding a quagmire or else walking away and leaving a mess behind. Administration officials have also called on citizens to make sacrifices to handle higher gas and energy prices in the service of a war they don't support, whose aims the president can't articulate. And Trump has alternatingly pleaded with and raged at allies who, having avoided a war they didn't want--and having endured years of scorn from Trump--are now unwilling to put their own troops in danger to reopen the Strait of Hormuz.

This logic of escalation has also appeared in domestic affairs. Having effected a hostile takeover of the Kennedy Center, Trump now finds himself insisting that the venue close for two years, reportedly in part because it has failed to book enough artists or sell enough tickets to remain open.

Or take Operation Metro Surge. In late 2025, Trump decided to send a contingent of immigration officers to Minnesota, ostensibly to respond to cases of benefit fraud among the state's Somali population. The Justice Department was already prosecuting the matter, and it wasn't clear what exactly Department of Homeland Security officers were going to do. Once they arrived and began patrolling neighborhoods, however, residents protested; the administration responded by expanding its deployment. Trump threatened to invoke the Insurrection Act and dispatch active-duty soldiers, though he ultimately did not. By the time the administration pulled back, agents had arrested at least 3,000 people, but only 23 of them were Somali and none was connected to the fraud allegations, according to the Star Tribune. Meanwhile, two American citizens were shot and killed by federal agents.

The Minnesota operation was not only a tactical flop; it was a political blunder. The administration sacked Greg Bovino, the Customs and Border Protection official who had become the front man for aggressive enforcement. Most agents were yanked from Minnesota. Trump's ratings on immigration, once his signature issue, turned hard against him.

This is ironic, because the original intention was a quick political win. Trump had hoped to spotlight the benefit fraud both to bolster his case for immigration enforcement and also because of his outspoken bigotry toward Somalis. He seems to have thought the same about the Iran operation, expecting as quick a win there as he (appears to have) notched in Venezuela. Instead, he has ended up worse off as a matter of his stated goals and political interests alike.

Following protocol might have deprived Trump of the splashiness of these sudden actions, or even prevented him from doing these things--but it might also have helped him avoid the missteps that are plaguing him. Trump doesn't recognize that although rules can limit him, they also protect him. A lawyer for the National Trust for Historic Preservation, which is challenging the ballroom, made the same point more pithily during the hearing last week. Thaddeus Heuer noted that the administration could have consulted with relevant authorities before demolition but had declined.

"They have forgotten the proverbial first law of holes," he said. "When you find yourself in one, stop digging."

Related:

	Is Trump actually having "very good" talks with Tehran?
 	Why Trump keeps creating crises (From 2018)




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	A legal decision that could change social media
 	David Brooks: America needs a trimmer.
 	The U.S. and Iran are fighting a massively asymmetrical war.
 	The deep risk that Republican hawks overlooked




Today's News

	A jury found Meta and YouTube negligent for designing addictive features that harmed a young user, ordering them to pay $3 million in damages. The ruling could pave the way for more lawsuits over social media's impact on users' mental health.
 	The U.S. sent Iran a 15-point proposal to end the war, but Tehran rejected it and outlined its own conditions, including reparations and recognition of its sovereignty over the Strait of Hormuz.
 	Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer said that Democrats had sent Republicans a proposal to reopen the Department of Homeland Security, including funding for TSA workers and proposed limits on ICE operations.
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How AI Is Creeping Into The New York Times

By Vauhini Vara

On Sunday, a writer named Becky Tuch posted an excerpt on X from a months-old New York Times "Modern Love" column that had given her pause. "I don't want to falsely accuse writers" of using AI, she wrote. "But this reads EXACTLY like AI slop." The excerpt--from an essay by a mother who had lost custody of her son--described the son's feelings, at one point, toward his mother: "Not hate. Not anger. Just the flat finality of a heart too tired to keep trying."
 Among the 100-plus replies to Tuch's post was one by an AI researcher, Tuhin Chakrabarty. He'd run the snippet from "Modern Love" through an AI-detection tool from the start-up Pangram Labs, which flagged it as likely having been AI-generated.


Read the full article.
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Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia: A Little Dickens

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 25 Mar 2026

Let today's trivia be the best of times, and more "age of wisdom" than "age of foolishness." Good luck!

And by the way, did you know that Dickens's The Pickwick Papers--a novel released over the course of 1836 in serialized form--was so popular in England that it spawned theatrical performances, joke books, bootlegs, and Pickwick-branded canes, hats, soaps, and cigars?

As was written in The Atlantic in 2015, "'Literature' is not a big enough category for Pickwick. It defined its own, a new one that we have learned to call 'entertainment.'"

See you 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 via trivia@theatlantic.com.
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When Claude Met Claude

Why is Anthropic sponsoring an exhibition about Monet?

by Matteo Wong

Wed, 25 Mar 2026




Shower thoughts are typically best left in the shower. Such as: What might Claude the AI chatbot have to say about Claude Monet?



Earlier this month, San Francisco's de Young Museum unveiled its newest exhibition, "Monet and Venice," which is dedicated to the impressionist painter's beautiful and meditative canvases of the floating city. And Anthropic, perhaps having seized on a marketing opportunity, is one of the show's lead sponsors. Through tomorrow, visitors are able to partake in a temporary "interactive experience" that Anthropic set up in a room adjacent to the galleries. Essentially, the AI firm turned two typewriters into interfaces to chat with Claude. You type in a question about the exhibition, and Claude, based on information about Monet that the museum provided, such as exhibit labels, punches out an answer onto the same sheet of cream cardstock.



When I approached one of the Claude typewriters, which were placed next to art books and paintbrushes on top of wooden desks, an employee instructed me on how to proceed and stressed, repeatedly, that I should not prompt the bot with more than eight to 10 words. To get things started, Claude typed onto the paper, "What caught your eye in Monet and Venice? Type a word or short phrase and I'll tell you more." Questions I really wanted to ask--about the intentions behind and effects of the seemingly coarse weave of the canvases, or how Monet, obsessed with color, selected his pigments--were hard to pare down on the spot. I wrote that I noticed "shimmering water in varying lights."

Read: The human skill that eludes AI

Claude paused for several seconds, then typed a response about Monet's approach to painting water that restated, in many instances verbatim, information that I'd learned from wall text throughout the galleries. I had follow-up questions, but the paper ejected too quickly for me to ask them. In theory, Claude the AI was supposed to deepen my knowledge of Claude the painter. But all the typewriter added to my experience was ink and, I suppose, a piece of reprocessed dead tree to take home.



Anthropic's sponsoring of and installation alongside "Monet and Venice" is the latest in a litany of attempts by AI companies to purchase cultural cachet. Typewriters, stationery, fine-art museums, the quintessential impressionist painter--these are all associated with taste, beauty, and craft, as well as with intentionality and care, the opposite of the ruthless technological efficiency that repels many from generative AI. OpenAI, for its part, recently backed an AI-animated film aiming to debut at this year's Cannes Film Festival. The ChatGPT maker has also partnered with the Palace of Versailles to create an app to let visitors "talk" with statues in the garden--spewing, it would appear, empty cliches. ("Perhaps strength lies in understanding both beauty and power together," Achilles told me.) Last fall, Anthropic partnered with Air Mail, a weekly newsletter with a small storefront in Manhattan, to distribute blue baseball hats that read thinking, as in thinking cap; tote bags; and little packets of Anthropic-branded, otherwise unlabeled wildflower seeds. I was too scared of what an "Anthropic" plant would be to sow mine.



Yet this is also the same company that ripped the spine off millions of books, scanned their pages, and fed the text into Claude's training data. Companies and wealthy scions donate to museums and sponsor exhibitions all the time, sure. Bank of America sponsored "Monet and Venice" at the Brooklyn Museum, where the show debuted; the Sackler family has eponymous museum wings around the country. Even so, leveraging historic artworks to elevate the brand of a company whose product is shaking the very foundations of human culture is just too on the nose. Let's not pretend that the Claude AI-Claude Monet typewriter room is anything more than a hollow gimmick. (Anthropic declined to answer questions about the typewriters and exhibition sponsorship.)

Read: Ted Chiang is wrong about AI art

After using the device, I was directed to two file cabinets filled with Anthropic-branded postcards and Keep thinking bookmarks. Stacked on top of one of the file cabinets were three large books titled Edouard Manet, Paul-Cezanne, and Claude Monet. The errant hyphen in Cezanne's name, and an identical font across all three covers that looked very similar to an Anthropic typeface, caught my eye. I picked up the top title, ostensibly about Manet, to examine its contents and found it to be almost weightless--these objects were not bound sheaves of paper, it turned out, but cardboard boxes. Even Jay Gatsby had the decency to fill his library with real books, if unopened ones.



Like many people, I adore both the work of Claude Monet and the canals of Venice. I was fortunate enough to grow up in New York City, going to the Metropolitan Museum of Art on weekends and the Museum of Modern Art for family programs, where Monet's monumental water-lily canvases were among the many works that beckoned me to fall in love with painting. My mother went to college in Venice. I found the exhibition dedicated to Monet's paintings of Venice enchanting; I had seen it in Brooklyn as well, and will surely return at least once more.



Monet's dappled brushstrokes and the thick, coarse texture of his paint; how his palette varies by season and time of day, the same sea composed of stunning blues on one canvas and a fury of greens and pinks on an adjacent one; the impressionist's paintings alongside depictions of Venice by James McNeill Whistler, Pierre-Auguste Renoir, and Canaletto--the exhibition beckons visitors to view canvases from up close and from afar, to look at paintings in isolation and in juxtaposition. I found myself most drawn to the lesser-known bridges and villas depicted, trying to recall if my mother and I had walked by them.



Monet sent letters and postcards across a continent of space and a century of time, to be imbued with new and varied meanings by every curator, software engineer, child, and parent who lays eyes on them. An art gallery was already an interactive experience.
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A Legal Decision That Could Change Social Media

Jurors found Meta and Google liable for building apps that inflicted mental-health problems on a teenager, and similar lawsuits are on the horizon.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Wed, 25 Mar 2026




Updated at 8:48 p.m. ET on March 25, 2026

After deliberating for nine days--and emerging at one point to tell the judge that it was having a difficult time reaching a decision--a jury in Los Angeles finally returned its verdict today, finding both Meta and Google liable for creating addictive products that caused a young woman's mental-health problems.



The two companies were ordered to pay $3 million in compensatory damages: 70 percent by Meta and 30 percent by Google. (Meta-owned Instagram played a larger role in the complaint than Google-owned YouTube, which explains the split.) This is hardly any money to either of these companies--Meta alone brought in nearly $60 billion in revenue over the last three months of 2025. But the verdict will lead others to pursue similar cases against tech companies (thousands are already pending), and possibly result in changes to the design of social-media apps.



Following the verdict's announcement, Matthew Bergman, one of the plaintiff's lawyers and the founding attorney of the Social Media Victims Law Center, sent a lengthy statement to reporters. "This verdict carries implications far beyond this courtroom," it read in part. "It establishes a framework for how similar cases across the country will be evaluated and demonstrates that juries are willing to hold technology companies accountable when the evidence shows foreseeable harm."

A Meta spokesperson sent a shorter statement just after the verdict was read: "We respectfully disagree with the verdict and are evaluating our legal options." In a later email, the company updated its statement, saying it would appeal the verdict. It also said: "Teen mental health is profoundly complex and cannot be linked to a single app." Google will also appeal, according to the spokesperson Jose Castaneda. "This case misunderstands YouTube, which is a responsibly built streaming platform, not a social media site," he wrote in an email.

The plaintiff in this case, a 20-year-old named Kaley, was referred to in case documents by her initials, KGM, because the events she was suing over happened when she was a minor. She originally filed against TikTok and Snap as well but settled with them before the trial.



The core questions of the case were whether the social-media platforms had been designed to be addictive, and whether a social-media addiction could be said to have played a direct role in causing the mental-health issues that KGM experienced as a child. In her complaint, she said she had a "dangerous dependency" on the platforms and that they had contributed to her "anxiety, depression, self-harm, and body dysmorphia."



Today's news comes right on the heels of a verdict against Meta in another case, brought by the New Mexico Attorney General Raul Torrez, which was announced yesterday. The jury for that trial agreed that Meta should pay a penalty of $375 million for thousands of violations of the state's consumer-protection laws. The issue at stake there was relatively specific: The state argued that certain design and moderation choices left kids vulnerable to online predators on Meta platforms and indirectly enabled serious crimes. The facts were highly technical and, unlike the Los Angeles case, didn't involve qualitative assessments of young people's personal lives or thorny debates about whether social media can be addictive.



Yet, it was a telling verdict and a massive judgment. Torrez emphasized its significance in a statement to reporters, writing, "New Mexico is proud to be the first state to hold Meta accountable in court for misleading parents, enabling child exploitation, and harming kids." Meta plans to appeal the verdict, and sent its own statement to reporters yesterday, which read in part: "We work hard to keep people safe on our platforms and are clear about the challenges of identifying and removing bad actors or harmful content. We will continue to defend ourselves vigorously, and we remain confident in our record of protecting teens online."



Read: How Meta executives talked about child safety behind the scenes



KGM's case was novel because it treated YouTube and Instagram as fundamentally defective products. The issue wasn't whether bad actors could exploit them but whether the platforms themselves were dangerous. Online platforms are generally not legally responsible for the content that their users post; Meta, for example, would not be liable for bullying comments or imagery for self-harm posted onto Facebook. But the judge in this case, Carolyn Kuhl, decided that design features such as algorithmic feeds, auto-playing videos, and push notifications were valid targets. Members of KGM's legal team successfully argued that Instagram and YouTube were created by companies that knew they were addictive and harmful and that chose not to warn consumers.



Though most people would usually think of product liability as applying to things such as poisoned baby powder and cars without seat belts, the idea here is that social media can have effects as tangible as those of physical goods, and we should think about it in the same terms. Such metaphors abounded in the trial. Mark Lanier, a member of KGM's legal team, described social-media companies as lions hunting gazelles, and compared their products to cigarettes, the free tortilla chips that patrons may mindlessly snack on at a restaurant, and the baking soda in a cupcake. The baking-soda metaphor was meant to underscore that Instagram and YouTube had an outsize effect on KGM's life, the way a tiny teaspoon of baking soda competes with more substantial ingredients such as flour or eggs in a cupcake recipe. But it was KGM's own account of her experiences that appeared to move members of the jury, some of whom reportedly cried during her testimony.



Coverage of the case had died down significantly after the newsy high point of Mark Zuckerberg's testimony in mid-February, but a handful of reporters provided updates from Los Angeles. Both sides found expert witnesses who offered competing accounts of whether social media can literally be said to be "addictive." The lawyers also told competing stories about what caused this one girl's mental-health problems.



Whereas Google's closing arguments focused on whether KGM was actually addicted to YouTube and whether YouTube is more similar to television than it is to social media, Meta's lawyers emphasized the other problems in KGM's young life, including her fraught relationship with her mother and her older sister's hospitalization for an eating disorder. They also called to the stand her former therapists, one of whom said that social media had rarely come up in their conversations. Another said that she believed that social media was "a contributing factor" in KGM's anxiety, though not its primary cause. In his closing argument, Meta's lawyer Paul Schmidt insisted that KGM's representation had needed to prove that taking Instagram out of her life would have made it "meaningfully different." They didn't do that, he said, though the jury apparently believed otherwise.



The case in Los Angeles was only the first of many--"a brick in a potential wall," as the Cornell law professor James Grimmelmann put it when the trial began. In fact, Meta and other social-media companies are facing so much pending litigation that keeping track of it all can be hard. Jury deliberations in Los Angeles were simultaneous with those in New Mexico. The company will be a defendant in another upcoming bellwether trial in the Los Angeles court, this one filed on behalf of a minor identified by the initials RKC, who similarly claims that he became addicted to social media and that it caused him to experience suicidal ideation, body dysmorphia, anxiety, and depression, "among other harmful effects." That trial is expected to start this summer. And at the same time, an enormous multi-district litigation incorporating thousands of personal-injury suits against major tech companies will proceed in Oakland, starting with a Kentucky school district's complaint that social media has been so poorly age-gated and so distracting to young students that it has effectively become a public nuisance.

Read: No one knows exactly what social media is doing to teens

In these upcoming cases, new juries will be considering entirely new sets of personal facts, but they'll also be considering the same basic questions about addiction, liability, and cause and effect. Of course, future juries may understand those issues differently than those who reported back this week. These questions are complicated, which is why we've ended up in the strange situation of hearing them argued in court rooms in the first place. Many have compared this succession of lawsuits to those that took down Big Tobacco in the 1990s, though experts have also pointed out that the comparison between social media and cigarettes is not very exact. ("We're not talking about a biological substance that you can consume that has a demonstrable chemical effect," Pete Etchells, a professor of psychology and science communication at Bath Spa University, in England, told me in January.)



Still, social media has clearly reached a fork in the road. The existential questions that all of these lawsuits are asking are whether it is possible for social-media platforms to directly cause mental-health issues and other serious, life-changing problems for young people, and whether it is feasible to hold the companies behind them accountable for that. The upcoming trials likely will not bring us to a totally satisfying answer on the first, but they will certainly shed a lot of light on the second.
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The War With Iran Is Exposing Big Problems for the Military

What we have learned about the strengths and weaknesses of the American way of war

by Eliot A. Cohen

Wed, 25 Mar 2026




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

In 1986, the British historian Correlli Barnett published The Audit of War, a brutal critique of Britain's industrial performance in World War II. One can learn from his controversial effort: The United States is going through its own audit of war right now as we close in on a month of conflict in the Persian Gulf.

No other country could have projected force from its homeland on the scale that America so far has--and not just in a couple of large raids, but in a sustained campaign conducted over a vast expanse of land and sea. Though the intelligence story of this war is, as ever, in the shadows, there is no question that American intelligence-gathering and analysis, especially but not exclusively from technical sources such as satellite imagery and signal intercepts, have been extraordinary.

At the high end, the performance of advanced American-military technology such as the F-35 fighter bombers flown by the United States and its ally Israel has been stunning. Not a single F-35 has been lost. These airplanes, which are flying computers and sensors as much as they are bomb droppers, have remarkable abilities to coordinate with other aircraft, identify threats, and escape detection. So, too, do B-2 bombers and many other remarkable airborne platforms.

Nancy A. Youssef and Missy Ryan: The U.S. and Iran are fighting a massively asymmetrical war

The professionalism of the American military has been on display from top to bottom. The chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Dan Caine, and the head of Central Command, Admiral Brad Cooper, have been models of clarity, calm, and decisiveness. The young men and women flying, maintaining, and fixing the airplanes and manning defenses have displayed competence and grit.

All good news. But there is plenty of bad news as well, for which the armed services and previous administrations as well as the current one are responsible. The stockpiles of advanced munitions (particularly interceptor missiles) are radically inadequate and will remain so for some time. In the Middle East conflicts of 2025, most estimates have it that nearly a quarter of the stocks of the Army's high-altitude interceptor, the Terminal High Altitude Area Defense missile, were consumed; a comparable number may have been used up in the current conflict. Many other high-end precision-strike systems have already been consumed at greater than the yearly rate of replenishment scheduled for fiscal year 2026.

The relatively modest size of the naval task force in the Persian Gulf is also notable. In the 1980s, during a previous conflict with Iran, the U.S. Navy deployed some 30 warships in the Gulf; today it has scarcely a dozen just outside it. In 1986, the Navy had 214 surface combatants (cruisers, destroyers, and frigates); in 2026 it has only half as many, at a time when the Chinese navy is arguably a greater threat than the Soviet navy ever was.

One particularly significant shortage is of effective minor warships. In 1986, the fleet included 113 frigates, ships smaller than destroyers but vital for missions such as escorting convoys. Now there are none, their place having been taken by some two dozen littoral combat ships, which have proved mechanically unreliable, underequipped for high-threat environments, and unsuited for key missions. Worse: The attempt to replace them, with an Italian-designed frigate, has collapsed because of modifications that made the proposed warship wildly expensive. The Navy is now considering modifying a class of Coast Guard cutters that would lack basic armaments such as vertical tubes for launching a variety of anti-aircraft and anti-ship missiles.

The dearth of mine-hunting vessels is stunning as well. The Navy had 21 mine-warfare ships in 1986. Today it has four aging mine-countermeasure vessels, due for retirement, with unproven modules for deployment on the littoral combat ships, which were not designed principally for mine warfare. And yet, the Navy first encountered Iranian mines in the Persian Gulf nearly 40 years ago.

There is more bad news as well, including the apparent vulnerability of American radars (as many as 10) to precision hits from Iranian drones--a threat that should have been defeated with the kind of technologies that Ukraine deploys at scale every day.

The underlying explanations for these deficiencies go well beyond the Trump administration. Some of it is the result of the illusion of peace following the Cold War, and the willful neglect of the defense industrial base, which has been well documented. But the conflict has also exposed a fundamental flaw in the modern American way of war.

The United States for many years has exhibited a deep-rooted bias toward quality over quantity. The same tendency, to a lesser extent, was on display at the beginning of World War II, when the Navy preferred to build large fleet destroyers instead of the vessels it needed to defeat German submarines. As a result, even Fleet Admiral Ernest J. King, the wartime chief of naval operations, concluded that "the Navy did not obtain adequate means to deal with the U-boat until late in 1943." The solution lay in shifting production to smaller destroyer escorts, the ancestors of contemporary frigates--smaller, slower, cheaper, and quicker to build. More than 500 were built for the Navy alone during that war. In the current case, the Navy now has so few vessels that the loss of even one ultra-valuable major warship would be a humiliation; the loss of several, a catastrophe. But history suggests that in naval wars, ships sink.

The post-Cold War military assumption seems to be that the United States operates on offense, not defense. The Air Force has been reluctant to spend $5 million to $30 million on hardened shelters for aircraft that cost an order or two of magnitude more than that. When I would fly into Al Udeid, our massive air base in Qatar, in the early 2000s, I was always stunned to see airplanes of all types--fighters, bombers, refuelers--lined up wingtip to wingtip, just as they were at Clark Air Base in the Philippines on December 7, 1941. Again, changes are under way--too little, though hopefully not too late.

For similar reasons, drones and, more important, defenses against them have, until very recently, been relatively low on the priority list of the armed forces. They exist, and some are very fine as pieces of technology, but the military has purchased too few, and procured too little by way of stockpiles behind them.

Which leads to the third assumption: quick, low-casualty wars. The 1991 Gulf War was a stunning victory for the United States military, which has colored its assumptions about what conventional war--as opposed to counterinsurgency, a mission unwanted and disliked--should look like. In wars lasting a month or so with relatively low casualty rates, managing massive ammunition consumption, assembling and training replacements, and renewing equipment losses during a war, not after it, are simply not issues.

Karim Sadjadpour: Iran is trying to defeat America in the living room

The uniformed leaders of the armed services over the past three decades bear much responsibility for these shortcomings, because we rely on them to be our experts on warfare, but final accountability lies with civilian leadership. And the Trump administration has yet to prove that it understands just how perilous this situation is. It has talked of a $200 billion supplemental appropriation for the military, but has yet to spell out what this will buy. Rather than bluster and braggadocio, the Department of Defense needs a well-conceived and thoughtfully presented multiyear program to build a military fit for large-scale and sustained war. Congress needs to take its role just as seriously, and demonstrate its willingness to endorse deliberate inefficiency--by, for example, authorizing the building of two factories where one might do in order to maintain capacity to expand production of all kinds of munitions and platforms in a crisis.

American and Israeli operations over Iran have been, on the whole, remarkably effective and efficient. Whether they will bring about the desired ends (assuming both countries have a clear idea of what those ends should be) is uncertain. But the lessons drawn even from success should be sobering. A war against a more capable opponent, particularly in the Indo-Pacific, could be far, far more painful than this one. John Paul Jones famously declared that he intended to sail into harm's way, and then he did, winning an epic sea fight but losing his ship, the Bonhomme Richard. His successors must be robustly equipped to dare, and if necessary suffer losses, in the same way.
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Scenes From the Canadian Arctic

Carlos Osorio, a photojournalist with Reuters, recently traveled to Canada's northern reaches to document military exercises, daily life, robotic testing, wildlife, and more.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 25 Mar 2026


Canadian rangers from the 1st Canadian Ranger Patrol Group ride in convoy across sea ice as they make their way from Cambridge Bay to Gjoa Haven on a long-range patrol above the Arctic Circle for Operation Nanook on March 18, 2026. (Carlos Osorio / Reuters)




A tent for members of 41 Canadian Brigade Group sits beneath the northern lights during a yearly series of drills designed to highlight the Canadian military's ability to defend its Arctic territory, in Yellowknife, Northwest Territories, Canada, on February 16, 2026. (Carlos Osorio / Reuters)




Members of Canada's armed forces practice ice rescue in Yellowknife on February 20, 2026. (Carlos Osorio / Reuters)




A drone view of Cambridge Bay, Nunavut, Canada, seen on March 22, 2026 (Carlos Osorio / Reuters)




Haugaaq Julia Ogina and her partner, Jerry Puglik, who have been married for more than 30 years, pose for a portrait on their snowmobile in Cambridge Bay, Nunavut, on March 22, 2026. (Carlos Osorio / Reuters)




Colleen Novoligak and Keira Tikhak-Kaomayok measure fox fur for Faye Neglak's mittens during a hat and mitten sewing program in Cambridge Bay on March 19, 2026. (Carlos Osorio / Reuters)




Keira Tikhak-Kaomayok, the youth coordinator of the hat and mitten sewing program, sews during a session in Cambridge Bay on March 19, 2026. (Carlos Osorio / Reuters)




Roma plum tomatoes are priced at CAD $12.99 per kilogram (about USD $4.27 per pound) at Northern Store in Cambridge Bay, Nunavut, on March 18, 2026. (Carlos Osorio / Reuters)




Wayne Gregory, Mayor of Cambridge Bay, poses for a portrait on March 20, 2026. (Carlos Osorio / Reuters)




A raven flies through blizzard conditions as local temperatures dropped to -26 degrees Celsius (-14.8 degrees Fahrenheit), in Cambridge Bay on March 20, 2026. (Carlos Osorio / Reuters)




A member of 41 Canadian Brigade Group looks on with ice buildup around his mask, during a series of drills in Yellowknife, Northwest Territories, on February 15, 2026. (Carlos Osorio / Reuters)




Members of 41 Canadian Brigade Group patrol on skis during military drills titled Operation Nanook-Nunalivut, in Yellowknife, Northwest Territories, on February 16, 2026. (Carlos Osorio / Reuters)




Canadian soldiers watch smoke from a signal fire during Operation Nanook-Nunalivut in Yellowknife on February 15, 2026. (Carlos Osorio / Reuters)




Members of the Arctic Response Company Group walk down a road during Operation Nanook-Nunalivut in Cambridge Bay, Nunavut, on February 19, 2026. (Carlos Osorio / Reuters)




An arctic fox sits near the town dump in Cambridge Bay on March 22, 2026. (Carlos Osorio / Reuters)




The T-Recon autonomous robot from Tessellate Robotics operates on the sea ice during testing to evaluate the effects of the Aurora Borealis on its navigation system, in Cambridge Bay, on March 19, 2026. (Carlos Osorio / Reuters)




A drone view shows a structure on the frozen western arm of Cambridge Bay on March 21, 2026. (Carlos Osorio / Reuters)




A husky shelters in its doghouse during blizzard conditions in Cambridge Bay, Nunavut, on March 20, 2026. (Carlos Osorio / Reuters)
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The Countdown to a Ground War

The president wants to avoid a long, messy entanglement, but all of the ground options promise to be just that.

by Thomas Wright

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




Donald Trump announced this week that the United States and Iran had made significant progress in negotiations, and he was allowing five days to reach a deal. Tehran denied that it was talking with Washington at all. This is not, in any meaningful sense, a negotiation: It is a countdown.

The timing is not coincidental. Thousands of Marines and much of the 1st Brigade of the 82nd Airborne are en route to the Middle East. Trump may intend the talks to act as cover for an escalation decision already made. Even if he doesn't, the structural reality is the same: When the deadline expires, he will be close to having significant ground-combat capability in the region and a collapsing diplomatic process to justify using it.

The gap between the two sides makes the collapse of talks likely. The American framework is, in essence, a demand for Iran's surrender. The administration's 15-point proposal, delivered to Iran via Pakistan, requires Tehran to dismantle its entire uranium-enrichment infrastructure, surrender its stockpiles of highly enriched uranium, sever all ties with proxy forces across the region, and accept strict limits on its conventional military. In exchange, Washington is offering sanctions relief and support for a civilian nuclear-energy program. The proposal is very similar to the deal that the United States put on the table before the bombing campaign began.

Iran's counter-framework reflects a regime that does not believe it is losing. Tehran is demanding binding guarantees that neither the United States nor Israel will strike again, reparations for the damage already inflicted, and formal recognition of its control over the Strait of Hormuz. On enrichment and proxies, Iranian negotiators have shown no willingness to move.

The war has not moderated the Iranian regime. It has hardened it. The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps now dominates Iran's internal deliberations to a degree unprecedented even under Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. Iran effectively controls the strait, and it knows that this control affords Tehran real leverage. Iran appears to have concluded that it is better positioned for a war of endurance than for a negotiated capitulation.

Trump could still choose to declare victory, or even accept terms closer to Iran's position, if he concludes that the alternative is a longer and more uncertain war.

Last year's trade confrontation with China ended with significant American concessions obscured by wins against U.S. allies and dressed in the language of reciprocal success. A similar reframing is conceivable here. He could point to Iran's degraded navy, its shattered air force, the deaths of senior regime officials, and the setback to its nuclear program and argue that the threat has been sufficiently reduced to warrant a softer settlement.

Eliot A. Cohen: The war with Iran is exposing big problems for the military

But the Iran case will be harder to obscure than the China one was. Trade balances are abstract; the Strait of Hormuz is not. A deal that leaves the IRGC in effective control of the world's most crucial shipping lane, imposes no enforceable limits on Iran's missile or enrichment programs, and offers the regime international legitimacy cannot easily be framed as victory, especially when America's closest regional partners will be lining up to say otherwise.

Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman reportedly told Trump that the United States should continue fighting to destroy the Iranian regime and remake the region. The United Arab Emirates' ambassador to the United States rejected the idea of a "simple cease-fire," calling instead for "a conclusive outcome that addresses Iran's full range of threats." The UAE and Saudi Arabia may not have fully welcomed the war in the first place, but now that it is under way, they will not want to see Iran emerge stronger from it. Meanwhile, Israel remains committed to regime change or, failing that, maximum degradation, and it worries about a deal that meets Tehran halfway or a cease-fire. These governments can be expected to push Trump to continue the war once the talks collapse, although they seem to have concerns about ground operations.

But Trump wants to avoid a messy, long war, which could lead to sustained high oil prices and a possible recession. Ground troops would seem likely to bring this outcome about--but Trump appears to believe that their introduction will instead deliver a decisive knockout blow, which will either compel Tehran to accept his terms or make a U.S. declaration of victory credible. Trump announced yesterday that he had rescheduled a visit to China for May 14 and 15, which suggests that he expects the war to be over by then.

According to media reports about internal Trump-administration deliberations, three ground operations are most likely: a raid on Iran's nuclear facilities at Isfahan to seize its stockpile of highly enriched uranium; the seizure of Kharg Island, Iran's principal oil-export hub; and the deployment of troops to Iran's shoreline to suppress its attacks on shipping through the strait.

Each carries risks that the administration appears to be underestimating. Austin Long, a senior nuclear fellow at MIT, told me that Iran's highly enriched uranium is a white, crystalline solid, uranium hexafluoride, stored in thick, steel cylinders, and cannot be reliably and permanently destroyed with explosives. If the cylinders are pierced, they emit a severely hazardous gas. A successful seizure from Isfahan would require U.S. troops to secure a wide perimeter, locate and excavate up to 970 pounds of the uranium buried under an unknown depth of rubble, protect it from counterattack, load it onto aircraft, and depart under fire. The operation would be arguably the most complex raid ever carried out by U.S. forces. The 970 pounds of uranium could also be spread among Isfahan and two other sites, raising the possibility of multiple raids.

Nancy A. Youssef and Missy Ryan: The U.S. and Iran are fighting a massively asymmetrical war

Kharg Island and the coastal positions present different but equally serious problems. Forces on Kharg would immediately be within range of sustained Iranian fire; Iran could respond by attacking energy infrastructure and desalination plants across the Persian Gulf or destroying the island's oil facilities to deny them to the Americans. Coastal positions are reportedly located near population centers, which would complicate both the military mission and the international response. In each scenario, the most plausible outcome is not a clean victory but a situation that demands more troops, more time, and more exposure to avert failure.

The deeper problem is that military operations, however successful tactically, cannot substitute for what the war is trying to achieve strategically. Trump launched this conflict believing that Iran was weak, and that a short, sharp campaign would force a new leader to terms. The regime has proved more resilient and more capable of inflicting sustained damage on the region than the president expected.

The question worth asking now is not whether the U.S.-Iran talks will fail, but what the United States will do on the other side of that failure. Trump has a long history of claiming victory in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary. This may be the rare moment when that instinct serves the country--because the alternative appears to be doubling down on a losing strategy by launching a ground war.
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The Evidence That God Exists

Searching for scientific proof for faith misunderstands faith.

by Elizabeth Bruenig

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




I grew up in a faithful Methodist household in deep-red Texas during the George W. Bush years, when the political sway of Evangelicals was at its zenith. At the same time, evangelists of a robust atheism--figures such as the biologist Richard Dawkins, the critic Christopher Hitchens, and the neuroscientist Sam Harris--toured the country offending salt-of-the-earth Americans with their contempt for religious belief. It was hard for me to ignore that a number of their assertions were clearly correct: Young-Earth creationism, for instance, instantly struck me as absurd when I first learned about it from a history teacher in my public junior-high school, who confidently told me that the world is only a few thousand years old.


That wasn't what my family or church taught, but Christians who subscribed to those beliefs were suddenly ascendant, and their thinking colored the country's religious landscape. Meanwhile, the New Atheists were making hay of the fact that such faithful misapprehensions about nature were easily disproved by scientific discovery. Though I continued to attend church as usual, I privately wondered whether the entire enterprise might be rooted in nothing more than a misunderstanding.


This steady diminishing of faith probably would have continued indefinitely, were it not for one brisk autumn afternoon in 2011 when, standing alone at a bus stop, I happened to witness the presence of God.


The unevenly paved lane where I waited was a quiet one-way street tucked away in a clutch of trees. I gazed down the road, preoccupied with other things--midterm exams, campus-club minutiae--and expecting the bus to trundle around the bend. A sudden icy wind tore around the corner instead, sweeping into gray branches and climbing ivy to send a spray of golden birch leaves spiraling into the sky, taking my breath along with them. And I knew that my soul was bared to something indescribably majestic and bracing--something that overwhelmed me with the unmistakable sensation of eye contact. What I saw, I felt, also saw me. Before I could rationally account for what had happened, a verse of poetry from John Ashbery came to mind:


 A look of glass stops you
 And you walk on shaken: was I the perceived?
 


That seemed to explain things perfectly, jarringly so. I was dazed in class as afternoon darkened to evening.


The latest evidence suggests that God most likely exists, argues a big recent book by Michel-Yves Bollore, a computer engineer, and Olivier Bonnassies, a Catholic author. Tracts that aim to prove the reality of God are hardly novel. What makes this endeavor unique, say the French writers behind God, The Science, the Evidence: The Dawn of a Revolution, is the scientific nature of their work. Medieval monks toiling away at poetic meditations on the divine have their place, the authors allow, but their own arguments are meant to surpass mere abstract justifications for belief. Instead they assert that cutting-edge empirical proof observable in the natural world makes a firm case for God. With this, they strive for the ultimate alchemy, transforming faith into fact.


Bollore and Bonnassies's book is part of a burgeoning genre of apologetics that relies on relatively new scientific developments and theories, like quantum mechanics and cosmology, to make an ancient case. Their book, which has already sold more than 400,000 copies around the world, arrives at a time of both bloody religious conflict and rapidly collapsing religious belief, especially among the young and the highly educated. It joins other recent projects--including two new documentaries, The Story of Everything: The Science That Reveals a Mind Behind the Universe and Universe Designed--that propose the same tantalizing theory: that there is incontrovertible proof that a divine power created the cosmos, and that this evidence is mounting.


This is a seductive idea, which Bollore and Bonnassies spend a painstaking 500 pages trying to support. Keen to reassure readers that a sophisticated and intelligent person might reasonably justify belief in God, the authors acknowledge how such a thing became unthinkable. They identify a series of scientific breakthroughs that helped undermine religious faith over the centuries, including Galileo's heliocentrism, Newton's clockwork universe, Darwin's theory of evolution, and the revelation that Earth is not thousands but billions of years old. But in drawing upon those exact fields of study to reverse the long-term march toward unbelief, the authors appear to have missed the mechanism by which those prior discoveries eroded faith: namely, that people had staked their belief on evidence that was overturned by subsequent data. There is always a risk that today's proof will be undone by tomorrow's evidence. Trusting in the existence of God largely involves deciding not to operate strictly within the confines of reason as we know it, a choice that usually emerges from sentiment rather than argument.


Read: Can religion and science coexist?

Bollore and Bonnassies do not appear concerned. "We have conducted this work as a rigorous investigation," they write. "We have always used rationality as our only compass." Enough, they suggest, with emotional and mystical arguments for the presence of a divine power, or fanciful ideas such as young-Earth creationism; theirs is a project explicitly devoted to reason. Their "panoramic view" of the available evidence spans from the Big Bang, which they say implies an act of creation by demonstrating an absolute beginning to the universe, to the unlikely "fine-tuning" of the cosmos to create the conditions for flourishing life on Earth. Their book includes "one hundred essential citations from leading scientists" across multiple disciplines who have either allowed for the existence of God or asserted it outright. This includes Robert Wilson, an astronomer and a Nobel Prize winner in physics, who is quoted observing that the Big Bang theory makes "the question of creation" unavoidable. Luc Jaeger, a professor of chemistry and biochemistry at UC Santa Barbara, likewise states that "science practiced in a sincere quest for the truth brings man closer to God."  


To imagine that one might find traces of the divine strewn throughout the universe, or that earthly methods of inquiry might uncover some of those signs, isn't ridiculous. But this latest round of arguments in favor of intelligent design seems aimed mostly at establishing that God could or should exist within the rational frameworks we already employ. This is both weak grounds for belief and a fundamental misunderstanding of faith. The route to durable faith in God often runs not through logical proofs or the sciences, but through awe, wonder, and an attunement to the beauty and poetry of the world, natural and otherwise.


This was not always apparent to me. I came to this understanding through trial, error, and my own brushes with scientific rebuttals to the existence of God.


After that brisk autumn afternoon, life went on unremarkably, though I continued to mull over what the experience could mean. That it meant something at all was another strong intuition that I could not entirely account for. There were plenty of ordinary and dismissive explanations for what had happened, all related to the vagaries of the brain. Surely I had just been tired, bleary-eyed, suggestible, available--highly sensitized, in other words, to typical seasonal splendor. That made sense to me, but I didn't believe it. The natural beauty wasn't the cause of what I had felt, but rather an invitation to pay attention to what I felt.


From the July 1915 issue: Scientific faith

I began to ask myself what it would cost me intellectually if I were to choose to metabolize the experience as it had occurred to me. That decision came with several implications. If God is real, then perhaps other things--goodness, righteousness, beauty--that are usually dismissed as matters of subjective experience might also be objectively real. That prospect was much more agreeable to me than another consequential implication of electing to believe: that, as the New Atheists had so vigorously argued, theism meant putting aside any pretensions I had of sophistication or intellect.


As I explored this problem, I spent hours in my college library reading Saint Augustine, a foundational philosopher and theologian. Here I encountered another strange sensation: Every word I read felt like remembering something I had once known but somehow forgotten. This recalled an observation of Plato's, who argued that the soul contains lost memories of the divine--that we are born knowing the truth of the universe, but forget it all when the mundanities of life get in the way. Maybe he had a point, I thought. And maybe the Christian Neoplatonists, Augustine among them, had some points as well. I contemplated this for a while before I realized that there wasn't any sense in debating it with myself anymore. I knew what I felt, so I gave up and chose to believe.


I'm still sorting through the ramifications. In my years of working out exactly what I believe, I have been relieved to learn that faith does not in fact demand the surrender of logic and vigorous intellectual inquiry--a case Bollore and Bonnassies convincingly bolster with numerous testimonials from award-winning scientists. Still, to trust in the existence of God is to accept both the appearance and the possibility of being naive or delusional. No accumulation of promising developments in our analytical understanding of the world can delay confrontation with that essential fact. Having faith is a vulnerable thing.


Bollore and Bonnassies's arguments are more likely to shore up the faith of wavering believers than to win new converts. This itself is no small thing. The authors may even be right about the growing evidence for the existence of God secreted away in the latest science. But their approach has a history of upsets. The only way to inoculate belief against that cycle of disruption is to treat faith as a decision that transcends scientific proof.
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Critics Have a New Way to Describe the Trump Administration

Calling his presidency a "regime" has some benefits, but it underestimates the resilience of the 250-year-old republic.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 26 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.

Critics have used many phrases to describe Donald Trump's presidency, some of them unprintable. Scholars and journalists have debated whether Trump's approach is "authoritarian," "white supremacist," or "fascist." More recently, however, a growing number of people have begun referring to the "Trump regime."

"The Trump regime has proven over and over," The New Republic's Michael Tomasky wrote, that its morality is "the advantage of the stronger." A fellow at the libertarian Cato Institute complained that oversight tools "were effectively destroyed by the Trump regime last year." And a writer for The Nation called for Democrats to "launch a 'Nuremberg Caucus' to investigate the crimes of the Trump regime."

Google Trends shows that although the phrase was occasionally deployed during Trump's first term, it has become far more common over the past year. These usages are meant to tell us something about the state of contemporary politics in the United States--although exactly what is not always clear.

Ambrose Bierce, the sardonic author of The Devil's Dictionary, might have observed that a "regime" is any government that one doesn't like. Those referring to the "Trump regime" this way seem to be implying that the administration is rapacious and authoritarian. But few of them are explicit about that, and their counterparts in the academy indulge in the same vagueness. "Very rarely do regime analysts stop to define what they mean by political regime," the political scientist Gerardo L. Munck complained in 1996. The word was popularized in American politics as a sort of euphemism: During the George W. Bush presidency, regime change was a bloodless, technocratic term for the bloody, chaotic effort to topple Saddam Hussein and install a democratic system of government in Iraq.

A good working definition, Munck told me in an email, is "the set of rules that regulate how people come to occupy government offices and how government decisions are made." But even scholars often employ the term as a pejorative, used to describe authoritarian government. These "regimes" tend to have two main characteristics, sometimes overlapping though also in tension: first, the personalization of government around a single individual, and second, a set of informal power structures, such as business oligarchs or a "deep state," that operate outside of the formal system of government.

One could argue that the U.S. has had the same "regime" since 1789, when the Constitution entered into force and George Washington became president. Alternatively, one could look to moments such as the post-Civil War amendments or the New Deal as shifts in the regime. Either way, to state that Trump oversees a regime is to suggest an epochal change.

That's how Robert Reich sees it. Reich, a commentator and professor who served as secretary of labor under Bill Clinton, has been one of the most consistent and prominent users of the phrase. "I began referring to the Trump 'regime' rather than 'administration' because, especially in his second term, Trump has acted more like an authoritarian ruler than a president in a constitutional system of governance," he wrote to me in an email. "This is no 'administration' that manages the executive branch by implementing the will of Congress, as expressed by the citizens of the United States."

I thought that perhaps scholars of regime systems would push back on using the label for Trump's government, but the ones I spoke with cautiously endorsed it. "In the past, it was common to refer to the Pinochet regime in Chile or the Saddam Hussein regime in Iraq," Munck said. He told me that the use of Trump regime "is a correct appreciation, that highlights a key weakness in the current state of democracy in the U.S." And Licia Cianetti, a political scientist who recently co-authored a paper on defining the word, wrote to me that "the personalisation of Trump's style of rule, and some features like its oligarchization, make the use of 'regime' in this pejorative sense expedient to express what seems to be happening to American democracy."

Without downplaying the dangers that Trump poses to the American way of government (perils that The Atlantic has been aggressive in describing), I am not ready to join the "Trump regime" crew yet. One reason is that regimes can be resilient--a point that, ironically, Trump's actions have demonstrated. "We have, really, regime change," Trump said about Iran this week. "This is a change in the regime because the leaders are all very different." That's nonsense. Although American forces have arrested Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro and killed several Iranian leaders, removing the dictators has not dislodged the dictatorships in either Caracas or Tehran.

The 250-year-old democracy in Washington might also be stronger than those who wish to undermine it believe. Trump may hope to topple the laws and checks that constrain him, but he has not yet fully succeeded. Polls show widespread voter disapproval of Trump's presidency and suggest trouble for the president's allies in the midterm elections. Fair elections in 2026 and 2028 would not undo all of the damage Trump has done, but they would show that some observers have overstated his ability to demolish the constitutional system. Long live the regime!

Related:

	Jonathan Rauch: Yes, it's fascism
 	John R. Bolton: A foreign policy worse than regime change




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	A turning point in the Iran war
 	Is the end of NATO near?
 	The worst airport in America
 	The immigration restriction Trump won't try




Today's News

	Iran allowed several Pakistan-flagged oil tankers to pass through the Strait of Hormuz, a move President Trump described as a "present" to the U.S. that signals Iran's openness to negotiations.
 	Nicolas Maduro and his wife, Cilia Flores, appeared in New York federal court for the first time since their seizure by U.S. authorities in January, as Maduro's lawyer pushed to dismiss drug-trafficking charges, arguing that U.S. restrictions are preventing them from funding their defense. The couple--who have pleaded not guilty--remain in custody.
 	Several Senate Republicans are urging the White House to invoke the National Emergency Act and temporarily pay TSA officers if the Department of Homeland Security funding standoff over immigration enforcement continues, according to people familiar with the matter.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Rafaela Jinich explores work in The Atlantic by Tracy Kidder, the Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist who died this week at 80.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: clavicular0 / Instagram



What Was Clavicular?

By Will Gottsegen

Clav, as he's known, has had a moment this year. Seemingly overnight, he became wildly popular among the lost boys of the internet--the kinds of people who spend their time watching Nick Fuentes, the white-supremacist influencer, and Andrew Tate, the proudly misogynistic elder statesman of the manosphere, who is currently awaiting trial on charges of rape and human trafficking (he has denied the allegations). In January, Clavicular joined Tate, Fuentes, and the extremist podcaster Myron Gaines at a nightclub in Miami. Videos of the group listening to the Kanye West song "Heil Hitler" went viral; Clavicular was singing along.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The countdown to a ground war
 	Elizabeth Bruenig: The evidence that God exists
 	ICE might be violating America's other bill of rights.
 	Protecting a hero too long
 	OpenAI is doing everything ... poorly.
 	RFK Jr. is losing his grip on the CDC.




Culture Break


Illustration by Lore Mondragon



Read. Robert Rubsam on a novel about women who trade one kind of captivity for another.

Explore. Lindy West has unwittingly written the obituary for Millennial feminism, Helen Lewis writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Radical Message for a Kids' Movie

<em>Hoppers</em> offers a surprisingly progressive take on the typical talking-animal story.

by David Sims

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




My daughter is now of the age where she will go see any new animated film in a theater, which means that again and again, I encounter a very specific utopian vision from the world of children's entertainment: Wouldn't it be nice if all of the animals lived together in harmony? The theme is certainly a knock-on effect from Zootopia, the 2016 smash hit whose sequel was the highest-grossing American film of 2025. But that success also led to the sci-fi woodland antics of The Wild Robot; the Oscar-winning, postapocalyptic vision of feline collaboration in Flow; and the paean to basketball teamwork that was this year's Goat. Now there's Hoppers, the latest blockbuster Pixar film, which follows a girl who beams her brain into a beaver robot in the hope of saving a beloved habitat.

I expected Hoppers to offer some fanciful twist in the manner of those other movies. Take the Zootopia series and Goat, in which animals exist in a human-free world and play our roles: They don clothes, earn money, and defy their basic instincts in order to maintain their weird, civilized societies. Each of those films also features a plucky, diminutive hero who succeeds in the face of naysayers--an easy figure for any kid watching to root for. In Zootopia, the main character (a rabbit named Judy Hopps) becomes a police officer despite the fact that, as a bunny, she's seen as "prey" rather than "predator." In Goat, the pygmy goat Will Harris is the first "small" to play a super-intense version of basketball against teams of elephants, giraffes, and other big creatures. But if these movies are progressive allegories of beings transcending their differences, then Hoppers is a surprisingly blunt pushback to that notion. Its advertising promises goofy hijinks amid an enclave of diverse species whose ecosystem is threatened by humans. The movie, in actuality, is refreshingly mordant about what might really happen if prey and predators were to try banding together: Their efforts would immediately devolve into a despairing, even political quagmire.

Hoppers is set in a reality that more closely resembles our own than that of other animal-centered films, and it even has a human protagonist. Mabel Tanaka (voiced by Piper Curda) lives in Beaverton, Oregon, and fights to save the idyllic forest glade that she often visited with her grandmother when she was growing up. The glade has mysteriously emptied of wildlife just before a highway is set to be built straight through it. Mabel, now a college student, hijacks her professor's experimental new technology to "hop" into an artificial beaver body, which allows her to communicate with animals--so that she can coax the missing critters back home. (It's silly, yes; just go with it.)

Read: A cartoon gateway to real-world issues

Mabel quickly realizes that the glade's inhabitants have not left of their own accord but have been pushed out by the scheming mayor, Jerry (Jon Hamm). Jerry has installed fake trees that emit high-frequency noises to scare them away, allowing him to develop the land as he pleases. Mabel's mission seems clear and appropriately legible for a children's film: She simply has to mobilize the animals in protest, dismantle Jerry's devices, and restore peace to her beloved meadow. But the underlying message of Hoppers is that the strange animal collective Mabel is working with is no well-oiled machine. The movie interrogates the limits of collective action: Mabel and her furry buddies do manage to save the glade, yet they achieve more chaos than progress in the meantime.

In response to their home being invaded, the glade's various groups of fauna have each anointed a friendly "king" to lead them. The mammals are led by a chipper naif of a beaver named George (Bobby Moynihan), who insists that everyone can still live in harmony even as their territory shrinks. Mabel is the incensed revolutionary, whereas George is the establishment incrementalist, working to plug holes on a steadily sinking ship and refusing to fight back against the people who have taken their land. Hoppers is about their two viewpoints meeting in the middle: Mabel is correct that George is sticking his head in the sand a little bit; George, however, is correct that the animals can't just get everything they want through protest.

That perspective struck me as an amusingly pragmatic one for a cartoon to impart to little kids, and it underscores much of the plot. Mabel, in faux-beaver form, rallies the wildlife to fight Mayor Jerry but sows anarchy in doing so. A megalomaniacal butterfly (Dave Franco) grows obsessed with "squishing" the humans who have killed his kind for so long. A flock of seagulls lifts a shark from the sea so that it can try eating Jerry alive. A wildfire eventually breaks out, requiring some expert dam destruction from George's fellow beaver pals to just barely save the day. This comic violence is mostly in the name of fun for the children watching, of course, but the lesson Mabel learns from it is clear: Merely knowing that you're in the right isn't enough.

Read: What Pixar should learn from its Elio disaster

The takeaway here is much more sobering than those of cinema's other big animal fantasies, in which the hardworking mammalian protagonists tend to triumph over adversity. Hoppers is a much more measured viewing experience, a youth-focused lecture on how we should have a ceiling to our radical hopes and dreams. The core theme also automatically makes it the most interesting work Pixar has put in theaters in years, a sign of what long ago set the studio apart as an animation storytelling powerhouse. Whereas other movies aimed at kids advocate for how being yourself is the best approach to life, Hoppers adds a caveat--that "being yourself" doesn't mean you'll get everything you want.
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Shockingly, ICE Hasn't Fixed the Airport Crisis

Perhaps because they're not trained to expedite the long lines

by Alexandra Petri

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




There are few situations so bad that they can't be made worse by adding ICE: Your house is on fire? Here's ICE! Now your house is still on fire, and someone has entered it with a "judicial warrant" to rifle through your burnt belongings. You've just suffered a massive cranial injury and don't remember any of your rights? ICE is here--and it doesn't remember your rights either.

Seeing the chaos at airports as TSA employees enter another week without pay, Donald Trump has decided to add ICE. Yes, ICE, the very government agency whose treatment of citizens and noncitizens alike has been so egregious that legislators have put Department of Homeland Security funding on hold.

Who will help at the airport? How about the people whose only experience with planes is putting people on them against their will, to never see their families again? Say what you want about the TSA, but it is at least trying to get you safely to your family in a place where you are intending to go.

The good news is that, as everyone keeps observing, the airport is a notoriously calm place where people are always at their best. This is due to Sean Duffy's sterling leadership as secretary of transportation. Before his tenure, there were some problems. People sometimes got a horrifying glimpse of a fellow traveler in pajamas. And families got the one call you never want to get from a loved one who was traveling by plane: "Sweetheart, my plane just landed safely and I am fine, but I can't see a SINGLE PULL-UP BAR ANYWHERE IN THIS AIRPORT!" Fortunately, Duffy solved both of these issues. Now he is resting on his laurels, and perhaps when he is good and rested he will look into modernizing the air-traffic-control system (not urgent at this time).

Will the presence of ICE help with the TSA overwhelm? The White House "border czar," Tom Homan, has suggested that "certainly, a highly trained ICE law-enforcement officer can cover an exit--make sure people don't go through those exits, enter an airport through the exits. And stuff like that relieves that TSA officer to go to screening and to reduce those lines." That's probably the biggest problem at airports right now. I have to assume that the six-hour-plus lines at Atlanta's Hartfield-Jackson airport are 50 percent people who are going through the wrong door, so we can look for a decrease in wait time of three hours once this radical suggestion is implemented.

Otherwise, ICE agents can just stand there, not looking at X-ray machines. ("I don't see an ICE agent looking at an X-ray machine," Homan said, because they are "not trained in that.") This marks the first time in the existence of Trump-era ICE that a lack of training has prevented agents from doing something.

So far, the addition of ICE to monitor doors and not look at X-ray machines has, fascinatingly, not instantly solved our airport problems. Indeed, it is hard to think of a set of people less equipped to improve anything about the airport situation. This is like asking a tarantula to watch your laptop. It won't help, and now everyone is scared. No, I'm sorry. This is unfair to tarantulas, who are not known for their racial profiling.

The best-case scenario with ICE agents at the airport is that they stand around unhelpfully, doing nothing. The worst-case scenario is that going to the airport will now require some kind of ICE Pre-Check subscription to avoid having lethal force deployed against you for no reason.

On top of all this, Trump is instructing ICE not to wear masks during its airport deployment, on the grounds that these masks are not necessary. But how can this be? ICE needed its masks before to face down its most dangerous foes (children in bunny hats, harried moms, restaurant workers), and the airport is overflowing with those. How can we rob agents of this key tool at this time? There is no way they will be able to face such deadly enemies as children in strollers, families traveling together, seniors, members of the military, and others with preferred-boarding status. If they don't need masks in airports, they don't need masks anywhere.
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Welcome to a Multidimensional Economic Disaster

The AI boom wasn't built for the polycrisis.

by Matteo Wong, Charlie Warzel

Thu, 26 Mar 2026


An Amazon Web Services data center in Manassas, Virginia (Nathan Howard / Bloomberg / Getty)



The global economy has become dependent on the AI industry. Trillions of dollars are being invested into the technology and the infrastructure it relies on; in the final months of 2025, functionally all economic growth in the United States came from AI investments. This would be risky even in ideal conditions. And we are very far from ideal conditions.



Much of the AI supply chain--chips, data centers, combustion turbines, and so on--relies on key materials that are produced in or transported through just a few places on Earth, with little overlap. In particular, the industry is highly dependent on the Middle East, which has been destabilized by the war in Iran. A global energy shock seems all but certain to come soon--the kind where even the best-case scenario is a disaster. The war could grind the AI build-out to a halt. This would be devastating for the tech firms that have issued historic amounts of debt to race against their highly leveraged competitors, and it would be devastating for the private lenders and banks that have been buying up that debt in the hope of ever bigger returns.



For the better part of the past year, Wall Street analysts and tech-industry observers have fretted publicly about an AI bubble. The fear is that too much money is coming in too fast and that generative-AI companies still have not offered anything close to a viable business model. If growth were to stall or the technology were to be seen as failing to deliver on its promises, the bubble might burst, triggering a chain reaction across the financial system. Everyone--big banks, private-equity firms, people who have no idea what's mixed into their 401(k)--would be hit by the AI crash.



Until recently, that kind of crash felt hypothetical; today, it feels plausible and, to some, almost inevitable. "What's unusual about this, unlike commercial real estate during the global financial crisis," Paul Kedrosky, an investor and financial consultant, told us, "is all of these interlocking points of fragility."

Read: Here's how the AI crash happens

Perhaps the clearest examples are advanced memory and training chips, which are among the most important--and are by far the most expensive--components of training any AI model. Currently, most of them are produced by two companies in South Korea and one in Taiwan. These countries, in turn, get a large majority of their crude oil and much of their liquefied natural gas--which help fuel semiconductor manufacturing--from the Persian Gulf. The chip companies also require helium, sulfur, and bromine--three key inputs to silicon wafers--largely sourced from the region. In addition, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, and other regional petrostates have become key investors in the American AI firms that purchase most of those chips.



Because of the war in Iran, the Strait of Hormuz is functionally closed to most shipping vessels, stranding one-fifth of the world's exports of natural gas, one-third of the world's exports of crude oil, and significant quantities of the planet's exportable fertilizer, helium, and sulfur. Meanwhile, Iran and Israel have begun bombing much of the fossil-fuel infrastructure in the region, which could take many years to replace. In only a month of war, the price of Brent crude--a global oil benchmark--has jumped by 40 percent and could more than double, liquefied-natural-gas prices are soaring in Europe and Asia, and helium spot prices have already doubled. The strait is "critical to basically every aspect of the global economy," Sam Winter-Levy, a technology and national-security researcher at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, told us. "The AI supply chain is not insulated."



The situation could quickly deteriorate from here. A helium crunch could trigger a shortage of AI chips or cause chip prices to rise. AI companies need ever more advanced chips to fill their data centers--at higher prices, the massive server farms, already hurting from elevated energy costs caused by the war, would have almost no hope of becoming profitable. Without these chips, new data centers would not be built or would sit empty. Astronomical tech valuations, and in turn the entire stock market, could collapse.

One industry's precarious position isn't usually everyone's problem. Unfortunately, AI is different. The biggest data-center players, known as hyperscalers, are among the biggest corporations in the history of capitalism; they include Microsoft, Google, Meta, and Amazon. But even they will be pressed by collectively spending nearly $700 billion on AI in a single year. In order to get the money for these unprecedented projects, data-center providers are beginning to take on colossal amounts of debt. Some of this is done through creative deals with private-equity firms including Blackstone, BlackRock, and Blue Owl Capital--which themselves operate as sort of shadow banks that, since the most recent financial crisis, have arguably become as powerful and as influential as Bear Stearns and Lehman Brothers were prior to 2008. Endowments, pensions, insurance funds, and other major institutions all trust private equity to invest their money.



For a while, it seemed like every time Google or Microsoft announced more data-center investments, their stock prices rose. Now the opposite occurs: The hyperscalers are spending far more, but investors have started to notice that they are not generating anything near the revenue they need to. The data-center boom's top players--Google, Meta, Microsoft, Amazon, Nvidia, and Oracle--have all lost 8 to 27 percent of their value since the start of the year, making them a huge drag on the overall stock market. And the $121 billion of debt that hyperscalers issued in 2025, four times more than what they averaged for years prior, is expected to grow dramatically.



All of the major players in this investment ecosystem are vulnerable. Private-equity firms are being squeezed on both ends by generative AI: During the coronavirus pandemic, they bought up software companies, which are now plummeting in value because AI is expected to eat their lunch. Meanwhile, private equity's new investment strategy, data centers, is also falling apart because of AI. Blackstone, Blue Owl, and the like are sinking huge sums into data-center construction with the assumption that lease payments from tech companies will pay for their debt. In order to pay for their investments, private-equity companies raised money from major financial institutions--but now the viability of those lease payments is coming into question as the hyperscalers' cash flow is strained. "There's a reason to think we're seeing some of the same 2008 dynamics now," Brad Lipton, a former senior adviser at the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau and now the director of corporate power and financial regulation at the Roosevelt Institute, told us. "Everyone's getting tied up together. Banks are lending money to private credit, which in turn lends it elsewhere. That amps up the risk."

Annie Lowrey: How to guess if your job will exist in five years

The way the money moves is concerning, but so is the AI industry's underlying business model. At every layer, the technology appears to decrease the value of its assets. The advanced AI chips that make up the majority of the cost of a data center? Their value rapidly decreases as they are superseded by the next generation of chips, meaning that the ultimate backstop for all of the data-center debt--selling the data center itself--is not actually a backstop. The way that AI companies make money when people use their products is also deflationary. OpenAI, Anthropic, and others charge users for using "tokens," the components of words processed by their bots. This means that tokens are an industrial commodity akin to, say, crude oil or steel. But unlike other commodities, the cost of each token is rapidly decreasing owing to advancements in AI's capabilities. Kedrosky called this "a death spiral to zero." As the value of a token plummets, the value of what data centers can produce also falls.



The war in Iran affects data-center finances as well. Should energy prices continue to skyrocket, so will the cost of this already very expensive computing equipment, because it needs tremendous amounts of energy to manufacture and operate. And the war has exposed physical risks to these buildings. Janet Egan, a senior fellow at the Center for a New American Security, described data centers to us as "large, juicy targets." It is impossible to hide these facilities, which can cover 1 million square feet. Earlier this month, Iran bombed Amazon data centers in the UAE and Bahrain. American hyperscalers had been planning to build far more data centers in the region, because the Trump administration and the AI industry have sought funding from Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Qatar, and Oman. Now there's a two-way strain on those relationships. The physical security of the data centers is more precarious, and the conflict is damaging the economic health of the petrostates, thereby jeopardizing a major source of further investment in American AI firms. The Trump administration "staked a lot on the Gulf as their close AI partner, and now the war that they've launched poses a huge threat to the viability of the Gulf as that AI partner," Winter-Levy said.



Plus, "what's to prevent Iran or a proxy group, or another maligned actor, from tomorrow launching an armed drone against a data center in Northern Virginia?" Chip Usher, the senior director for intelligence at the Special Competitive Studies Project, a national-security and AI think tank, told us. "It could happen. Our defenses are not adequate." State-sponsored cyberattacks of the variety Iran is known for could also knock a data center offline. You can build all manner of defenses--reinforced concrete, drone-interception systems--but doing so adds cost and time to already costly and slow construction.

Just a few things going a bit wrong could compound, all at once, into a cataclysm. To wit: Qatari and Saudi money dries up. Sustained high oil and natural-gas prices drive up the costs of manufacturing chips and running data centers. Already cash-strapped hyperscalers struggle to make lease payments on their data centers, while similarly strained private lenders suffer as all of the AI bonds become deadweight. Tech valuations fall, taking public markets with them; private-equity firms have to sell and torch their assets, putting intense stress on the institutional investors and banks. The rest of the economy, drained of investment because everything was poured into data centers for years, is already weak. Unemployment goes up, as do interest rates. "Bubbles pop. That's the system," Lipton said. "What isn't supposed to happen is that it takes down the whole financial system. But the concern here is that AI investment isn't confined and may spread to the whole economy."



Even if Iran and the Strait of Hormuz don't directly trigger an AI-driven financial crisis, the odds are decent that another vector could. (Remember tariffs?) Energy prices could stay elevated for years, because the targeted fossil-fuel facilities in the Persian Gulf will take a long time to restore. As the U.S. directs huge amounts of attention and military resources toward Iran, it's easy to imagine China launching an invasion of Taiwan--a scenario that terrifies Silicon Valley, because it would halt the production of chips needed to train frontier models. That's not even considering the single Dutch company that makes the high-tech lithography machines used to print virtually all AI chips, or the German company that makes the mirrors used in those machines. "There are too many ways for it to fail for it not to fail," Kedrosky said of the AI industry's web of risk. "All you can say for sure is this is a fragile and overdetermined system that must break, so it will."



There are, of course, possibilities other than a full-blown, AI-driven financial crisis. Data-center spending could cool gradually enough that a crash is avoided. The revenues of Anthropic and OpenAI have been multiplying every year, which proponents argue means that generative-AI products are on track to eventually become profitable. But on the current trajectory, that would still take years, and there are good reasons to think that this growth will slow or halt. Notably, the main draw of AI tools is "efficiency": Rather than growing their overall output and the opportunities available to people, executives are hoping that AI will allow them to make cuts to their business operations. The medium-term success of generative AI would likely involve millions of people being put out of work. The range of options seems to be somewhere from mildly bad to historically so.



Should the system break, much of the blame would lie squarely with the technology companies. The stakes of this build-out, from the beginning, have been framed in civilizational terms--a geopolitical race alongside an existential one. The winners will control the future and reap the rewards. At every step of the way, AI firms have appeared to prioritize speed above the physical security of data centers, supply-chain redundancy, energy efficiency and independence, political stability, even financial returns. And in that quest for unbridled growth, the AI industry has wrested ungodly amounts of capital from investors all looking for the next big thing, ensnaring the entire economy.



Simultaneously, these firms have courted and even bent the knee to a presidential administration that has encouraged their "let it rip" ethos, only to watch as that same administration has plunged the industry into this emerging polycrisis. The AI industry was not made for the turbulence its leaders have helped usher in. The situation has grown so ungainly and untenable that, if Silicon Valley is merely forced to slow down, the viability of all this spending will likely be called into question in ways that could be devastating for many. In finance, being early is the same as being wrong. AI firms want the world to think they're right on time. The world may have other plans.
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What Was Clavicular?

The internet's most famous looks-maxxer is far more pernicious than he may seem.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




At the age of 14, Braden Peters began injecting himself with mail-order testosterone to make himself into something he wasn't. By his account, the experiment ended when his parents, Kenneth and Lauren, discovered his supply and trashed it. Young Braden was apparently undaunted. He set up a post-office box and began ordering new chemicals--he's since claimed to have taken crystal meth to stay lean--anything that would catalyze his transformation. He began tapping his face with a hammer in pursuit of perfect cheekbones. The goal was entirely superficial: to reshape his physical form so that other men would feel inferior in his presence, and so that women would want to have sex with him.



This, at least, is the origin story he's told and retold over hundreds of hours of livestreams and interviews. In the pre-internet age, Peters might have passed through the world without notice, or at least without fame. But in 2026, at age 20, he is a popular influencer who calls himself Clavicular, after the span of his collarbones. He is among the most recognizable adherents of the radical-self-improvement project known as looks-maxxing. Hew closely to the credo, which includes all sorts of steroids and therapies, and you might even ascend. That's looks-maxxing terminology for becoming really, really hot.



Clav, as he's known, has had a moment this year. Seemingly overnight, he became wildly popular among the lost boys of the internet--the kinds of people who spend their time watching Nick Fuentes, the white-supremacist influencer, and Andrew Tate, the proudly misogynistic elder statesman of the manosphere, who is currently awaiting trial on charges of rape and human trafficking (he has denied the allegations). In January, Clavicular joined Tate, Fuentes, and the extremist podcaster Myron Gaines at a nightclub in Miami. Videos of the group listening to the Kanye West song "Heil Hitler" went viral; Clavicular was singing along.

Read: I watched 12 hours of Nick Fuentes

As his live videos have been clipped and reposted on more mainstream parts of the internet, Clavicular has continued to gain widespread attention. There's been a temptation among observers, including the media outlets that have covered this story over the past few months, to understand Clavicular as, essentially, a curiosity. He is a strange, attention-hungry young guy--the latest addition to a streaming ecosystem that celebrates extreme provocation. His peculiar online lingo, derived from the looks-maxxing community, has seeped into the culture. Mogging, meaning "outclassing someone," and -maxxing, an all-purpose suffix denoting maximization of any kind, are inescapable online. Conan O'Brian described himself as "host-maxxing" during this year's Oscars, and Saturday Night Live parodied Clavicular in a "Weekend Update" sketch.



But Clavicular's rise is pernicious. The baseline concern with an influencer who takes a hammer to his face and says hateful things is that he is in some sense encouraging other people to do the same. Last month, a couple of fans came up to him during a livestream, and one shouted "Heil Hitler." Clavicular tried to dismiss the comments as "cringe," but he quite obviously set the tone. I have some authority here: After I left a note outside his parents' house requesting an interview for this story, Clavicular shared my contact information online. As a reporter who covers the internet, I am used to being harassed--but I had never experienced so many direct violent threats, and so much virulent anti-Semitic hatred, as I have since then. The looks-maxxer insult "subhuman" kept coming up, as did the word mongrel. (A spokesperson for Clavicular declined to answer my questions.)



The bigger concern with Clavicular is not that he is encouraging a generation of young men to take extreme measures to change their looks. It's that because his antics are so ridiculous and his videos so entertaining to a certain crowd, he has allowed more coherent and dangerous ideologies to hitch a ride on his movement. The far-right manosphere has seemingly taken every opportunity it can to tie itself to Clavicular. Tate joined him on a stream last month to lift weights and offer advice about how Clav should handle his newfound fame. Jon Zherka, an adjacent influencer, recently likened him to a "younger brother." Last week, Fuentes called him a "prophet" for exposing the cynical reality of modern dating--a core part of Clavicular's appeal among this group.

Listen: The manosphere breaks containment

Clavicular is of course getting something in return. Associating with the manosphere's best-known figures has been a shortcut to fame and money. But he is also a different kind of influencer. Although he calls women whores and says the N-word, he is generally less focused on politics than are Fuentes and Tate, who are constantly weighing theories about power and opining about the state of the world. In fact, Clavicular does not tend to talk about politics much at all, and has repeatedly claimed that his message is distinctly apolitical. He trolls for views. That, if anything, is his philosophy; the looks-maxxing is secondary. During a December interview with a conservative podcaster, Clavicular said that if the 2028 presidential election comes down to Gavin Newsom and J. D. Vance, he will vote for the California Democrat purely because Newsom mogs Vance with his looks. Last month, Clavicular told the comedian Adam Friedland that he'd never heard of New York City Mayor Zohran Mamdani. "I'm so far removed," he said.



Even beyond the manosphere's corner of the internet, the right-wing ecosystem as a whole has recently gotten much better at capitalizing on cultural trends. Whenever a viral moment might have a remotely right-wing cast, the machinery moves into place. After Sydney Sweeney starred in an American Eagle commercial last year that touts her "great jeans" (a pun about her denim and her genetics), some on the left accused her of endorsing eugenics. The right, in turn, coalesced around her. A few months later, when sorority-dance videos went viral, the online right immediately jumped in to say--without any evidence of the women's actual views--that the dancers were owning the libs.



Weeks after Clavicular's brief reign as the internet's main character, his daily livestreams continue to collect hundreds of thousands of views. He is currently in the middle of a livestreaming marathon under the heading "Mog World Order" and will keep the cameras rolling nonstop for the next few weeks. The other day, a girl slapped him in the face at a nightclub. Fuentes, on his own stream, was indignant: "Kill, rape, and die for Clavicular--no, no, kidding, kidding, kidding, kidding!"
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Is The End of NATO Near?

The alliance has been battered by Trump's threats.

by Jonathan Lemire, Simon Shuster

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




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

In July 2018, NATO's gleaming new Brussels headquarters was poised to host its first leaders' summit. Dignitaries from around the world gathered in the arched buildings designed to look like interlocking fingers. But the Europeans throwing the party were anxious. The nominal guest of honor, President Trump, had spent months questioning the need for U.S. membership in an organization that had emerged from the ashes of World War II as a bulwark against Moscow's aggression. He soon ruined the festivities.

During a closed-door meeting with other leaders, the president went on a tirade, berating the other nations for failing to spend the targeted 2 percent of their GDP on defense, urging better relations with Russia, and threatening to withdraw the United States from NATO if he didn't get what he wanted. Trump eventually relented. But the very next week, he met Vladimir Putin at a summit in Helsinki and repeatedly sided with the Russian leader, who has made it his mission to undermine the alliance. Nearly eight years later, Putin may get his wish.

Trump is now demanding that NATO help the United States reopen the Strait of Hormuz, a vital passage through which 20 percent of the world's oil travels, which Iran has effectively closed in response to the United States' and Israel's attacks. NATO has refused. And though Russia is playing only a tangential role in the crisis there, Moscow could emerge as one of the victors of war. The standoff over the strait has created an unexpected new strain on the relationship between Trump and NATO, one that may not fully shatter the alliance but could fundamentally weaken it.

"I think he made NATO defunct in practice already with Iran," one senior European Union diplomat told us on the condition of anonymity to be candid about geopolitically sensitive subjects. And that diplomat made a grim prediction that Trump's likely retaliation would be to reduce U.S. troop numbers on the continent. "If we were not expecting his pullout of troops, we should be."

Trump had hoped that the attack on Iran would follow the blueprint established by the raid to seize Nicolas Maduro from Venezuela, his advisers have told us: a quick strike that removes the existing leadership, allowing for the installation of a more compliant figure atop the government. Although Ayatollah Ali Khamenei is dead, and thousands of Iranian military targets have been battered, the hard-line regime leaders in Tehran have remained in power, firing missiles at their Persian Gulf neighbors and blocking access to the Strait of Hormuz--just as Pentagon officials and military think tanks have predicted for decades. General Dan Caine, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, cautioned Trump in the run-up to the invasion, but the president dismissed the warning, believing that Iran would capitulate instead.

He was wrong. Iran shuttered the strait. Oil prices have jumped more than 40 percent in the past month, and gas costs have soared at the pump for Americans. Any U.S. effort to reopen the waterway would carry danger. Although the Iranian navy has been crushed, it could still fill the strait's waters with mines. Damaging an oil tanker or U.S. warship would take only a single drone--or a speedboat packed with explosives, or a rocket launched from ship or shore. If U.S. Special Forces were deployed on the ground to try to secure the strait, casualties would surely follow. So Trump instead asked other nations for help in keeping the waterway open, particularly European allies.

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

Many European governments do not want to be pulled into military action, and they were frustrated that they had not been consulted by the Trump administration before the war. Plus, many feel lingering anger about Trump's attempts to strong-arm Denmark into giving up control of Greenland earlier this year. That, in particular, was an inflection point for the alliance, a number of officials believe. Repeated offers from Europe--promising the U.S. access to bases, minerals, and more--went unheeded, and when Trump went to the World Economic Forum in January, some openly wondered whether the U.S. military would invade Greenland. Trump eventually backed down (for now). But the damage was done.

In recent days, a few nations have offered help: France deployed warships to the region while Britain, after initially refusing, has allowed the U.S to use its military bases. NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte, who is proudly chummy with Trump, has pledged that members of the alliance would lend some form of assistance. But no one has signed up for the dangerous duty of escorting tankers through the strait. Even though Trump had not committed the U.S. Navy to doing that either, he raged against Europe's reluctance, taking to social media last Friday to deem the other NATO members "COWARDS" and assert that "without the U.S.A., NATO IS A PAPER TIGER!" He suggested in an interview that NATO would have a "very bad" future if it did not change course. And then, this morning, Trump returned to social media to unleash an all-caps screed blasting NATO for doing "ABSOLUTELY NOTHING" to help and said that the United States will "NEVER FORGET" members' obstinance.

White House officials and those close to Trump told us that there are not active discussions to pull the U.S. out of NATO, but they emphasized that the cool response to his requests incensed the president, who would likely need little prompting to try to withdraw. To be clear, that would be difficult: The United States is a member via treaty, an area where the Senate has historically had a say. But a series of court decisions in the past 50 years has given the executive branch more leeway to withdraw from treaties. NATO's own charter allows a nation to pull out after giving one year's notice. The National Defense Authorization Act of 2024, signed into law by President Biden, prohibits a president from pulling the United States out of NATO without either a two-thirds Senate supermajority or an act of Congress. Trump might argue that treaty termination is an exclusive executive power, but the move would trigger a massive court battle--and likely a constitutional crisis.

Still, Trump insisted to reporters last week that pulling out of the alliance is "certainly something that we should think about." He added: "I don't need Congress for that decision." Even if he doesn't try to withdraw, he has other options. He could slash U.S. funding for NATO. He could refuse to honor the Article 5 mutual-defense pact, essentially crippling the alliance. Or he could move U.S. troops out of Europe, redeploying them to Asia or the Middle East or bringing them back home, leaving the continent with diminished defenses against a Russian menace.

Indeed, Trump has long threatened such a move. In July 2020, near the end of his first term, the Pentagon announced plans to reduce troop levels in Germany by a third. "Germany is not paying their bills," Trump said at the time, referring to a commitment among NATO allies to spend at least 2 percent of their gross domestic product on defense. The following year, the House refused to fund the withdrawal, effectively blocking it. But Trump continued to pressure NATO to stop "freeloading" and take more responsibility for Europe's security.

Read: Europe's far right is turning on Trump

The allies have tried to placate him. A few months into Trump's second term, they agreed at a summit in The Hague to raise their defense spending to 5 percent of GDP. The pledge did not seem to change Trump's plans. In October, the U.S. Army said that about 3,000 troops from the 101st Airborne Division would end their deployment to Romania and go home "without replacement." The Army's Europe and Africa command, which is based in Germany, tried to reassure allies that this was not part of an American withdrawal from Europe. But many officials and military analysts saw it as a sign of the great unraveling they feared. "From Moscow's perspective, the move will be applauded and seen as a weakening of US resolve," Alex Serban of the Atlantic Council think tank wrote at the time.

Congress could resist any broader reduction of U.S. forces in Europe, which number roughly 85,000. Under the National Defense Authorization Act that Trump signed in December, the U.S. presence on the continent must remain at a minimum of 76,000 troops. But the start of the war in Iran has many European leaders worrying about a deeper break within NATO. Even Finnish President Alexander Stubb, who has cultivated a friendship with Trump over their shared love of golf, admitted that a "split" had formed in the Western alliance. "It's a reality that I have to live with," Stubb told The Telegraph. "And I obviously try to salvage what I can."

White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told us in a statement that "President Trump has been very vocal and honest about his displeasure with NATO."

The Russians have tried to further deepen the rift. Already, they have supplied Iran with intelligence for targeting American assets in the region and have received no punishment from Washington. (Trump, in fact, continues to suggest that Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky is more of an impediment to peace in Europe than Putin is.) On March 11, the Kremlin envoy Kirill Dmitriev met in Florida with Trump's old friend Steve Witkoff and his son-in-law Jared Kushner, who have become the White House's lead negotiators for the conflict. By that point, the Iranians had blocked the Strait of Hormuz for nearly two weeks. Dmitriev offered a solution in a social-media post after the meeting: "Today, many countries, primarily the United States, are beginning to better understand the key, systemic role of Russian oil and gas in ensuring the stability of the global economy, as well as the ineffectiveness and destructive nature of sanctions against Russia."

The following day, the United States agreed to ease some of those sanctions for 30 days, lifting restrictions on the sale of Russian oil that had been loaded on tankers. New money would flow into Russia's war machine as it continued to wage its war against Ukraine. Pundits on Russian state TV celebrated the move as a sign of Trump's weakened position. "The U.S. has made a concession," Kirill Koktysh, a professor at Moscow's main diplomatic academy, said. Moscow would be wise to take advantage of Trump's party still being in power until the midterms, he said. "We have to get these concessions now, and not take any harsh or unequivocal conditions on ourselves."

It was a win for Putin. He may get another, larger one soon.
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The Worst Airport in America

Traveling by plane anywhere is bad right now, but in some places, it's worse.

by Ellen Cushing

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




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

Airports--not sure if you've heard--are a mess. This is especially true this week, as a cascade of disasters (both preventable and not) have caused delays, outages, and long lines across the country. But the airport was a mess long before this week, and it will be long after. When I was first assigned to find the worst one in America, I felt for a minute like I'd been asked which Oreo flavor is the best, or which of my teeth is the toothiest: There are so many, and they all are.

But certain airports are more hated than others. Reagan, near D.C., because it has the most delays of any major airport; one in three of its flights was late in 2025, according to the Bureau of Transportation Statistics. Dallas, because it is the biggest--flight-missingly, leg-destroyingly big, bigger than the island of Manhattan, with an incredible 1.5-mile distance between security and the farthest gate. Meanwhile, Hartsfield-Jackson, in Atlanta, is the world's busiest: On any given good day, more people than live in the entire country of Barbados trudge through it; this week, they were doing so very, very slowly, as security wait times crept up past two hours.

Read: American aviation is near collapse

The major hubs are bad in all the predictable ways, but America's smaller airports are each cursed and tragic in their own exquisite style. When someone posed the "worst airport" question on Reddit last year, the most upvoted response was about the one in Charlotte, North Carolina, which was built as a manageably sized regional airport but is now one of the busiest in the world, thanks to demographic and flight-pattern changes. Orlando has the most complaints about lost or mishandled luggage, according to an analysis of TSA data. And an evaluation of Department of Transportation data shows that Lincoln, Nebraska, and Toledo, Ohio, are tied for the longest delays among lower-volume airports. Apparently they have so few flights that any short delay can quickly turn into a long one.

An airport's ability to fulfill its most basic function--serving as a place where a human being can, ostensibly, get on an airplane--is just one of the factors that might play into whether it's terrible. Dallas is America's worst airport, a travel reporter for a major newspaper told me in an email, because despite its gargantuan size, "you cannot find a good meal there to save your life." (Your best bet, she went on to say, is "Pinkberry in Terminal C, a dark, low-ceilinged abyss with too-few bathrooms." Bleak!) Hundreds of airports in this otherwise great nation do not have even one single solitary Chili's Too. At least one has no restaurant at all. Also, someone on Reddit once paid $27 for two protein bars and a cup of grapes at JFK.

All airports are depressing and scary; some go above and beyond. For example, at least seven American airports are named after people who died in plane crashes. Air-travel-related animal death and injury is exceedingly rare, but the government does collect and publish data on it, so I might have bad news for dogs traveling through Seattle. I was unable to confirm that the Denver airport is home to the headquarters of the Illuminati, as many people believe, but I can tell you that it is home to a 32-foot-tall horse that has glowing, Mephistophelian red eyes and that, in a tragic accident, killed its creator when a chunk of it fell off during the sculpting process. (Locals call it Blucifer.) A couple of hundred miles away, Aspen/Pitkin County Airport sits in a narrow valley more than a mile above sea level, in a part of the country known for its sudden snowstorms, amid terrain that limits the use of instrument flying, and, for some reason, they made the runway unusually short. It is so dangerous that you need a special pilot's license to land there. As it turns out, there's a good reason to hate--or at least distrust--just about every airport.

Read: The one place in airports people actually want to be

Well, again--some more than others. Ultimately, all of this airport research took me to a dark place: Newark, New Jersey, whose airport has been found, variously, to offer the most stress, the worst food, the most travel disruptions, and the second-most delays (behind Reagan). On Yelp, where it has a lower rating than several nearby prisons, 1,100 one-star reviews refer to it with vocabulary such as chaotic, unacceptable, and hell on earth. The more than 30,000 people who took the data-analytics firm JD Power's annual airport-satisfaction survey last year believe Newark to be the worst airport in North America, as does Charity Moore, an influencer who has been a flight attendant for 11 years.

Last June, my family and I wasted nine miserable hours there as our flight was boarded and then delayed and then deboarded and then canceled. The air rang with random alarms; the soft surfaces were mottled with mystery stains. At one point, I paid for, and then spent 45 minutes waiting on, pad thai at a restaurant that was not, in fact, open. To this day, I am unsure whether there is a working power outlet in the entire place. We ended up deciding to drive to our final destination, in rural Ontario, and as we sped off in our rental car--tired, hungry, hundreds of dollars poorer, staring down the barrel of a 500-mile drive with a screaming toddler--I felt something approaching euphoria, because at least I was finally leaving Newark airport.

This observation is a little embarrassing, only because it's so obvious--hating Newark airport is like hating Mondays, or splinters, or wet socks, or the inevitability of death's cold, cruel tap on the shoulder. Or air travel in general. The truth is, all airports are bad. You've heard. They are unlovely and unloved, designed to be passed through, and doomed by decades of disinvestment. They are a vortex of everything annoying: confined spaces, limited options, bad Wi-Fi, overpriced food, fluorescent lighting, other people. They are the opposite of vacation, even as they are inextricably linked to it. And they lay bare the fragility of this modern life, how easy it is for everything to go wrong--right now, especially. The worst airport isn't Atlanta, or Dallas, or Newark. The worst airport is whatever airport you are in.

I'm joking, of course. The worst airport is Newark.
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Protecting a Hero Too Long

The pressure to shield men who hurt women

by Jenisha Watts

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




Dolores Huerta is smiling in the photo, wearing a trim teal-blue suit, her hair still black at 82, as President Obama places the 2012 Presidential Medal of Freedom around her neck. It was a moment that brought the best of American culture together in one room: an astronaut, a lyricist, a Nobel Prize-winning writer, the first female secretary of state, and Huerta--the labor activist who founded the United Farm Workers alongside Cesar Chavez.

Looking at that photo now, I wonder about the weight of the secret she was carrying, and whether it took anything away from her pride in what the two of them had built.

Last week, The New York Times revealed that Chavez had allegedly abused two underaged girls. Those girls, now 66 years old--Ana Murguia and Debra Rojas--told their stories to the Times. Rojas says that Chavez, who died in 1993, touched her breasts when she was only 12 and that three years afterward, while she was on the 1,000 Mile March with him in California, he arranged for her to stay at a motel where he raped her. At the same time as the article was published, Huerta issued a short but cutting statement, in Spanish and English, saying that Chavez had abused her as well: once pressuring her into sex, and once forcing her. Both episodes, she said, had resulted in pregnancies. "I am nearly 96 years old," she wrote, "and for the last 60 years have kept a secret because I believed that exposing the truth would hurt the farmworker movement I have spent my entire life fighting for."

I felt angry reading about Murguia's and Rojas's experiences. But it's Huerta's silence that has lingered with me. As a Black woman, I recognize the pressure to protect the reputation of Black men, even our flawed ones--to shield Black men who have been unfairly targeted by society, even, at times, when they've done things that are wrong. Women have been abused, and people have refused to talk about that abuse, in every racial group, in every time in history, of course. But the pressure to cover for perpetrators can be especially heavy in communities of color. I know from talking with friends and family that many of us share this harmful, confusing urge.

In 2015, the cover of New York magazine featured 35 women who had accused Bill Cosby of sexual assault. I was shocked; growing up, Cosby was the man I pictured when I imagined the father I wished I had. After Cosby was convicted of sexual assault in 2018, his wife, Camille, defended him. "Since when are all accusers truthful?" she asked. She couldn't possibly believe that all 35 women were lying, could she? But she used a damning example from American history to discredit the women: "Emmett Till's accuser immediately comes to mind. In 1955, she testified before a jury of white men in a Mississippi courtroom that a 14-year-old African American boy had sexually assaulted her, only to later admit several decades later in 2008 that her testimony was false." (Cosby's conviction was overturned for procedural reasons in 2021, though this week a civil jury found that he had drugged and assaulted a former waitress, and ordered him to pay her more than $59 million in damages.) Women have been vilified for accusing successful Black men--Sean Combs, Russell Simmons, R. Kelly--of abuse: Why do they want to tarnish a Black man's legacy?  

When I learned about assault within my own family's history, an older relative pushed me to ignore it--she was determined to protect her dead husband's memory over her own daughter's truth. And when I uncovered a police report revealing that I may have been abused as a child by that same man, some of the older women in my life tried to talk me out of writing about it. They sympathized with me, but they didn't understand why I needed to.

Huerta told her story because of what the Times' investigation revealed. Huerta and Chavez co-founded the United Farm Workers union in the '60s. In 1965, she joined Chavez in leading a global grape boycott that pressured growers into granting some of America's first farm-worker contracts. When she started working with Chavez, she was a mother of seven with little experience in political negotiating. She would go on to have six more children, including the two he fathered, whom she gave to other families to raise--and who only recently learned the truth. Over the decades, schools and streets have been named for Chavez; biographies have been written. The year after he died, Bill Clinton awarded him with a posthumous Presidential Medal of Freedom--almost 20 years before Huerta received the same award.

After I read about Huerta's story last week, I needed to talk to someone about it. On my walk to work, I called a mentor of mine, an older Black woman, to get her thoughts. "Why is she coming out with it now?" she wanted to know. "This happened back in the '70s." I could picture her shaking her head. "Men have always been crude," she said flippantly.

My mentor is 83. I wondered if her rationale for thinking that bad things should stay in the past has to do with the fact that she's part of the Silent Generation, famous for their willingness to sacrifice. Huerta, too, belongs to the Silent Generation. But she's never stopped speaking up for other people. On January 9, in Bakersfield, California, she stood in the cold in a knit hat and black coat, holding a sign that read Rest in Peace Renee Nicole Good, honoring the life of a woman who was shot and killed by an ICE agent in Minneapolis.

She wrote in her statement that she had finally come forward because Murguia's and Rojas's stories made her realize that "I was not the only one." I wonder if she shared her deepest secret to add legitimacy to their claims. This wasn't the first time that Rojas had tried to share her story. Years ago, she wrote--and days later (in a move now heartbreaking to contemplate) deleted--a post in a private Facebook group in which she said that Chavez had molested her. Perhaps she felt that no one would listen to her then.

Many of us understand the desire to protect a movement that seeks justice. But protecting men who hurt women isn't the way to do it. "The farmworker movement has always been bigger and far more important than any one individual," Huerta wrote. In the end, she must have seen that speaking out was not a threat to what her community built, but the only way to purify it.
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A Turning Point in the Iran War

The president is discovering the high stakes of an escalation that damages energy facilities.

by Shane Harris

Thu, 26 Mar 2026






This story was updated at 4:45 p.m. on March 26.

President Trump has been sounding desperate lately for an off-ramp from the war he started, emphasizing progress in negotiations that may or may not reflect reality and declaring that "this war has been won" despite ample evidence to the contrary. An Iranian missile attack on a major natural-gas facility in Qatar last week might help explain his turn-the-page posture. The strike came in retaliation for an Israeli attack on Iran's portion of a massive natural-gas field that extends into Iranian and Qatari territory, and it was more a warning shot than a full-on assault. But the effects on Qatar's economy and global energy markets were profound, offering a glimpse of the catastrophes that might follow a broader Iranian military campaign against energy facilities across the Persian Gulf.



The damage to the Ras Laffan industrial facility, about 50 miles from the center of Doha, Qatar's capital, reduced the country's export capacity for liquified natural gas by 17 percent, creating a projected loss of $20 billion in annual revenue. The Qatari energy ministry says repairs will take three to five years. It took the country more than a quarter century--from the discovery of the natural-gas field off its shores to the first shipments of energy--to become the world's third-largest LNG exporter and one of the richest nations on Earth. It took Iran one night to prove that it could derail the entire enterprise and imperil Qatar's future.



Qatar's state-owned energy company declared force majeure with customers in Italy, Belgium, South Korea, and China, meaning it can't fulfill its contractual obligations owing to circumstances beyond its control. Qatar already had stopped LNG production shortly after the war began, for the first time in its history. That removed about a fifth of the world's LNG supply. A prolonged stoppage could upend Qatar's economy, whose growth was predicated on the expansion of its side of the gas field. The pain wouldn't be contained to Qatar. If its LNG facilities remain offline for the rest of this year, global supply will effectively revert to 2021 levels, according to Columbia University's Center on Global Energy Policy.



Trump fired off a Truth Social post soon after the attack on Ras Laffan, insisting that the United States knew nothing about the initial Israeli strike. (Israeli officials said otherwise in press reports.) Israel would cease its attacks, he said. But if Iran hit Qatar's facility again, Trump promised to "blow up the entirety" of Iran's side of the gas field. On Saturday, he threatened to attack Iranian power plants if the country didn't reopen the Strait of Hormuz by Monday evening. That ultimatum sent already surging oil prices even higher, and after an ensuing market panic, Trump announced a five-day reprieve, in light of the talks that he claimed were bearing fruit--but that Iran has claimed aren't even happening.



Trump's whipsawing public comments and social-media posts have created confusion throughout the war. But this much is evident: Despite all Iran has lost, it maintains the military capability to cause a global energy crisis. If Trump hadn't known this before, the Ras Laffan attack offered a clear demonstration.



A few days after the attack on Ras Laffan, Fatih Birol, the head of the International Energy Agency, broke the silence he had maintained since the start of the war. The global economy is now facing a "major, major threat" from the disrupted flow of oil and natural gas, Birol warned during an event in Australia on Monday. More than 40 energy facilities across nine countries have already been severely damaged, he noted, so even if the war ended this week, it could take months or years to bring supplies back to prewar levels. Birol compared the loss of oil supply from the current war to the two major energy crises in the 1970s. The loss of natural gas, he added, is equivalent to the supply shock experienced after Russia's invasion of Ukraine in 2022. "This crisis, as things stand now, is two oil crises and one gas crisis put all together," he said.



Countries far from the Middle East are already feeling the acute pain of shortages. Sri Lanka, Pakistan, and the Philippines announced that government employees would work only four days a week, in order to conserve electricity and gasoline. In Thailand, where Qatar accounts for more than 40 percent of LNG supply, government workers were told to cancel overseas trips and use stairs instead of elevators.



Read: The Iran war's next threat is to food and water 



The attack on Qatar has implications beyond the energy market. The country is one of the world's leading producers of urea, a key component of fertilizer. With spring planting season coming in the Northern Hemisphere and fertilizer not shipping out of the Gulf, a global food crisis could be on the horizon. Qatar also provides a third of the world's helium, a by-product of natural-gas production and a key ingredient in the manufacturing of computer chips and medical imaging equipment. Shipments of that crucial element have also ceased.



Qatar is accustomed to instability in its backyard disrupting delicate supply chains and eating into its bottom line. During the Iran-Iraq War of the 1980s, tanker ships caught in the cross fire ended up at the bottom of the Persian Gulf, which scared off potential customers. The war then deferred economic growth. But the war now is devastating it.



Iran and Qatar are linked by geology. The natural-gas field is by far the largest deposit on the planet. Qatar's portion is approximately 2,300 square miles, about half the land area of the entire nation. That shared natural resource is a big reason Qatar has long maintained closer relations with Iran than its neighbors--to their consternation. In 2017, four regional rivals implemented a land and air blockade of Qatar, citing comments by its emir praising Iran as a great power. (Qatari officials claim that the statements were fabricated in an elaborate computer hack. The country weathered political and economic isolation with the help of LNG exports because shipping routes remained open.)



Now that Iran has attacked Qatar, their future relationship is in doubt, and rivals have found a new reason for solidarity. Three of the four countries that blockaded Qatar--Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Bahrain--have also been the target of Iranian drones and missiles. (The fourth, Egypt, is further from the action.) Following the strike on Ras Laffan, Qatar expelled two senior Iranian diplomats and threatened more if Iran's campaign continued.



Read: The Gulf countries can't take much more 



"There will need to be a lot of effort to reestablish the trust in the relationship with the Iranians," Majed al-Ansari, an adviser to Qatar's prime minister and the chief spokesperson for its foreign-affairs ministry, told me. And with that will come a new focus on deterrence, he said. Going forward, Qatar can be expected to spend much more of its wealth on air defenses, fighter planes, and other military hardware.



"We need to have very frank discussions with our security partners in the U.S. and Europe about how to reestablish this deterrence," al-Ansari said. That's perhaps a diplomatic way of saying that Qatar needs protection, and it really needs the Americans and the Israelis to stop giving Iran reasons to blow up the backbone of its economy.



Qatar has geared much of its foreign policy toward solving other countries' problems, acting as a mediator in wars, territorial disputes, and hostage negotiations. It's not a party to the current diplomatic efforts to achieve a cease-fire between Iran and the United States. But Doha is pressing both sides to find an exit.



"The longer the conflict continues, the more it harms everyone--not just in the region," al-Ansari said. When we spoke, Trump had not yet announced his reprieve on strikes against Iranian energy facilities, which he extended to April 6 in a Truth Social post this afternoon. After that, we'll know better if the crisis is contained or about to get much worse.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national-security/2026/03/trump-iran-war-qatar-gulf-energy-attack/686549/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A Novel About Women Who Trade One Kind of Captivity for Another

In Charlotte Wood's <em>The Natural Way of Things</em>, a group of captive women discover who they might become beyond the control of men.

by Robert Rubsam

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




Among Franz Kafka's many story fragments, there is one about a jail cell with only three walls. The narrator does not know how he found himself in this prison, how he came to be naked, where he is, or what he might have done to deserve this fate. He can see only the three walls of stone; in front of him, where the fourth would be, a yawning gap looks out across a misty void. No one is keeping him in the cell. His freedom is looking him right in the face--yet, terrified by the possibility of life outside, he cannot bring himself to reach for it. He has effectively jailed himself. "Much better to have nothing and do nothing," he concludes, and beds down in his cage.

One of the ideas that Kafka's parable conveys is that a prisoner is molded into the shape of their prison. This is especially true if, as in Charlotte Wood's The Natural Way of Things, that prison is modeled on the society that constructed it. Wood is an Australian writer especially interested in the way civilizational constraints affect people--and what happens when the invisible rules governing daily life are rearranged. Her Booker Prize-shortlisted novel from 2023, Stone Yard Devotional, follows a group of isolated nuns making their way, alone, through the coronavirus pandemic. In The Natural Way of Things, first published in 2015 and reissued this month by Riverhead, women who have been scooped out of their normal lives begin to discover who they might become once they are finally beyond the control of men.

This novel's characters--20-somethings whom Wood frequently calls "girls"--awaken, drowsy and drugged, on a dilapidated ranch somewhere in the Australian outback. Their rooms are padlocked, they are led about on dog leashes, and they are dressed in a "bizarre olden-day costume": itchy woolen socks, calico blouses, "ancient underwear," and stiff leather boots. The women have been imprisoned, though for what, or by whom, they do not know.

Their jail is strange and unwholesome. The farm buildings on the property--long verandas, shearing sheds, and concrete kennels--are old and decayed, remnants from long before the group showed up. The inmates are watched over by two jailers: Boncer, a "pale and pock-faced" misogynist, and Teddy, a white health-food-and-yoga fiend with dreadlocks, who makes endless complaints about his "neurotic" ex. These men are supported by Nancy, a woman who dresses up in a nurse's costume but seems to have no medical training. The compound is surrounded by a tall electric fence that extends beyond the horizon. The enclosed space is large enough to hold packs of kangaroos, seen hopping in the distance.

Read: The claustrophobic menace of boarding-school fiction

This atypical prison is designed to house atypical prisoners. Its 10 inmates are strangers, yet eventually they recognize one another from the news: Each was made the face of a national sex scandal. Wood tells us a bit about each woman--one, a participant in a televised singing contest, was abused backstage; another was raped by a Catholic cardinal--but she focuses on two in particular. Yolanda, the child of a working-class single mother, was assaulted by a group of athletes; Verla was exploited by a prominent politician whom she still loves. All the women were lured into confinement by the promise of a settlement; when they arrived to talk over the details, they were drugged and incarcerated on this run-down ranch by people whose identities and intentions never become quite clear.

The women now feel humiliated for having been fooled--a mental state that compounds and mirrors the shame they felt during their moments of notoriety. In a mid-book disquisition that gives the novel its name, Wood ponders how, when a man sexually assaults a woman, the femaleness of the victim--rather than the maleness of their abuser--is always placed at the center of their story. "As if womanhood itself were the cause of these things?" Wood writes. "As if the girls somehow, through the natural way of things, did it to themselves." Her novel rebukes such thinking and prompts her characters to rebuke it in themselves, though at the last minute, Wood loses her nerve in a way that sheds light on the author's growth over the past decade. Across their long months of incarceration, Verla and Yolanda are forced to change dramatically--to reject the way they had thought about themselves and their bodies. In the wilderness, they must transform or die.



Natural Way was a success in Australia, winning two top prizes and securing nominations for several more. Yet it did not get much attention in the United States, where it fell out of print. It shares a premise and a set of thematic concerns with another late bloomer, the Belgian writer Jacqueline Harpman's I Who Have Never Known Men. Harpman's 1995 novel, made famous in the 2020s by TikTok, also follows a group of women held captive by mysterious forces. None can remember why they were locked up in an underground prison cell or who they were before their yearslong incarceration. "They'd had husbands, lovers and children," Harpman's narrator reflects. But "as a result of being too afraid to think about them because it was so painful, they'd forgotten almost everything." Harpman, who died in 2012, was a psychoanalyst, and her writing is attuned to the psychic damage caused by confinement. Like the prisoner from Kafka's fragment, her characters have re-created themselves in the image of their cell.

Wood's book is smaller in scale, but fuller in color; much of her prose is lush and surprising. Natural Way begins with a description of a kookaburra call, "loud and lunatic." The ranch might be a hard, brutal place, but the longer Verla and Yolanda spend there, the more they pay attention to the grandeur of the skies and the delicate shape of the land. When food runs low, Yolanda takes to trapping rabbits. Verla, meanwhile, gets to know the outback's many varieties of mushrooms, tinkering with various fungi in hopes of taking revenge on the cruel Boncer.

Read: A precise, cutting portrayal of societal misogyny

A prison is a necessarily static environment, so in order to retain momentum, a writer of this kind of story must generate both incidents and insights. Harpman does this by freeing her captives, loosing them into a post-apocalyptic landscape that they must come to understand--and survive--by themselves. This provokes a partial rediscovery of what they had forgotten in an act of self-protection. But Wood's penitentiary is considerably sturdier. The months drag on; the power cuts out; both the prisoners and the jailers seem to have been abandoned by their mysterious overlords. Verla falls ill and has rapturous visions of the animal world, while Yolanda veers into a wild state; eventually she is nearly mute, and walks around in dried rabbit skins.

In other words, these women are approaching Kafka's fourth wall, the mysterious way out--if not from the ranch, then at least from the limits that bound them at home. Yet unlike Harpman, Wood does not take that final step. Again and again, we are told that Yolanda is a wild girl and Verla is an educated liberal who places herself above the others; whatever new perspective they acquire is subordinated to the narrow demands of Wood's didactic story. Verla is particularly ill-served; she holds on to the belief that her politician lover will come to her rescue for a preposterously long time--until, all at once, the scales fall from her eyes. This is entirely believable, in the sense that many people take years to recognize abuse. Still, because her epiphany is driven not by Verla's psychology but by the rote requirements of the plot, it is not convincing. Whatever transformation occurs reflects the brute metamorphosis of character into symbol, not the fullness of realism or the vividness of fiction.

This limits Natural Way as a novel; worse, it dramatically dulls the impact of Wood's critique. She wants us to see how a society that treats women as naturally inferior traps, exploits, and denigrates them. Unfortunately, her plot confines these characters to another narrow set of roles, and most of them are portrayed as incapable of leaving their cage. The novel ends with the group of women gleefully giving up their own lives in exchange for small bags of luxury cosmetics--a metaphor so reductive and condescending that it scans as misogynistic. How else to read this moment but as the culmination of that "natural way of things," which pins the blame on contemporary, commercialized womanhood? They might as well be doing it to themselves.

If I were being generous, I'd say that Wood is simply reproducing oppressive social structures in fiction in order to reveal them. But I know that she can address this problem better, because she already has. Wood's later novel, Stone Yard Devotional, features another band of women in a remote location--nuns working to keep their abbey afloat, cut off from the world because of the coronavirus pandemic. This story is told by an unnamed narrator, an irreligious woman who has joined the nuns as a lay resident after her faith in environmental advocacy crumbled. She is not always open-minded about her hosts; sometimes she is even rude to them. But the novel is able to mine a persistent vein of doubt, opening up space for these other people to act how they act, to be who they are--and for a deeply human story of failure and persistence to sprout.

The characters of Stone Yard Devotional are all attempting to live without causing undue harm. Yet they often disagree about what an ethical life might look like, and how many people can be expected to abide by any one woman's standards. In Natural Way, the earlier work, such disagreements exist to make neat narrative statements on the forces that alienate women from one another and from themselves. Today, Wood no longer seems so interested in reducing difference to the level of ideology. If a solution is to be found, Wood seems to be saying, it must lie in recognizing what parts of the prison are already present inside of us, and to step through the wall.
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ICE Might Be Violating America's Other Bill of Rights

To keep rogue agents in check, we need to look beyond the Constitution.

by Priyanka Menon

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




Immigration-enforcement officers have used tear gas on nonviolent protesters, broken into homes and cars, and killed people, including U.S. citizens. ICE and Customs and Border Protection have been behaving like an out-of-control police force. No wonder, then, that when lawyers and other advocates try to challenge these federal officials' abuses of power--in court and on the streets--they tend to reach for the same legal tool used to combat police violence: the Fourth Amendment, which guards against excessive force and "unreasonable searches and seizures." But this path comes with serious challenges.

A pair of Supreme Court decisions has undercut the amendment's power against ICE and CBP, allowing evidence gathered in violation of its requirements to be used in deportation proceedings, and shielding agents from lawsuits seeking compensation for excessive force. Another strain of precedent makes obtaining court orders aimed at preventing ICE misconduct extremely hard.

But there's another path to holding ICE and CBP accountable for abuses. As a federal agency, the Department of Homeland Security is subject to the dictates of federal administrative law, much of which is set forward in a powerful 1946 statute known as the Administrative Procedure Act. The APA is largely concerned with how agencies go about their business--setting forward, for instance, how they should issue regulations and resolve administrative disputes. The statute also allows courts to review potentially unlawful action, thereby ensuring agencies follow the Constitution, other federal laws, and their own rules and procedures.

Adam Serwer: The real reason ICE agents wear masks

Many recent lawsuits against ICE have made things needlessly difficult for plaintiffs by focusing on the unconstitutionality of immigration agents' actions. Even when these lawsuits have name-checked the APA, they have tended to point attention toward the outrageousness of what ICE or CBP has done instead of focusing on the decision-making process behind immigration officials' actions. But if plaintiffs instead used the full power of the APA, they might actually find more success curbing these agencies' most abusive behaviors.

In the decades since the passage of the APA, courts have developed legal doctrines aimed at keeping agencies in line. For instance, in 1954, the Supreme Court refused to allow a deportation to move forward on the grounds that the Board of Immigration Appeals had attempted to skirt its own regulations. The petitioner, Joseph Accardi, had asked the board to suspend his deportation order. Accardi claimed that the attorney general had then placed his name on a list of "unsavory characters" and circulated that list to the board in an effort to influence its decision. Relying on administrative-law principles, the Court ordered that Accardi be given a new hearing; if the deportation was to happen, it reasoned, it must happen according to the agency's own rules--free from the attorney general's attempts to interfere.

In just the past few years, the Supreme Court has greatly expanded judicial oversight of federal agencies. For example, in 2024, the Court determined that courts no longer need to defer to an agency's interpretation of the statute it administers--no matter the level of technical expertise required to understand what the statute and agency are really doing. That same year, the Court stopped the Environmental Protection Agency from enforcing a major air-pollution rule, because the Court disagreed with how the agency was setting emissions standards. Again and again, the Court has found reason to tell federal bureaucrats how to do their jobs. This same logic can now be used to reel in misbehavior by ICE.

Administrative law has already proved itself useful in checking the sorts of abuses of power that ICE and CBP are currently committing, as in the 2018 case Sanchez v. Sessions. Luis Sanchez, the petitioner, had been on a fishing trip in 2010 with friends when their boat broke down. One of Sanchez's friends called 911 to ask for help getting back to shore. The Coast Guard responded to the request and towed the boat, but when it reached land, the officers took the group into custody. It turned out that the Coast Guard had contacted CBP while responding to the call because it believed that Sanchez and his friends were possibly undocumented. Sanchez was undocumented, and he was placed in deportation proceedings.

The Ninth Circuit found that the Coast Guard appeared to have had no reason other than race to detain Sanchez and his friends, and had therefore violated its own processes. (DHS has regulations that mirror the substance of the Fourth Amendment by requiring officers to have reasonable suspicion of an immigration violation before detaining people.) Relying on the principles the Supreme Court established in Accardi's case, the court determined that if the Coast Guard really had detained Sanchez solely because of his race, then Sanchez's arrest--and everything that happened after it, including his deportation order--was likely unlawful and had to be undone. If CBP wanted to deport Sanchez, the court said, the agency would need to start from square one.

Sanchez carves a path for legal challenges to ICE's aggression and use of tear gas and pepper balls like we've seen in cities such as Los Angeles; Chicago; Portland, Oregon; and Minneapolis. DHS regulations codify other Fourth Amendment protections, including a restriction limiting immigration officers' use of force. Since Sanchez holds immigration officials to their own rules, people arrested for immigration violations by officials who used excessive force potentially have a route to contest any subsequent immigration proceedings.

Sanchez also underscores the importance of treating ICE officers as administrative officials. If the Ninth Circuit had concentrated on the unconstitutionality of the Coast Guard's treatment of Sanchez, it probably wouldn't have put a stop to his deportation--when addressing a search or seizure that violated the Fourth Amendment, a court will (if anything) exclude evidence rather than throw out a case entirely. The Ninth Circuit reached the conclusion it did only by focusing on DHS's own rules and treating immigration officers as the bureaucrats they are.

Caitlin Dickerson: I recognize the look on Liam Ramos's face

In considering recent claims against ICE, some courts seem to have forgotten about administrative law entirely. Two appellate courts that have weighed in on efforts to stop and prevent ICE's abuses of power have chastised lower courts for attempting to tell executive-branch officers how to do their job. But that rebuke is at odds with the current Supreme Court's instructions that courts should keep a close eye out for agency misbehavior. (I was part of a coalition of lawyers behind one such effort, Chicago Headline Club v. Noem, which challenged ICE's misconduct in Chicago last September.)

To be sure, the APA has its limits. Even if a plaintiff were to win reprieve from deportation under the APA, there's usually no bar against the government restarting deportation proceedings. And, legal technicalities aside, it can seem odd for the Constitution to take a back seat in the middle of a civil-rights crisis.

But in many cases, advocates can achieve a lot by slowing down the immigration bureaucracy. Parents who would be deported can stay home, keeping families intact; asylum seekers can keep building their lives free from persecution. Those practical outcomes help create the sort of society envisioned by the Constitution, even if we don't rely directly on the Constitution to get there. When Congress passed the APA eight decades ago, the statute was referred to as a "bill of rights" for anyone subject to administrative power. Americans should put it to good use.
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OpenAI Is Doing Everything ... Poorly

The company's sudden decision to pull the plug on Sora is a sign of deeper trouble.

by Lila Shroff

Wed, 25 Mar 2026




When I opened Sora this morning, I was met with a flood of strange and disturbing AI-generated videos. On OpenAI's video app, I scrolled through fabricated scenes of the Iran war and a barrage of fake Donald Trumps blabbering about Jeffrey Epstein. In my least favorite clip, I watched a man deep-fry an infant. The app lets users create fairly realistic-looking AI-generated clips--including of their own likeness--and then post them on a TikTok-like feed. Not all of them are so unsettling, and for better or worse, Sora has been a steady source of internet virality. Within days of its release, it skyrocketed to the top of the App Store.



Now Sora will soon be dead. Yesterday, OpenAI said that it was shutting down the app and terminating public access to its video-generating technology. The decision was seemingly abrupt: Just a few months ago, Disney announced plans to invest $1 billion in OpenAI as part of a licensing deal to bring its characters to Sora, and earlier this week, workers from both companies were apparently still collaborating. (Disney has since retracted its investment plans.) Even some Sora staffers themselves were reportedly caught off guard by the announcement. Online, people eulogized Sora by posting their favorite videos--such as one featuring a column of spinning penguins and another in which Jesus walks on water to win an Olympic gold medal in swimming.



After OpenAI launched the Sora app in September, Sam Altman predicted that society was about to undergo a stunning artistic revolution. "Creativity could be about to go through a Cambrian explosion," he wrote online. But such a revolution never materialized. It's not that people hate AI slop. In fact, if anything, people seem to have a surprising appetite for it--the latest TikTok trend is raunchy telenovelas starring AI-generated fruit. In response to a request for comment, an OpenAI spokesperson pointed me to a public statement that cites "compute demand" as a key factor in the company's decision. Generating videos is much more costly than generating text is, and Sora has likely been a real financial drain: In the fall, Forbes estimated that Sora might be costing OpenAI millions of dollars daily, and Bill Peebles, who leads Sora, said that the economics were "completely unsustainable." (OpenAI declined to comment on Forbes's estimates at the time.)



The decision to quickly spin up a project and then suddenly pull the plug has become a classic OpenAI move. The company has spent the past few years cycling through new product features and business models with spectacular haste in an attempt to find its way to profitability. OpenAI seems to finally be learning that slop is not a business strategy.



Altman has never had a great plan for how OpenAI will make money. "We have no idea how we may one day generate revenue," Altman said at a 2019 event. He went on to explain that one day, AI will be smart enough that OpenAI will simply ask the computer how to generate an investment return. "You can laugh," he told a (rightfully) amused audience. "But it is what I actually believe is going to happen." After ChatGPT's success a few years later, investors began pouring money into OpenAI, and Altman has done a tremendous job of marshaling investor funds. The start-up is now worth more than Toyota, Coca-Cola, and Disney combined. But investors like to see returns, and so far, OpenAI hasn't done much to prove that it is capable of generating enough cash to stay out of the red.

Read: The MySpace dilemma facing ChatGPT

That's not to say that it hasn't been trying: Over the past few years, OpenAI has explored just about every business model conceivable. Last summer, Altman described OpenAI as four separate companies--a consumer-tech business, a massive-scale infrastructure project, an AI-research lab, and an incubator for "new stuff," including hardware. (OpenAI has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic.)



The trouble with trying to do everything is that sometimes you end up doing nothing well. Sora is the latest casualty in a long string of abrupt reversals, about-faces, and seemingly sloppily implemented projects. Last year, Altman announced a massive joint AI-infrastructure build-out with Oracle and SoftBank called Stargate, but the effort stalled, reportedly following poor leadership and coordination. Altman said in 2024 that combining ads and AI would be a "last resort" response--but then, earlier this year, the start-up launched an ads initiative. Last fall, OpenAI debuted a shopping feature, which allowed people to buy products directly inside ChatGPT; yesterday, the company announced that it was killing the feature and pivoting to focus on product discovery instead. In January, the company said that the first of its much-awaited devices was "on track" to launch later this year, but weeks later, court filings revealed that the company is unlikely to debut its new hardware before 2027. OpenAI originally banned NSFW content, and then it announced last year that it would make exceptions for such material, even planning a December rollout for erotica, only to later put erotica indefinitely on hold.



Some amount of change in business plans is only natural for any company, let alone one in an industry as fast-moving as AI. But compared with its peers, OpenAI is especially chaotic in its strategy. The company's plans are seemingly always provisional: No partnership or product road map feels guaranteed to endure. Earlier this year, Nvidia walked back a commitment to invest up to $100 billion in OpenAI. At the time, The Wall Street Journal reported that Nvidia CEO Jensen Huang had concerns with OpenAI's "lack of discipline" in its business approach. (When asked about the report, Huang said that it was "nonsense" to suggest he was unhappy with OpenAI.)



OpenAI's haphazard business strategy has left the company to deal with an identity crisis of its own making. OpenAI is losing ground to Anthropic, its chief rival in the AI race, which has stuck with a targeted approach of selling productivity-enhancing AI tools to other businesses. Anthropic has had great success in its steadfast focus on the enterprise market. Now OpenAI is attempting to copy Anthropic's playbook. "We cannot miss this moment because we are distracted by side quests," Fidji Simo, OpenAI's applications chief, reportedly told staff in a company-wide meeting earlier this month, explaining that the company needs to nail "productivity on the business front." To do so, OpenAI is planning to nearly double its head count this year, including by hiring a team of specialists who will help other companies adopt its technology. Even at the product level, OpenAI appears to be copying Anthropic--OpenAI is apparently planning to launch a "superapp" to streamline its product offerings into one app, likely an attempt to compete with Anthropic's Cowork and Claude Code. "We were spreading our efforts across too many apps," Simo wrote to employees last week. "That fragmentation has been slowing us down and making it harder to hit the quality bar we want."



After scrolling through Iran deepfakes and Trump slop on Sora this morning, I navigated to Altman's account on the platform. I was curious to see what the company's CEO might have to say about the end of Sora. The last time that Altman appears to have posted on the app was six months ago, when it launched. Perhaps that should have been a foreboding sign. I continued watching more clips until a pop-up filled my screen. OpenAI wanted to know how using Sora was affecting my mood. The app offered me a choice between "Thumbs-Up" and "Thumbs-Down." I hit "Thumbs-Down."
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RFK Jr. Is Losing His Grip on the CDC

The Trump administration seems to be putting MAHA on notice.

by Tom Bartlett

Wed, 25 Mar 2026




Updated at 7:40 p.m. ET on March 25, 2026

Today, Acting CDC Director Jay Bhattacharya said something that no other prominent health leader in the Trump administration has. "I think it is vital that every kid in this country get the measles vaccine. Absolutely vital," he told CDC staff at a meeting this morning.



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



That declaration went further than Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s previous tepid endorsement of the vaccine did--and is in line with what past CDC directors have said about immunization. In fact, the whole point of the meeting seemed to be to signal a turn toward normalcy, away from the more extreme elements of Kennedy's agenda. Bhattacharya told the CDC's beleaguered employees that the agency needed to "move on" from the chaos of the past year. He encouraged employees to "remove politics" from their work and "focus on what we know how to do." He echoed Kennedy's slogan while acknowledging the limits of his position, but also seemed to contradict it, saying, "You can't just snap your fingers and make people healthy again."

By tomorrow, Bhattacharya's position may be even more limited. Thanks to some complicated laws about federal governance, if President Trump does not nominate anyone for the role of CDC director by the end of the day today, no one can serve in that role in an acting capacity. Right now, all signs point to the administration missing the deadline. Andrew Nixon, a spokesperson for the Department of Health and Human Services, told me that Bhattacharya "will continue to oversee the CDC by performing the delegable duties of the CDC director" until a nominee is found. He also said that Bhattacharya and Kennedy are "aligned to refocus the CDC on its original mission of infectious diseases," and pointed me to a post in which Bhattacharya said he learns much from "respectful conversations" about his disagreements with Kennedy.

The nomination delay comes at a moment when the Make America Healthy Again movement and, by extension, Kennedy appear to be on the ropes. MAHA supporters are angry that Trump recently signed an executive order shielding the makers of the weed killer glyphosate from legal liability. The confirmation of Casey Means, the wellness influencer whom Trump nominated to become surgeon general, appears to be stalled in the Senate. The FDA's vaccine chief, Vinay Prasad, will leave his position for the second time at the end of April, following a tumultuous tenure. Last week, a federal judge ruled that the CDC's January shrinking of the childhood-vaccine schedule was probably illegal, and that Kennedy likely broke the law, too, when he remade the CDC's vaccine advisory panel in his own image. All of the decisions made by that panel, the judge ordered, should be put on hold. The committee's vice chair, Robert Malone, a Kennedy ally and a popular figure in the MAHA movement, resigned yesterday.

Read: A new level of vaccine purgatory

Each of these events individually is bad news for Kennedy's agenda; together, they suggest that his grip on power is waning. Kennedy has a history of advocating against glyphosate, and has indicated that he's disappointed with that decision. The White House no doubt knew that the executive order would cause problems for Kennedy among the MAHA base--and the president signed it anyway. Means is a like-minded Kennedy ally, and her rejection would be a defeat for the movement. After Kennedy, Prasad is the senior official most antagonistic toward pharmaceutical companies. (An HHS official told me that Prasad had planned to return to his academic job after a year at the FDA.) And as my colleague Katherine J. Wu has written, Kennedy may struggle to find new vaccine advisers who support his agenda and can get through the traditional vetting process.

Meanwhile, a December poll seems to have scared the White House off Kennedy's vaccine agenda. The survey, conducted by the longtime Republican strategists Tony Fabrizio and Bob Ward, forecasted "electoral downsides" for candidates who supported doing away with vaccine recommendations. The Washington Post has reported that the White House subsequently pressured HHS to avoid any more vaccine-policy changes and installed a new chief counselor, Chris Klomp, to rein in the department. All of this likely explains why Kennedy has retreated from commenting on vaccine issues in public; instead, he has spent this year celebrating his inverted food pyramid and making vague threats to companies that sell highly processed snacks. At an "Eat Real Food" rally in Austin this month, Kennedy said that his department would ask Dunkin' and Starbucks to prove that their high-sugar drinks are safe. A week later, HHS posted an AI-generated video of a shirtless Kennedy body-slamming a man in a Twinkie costume.

Read: The meme-washing of RFK Jr.

Before and after taking charge of HHS, Kennedy called the CDC corrupt and maligned its officials as beholden to pharmaceutical companies. This may be one reason that he and the White House have had trouble finding a permanent leader for the agency. The first nominee was Dave Weldon, a doctor and a former representative from Florida who shares some of Kennedy's anti-vaccine views. But Weldon's nomination was pulled by the White House before his Senate confirmation hearing because he clearly didn't have the votes.

The second nominee, the microbiologist and immunologist Susan Monarez, got the Senate's approval; less than a month later, Kennedy pushed her out. Monarez testified in front of a Senate committee that she was removed because she refused to go along with Kennedy's request that she dismiss certain public-health experts and approve the recommendations of the agency's remade vaccine advisory board. Kennedy said she was fired because Monarez had told him that she wasn't trustworthy. In the aftermath of Monarez's ouster, several top CDC officials resigned, including Debra Houry, the agency's chief medical officer, who told me at the time that she and her colleagues couldn't stay "if there was not a scientific leader at CDC."

Read: 'It feels like the CDC is over'

Since then, the CDC has been led by acting directors. The first, Jim O'Neill, is a biotech entrepreneur who lacks a degree in medicine or public health and was widely seen as a yes-man for Kennedy. He was removed from the position last month with little explanation and was instead nominated to be director of the National Science Foundation. (He doesn't have a degree in science either.) O'Neill was replaced with Bhattacharya, who is also the director of the National Institutes of Health, which means that he oversees roughly 30,000 people at agencies that are approximately 650 miles apart.

Bhattacharya's brief tenure has felt, to some CDC researchers I've spoken with, like the beginning of a return to reason. Bhattacharya is contentious in his own right: He does not practice medicine, has no formal training in infectious disease, and has been criticized by health experts within and outside the government for his contrarian pandemic convictions. Daniel Jernigan, the former director of the National Center for Emerging and Zoonotic Infectious Diseases who resigned after Monarez's firing, texted me that since Bhattacharya was put in charge, he'd heard a "general sigh of relief from staff" after a strange and dispiriting year. During a measles outbreak last spring in West Texas that claimed the lives of two girls, Kennedy offered mixed messages, eventually endorsing the measles vaccine--to the chagrin of his fellow anti-vaccine activists--while privately telling the father of one of the girls that "you don't know what's in the vaccine anymore." (Nixon would not confirm Kennedy's statement.) In August, a 30-year-old man who was upset about COVID vaccines fired close to 200 shots at the agency's Atlanta headquarters, killing a police officer. Kennedy visited the campus in the aftermath and expressed his condolences, but a letter signed by hundreds of CDC officials accused him of "endangering the nation's health by repeatedly spreading inaccurate health information." (In 2021, Kennedy falsely called COVID shots "the deadliest vaccine ever made.")

Nixon said that Klomp and Kennedy are working together to find the next CDC director. According to reporting by Bloomberg and The Washington Post, a few candidates are on the shortlist. At least one of them, Joseph Marine, has defended Kennedy and expressed support for the MAHA movement. Another, Daniel Edney, Mississippi's state health officer, has been an advocate for childhood vaccination and would be a more conventional choice.

Read: A new level of vaccine purgatory

The nomination of a director with public-health bona fides and mainstream views on vaccines could mean a return to normalcy at the CDC. But whoever is confirmed as director will take over an agency in need of a reset. At today's meeting, one employee told Bhattacharya that "we're missing a lot of trust in our leadership" and asked how he planned to rebuild that trust. The question prompted nearly 30 seconds of applause. In response, Bhattacharya said the agency should "deescalate scientific disagreement."

The new director, if confirmed, will also face pressure to continue pushing forward the MAHA agenda. At least, as long as Kennedy sticks around.
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America Needs a Trimmer

Some people long for bold, visionary leaders. Others value technocratic expertise. But there's a third alternative.

by David Brooks

Wed, 25 Mar 2026




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

As president, George W. Bush got ridiculed for calling himself "the decider." It seemed so pompous and self-important. But in reality, we are all deciders. The quality of our lives is determined by the quality of the decisions we make about how to move into the future.

There are two dominant models for how to make those decisions. The first is the heroic-visionary model. In this model, a leader sees further into the future than everybody else. He goes with his instincts. He takes big risks and makes bold choices. This model seems inspiring and romantic until the heroic leader leads you off a cliff. Napoleon seemed all-knowing until he pursued his invasion of Russia into the wintertime.

The failures of the heroic model induced people to come up with an opposite approach, which we'll call the technocratic model. The technocrat is taught not to go with his gut but instead to use reason, amass data, and weigh evidence using a formal and impersonal decision-making methodology, like a decision tree, matrix, or spreadsheet. This is the kind of decision-making process that often gets taught in business schools. It seems so sober and scientific. The problem is that the world is complicated, and most of it cannot be quantified and put into a spreadsheet. You wind up with Robert McNamara leading a disastrous war in Vietnam. You wind up with all those finely trained executives at Kodak who didn't foresee that the future of photography was going to be digital. In their own bland way, the technocrats can be even more arrogant than the heroic visionaries because they don't have any humanistic insight into how people behave.

So what's a reasonable person to do?

Well, let's go back to the 1680s and a British aristocrat named George Savile, who became the first Marquess of Halifax. He lived during one of the most treacherous periods in his country's history. The Catholic king, James II, was bitterly opposed by the Protestant aristocrats, who feared Catholic domination and French influence. A bunch of Protestant nobles invited the Protestant Dutch prince, William of Orange, to invade England and take over the throne. He did so, sending James into exile in France, from where James launched his own invasion to recapture power, which failed. Halifax managed to be a senior adviser to both King James and King William, seeking national conciliation. He then became speaker of the House of Lords during the Parliament that resolved the crisis and brought forth a series of reforms that increased the power of Parliament and reduced the power of the crown.

He was the very picture of prudent moderation--and in those polarized times, people hated him for it. Halifax was excoriated by those on both extremes for being a "trimmer." Instead of siding with one extreme or the other, he was accused of trimming his sails to take advantage of shifts in the prevailing winds. The trimmer was an unpopular stock character of the age. One critic compared him to an aquatic mammal reclassified as seafood to dodge Lenten prohibitions on meat, calling the trimmer "a kind of state-otter, neither fish nor flesh, and yet he smells of both." Another called him a political "hermaphrodite."

Halifax shot back with an essay titled "The Character of a Trimmer," which essentially said: You accuse me of being a Trimmer? You're damn right I am! He held up the Trimmer as a social ideal. And in that essay, he gave us our third and best model for how to make good decisions about the future.

Halifax understood the ancient truth that, in politics, the lows are lower than the highs are high. The sufferings caused by a statesman's blunders are larger than the benefits produced by his accomplishments. A wise statesman therefore exercises restraint, resisting the temptations of power, the seductions of ego. In order to see each situation whole, he must resist the temptations of faction, permanently siding with only one point of view, simplistically dividing the world into the good and the bad.

The Trimmer understands that reality is more complicated than any single person can comprehend, and therefore he insists that no decision be taken until there has been a collision of diverse views. He maintains trust and communication with the broadest possible range of stakeholders but refuses to be owned by any of them. He governs through cooperation and compromise, not through domination and fear. His greatness comes in the art of holding his nation together, not in the exercise of arbitrary power. He perceives that if a leader loses the affection of his people, he can no longer govern except by threat of violence.

To hold the nation together, the Trimmer treats the law not as impediment to his power but as a sacred trust and inheritance. A great statesman, Halifax argued, doesn't only obey the law; he internalizes it as the essence of his nation's genius. The law represents the accumulated wisdom of his people, hammered out over centuries, and by embodying it the leader gives it warmth and vigor. Those leaders who ignore or flout the law aren't merely unethical but fatally arrogant, putting their childish willfulness over the wisdom of generations.

Peter Wehner: A word for our troubled times

The Trimmer is the very antithesis of Donald Trump, a man who puts himself above the law, confuses personal loyalty with public service, takes rash action without public consultation, and is contemptuous of restraint. Feeling bored on a Saturday night? Let's go off and declare war on Iran!

Deep down, the different approaches flow from contrasting visions of human nature. Trump sees only the lower registers of human nature: selfishness, greed, the urge to dominate. His method is crush or be crushed; get your retaliation in first. Halifax was no stranger to human frailty. He was forever warning of the seductions of flattery, ego and self-interest. He understood that in politics and life we walk through a dark forest, barely understanding our surroundings. But he believed these weaknesses can be counteracted by a leader who possesses accurate self-awareness--who knows when he is being flattered--and who submits himself to those practices, disciplines, and institutional arrangements that have historically produced better decision making.

Thus, in Halifax's universe, decision making is mostly an emanation of character. In his essay, Halifax wasn't telling statesmen how to crush their foes. He was telling them what sort of person to be--humble, honest, patient, quick to admit when you are wrong, possessing a capacity to handle complexity without searching for easy answers. Morality is not mostly a matter of making big ethical decisions at moments of crisis; it's mostly a matter of maintaining prudent, considerate, and sensible habits amid the stress and uncertainty of daily life.

The Trimmer is not always the most charismatic leader. He's not the guy on the white horse charging off to attack one enemy after another. But Halifax, as an example of the type, displayed a constant generosity of spirit, even to those who wronged him. He possessed an ardent love of England--all of it, and not just one side of it. For a Trimmer, he wrote, "his country is in some degrees his Idol." Yet he balanced the ardor of his patriotic heart with the coolness of his humble mind. His stronger inner passions were checked by an equally strong sense of restraint. His approach brings to mind Max Weber's formula for excellence in politics: "One can say that three prominent qualities are decisive for a politician: passion, a feeling of responsibility, and a sense of proportion."

The key Trimmer watchword is balance. There must be a balance between competing points of view so that none are excluded during deliberations; a balance between short-term detours and long-term goals. In his essay, Halifax used a nautical metaphor. When the ship is leaning to port, shift your weight to the right; when it is leaning to starboard, shift your weight to the left. When things are going well, the Trimmer inspires confidence more than enthusiasm. He is more likely to be admired by posterity than to be lionized in his own time.

The modern American leader who most approximated the Trimmer ideal was Dwight Eisenhower. He preserved the New Deal but refused to expand the welfare state. He attacked Joe McCarthy, but he waited until the time was right, when he could damage McCarthy's reputation rather than just boost the senator's visibility. Ike gave his farewell address three days before John F. Kennedy's famous inaugural. Kennedy's speech was heroic, lavishly bold, and audacious. He vowed to "pay any price and bear any burden" to promote the cause of liberty. He vowed to "explore the stars, conquer the deserts, eradicate disease." Eisenhower, by contrast, warned the country against arrogance, against falling for the temptation to believe that "some spectacular and costly action could become the miraculous solution to all current difficulties." He used the word balance over and over again--balance the public and the private, civic duties and individual freedoms, small communities and the big industrial complexes. Speaking to a nation at the peak of its power, Ike was warning against hubris. And because his warning went unheeded, America would soon march into Vietnam.

Halifax is writing for statesmen, but you and I can extrapolate from his Trimmer ideal to reshape our own decision-making methods as we try to move gracefully through life. If we do that, we'll find that the Trimmer-inspired decision-making process is quite different from the one exemplified by heroic leaders on magazine covers, and from the bloodless technocrats who confuse their data for reality itself.

Let's walk through each stage of the decision-making process to see how the Trimmer model is superior:

Goal Setting. Today's technocratic education tends to be neutral about ends. Business-school professors don't know which firms their students will wind up in, so they hand them techniques they can use in any company to thrive. Many of these professors cultivate a mode of analysis that's good at thinking about process, but not as well-suited for thinking about purpose. They assume that people are primarily motivated by extrinsic rewards--like promotions and better pay--and will be motivated to work so long as clear metrics are placed before them.

A Trimmer is not neutral about ends. Whether it's running a business or making a work of art or loving a country, she asks: What moral purpose are we trying to serve? Trimmers do not believe you can make decisions about means and strategy unless these ultimate questions of purpose are answered first.

People typically find their purpose through an act of moral imagination. Trimmers tend to tell a transgenerational story: This is what our predecessors left behind; these are the challenges of our own day; these are the legacies we will bequeath to the coming generations. They describe a long-term mission that warms the hearts and fires the will. Trimmers believe that people will only be motivated to work passionately, endure hardship, and push relentlessly if they are driven by some kind of moral ideal.

The Trimmer also understands that every activity you undertake will change who you are. So every time a Trimmer sets a goal, she is also asking: What sort of person will this mission turn me into? What sort of organization or nation are we creating here?

Abraham Lincoln told exactly that kind of transgenerational story: Our founders left us the ideals embodied in the Declaration; we face the scourge of slavery; we will hand our descendants a unified nation governed by all the people. He was a total Trimmer in the way he pursued these ideals. He moved toward abolition only as quickly as the country could stand. He compromised to keep the border states from defecting to the Confederacy. His trimming offended the radical abolitionists, but it won the war.

Contact with reality. Back in the 1960s Henry Mintzberg, who teaches at McGill University's school of management, was frustrated by the standardized business-school curriculum that treats executives as if they were chess grandmasters who deliberate from above their organizations, devise grand strategies, and confidently move pieces around the board. For his dissertation, Mintzberg went out and followed managers as they actually did their jobs, which looked nothing like the life of a grand strategist. Daily life for actual executives was a torrent of quick, fragmented encounters: short conversations, small decisions, one problem requiring attention over here, another problem requiring attention over there.

In the flux of real life, leadership is more about constant small adaptations than about bold, systematic decision making. Mintzberg later came to oppose the case-method form of education pioneered by Harvard Business School, which teaches students to make decisions about places they have never visited. That method doesn't prepare students for the actual work of day-to-day engagement--the quick, context-dependent adjustments that leadership actually requires.

Mintzberg's approach is consistent with Peter Drucker's famous assertion that management is a liberal art. He meant that management is not a technique; it's a practice, the way carpentry is a practice. The crucial knowledge required to do this practice well cannot be reduced to rules that can be conveyed in a classroom. It can only be imparted by the example of a wise craftsman in the midst of practicing their craft--knowing exactly how much pressure to apply at what moment, knowing when to press forward and when to hold back.

This is exactly the sort of perpetually shifting engagement that the Trimmer mentality trains you for. It demands that you transcend technocratic calculations and draw on insights from history, psychology, literature, and the social sciences. Most importantly, it demands you apply those general insights on this particular day, in this particular context, with this particular individual--which is where the science of management is surpassed by the practical wisdom of craft.

Situational awareness. Technocrats see a world full of problems, and believe their job is to engineer solutions. Trimmers, by contrast, tend to use organic metaphors, not mechanical ones. They see the world not as a watch to be taken apart and repaired, but as a rainforest with an immense variety of plant and animal life--all growing, changing, and interconnected in myriad ways you will never fully understand. Decision making has to begin with a careful examination of the environment. What's really going on here? What does this situation allow?

Respect for complexity requires valuing reality over ideology, close observation over abstract theorizing. And that, in turn, takes a capacity for subjective awareness, an ability to attune yourself to the flow of events. A Trimmer respects data but also seeks to develop a "feel" for the situation, including the submerged forces. The philosopher Isaiah Berlin called this a "sense of reality." It "is not scientific knowledge but a special sensitiveness to the contours of the circumstances in which we happen to be placed; it is a capacity for living without falling foul of some permanent condition or factor which cannot be either altered, or even fully described and calculated."

In developing this kind of awareness, the Trimmer is exceptionally sensitive to dangers of groupthink. She is a member of teams but tends to position herself, as the Franciscan friar Richard Rohr once put it, on the edge of inside. She is not at the core of the group, but she is near the boundary, and so can see the world both from the vantage point of the group and also the vantage points of those outside the group. She is contemptuous of partisans whose opinions are rigidly predictable.

Humility. When Jim Collins was researching his book Good to Great, he looked at pairs of companies that had once performed comparably but then diverged, one prospering while the other faltered. He found that the successful companies tended not to be led by celebrity CEOs or charismatic visionaries. They were led by quieter and less colorful executives who combined fierce personal resolve with deep humility. What Collins called "Level 5 leaders" sound like Trimmers--people who have an acute awareness of what they don't know.

Arthur Brooks: To get happier, make yourself smaller

We are all shortsighted, but Trimmers, aware of their shortsightedness, learn to live with ambiguity rather than rush to judgment. They value second- and third-order thinking: If we take this action and so change the environment people are in, how will that alter their attitudes and behavior? If there had been any Trimmers around Hamas leader Yahya Sinwar as he decided to launch the October 7 attacks, they might have asked: We're about to instigate a campaign of mass murder and mass rape against citizens of a country much more powerful than we are, led by a government looking for a pretext to destroy us. Maybe this is not the best way to achieve our goals?

Timing. The heroic leader values speed. Move fast. Be decisive. Get out ahead. Have a bias toward action. The Trimmer understands that knowing when to make a decision is usually as important as what decision is made. The Trimmer understands that a strategic delay is not procrastination, but a patient wait until the situation clarifies itself. If you decide too early, you're operating in a fog; too late and you've missed your opportunity. The crucial skill, therefore, is the ability to read the wind, to sense when the timing is ripe. The Trimmer's life is marked by long periods of observation interrupted by bursts of decisive action.

When a young man named Bob Rodriguez asked Charlie Munger to say the one thing he could do to become a better investor, Munger replied, "Read history. Read history. Read history." Only history gives you an intuitive awareness of how events tend to unfold. A person with a sense of history understands that there are different seasons in life. Sometimes it's right to turn up the pressure on your organization to prompt change. Sometimes it's best to turn down the heat, to encourage consolidation. Munger's partner Warren Buffett famously said his job consisted in being fearful in those seasons when others are greedy and being greedy in those seasons when others are fearful.

Judgment is a process. Technocrats often see the world as a blank canvas. They intend to build something, they deliberate on what they should do, and then they execute based on their deliberations. Trimmers don't see the world as a blank canvas. They're born into a specific set of circumstances. Their great capacity is responsiveness. Their circumstances summon them to address some wrong or seize some opportunity. Those who feel summoned by life tend to use what Mintzberg calls an "emergent strategy." They see what emerges around them and then adjust; see what emerges, adjust; see what emerges, adjust. Decision making, in this way of thinking, isn't a discrete event. It's a continuous activity.

This process of constant iteration gives Trimmers the chance to spot unexpected opportunities, to ride the lucky wind when some new technology changes things. It encourages them to jettison ideas that are no longer working. A lot of life is just coping--trying to adjust to the surprises life has thrown at you, trying to discern a good compromise from a bad compromise, trying to find the least bad option when no good ones are available.

The 18th-century Anglo-Irish statesman Edmund Burke embraced exactly this sort of constant, incremental reform. He served in Parliament about a century after Halifax. Like Halifax, he was a passionate guy; his prose ripples with his intense emotional nature and his intense love for his country. But like Halifax, he was acutely aware of how complicated the world is and how little we know. His epistemological modesty produced a spirit of caution. He learned to love fairness but distrust himself. He wrote that you should operate on society the way you would operate surgically on your own father: in the least invasive way possible, because you cherish what you are cutting into.

Burke believed that communities, organizations, and nations are held together by law, customs, affections, beliefs, psychological traits, historical memories, and daily practices--what he called the "decent drapery of life." When idiot technocrats, working in the spirit of engineers, seek to construct a society based on abstract ideas, they don't even see their community's invisible fabric and end up ripping it to shreds. This is exactly what urban planners did in the 1960s and 1970s: building highways through neighborhoods, erecting soulless high-rises, and unwittingly savaging the systems of mutual support that neighbors had formed over previous decades.

Burke distinguished between innovation and reform. Innovation is change organized by alien, abstract principles--the way the French Revolutionaries tried to dismantle everything about the old order and rebuild from the ground up based on abstract universal principles. Reform, by contrast, is an attempt to create change on the foundations of the existing social order, building on its best spirit and practices. This is what Martin Luther King Jr. sought to do. He wasn't trying to get America to renounce the ideals of its founding, but to live up to them. That is the Trimmer's preferred form of change.

Reflection. During the run-up to the Iraq War, I asked Donald Rumsfeld if he ever stayed up nights after a big decision second-guessing himself. Never, he told me: He made a decision and then moved on. That's what heroic leaders are supposed to say. The Trimmer understands, by contrast, the truth of Aldous Huxley's observation that "experience is not what happens to a man; it is what a man does with what happens to him."

Trimmers know that everything they do could have been done better, and so insist on after-action reviews. Trimmers have the ability to break contact with reality and reflect. To use the management theorists Ronald Heifetz and Marty Linsky's metaphor, they get off the dance floor and up onto the balcony where they can see situations whole. Peter Drucker used to advise executives to ask: "If we did not already do this, would we go into it now?" If the answer is no, he counseled, then stop doing it.

Charles Yu: Don't call it 'intelligence'

Trimmers understand that wisdom usually isn't the possession of one solitary, heroic genius. Wisdom usually is a group possession. It is contained in the conversations that have evolved through the generations, what has been learned and passed down, a tradition of embodied practice.

I've been selling the Trimmer ethos pretty hard. But I'll close with an uncomfortable question: Is Trimming the right approach in all circumstances? Of course not. When the status quo is fundamentally evil and dysfunctional, then Trimming is immoral. Trimming was a bad option in response to Jim Crow. Trimming was a bad option when Neville Chamberlain went to Munich to compromise with Hitler. When faced with an intractable problem, or with a person or movement that is malevolent in its very nature, fundamental rupture and daring rejection is required. When Trimmers fail to recognize this, evil festers. People rightly get disgusted with the Trimmers in their midst, and they replace them.

For some people, this is the history of American politics over the last few decades. The Trimmers like George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton, and Barack Obama dithered while everything went to hell, so the people chose Donald Trump to ride to the rescue. There are people on the right and the left who believe ours is not a time for Trimming; it's a time to blow it all up.

I look at such people and conclude that they think about their leaders the way that adolescents sometimes think about their parents: Because they are not perfect, they therefore must be irredeemable. I conclude that they have the narcissists' tendency to see themselves as the pure children of light, doing battle with the children of pure evil. I conclude they don't have the skill to perform the subtle act of reform, so all they can do is destroy.

Trimming means understanding that any big dispute is usually a competition between partial truths. Social change is mostly a question of proportion. If society is too individualistic, shift a bit over and nurture community. If society is too unequal, shift a bit over and narrow inequality.

This brings us to a final Trimmer principle: Never ascribe to malevolence what can be ascribed to stupidity. Most people are doing the best they can in conditions of ignorance and frailty. Most people on different sides are worthy of compassion and respect. You don't love your country if you want to burn it all down. You don't love your country if you hate half its members.

So I march with the Trimmers. This is our Trimmer chant as we take to the streets: What do we want? Moderate progress! When do we want it? Over a gradual time horizon!

Stirring stuff.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/03/make-better-decisions-trimmer/686522/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Meet the New ICE

Same as the old ICE?

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




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

This week, President Trump dispatched ICE agents to airports across the country, an idea he claims was his own and seems proud of. The agents were sent to help a TSA strained from the partial government shutdown. After Trump's announcement, Tom Homan, the White House "border czar," qualified that the agents weren't trained to screen luggage with X-ray machines at security checkpoints, which was maybe obvious but crucial information. Security checkpoints are in fact the main holdup. Travelers report waiting hours in line and missing flights. Homan did say that the agents could assist with other simple tasks, such as manning airport exits, which--as anyone who's been to an airport knows--are generally not the source of delays. ICE's presence is felt as mostly maskless agents, generally just standing around, perhaps sometimes handing out water bottles.

Their presence, in other words, isn't solving the actual problem. But the image of benign, mask-free agents is made to endure. After the deaths on the streets of Minneapolis, after the theatrics of Greg Bovino, after the drama of Kristi Noem, ICE may be entering a new era. This week, Markwayne Mullin was confirmed as the new DHS head, having struck a softer tone than his predecessor during hearings. He told senators that he would stop the practice of agents entering people's houses without judicial warrants. Mullin is new to immigration enforcement but appears to be growing close to Homan, who is a seasoned professional. But what will this new era look like? Homan, after all, has long shared Trump's goals of mass deportations, and he was one of the architects of the child-separation policy from Trump's first term. And the big new detention centers begun in the Noem era are still being built. On this week's Radio Atlantic: our staff writer Nick Miroff, who covers immigration and analyzes what the next phase of ICE might look like.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: The Department of Homeland Security is now weeks into its funding lapse. Last Friday, with TSA lines at airports growing, a woman named Linda called into a conservative radio show to offer a thought.

Linda:  Clay, I think I have a solution to the TSA problem. What we need to do is we need to supplement where we're missing out on TSA agents who can't afford to work for us anymore--we need to bring in ICE agents.


Rosin: The host, Clay Travis, loved the thought.

Clay Travis:  Linda, I'm gonna say, it's kind of a brilliant idea.


Rosin: He loved it enough that he brought it up on Fox News later that day.

Travis:  I had a caller on the show, The Clay [Travis] and Buck [Sexton] Show, today, Charlie, who had an interesting idea: What if President Trump announced that ICE agents were now going to be supplementing TSA agents inside of all of the airports?


Rosin: By the next morning, Trump floated the idea on Truth Social, threatening that if Democrats don't give in and fund DHS, he'd send ICE agents into airports--

TV reporter (from CBS Texas): Keeping our eye on DFW airport--


Rosin: --which he soon did.

TV reporter (from CBS Texas):--and Dallas Love Field as the White House deploys ICE agents to airports around the country today.
 TV reporter (from Fox 5 Atlanta): Happening now: ICE agents have arrived at Hartsfield-Jackson International Airport.
 President Trump: And they love it because they're able to now arrest illegals as they come into the country. That's very fertile territory. But that's not why they're there; they're really there to help.


Rosin: Trump took credit for the ICE idea himself.

Reporter: Whose idea was it?
 President Trump: Mine. That was mine.
 Reporter: And can I ask you, you said that there--
 President Trump: That was like the paper clip. You know the story of the paper clip? One hundred eighty-two years ago, a man discovered the paper clip. It was so simple, and everybody that looked at it would say, Why didn't I think of that?
 ICE was my idea. First person I called was Tom Homan. I said, What do you think--


[Music]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. If ICE is now showing up at airports helping out TSA, then what even is ICE?

Their new role comes at a time when DHS has a new head, Markwayne Mullin--

President Trump: --thrilled to swear in our new secretary of homeland security, a great American patriot, to put it mildly.


Rosin: --who took a more conciliatory position during his confirmation hearings, when the Kristi Noem-Greg Bovino era of shooting citizens on American streets has come to an end.

Kristi Noem: --an act of domestic terrorism. The ICE officer, fearing for his life and the other--


Rosin: So does this mean that we're heading into a new era for ICE and DHS? And if so, what will it look like?

To help me think through this, I talked to staff writer Nick Miroff, who covers immigration.

Rosin: Nick, welcome to the show.

Nick Miroff: Thank you, Hanna. Good to be with you.

Rosin: Okay, let's start with airport hell. As we know, there's a shortage of TSA agents, and then this idea comes seemingly out of nowhere to deploy ICE at airports to help alleviate these security lines. What did you think when you first heard this idea?

Miroff: Well, first, my first thought was, This isn't gonna help. Second was that this is consistent with the way the president views ICE as more than like a personal army, kind of like a personal errand corps, where he needs some kind of job done and he wants the optics of toughness, he just calls on ICE, which, once again, is just a gross misunderstanding of what that law-enforcement agency's role is.

And so, over the course of last weekend, I initially wrote to some of my ICE sources, and they had no information about it; they had no idea what the operational plans were gonna be.

And then you kind of saw it take shape over the course of the weekend, with the border czar, Tom Homan, going on the Sunday shows and seemingly doing a kind of damage control, like, Oh, we're gonna have them watching the exits and supporting TSA, which was an acknowledgment that they are not trained to do the core functions of TSA, which are the things that obviously slow the lines down.

Tom Homan: We're simply there to help TSA do their job in areas that don't need their specialized expertise, such as screening through the X-ray machine--not trained in that; we won't do that. But there are roles we can play--


Miroff: All week, what we've seen is imagery of ICE officers mostly standing around. And ironically, it's kind of a nice PR opportunity for an agency that has, obviously, been widely vilified over the past year for its role in places like Minneapolis.

They are in the airports without masks. They're handing out water bottles. They're smiling. And of course, they're getting some of the favorable coverage from people saying, Oh wow, they're actually really nice.

Traveler: They just walk by. Hey, they're here to help, and I'm all for it--no problem.


Miroff: A lot of people have rightly commented that ICE officers in the airports remind them of the role that the National Guard is playing on the streets of Washington, D.C., because they just see National Guard troops kind of standing around and not really doing anything.

The kind of darker interpretation of this is that this is a test run for the president to deploy ICE officers to polling stations and intimidate voters in November. That's yet to be seen. But it is a reminder of the way the president views DHS, but specifically ICE, as a kind of personal federal force that is at the beck and call of the president and he can just deploy whenever he needs a tough job done.

Rosin: Right. Okay, so I wanna split the darker and lighter interpretations 'cause I'm sure, even at the airport, there are some people who are freaked out by the presence of ICE, and other people who are happy and going over and shaking their hands.

So to start with the freaked out--and then this polarization shows up in social media. So in the first days was this video of a woman at the San Francisco airport being pinned down by ICE agents while her daughter looked on.

[Sounds of crying]
 Woman: I'm asking for your badge number, sir.


Rosin: And then later, reports that TSA had shared information about this woman with ICE, which brings up the specter of "Oh, are airports gonna become like Minneapolis streets or something? You're not safe anywhere. ICE could just pop up at any place where all Americans do their business." So what do you think of that?

Miroff: Yeah, good question. Let me try to add some context here. So first thing to keep in mind is that there were already ICE officers in international airports. Just like Customs and Border Protection is in the international airports, there are ICE officers there.

In most cases, they're there for a specific purpose. But since the start of this administration, they have fulfilled the president's executive orders for DHS agencies to cooperate more on sharing information about potential immigrant targets that they want to arrest, right? So you already have TSA doing more to share information with ICE, flagging for ICE passengers who may have outstanding deportation orders or may be people who ICE is looking for. And that was the case of this mother and daughter traveling through the San Francisco airport.

It's important to point out that their arrest took place the day before the president sent the ICE officers out into the airports. And the tell that I noticed immediately was that the ICE officers who carried out this arrest were not only in plainclothes; they were undercover officers. They were wearing, like, hoodies and backpacks. And the presence of undercover ICE officers in international airports is not new.

And in this case, they had been alerted to this family by TSA. The mother and her daughter reportedly had a final deportation order. So they're on this wider list of people who ICE is looking for. And so this was what the administration and Tom Homan calls a "targeted enforcement operation," a targeted arrest.

Rosin: Okay, so if there's anything to fear there in the long term, it's the increased data sharing between government agencies; it's not this temporary story about ICE agents at airports.

Miroff: Yeah, ICE agents are not gonna be, like, sweeping through the airports looking for people to arrest.

Rosin: How do you know?

Miroff: Because those are not their operational orders. Look at the images that we've seen so far: They're standing around chatting with each other, and they're handing out water bottles, and they're doing a soft PR campaign.

What would be the political backlash, after Minneapolis, of having ICE agents sweeping through the airports grabbing people and confronting U.S. citizens and harassing U.S. citizens? There doesn't seem to be a lot of appetite in the White House for that right now.

Rosin: Right, okay, so everything you're suggesting, what I'm picking up is that this is kind of a new part of a PR campaign, and I wanna get to that in a minute. But first, I wanna close this off, which is, this is just because of a temporary partial government shutdown. Congress is currently negotiating. So are they just gonna leave? Is this very temporary? Is your impression sort of once we resolve the TSA funding, ICE will just leave?

Miroff: Yeah. I think there's some long-term damage being done to TSA, right?

This is, like, what, the third time that they've not gotten paid? Reportedly, hundreds of officers have quit. And what kind of message does this send as a recruitment?

One of the crazy things about this is that TSA officers, they're not really law-enforcement officers. They're performing this vital function, but they're making, like, $40,000 to $50,000 a year. Meanwhile, you have ICE--in some cases, Homeland Security special investigators--who are making $150,000 to $200,000 a year and who are supposed to be investigating drug cartels and human traffickers, and they're out there standing around in the airport, making five times as much as the TSA agents they're supposed to be replacing.

So this is not a good solution, and it's certainly not a long-term solution. And, yes, I would think that once they come up with a fix, ICE will get pulled back out of the airports because let's not forget they're supposed to be carrying out the president's mass-deportation campaign.

Rosin: Okay, so back to your specialty: Let's talk about ways that ICE is evolving. The new leader of DHS, Markwayne Mullin, he was confirmed by Congress this week, sworn in. Who is he? What do you know about him?

Miroff: Well, Markwayne Mullin was a senator from Oklahoma. He was a five-time congressman from Oklahoma before that. He's got hardcore conservative credentials, and most importantly, he is someone who is personally close to President Trump and who, obviously, President Trump thinks fondly of and has served as a kind of go-to ally.

And Mullin, his profile is that of a tough-guy fighter, kind of a macho man.

Then-Senator Markwayne Mullin: You wanna do it now?
 Teamsters President Sean O'Brien: I'd love to do it right now.
 Mullin: Well, stand your butt up, then.
 O'Brien: You stand your butt up.
 Mullin: Big guy.
 
 Senator Bernie Sanders: Oh, hold on. Stop it.
 
 O'Brien: Is that your solution to every problem?
 Sanders: No, no, sit down--


Miroff: He was an MMA fighter. He's one of the only senators who didn't go to college for four years. He inherited his father's plumbing business and then expanded it, and he's attracted scrutiny for some of the investments that he's made over the years that have made him personally wealthy while he's been in Congress.

But one thing that was notable during his confirmation hearing is that if you looked past the kind of personal animosity between Mullin and the chairman of the committee, Senator Rand Paul, fellow Republican, those two have a simmering beef.

Senator Rand Paul: You offered no apology.
 Mullin: Sir.
 Paul: And you offer no apology today--and no regrets.
 Mullin: Uh.
 Paul: Haven't heard the word--


Miroff: If you look beyond that, he got a lot of kind of warm, supportive statements from Democrats; he obviously has friends among the Democrats.

Reporter: Are you a "yes" or a "no" on Senator Mullin's confirmation?
 Senator John Fetterman: Well, I came up with an open mind. And I'm going to maintain that. That was always my commitment, to do that.


Miroff: He got Senator Fetterman [of Pennsylvania] and Senator [Martin] Heinrich from New Mexico to support his confirmation.

And he does have this reputation as a kind of jocular, backslapping, friendly guy, and I think that that is the persona he's trying to bring into DHS at a time when the department is looking for a kind of reset and a rebranding of its own.

And most importantly, the career workforce at the department, that has been demoralized by what they've seen over the past year, where a lot of people were very disgusted with Kristi Noem and, most importantly, her chief adviser, Corey Lewandowski, a lot of those people have been telling me that they're very eager for a fresh start and that Mullin is saying all the right things to kind of win them over so far.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, how this next phase of DHS and ICE could be just as effective in the campaign of mass deportations--without as many people noticing.

[Break]

Rosin: Let's get into the rebrand, 'cause that could be superficial--it could be at the level of staff happiness--or it could be at the level of genuinely shifting policies. So what's his relationship with Tom Homan?

Miroff: Well, it's been very interesting because Markwayne Mullin has never run a federal bureaucracy. He doesn't have a law-enforcement or military background. And so he's coming into DHS as a newbie and clearly needs some kind of mentor.

It's no surprise that the border czar, Tom Homan--who retains a lot of support among the kind of DHS workforce, and represents a kind of institutional continuity at DHS, and who clashed bitterly with Noem and Lewandowski--so it's no surprise that Homan seems to be kind of taking Mullin under his wing. He's been talking to Mullin multiple times a day. And so I think this signals that Homan is gonna retain a lot of influence at DHS this year.

And what has been Homan's job since the president put him in charge of Minneapolis after the debacle there? Homan has been trying to turn down the temperature. He's been trying to make these kind of conciliatory statements. He's been trying to reassure Americans that the uglier scenes that have been politically damaging to the White House and the president's deportation agenda are gonna go away.

And that's why you saw Markwayne Mullin during his confirmation hearing say, Look, in six months, my goal is for DHS not to be the headlines every day.

Mullin: My goal is for people to understand we're out there, we're protecting them, and we're working with them. My goal is to make every one of you guys proud. My goal for those that don't support me, regret not supporting me.


Miroff: And so this is about delivering on the president's mass-deportation agenda, but more quietly, without the kind of spectacle that the Noem team has been producing.

Rosin: Okay, that's complicated. First of all, you said delivering on the agenda. Do any of these personnel changes then matter if the person setting the agenda is still Stephen Miller, who still has quota demands?

Miroff: Yes and no. What I'm talking about is a tactical change in the politics of immigration enforcement.

Rosin: In the visuals or the politics?

Miroff: In both--in the visuals and the way that it's talked about, right? During Noem we saw the Public Affairs Office of the Department of Homeland Security issuing these, like, weird white-nationalist tweets about American history and culture and--

Rosin: Nativist.

Miroff: Nativism, delivering these sermons on what Americans should think about their history. Just this kind of stuff that is just way outside the norms.

TV reporter (from PBS NewsHour): --to the American people. For example, calling on potential ICE recruits to "defend the homeland" from outsiders, while featuring heroic images of white men, often from a bygone era.


Miroff: I don't think we're gonna see that anymore, at least this year. I think that we are moving into a second-year, midterm political strategy that seeks to produce high numbers of deportations so the White House can point to results and say, Look, I'm doing the thing that I said I was gonna do, that President Trump said he was gonna do, but no longer is as geared to satisfying the president's base and the most hawkish right-wing forces that delighted in the scenes of ICE agents and Border Patrol agents going around these liberal cities and kicking ass. The politics of that have changed.

And so it isn't like they're gonna really back off of mass deportations--and they can't. They have $170 billion from the One Big Beautiful Bill. That's the law. They have to hire all these ICE officers. They have to build out the detention capacity of ICE. They have to build the border wall. The money has already been appropriated, and they are gonna fulfill this agenda. They're just gonna manage the politics much differently.

Rosin: I guess I'm still trying to gauge if that's a genuine policy shift, because Tom Homan, who we now talk about as the calm professional, was very involved, as this magazine reported, in family-separation policies. So I don't know what he represents, actually, politically when he's executing mass deportations. Does he just represent the "not Greg Bovino," but actually, his policies are pretty similar--his tactics?

Miroff: Yes. So what does it mean when Tom Homan says they wanna do targeted enforcement? It means you're not gonna have Greg Bovino strutting around Los Angeles and Chicago like a rooster. But Tom Homan has been an advocate of mass deportations pretty much his entire 40-year career in federal law enforcement; he knows how to pull the levers.

And what he represents is--think of it as, like, institutional ICE on steroids. You don't have to go out and troll people visually or online with the mass-deportation agenda you're trying to carry out. You just can go and do it because you have the money and you have the personnel and you know how to execute these deportations, and that's what Tom Homan represents.

So when some of the border hawks who were lamenting the demise of Greg Bovino described Tom Homan as some softie, it's almost comical because, yeah, he was one of the architects of the family-separation policy during the first term. Everyone who has seen him on Fox News for the last several years knows that he's an unapologetic, unabashed enthusiast for mass deportations and for what President Trump wants to do.

But I think he can both be more effective, 'cause he knows how to actually make the machines run, and he's not backing off of this. He's just managing the politics and the optics differently because the broader public has soured on mass deportations since Minneapolis. The optics of it are bad.

Rosin: So the era we are entering is one in which ICE could have a gentler face, but is actually more effectively carrying out the president's policies.

Miroff: Exactly, and it isn't even a gentler face. What does targeted enforcement mean? It means they're gonna use all their resources, all the money that they have, to develop target lists, to go and find the people that they wanna arrest, who they can arrest, and take them into custody. They're just gonna do it in a less visible way and in the way that ICE has traditionally operated.

And that's why the Kristi Noem, Corey Lewandowski, Greg Bovino approach of the first term was also really disorienting for most career ICE officers, 'cause it wasn't the way they're used to operating. They didn't like it. They don't wanna be performing for television cameras and social media. That's what the masks were about, in a lot of ways.

And so if you tell ICE officers, You're just gonna do the job that you have been doing for most of your career, but with less of the spotlight on you, they'll be like, Great. And--

Rosin: That's what I signed up for.

Miroff: That's what I signed up for. And I think, ultimately, they will get bigger numbers. You will see a lot more deportations.

Rosin:  Okay. All right, so some specifics, because in the negotiations to fund DHS, the Democrats have made a handful of specific demands to rein in ICE. And I don't know that any of them have been met or will be met--they're still being negotiated--but I'm curious about what you're hearing about whether, in this new era, some of these things might or could change, like wearing masks. Is that a thing of the old era? What happens to that?

Miroff: Well, it's funny; the White House, the Republicans, ICE leaders seem to have already given ground on some of the other items on the Democrats' wish list. You saw Markwayne Mullin during the confirmation hearing say that he would return to the policy requiring ICE to have a judicial warrant to go into someone's private home.

Mullin: I have made it very clear to the staff, and I think when you and I spoke, that a judicial warrant will be used to go into houses, into place of businesses, unless we're pursuing someone that enters in that place.


Miroff: Firing Kristi Noem was high on that list, restoring some of the oversight authorities--Mullin said that he would do that.

So even in his confirmation hearing, outside of the scope of the negotiations, they were already agreeing to a lot of the stuff on the Democrats' list. But what seems to be the big sticking point? It's the masks.

Rosin: Interesting. Why would they wanna keep the masks if they're operating in the way that you described, which is the traditional ICE way of a name on a list and you go after the name on the list?

Miroff: I think that this is something that, in the course of their recruitment effort to more than double the size of the ICE workforce and add more than 10,000 new deportation officers, that this is something that has been a promise to the new recruits, that they--

Rosin: Why? Why is this so critical?

Miroff: 'Cause they're worried about being doxxed, and they're worried about their families being harassed. And I'm sorry, but that's a real thing.

Rosin: Okay, so we're in this moment--ICE is about to do a better job at mass deportation. What do you, as a reporter, track to see whether this is happening humanely, in a way that protects rights or doesn't protect rights? What are you watching in this new phase of ICE?

Miroff: I'm watching the plan that was set in motion several months ago to overhaul the ICE detention system.

The agency has spent the last few months acquiring large warehouses around the country. They've already spent a billion dollars to buy 11 properties. They're planning to convert them into large mass-detention centers, with capacity, in some places, for up to 10,000 detainees. This is stuff we've just never seen in this country before.

They have $38 billion to convert these facilities and to operate them through the rest of Trump's term. These are central to their plan to carry out mass deportations and to reach their goal of a million deportations a year, which they fell far short of in Trump's first year.

And yet Kristi Noem, Corey Lewandowski, as they were acquiring these warehouses and implementing this plan, didn't do any of the local political work it would need, even in Republican-dominated jurisdictions, to reassure local residents about what they were doing.

And so they have been facing this backlash to the ICE plan from people who voted for Trump, but don't necessarily want a 5,000-person ICE detention center in their county. And ICE needs those jurisdictions to approve their permits for water and sewer and all of the renovations that they're planning to do.

I'm tracking this plan and the possibility of mass-detention centers being built out around the United States that are really going to facilitate their broader goals.

Rosin: Right. Right, that's the next story.

Well, Nick, thank you so much for joining us.

Miroff: Pleasure. Thank you.

[Music]

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

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Deep Risk That Republican Hawks Overlooked

If the Iran war goes badly, the isolationist, anti-Israel wing of the party is likely to steer the GOP's future.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 25 Mar 2026




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

Joe Kent, the now-former head of the National Counterterrorism Center, has strange opinions about a lot of subjects. Among those topics: Russia's war with Ukraine (Russian President Vladimir Putin's demands are "very reasonable"), the true winner of the 2020 United States presidential election (Donald Trump), the cause of the war with Iran (Israel), the reason the U.S. went to war with Iraq under President George W. Bush (also Israel), and the reason Charlie Kirk was killed (very possibly Israel).

He also believes that the war with Iran is dumb. And on this point, to date, the evidence is on his side.

The Trump administration and its allies are belatedly coming to grips with the military and economic costs of a war that has proved far more complex than they imagined. But as they continue to pour resources into fighting in the Middle East, they seem not to apprehend another consequence: the effect on their party of yet another failed war, this one waged side by side with Israel. If Kent's criticism of the war proves prescient, his other beliefs, especially those concerning Jews, will ascend in stature along with it. The most prominent Republicans publicly making a forceful case for foreign-policy restraint are the most bigoted ones. If the war goes pear-shaped, they will be poised to steer the party's future.

In the 1930s, "America First" was the slogan of right-wing isolationists, such as Charles Lindbergh and Father Charles Coughlin, whose ideology mixed populism, anti-interventionism, nativism, and anti-Semitism. World War II and then the United States' long struggle against the Soviet Union drove that political style out of the Republican Party, to the point that Pat Buchanan, an "America First" conservative, ran a third-party protest campaign for president in 2000 against the Republicans and Bush. Trump revived the "America First" faction of the GOP with his stinging critiques of the Iraq War and neoconservatism, and with his use of raw nativism, which activated not only non-interventionists but also white nationalists and other previously sidelined groups.

Peter Wehner: How Trump killed conservatism

These two Republican factions have polarized against each other on a cluster of issues: Russia, Israel, anti-Semitism, and populism in general. That is, rightists who oppose aid to Ukraine tend to be skeptical of Israel and at least open to having anti-Semites in the Republican coalition. Conservative hawks tend to have the opposite position on all of these points.

Trump has held both sides in place through personalist rule. Anybody who supports Trump--however disreputable or criminal they might be--can be in the party, nobody in the party can oppose Trump, and the party's platform consists of whatever Trump has said at any given moment, even if it contradicts what he claimed to stand for yesterday. The holdover Republicans who have remained attached to the party's old identity (hawkish, pro-Israel, anti-Russia, opposed to anti-Semitism) have squabbled with its newer entrants. But those disputes could be settled by Trump, who has repeatedly declared, "I am MAGA."

When Tucker Carlson sparked one of the right's periodic rows over anti-Semitism by giving the white nationalist Nick Fuentes a friendly interview, Trump mused, "You can't tell him who to interview. I mean, if he wants to interview Nick Fuentes--I don't know much about him--but if he wants to do it, get the word out," and added, "People have to decide." During Trump's second term, J. D. Vance has made a point of creating space in the party for anti-Semitic voices such as Carlson's. "I didn't bring a list of conservatives to denounce or to deplatform," Vance said in December at a Turning Point USA convention. "We have far more important work to do than canceling each other." Loyalty to Trump is the only currency that matters in this conflict.

Accordingly, the warring factions have competed to depict themselves as the true embodiment of MAGA and paint their rivals as undermining Trump or deviating from his precepts.

For most of the second Trump administration, the anti-interventionist faction has held the whip hand. Russia's invasion of Ukraine was once the dominant foreign-policy issue on the agenda, and on that issue, the anti-interventionists have shared Trump's Russophilic instincts. Unlike the hawks, such as Vice President Pence and Senator Mitt Romney during Trump's first term, the anti-interventionists never wavered despite the president's various offenses against the Constitution. This made it easy and intuitive for the anti-interventionists to portray themselves as the loyal faction.

To counter this, the hawks' strategy has been to pretend that Trump's beliefs are actually consistent with their own. The Bush-administration speechwriter turned Washington Post columnist Marc Thiessen has written a series of columns wishcasting the president as a Russia hawk ("Trump won't back down in the face of Putin's escalation") who is an enemy of the isolationist right ("the 'restrainers' are out of step with both Trump and his supporters"). But the exertion has been evident: A close reader of Thiessen's columns could practically see sweat trickling down his forehead.

In a similar vein, the interventionists' approach to fighting anti-Semitism and skepticism of Israel has been to pretend that these currents entered the party without Trump's involvement and against his wishes. A New York Post column by Rich Lowry, headlined "Tucker Carlson Aims to Poison Us With Hatred--But Donald Trump Stands in the Way," captures the unsubtle message. After Kent's resignation, Republican hawks denounced him as a kook and a traitor to the cause, without touching on the delicate question of why Trump appointed such a disreputable figure in the first place.

The Iran war has turned the dynamic on its head. The president has decisively sided with the hawks. And unlike his previous saber-rattling moves, which involved either threats that he backed away from (Greenland) or short-term attacks (Venezuela, last year's Iran bombing), this war is difficult to square with noninterventionism. Trump threw himself behind the neoconservatives' long-held dream of a war with Iran whose end point is regime change or the regime's forced surrender of its power projection.

Now it is the hawks' turn as the fair-haired child of the Trump coalition. The conservative interventionists can say that they, not the populists, embody Trump's authentic vision. "What's actually going on here is that you've got Tucker and Joe Kent and Marjorie Taylor Greene and Thomas Massie all pretending that what's happening here is somehow unforeseen, a betrayal of MAGA--that somehow they all speak for MAGA better than the president who actually designed it," the conservative podcaster Ben Shapiro told Politico.

The president has given approving head pats to his hawkish defenders. He shared a Thiessen post, and he defended Mark Levin (a hawk) over Megyn Kelly (a populist) at the peak of an online spat, during which he called her "emotionally unhinged" and "toxic," and she accused him of having a "micropenis."

The hawks are practically taunting the populists for their lack of influence. "This once-ascendant faction of MAGA is in a bind. Trump wants to win a war that Kent and his comrades wish he never started. They're betting against the leader of their own movement," Eli Lake wrote in The Free Press. "The anti-Semites who sought to dominate the right and steer American foreign policy are watching their dreams die," Commentary's Abe Greenwald gloated.

But if you pay close attention to the chorus of hawkish praise raining down on the president, you can detect an undercurrent of concern. "Mr. Trump took by far the biggest risk of his public life when he approved Operation Epic Fury," Barton Swaim noted in The Wall Street Journal. Shapiro called the war "unprecedented in terms of its political courage."

Read: From 'America First' to 'always America last'

Implicit in this praise is a concession that Trump's decision might go badly. The hawks, as is their wont, have covered up this uncertainty with fervor. One of the Journal's recurring editorials urging Trump to finish the job concedes in passing that Iran's ability to close the Strait of Hormuz has caught the U.S. unprepared, asking, "Any ideas, Secretary Hegseth?" It calls to mind a scene in Airplane! where a flight attendant assures passengers not to worry about the turbulence they're experiencing, as an unconscious captain is being dragged through the aisle, before asking, "By the way, is there anyone on board who knows how to fly a plane?"

The hawks ought to rethink their faulty assumptions rather than assume that a plan for victory exists somewhere in the recesses of Pete Hegseth's brain. Instead, they are demanding an even deeper commitment, brushing past the escalating military, economic, and political costs.

If, as now appears at least somewhat likely, the Iran war ends in failure, the coalitional dynamic within the GOP would probably flip back. The traditional security hawks would be discredited, and the populist anti-interventionists vindicated.

The hawks have comforted themselves with the thought that such a calamity won't occur. Trump still commands strong support among his party, especially with MAGA Republicans. This is, of course, a tautology, because MAGA affiliation primarily indicates a willingness to support whatever Trump does.

We can imagine what such a political outcome would look like, because it happened in the not-so-distant past. George W. Bush had a reservoir of bottomless support among Republicans. And even after the Iraq War turned undeniably sour, the party proceeded to nominate defenders of Bush's policy for the next two presidential elections.

It wasn't until Trump came along to call the party's former leadership weak losers who had made a terrible mistake that Republicans could even entertain the thought that Bush had failed. But once they did, the turn was complete. In a political culture that treats its leaders as unassailable, today's god becomes tomorrow's false prophet.

Trump exploited that previously unspeakable sense of failure to discredit the incumbent Republican Party leadership. That is how the anti-interventionist faction gained a foothold in the party to begin with. Should he ultimately be seen as a failure, this faction will have an even easier time discrediting the Republican hawks than Trump did bullying Jeb Bush on the debate stage in 2015.

Only, next time, the populist turn seems likely to be far uglier. Trump's populist allies have learned that their most poisonous ideas have a potent audience. Figures such as Carlson, Fuentes, and the far-right influencer Candace Owens have developed mass followings by supplying the forbidden fruits of anti-Semitic paranoia that the old establishment withheld. They have tapped into a deep desire to blame Israel and a Jewish cabal for the world's problems. If Trump is seen as having failed because of a war fought alongside Israel that was urged on him by the hawks, Carlson's case against the Republican elite will become trivially simple.

The Republican Party's only force still resisting anti-Semitism is committed to the fantasy that it barely exists. Matthew Brooks, the head of the Republican Jewish Coalition, told reporters in November that anti-Semitism is "a very small, limited problem in our party."

Will Gottsegen: A test for Trump's most faithful

The Republicans willing to condemn anti-Semitism on the right are either afraid to or simply refuse to blame the figure who legitimized it. Instead, they have relentlessly ingratiated themselves with Trump and pinned their future on a war that has already veered far from the outcome they had expected, compounding a moral failing with a geopolitical blunder.

Perhaps they believed that they could start a political transformation in the Middle East and somehow spread it back to the home front, erasing sour memories of the Iraq War and marginalizing the modern Lindberghites. They seem not to have contemplated the possibility that a very different transformation would occur, one that would burn down what remains of the party establishment, leaving a barbaric horde to inherit the ruins.
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Trump Is Asking to Be Bailed Out Again

The president's eagerness to act keeps getting him into difficult spots--which he then demands that legislators and the public help him escape.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 25 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.

A popular joke in the 1850s concerned a man who, upon being convicted for the murder of his parents, throws himself at the judge's feet and begs for mercy on a poor orphan.

The tale came to mind recently as I read about a hearing challenging President Trump's authority to build a new ballroom where the White House's East Wing had stood until Trump abruptly demolished it last fall. The president had been insisting for some time that any work would not "interfere with the current building," then razed it so quickly that no one had any time to intervene legally. In court this month, a Justice Department lawyer echoed the parricide orphan, pleading with a judge not to halt construction and arguing that it is necessary due to unspecified security concerns--even if he agreed with a suit brought by preservationists. "It does not benefit the public," DOJ's Yaakov Roth said, "to have this site dormant."

Perhaps the administration should have considered this before it demolished the bustling building that used to be there. (U.S. District Court Judge Richard J. Leon has not ruled but has said that he hopes to issue a decision by the end of this month.) The Trump team has discovered that acting fast can prevent anyone from stepping in to stop them--the "You can just do things" ethos. But the president still doesn't understand why it might be unwise to do something, even if you can. His hasty actions keep producing crises that the administration then insists require everyone to accept further exercises of executive power.

Trump's war--sorry, "operation"--in Iran is a perfect example. The president didn't ask Congress to declare war, and he did not receive, or request, an authorization for use of military force. The administration briefed the "Gang of Eight" (the leaders of the House, Senate, and each body's intelligence committees from both parties) just before the strikes but, according to The New York Times, misled them about the scope of the attack. Trump did not work to build support for war with Iran among the American people, and he did not attempt to assemble a coalition of allies other than Israel to take part.

Now that the operation has hit difficulty, though, Trump wants exactly the same people he ignored--Congress, the American people, and allies--to bail him out. The administration has asked for an astonishing $200 billion to fund a war that the president also sporadically claims is over, giving legislators an unappetizing choice between funding a quagmire or else walking away and leaving a mess behind. Administration officials have also called on citizens to make sacrifices to handle higher gas and energy prices in the service of a war they don't support, whose aims the president can't articulate. And Trump has alternatingly pleaded with and raged at allies who, having avoided a war they didn't want--and having endured years of scorn from Trump--are now unwilling to put their own troops in danger to reopen the Strait of Hormuz.

This logic of escalation has also appeared in domestic affairs. Having effected a hostile takeover of the Kennedy Center, Trump now finds himself insisting that the venue close for two years, reportedly in part because it has failed to book enough artists or sell enough tickets to remain open.

Or take Operation Metro Surge. In late 2025, Trump decided to send a contingent of immigration officers to Minnesota, ostensibly to respond to cases of benefit fraud among the state's Somali population. The Justice Department was already prosecuting the matter, and it wasn't clear what exactly Department of Homeland Security officers were going to do. Once they arrived and began patrolling neighborhoods, however, residents protested; the administration responded by expanding its deployment. Trump threatened to invoke the Insurrection Act and dispatch active-duty soldiers, though he ultimately did not. By the time the administration pulled back, agents had arrested at least 3,000 people, but only 23 of them were Somali and none was connected to the fraud allegations, according to the Star Tribune. Meanwhile, two American citizens were shot and killed by federal agents.

The Minnesota operation was not only a tactical flop; it was a political blunder. The administration sacked Greg Bovino, the Customs and Border Protection official who had become the front man for aggressive enforcement. Most agents were yanked from Minnesota. Trump's ratings on immigration, once his signature issue, turned hard against him.

This is ironic, because the original intention was a quick political win. Trump had hoped to spotlight the benefit fraud both to bolster his case for immigration enforcement and also because of his outspoken bigotry toward Somalis. He seems to have thought the same about the Iran operation, expecting as quick a win there as he (appears to have) notched in Venezuela. Instead, he has ended up worse off as a matter of his stated goals and political interests alike.

Following protocol might have deprived Trump of the splashiness of these sudden actions, or even prevented him from doing these things--but it might also have helped him avoid the missteps that are plaguing him. Trump doesn't recognize that although rules can limit him, they also protect him. A lawyer for the National Trust for Historic Preservation, which is challenging the ballroom, made the same point more pithily during the hearing last week. Thaddeus Heuer noted that the administration could have consulted with relevant authorities before demolition but had declined.

"They have forgotten the proverbial first law of holes," he said. "When you find yourself in one, stop digging."

Related:

	Is Trump actually having "very good" talks with Tehran?
 	Why Trump keeps creating crises (From 2018)
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Today's News

	A jury found Meta and YouTube negligent for designing addictive features that harmed a young user, ordering them to pay $3 million in damages. The ruling could pave the way for more lawsuits over social media's impact on users' mental health.
 	The U.S. sent Iran a 15-point proposal to end the war, but Tehran rejected it and outlined its own conditions, including reparations and recognition of its sovereignty over the Strait of Hormuz.
 	Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer said that Democrats had sent Republicans a proposal to reopen the Department of Homeland Security, including funding for TSA workers and proposed limits on ICE operations.
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How AI Is Creeping Into The New York Times

By Vauhini Vara

On Sunday, a writer named Becky Tuch posted an excerpt on X from a months-old New York Times "Modern Love" column that had given her pause. "I don't want to falsely accuse writers" of using AI, she wrote. "But this reads EXACTLY like AI slop." The excerpt--from an essay by a mother who had lost custody of her son--described the son's feelings, at one point, toward his mother: "Not hate. Not anger. Just the flat finality of a heart too tired to keep trying."
 Among the 100-plus replies to Tuch's post was one by an AI researcher, Tuhin Chakrabarty. He'd run the snippet from "Modern Love" through an AI-detection tool from the start-up Pangram Labs, which flagged it as likely having been AI-generated.


Read the full article.
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Explore. Henry Grabar on how America learned to love Barnes & Noble again.

Reflect. AI chatbots offer relationships that are low effort and completely personalized--and hollow, Julie Beck writes.

Play our daily crossword.
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Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.
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Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia: AI Code, Airport Code

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 26 Mar 2026

Today's trivia--unlike so, so many passengers stuck in long airport lines--is ready for takeoff.

And by the way, did you know that at least seven airports in the United States are named for people who perished in aviation accidents? Ellen uncovered this in her reporting.

Some of the namesakes are military heroes who died in battle, such as Edward O'Hare, who gave his name to Chicago's airport. But others are just people who died in commercial crashes! Oklahoma City's Will Rogers and Wiley Post airports are even named after two people who died in the same crash. So--maybe take the bus to OKC.

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 via trivia@theatlantic.com.
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A Life of Paying Attention

Revisiting Tracy Kidder's work for <em>The Atlantic</em>

by Rafaela Jinich

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




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


Tracy Kidder, the Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist who died this week at 80, devoted his career to immersion: embedding himself for months, sometimes years, with his subjects, and turning what he saw into stories that are hard to put down. His work traversed worlds--he followed a group of computer engineers racing to build a new machine, spent nine months in a fifth-grade classroom in Massachusetts, and traveled with the legendary physician and humanitarian Paul Farmer as he cared for people across continents--but his focus was remarkably consistent. He was interested in how people work: what they care about, what they struggle through, and what makes them keep going.

Kidder brought that same sensibility to his Atlantic stories about technology, work, and everyday life. His writing was, as one reviewer put it, full of "genuine love, delight and celebration of the human condition." He wrote his first article for this magazine in 1973, and then served as a contributing editor for many years.

Revisit a selection of Kidder's Atlantic stories below.



Your Reading List


September 1985 (House): Cover illustration by Ralph Giguere



House

The story of a young couple on a tight budget, an architect determined to excel, and four carpenters devoted more to craftsmanship than to profit (From 1985)


Read the full story.

Trouble in the Stratosphere

By the end of the 1970s, news about the ozone layer had all but vanished from the popular press, but the effects of manmade chemicals on ozone are still worth worrying about. (From 1982)


Read the full story.

The Ultimate Toy

Debugging the computer "Eagle" (From 1981)


Read the full story.

Flying Upside Down

The Hardy Boys and the Microkids build a computer (From 1981)


Read the full story.

Trains in Trouble

Once, some 20,000 trains traversed the United States, many of them elegant hotels on wheels. Now most of the great passenger railroads have withered and died, and they have been replaced by Amtrak, which has mammoth troubles of its own. Is there any hope for a rail-travel revival? (From 1976)


Read the full story.

Soldiers of Misfortune

A report on the veterans of Vietnam--and on the often disgraceful treatment they have received from their countrymen (From 1978)


Read the full story.

In Quarantine

A short story by Tracy Kidder (From 1980)


Read the full story.
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The Immigration Restriction Trump Won't Try

Focusing enforcement on employers might be the easiest choice in immigration policy--after all the hard ones are made.

by Marc Novicoff

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




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

Democrats have an opportunity to do something that seemed impossible a year ago: take the lead on immigration. Donald Trump began his second term with a huge edge on the issue among voters, but has since spent that political capital in disturbing and ineffective ways. After more than a year, he's managed to deport an estimated 2 percent of the country's roughly 15 million undocumented immigrants and, according to research, persuaded another 1 percent to leave on their own--at a cost of tens of billions of taxpayer dollars, widespread civil unrest, and two American citizens killed on video by masked federal agents. Trump now has a negative approval rating on the issue.

But the Biden administration's lax approach was even more unpopular than Trump's strict one is now. The Democrats' challenge, then, is to articulate a way forward that avoids the moral failure of Trumpian cruelty without swinging back to the discredited permissiveness of the Biden years.

Many moderate Democrats think they've found a solution: employer-focused immigration enforcement. Most people who immigrate illegally do so hoping to find work and secure a better life. Wouldn't it be fairer and more humane to punish the employers that create those incentives than the poor migrants who act on them? Without the possibility of employment, many might choose to return to their home countries, and the government wouldn't need to spend billions to surveil, detain, process, deport, and transport them. A version of this system, called E-Verify, already exists, but participation is optional. Making it mandatory sounds like the kind of commonsense proposal that everyone can agree on. There's just one catch: It won't work until everyone comes together to solve all the issues with the immigration system that they don't agree on.

When the movement to sanction employers for hiring unauthorized immigrant workers first took off, the politics of immigration looked very different than they do today. In the 1970s, labor unions were most enthusiastic about the idea. They believed that their members were being undercut by cheap, exploitable workers. The labor leader Cesar Chavez denounced "wetbacks," launched a "Campaign Against Illegals" directing his union members to report undocumented workers, and sent hundreds of men to patrol the border.

Many elected Democrats used their voice to push for more enforcement against illegal migration. "My basic complaint is that we have a massive poverty population coming into the country virtually every day from Mexico," Senator Walter Mondale said in a hearing in 1970. "We need a rational policy to stop that hemorrhaging along the border." President Jimmy Carter begged Congress in 1977 for action regarding "undocumented aliens," specifically something that would affect the "employment opportunities of those who are illegally in our country and who are competing with American workers for scarce jobs."

The push for employer sanctions was sociologically airtight for labor and its liberal allies. As the Rutgers labor-studies professor Janice Fine explained to me, the idea fulfilled two goals at once: "taking the blame off the workers and putting the blame on employers." Some immigration-skeptical conservatives were also on board, but the pro-business right wing--led by the reactionary segregationist Senator James Eastland--opposed the restriction this would place on the influx of cheap labor.

In 1986, a compromise was reached. The Immigration Reform and Control Act gave blanket amnesty to all illegally present immigrants who had resided in the country since at least 1982; beefed up border security to stop future flows; and--thanks to lobbying from business groups--sanctioned employers only for the "knowing" hiring of unauthorized immigrants. America has not enacted a comprehensive reform of its immigration system since.

The "knowing" requirement instantly became "the hole through which employers have been driving trucks," Muzaffar Chishti, a senior fellow at the nonpartisan Migration Policy Institute, told me. An average of fewer than 1,000 fines were given out a year in the late '80s and '90s, and they were only a few thousand dollars each. The undocumented population continued to increase rapidly, going from a total of 3.5 million in 1990 to 5.7 million by 1995. Most employers seemed not to care about the rules. According to a GAO report, the ones who did sometimes perversely ended up discriminating against legal immigrants and Latino Americans, just to be safe.

A better system was needed. In 1994, the U.S. Commission on Immigration Reform, chaired by the Texas Democrat Barbara Jordan, came up with a "computerized registry" allowing employers to simply look up a potential worker and see if they were authorized. The Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 introduced a pilot program--originally given the imaginative title of Basic Pilot--to the nation. The system was optional (and remains so except for large federal contractors), which guaranteed its failure. It was the "knowing" problem all over again. An employer who used the system might expose themselves to liability for knowingly hiring an undocumented worker. But an employer who didn't use it faced no downside at all.

In the 2000s, the political coalitions that had created Basic Pilot started to scramble. The Republican Party became more working-class and anti-immigration, while Democrats started to pick up more educated voters, who were less restrictionist, as well as more Latino voters--whom party leaders wrongly assumed were less restrictionist. Meanwhile the undocumented population continued to surge, reaching 12.2 million in 2007, a number about twice as big as it had been a decade prior.

Roge Karma: Why Democrats got the politics of immigration so wrong for so long

Now Republican states took up the mantle of the employer-sanctions regime that labor had popularized in the '70s. Arizona made the use of E-Verify, as the program was now called, mandatory for employers in its landmark Legal Arizona Workers Act in 2007. Utah and a handful of southern states soon followed. For a time, the law seemed like a success story. "The first E-Verify laws, particularly Arizona's, did initially have an impact," Madeline Zavodny, an economist who has studied E-Verify extensively, told me. One study estimated that roughly 17 percent of the working-age undocumented population--about 92,000 people--left over the first two years.

But soon enough, Zavodny said, "everyone--unauthorized immigrants and employers--realized that there's not a lot of teeth to the law." In the years since it mandated E-Verify, Arizona has successfully put just three businesses on probation. A middle manager at a local waterpark was once indicted, but the charge was dropped as part of a settlement.

Zavodny hasn't heard of any other state enforcement actions. I was not able to find any. Holly Beeson, a communications staffer at the South Carolina Department of Labor, Licensing and Regulation, told me in an email that the state conducted 3,603 audits last year for E-Verify compliance. But these audits are more like public service announcements--if the business is not using E-Verify, they are coached on how to do so. None of these audits led to probation or suspension last year, Beeson said. And most E-Verify states don't even bother with audits. A review by AL.com discovered "no evidence" that Alabama was even tracking compliance, despite the law's explicit mandate that it do so, and despite the fact that there is a publicly accessible federal database of all businesses that are enrolled in E-Verify.

Enforcement at the federal level has only been marginally more common. The George W. Bush administration hyped its worksite raids, which tend to lead to the arrests of workers, not employers. It managed just a few dozen actions a year. The Obama administration announced a pivot to punishing employers, hitting a peak of 25 prosecutions for illegal employment of unauthorized immigrants during one 12-month period. But in Barack Obama's second term, his administration largely gave up. Prosecutions dropped to the single digits by the fall of 2016, and audits of companies fell more than half from 2012 to 2016.

Donald Trump, the immigration hawk, didn't show any greater interest in going after employers after taking office in 2017. Trump's first commutation as president was awarded to Sholom Rubashkin, whose meatpacking plant had been found employing hundreds of undocumented immigrant workers, including children.

By 2020, elected Democrats had almost completely polarized against enforcement of immigration laws. Almost every candidate in the Democratic primary endorsed the idea that crossing the border illegally should not even be a crime, but merely a civil offense. When Biden took office, he ordered a 100-day pause on deportations; reinstituted the policy of letting asylum seekers, most of whom will not be deemed eligible, stay in America for years while they await their court date; and de-prioritized deportations for illegal immigrants convicted of crimes including drunk driving, money laundering, and simple assault. He also cut employer audits by 97 percent. Partly in response to these incentives, the undocumented population grew by 5 million to 6 million during Biden's presidency, according to the Pew Research Center.

In 2024, Trump ran as an even more aggressive immigration hawk than before. Still, in all of fiscal year 2025, which ended October 1, there were only ten prosecutions of employers for "unlawful employment of aliens." The Wall Street Journal reported last month that Trump has "told aides repeatedly" that he didn't want any more sweeps at factories or farms. As with the pro-business reactionaries of old, his antipathy toward nonwhite foreigners seems to come second to his sympathy for employers hungry for cheap labor. "They came in illegally, but they're good people," Trump told the press in January. "And they're working now on farms and they're working in luncheonettes and hotels and all."

Trump's obvious reluctance to crack down on undocumented labor has left an opening for Democrats to reclaim employer-focused enforcement as their idea. The Arizona senator and possible presidential candidate Ruben Gallego endorsed the idea in an immigration plan unveiled last year, as did the House New Democrat Coalition. But if mandating E-Verify might once have been enough to reverse the tide of illegal immigration, today the problem has grown far too large to contain so easily. Almost three times as many undocumented immigrants live in the United States today as when E-Verify was first passed into law in 1996. As the Trump administration has discovered, it's hard to threaten or persuade 15 million people to leave the country, especially when most of them have been here more than 10 years and live with citizens or legal residents. Declaring overnight that such a huge share of the population cannot be employed--really, seriously, we mean it this time--would be hugely destabilizing. The informal economy, which already represents about 8 percent of the total economy, would balloon as millions more workers were driven into under-the-table arrangements. The already-robust black market for inexpensive Social Security numbers and fake IDs would explode.

From the April 2026 issue: "America doesn't want my children or grandchildren"

For these reasons, the Democrats proposing employer-focused enforcement all offer the same important caveat: Yes to E-Verify, but only after most of the undocumented people already in the country are given a path to legal status. "Once we have immigration reform," Gallego told me, "and once we have actually legalized" most undocumented immigrants without a criminal record, then strict enforcement of E-Verify is the natural next step. Last August, the New Democrat Coalition, a caucus of 115 congresspeople, released an immigration plan embodying the same logic. It proposes beefing up border security, creating new visa categories and expanding existing ones, giving Dreamers a path to citizenship, and granting legal status to noncriminal undocumented immigrants who arrived more than five years ago and pay a fine.

Representative Gabe Vasquez of New Mexico, who chaired the committee that came up with the plan, told me that the order matters. "E-Verify has to be a key tool," Vasquez said, but only "once reform is in place."

As a matter of policy implementation, Vasquez is probably right about that. But the deep disagreements over whether and how to legalize undocumented immigrants were what caused the collapse of immigration reform in 2007, 2013, 2017, and 2018. The upshot is that shifting immigration enforcement to employers, while in theory a commonsense compromise, in practice cannot happen until all the other politically intractable problems are solved. Securing the border. Fixing the asylum system so that even meritless claims don't automatically earn a decade of residency. Deciding how many of the 15 million undocumented immigrants deserve to be able to stay, and under what status, and who will have to go back. E-Verify, in other words, might be the easiest choice in immigration policy--just as soon as you make all the hard ones.
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Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia: A Little Dickens

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 25 Mar 2026

Let today's trivia be the best of times, and more "age of wisdom" than "age of foolishness." Good luck!

And by the way, did you know that Dickens's The Pickwick Papers--a novel released over the course of 1836 in serialized form--was so popular in England that it spawned theatrical performances, joke books, bootlegs, and Pickwick-branded canes, hats, soaps, and cigars?

As was written in The Atlantic in 2015, "'Literature' is not a big enough category for Pickwick. It defined its own, a new one that we have learned to call 'entertainment.'"

See you 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 via trivia@theatlantic.com.
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Donald Trump Is Nothing Like Robert Mueller

The absurdity of a man who avoided Vietnam due to "bone spurs" dancing on the grave of a decorated combat veteran

by Jonathan Lemire

Sat, 21 Mar 2026




Robert Mueller III was a Bronze Star Marine veteran, an FBI director, and an American citizen. When the president of the United States heard the news that Mueller died today, he put it this way: "Good, I'm glad he's dead."


Mueller was honored for his service in Vietnam, and served presidents of both parties as the director of the nation's top law-enforcement agency. Donald Trump, whose diagnosis of bone spurs kept him from being sent to that same war, has repeatedly denigrated the American war dead as "losers" and "suckers," and has expressed disgust in the presence of wounded troops ("No one wants to see that, the wounded," Trump once complained to the former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff).


Trump has never tried to be the president of all Americans. That deficiency was on grotesque display as he celebrated the death of someone who devoted his life to the country Trump now leads. Of course, Mueller spearheaded the investigation into whether there was collusion between Russia and Trump's 2016 campaign. Trump never forgave him.


Even by the low standards that Trump has set, cheering the death of another man is abhorrent. Not that it hasn't happened before. Just four months ago, Trump posted on social media that the filmmaker Rob Reiner and his wife were murdered in their own home because Reiner was a frequent Trump critic. (The couple's son has been charged in their killing, and investigators have not said that politics played a role in the murders.) Generally speaking, ugly personal attacks are Trump's go-to mode: He has repeatedly made fun of women's looks. He called African nations "shithole countries." He embraced the racist lie that Barack Obama was not born in the United States. He made a punch line out of the brutal assault of Nancy Pelosi's husband. The list goes on from there.


Mueller, in recent years, had retreated from the spotlight. He made few public appearances after his 2019 testimony before Congress at the end of his investigation into Trump; his performance then was, at times, faltering and confusing. He was diagnosed with Parkinson's disease two years later. He died at the age of 81.


Trump, with his nation at war, spent the day golfing near his lush Palm Beach estate. He was still at his club when news of Mueller's death broke. Trump fired off his reaction a short time later. The pushback was swift. Representative Seth Moulton, a veteran and Democrat from Massachusetts, responded with his own post to say that Trump is "a horrible human being and an embarrassment to the United States." His colleague Dan Goldman, a former federal prosecutor, said, "Mueller and Trump represent polar opposites of what a public servant should be."


The Russia investigation--or, as Trump put it, the "Russia, Russia, Russia hoax"--has long infuriated the president. Questions swirled throughout the 2016 campaign about possible links between Moscow and Trump and his associates. Trump himself fueled much of the speculation and, in May 2017, abruptly fired the FBI director, James Comey, who was leading an investigation into the possible collusion. Trump made no secret of why he did it: The very next day, he hosted the Russian ambassador in the Oval Office and told him that firing Comey had "taken off" the "great pressure" that Trump had faced over the investigation. Just over a week later, the Department of Justice named Mueller, who was then retired, as special counsel to investigate a sitting president.


The investigation shadowed Trump, who only added to it by routinely making policy decisions and pronouncements that favored Russia and its authoritarian leader, Vladimir Putin. This was most vividly on display in their July 2018 summit in Helsinki when Trump, in response to a question I asked about Moscow's election interference, sided with Putin over his own nation's intelligence agencies and then went on yet another screed about the Russia probe.


Meanwhile, back home, Mueller became an unlikely pop-culture figure. Democrats pinned their hopes on him--there were T-shirts, mugs, and more social-media memes that you could count--as they fervently hoped that the Mueller probe would rid themselves of Trump. It was an uncomfortable fit; Mueller stayed out of sight and instructed his team to stay silent; despite the constant attacks from Trump and Republicans, his team would not comment. That silence and resulting air of mystery, in a way, only inspired Democrats more; surely, they said, Mueller would save the day.


He did not. Trump never sat for an interview, and Mueller's team leaned on a DOJ guideline that stated that presidents could not be charged with a crime. Mueller concluded that it could not be proved that Trump's campaign colluded with Russia. And he did not offer an opinion as to whether Trump obstructed justice in trying to block the investigation. Mueller first gave his report to Attorney General Bill Barr in March 2019, and Barr framed it for public consumption, painting it in the most favorable light for the president. Trump claimed that the outcome was "total exoneration." It was not. But his presidency survived.


Trump has always governed as an "us versus them" president. Every other man who has sat in the Oval Office has at least nodded toward unity or made an effort to win over those who didn't vote for him. Trump never has. Instead, he has vilified his perceived opponents--whether Democrats, journalists, or any other average Americans--and deemed them traitors or enemies of the people. In his second term, he has used the Department of Justice, the same agency where Mueller worked for nearly 30 years, as a tool to carry out retribution. There traditionally was a bright line between DOJ and the West Wing; these days, the Department of Justice headquarters in Washington has Trump's face displayed on a giant banner hanging out front. The agency has opened investigations into several Trump foes, including Comey, New York Attorney General Letitia James, Fed Chair Jerome Powell, and others. Trump has instead used the government's levers of powers to punish law firms, universities, and blue states. He surged masked ICE agents into cities that did not vote for him. The White House did not immediately respond to a request for comment about Trump's post about Mueller.


Other presidents have been partisan; other presidents have exhibited vile behavior. But Trump alone has publicly exulted in the death of an American. Mueller never sought the attention, though his life story was worthy of biopic treatment. He volunteered to fight in Vietnam and won numerous citations, including the Bronze Star for combat valor when he rescued a wounded Marine under enemy fire during a 1968 ambush. The following year, he was shot in combat. He returned to lead his platoon a few months later. He later practiced law, became a U.S. attorney, and rose through the ranks of the Department of Justice before being chosen by President George W. Bush to become FBI director shortly before the September 11 attacks.


At the conclusion of Mueller's 10-year term, a president of the other party, Barack Obama, asked him to stay on for another two years. Mueller was approved by all senators, Republican and Democrat alike, 100-0.
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Not So Fast, Bill Maher

The comedian was set to receive the Twain Prize before a sudden reversal of course.

by Jonathan L. Fischer, Ashley Parker

Fri, 20 Mar 2026




This story was updated on March 20, 2026, at 6:12 p.m. ET.


You could measure the on-and-off feud between President Trump and the comedian Bill Maher in weeks, years, or decades. Last month, Trump called Maher a "highly overrated LIGHTWEIGHT" in a lengthy Truth Social post. Years ago, he briefly sued Maher for suggesting that his father was an orangutan.

All of which makes Maher an unlikely pick--at least at first blush--to receive the last marquee honor at the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts before it shuts down for two years, at Trump's direction, in July. Maher was chosen to receive this year's Mark Twain Prize for American Humor, two people familiar with the selection told us. One of them, who works at the center, said an announcement was expected soon. A third person said that Maher had been offered the award--and that Trump had been supportive of the idea--but was not sure whether Maher had accepted it. All spoke on the condition of anonymity because Maher had not yet been officially announced as the award recipient. As with all decisions involving this president, the move was subject to being reversed until publicly announced.

And, in fact, that is precisely what appears to have happened. After this story was published, the White House called the Kennedy Center and made clear that Maher would not receive the prize. White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt also then sent us a statement: "This is fake news. Bill Maher will NOT be getting this award." The Kennedy Center staffer confirmed to us that the decision had been made but was reversed. The Kennedy Center has not responded to our requests for comment.

The Twain Prize ceremony, which streams on Netflix, is one of two major broadcast events at the Kennedy Center, along with the Kennedy Center Honors. Trump took over the Kennedy Center last February by replacing its trustees with loyalists, and was soon fantasizing to them about selecting the Honors recipients himself. Although he would go on to personally approve the honorees (including Sylvester Stallone and the glam-metal stars KISS), it was too late to swap out the 2025 Twain winner, Conan O'Brien, who had been tapped by the previous Kennedy Center leadership. The event functioned as a last hurrah for the old Kennedy Center, with Will Ferrell and Sarah Silverman among the comics roasting both O'Brien (who was there) and Trump (who was not). John Mulaney's best line was that the Kennedy Center would soon be renamed the "Roy Cohn Pavilion of Big Strong Men Who Love Cats."

In fact, the board of trustees eventually renamed it "The Donald J. Trump and the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts," a change that prompted a new wave of artist cancellations (Philip Glass, the San Francisco Ballet) and more anemic ticket sales. By this February, when Trump said the center would close for a two-year renovation, the attractions on the calendar had thinned. At the same time, one notable recent trend has been the booking of right-coded comedians such as Tony Hinchcliffe, Adam Carolla, and Jeff Foxworthy.

Read: What the Kennedy Center closure really means for art

With his largely center-left views, the 70-year-old Maher doesn't belong in that cohort, though some of his positions are idiosyncratic, and he has a tendency to punch left as well as right. Moreover, Maher hasn't been immune to Trump's reality-distortion field. After Maher frequently jabbed the president's first administration, he visited Trump at the White House in 2025, in a meeting arranged by Kid Rock. Describing the dinner on his HBO show Real Time, Maher called Trump "gracious and measured" and willing to "listen and accept me as a possible friend." The blowback among other comedians, like Marc Maron, came fast. The proximate subject of a satirical essay Larry David wrote for The New York Times--titled "My Dinner With Adolf"--was obvious.

By this February, Maher and Trump were back on the outs. Writing that Maher's program had reverted to its old, anti-Trump ways, the president posted, "It was a total waste of time for me to have this jerk at the White House." He was still sharing links to articles about their "Valentine's Day breakup" as recently as March 6. Maher unpacked the dispute on his show the same day. "Someone has to help Donald Trump understand that I don't suffer from Trump Derangement Syndrome," he said. "He suffers from Bill Maher Derangement Syndrome." But he gave Trump credit for a few wins, including removing violent criminals who were in the country illegally and "taking out Iran's nuclear capability."                                                                                   
 Now Maher, who was set to receive one of comedy's highest honors in a building widely associated with one of his favorite punching bags, will likely have to wait a while longer for a prize he has long coveted.
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A Serious Senate Debate About an Unserious Bill

The most pressing question about the SAVE America Act is not whether it's going to pass, but why President Trump and his allies are so determined to see the Senate put up a bill that's doomed to fail.

by Russell Berman, Yvonne Wingett Sanchez

Fri, 20 Mar 2026




The United States has launched a war in Iran. Soaring gas prices are pounding an economy that many Americans already considered unaffordable. And the federal department responsible for protecting the homeland ran out of money more than a month ago.

Naturally, the Senate is debating none of those things.

Instead, Republicans in Congress's upper chamber are spending this week trying--likely in vain--to pass a bill aimed at addressing President Trump's yearslong obsession with his 2020 defeat. The proposal, known as the SAVE America Act, would require people to provide proof of citizenship when registering to vote and photo identification when casting their ballot.

The legislation is ostensibly designed to toughen enforcement of a core tenet of American democracy that most election experts say is already rigorously enforced: the law that only U.S. citizens are eligible to vote in federal elections. But those same experts, along with Trump himself, view the SAVE America Act as much more far-reaching. If it's passed, voting-rights experts contend, more than 20 million eligible voters could lose ready access to the polls, including many married women who have changed their name and young people who have moved out of state to attend college. (Some Republicans and election experts say that these claims are greatly overstated.) In the president's estimation, the bill's passage could seal a Republican win in this year's elections. "It will guarantee the midterms" in favor of Republicans, Trump told the House GOP conference earlier this month.

The president's problem is that even the SAVE America Act's GOP supporters believe that it stands little chance of becoming law. For that to happen, at least nine Democrats would have to join Republicans to defeat a filibuster--a scenario about as likely as Democrats agreeing to carve Trump's face into Mount Rushmore. A slightly more realistic path would be for Republicans to end the filibuster altogether, which Trump has been urging them to do since his first swing through the White House. Although nearly all of the Senate's 53 Republicans support the SAVE America Act, far fewer of them are willing to blow up the institution's most controversial quirk to get it passed.

None of these challenges has stopped Trump or his most fervent allies from demanding that Senate Republicans take up the SAVE America Act and try their best to pass it anyway. The president has threatened to not sign any legislation--even a resumption of funding for the Department of Homeland Security--until Congress puts the elections bill on his desk. The proposal's leading champion, Senator Mike Lee of Utah, has posted on X about little else for months, and he warned that GOP senators who don't try to outlast Democratic attempts to filibuster the legislation should lose their seat. (Senate Majority Leader John Thune pointedly brushed back this threat.)

The most pressing question about the SAVE America Act is not whether it's going to pass, but why Trump and his allies are so determined to see the Senate put up a bill that's doomed to fail. The White House told us in a statement that the legislation is "commonsense" and pointed to polling showing high support for voter identification. "This has always been a top priority for President Trump," the spokesperson Abigail Jackson said. "Our elections should be treated with the utmost security."

Voting-rights advocates have a theory. "It's a pretext for the next authoritarian escalation," Alexandra Chandler, who oversees the elections team at the advocacy group Protect Democracy, told us. Chandler and others we interviewed see the Senate's high-profile debate as one episode in a broad, sustained, coordinated effort by the White House to seed doubt in American elections ahead of what Republicans believe could be steep losses this November. This, she said, would follow a pattern that Trump set both before and after his 2020 loss: before the election, manufacture a crisis upon which he can then blame defeat. "When his allies lose elections, it's a talking point," Chandler said: "You didn't pass the legislation that would have solved this fake problem, and therefore the election results are not valid."

Read: Arizona is now at the center of election investigations

Trump has said plainly that he wants to "nationalize" elections that by constitutional design are run by the states. A year ago, he issued an executive order-- portions of which a federal court blocked from being implemented--that directed the federal Election Assistance Commission to enforce a proof-of-citizenship requirement for voter registration and sought to compel states to hand over voter rolls to DHS. The FBI has seized materials from the 2020 election in Georgia, federal investigations into that contest are under way in Arizona, and state election officials are alarmed by requests to coordinate their activities with federal agencies whose staff now include election deniers.

Given the bill's dim prospects, we asked Chandler how seriously her group is taking the legislation. "We're taking it seriously for what it is," she replied, "which is not necessarily just an effort to pass a bill."

If and when the SAVE America Act is defeated, voting-rights advocates don't expect that Trump will be deterred. Rather, they predict that he will escalate attempts to interfere with the midterm elections. But their fears would become far more acute were the bill to somehow pass. Its requirement for people to prove citizenship in person when registering to vote would cut off the mail- and online-registration options now available in many states. (Trump has pushed the Senate to go even further to limit mail and early voting, both of which are popular options with voters of all political affiliations.)

More than 21 million people lack "ready access" to the documents that the bill would require Americans to provide--a passport, a birth certificate, a military ID, or a driver's license compliant with the Real ID program, according to Michael Waldman of NYU's Brennan Center for Justice. New Hampshire passed a similar law in 2024, and voting groups cited reports that hundreds of people were turned away at the polls during municipal elections last year due to lack of proper documentation.

Celina Stewart, the CEO of the League of Women Voters, said the bill would disproportionately affect the approximately eight in 10 married women who change their name. "We just haven't seen anything on the scale where nearly 70 million women, in one fell swoop, could be challenged and have real barriers to being able to access the ballot," she said.

Both Trump and the bill's Democratic critics have characterized the proposal as an overt attempt to swing future elections in the GOP's favor. But the actual impact the SAVE America Act would have on voting is hard to predict. In a shift from the Obama era, Republican candidates now rely more on their ability to register and turn out less frequent voters, and they have made gains among young and nonwhite voters, who election experts say would face the biggest hurdles if the bill were enacted. And Trump narrowly carried married women in his victory over Kamala Harris in 2024, exit polls showed.

Democrats and some nonpartisan voting advocates have in recent years grown more open to the idea of a national voter-ID law; they considered a proposal from then-Senator Joe Manchin of West Virginia when they desperately needed his support for a broader package to expand voting access. "Democrats support commonsense voter-ID proposals," Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer told reporters on Tuesday. "But the SAVE Act is not a voter-ID bill. It's a voter-suppression bill."

Read: The last MAGA prisoner

With primaries already under way for this fall's elections, the effort to implement the changes, should the bill pass, could result in chaos, election experts told us. Many election offices--especially those in rural America--lack the staff, funding, and technology to carry out such a significant mandate, they said. (In Washington State, the bill could cost at least $35 million to implement this year, according to estimates from Senator Maria Cantwell's office. The National Association of Counties pegs the nationwide cost to administer changes at $510 million each election cycle.)

Election workers already face enormous strain, and many jurisdictions are struggling to retain and recruit enough people to staff the polls. The SAVE America Act would only exacerbate those challenges, advocates told us, because it could expose election workers who erroneously register people without proper citizenship records to criminal penalties. Under the bill, states would have to give voter lists to DHS to run against citizenship data. Already, dozens of states have refused to provide full voter lists to the federal government as part of its efforts to collect the information. (At least 12 states have either complied or said that they will, according to the Brennan Center. The Justice Department has sued more than two dozen states for the information, and three federal courts have ruled this year that the federal government has no right to the data.)

Some Republican secretaries of state view the debate as an unserious attempt to create policy, election experts who have spoken with them told us. (Several GOP secretaries of state we contacted didn't want to talk about the legislation; one spokesperson described it to us as a "hypothetical" proposal unworthy of his boss's time.) Should the bill pass, they figure, the courts will block it--at minimum because of a legal theory that courts should not allow rules to be changed so close to an election, because it could lead to confusion among voters and poll workers. They also argue that state and local election officials already routinely kick ineligible people off of voter rolls and that some states are taking on more restrictive proof-of-citizenship requirements on their own. Proof-of-citizenship bills have been signed by the South Dakota governor and passed by legislatures in Utah and Florida.

Read: Trump's favorite voter-ID bill would probably backfire

Derek Monson, the executive director of the Sutherland Institute, a Utah-based conservative think tank, said the centralization of election authority and processes, as well as of citizenship information and voter data, in the hands of the federal government could make voter fraud easier to commit. "What we've done is simplified the act of voter fraud for people who want to commit it," he said. He laid out a scenario in which a clearinghouse of voting data maintained by fewer people at the federal level (as opposed to more people across all 50 states) is accessed by bad actors. "It seems like every other week some federal agency is being hacked," he added. "Now you've just gift-wrapped everyone's personal voter data for a hacker to get."

The SAVE America Act's biggest supporters wave off these concerns. To the many Trump fans who have come to share his unfounded grievances about the 2020 elections, the Senate's debate represents a moment of validation--win or lose. It "is a sea change from 2020," Cleta Mitchell, a longtime conservative lawyer who helped Trump try to overturn his defeat that year, told us. As for the bill's long-shot chances, she said: "You can't win if you don't try."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/03/save-america-act-gop-senate-elections/686463/?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 make 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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The Impossible Predicament of the Uninsured

My aunt couldn't afford to go to the hospital. She ended up there anyway.

by Jenisha Watts

Mon, 02 Mar 2026




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

The day after Thanksgiving, I got a voicemail. A woman identified herself as a doctor at the University of Louisville hospital: "I believe I may have one of your family members here."

The message was hard to understand. Most of my family lives in Kentucky, so I didn't know whom the doctor was referring to. I called the hospital, but kept getting put on hold. Then I tried my aunt--if someone was in trouble, she'd be the one to know. But she didn't answer.

A few hours later, her son got in touch with me. My aunt was the one in the hospital. She'd had an aneurysm on the right side of her brain, and it had burst. The drainage tube the doctors used to stop the bleeding kept slipping loose; after three tries, they finally got it to stick. Only then could they do surgery. My cousin FaceTimed me afterward, from the ICU. "Are you ready?" he asked. He angled the camera down to my aunt's face, and I started sobbing like a sudden rainstorm.

A few days later, I got on a plane from Washington, D.C., to Kentucky and went straight to join my family at the hospital. We had always called my aunt "The Glamourina." She wore feathered hats with sparkly shirts and experimented with different hairstyles: a butterscotch-blond cropped cut, an afro, a bob streaked with highlights. She paid for my first real manicure, when I was in high school. We wore matching striped shirts to the salon, and used an eyeliner pencil to draw fake moles above our lips, like Marilyn Monroe.

She is 58 now, and raised two kids as a single mother. She always treated me like one of her children, and I grew up to look more like her than like my own mom. When I'd talked with her the week before she ended up in the hospital, she'd asked me to play our favorite song, "I'm So Proud of You," by Julie Anne Vargas. Now the top half of her head was shaved and staples ran in a ladder across it. IVs were taped to each arm, and a machine next to her bed was helping her breathe. She couldn't speak. When she opened her eyes, they rolled.

Her older son was especially alarmed by how quickly she'd declined. He wanted the doctors to come into her room so they could explain what had happened. But one of our older relatives stopped him, saying that we couldn't afford to make demands, let alone trouble, because "she don't have a lick of health insurance."

We knew that the hospital couldn't deny her care, but we understood the tightrope you walk when you don't have money. All she could afford to be was grateful.

We don't know what caused my aunt's aneurysm, but she'd had persistent headaches for months, and she'd been worried. Once, when she was driving, the left side of her body turned numb and her toes curled up. She pulled over but didn't go to the hospital; she couldn't afford it.

My aunt worked as a hair stylist at a salon for years. Most recently, she was the overnight caregiver for an elderly woman, but she had opted out of her employer-sponsored health insurance because she couldn't afford the premium. She'd occasionally had coverage in the past, but it never guaranteed that she'd actually be able to afford health care. She called me once, defeated, because she was trying to fill a prescription at Walgreens and the pharmacy had flagged an issue with her insurance. She would need to pay out of pocket, and she didn't have the $134.89. She was often frustrated by spending long spells on hold with insurance agents, and was overwhelmed by the complexity of the plans.

Annie Lowrey: Annoying people to death

My aunt's experience with the health-care system is familiar to many Americans. In a 2023 survey by the Kaiser Family Foundation, nearly a quarter of adults said signing up for a plan was simply too confusing. Even those who have coverage may decide to delay or skip treatment because they can't afford the out-of-pocket costs, resulting in emergency-room visits and hospitalizations that could have been prevented.

Some years, my aunt made so little money that she might have qualified for Medicaid, but not recently--the income cutoff if you're single in Kentucky is $1,835 a month. Some years, she bought coverage through the Affordable Care Act's exchanges, but eventually she decided it was too expensive.

Many more people are now making that same decision. In 2025, the Republican-controlled Congress voted to let Biden-era subsidies in the ACA, which had helped some 22 million people afford their coverage, expire. Within just two weeks of the cutoff, at the end of December, enrollment had dropped by 1 million people. According to one group's estimate, families are paying $200, $300, or $1,000 more a month; many have seen their premiums double.

Read: The coming Obamacare cliff

In January, President Trump released his proposal for a "Great Healthcare Plan," which suggests that savings from the former subsidies could be sent directly to "eligible" Americans. But who would be eligible? The proposal makes no mention of the many people who don't have coverage. Then, in February, the Trump administration released a list of 43 prescription drugs that Americans can buy for reduced prices. But some of these were already available at those prices or in generic forms, and they make up a tiny fraction of the drugs Americans need; the prescription my aunt couldn't afford, for instance, is not listed.

Nothing about Trump's pronouncements changes the fact that millions more Americans will soon be stuck where my aunt was: in the middle--sometimes insured, sometimes uninsured, but always too poor to get the care they need.

As I stared at my aunt in the ICU, I noticed that her eyebrows were freshly waxed, and her nails had bleach-white French tips. Only the week before, she'd texted me about getting her nails done. It was an indulgence she rarely allowed herself: "Woo this pedi feels good. I haven't had one since last year." When I rubbed Vaseline on her chapped feet, I discovered her ruby-red toenails.

She could not have known that the decision to finally splurge a little on herself would be a conversation starter with the nurses, who complimented her on her nails and eyebrows. Her grooming signaled to them that she was someone who took care of herself, someone who deserved their attention and respect.

I drove to her house later that week to meet her younger son. We'd planned to check on her bills--to see if we could find her bank PIN or account information to make sure that her finances stayed on track. I found notebooks coated with her handwriting, a list of numbers down each page that looked like an unsolved equation. These, I realized, were her monthly expenses, along with details such as the confirmation codes for bills she'd paid. Stuffed inside one notebook was a pawn-shop notice, announcing its full ownership over an item she'd traded in.

For years, not having enough money nibbled at my aunt's health. She texted me about having severe pain in her back and breasts. She wrote that she had a "knot" in one breast--"I'm thinking just polyps." She lost a lot of weight and said she was feeling depressed. I suggested reaching out to a psychiatrist to ask for antidepressants. She wrote back: "That cost. That's why I need insurance." She was tired of pretending to be okay. After paying for her mortgage, water bill, Wi-Fi, car insurance, and other necessities each month, she'd usually be out of money. She was always transparent with me about her struggles, and sent photos of bills with disconnect notices: a letter from the energy company; an available checking balance of -$59.70; a past-due payment, with the amount owed in bold. Shutoffs have resumed. Make a $172.75 payment today to get your account back on track. She had small wins, such as finally paying off her car. But she still went back and forth to the payday-loan store.

As I sat next to her in the hospital, I couldn't help but feel guilty. For years, I had been sending her money when she asked, but sometimes I didn't. I would listen to her struggles and then go on with my life. I was grateful to be financially stable, but frustrated by being the financial rescuer for family members. I wanted to create boundaries, and to escape from the transactional, lopsided part of these relationships.

From the October 2023 issue: Jenisha from Kentucky

But I had not thought enough about how much she gave me--in every way she could. She posted about my accomplishments on Facebook no matter how small I considered them. She filled voids for me: self-esteem booster, cheerleader, second mother. In 2014, she used all the money she had to fly to New York to see me graduate from Columbia. She was the only member of my family there. When my name was called and I walked across the stage, she cried so much that someone had to hand her a tissue.

A few months ago, my son turned 4, and my aunt was determined to send him a gift. A manila envelope arrived at my apartment: She had mailed him five individually wrapped Hot Wheels cars and a Spider-Man birthday card. I recorded a video as my son stuffed his hand inside the envelope, pulling out each toy, saying, "Oh, wow. This is awesome." That night, I sent the video to my aunt. She wrote back at 2 a.m.: "Up looking at videos over n over. He was so excited." She was always trying to give to others, even though she never had enough for herself.

As individuals, and as a country, we tend to pay attention only when it's too late. Americans who want to cut health-care spending don't seem to understand that access to preventive care saves not just lives, but also money. Perhaps my aunt's hospital stay could have been avoided if she'd been able to call a doctor and make an appointment, an option that so many of us take for granted. What is a life like my aunt's worth in America? Unfortunately, that determination has been made.

Jonathan Chait: Obamacare changed the politics of health care

My aunt hasn't sat up or spoken since the aneurysm, and no one knows if she will again. In January, she was transferred from the hospital to a nursing home. She's supposed to go home soon, to be cared for by the family, who can't possibly give her the round-the-clock care she needs. She's not capable of worrying about health insurance at this point, but if she were, she wouldn't have to: Now that she's completely disabled, she qualifies for Medicaid.



This article appears in the April 2026 print edition with the headline "The Cost of Not Having Health Insurance."
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The Countdown to a Ground War

The president wants to avoid a long, messy entanglement, but all of the ground options promise to be just that.

by Thomas Wright

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




Donald Trump announced this week that the United States and Iran had made significant progress in negotiations, and he was allowing five days to reach a deal. Tehran denied that it was talking with Washington at all. This is not, in any meaningful sense, a negotiation: It is a countdown.

The timing is not coincidental. Thousands of Marines and much of the 1st Brigade of the 82nd Airborne are en route to the Middle East. Trump may intend the talks to act as cover for an escalation decision already made. Even if he doesn't, the structural reality is the same: When the deadline expires, he will be close to having significant ground-combat capability in the region and a collapsing diplomatic process to justify using it.

The gap between the two sides makes the collapse of talks likely. The American framework is, in essence, a demand for Iran's surrender. The administration's 15-point proposal, delivered to Iran via Pakistan, requires Tehran to dismantle its entire uranium-enrichment infrastructure, surrender its stockpiles of highly enriched uranium, sever all ties with proxy forces across the region, and accept strict limits on its conventional military. In exchange, Washington is offering sanctions relief and support for a civilian nuclear-energy program. The proposal is very similar to the deal that the United States put on the table before the bombing campaign began.

Iran's counter-framework reflects a regime that does not believe it is losing. Tehran is demanding binding guarantees that neither the United States nor Israel will strike again, reparations for the damage already inflicted, and formal recognition of its control over the Strait of Hormuz. On enrichment and proxies, Iranian negotiators have shown no willingness to move.

The war has not moderated the Iranian regime. It has hardened it. The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps now dominates Iran's internal deliberations to a degree unprecedented even under Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. Iran effectively controls the strait, and it knows that this control affords Tehran real leverage. Iran appears to have concluded that it is better positioned for a war of endurance than for a negotiated capitulation.

Trump could still choose to declare victory, or even accept terms closer to Iran's position, if he concludes that the alternative is a longer and more uncertain war.

Last year's trade confrontation with China ended with significant American concessions obscured by wins against U.S. allies and dressed in the language of reciprocal success. A similar reframing is conceivable here. He could point to Iran's degraded navy, its shattered air force, the deaths of senior regime officials, and the setback to its nuclear program and argue that the threat has been sufficiently reduced to warrant a softer settlement.

Eliot A. Cohen: The war with Iran is exposing big problems for the military

But the Iran case will be harder to obscure than the China one was. Trade balances are abstract; the Strait of Hormuz is not. A deal that leaves the IRGC in effective control of the world's most crucial shipping lane, imposes no enforceable limits on Iran's missile or enrichment programs, and offers the regime international legitimacy cannot easily be framed as victory, especially when America's closest regional partners will be lining up to say otherwise.

Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman reportedly told Trump that the United States should continue fighting to destroy the Iranian regime and remake the region. The United Arab Emirates' ambassador to the United States rejected the idea of a "simple cease-fire," calling instead for "a conclusive outcome that addresses Iran's full range of threats." The UAE and Saudi Arabia may not have fully welcomed the war in the first place, but now that it is under way, they will not want to see Iran emerge stronger from it. Meanwhile, Israel remains committed to regime change or, failing that, maximum degradation, and it worries about a deal that meets Tehran halfway or a cease-fire. These governments can be expected to push Trump to continue the war once the talks collapse, although they seem to have concerns about ground operations.

But Trump wants to avoid a messy, long war, which could lead to sustained high oil prices and a possible recession. Ground troops would seem likely to bring this outcome about--but Trump appears to believe that their introduction will instead deliver a decisive knockout blow, which will either compel Tehran to accept his terms or make a U.S. declaration of victory credible. Trump announced yesterday that he had rescheduled a visit to China for May 14 and 15, which suggests that he expects the war to be over by then.

According to media reports about internal Trump-administration deliberations, three ground operations are most likely: a raid on Iran's nuclear facilities at Isfahan to seize its stockpile of highly enriched uranium; the seizure of Kharg Island, Iran's principal oil-export hub; and the deployment of troops to Iran's shoreline to suppress its attacks on shipping through the strait.

Each carries risks that the administration appears to be underestimating. Austin Long, a senior nuclear fellow at MIT, told me that Iran's highly enriched uranium is a white, crystalline solid, uranium hexafluoride, stored in thick, steel cylinders, and cannot be reliably and permanently destroyed with explosives. If the cylinders are pierced, they emit a severely hazardous gas. A successful seizure from Isfahan would require U.S. troops to secure a wide perimeter, locate and excavate up to 970 pounds of the uranium buried under an unknown depth of rubble, protect it from counterattack, load it onto aircraft, and depart under fire. The operation would be arguably the most complex raid ever carried out by U.S. forces. The 970 pounds of uranium could also be spread among Isfahan and two other sites, raising the possibility of multiple raids.

Nancy A. Youssef and Missy Ryan: The U.S. and Iran are fighting a massively asymmetrical war

Kharg Island and the coastal positions present different but equally serious problems. Forces on Kharg would immediately be within range of sustained Iranian fire; Iran could respond by attacking energy infrastructure and desalination plants across the Persian Gulf or destroying the island's oil facilities to deny them to the Americans. Coastal positions are reportedly located near population centers, which would complicate both the military mission and the international response. In each scenario, the most plausible outcome is not a clean victory but a situation that demands more troops, more time, and more exposure to avert failure.

The deeper problem is that military operations, however successful tactically, cannot substitute for what the war is trying to achieve strategically. Trump launched this conflict believing that Iran was weak, and that a short, sharp campaign would force a new leader to terms. The regime has proved more resilient and more capable of inflicting sustained damage on the region than the president expected.

The question worth asking now is not whether the U.S.-Iran talks will fail, but what the United States will do on the other side of that failure. Trump has a long history of claiming victory in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary. This may be the rare moment when that instinct serves the country--because the alternative appears to be doubling down on a losing strategy by launching a ground war.
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'You Want to Leave Us Alone With Mojtaba?'

I've spoken with more than a dozen Iranians since the start of the war. Most are terrified, and some are losing faith in America.

by Arash Azizi

Tue, 24 Mar 2026




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

The war in Iran has horrified many inside the country, but some worry that peace could be just as frightening. "I am shit-scared," Shaghayeh, a 32-year-old living in Tehran, told me last week. "But I won't cheer if the war ends now. You want to leave us alone with Mojtaba?"

Shaghayeh, a left-wing activist, was referring to the new supreme leader, Mojtaba Khamenei, whose regime continues to impose a near-total internet blackout. Contacting anyone within Iran's borders is a challenge, but I have managed to speak with more than a dozen people over the past three weeks. (To protect their safety, I am referring to them by pseudonyms.) I was struck by how many people in Iran expressed the same paradox: They fear the continuation of the war, yet they also fear its end.

Iran is a country of 90 million people, and I can't claim that the ones I spoke with are representative. But very few of them told me they were content with their lives before the war. At first, some saw America and Israel's intervention as a sign of hope--a possible escape from economic ruin and social repression. Now some of those same Iranians have begun to fear that the United States and Israel have locked them into a worse fate: Either the war persists and bombs keep falling on their heads, or it ends, giving way to an even crueler regime.

Read: Iran is trying to defeat America in the living room

Some Iranians began our phone calls with a dark joke: "As you can see, I am still alive." Others wasted no time, mindful that the line could cut out at any moment. "We are under bombardment, Arash," Ali, a left-wing anti-regime activist in Tehran, told me earlier this month. "Get our voice to the world: No to war, no to killing, no to Israeli and American bombs."

After more than three weeks, the war has killed at least 1,443 Iranian civilians, including 217 children, according to the Human Rights Activists News Agency, a U.S.-based nonprofit run by Iranians. Some in Iran told me that the costs of the war have been so severe that no end could justify them.

Ziba was crying uncontrollably when she left me a voice message. She was staying at her grandmother's house in Tehran, and a bomb had just broken the windows. "Why can't people understand that these conditions are no better than a lack of freedom?" she asked. "Fuck freedom if this is the price we pay for it. I was about to have a heart attack. Fuck this freedom. I still can't breathe."

When I spoke with Nastaran, her windows had recently shattered too. Still, she was optimistic. "Hope must not die," she told me. Nastaran, who is 26, said she'd barely had enough money to survive in Tehran before the bombs started falling. "I hate this war. But something better can follow." Hassan, 32, went further. "I'll just tell you one thing," he said. "I am only unhappy when I don't hear the sound of missiles."

That may be the strongest endorsement of the war I've heard. Most of the people I talked to have soured on the conflict, and not only because of the destruction it has wrought.

Shahrzad moved to Europe several weeks before the war. I had spoken with her in January, days after the regime had massacred protesters. Back then, the 29-year-old told me that she was in favor of foreign intervention, hoping it would dislodge the Islamic Republic. But last week, Shahrzad said she no longer believes that America and Israel care about achieving that result.

Franklin Foer: Trump is betraying Iran's pro-democracy protesters

"I can now see that their intention is perhaps to make Iran weaker than before, even if the regime stays in power." She pointed to America's apparent willingness to negotiate with Khamenei and his inner circle. "I thought they had concluded that an Iran without the Islamic Republic was in their best interests too. Now I know this isn't their priority."

Melika, a 21-year-old, also recently left Iran for Europe. Back in January, she told me that she wanted to see the supreme leader killed, but now she opposes the war. "When Khamenei died, I was happy, but only for a moment--like you get a hit from a drug," Melika said. "It didn't even last a day. After that I've only felt one thing: fear, fear, fear."

Some Iranians said that they had expected anti-regime forces to revolt after the death of Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei--a hope that Donald Trump and Benjamin Netanyahu had expressed too. Reza Pahlavi, the exiled son of the last Shah, has called on Iranians to help bring down the regime. But some of those I spoke with have lost faith in him. "I think people haven't risen up because they don't have a proper leader," Shahrzad said. All Pahlavi does, she said, is "try to placate Trump."

Even if they did have a proper leader, protesters would still have to contend with American and Israeli bombs, as well as the ample security forces that the regime has mobilized. Dissidents would also face resistance from their fellow citizens, some of whom back the regime. I spoke with one man in his 40s who supported Mojtaba Khamenei and said he would "fight to death to not let Pahlavi come back."

Some anti-regime Iranians cannot imagine the war yielding any positive outcome without an organized opposition. Melika and Shahrzad both reiterated the grim paradox I'd heard from others: They fear the fighting, but they also fear its conclusion.

"I am amazed at how strong the regime has been," Melika said. "Even though I want the war to stop, I know they'll be really brutal once it does."

Shahrzad echoed her alarm. "The war upsets me, of course," she said. "But I am worried that when it ends, the regime will be even worse."
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Canada's Polite Pogrom

Is a national tolerance for zealotry purging Jews from public life? &nbsp;

by Jesse Brown

Tue, 24 Mar 2026




Ted Rosenberg quit teaching geriatric medicine after 30 years because his employer, the University of British Columbia, was too tolerant.

In the days and weeks following the Hamas massacre of innocent Israelis on October 7, 2023, students and colleagues alike in his academic community posted fiery condemnations of and expressions of moral disgust toward ... Israel. Rosenberg felt that some of these messages crossed the line into bigotry. One note accused Israel of harvesting the organs of murdered Palestinians. Another, from a medical-school resident, warned of a sinister, unnamed group of people "pulling the strings, who have orchestrated every war to ever happen, the ones who profit off of death and sickness." " The way I saw it," he told me, "that level of demonization put the whole Jewish community at risk."

He did not resign because of the messages, though; he resigned because the university wouldn't do anything about them. " I tried to meet with the dean," Rosenberg said, "and he said, 'If you feel you're being discriminated against, put it through the DEI program.' So I met with the head of the diversity, equity, and inclusion program within the faculty, and she refused to acknowledge that anti-Semitism was an issue. They view Jews as white within their DEI framework." The faculty of medicine's dean at the time, Dermot Kelleher, referred Rosenberg to UBC's Equity and Inclusion website. Rosenberg searched the site for the words anti-Semitism and Jew. Neither appeared.

From the March 2024 issue: The golden age of American Jews is ending

In his letter of resignation, he wrote, "I have no faith in due process in a faculty that does not even acknowledge the existence or presence of antisemitism/Jew-hatred." After Rosenberg's resignation became the subject of media attention, the equity committee of the department of medicine of UBC added a note to its website: "Anti-Semitism and Islamophobia will not be tolerated."

Hatred against Jews in Canada has spiked to historic levels since October 7. It's a crisis commonly measured via violence and vandalism. More synagogues in Canada in the past 28 months have been desecrated, burned, shot at, or threatened with bombings than in any other country. Jews in Canada are now statistically more likely to be victims of police-reported hate crimes than any other minority. A Jewish girls' school in Toronto was shot at on three separate occasions. A Jewish grandmother was stabbed in a kosher supermarket in Ottawa, and a mother in Toronto was assaulted while picking her child up from a Jewish day care. Police have thwarted a half-dozen extremist murder plots since October 7 against Jews by Canadian residents.

These incidents have generated news coverage and sympathetic statements from mayors and members of Parliament, whose proclamations that This is not who we are as Canadians have become commonplace.

Documenting and denouncing shootings and arson attacks are easy. But it's harder to account for stories like Rosenberg's, where Jews exit public life without any glass or bones being broken. How many Jewish academics, health-care workers, teachers, and arts-organization employees have left institutions because they no longer feel welcome or protected? Nobody is counting. The diversity statistics collected by these organizations rarely include "Jewish" as a category of self-identification.

Here's what can be said for sure: 80 percent of Jewish doctors and medical students surveyed by the Jewish Medical Association of Ontario reported experiencing anti-Semitism at work after October 7. In 2024, more than 100 Jewish doctors stopped acknowledging their affiliation with the University of Toronto's Temerty Faculty of Medicine in protest of what they saw as a failure to protect Jewish students and faculty. Almost a third of Ontario's Jewish doctors say they are considering leaving Canada because of hostile work environments, according to the JMAO survey.

A group of Jewish teachers in British Columbia filed a human-rights complaint against their own union, accusing the BC Teachers' Federation of ostracizing, bullying, and silencing its Jewish members. A federal report into Ontario's K-12 schools found nearly 800 anti-Semitic incidents reported in elementary and high schools since 2023, many relating to the conduct of teachers.

Read: The limits of recognition

One hundred thirty-five cultural organizations across Canada joined the Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions movement against Israel. The Toronto International Film Festival dropped a documentary from its lineup that told the story of an Israeli grandfather's experience rescuing his family from Hamas on October 7, before an outcry forced its restoration. A Jewish film festival was postponed in Hamilton, Ontario, when the theater hosting the event backed out, citing "safety concerns." The cartoonist Miriam Libicki was banned from the Vancouver Comic Arts Festival out of "public safety concerns," because years earlier, she had written a book about her time serving in the Israel Defense Forces. (The festival later reversed course and apologized.)

And then there's Canadian politics.

In 2023, the mayor of Calgary broke with a long-standing local tradition and refused to attend a City Hall Hanukkah-menorah lighting; she said the event had "political intentions" because it "had been repositioned to support Israel."

The awkward reality is that a main driver of these incidents is a very Canadian aversion to causing offense: The deference of many politicians and institutions to the views of a rapidly growing minority community is too often leading them to reject another minority community. Although relatively few Canadians hold negative views of Jews, opinion polls have found that such views find greater levels of support within the Canadian Muslim community. From 2001 to 2021, the Muslim population of Canada more than tripled, to about 5 percent of the population. Just 4 percent of non-Jewish Canadians agree that Jews are largely to blame for the negative consequences of globalization, but that figure rises to 28 percent among Canadian Muslims, according to a survey conducted by the University of Toronto sociologist Robert Brym. Similarly, only 16 percent of Canadians believe that it is appropriate for opponents of Israel's policies to boycott Jewish-owned businesses in Canada, but that claim finds support among 41 percent of Canadian Muslims.

Canada is also the birthplace of a new educational framework called APR--Anti-Palestinian racism. APR was developed by the Arab Canadian Lawyers Association, and in 2024 the Toronto District School Board, which serves more than 230,000 students, voted to integrate APR into its wider anti-hate strategy. Although a new policy against racism might sound benign, many Jewish groups argue that in practice, APR can function as a form of discrimination and censorship. For example, a group of Toronto teachers had been given APR training by their union, in which they were told that it would be racist, and therefore forbidden, to ask why Arab countries don't help Palestinians. To the claim that the phrase From the river to the sea, Palestine will be free carries genocidal implications toward Israel, the APR training suggests responding that "Palestinian chants and poetry exist to give Palestinians hope, and are not for others to define."

David S. Koffman, a historian at York University and the editor in chief of Canadian Jewish Studies, writes that Canada's Jews are turning inward. "Our assumptions about safety, trust, acceptance, and solidarity have been punctured," he observes. As a result, he says, more Jewish parents are enrolling their children in private Jewish day schools, and job applications at Jewish organizations are rising.

Which is not to say that Jewish spaces are safe from external judgment and scorn. An anti-Zionist website called The Maple published lists of the names of Canadian Jews who have served in the IDF, as well as the names of Jewish children's schools and summer camps with which they were associated. The author of these lists, Davide Mastracci, wrote that "the complicit segment of Canada's Jewish population deserves blame for what they do, not who they are." Weeks after the list was published, five pro-Palestinian groups launched a campaign to revoke the accreditation of 17 Canadian Jewish sleepaway camps. The groups accused the summer camps of supporting "genocide" and called for "a gigantic change." Then, both synagogues listed by The Maple as complicit Jewish institutions were shot at.

Among my Jewish friends and family, these efforts to intimidate and alienate Jews, to exclude them from civil society and from public life, and to close down private Jewish spaces are discussed with far more concern and frequency than the regular reports of graffiti and name-calling. Five Jewish families pulled their children from the downtown Toronto public school in my neighborhood last year, after a series of controversies. At least four Jewish journalists left the Toronto Star, Canada's largest newspaper, after the paper's ombud on discrimination and bias wrote a social-media post questioning "who did what" on October 7, and reposted another criticizing North American Jews for "centering their feelings."

I have a general sense that we're witnessing a polite pogrom, that Jewish life in my country has forever changed, and that I can no longer take for granted that people like me are represented in Canada's hospitals, schools, newsrooms, and legislatures. But I don't know for sure. The data do not exist, and the institutions in question won't collect them. Perhaps they consider it impolite to ask.
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Iran Is Trying to Defeat America in the Living Room

The regime knows that its best ally against American power is American public opinion.

by Karim Sadjadpour

Mon, 23 Mar 2026




Among the first lessons that Iran's Islamic revolutionaries learned after coming to power in 1979 was that their best ally against American power was American democracy. Their first test case was the seizing of the U.S. embassy in Tehran, in which 52 Americans were held hostage for 444 days, an act that devastated Iran's economy and international reputation but succeeded in humiliating Jimmy Carter and ending his chances of reelection. Over the decades, Iran gained repeated proof that it didn't need to defeat America on the battlefield; it just had to make the American people feel the war in their living room. And now, in a war for its survival, Tehran is attempting the same play.

In April 1983, Iran--via its newly created Lebanese proxy, Hezbollah--carried out a suicide bombing against the U.S. embassy in Beirut, killing 63 people, including 17 Americans. It was the deadliest attack on a U.S. diplomatic mission in history. "First word is that Iranian Shiites did it," Ronald Reagan wrote in his diary, "d__n them." Although Reagan remained outwardly steadfast, he was briefed that his approval ratings were beginning to sour because of Lebanon. "The people just don't know why we're there," he wrote in his diary. "There is a deeply buried isolationist sentiment in our land."

Months later, in October, Hezbollah struck again, this time with two simultaneous truck bombs that killed 241 American service members and 58 French soldiers as they slept. Four days after the attack, Reagan addressed the nation and asked: "If we were to leave Lebanon now, what message would that send to those who foment instability and terrorism?" He answered himself four months later, when, under pressure from Congress, he ordered the complete withdrawal of all U.S. forces from Lebanon.

Eliot A. Cohen: The strategic follies of the Islamic Republic

Tehran also tried the living-room strategy in Iraq. When George W. Bush invaded in 2003, Tehran feared that a stable, democratic Iraq could become an American platform to threaten or subvert the Islamic Republic. Rather than confront the United States directly, Iran did what it had learned to do in Lebanon: create enough chaos to make the war unwinnable. According to declassified interrogation records, the Iran-backed Shiite-militia leader Qais al-Khazali told his American captors that Iran supported virtually every faction capable of fueling the disorder and making Iraq ungovernable. Iran-supplied weapons, including improvised explosive devices, were responsible for as many as 1,000 American deaths. The United States was spending billions of dollars unsuccessfully trying to stabilize Iraq; Iran was spending millions successfully destabilizing it.

Iran's path to victory was not on the Iraqi battlefield but at the American ballot box. Bush understood this, telling the American public in July 2007 that "the same regime in Iran that is pursuing nuclear weapons and threatening to wipe Israel off the map is also providing sophisticated IEDs to extremists in Iraq who are using them to kill American soldiers." By then, however, nearly six in 10 Americans already said that the war had been a mistake. Bush, thanks greatly to Iran, had lost the support he needed at home.

Today, with its existence at stake, Tehran is once again trying to make war too unpopular with the American public for America's president to continue. The weapons being employed are no longer truck bombs and IEDs; instead they are missiles, drones, and geography.

Unable to compete militarily with the United States and Israel, Tehran has fallen back on its most important strategic card: the Strait of Hormuz. Iranian threats have collapsed the number of ships transiting the world's most crucial energy corridor each day from an average of 138 to single digits--on some days, just one. At least 20 commercial vessels have been attacked, sending insurance costs soaring to as much as $5 million a ship. Tehran's $20,000 drones are disrupting hundreds of millions of dollars in cargo for each attack. Oil prices have surged more than 40 percent since February 28; Brent crude oil peaked near $120 a barrel. Americans are paying a dollar more a gallon than they were when the war began.

Donald Trump has threatened to destroy Iran if it refuses to reopen the strait, but the resulting chaos would undermine his own objective: His goal was to turn Iran into a pliant state, not a failed state.

Trump's war on Iran has not unified Americans like previous Middle Eastern conflicts did; nearly eight in 10 Americans supported both the 1991 Gulf War and the 2003 invasion of Iraq immediately after each of those hostilities began. Today, nine in 10 Democrats oppose the Iran strikes, as do most independents, and an average of polls taken from February 27 to March 11 found that 50 percent of Americans are opposed and only 40 percent are in support. Even within the Republican Party, the divide is striking: About 90 percent of MAGA-aligned Republicans back the war, but non-MAGA Republicans are split; about 54 percent are supportive. Although Trump's MAGA base has remained remarkably loyal to him, these Americans are acutely vulnerable to the war's economic costs, paying more for gasoline, diesel, and groceries, whose prices have been swollen by a fertilizer shortage that the Strait of Hormuz's closure has helped create.

Islamic Republic officials have actively sought to fracture Trump's base by evoking anti-Zionist conspiracies. "Trump has turned 'America First' into 'Israel First,'" the Iranian foreign minister, Abbas Araghchi, posted, adding, "which always means 'America last.'" Mohammed Baqer Qalibaf, a former Revolutionary Guard commander who is close with Iran's new supreme leader, Mojtaba Khamenei, referred to Trump's relationship with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu as an "Epstein Axis" and posted that "American families deserve to know why Trump is sacrificing their sons and daughters to advance Netanyahu's expansionist delusions."

Iranian state TV has also amplified the commentary of Tucker Carlson--an outspoken conservative critic of the war--including a recent interview with Joe Kent, Trump's director of the National Counterterrorism Center who resigned after blaming "high-ranking Israeli officials and influential members of the American media" for the conflict. Tehran doesn't want to turn Americans against just the war. It wants to turn Americans against one another.

Roge Karma: Iran might use its economic-doomsday option

Although opinion polls, oil prices, and the number of projectiles remaining are measurable, the fate of the war will be determined in part by the resolve of both parties, something far more difficult to measure. A democratic president's will to fight is constrained by elections, polls, gas prices, and the news cycle. An authoritarian regime fighting for its survival answers to none of those pressures. Reagan had resolve until Congress didn't. Bush had resolve until six in 10 Americans called his war a mistake. This asymmetry of resolve is Iran's greatest structural advantage. Tehran wins by not losing; Trump loses by not winning.

The Islamic Republic's decision to build its political identity around "death to America" has been a 47-year war of choice. Trump's decision to try to end Tehran's malign capabilities, rather than merely contain or counter them like past administrations did, has also been a war of choice.

If Iran's strategy depends on Peoria, Trump's presidency depends on the Strait of Hormuz. Trump cannot withdraw so long as Iran controls it, but securing it risks the kind of mass American casualties that ended Reagan's and Bush's resolve. If Trump reopens it, his appetite for regime change may grow. If he doesn't, the economic pressure on his base will mount. This is ultimately a war between a democracy's impatience and a theocracy's ruthless endurance. The question is whether, for the first time since 1979, Tehran has finally met a U.S. president more committed to destroying the regime than the regime is to destroying him.
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The Trouble With Seizing Kharg Island

The Trump administration is contemplating a move that could end or escalate the Iran war.

by Brynn Tannehill

Sat, 21 Mar 2026




In the Persian Gulf, about 20 miles off the Iranian coast, is a small, rocky island called Kharg that could be the Trump administration's key to victory in the war it unleashed. It could also be America's undoing.

The island is tiny--a little less than eight square miles--and has a population of about 20,000 people, most of them oil workers. It's also the point of departure for approximately 90 percent of Iran's oil exports. The United States struck military targets on Kharg on March 13 and is now reportedly considering invading it.

The thinking goes something like this: Iran has extended its control over the world's oil markets by effectively closing the Strait of Hormuz, a waterway through which most Persian Gulf exports must travel. The Iranian regime has made an exception for tankers carrying its own oil, and has reportedly exported at least 16 million barrels since the war began. But other Gulf nations have been largely unable to move their oil, and the effect has been an increase in Iranian revenue as the price of crude oil goes higher. The Iranians have reinforced this outcome by targeting pipelines on the Arabian Peninsula, which bypass the Strait of Hormuz. And the Iran-allied Houthis in Yemen have the capacity, if they so choose, to shut down the Bab el-Mandeb Strait, between the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden, potentially closing off the Suez Canal.

Roge Karma: Iran might use its economic-doomsday option

That Iran might close the Strait of Hormuz has long been considered a risk of taking military action against the Islamic Republic. But the Trump administration seems to have presumed that the closure would hurt Iranian oil exports, too--leading to economic crisis and possibly even regime collapse. Instead, Iran is continuing to export oil, which helps prop up its wobbly economy and allows the regime to fight another day.

The Islamic Republic's theory of victory is that Iran can absorb American and Israeli air strikes longer than America can endure the economic pain and pressure of the strait being closed. If the Gulf states and others whose commerce has been disrupted are hurt badly enough, they may urge the United States to end the war, even on terms relatively favorable to Iran. The rise of gas prices, and the prices of other consumer goods, could also push the Trump administration to seek to end the conflict well ahead of the midterm elections in the United States.

Taking Kharg would give the United States an important bargaining chip and undermine Iran's theory of victory. Unable to export most of its oil, Iran would come under much the same kind of pain and pressure that it is attempting to inflict by closing the strait. The U.S. might then continue its air campaign until Iran decides to accept American terms for ending the war, rather than continue to suffer economic devastation.

This may be why last week the United States dispatched the 31st Marine Expeditionary Unit from Japan to the Middle East. The unit operates from the USS Tripoli, an America-class amphibious-assault ship that reportedly carries a rapid-response force of 2,200 to 2,500 Marines. Moving such a unit to a different theater is not a thing done lightly, and the number of troops involved--enough for the island but not enough to seize the Iranian side of the strait--strongly suggests that the United States has designs on Kharg.

An invasion of Kharg would likely be preceded by air strikes against any remaining military targets on the island, as well as those capable of threatening the island from the Iranian mainland. The Persian Gulf is still too dangerous for U.S. warships to enter, so the Tripoli would probably remain at a distance, sending Marines ashore by means of MV-22 Ospreys. Their first goal would be to seize the facilities that could allow Iran to bring in troops and heavy equipment, such as the 5,922-foot runway at Kharg airport. The United States would provide extensive air support to quickly eliminate pockets of resistance.

The United States could probably take Kharg Island relatively quickly. But holding it would be much more difficult and could turn deadly. Iran might order its forces to set the oil facilities there on fire, much as Saddam Hussein did with Kuwait's oil fields in the Gulf War, contaminating the area and sickening U.S. troops. On the small island of Kharg, U.S. forces would have less access to the equipment they would need to deal with this problem than their predecessors did in Kuwait, and they couldn't easily move away or upwind from the fires.

But even without such tactics, the Iranians could make holding Kharg very difficult. The operation would likely take longer than 15 days, which is about how long an expeditionary unit can operate without logistical support. Kharg is far--140 miles--from American assets in Kuwait City, but very close to Iran's coast. Resupply vessels would be exposed not only to cruise-missile fire but also to Iran's "mosquito fleet," which includes robotic drones, sometimes called unmanned surface vessels (Ukraine used similar devices to bottle up the Russian Black Sea fleet at Novorossiysk).

Resupply missions by air would be risky too. Kharg's distance from Kuwait means that American air defenses there would likely consist of only the shoulder-fired MANPADS that the Marines would probably carry and patrols of U.S. fighter planes. These can intercept drones but not ballistic missiles. And Iran could use its ballistic missiles to crater the runway at Kharg, preventing U.S. cargo aircraft from landing there. Tehran probably lacks the capacity to do this with a long-range precision strike, but Kharg lies within the range of its numerous short-range ballistic missiles. A barrage of these would need to land just one lucky strike to make the runway unusable. Oil fires, if they were to occur, could make air access to the island even more difficult.

The final threat is one suggested by experiences in Ukraine. Russia has been using loitering munitions--drones that hover over a territory, scanning for targets that they then dive in to destroy--to great effect. Called Lancets, these cost about as little as Shahed drones, and Iran could employ them over Kharg to seek out resupply ships and aircraft in the process of loading or unloading, as well as vehicles and troops. To guard against loitering munitions has required Ukraine to cover entire road systems with nets. In April 2024, Iran unveiled its own version of the Lancet. This could be a fake meant to boost domestic morale--Iran has done that sort of thing in the past--but if it's real, it could cause real problems.

Eliot A. Cohen: One war, two mistakes

U.S. troops may well take Kharg Island, only to endure ballistic-missile strikes, drone attacks, and petrochemical smoke, all without a reliable means of obtaining logistical support. The result could be a grinding war of attrition that more closely resembles the battle space in Ukraine than it does the "shock and awe"-style campaigns that Americans are used to. Iran has given every indication that it would likely escalate by striking oil-and-gas facilities in the region, just as it did to Qatar and Saudi Arabia after the Pars South gas field was struck. Ground casualties and the destruction of oil infrastructure throughout the region would almost certainly create pressure on Donald Trump to pull out; but extracting troops under loitering munitions is dangerous, and aircraft on the ground are prime targets for these circling drones.

Conversely, if the United States managed to take and hold onto Kharg, the Iranian regime could find itself without the means to export its oil and unable to survive. Iran would then be forced to give the United States some--even much--of what it wants in exchange for control of the island.

That's one way for Trump to get the off-ramp he desires. But his administration has never tried anything like this. An operation that involves taking land inside an adversary's territory and then holding it until the cessation of hostilities involves a whole new world of risk--and an escalation to which Iran is sure to respond.
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The Slow, Then Sudden, Death of the Hawkish Democrat

In 2002, most ambitious Democrats supported a Middle Eastern war. In 2026, most oppose it.

by Yair Rosenberg

Fri, 20 Mar 2026




The speech that arguably won Barack Obama the presidency was delivered six years before he ran for the White House and four years before he reached Congress. In October 2002, Obama, then a state senator from Illinois, delivered a blistering speech against the impending war in Iraq. "I don't oppose war in all circumstances," he declared at a Chicago rally. "What I do oppose is a dumb war."

Years later, that stance would distinguish Obama from Hillary Clinton, the initial front-runner in the 2008 Democratic primary. The two contenders were largely in accord on domestic policy, which made their differences on foreign policy loom large. Clinton, like most Senate Democrats, had voted to authorize the Iraq War. But with that decision now deeply unpopular on the left, Obama leaned into his early opposition. His campaign produced supercuts of his anti-war sentiments over the years and even filmed supporters reciting the lines of his 2002 speech, in one of the earliest examples of viral video in American politics. The contrast proved consequential. Surveys showed that Democratic voters upset by the war broke for Obama, who narrowly edged out Clinton and went on to win the White House.

David Frum: Can't stop it, so lead it

Today's Democrats appear to have learned from Obama's example and the Iraq debacle. On March 2, Senator Jon Ossoff of Georgia, a swing-state politician and potential presidential contender, announced his campaign for reelection and delivered a broadside against another Middle Eastern war. "Eight months ago, President Trump lied to the country when he falsely claimed to have obliterated Iran's nuclear program," Ossoff told supporters. "Now he says he's taken the United States to war for regime change without evidence of imminent threat, without having exhausted diplomacy, without clear objectives or a plan for the aftermath, and without the consent of Congress."

Ossoff's speech was powerful, but it was most notable for not being noteworthy. Numerous high-profile Democratic politicians, including moderates in purple states and some considering a run for the presidency, have expressed similar sentiments. Senator Ruben Gallego of Arizona, a veteran of the Iraq War, has repeatedly dubbed the Iran campaign "a dumb war," echoing Obama, and warned about America being pulled back into the Middle East. California Governor Gavin Newsom accused Trump of "engaging in an illegal, dangerous war that will risk the lives of our American service members and our friends without justification to the American people." Senator Cory Booker of New Jersey, a past and likely future presidential candidate, called this week for the withdrawal of U.S. forces "from this reckless and unauthorized war of choice with Iran." The progressive standard-bearer Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez predicted that Trump's bombing would prove "catastrophic," while on the other end of the party's ideological spectrum, even Democratic candidates endorsed by AIPAC, the pro-Israel lobby group, distanced themselves from the war.

The contrast with the Democratic Party of yesteryear could not be more apparent. Back in 2002, Democrats with White House aspirations felt compelled to authorize the Iraq War, even if they would later turn against it. Many of these politicians had witnessed decisive interventions in places such as Kosovo, Bosnia, and the first Gulf War that had salutary outcomes and ended without devolving into quagmires. Influenced by this experience, Senators John Kerry, Hillary Clinton, and Joe Biden--the Democratic nominees for president in 2004, 2016, and 2020--all voted to back the invasion of Iraq. Today the dynamic has flipped, and presidential contenders are tripping over themselves to repudiate Trump's war. Because so many have staked out opposition, these politicians are unlikely to be the next Obama. But they are ensuring that they will not be the next Hillary Clinton, a promising potential president whose support for a disastrous Middle Eastern war sabotaged her candidacy.

Franklin Foer: Trump is betraying Iran's pro-democracy protesters

The reasons for this reversal are not just hindsight. Ever since Donald Trump assumed office, American politics has become polarized around his personality, with feelings about the president often dictating opinions about his policies. As a result, it has become very difficult for Republicans to oppose his agenda--and toxic for Democrats to support it. Moreover, unlike the Bush administration in 2002, the Trump administration has made little effort to sell the nation or the international community on its intervention, making military action less popular and easier for a poll-conscious politician to reject. Back in 2003, some 60 percent of Americans supported the invasion of Iraq, including about 40 percent of Democrats, creating significant cross-pressures on ambitious liberal elected officials. Today nearly all polls show that most Americans oppose the current campaign in Iran, and that an overwhelming majority reject a prospective ground invasion. When it comes to Democrats in particular, the numbers are laughably lopsided. A YouGov poll released this week found that 81 percent of Democrats believe that war with Iran is "not justified." Just 7 percent disagreed.

In short, both the ghosts of the past and the polls of the present have conspired to push the Democratic Party in a staunchly anti-war direction. And given that wars tend to lose popularity the longer they drag on, this is likely the most popular the Iran war will ever be among Democrats. If the conflict turns out to be a success for Trump, his opposition will have to account for its nay-saying. But most Democratic elected officials seem to prefer taking that bet over the alternative. Obama's argument didn't just carry the day in his primary; it reshaped his party entirely.
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The Incredible Story of the Cartel Olympics

A Mexican athlete said he was kidnapped and forced to compete for his life in a tournament of gangs. But was he actually playing a different game?

by McKay Coppins

Fri, 20 Mar 2026




They arrived suddenly--five white vans, identical and unmarked, blocking the street.

It was February 9, 2023, and Mauricio Morales was leading a group of migrants he had found at a bus station through Mexico City's San Rafael neighborhood. Mau, as his friends called him, had told the migrants he could help them at the nearby refugee camp where he worked. They had just crossed a busy boulevard and were making their way down a side street when the five large utility vans lurched to a stop in front of them.

Men with machine guns, wearing tactical gear, spilled out and started barking orders and threats: !Entren todos! !Ahora mismo, hijos de puta! Were they police? Military? Mau couldn't tell, and there was no time to ask for identification. Within seconds, the migrants were being shoved into the vans. When Mau tried to resist, something hard hit him on the head, and he fell to the ground. As he was loaded into the back of one of the vans, he heard gunshots. He thought of his mother. If this is the end, he remembers thinking before he lost consciousness, please let her be okay.

Mau woke on the floor of a dank, windowless room with a single mattress and a bucket in one corner. His wallet was gone; so was his phone. He had no idea where he was or why he'd been taken, but for the next few days, he and several other captives held with him were beaten and tortured. Men took turns pummeling him--breaking his ribs and pulling out his fingernails. When he tried to ask what they wanted, the beatings only got worse.

Then one day the men removed him from the room without explanation and deposited him back into a van. Assuming he was about to die, Mau began to weep. But when the van came to a stop and his captors hauled him out, he noticed that they were being careful with him now, almost gentle. "The boss wants to talk to him," he heard one of them say.

The facility they took him to was strange. It vaguely resembled a school: four wings divided into classroom-like compartments and an enclosed courtyard in the middle. But there were no children here. Instead, men with guns patrolled the premises while women who looked like they were dressed for a night of clubbing loafed around. Narcocorridos, accordion-heavy cartel ballads, played loudly over speakers in the courtyard.

Mau was taken to a makeshift office, where a man with a paunch and a thick mustache sat behind a desk. He was flanked by a large bodyguard in a butcher's apron and a voluptuous woman in a low-cut, form-fitting dress. He seemed irritated as he assessed Mau. "Look at him," the man grumbled. "He's so fucked up." He sent the bodyguard and the woman, who seemed to be his girlfriend, out of the room. Once they were alone, the man became warm and friendly. He introduced himself as Don Paco, and apologized to Mau for what he'd been put through.

"I know who you are," Don Paco said.

He told Mau that his men had noticed a tattoo of the Olympic rings on his wrist. After some research, they discovered that they had inadvertently kidnapped a world-class athlete--an Olympic runner who'd competed in Beijing, London, and Rio de Janeiro. This was serendipitous, Don Paco explained, because he happened to be in the market for athletes.

He said he was a leader of an organization called La Union Tepito. Mau had heard about La Union on the news. The cartel was relatively new, having risen to power in the past decade or so, but its tight grip on Mexico's capital city had made it one of the country's most notorious criminal syndicates. Don Paco told Mau that for all the attention paid to bloody turf wars and theatrical executions, organizations like his were an important part of the community--and Mexico was better off when its cartels got along.

Then Don Paco revealed something that would forever change how Mau saw his own country: For many years, Don Paco said, a secret tournament had been organized by Mexico's biggest cartels. They each fielded teams in sports such as soccer, flag football, and boxing, and rival cartel leaders gathered to watch the games. He described the event as a civilized affair, where the bosses could place friendly wagers and do business without shooting one another.

Winning the tournament was a point of immense pride, Don Paco explained. And so he had a proposition for his new prisoner: He wanted Mau to coach and play on a flag-football team. The team would train at the facility and then represent La Union at the tournament. If Mau won, he and his teammates would be released. If not, they would meet the same fate as anyone else who let down the organization.

Perhaps sensing Mau's incredulity, Don Paco put it bluntly.

"If you win, you live," he said. "If you lose, you die."

Then the cartel boss flashed a broad smile. "But I'm sure you'll win, so it won't be a problem."


The left hand of Mauricio Morales, which he says was mangled during torture sessions by the cartel that kidnapped him off the street (Adriana Loureiro Fernandez for The Atlantic)



The email arrived in my inbox on a Thursday evening in December 2024: "Are you free for a call?" the subject line asked. "Massive story."

The message was from Robert Reynolds, a Las Vegas lawyer and talent manager whose clients included a collection of aughts rock acts, most notably the Killers. I barely knew Reynolds. We'd first spoken years earlier, when I tried unsuccessfully to get an interview with the band's front man, Brandon Flowers. Reynolds had never given me a tip before, and frankly, I couldn't imagine what "massive story" the manager of the Killers might be privy to. But my curiosity was piqued, so I gave him a call.

Reynolds picked up after one ring--"McKay!"--and launched into his story. He spoke in a throaty rumble, his bro-ish cadence punctuated, in moments of peak enthusiasm, with an emphatic dude. A few months earlier, he told me, he'd fielded an unusual ticket request from a high-ranking official at the United Nations. The official told him that a beloved volunteer at the UN's refugee camps in Syria, Ukraine, and Mexico had recently been held captive for months by a cartel. He was now recovering from the ordeal, and his colleagues wanted to lift his spirits with surprise tickets to his favorite band's sold-out show in Mexico City.

Reynolds obliged, and met the volunteer, whose name was Mauricio Morales, before the concert. After some coaxing, he got his new friend to recount his harrowing experience. The story floored Reynolds. "I was like, 'Dude, this is a movie!' " he told me.

Reynolds was a fledgling filmmaker himself. He'd helped produce a few documentaries--including an Emmy-nominated HBO film about his brother Dan Reynolds, the lead singer of Imagine Dragons--but what he really aspired to was screenwriting. This story, he believed, was his way in. Shortly after their meeting, he purchased Mau's life rights and began working on a film treatment for The Cartel Olympics.

The project was already generating buzz, Reynolds told me. The actor Michael Pena, of Marvel Cinematic Universe fame, had expressed strong interest in playing Mau. The darkness of the story was just the kind of thing that Oscar voters loved. So was the "body transformation" that would be required for Pena to convincingly play an Olympian. But the actor had a condition: He wanted a journalist to vet Mau's account and publish it in a reputable outlet so that he and the filmmakers could say, with full confidence, that the movie was "based on a true story."

That's where I came in. Speaking in excited, hurried tones, Reynolds laid out his proposal. I would interview Mau and write a story about his captivity, and then sell the film option to Reynolds, who--with his industry connections and Pena's attachment--could get the project fast-tracked at a major studio, and make us all a small Hollywood fortune.

I told Reynolds I'd think about it, but when I hung up the phone, I burst out laughing. The story seemed preposterous. An intercartel sports tournament? The hero's life hanging in the balance? Flag football? It sounded like an overwrought episode of Narcos or something. "It would be an incredible story if it were true," I told my wife that night. "But it almost certainly isn't true."

My opinion changed the first time I spoke with Mau, a few weeks later. I understood immediately why Reynolds found him so compelling. He was understated and self-effacing, politely answering my questions in good but imperfect English, and apologizing whenever he stumbled over a word. In a squawking, almost Muppety voice, he told me about his work in the refugee camps, how he organized intramural sports teams to keep the kids entertained while they endured their nightmarish limbo. I liked him right away.

When I asked him about the kidnapping, he told me the story in halting, disjointed fragments, pausing periodically to steady his emotions. He didn't get flustered by skeptical questions--he simply explained what he'd seen as best as he could recall, sometimes admitting that certain bits were hazy. After a while, as I made him recount repeatedly the gruesome details of his torture, my skeptical-reporter persona began to soften. I found myself apologizing for my aggressiveness. "It's okay, Mr. McKay," he said.

To my surprise, Mau seemed credible. More important, he offered a list of sources who he said could vouch for him and verify parts of his story.

My first interview request went to James Winston, an aid worker and human-rights investigator based in London who worked for R4V, a UN-backed organization that supports migrants and refugees. Winston was the person who had initially contacted Reynolds and connected him with the UN official. He had also worked closely with Mau at the refugee camps, and spent years studying the atrocities committed by Mexico's cartels. He was doing fieldwork when I first reached him, but he answered a list of questions by email. When I asked him if there was any reason I should distrust Mau's story, his response was chiding. To uninformed outsiders, he told me, the depravity of Mexico's cartel culture was difficult to comprehend. "Many stories may seem unbelievable," he wrote. "But after years of immersion, I can assure you that they reflect a very real aspect of this society." In fact, Winston said, he was writing to me from a rural outskirt of Guadalajara, in west-central Mexico, where he was investigating what appeared to be a clandestine crematorium operated by the Jalisco New Generation cartel. Authorities had discovered a pile of bones, bullet casings, and more than 200 pairs of shoes in a burned-out building on a remote ranch.

"If I may," Winston wrote, "I'd suggest delving further into this culture to better grasp the reality and, potentially, write a more informed piece on Mau's story."

I felt like an idiot. I thought I'd been approaching this story with the clear-eyed wariness of a savvy reporter. But to Winston, I was exposing my sheltered-American naivete. He had a point. My sole experience in Mexico had been a week in 2011 at a resort, where I'd snorkeled with my wife, eaten coconut ice cream, and taken guided tours of some ruins.

But I knew Mexico was a real place, with real problems. The country's past two presidential administrations had catastrophically failed to rein in the cartels, and the new president didn't seem to be faring much better. If I was going to do Mau's story justice, I would need to go deeper.

Before signing off, Winston warned me that pursuing this story would come with risks. Publishing Mau's account "could very likely result in his death," he wrote. And if I tried to report in Mexico, I would be putting myself in peril: "Mexico is currently a very dangerous country for journalists."

In the cartel prison, training began daily at 7 a.m. sharp: laps in the courtyard, followed by push-ups and weight lifting with cinder blocks. Then the prisoner-athletes of La Union Tepito were divided into groups and spent the rest of the day practicing for their assigned events. There were teams for soccer; a handball-style game called fronton; and tochito, or American flag football, which has become popular in Mexico.

Mau mostly kept to himself at first, interacting as little as possible with his teammates. Unlike him, most of the men in the prison were creatures of Mexico's criminal underworld, and he found them frightening.

One, nicknamed El Diablo, was a dead-eyed ex-cop who'd worked for a rival gang and spoke about his body count in an unnerving monotone. He specialized in disappearing victims. "It wasn't just drug dealers," he volunteered. "I had to do 14 kids one time." There had been nowhere to hide the bodies, he explained, so he'd meticulously dismembered each corpse and then dissolved the limbs in a vat of hydrochloric acid. Mau had trouble looking him in the eye.

Another teammate, Augusto, was a hulking lawyer who looked to be about 70. Augusto claimed that he was in the tournament as punishment for mishandling one of La Union's cases. But the rumor around the prison was that he'd actually raped and murdered a young assistant who turned out to be the girlfriend of a cartel leader. Augusto was an asset to the team: He was deceptively strong for his age, and skilled, too, having played American football when he was young. But he had a menacing air and a virulent misogynistic streak. One evening, the team was watching a movie in which a woman was strangled to death on-screen. Augusto, visibly aroused, began to masturbate.

Weeks passed in the prison, then months. Deprived of contact with the outside world, Mau lost track of time. He ran drills for his team and drew up plays. At times, the experience felt almost like summer camp: sports and exercise during the day, dinner and taped soccer games on TV at night.

But terror was never far away. Many nights, Mau would lie in bed, listening to agonized screams echoing from other wings of the prison, and try not to think about who was getting tortured this time, and for what, and whether he would be next.

As Mau got to know his teammates better, he was surprised to discover that they weren't all irredeemable and depraved. Palomino was a taxi driver who had started running errands for the cartel to supplement his family's meager income. Loquillo desperately missed his wife. Little Hugo was a skinny sicario in training who'd been lured into cartel life as a teenager with the promise of glamour and travel, and who peppered Mau with questions about what London and Beijing were like.

Mau became especially close with Mamers, a muscular hit man who was his first real friend in the cartel prison. They talked about their lives outside--Mau's work in the refugee camps earned him the mocking nickname Samaritan--and traded workout routines. When the subject of ex-girlfriends came up, Mamers admitted that he struggled with jealousy in relationships, and Mau counseled him on how to relax and be less controlling.

The more time he spent with Mamers, the more Mau realized that they weren't so different. They'd simply had different opportunities. Mamers--like Little Hugo, and Palomino, and so many more--had wound up on the Mexican conveyor belt that transports directionless young men into organized crime with ruthless efficiency. He had done terrible things, it was true, but how many choices did he really have? Mamers wasn't a rotten person, Mau concluded. He was the product of a rotten country.

And unfortunately, Mau could now relate all too well to being trapped in a corrupt system. No matter how many kids his cellblock mates had killed or women they'd raped, his survival depended on working with them.

One night, after training was over, Don Paco gathered the prisoners in the courtyard. There was a chill in the air that reminded Mau of late summer, though he couldn't say for sure what month it was. Don Paco announced that they would leave for the tournament the next day. Celebratory cervezas were passed around as the boss gave a pep talk on the importance of sportsmanship and clean play. He didn't want to see his teams cheating, he told them--it would spoil the pride of La Union's victory.

Before he left, Don Paco reminded the prisoners of the life-and-death stakes of the event, and then added a further warning.

"Some of you will walk free tomorrow," he said. "But you must swear never to speak of what you saw here. We know who you are and where to find you."

I began talking regularly with Mau on the phone. It was clear to me that independently verifying his story would be difficult. If it had happened the way he said it had, there would be no public record and few living witnesses. But I wanted to get a sense of the story's plausibility. Were Mexico's cartel leaders really operating with such impunity that they could routinely force scores of kidnapped athletes into a Squid Game-style tournament for their own amusement?

Mau pushed me to expand my imagination. He was endlessly patient with my ignorance. Sometimes he would recommend movies for me to watch, as though I were an addled child who could understand how his country worked only by watching TV.

When I would express surprise at one of his assertions--about judges bought off by cartels; about celebrities and politicians with known narco connections--I could almost hear him stifle a sigh of exasperation. "The thing you need to understand about Mexico ..." he would say, before launching into a lecture about how things work there.

A brief review of Mexico's narco history confirmed that there was a lot I didn't understand. For all their potency in the popular imagination, the country's notorious drug cartels are only a few decades old--much younger than America's crime families. But they have woven themselves into Mexican society. They raise money for churches and build health clinics in rural areas. They throw block parties and hand out toys to kids at Christmastime. And, yes, they host sporting events--see the boxing matches organized by Los Zetas.

In some parts of Mexico, the state has been effectively replaced by cartel rule. Extortion payments to organized crime are part of daily life--required to run a business, secure protection for your family, and retrieve abducted loved ones. In 2010, after a photographer was gunned down in a parking lot near his newsroom in Juarez, the newspaper El Diario published a front-page editorial pleading with the cartels: "What is it you want from us? What is it you want us to publish or not publish? Explain so that we can respond. You are at present the de facto authorities in this city."

Even after the Mexican government declared war on the cartels in 2006, some of the most-wanted bosses were still able to roam the country freely, untouched by the law. El Chapo, the elusive leader of the Sinaloa cartel, was known to drop by high-end restaurants for dinner--gunmen politely confiscating patrons' phones, El Chapo picking up everyone's tab when he was done.

The more time I spent reading these stories, the more I had to admit that Mau's, while still improbably wild, didn't seem impossible.

One day, at the end of an unusually long phone call, Mau seemed dejected. The news in Mexico City was dominated by the broad-daylight assassination of two aides to the mayor, possibly by cartel sicarios. The shooting had taken place not far from where Mau lived, and though it had nothing to do with him, he seemed to feel like he was running for his life with nowhere to hide. He told me that he'd come to believe that corruption and violence were so deeply rooted in Mexico that, even if all the cartels disappeared overnight, the culture they'd created would outlive him.

For several months, I interviewed people in Mau's life--friends, former co-workers, anyone who could vouch for his essential reliability. Some of them knew more about his captivity than others. Mau had evidently not been eager to talk when he was first released, and few had pressed him for details. It had seemed insensitive for them to ask too many questions--and besides, maybe not knowing was safer for everyone. But those I talked with could remember Mau disappearing one day in February and returning--shaken, scarred--many months later. "His gaze had changed," Eduardo, a friend of Mau's, recalled. "He was always looking around, very watchful of everyone."

My reporting that spring was frequently interrupted by a stream of messages from movie producers. Word had somehow gotten out in Hollywood, and multiple studios and production companies were suddenly vying to option my forthcoming story. Each of them had its own angle. The head of a large film studio in Spain, who had served as a U.S. ambassador under President Obama, appealed directly to The Atlantic's vice chair. A producer in Mexico claimed a loose personal connection to Mau--he had been friends with her college boyfriend, she said--but then referred to him by the wrong surname: Bermudez.

How did all of these people know about my article? I had yet to write a word of the story--I still wasn't even sure there would be a story at all. And out of concern for Mau's safety, I'd told almost no one what I was working on. But when I asked the producers how they'd gotten my contact information, they all said the same thing: Mau had sent them.

Mau, for his part, seemed as mystified as I was. Reynolds was the only filmmaker he'd spoken with, he insisted, and the idea that he would be peddling this story around was lunacy. "I don't want to get killed!"

When I told Reynolds about the inquiries, he was not surprised. People in Hollywood talk, he reasoned; everyone pretends to be more connected than they are. Maybe Pena or his team had been hyping the project, or maybe the leak had come from William Morris Endeavor, the agency that represented Reynolds. (Pena did not respond to requests for comment.)

But the prospect of competition clearly put Reynolds on edge. Soon after our conversation, he began pestering me to sign a contract giving him exclusive film rights to the story, and sending regular texts that sought to mask his anxiety with enthusiasm--How's it going?? Just checking in :) So excited!

The morning after Don Paco's speech, Mau and his team were awakened early. Hoods were placed over their heads, zip ties were attached to their wrists, and then everyone was loaded into vans like the ones that had first brought them there.

They drove for hours, Mau listening closely for clues about their location. City streets turned into freeways and then a winding, bumpy road. Eventually, the vans stopped, and Mau heard what sounded like a metal gate swing open. A few minutes later, he and his fellow prisoners were ushered out of the vans. When the hood was removed from his head, Mau was astonished by what he saw.

They were at some kind of vast, remote ranch in a mountainous region that Mau didn't recognize. Armed men in uniforms--could they really be police?--were directing traffic and confiscating weapons and phones, while men in cowboy hats and women in flamboyant dresses milled around drinking and chatting. The atmosphere was upbeat, almost festival-like. On a nearby stage, a group of musicians played brassy banda music; elsewhere, a gaggle of spectators admired a collection of parked monster trucks.

Mau's surprise turned to disbelief when he was escorted into an enormous gymnasium at the center of the property. In one section, magicians and clowns entertained young children. In another, a large board projected betting odds for the various tournament events, while men below clamored to place their wagers. Surveying the hundreds of attendees in the bleachers, Mau was shocked by how many people he recognized. The gym was filled with boldfaced names of Mexican society: celebrities, influencers, high-ranking politicians, TV-news anchors.

An emcee announced that it was time for the sorteo--a random drawing that would determine the first round of flag-football matchups. As Mau waited, Don Paco's girlfriend sidled up to him. "Luck is going to be very important here," she whispered. "You don't want to play against Sinaloa." Mau held his breath until the matchup was announced: La Union Tepito would play Los Caballeros Templarios. "You got lucky," the woman said.

The flag-football games took place on a field outside the gymnasium. A referee briefly ran through the rules and blew a whistle, starting a 40-minute clock.

Mau realized quickly they were in trouble. Flag football is supposed to be a no-tackle, limited-contact sport. But their opponents were openly trying to maim them--punching, kicking, gouging--without any objection from the referees.

After a few minutes, Mau called his teammates into a huddle. He told them to forget every rule he'd taught them. "There's no fair play in here," he said. If they were going to win, they'd have to play dirty.

The rest of the game was a violent scrum of chipped teeth and punctured skin. When the whistle blew, La Union Tepito had defeated Los Caballeros Templarios, 14-7.

Spectators cheered while Mau and his teammates, bloody and panting, tended to their wounds. He barely noticed at first as the opposing team was led off the field, disappearing behind the gym. But then came a loud series of bangs that, amid all of the celebrating, sounded to Mau like firecrackers.

A sweetly acidic smell wafted toward the field, and Mau asked his teammates what it was.

El Diablo was the first to answer. "That's blood."

When summer came, I set out with an Atlantic fact-checker to confirm the details of Mau's biography. With his account of the cartel tournament largely impossible to verify, Mau's story would have to hang on his trustworthiness as a source. If he was telling the truth about the small stuff, I figured, he was more likely to be a reliable narrator.

Mau seemed eager to help. He offered to dig up any documents we might need and promised to put me in touch with colleagues at the various NGOs on his resume.

We started with his athletic credentials. Mau spoke often about his experience in the Olympics--how he'd been shaped by sports, and how competing had given him the necessary resilience to endure his captivity. An accomplished middle-distance runner, he sometimes lamented that he'd never made it to the Olympic podium--his final chance for a medal, in Tokyo, had been derailed by the pandemic and a devastating injury to his Achilles tendon.

On June 19, the fact-checker and I emailed officials at the Olympic committee in Colombia, the country for which Mau said he had competed. (His mother was a native Colombian, he said, and he had dual citizenship.) We asked for confirmation that Mau had been on the team. The reply came back a few weeks later: They had no record of Mau competing on the track team. We scoured Colombia's published results from the past five Olympic Games, and came up similarly empty-handed.

When I called Mau, he sheepishly admitted that he had fudged some small details in our interviews to protect himself. He had actually competed for Mexico's Olympic team, he told me, not Colombia's, and he promised to share his accreditation documents to prove it. But he was worried that revealing this to a reporter would put him in danger. "The thing you need to understand about Mexico is that the press is very different here," he told me. Many reporters disregarded basic professional standards, Mau said, and some were actually on a cartel's payroll.

Besides, Mau was starting to wonder if the real threat might come from the government, not the gangs. Mexico's new president, Claudia Sheinbaum, was under enormous pressure from her voters and from the Trump administration to crack down on cartel violence. A former Olympic athlete from Mexico alleging an illuminati-style gathering where politicians mingled with murderous cartel leaders would not go unnoticed in the National Palace. Mau was consumed by images of the police dragging him from his apartment in the middle of the night and disappearing him again, this time for good.

He apologized repeatedly for lying. "I kept some information to myself," he explained. "I didn't want anything to happen to me. People around me are very much afraid. I'm afraid."

The fear in his voice sounded genuine. And I had to admit that his paranoia was understandable. What reason did he have to trust me, really?

We talked about various ways of ensuring his safety; he even said he might leave the country before the story came out. I told Mau that I would take every reasonable precaution, but that I needed him to be completely honest with me going forward. He agreed. Before we hung up, I asked him if there was anything else I should know.

"No, Mr. McKay," he said. "I promise."

The next several rounds of the tournament passed in a macabre blur--violent and frenzied, yet oddly methodical. Each game ended the same way, with Mau's motley team limping off the field in victory, and the losers disappearing behind the gymnasium. More firecrackers. More of that sweet, acidic smell.

As the tournament progressed, Mau became monomaniacally focused on doing what was necessary to win. With each round, the games got harder, and Mau got more ruthless--twisting limbs, stabbing at eyes, trying to inflict maximum pain with each illegal tackle. Some of the players he was assaulting were not even sicarios or drug traffickers--they were ordinary kidnapping victims like him. But his conscience had been numbed by a single-minded focus on staying alive.

By the time the championship game arrived, the sun was setting behind the distant mountains. The crowd on the sidelines had ballooned as word got around about La Union Tepito's unlikely run. Mau's team had beaten cartels with more money and more manpower, and he got the sense that La Union was the Cinderella story of the tournament. Even the guards, previously gruff and dismissive, were now treating them with grudging respect.

Their final game would be against the Tlahuac cartel--a team of tall, quiet, wiry men. As Mau studied his opponents from a distance, Don Paco's girlfriend pulled him aside with some intel. She'd been watching Tlahuac all day, she said, and he should know that the players specialized in torture. "They are super dirty," she told him.

The game, as predicted, was brutal. Mau broke a rib and two fingers; other players lost teeth, causing blood to stream from their mouths. At one point, a Tlahuac player threw Palomino to the ground and tried to strangle him while the refs looked on indifferently and the crowd roared its approval.

When regulation ended, both teams were still scoreless, and the game entered overtime--the first team to score would win. Mau called a play that they'd practiced often during their training. Mamers faked a handoff to Palomino, who scampered furiously toward the end zone, drawing the defense away. Mau, left open, sprinted to the opposite side and caught a short touchdown pass from Mamers.

The whistle blew. The game was over.

For a moment, there was silence. Then the sidelines erupted--cheers, banda music, firecrackers. Mau collapsed to the ground, sobbing. It didn't feel like a celebration, but something closer to grief.

From the field, Mau was shepherded onto a stage in the gym, where he was greeted by a beaming Don Paco. Someone placed a gold-colored medal around Mau's neck. It felt heavy and ridiculous. For a moment, the two men stood side by side--the cartel boss and his champion--as the whooping, chanting crowd bathed them in applause.

Then, without warning, guards grabbed Mau and shoved him into a van. His bloody clothes were ripped off his body; a hood was placed back over his head. Dizzy and dehydrated, Mau slipped in and out of consciousness. Eventually, a door was opened, his hood was removed, and he was pushed out onto some pavement. The van peeled off.

It was dawn, and he was in a quiet slum that he'd never been to before. Stripped to his underwear, bruised, barefoot, and bleeding from his face, Mau stood and began to walk. The medal was still hanging around his neck.

In the days after my come-to-Jesus meeting with Mau, he labored to reassert his trustworthiness. He sent me documents, screenshots, and references to prove that he was who he claimed to be. He wanted me to know that he wasn't a dishonest person--that he'd lied only out of fear for his safety. But every piece of evidence he produced just raised more questions.

He sent me a medical report that he said was from his first doctor visit after his release from captivity; it showed high cholesterol and not much else. Where, I asked him, were the mentions of broken ribs, mangled fingers, and stripped fingernails? Mau seemed faintly amused by my question. "If you're looking for something that says, 'This guy was tortured by a cartel,' it's not going to say that," he deadpanned. Fair enough.

The Olympic "accreditation" he'd promised to send, meanwhile, turned out to be a grainy photo of a laminated pass, attached to a lanyard, with his name printed on it and the familiar Olympic rings in the corner. At first glance it looked impressive enough. But when we shared the photo with a source at the International Olympic Committee, he said it was a guest credential--something issued to friends and family, not athletes. (By now I'd also heard back from the Mexican Olympic Committee, which said it had no record of Mau competing.)

Then there was Mau's surreal Instagram profile. He had mentioned his account in passing more than once, but whenever I asked for a link, he would change the subject. Once I finally found it myself, I understood why. The account had nearly 400,000 followers but close to zero engagement, suggesting that his "fans" were mostly bots. The grid was filled with photos that seemed to slide in and out of reality: Mau posing with Mike Tyson, Mau posing with Lionel Messi, Mau shaking hands with Kofi Annan, and at least one apparently AI-generated image of a tuxedo-clad Mau at the Oscars.

There were plenty of Olympic photos, but those were confusing, too. Most of them were selfies, not action shots. In some pictures, he was in a Mexican uniform; in others, an American one. There was an image of a glossy 2008 spread from an English-language magazine in Beijing that featured a photo of a shirtless Mau alongside an article describing his preparations to compete for the Mexican national team--in volleyball.

There did appear to be one photo of Mau running in the Olympics. It was pinned to the top of his Instagram profile: a pack of middle-distance runners on a blue track, and a bright-red arrow hovering above one of them. But when I looked closer, I noticed that he was wearing blue instead of Mexico's green and red. When I asked him about this over text, he insisted that the photo was from the 2016 Games in Rio, and that an Instagram filter had altered the color of his uniform. But a reverse image search quickly debunked this lie: The picture was from Paris 2024, and the runner was an Italian named Pietro Arese, who just happened to look a little like Mau from a distance.

Exasperated, I called Mau.

"I'll be 100 percent honest with you," he said, when I told him what I'd found. "I didn't have a picture of myself running in the Olympics, so I posted that to keep people interested."

"How can you possibly not have a photo of yourself running?" I demanded.

He hesitated. "The reason," he finally said, "is because I didn't run."

The story tumbled out of him all at once, in a rush of righteous indignation--how he'd made it onto the national track team as an alternate in 2016; how he'd witnessed rampant corruption among Mexican Olympic officials, who sold off valuable credentials to politicians and businessmen instead of prioritizing athletes and training staff; how he'd been caught leaking evidence of bribery to the press and was blacklisted from competing.

Mau admitted, with some embarrassment, that his Instagram persona was embellished--but he insisted that it wasn't as bad as it looked. (Didn't everyone exaggerate their accomplishments on social media?) If the Olympic committee claimed to have no record of him, he told me, that was only because it had punitively scrubbed his name from its records. "People saw me there," he said. "They know me." This was just what happened when you tried to blow the whistle on corruption in Mexico.

I found this explanation dubious, but it didn't matter all that much. Mau's Olympic record per se was not essential to the story. His repeated lying, though, posed a clear challenge to his credibility.

James Winston, meanwhile, was proving strangely difficult to get on the phone. The London-based aid worker had been one of Mau's most persuasive validators. We had corresponded at length over email and WhatsApp, but every time I asked him for a phone interview, he was unreachable--traveling in Honduras, or en route to Gaza. He always promised he'd call as soon as he could. He never did.

Hoping to at least confirm Winston's expertise, I asked him to connect me with some of his colleagues at the NGOs where he'd worked. He gave me email addresses for two people, both of whom responded with warm notes about Winston's knowledge and dedication; when I asked if we could talk on the phone, they grew skittish. One said she was too afraid of the cartels to be quoted. Both stopped responding. A subsequent Google search revealed that the websites for the organizations in their email domains didn't exist. Both URLs led to identical "under construction" Squarespace pages. When I asked Winston for his LinkedIn profile, he said he would send it to me, but never did.

A few days later, however, I found a page for a "James M. Winston" that matched his purported resume--and had been created that same month. The profile was sparsely populated, and parts of it appeared to have been written by a non-native English speaker. When we checked with the institutions he claimed to have an affiliation with--the London School of Economics, the UN Refugee Agency, R4V--none of them had any record of him. The James Winston with whom I'd been corresponding for months seemed not to exist.

By August, I was ready to give up. Investigating Mau's story felt like trying to clutch an ice cube--every time I attempted to grab hold of it too tightly, it slipped out of my grasp.

Only one thing was keeping me from walking away from the story: I'd found Mamers.

At the outset of my reporting, Mau had told me that he was in touch with his sicario teammate--the two men had a soldiers-after-the-war bond that transcended their many differences. At first Mamers didn't want to talk with me, but Mau finally persuaded him to give me a brief FaceTime interview. His account of the cartel games overlapped with Mau's in ways that were hard to dismiss. He was nervous, but said he could go into more detail if we met in person. I had to decide if this story, whose chief narrator had a gaping credibility problem, was worth a trip to Mexico.

On August 14, Robert Reynolds texted me in a characteristic flurry of exclamation points. "How's it going?" he wrote. "So excited for progress!! Michael Pena just called me. He's really excited about this."

Maybe it was the seduction of a Hollywood deal. Maybe I just felt like I'd gone too far to turn back now. But seeing this story through felt like the only option. I booked a flight to Mexico City.

I landed late on the night of August 24, and found the driver The Atlantic had hired waiting for me outside baggage claim. He was short and quiet, wearing a baseball cap and a serious expression. As we pulled away from the airport, he locked the doors and merged onto a wide, well-lit highway.

In preparing for the trip, I'd encountered a strange kind of narrative confusion when it came to American perceptions of Mexico City. As a tourist destination, the city had never been hotter; travel websites and influencers hyped its food scene and museums. At the same time, the Trump administration and its allies, seeking to justify a maximalist immigration crackdown, had cast the city as the apocalyptic capital of a failed state. The day after I arrived, Stephen Miller would make headlines by declaring, with his usual brittle certainty, that the Mexican government was "run by criminal cartels."

There were legitimate reasons to believe that the Mexican capital was growing more dangerous. The broad-daylight assassination of the mayor's aides in May had rattled the city's political class and awakened fears that Mexico City was no longer considered a neutral zone in the cartel wars. Sales of armored vehicles in the city were up, and private-security details were becoming more common.

The Atlantic wasn't taking any chances. Because the story involved cartels, my editors insisted on certain precautions. I would be traveling around the city with the private driver and accompanied, most of the time, by a fixer. A photographer would join us for some of the reporting, and when we ventured into neighborhoods considered especially risky, a security guard would come along. I'd shared my location with my editors on my phone and agreed to check in every three hours. I couldn't decide if this was prudent or ridiculous.

As we drove toward my hotel in the verdant neighborhood of La Condesa, I watched the city roll past the van window: taquerias still open at midnight, couples walking dogs, clusters of young people outside bars lit with fairy lights. I thought about the Mexican TikTokers who made videos mocking American tourists for posting breathless dispatches about how "nice" and "safe" Mexico City felt--wide-eyed foreigners marveling that the streets were paved and the toilets flushed.

The next morning, I met my fixer, Ulises, in my hotel's restaurant. He was impossible to miss: 6 foot 4, burly, and jovial, with a stubbly beard and a roguish demeanor. I'd been warned by a Mexican reporter before my trip that some local journalists resented being called "fixers," but Ulises told me he didn't mind. Fixing had been good business for him. And besides, why take yourself so seriously? "My secret is that I'm a shitty journalist," he said, "but I know all the best restaurants in Mexico City."

Over breakfast, I asked what he made of Mau's story. He shrugged. He'd seen terrible things in his years as a cartel tour guide for foreign journalists, so he was open to the possibility that Mau's story was true. But he also seemed uncomfortable with the image of his country that Mau was conveying.

"Mexico isn't the Third World," he said. "I mean, look." He gestured toward the window, where a clean, tree-lined street stretched past the hotel. Cyclists weaved among cars; a woman in workout gear jogged by with headphones. "Isn't it scary?" he said sarcastically.

There were parts of the country where the cartels had enormous power, he said. But it wasn't accurate to suggest that Mexico as a whole was a dystopian gangland, or that the government was simply a puppet of organized crime.

I appreciated Ulises's skepticism, but I wasn't ready to write off Mau just yet. I would sit with him, in his own city, and let him tell his story one last time.

We drove to a quiet street in Ciudad de los Deportes and met Mau on the ground floor of his building. He looked as he did in his Instagram photos--handsome and fit, with a well-maintained coil of curly hair and a raglan T-shirt clinging to his shoulders and chest. But his smile was uneasy. As we climbed the stairs to his apartment, I noticed dark half-moons of sweat blooming under his arms.

"I'm nervous," he admitted. He'd spoken with Reynolds, who had urged him to be totally honest. Mau assured me that he would be: "I don't have anything to hide."

We entered a sunlit one-bedroom, and Mau and I took seats on perpendicular couches. Ulises and the photographer, Adriana, remained on the room's perimeter, quiet observers. Mau looked almost small sitting there, his muscular shoulders slouched, his hands fidgeting in his lap, a restive expression on his face.

I asked him to tell me the story of his kidnapping and captivity again, from beginning to end. The beats were familiar by now, and as I listened to him talk, I found myself thinking about all the people who benefited from narratives of cartel violence: American politicians; Mexican politicians; the journalists who hired Ulises to help them produce their sensational dispatches from narco land; the Hollywood executives monetizing movie treatments; the cartels themselves, who thrived on the fear. I almost pitied Mau. Even if his account wasn't entirely true, so many others were profiting from stories like this--why shouldn't he get a piece?

After finishing his account, Mau turned to what had become a persistent theme in our conversations: the metastasizing corruption in Mexico. He talked about the large number of people who were currently missing. When he rode the bus, the ads on the digital screens used to be for cellphone plans and soft drinks. Now they were almost exclusively for missing persons--grainy photos and cash rewards and phone numbers to call.

At my request, Mau FaceTimed his mother. I had hoped to interview her in person, but she lived too far away. She appeared on-screen in a modest living room, an older woman with careful makeup and a tight, anxious smile, sitting on a couch pressed up against a bare wall. I sat next to Mau as he held the phone, and he translated her narration of his disappearance from her perspective.

Recounting the story was clearly painful for her. At several points, she broke down in tears and had to stop, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue while Mau murmured reassurances in Spanish. She described the first call from the kidnappers, the male voice demanding money, the impossible deadline, the panic of scrambling to find the cash.

She also said something I'd never heard in Mau's many accounts of the story. The kidnappers, she told me, had demanded nearly 1 million pesos, or about $60,000. To cover the payment, she said, Mau's older brother had been forced to sell his house.

Mau had mentioned before that his family had made extortion payments, but he'd always presented this as a minor detail. The money was not, in his telling, what saved him; it was his own triumph on the football field. Taken aback, I asked her to repeat herself. I glanced at Ulises, who had an inscrutable look on his face.

After we hung up, Ulises spoke. "That's a good brother," he told Mau. "He saved you, man." Mau seemed to stiffen at the comment.

Mau had promised to take us to the street where he'd been kidnapped. Before we left, he went to use the bathroom, and for the first time I looked around the apartment.

The walls were crowded with Olympic paraphernalia--selfies of Mau in branded warm-ups, medals hanging from nails, what appeared to be a framed letter from the International Olympic Committee certifying his participation in the Games. It was all perplexing. Hadn't he already admitted to me that he had never actually competed, that his Olympian persona was a social-media performance? He lived here alone--whom was he trying to convince with all this stuff on the walls? In the kitchen, a framed race bib hung near the refrigerator, the kind marathon runners pin to their shirts. To my surprise, it said "Bermudez"--the last name that the Mexican movie producer had used for Mau. I made a note to ask him about it later.

When we got into the van, Mau blanched. This, he said, was exactly like the vehicle he'd been stuffed into when he was taken. As we drove, he warned us that the neighborhood we were headed to was known "cartel territory"--we would have to be careful. But the street he directed the driver to was in a gentrifying enclave of expats and hipsters with man buns.

We got out, and Mau began narrating his kidnapping, pointing at various landmarks like a tour guide. But nothing about the scene he described made sense here. The street was too narrow and crowded with parked cars to accommodate the five vans he claimed had pulled up to snatch him and dozens of migrants. The block was lined with security cameras and bustling with pedestrians. In the 30 minutes we spent there, I saw multiple police cars roll by.

I kept thinking back to the conversation with Mau's mother. She certainly didn't seem like an accomplice in any hoax. Everything about her distress--the wobble in her voice, the tears--had felt sincere. While Adriana led a reluctant-looking Mau to a sunny corner of the street to take his portrait, I pulled Ulises aside and asked what he made of the mother's testimony. Maybe Mau was embellishing his story, I said, but it certainly seemed to me that his family really had made those extortion payments.

Ulises responded by asking what I knew about "self-kidnapping." The practice--people staging their own abduction to extract money from relatives--had become such an epidemic in Mexico, he told me, that the government had begun cracking down with tougher sentences and public-service announcements warning that it was a serious crime.

"I think he stole that money," Ulises said quietly.

I looked over at Mau, who had dropped his coquettish act and was now preening for the camera. I wondered, for the first time, if I was dealing with a very different kind of man than I had allowed myself to believe.


Mau's girlfriend, Nancy, a physician who met him on Bumble, said her view of Mexico was transformed by hearing about the cartel tournament. (Adriana Loureiro Fernandez for The Atlantic)



I met Mau's girlfriend, Nancy, at a cafe near the clinic where she worked as a doctor. She was slim and pretty, with wavy dyed-red hair and an assortment of tasteful bracelets adorning her wrists. She'd grown up in the city in an upper-middle-class family, gone to private school, and spent a year living in the U.S. as a teenager, where she honed her English, before returning home for medical school at one of the country's most respected public universities.

She told me she'd met Mau on Bumble a year earlier. She was drawn by the impressive claims in his bio--that he'd visited at least 100 countries and spoke seven languages. "I was captured by that," said Nancy, an aspiring globe-trotter herself.

Early in their relationship, Mau told her that he'd been kidnapped by a cartel, but he didn't talk much about his captivity at first. Details trickled out over time--the torture, the tournament, the VIP audience. Once, while she was watching her favorite news anchor, Mau pointed at the TV and said, "He was there." She was shocked--she had always trusted the anchor's reporting. "How could he be there? How could he know that, and not tell about it?" she remembered thinking. On another night, a well-known politician appeared on TV, and Mau told her that he, too, had attended the tournament.

Nancy came to feel as though she didn't know her own city, her own country. The Mexico of her childhood had been replaced by shadowy figures and conspiracies of silence--a malevolence that lurked in places she'd passed a thousand times. She recalled driving one afternoon with Mau in the passenger seat when he'd suddenly tensed up. He told her this was the street where he'd been abducted.

"Here?" she'd exclaimed, in disbelief.

I asked her where it was. The neighborhood she named was miles away from the spot that Mau had taken us to.

It was clear to me that Nancy was genuinely in love with Mau. (When I conferred later with Ulises and Adriana, they agreed.) She said she was glad to be there for him as he processed the trauma of his captivity. They had built a tender and adventurous life together. She traveled with him around the world, and nursed his injuries. (One day, as she was running her fingers along his cheek, she felt the ridge of an old fracture that had never properly healed.) She also helped him work through old grievances with his family. Mau had never gotten along with them, she said. His mother had favored his brother, doting on him while treating Mau as an afterthought. "His mother is not very nice to him," Nancy told me. She had not met his family and didn't want to: "I can't stand that someone is that mean to him."

I asked Nancy what Mau did for a living--a question I'd somehow never gotten a clear answer to.

She responded as if the answer were obvious: He was a runner for the U.S. Olympic team. She went on to gush about his athletic accomplishments--how most runners retired well before their late 30s, and how, defying the odds, he was determined to make it to the Summer Games in Los Angeles. "If he can get to 2028, that would be almost a record at his age!" As her eyes gleamed with pride, my stomach sank.

Before we left, I asked Nancy what she thought about Mau's prospective Hollywood deal. She said that Mau had told her all about Reynolds, and Pena, and the development of the script. Ulises asked: Would she be a character in the movie?

Nancy laughed self-consciously and cast her eyes downward. "Well, I don't know," she said, clearly embarrassed by how much the idea pleased her. "He told me yeah, I might."

One thing that Mau had told me was undeniable: The missing-persons posters were omnipresent in Mexico City. Once you saw them, they were impossible to miss--on buses, on street corners, at subway entrances. At the center of the city, there was a traffic rotary known locally as "the roundabout of the disappeared," plastered with hundreds of faces. The government, eager to project an image of calm and security, had begun scraping the posters off the wall, but mothers returned every day to put them back up. More than 130,000 people are currently listed as missing in Mexico, a number that has roughly tripled in the past decade.


Images of missing persons, many of whom have been kidnapped by the cartels, are omnipresent in Mexico City. (Adriana Loureiro Fernandez for The Atlantic)



One evening, Ulises, Adriana, and I drove to an upscale shopping mall, where Mamers had suggested we meet. I had messaged him on WhatsApp earlier that day to ask if I could bring a photographer. He agreed on the condition that she not take pictures of his face--for a former cartel hit man risking his life to tell his story, anonymity was essential for survival. To keep a low profile, he told me, he'd be wearing a hat and sunglasses.

But when I spotted him as we descended the escalator into the mall's atrium, I almost laughed out loud: He was dressed like a caricature of a tough-guy sicario--oversize sunglasses, a tight blue tank top stretched across his bulging chest, a gold chain around his neck.

We sat down at a table outside a coffee shop, and I asked Mamers to tell his version of the story from the beginning. He related the events in a steady voice, without embroidery or visible self-regard. He recalled meeting Mau in the prison for the first time and taking pity on him--a soft, bewildered naif who clearly had no idea what kind of world he'd been dropped into. He described the members of their team: El Diablo, the taxi driver, the perverted old lawyer. He recounted the day of the tournament, the gymnasium in the mountains, the bands and the monster trucks and the VIPs in the stands.

"People from different political parties, different criminal organizations in the same place hanging out," he said at one point, switching briefly to English. "I was like, What the fuck? "

I asked him why he was telling his story now--wasn't he afraid?

Mamers said he'd taken precautions. He had moved to a different part of the city and grown a beard to avoid recognition. He was out of the cartel game, he told me, and now worked in construction. He wanted a different life.

He'd agreed to the interview largely out of loyalty to Mau. Befriending an innocent person who had been victimized by a cartel had forced him to reckon with his own complicity. For years, he said, he had done his employers' violent bidding without giving it much thought. Watching Mau endure it had unsettled him--and he wanted people to know what was going on in his country.

"I'm proud to be Mexican," he said, "but Mexico is sick."

When the meeting ended, we said goodbye to Mamers and walked out of the mall in a quiet daze.

Adriana broke the silence. "That was a mindfuck," she said. Ulises nodded. "I think," he said carefully, as though he couldn't quite believe what he was about to say, "that maybe something did happen to them."

I agreed. Whatever else was going on with Mau, Mamers's story seemed too detailed, too internally consistent, too mundanely specific to dismiss as a fabrication for my benefit. When I checked in with my editor that night, I told him that I wasn't quite so sure anymore that this was all a hoax.

Before going to bed, I started watching The Maltese Falcon in my hotel room. I felt a certain self-aggrandizing kinship with Humphrey Bogart's Sam Spade as he groped his way from one deception to another--each revelation rearranging the pieces without clarifying the picture, the truth always just out of reach.

But I couldn't shake the sneaking suspicion--though I tried to repress it--that in Mau's story, I was not the shrewd, enterprising detective, but a mark.

La Union Tepito sprouted in 2009 from a massive open-air market in one of Mexico City's most dangerous neighborhoods. It presented itself at first as a kind of neighborhood watch, in which young men from Tepito provided security, for a fee, to local vendors worried about larger cartels. The arrangement grew into a profitable protection racket, and La Union Tepito soon expanded into narcotics and kidnapping. Ulises had told me that we'd need to be careful when we visited the market--no loitering, no pictures. But as we wound our way through the crowded maze of vendor stalls hawking counterfeit Gucci bags and black-market smartphones, I saw few obvious signs of organized crime. It wasn't until we slipped some cash to a shopkeeper who let us climb a hidden ladder in the back to a secluded rooftop overlooking the market's expanse that Ulises spoke freely: Those men zipping through the market on motorized scooters, he told me, were likely employees of the cartel.

Through one of Ulises's contacts, we'd arranged to meet a low-level employee of La Union Tepito, a young man who asked me to call him Pedro. We sat with him at a plastic table in an alleyway a few blocks from the market. He wore a flamboyant tracksuit embroidered with a gold dragon that belied his flat, affectless demeanor. He told me he'd started working for "the organization"--the preferred term for the cartel among its members--when he was about 16, following his father, a leader in La Union, into the family business. He was now in his early 20s and served in a supervisory role.

I asked Pedro how a typical cartel kidnapping worked. He walked me through the logistics in a matter-of-fact monotone, as if he were explaining how to assemble a piece of IKEA furniture.

"First you study the person who is going to be kidnapped, then you go do the job," he said. "They're taken to a safe house. The family is contacted and a ransom is demanded. If the family doesn't agree, then they start with the mutilation until the family complies."

Mutilation? I glanced at Ulises to make sure I'd heard his translation correctly. He gave me a look that suggested I not seek elaboration.

I decided to tell Pedro why I was there. I'd heard a story, I told him--without using names or excessive identifying information--about a man who'd been kidnapped by La Union and forced to compete in an intercartel sports tournament. I painted the picture for him as Mau had painted it for me--cartel bosses from Sinaloa and Jalisco in the stands, politicians and celebrities placing bets.

Pedro, who had been stone-faced throughout our interview, smirked. "Like a movie," he said.

He told me that he had never heard of such a tournament, and that it went against everything he knew about how the cartel operated. Kidnapping, he explained, was a risky business. Hold on to a victim for too long, and the chances that he escapes or someone comes looking for him grow. La Union rarely kept a victim for any length of time--if the extortion payments didn't come, they'd simply get rid of him. Scooping up scores of people and holding them for months in some kind of remote training facility would be too dangerous.

As we made our way back to the hotel, my phone buzzed with an email notification from someone in New York. After I'd seen the Bermudez race bib hanging on Mau's wall, I'd done another round of Google searches on his name. Buried in an American court database was an opaque legal filing suggesting that a man named Mauricio Morales Bermudez was involved in some kind of criminal case in Mexico. On a whim, I'd sent cold emails to several of the people named in the document. Now one of them wanted to talk.

When I reached him by phone later that day, he asked for anonymity to discuss ongoing proceedings. Then he told me the story.

In 2010, according to several sources and allegations made in court documents, Mauricio Morales Bermudez opened the Mexican office of the Non-Violence Project Foundation, a Switzerland-based nonprofit best known for its "knotted gun" logo. The foundation, with offices in multiple countries and a dazzling slate of celebrity "ambassadors" (Yoko Ono, Paul McCartney, Lionel Messi), made for an impressive resume line. It also gave Mau entry into an elite segment of Mexican society.

Through a fundraising auction for Non-Violence Project Mexico in 2013, Mau met Alejandro Martinez, a wealthy, well-connected labor-union leader in Mexico City. Martinez, a trained musician and lifelong Beatles obsessive, was intrigued by some of the rare items up for bid: guitars signed by Eric Clapton and George Harrison, a ukulele bearing McCartney's name, and--most tantalizing--a T-shirt that had belonged to John Lennon, signed by all four Beatles. Martinez submitted bids on multiple items, and won more of them than he'd expected. Soon after that, he received an email from Mau, who introduced himself as the organization's director.

In 2015, Mau invited Martinez to an event in Arizona on Super Bowl weekend. There would be a flag-football exhibition featuring celebrities and former NFL players, and then, as a valued donor, Martinez would attend the big game on Sunday. Martinez, thrilled, accepted the invitation.

The exhibition was as advertised. Miguel Herrera, then the coach of Mexico's national soccer team, ran plays in the huddle; TV personalities from Univision and Fox Sports posed for photos with fans. Mau moved easily among them all--hugging athletes, greeting journalists, navigating the game as if the stars were old friends. Martinez would later remember thinking that Mau was a natural salesman. He even joked that Mau should come work for him.

But when Martinez tried to claim his Super Bowl ticket, he was told there wasn't one waiting for him; he ended up having to watch the game from a bar. He flew back to Mexico livid, and wrote to the organization to complain.

A few days later, Martinez began receiving contrite emails from an executive at Non-Violence Project Mexico. She apologized profusely for the Super Bowl mishap and said the organization wanted to make it up to him. Soon Yoko Ono herself was emailing him, on behalf of the foundation, offering him a special investment opportunity, available to VIP donors, that would guarantee a return of 50 percent.

The pitch was seductive. The union would receive not only a sizable return, but also anti-violence workshops for its members, and an array of perks for Martinez: a trip to the World Cup, concert tickets, and meet and greets with the foundation's celebrity "ambassadors." It sounded like an incredible deal. Martinez and Ono both signed the contract, and Martinez wired $200,000 to the organization.

At first, the arrangement worked as promised. Trainers led workshops for Martinez's union in Mexico. Packages of memorabilia arrived--soccer jerseys signed by Pele, Maradona, and Messi; NFL helmets covered in the signatures of Super Bowl MVPs; game balls from European championship matches. Martinez traveled with his family to a concert in California where McCartney and the Rolling Stones played on the same bill, and also got tickets to multiple Super Bowls.

Martinez ended up wiring about $700,000 to the organization. But the promised financial returns never materialized.

When Martinez began asking pointed questions about how the nonprofit planned to produce such returns, he got evasive answers about corporate sponsors and VIP boxes donated by FIFA.

Eventually, the perks dried up. The workshops ceased. In Russia for the World Cup, Martinez discovered that his hotel reservation was missing and his game tickets weren't available under his name. By the time he flew home, he no longer trusted anyone associated with the organization.

He hired a team of lawyers and private investigators. Together, they pieced together an elaborate--and almost comically audacious--scheme. Those emails signed by Yoko Ono? They weren't written by her; her signature on the contract was a forgery. That shirt signed by all of the Beatles? Almost certainly fake. And the union money Martinez had wired for its "investment"? It had landed in a bank account controlled by Mauricio Morales Bermudez.

Martinez's lawyers contacted the Non-Violence Project Foundation in Switzerland to alert the group that it had a con man in its midst. But instead of offering to help sort things out, foundation executives sent back a series of strange, contradictory responses. (The foundation later disavowed some of the people who had written to Martinez, and said that key signatures and emails appeared to be fake. The foundation did not respond to detailed questions from The Atlantic, but in a statement it said that Bermudez was never an official employee and that Non-Violence Project Mexico was a "separate and independent" nonprofit entity.)

The more Martinez's lawyers dug into the foundation, the more suspicious he became that it might be involved in Mau's scam. The fake employees who had pitched the investment had all somehow managed to use official @nonviolence.com email addresses. Some celebrities featured on the foundation's website, meanwhile, said they had not authorized the use of their names or images. And an outfit calling itself the Non-Violence Project USA had been linked in press reports to a Medicaid-fraud scheme.

Martinez filed a legal complaint on behalf of the union naming both Mau and Non-Violence Project Mexico. Mau, seeming to catch wind of the investigation, left the country. For several months, according to private investigators hired by Martinez, he traveled around Europe, apparently using some of the union money to cover the cost of his jet-setting.

Finally, Mau came back to Mexico, where authorities turned up outside his apartment with a warrant. They arrested him for fraud on February 9, 2023--the same day he would later tell his friends, his girlfriend, and me that he had been kidnapped by a cartel. According to legal records, he spent 18 months in prison awaiting trial; he was released after promising to repay hundreds of thousands of dollars, and to cooperate in a fraud investigation against the Non-Violence Project Foundation. (In its statement, the foundation denied responsibility for the alleged fraud and said that it is "not a party to any legal proceedings" connected to Martinez's claims against Bermudez. Martinez declined to comment.)

Mau did his time at Reclusorio Sur, a men's penitentiary near the mountains on the southern edge of Mexico City. Also awaiting trial in the prison was a small-time businessman who'd been accused of fraud and the theft of a bicycle. His full name was Edgar Omar Gonzalez Giffard, but most people inside the prison called him Mamers.


Mau, photographed in August at the spot where he said he'd been kidnapped by La Union Tepito (Adriana Loureiro Fernandez for The Atlantic)



On my last day in Mexico City, I asked Mau to meet me at a park near his apartment. Given the conversation I knew we needed to have, it felt unwise to go back to his home. We chose a concrete table with a built-in chessboard, surrounded by trees and low shrubs. Mau wore a yellow track jacket with ROCKY stitched across the chest.

Shortly after we sat down, I pulled up his mug shot on my phone. Turning the screen toward him, I asked, "Is this you?"

Mau didn't flinch or scoff or reflexively start making denials. He just paused as his eyes scanned the image. I could almost see him processing this new development--testing the angles, deciding how to respond.

Determined to maintain control of the conversation, I plowed ahead, reading off the details that accompanied the photo: the fraud complaint, the sums of money, the name on the arrest warrant.

"You were arrested the same day you told everyone you were taken by the cartel, right?" I asked.

Unflustered, he began to tell me a new story. Yes, he said, he'd been arrested--but my timeline was wrong. He'd been arrested in 2022, a year before he was taken by the cartel.

And the arrest warrant that stated clearly he'd been taken into custody in February 2023? I asked.

It must have been doctored, he told me. Very powerful people were involved. He was the victim of a conspiracy--caught between a politically connected union and a corrupt international NGO whose bidding he had been forced to do. He said he could explain everything, but it would have to be off the record--he couldn't be sure of his safety otherwise. I heard the familiar refrain of his pitch returning: What you don't understand about Mexico ...

But I was tired of Mau's stories.

I asked him if he had stolen the money his family had paid for his ransom.

"No, obviously not," he said.

And James Winston--he wasn't a real person, was he?

Mau insisted that he was.

Realizing that we weren't going to get anywhere, I stood up to leave. Before we parted, I asked if he could send me the case file from his arrest--the documents that would establish the timeline and basic facts of what he'd been charged with.

"I don't know, man," he said. "I need to talk to my lawyer."

Something in his demeanor had changed. It was as if he'd flicked off a switch. The likable, self-effacing man I'd been talking with for months had withdrawn, and in his place was someone colder, more distant. His mark had gotten wise--it was time to move on.

I said goodbye and made my way up the hill toward the park's exit, looking back for one last glimpse at Mau. He was heading in the opposite direction, shoulders slightly hunched, staring down at his phone, his thumbs moving quickly across the screen.

When I got back to my hotel that night, I called Robert Reynolds to break the news that the story he'd wanted so badly to adapt for the screen wasn't true after all. He sounded genuinely shocked.

"Wow," Reynolds said, almost as if to himself. "He seemed like such a good guy."

Did he? I found myself wondering about that now. Had Mau's performance really been so compelling? Or was his story just exciting enough, just potentially profitable enough, just flattering enough to American sensibilities and preconceptions, that Reynolds and I and everyone else had simply wanted too badly to believe it?

In retrospect, it seemed absurd that I'd ever taken Mau so seriously. As more of the pieces fell into place following my discovery of his arrest and imprisonment, he looked less like a heroic survivor or even a mastermind hoax artist, and more like a low-level scammer with a talent for improvisation. That email from the high-ranking UN official asking Reynolds for Killers tickets for a beloved volunteer? It was signed by Filippo Grandi, then the UN high commissioner for refugees, whose office confirmed that it was a forgery. (Mau denied writing it himself.) Those messages from movie producers who had somehow caught wind of the story I was writing? It turns out Mau was stringing along multiple filmmakers--the producer in Mexico told me they were on the verge of signing an "exclusive" contract with him.

And yet, I still couldn't say definitively that he'd invented his account out of whole cloth. In the course of my reporting, I learned about interprison sports tournaments, including a football competition, organized by the Mexico City penitentiary system. It is well established that the cartels have a presence in the country's prisons--was it possible that Mau's fantastical story of heroism and life-and-death stakes was rooted in his own less cinematic, less blood-drenched experience as a regular prison inmate? Then there was the mystery of Mamers's "disappearance." Late last year, Mamers went dark on social media and, Mau said, stopped responding to his messages. My own attempts to contact him were also unsuccessful. Mau told Reynolds that his old friend was dead, most likely taken out by a cartel. Maybe he'd just gone to ground. In a country with 130,000 missing people, I suspected I would never know for sure.

In the months after I left Mexico, the news in my own country would be dominated by ICE raids and mass deportations--a hard-line immigration agenda built on the stories we are told about crime and migrants and cartel bosses. When the death of a drug lord in February set off a brutal wave of cartel attacks, the United States canceled flights to resort cities and issued shelter-in-place alerts for Americans in Mexico. Mau's account of the cartel Olympics fit neatly into the governing narrative of the age, one that imagines a permanent, untamable dystopia just beyond America's southern border.

Some stories take on a life of their own because they show how things really are. Others spread because they tell us what we already believe. And sometimes a story that's too good to be true is just that.

But a good story is a hard thing to kill.

Two weeks after my return from Mexico City, Reynolds called me.

"Dude," he said breathlessly. "I just talked to Michael Pena." He had filled the actor in on the latest developments--Mau's deception, my investigation, the whole ridiculous misadventure--and Pena saw potential. "He said he loves this even more than the original story!" The movie was back on.



This article appears in the May 2026 print edition with the headline "The Incredible Story of the Cartel Olympics."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/2026/05/mexico-cartel-la-union-tepito/686453/?utm_source=feed
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Welcome to a Multidimensional Economic Disaster

The AI boom wasn't built for the polycrisis.

by Matteo Wong, Charlie Warzel

Thu, 26 Mar 2026


An Amazon Web Services data center in Manassas, Virginia (Nathan Howard / Bloomberg / Getty)



The global economy has become dependent on the AI industry. Trillions of dollars are being invested into the technology and the infrastructure it relies on; in the final months of 2025, functionally all economic growth in the United States came from AI investments. This would be risky even in ideal conditions. And we are very far from ideal conditions.



Much of the AI supply chain--chips, data centers, combustion turbines, and so on--relies on key materials that are produced in or transported through just a few places on Earth, with little overlap. In particular, the industry is highly dependent on the Middle East, which has been destabilized by the war in Iran. A global energy shock seems all but certain to come soon--the kind where even the best-case scenario is a disaster. The war could grind the AI build-out to a halt. This would be devastating for the tech firms that have issued historic amounts of debt to race against their highly leveraged competitors, and it would be devastating for the private lenders and banks that have been buying up that debt in the hope of ever bigger returns.



For the better part of the past year, Wall Street analysts and tech-industry observers have fretted publicly about an AI bubble. The fear is that too much money is coming in too fast and that generative-AI companies still have not offered anything close to a viable business model. If growth were to stall or the technology were to be seen as failing to deliver on its promises, the bubble might burst, triggering a chain reaction across the financial system. Everyone--big banks, private-equity firms, people who have no idea what's mixed into their 401(k)--would be hit by the AI crash.



Until recently, that kind of crash felt hypothetical; today, it feels plausible and, to some, almost inevitable. "What's unusual about this, unlike commercial real estate during the global financial crisis," Paul Kedrosky, an investor and financial consultant, told us, "is all of these interlocking points of fragility."

Read: Here's how the AI crash happens

Perhaps the clearest examples are advanced memory and training chips, which are among the most important--and are by far the most expensive--components of training any AI model. Currently, most of them are produced by two companies in South Korea and one in Taiwan. These countries, in turn, get a large majority of their crude oil and much of their liquefied natural gas--which help fuel semiconductor manufacturing--from the Persian Gulf. The chip companies also require helium, sulfur, and bromine--three key inputs to silicon wafers--largely sourced from the region. In addition, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, and other regional petrostates have become key investors in the American AI firms that purchase most of those chips.



Because of the war in Iran, the Strait of Hormuz is functionally closed to most shipping vessels, stranding one-fifth of the world's exports of natural gas, one-third of the world's exports of crude oil, and significant quantities of the planet's exportable fertilizer, helium, and sulfur. Meanwhile, Iran and Israel have begun bombing much of the fossil-fuel infrastructure in the region, which could take many years to replace. In only a month of war, the price of Brent crude--a global oil benchmark--has jumped by 40 percent and could more than double, liquefied-natural-gas prices are soaring in Europe and Asia, and helium spot prices have already doubled. The strait is "critical to basically every aspect of the global economy," Sam Winter-Levy, a technology and national-security researcher at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, told us. "The AI supply chain is not insulated."



The situation could quickly deteriorate from here. A helium crunch could trigger a shortage of AI chips or cause chip prices to rise. AI companies need ever more advanced chips to fill their data centers--at higher prices, the massive server farms, already hurting from elevated energy costs caused by the war, would have almost no hope of becoming profitable. Without these chips, new data centers would not be built or would sit empty. Astronomical tech valuations, and in turn the entire stock market, could collapse.

One industry's precarious position isn't usually everyone's problem. Unfortunately, AI is different. The biggest data-center players, known as hyperscalers, are among the biggest corporations in the history of capitalism; they include Microsoft, Google, Meta, and Amazon. But even they will be pressed by collectively spending nearly $700 billion on AI in a single year. In order to get the money for these unprecedented projects, data-center providers are beginning to take on colossal amounts of debt. Some of this is done through creative deals with private-equity firms including Blackstone, BlackRock, and Blue Owl Capital--which themselves operate as sort of shadow banks that, since the most recent financial crisis, have arguably become as powerful and as influential as Bear Stearns and Lehman Brothers were prior to 2008. Endowments, pensions, insurance funds, and other major institutions all trust private equity to invest their money.



For a while, it seemed like every time Google or Microsoft announced more data-center investments, their stock prices rose. Now the opposite occurs: The hyperscalers are spending far more, but investors have started to notice that they are not generating anything near the revenue they need to. The data-center boom's top players--Google, Meta, Microsoft, Amazon, Nvidia, and Oracle--have all lost 8 to 27 percent of their value since the start of the year, making them a huge drag on the overall stock market. And the $121 billion of debt that hyperscalers issued in 2025, four times more than what they averaged for years prior, is expected to grow dramatically.



All of the major players in this investment ecosystem are vulnerable. Private-equity firms are being squeezed on both ends by generative AI: During the coronavirus pandemic, they bought up software companies, which are now plummeting in value because AI is expected to eat their lunch. Meanwhile, private equity's new investment strategy, data centers, is also falling apart because of AI. Blackstone, Blue Owl, and the like are sinking huge sums into data-center construction with the assumption that lease payments from tech companies will pay for their debt. In order to pay for their investments, private-equity companies raised money from major financial institutions--but now the viability of those lease payments is coming into question as the hyperscalers' cash flow is strained. "There's a reason to think we're seeing some of the same 2008 dynamics now," Brad Lipton, a former senior adviser at the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau and now the director of corporate power and financial regulation at the Roosevelt Institute, told us. "Everyone's getting tied up together. Banks are lending money to private credit, which in turn lends it elsewhere. That amps up the risk."

Annie Lowrey: How to guess if your job will exist in five years

The way the money moves is concerning, but so is the AI industry's underlying business model. At every layer, the technology appears to decrease the value of its assets. The advanced AI chips that make up the majority of the cost of a data center? Their value rapidly decreases as they are superseded by the next generation of chips, meaning that the ultimate backstop for all of the data-center debt--selling the data center itself--is not actually a backstop. The way that AI companies make money when people use their products is also deflationary. OpenAI, Anthropic, and others charge users for using "tokens," the components of words processed by their bots. This means that tokens are an industrial commodity akin to, say, crude oil or steel. But unlike other commodities, the cost of each token is rapidly decreasing owing to advancements in AI's capabilities. Kedrosky called this "a death spiral to zero." As the value of a token plummets, the value of what data centers can produce also falls.



The war in Iran affects data-center finances as well. Should energy prices continue to skyrocket, so will the cost of this already very expensive computing equipment, because it needs tremendous amounts of energy to manufacture and operate. And the war has exposed physical risks to these buildings. Janet Egan, a senior fellow at the Center for a New American Security, described data centers to us as "large, juicy targets." It is impossible to hide these facilities, which can cover 1 million square feet. Earlier this month, Iran bombed Amazon data centers in the UAE and Bahrain. American hyperscalers had been planning to build far more data centers in the region, because the Trump administration and the AI industry have sought funding from Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Qatar, and Oman. Now there's a two-way strain on those relationships. The physical security of the data centers is more precarious, and the conflict is damaging the economic health of the petrostates, thereby jeopardizing a major source of further investment in American AI firms. The Trump administration "staked a lot on the Gulf as their close AI partner, and now the war that they've launched poses a huge threat to the viability of the Gulf as that AI partner," Winter-Levy said.



Plus, "what's to prevent Iran or a proxy group, or another maligned actor, from tomorrow launching an armed drone against a data center in Northern Virginia?" Chip Usher, the senior director for intelligence at the Special Competitive Studies Project, a national-security and AI think tank, told us. "It could happen. Our defenses are not adequate." State-sponsored cyberattacks of the variety Iran is known for could also knock a data center offline. You can build all manner of defenses--reinforced concrete, drone-interception systems--but doing so adds cost and time to already costly and slow construction.

Just a few things going a bit wrong could compound, all at once, into a cataclysm. To wit: Qatari and Saudi money dries up. Sustained high oil and natural-gas prices drive up the costs of manufacturing chips and running data centers. Already cash-strapped hyperscalers struggle to make lease payments on their data centers, while similarly strained private lenders suffer as all of the AI bonds become deadweight. Tech valuations fall, taking public markets with them; private-equity firms have to sell and torch their assets, putting intense stress on the institutional investors and banks. The rest of the economy, drained of investment because everything was poured into data centers for years, is already weak. Unemployment goes up, as do interest rates. "Bubbles pop. That's the system," Lipton said. "What isn't supposed to happen is that it takes down the whole financial system. But the concern here is that AI investment isn't confined and may spread to the whole economy."



Even if Iran and the Strait of Hormuz don't directly trigger an AI-driven financial crisis, the odds are decent that another vector could. (Remember tariffs?) Energy prices could stay elevated for years, because the targeted fossil-fuel facilities in the Persian Gulf will take a long time to restore. As the U.S. directs huge amounts of attention and military resources toward Iran, it's easy to imagine China launching an invasion of Taiwan--a scenario that terrifies Silicon Valley, because it would halt the production of chips needed to train frontier models. That's not even considering the single Dutch company that makes the high-tech lithography machines used to print virtually all AI chips, or the German company that makes the mirrors used in those machines. "There are too many ways for it to fail for it not to fail," Kedrosky said of the AI industry's web of risk. "All you can say for sure is this is a fragile and overdetermined system that must break, so it will."



There are, of course, possibilities other than a full-blown, AI-driven financial crisis. Data-center spending could cool gradually enough that a crash is avoided. The revenues of Anthropic and OpenAI have been multiplying every year, which proponents argue means that generative-AI products are on track to eventually become profitable. But on the current trajectory, that would still take years, and there are good reasons to think that this growth will slow or halt. Notably, the main draw of AI tools is "efficiency": Rather than growing their overall output and the opportunities available to people, executives are hoping that AI will allow them to make cuts to their business operations. The medium-term success of generative AI would likely involve millions of people being put out of work. The range of options seems to be somewhere from mildly bad to historically so.



Should the system break, much of the blame would lie squarely with the technology companies. The stakes of this build-out, from the beginning, have been framed in civilizational terms--a geopolitical race alongside an existential one. The winners will control the future and reap the rewards. At every step of the way, AI firms have appeared to prioritize speed above the physical security of data centers, supply-chain redundancy, energy efficiency and independence, political stability, even financial returns. And in that quest for unbridled growth, the AI industry has wrested ungodly amounts of capital from investors all looking for the next big thing, ensnaring the entire economy.



Simultaneously, these firms have courted and even bent the knee to a presidential administration that has encouraged their "let it rip" ethos, only to watch as that same administration has plunged the industry into this emerging polycrisis. The AI industry was not made for the turbulence its leaders have helped usher in. The situation has grown so ungainly and untenable that, if Silicon Valley is merely forced to slow down, the viability of all this spending will likely be called into question in ways that could be devastating for many. In finance, being early is the same as being wrong. AI firms want the world to think they're right on time. The world may have other plans.
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What Was Clavicular?

The internet's most famous looks-maxxer is far more pernicious than he may seem.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




At the age of 14, Braden Peters began injecting himself with mail-order testosterone to make himself into something he wasn't. By his account, the experiment ended when his parents, Kenneth and Lauren, discovered his supply and trashed it. Young Braden was apparently undaunted. He set up a post-office box and began ordering new chemicals--he's since claimed to have taken crystal meth to stay lean--anything that would catalyze his transformation. He began tapping his face with a hammer in pursuit of perfect cheekbones. The goal was entirely superficial: to reshape his physical form so that other men would feel inferior in his presence, and so that women would want to have sex with him.



This, at least, is the origin story he's told and retold over hundreds of hours of livestreams and interviews. In the pre-internet age, Peters might have passed through the world without notice, or at least without fame. But in 2026, at age 20, he is a popular influencer who calls himself Clavicular, after the span of his collarbones. He is among the most recognizable adherents of the radical-self-improvement project known as looks-maxxing. Hew closely to the credo, which includes all sorts of steroids and therapies, and you might even ascend. That's looks-maxxing terminology for becoming really, really hot.



Clav, as he's known, has had a moment this year. Seemingly overnight, he became wildly popular among the lost boys of the internet--the kinds of people who spend their time watching Nick Fuentes, the white-supremacist influencer, and Andrew Tate, the proudly misogynistic elder statesman of the manosphere, who is currently awaiting trial on charges of rape and human trafficking (he has denied the allegations). In January, Clavicular joined Tate, Fuentes, and the extremist podcaster Myron Gaines at a nightclub in Miami. Videos of the group listening to the Kanye West song "Heil Hitler" went viral; Clavicular was singing along.

Read: I watched 12 hours of Nick Fuentes

As his live videos have been clipped and reposted on more mainstream parts of the internet, Clavicular has continued to gain widespread attention. There's been a temptation among observers, including the media outlets that have covered this story over the past few months, to understand Clavicular as, essentially, a curiosity. He is a strange, attention-hungry young guy--the latest addition to a streaming ecosystem that celebrates extreme provocation. His peculiar online lingo, derived from the looks-maxxing community, has seeped into the culture. Mogging, meaning "outclassing someone," and -maxxing, an all-purpose suffix denoting maximization of any kind, are inescapable online. Conan O'Brian described himself as "host-maxxing" during this year's Oscars, and Saturday Night Live parodied Clavicular in a "Weekend Update" sketch.



But Clavicular's rise is pernicious. The baseline concern with an influencer who takes a hammer to his face and says hateful things is that he is in some sense encouraging other people to do the same. Last month, a couple of fans came up to him during a livestream, and one shouted "Heil Hitler." Clavicular tried to dismiss the comments as "cringe," but he quite obviously set the tone. I have some authority here: After I left a note outside his parents' house requesting an interview for this story, Clavicular shared my contact information online. As a reporter who covers the internet, I am used to being harassed--but I had never experienced so many direct violent threats, and so much virulent anti-Semitic hatred, as I have since then. The looks-maxxer insult "subhuman" kept coming up, as did the word mongrel. (A spokesperson for Clavicular declined to answer my questions.)



The bigger concern with Clavicular is not that he is encouraging a generation of young men to take extreme measures to change their looks. It's that because his antics are so ridiculous and his videos so entertaining to a certain crowd, he has allowed more coherent and dangerous ideologies to hitch a ride on his movement. The far-right manosphere has seemingly taken every opportunity it can to tie itself to Clavicular. Tate joined him on a stream last month to lift weights and offer advice about how Clav should handle his newfound fame. Jon Zherka, an adjacent influencer, recently likened him to a "younger brother." Last week, Fuentes called him a "prophet" for exposing the cynical reality of modern dating--a core part of Clavicular's appeal among this group.

Listen: The manosphere breaks containment

Clavicular is of course getting something in return. Associating with the manosphere's best-known figures has been a shortcut to fame and money. But he is also a different kind of influencer. Although he calls women whores and says the N-word, he is generally less focused on politics than are Fuentes and Tate, who are constantly weighing theories about power and opining about the state of the world. In fact, Clavicular does not tend to talk about politics much at all, and has repeatedly claimed that his message is distinctly apolitical. He trolls for views. That, if anything, is his philosophy; the looks-maxxing is secondary. During a December interview with a conservative podcaster, Clavicular said that if the 2028 presidential election comes down to Gavin Newsom and J. D. Vance, he will vote for the California Democrat purely because Newsom mogs Vance with his looks. Last month, Clavicular told the comedian Adam Friedland that he'd never heard of New York City Mayor Zohran Mamdani. "I'm so far removed," he said.



Even beyond the manosphere's corner of the internet, the right-wing ecosystem as a whole has recently gotten much better at capitalizing on cultural trends. Whenever a viral moment might have a remotely right-wing cast, the machinery moves into place. After Sydney Sweeney starred in an American Eagle commercial last year that touts her "great jeans" (a pun about her denim and her genetics), some on the left accused her of endorsing eugenics. The right, in turn, coalesced around her. A few months later, when sorority-dance videos went viral, the online right immediately jumped in to say--without any evidence of the women's actual views--that the dancers were owning the libs.



Weeks after Clavicular's brief reign as the internet's main character, his daily livestreams continue to collect hundreds of thousands of views. He is currently in the middle of a livestreaming marathon under the heading "Mog World Order" and will keep the cameras rolling nonstop for the next few weeks. The other day, a girl slapped him in the face at a nightclub. Fuentes, on his own stream, was indignant: "Kill, rape, and die for Clavicular--no, no, kidding, kidding, kidding, kidding!"
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OpenAI Is Doing Everything ... Poorly

The company's sudden decision to pull the plug on Sora is a sign of deeper trouble.

by Lila Shroff

Wed, 25 Mar 2026




When I opened Sora this morning, I was met with a flood of strange and disturbing AI-generated videos. On OpenAI's video app, I scrolled through fabricated scenes of the Iran war and a barrage of fake Donald Trumps blabbering about Jeffrey Epstein. In my least favorite clip, I watched a man deep-fry an infant. The app lets users create fairly realistic-looking AI-generated clips--including of their own likeness--and then post them on a TikTok-like feed. Not all of them are so unsettling, and for better or worse, Sora has been a steady source of internet virality. Within days of its release, it skyrocketed to the top of the App Store.



Now Sora will soon be dead. Yesterday, OpenAI said that it was shutting down the app and terminating public access to its video-generating technology. The decision was seemingly abrupt: Just a few months ago, Disney announced plans to invest $1 billion in OpenAI as part of a licensing deal to bring its characters to Sora, and earlier this week, workers from both companies were apparently still collaborating. (Disney has since retracted its investment plans.) Even some Sora staffers themselves were reportedly caught off guard by the announcement. Online, people eulogized Sora by posting their favorite videos--such as one featuring a column of spinning penguins and another in which Jesus walks on water to win an Olympic gold medal in swimming.



After OpenAI launched the Sora app in September, Sam Altman predicted that society was about to undergo a stunning artistic revolution. "Creativity could be about to go through a Cambrian explosion," he wrote online. But such a revolution never materialized. It's not that people hate AI slop. In fact, if anything, people seem to have a surprising appetite for it--the latest TikTok trend is raunchy telenovelas starring AI-generated fruit. In response to a request for comment, an OpenAI spokesperson pointed me to a public statement that cites "compute demand" as a key factor in the company's decision. Generating videos is much more costly than generating text is, and Sora has likely been a real financial drain: In the fall, Forbes estimated that Sora might be costing OpenAI millions of dollars daily, and Bill Peebles, who leads Sora, said that the economics were "completely unsustainable." (OpenAI declined to comment on Forbes's estimates at the time.)



The decision to quickly spin up a project and then suddenly pull the plug has become a classic OpenAI move. The company has spent the past few years cycling through new product features and business models with spectacular haste in an attempt to find its way to profitability. OpenAI seems to finally be learning that slop is not a business strategy.



Altman has never had a great plan for how OpenAI will make money. "We have no idea how we may one day generate revenue," Altman said at a 2019 event. He went on to explain that one day, AI will be smart enough that OpenAI will simply ask the computer how to generate an investment return. "You can laugh," he told a (rightfully) amused audience. "But it is what I actually believe is going to happen." After ChatGPT's success a few years later, investors began pouring money into OpenAI, and Altman has done a tremendous job of marshaling investor funds. The start-up is now worth more than Toyota, Coca-Cola, and Disney combined. But investors like to see returns, and so far, OpenAI hasn't done much to prove that it is capable of generating enough cash to stay out of the red.

Read: The MySpace dilemma facing ChatGPT

That's not to say that it hasn't been trying: Over the past few years, OpenAI has explored just about every business model conceivable. Last summer, Altman described OpenAI as four separate companies--a consumer-tech business, a massive-scale infrastructure project, an AI-research lab, and an incubator for "new stuff," including hardware. (OpenAI has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic.)



The trouble with trying to do everything is that sometimes you end up doing nothing well. Sora is the latest casualty in a long string of abrupt reversals, about-faces, and seemingly sloppily implemented projects. Last year, Altman announced a massive joint AI-infrastructure build-out with Oracle and SoftBank called Stargate, but the effort stalled, reportedly following poor leadership and coordination. Altman said in 2024 that combining ads and AI would be a "last resort" response--but then, earlier this year, the start-up launched an ads initiative. Last fall, OpenAI debuted a shopping feature, which allowed people to buy products directly inside ChatGPT; yesterday, the company announced that it was killing the feature and pivoting to focus on product discovery instead. In January, the company said that the first of its much-awaited devices was "on track" to launch later this year, but weeks later, court filings revealed that the company is unlikely to debut its new hardware before 2027. OpenAI originally banned NSFW content, and then it announced last year that it would make exceptions for such material, even planning a December rollout for erotica, only to later put erotica indefinitely on hold.



Some amount of change in business plans is only natural for any company, let alone one in an industry as fast-moving as AI. But compared with its peers, OpenAI is especially chaotic in its strategy. The company's plans are seemingly always provisional: No partnership or product road map feels guaranteed to endure. Earlier this year, Nvidia walked back a commitment to invest up to $100 billion in OpenAI. At the time, The Wall Street Journal reported that Nvidia CEO Jensen Huang had concerns with OpenAI's "lack of discipline" in its business approach. (When asked about the report, Huang said that it was "nonsense" to suggest he was unhappy with OpenAI.)



OpenAI's haphazard business strategy has left the company to deal with an identity crisis of its own making. OpenAI is losing ground to Anthropic, its chief rival in the AI race, which has stuck with a targeted approach of selling productivity-enhancing AI tools to other businesses. Anthropic has had great success in its steadfast focus on the enterprise market. Now OpenAI is attempting to copy Anthropic's playbook. "We cannot miss this moment because we are distracted by side quests," Fidji Simo, OpenAI's applications chief, reportedly told staff in a company-wide meeting earlier this month, explaining that the company needs to nail "productivity on the business front." To do so, OpenAI is planning to nearly double its head count this year, including by hiring a team of specialists who will help other companies adopt its technology. Even at the product level, OpenAI appears to be copying Anthropic--OpenAI is apparently planning to launch a "superapp" to streamline its product offerings into one app, likely an attempt to compete with Anthropic's Cowork and Claude Code. "We were spreading our efforts across too many apps," Simo wrote to employees last week. "That fragmentation has been slowing us down and making it harder to hit the quality bar we want."



After scrolling through Iran deepfakes and Trump slop on Sora this morning, I navigated to Altman's account on the platform. I was curious to see what the company's CEO might have to say about the end of Sora. The last time that Altman appears to have posted on the app was six months ago, when it launched. Perhaps that should have been a foreboding sign. I continued watching more clips until a pop-up filled my screen. OpenAI wanted to know how using Sora was affecting my mood. The app offered me a choice between "Thumbs-Up" and "Thumbs-Down." I hit "Thumbs-Down."
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When Claude Met Claude

Why is Anthropic sponsoring an exhibition about Monet?

by Matteo Wong

Wed, 25 Mar 2026




Shower thoughts are typically best left in the shower. Such as: What might Claude the AI chatbot have to say about Claude Monet?



Earlier this month, San Francisco's de Young Museum unveiled its newest exhibition, "Monet and Venice," which is dedicated to the impressionist painter's beautiful and meditative canvases of the floating city. And Anthropic, perhaps having seized on a marketing opportunity, is one of the show's lead sponsors. Through tomorrow, visitors are able to partake in a temporary "interactive experience" that Anthropic set up in a room adjacent to the galleries. Essentially, the AI firm turned two typewriters into interfaces to chat with Claude. You type in a question about the exhibition, and Claude, based on information about Monet that the museum provided, such as exhibit labels, punches out an answer onto the same sheet of cream cardstock.



When I approached one of the Claude typewriters, which were placed next to art books and paintbrushes on top of wooden desks, an employee instructed me on how to proceed and stressed, repeatedly, that I should not prompt the bot with more than eight to 10 words. To get things started, Claude typed onto the paper, "What caught your eye in Monet and Venice? Type a word or short phrase and I'll tell you more." Questions I really wanted to ask--about the intentions behind and effects of the seemingly coarse weave of the canvases, or how Monet, obsessed with color, selected his pigments--were hard to pare down on the spot. I wrote that I noticed "shimmering water in varying lights."

Read: The human skill that eludes AI

Claude paused for several seconds, then typed a response about Monet's approach to painting water that restated, in many instances verbatim, information that I'd learned from wall text throughout the galleries. I had follow-up questions, but the paper ejected too quickly for me to ask them. In theory, Claude the AI was supposed to deepen my knowledge of Claude the painter. But all the typewriter added to my experience was ink and, I suppose, a piece of reprocessed dead tree to take home.



Anthropic's sponsoring of and installation alongside "Monet and Venice" is the latest in a litany of attempts by AI companies to purchase cultural cachet. Typewriters, stationery, fine-art museums, the quintessential impressionist painter--these are all associated with taste, beauty, and craft, as well as with intentionality and care, the opposite of the ruthless technological efficiency that repels many from generative AI. OpenAI, for its part, recently backed an AI-animated film aiming to debut at this year's Cannes Film Festival. The ChatGPT maker has also partnered with the Palace of Versailles to create an app to let visitors "talk" with statues in the garden--spewing, it would appear, empty cliches. ("Perhaps strength lies in understanding both beauty and power together," Achilles told me.) Last fall, Anthropic partnered with Air Mail, a weekly newsletter with a small storefront in Manhattan, to distribute blue baseball hats that read thinking, as in thinking cap; tote bags; and little packets of Anthropic-branded, otherwise unlabeled wildflower seeds. I was too scared of what an "Anthropic" plant would be to sow mine.



Yet this is also the same company that ripped the spine off millions of books, scanned their pages, and fed the text into Claude's training data. Companies and wealthy scions donate to museums and sponsor exhibitions all the time, sure. Bank of America sponsored "Monet and Venice" at the Brooklyn Museum, where the show debuted; the Sackler family has eponymous museum wings around the country. Even so, leveraging historic artworks to elevate the brand of a company whose product is shaking the very foundations of human culture is just too on the nose. Let's not pretend that the Claude AI-Claude Monet typewriter room is anything more than a hollow gimmick. (Anthropic declined to answer questions about the typewriters and exhibition sponsorship.)

Read: Ted Chiang is wrong about AI art

After using the device, I was directed to two file cabinets filled with Anthropic-branded postcards and Keep thinking bookmarks. Stacked on top of one of the file cabinets were three large books titled Edouard Manet, Paul-Cezanne, and Claude Monet. The errant hyphen in Cezanne's name, and an identical font across all three covers that looked very similar to an Anthropic typeface, caught my eye. I picked up the top title, ostensibly about Manet, to examine its contents and found it to be almost weightless--these objects were not bound sheaves of paper, it turned out, but cardboard boxes. Even Jay Gatsby had the decency to fill his library with real books, if unopened ones.



Like many people, I adore both the work of Claude Monet and the canals of Venice. I was fortunate enough to grow up in New York City, going to the Metropolitan Museum of Art on weekends and the Museum of Modern Art for family programs, where Monet's monumental water-lily canvases were among the many works that beckoned me to fall in love with painting. My mother went to college in Venice. I found the exhibition dedicated to Monet's paintings of Venice enchanting; I had seen it in Brooklyn as well, and will surely return at least once more.



Monet's dappled brushstrokes and the thick, coarse texture of his paint; how his palette varies by season and time of day, the same sea composed of stunning blues on one canvas and a fury of greens and pinks on an adjacent one; the impressionist's paintings alongside depictions of Venice by James McNeill Whistler, Pierre-Auguste Renoir, and Canaletto--the exhibition beckons visitors to view canvases from up close and from afar, to look at paintings in isolation and in juxtaposition. I found myself most drawn to the lesser-known bridges and villas depicted, trying to recall if my mother and I had walked by them.



Monet sent letters and postcards across a continent of space and a century of time, to be imbued with new and varied meanings by every curator, software engineer, child, and parent who lays eyes on them. An art gallery was already an interactive experience.
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A Legal Decision That Could Change Social Media

Jurors found Meta and Google liable for building apps that inflicted mental-health problems on a teenager, and similar lawsuits are on the horizon.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Wed, 25 Mar 2026




Updated at 8:48 p.m. ET on March 25, 2026

After deliberating for nine days--and emerging at one point to tell the judge that it was having a difficult time reaching a decision--a jury in Los Angeles finally returned its verdict today, finding both Meta and Google liable for creating addictive products that caused a young woman's mental-health problems.



The two companies were ordered to pay $3 million in compensatory damages: 70 percent by Meta and 30 percent by Google. (Meta-owned Instagram played a larger role in the complaint than Google-owned YouTube, which explains the split.) This is hardly any money to either of these companies--Meta alone brought in nearly $60 billion in revenue over the last three months of 2025. But the verdict will lead others to pursue similar cases against tech companies (thousands are already pending), and possibly result in changes to the design of social-media apps.



Following the verdict's announcement, Matthew Bergman, one of the plaintiff's lawyers and the founding attorney of the Social Media Victims Law Center, sent a lengthy statement to reporters. "This verdict carries implications far beyond this courtroom," it read in part. "It establishes a framework for how similar cases across the country will be evaluated and demonstrates that juries are willing to hold technology companies accountable when the evidence shows foreseeable harm."

A Meta spokesperson sent a shorter statement just after the verdict was read: "We respectfully disagree with the verdict and are evaluating our legal options." In a later email, the company updated its statement, saying it would appeal the verdict. It also said: "Teen mental health is profoundly complex and cannot be linked to a single app." Google will also appeal, according to the spokesperson Jose Castaneda. "This case misunderstands YouTube, which is a responsibly built streaming platform, not a social media site," he wrote in an email.

The plaintiff in this case, a 20-year-old named Kaley, was referred to in case documents by her initials, KGM, because the events she was suing over happened when she was a minor. She originally filed against TikTok and Snap as well but settled with them before the trial.



The core questions of the case were whether the social-media platforms had been designed to be addictive, and whether a social-media addiction could be said to have played a direct role in causing the mental-health issues that KGM experienced as a child. In her complaint, she said she had a "dangerous dependency" on the platforms and that they had contributed to her "anxiety, depression, self-harm, and body dysmorphia."



Today's news comes right on the heels of a verdict against Meta in another case, brought by the New Mexico Attorney General Raul Torrez, which was announced yesterday. The jury for that trial agreed that Meta should pay a penalty of $375 million for thousands of violations of the state's consumer-protection laws. The issue at stake there was relatively specific: The state argued that certain design and moderation choices left kids vulnerable to online predators on Meta platforms and indirectly enabled serious crimes. The facts were highly technical and, unlike the Los Angeles case, didn't involve qualitative assessments of young people's personal lives or thorny debates about whether social media can be addictive.



Yet, it was a telling verdict and a massive judgment. Torrez emphasized its significance in a statement to reporters, writing, "New Mexico is proud to be the first state to hold Meta accountable in court for misleading parents, enabling child exploitation, and harming kids." Meta plans to appeal the verdict, and sent its own statement to reporters yesterday, which read in part: "We work hard to keep people safe on our platforms and are clear about the challenges of identifying and removing bad actors or harmful content. We will continue to defend ourselves vigorously, and we remain confident in our record of protecting teens online."



Read: How Meta executives talked about child safety behind the scenes



KGM's case was novel because it treated YouTube and Instagram as fundamentally defective products. The issue wasn't whether bad actors could exploit them but whether the platforms themselves were dangerous. Online platforms are generally not legally responsible for the content that their users post; Meta, for example, would not be liable for bullying comments or imagery for self-harm posted onto Facebook. But the judge in this case, Carolyn Kuhl, decided that design features such as algorithmic feeds, auto-playing videos, and push notifications were valid targets. Members of KGM's legal team successfully argued that Instagram and YouTube were created by companies that knew they were addictive and harmful and that chose not to warn consumers.



Though most people would usually think of product liability as applying to things such as poisoned baby powder and cars without seat belts, the idea here is that social media can have effects as tangible as those of physical goods, and we should think about it in the same terms. Such metaphors abounded in the trial. Mark Lanier, a member of KGM's legal team, described social-media companies as lions hunting gazelles, and compared their products to cigarettes, the free tortilla chips that patrons may mindlessly snack on at a restaurant, and the baking soda in a cupcake. The baking-soda metaphor was meant to underscore that Instagram and YouTube had an outsize effect on KGM's life, the way a tiny teaspoon of baking soda competes with more substantial ingredients such as flour or eggs in a cupcake recipe. But it was KGM's own account of her experiences that appeared to move members of the jury, some of whom reportedly cried during her testimony.



Coverage of the case had died down significantly after the newsy high point of Mark Zuckerberg's testimony in mid-February, but a handful of reporters provided updates from Los Angeles. Both sides found expert witnesses who offered competing accounts of whether social media can literally be said to be "addictive." The lawyers also told competing stories about what caused this one girl's mental-health problems.



Whereas Google's closing arguments focused on whether KGM was actually addicted to YouTube and whether YouTube is more similar to television than it is to social media, Meta's lawyers emphasized the other problems in KGM's young life, including her fraught relationship with her mother and her older sister's hospitalization for an eating disorder. They also called to the stand her former therapists, one of whom said that social media had rarely come up in their conversations. Another said that she believed that social media was "a contributing factor" in KGM's anxiety, though not its primary cause. In his closing argument, Meta's lawyer Paul Schmidt insisted that KGM's representation had needed to prove that taking Instagram out of her life would have made it "meaningfully different." They didn't do that, he said, though the jury apparently believed otherwise.



The case in Los Angeles was only the first of many--"a brick in a potential wall," as the Cornell law professor James Grimmelmann put it when the trial began. In fact, Meta and other social-media companies are facing so much pending litigation that keeping track of it all can be hard. Jury deliberations in Los Angeles were simultaneous with those in New Mexico. The company will be a defendant in another upcoming bellwether trial in the Los Angeles court, this one filed on behalf of a minor identified by the initials RKC, who similarly claims that he became addicted to social media and that it caused him to experience suicidal ideation, body dysmorphia, anxiety, and depression, "among other harmful effects." That trial is expected to start this summer. And at the same time, an enormous multi-district litigation incorporating thousands of personal-injury suits against major tech companies will proceed in Oakland, starting with a Kentucky school district's complaint that social media has been so poorly age-gated and so distracting to young students that it has effectively become a public nuisance.

Read: No one knows exactly what social media is doing to teens

In these upcoming cases, new juries will be considering entirely new sets of personal facts, but they'll also be considering the same basic questions about addiction, liability, and cause and effect. Of course, future juries may understand those issues differently than those who reported back this week. These questions are complicated, which is why we've ended up in the strange situation of hearing them argued in court rooms in the first place. Many have compared this succession of lawsuits to those that took down Big Tobacco in the 1990s, though experts have also pointed out that the comparison between social media and cigarettes is not very exact. ("We're not talking about a biological substance that you can consume that has a demonstrable chemical effect," Pete Etchells, a professor of psychology and science communication at Bath Spa University, in England, told me in January.)



Still, social media has clearly reached a fork in the road. The existential questions that all of these lawsuits are asking are whether it is possible for social-media platforms to directly cause mental-health issues and other serious, life-changing problems for young people, and whether it is feasible to hold the companies behind them accountable for that. The upcoming trials likely will not bring us to a totally satisfying answer on the first, but they will certainly shed a lot of light on the second.
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Twenty Seconds of 'Task Saturation' at LaGuardia

Having two controllers on a midnight shift might be standard procedure, but they can still be overwhelmed.

by Colleen Mondor

Wed, 25 Mar 2026




In 20 seconds on the night of March 22, the seamless sequence of arrivals, departures, and holds at LaGuardia Airport--along with all their required calls and responses--was upended. In that brief period, a Port Authority fire truck was cleared to cross runway 4, Frontier Flight 4195 was told to stop taxiing, Air Canada Express Flight 8646 was landing, and the fire truck was frantically told to stop--before it collided with the Air Canada flight, killing the pilot and co-pilot.

In air-traffic-control audio, the same controller is heard communicating with the aircraft and with the ground vehicles. Yesterday, the National Transportation Safety Board said in a news conference that two controllers were in the tower at the time of collision: a controller who was assigned to handle communications within the immediate airspace and for operations on the active runways, and a controller-in-charge who was providing clearance instructions for all departing aircraft. This was standard operating procedure for LaGuardia and other airports for the midnight shift--but which of the two controllers was responsible for ground-control duties, and whether that controller was also handling arrivals in the minutes surrounding the accident, remains unclear. The NTSB noted in the news conference that it has received conflicting information concerning who was covering ground control.

  Jennifer Homendy, the NTSB's chairperson, cautioned against attributing the collision to a controller being distracted. But, she said, the conditions at LaGuardia were "a heavy workload environment," and the NTSB has raised concerns in other accident investigations about fatigue during lightly staffed midnight shifts.

However standard a two-person shift might be, that a single controller was responsible, even for a short time, for directing so many simultaneous operations is a stark reduction in acceptable safety margins for the airport. An environment like that, especially when diverse events occur in rapid succession as they did Sunday night, can cause what aviators know as "task saturation."

There are moments in aviation called "critical phases of flight," such as takeoff and landing, when flight crews have numerous tasks to precisely complete in rapid order. The addition of other duties or unexpected complications--no matter how small--can cause a crew to be overwhelmed and struggle to manage their duties. Air traffic controllers can experience the same sense of being overwhelmed as they direct a varying type and number of activities and operators; a rapid cascade of tasks can quickly become difficult, or even impossible. In these moments of saturation, accidents might happen, and it appears that, on March 22, the combination of arrivals, departures, a declared emergency, and a ground-vehicle response saturated the controller managing the bulk of LaGuardia's ground and tower operations. In the audio, after the crash, he tells a pilot: "We were dealing with an emergency earlier, and I messed up."
 
 Although the collision occurred at 11:37 p.m., the accident's origins can be traced back an hour earlier, as both the air-traffic-control audio and early NTSB comments make clear. At 10:40 p.m., right around the time the midnight shift clocked in, United Airlines Flight 2384 aborted a takeoff on runway 13, after a warning light went on in the cockpit; the crew then taxied the Boeing 737 Max 8 around for a second attempt at takeoff, which was also aborted. At that point, a strange odor in the cabin was reported, and flight attendants complained of sudden illness. The crew taxied off the runway and sought clearance to a terminal gate; none was available. Unable to return, they parked on a taxiway and declared an emergency.
 
 For the controller handling both ground and tower communications in this period, the United flight's distress was a significant situation that posed its own concerns. Air traffic control now had to prepare for the possibility of disembarking passengers on the taxiway using an airstair truck and transporting them to the terminal. If a chemical event occurred on the United flight, that could escalate the situation further. After the crew declared an emergency, multiple emergency vehicles began  responding, including the truck that would soon collide with Air Canada Express Flight 8646. At the same time, multiple flights were inbound for landing, and Frontier Flight 4195 was taxiing in close proximity to the emergency equipment, which needed to cross runway 4 to reach the United Airlines aircraft.

The controller cleared Air Canada Flight 8646 at 11:35 p.m. as the second to land on runway 4. At that moment, as multiple aircraft and vehicles converged on the same space, he likely found himself experiencing task saturation. After the collision, the controller could be heard calling out to Flight 8646, informing the crew that assistance was on the way. He did not know the two pilots were dead, or that the fire truck and its injured crew were strewn across the runway. Nor did the controller have time to dwell on what happened: He had to immediately inform Delta Flight 2603, the aircraft behind Flight 8646, to climb to 2,000 feet and go around, as runway 4 was now closed.
 
 At a news conference on Monday, Secretary of Transportation Sean Duffy  characterized LaGuardia as "well staffed"--the staffing target is 37, he noted, and the tower currently has 33 controllers and seven more in training. On Tuesday, the NTSB said it was still investigating how many certified professional controllers were assigned to the facility, what happened at shift change, and whether anyone was available to relieve the controller working at the time of the collision. Normally, Homendy said, the controller would have been relieved, but he was on duty for several minutes after the accident. A spokesperson for the Port Authority, which operates LaGuardia, said the agency could not comment on specifics of an ongoing investigation and was focused on "ensuring investigators have full access and support as they carry out a thorough and independent review."

As the crash shows, air-traffic-control staffing is crucial to aviation safety. And although the federal government has made efforts to hire aggressively and streamline the process, the United States has fewer controllers than it needs. This situation has not improved in decades, even as flight traffic has increased. The Government Accountability Office documented the ongoing problem in a recent report, which noted that controller attrition and the agency's ponderous hiring procedures contribute to the long-term problem.

Like many previous presidencies, the Trump administration has also been pushing to modernize the air-traffic-control technology, and on Monday at LaGuardia Duffy reiterated his call for additional funding to the Brand New Air Traffic Control System. (The project was originally funded at $12.5 billion, but Duffy has said it would ultimately cost $31.5 billion.) This latest attempt at modernizing equipment and facilities follows the doomed tenure of the Next Generation Air Transportation System--which ate up 20 years and $15 billion of federal funds before it was canceled in 2024--and of the underfunded and mismanaged Advanced Automation System, which was given 13 years before it was canceled in 1994. After declaring the need for more congressional funding for the Trump administration's modernization plan, Duffy acknowledged that new equipment would not necessarily have prevented the crash, but said that "if we care about air-travel safety, we care about having a brand-new air-traffic-control system, the best in the world with the best equipment, virtually all of it developed here in America."

But the "best equipment in the world" doesn't help if the Federal Aviation Administration doesn't have enough people trained to use it, or enough people, period. Calls for increased staffing are not new: The 2011 scandal of exhausted controllers falling asleep in towers and an increase in near misses in the 1980s both raised questions about staffing, for instance. Reports of understaffing extend back to the FAA's early years, when the agency strove to handle the transition from slower propeller aircraft to the faster and more efficient jets that rapidly transformed the industry.



In 1967, the FAA requested about $100 million to both modernize its equipment and hire more controllers. At the time, the agency reported that it had 14,000 controllers and technicians (who maintain the nation's aviation infrastructure) but that controllers could not keep up with air-traffic increases. They were simply being asked to work harder. President Lyndon B. Johnson denied the request, telling the agency to maintain air safety with its existing funding. (He suggested, in fact, that the agency borrow from its equipment budget.) As one airline source told The New York Times that year, the president "has told the agency not to allow any crashes ... He has said 'make the service fit the system' instead of 'make the system fit the service.'"
 
 In 2025, the U.S. had 10,800 certified professional controllers and 4,869 technicians, according to their respective unions. That total is shockingly close to the figure from nearly 60 years ago. While air traffic has exploded in that period, staffing has perpetually failed to keep pace. The FAA today has little choice but to resort to the same strategies employed in the Johnson administration: Slow down air traffic, and work controllers harder. When accidents occur, they bring the fallibility of that strategy into stark relief.
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The Hypocrisy at the Heart of the AI Industry

Tech companies believe in intellectual property, but not yours.

by Alex Reisner

Fri, 20 Mar 2026






Editor's note: This work is part of AI Watchdog, The Atlantic's ongoing investigation into the generative-AI industry.


 In April 2024, Eric Schmidt, the former Google CEO and a current AI evangelist, gave a closed-door lecture to a group of Stanford students. If these young people hoped to be Silicon Valley entrepreneurs, Schmidt explained, then they should be prepared to breach some ethical boundaries.




At that point, 19 lawsuits had been filed against generative-AI companies for copyright infringement, alleging that Anthropic, OpenAI, and others had stolen books and other media to train their generative models. Yet Schmidt told the students to go ahead and download whatever they need to build an accurate "test" version of their AI product. If the product takes off, "then you hire a whole bunch of lawyers to go clean the mess up," he said. "If nobody uses your product, then it doesn't matter that you stole all the content."



Stanford posted a video of the talk on YouTube in August 2024, but it was removed a day later. (Stanford did not respond to my request for comment about the removal.)

  


When I recently obtained a copy, I was struck by Schmidt's readiness to say the quiet part out loud. He was articulating an attitude that is common in Silicon Valley but is usually stated as a legal or philosophical argument. When I reached one of Schmidt's spokespeople, they defended his position by telling me that Schmidt believes that the "fair use" of copyrighted work drives innovation. Others in the industry have cited the techno-libertarian idea that "information wants to be free," a frequently misunderstood credo that portrays information as a natural resource that should flow without restriction to whoever can use it.



But the credo never seems to apply to Silicon Valley's own information, whether it's the troves of personal data that companies have collected about us or the software they write. Photoshop, for example, doesn't want to be free. In fact, Photoshop is one of thousands of tech-industry products that are protected by patents. Inventions such as Google's original search algorithm and even design details, such as the "rounded rectangle" shape of Apple's iPhone, have also been patented, and companies employ teams of high-end attorneys to prosecute infringements.



The industry has long been a kind of intellectual-property battle zone, where damages in lawsuits frequently exceed nine figures. In 2017, for example, Waymo, Google's self-driving-car company, alleged that a former employee had stolen "confidential files and trade secrets, including blueprints, design files and testing documentation" for self-driving cars that were eventually shared with Uber. The case was settled for roughly $245 million. In the 2010s, Apple sued Samsung for copying elements of the iPhone and was initially awarded more than $1 billion in a patent-infringement battle that lasted seven years. Apple and Qualcomm have sued each other over IP in so many jurisdictions that it's hard to track.



In the pursuit of generative AI, tech companies have recently turned their aggressive strategies toward less prepared industries. As my reporting has shown, many top AI models have been trained on data sets containing massive numbers of copyrighted books, videos, and other works. This large-scale piracy has been excused in a number of ways: OpenAI (which has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic's business team) has claimed that the company uses "publicly available information" to train its models; Anthropic has said that it has used books, but not in any commercial products; and Meta admits that it has used books in commercial products, but that doing so was "quintessential fair use."



Even as they claim the right to train their models on work belonging to other people, the AI companies have rejected similar reasoning when it comes to their own products. Consider OpenAI's terms of service for ChatGPT, which forbid use of the bot's "output to develop models that compete with OpenAI." Anthropic, Google, and xAI have similar clauses forbidding people from using the material generated by their chatbots to train competing products. In other words: We can train on your work, but you can't train on ours.



In the current economic environment, it's not surprising that companies vying for market dominance would operate with standards that serve their bottom line. But it's striking nonetheless how sharply their actions can contradict their professed values. Meta apparently does not want copies of its models on the web, even though it claims those models are "open," a word that typically means software is free and publicly available, and that implies a degree of goodwill or generosity on the part of the creator. It has reportedly sent notices demanding the deletion of such copies from online platforms. (Meta did not respond to a request for comment.)



Companies also know the value of training data, and at least one of them foresaw the backlash that taking such data might create. In 2021, one year before OpenAI released ChatGPT and two years before my reporting first revealed what was being used as AI-training data, Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei wrote an internal memo titled "An Economic Model for Compensating Data Producers." (It was recently unsealed in a copyright-infringement lawsuit against the company.) In the document, Amodei acknowledges that AI could be "an increasingly extractive concentrator of wealth" and that creators might eventually "grumble" or "get mad" as this fact becomes apparent. Resistance from creators might slow down AI progress, Amodei writes, and for this reason, he suggests compensating them "with a fraction of the profits from the model produced." Giving creators equity in the company could be a "great fit" for Anthropic's "public benefit orientation," Amodei wrote. Today, Anthropic still claims to provide a public benefit, but it has argued in court that using copyrighted books is "fair use"--meaning, essentially, that the authors are entitled to nothing. Anthropic declined to comment when I reached out for this article.



Companies argue that AI training is fair use because their AI models produce original work that is not derived from the sources they use for training. This is not necessarily true: My reporting has shown that chatbots and image generators can produce near-exact copies of media they were trained on, spitting out near-complete copies of Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone, for example, or rendering images that are fuzzy copies of existing artwork. But companies have tried to downplay this fact and focus the copyright discussion elsewhere, even invoking geopolitics and the idea of an international "AI race" as a sort of trump card. "Without fair use access, the race for AI is effectively over. America loses," OpenAI wrote to the Office of Science and Technology Policy last year.



Not everyone in the AI industry is on the same page. Ed Newton-Rex, a former VP of audio at Stability AI, quit his job in November 2023 and wrote on X that, regardless of fair use, which "wasn't designed with generative AI in mind," he didn't see how current AI-training practices "can be acceptable in a society that has set up the economics of the creative arts such that creators rely on copyright." Newton-Rex started a nonprofit called Fairly Trained, which certifies AI models that are trained on properly acquired data.



It's worth noting that Silicon Valley has itself regularly been a victim of IP theft, in the form of software piracy. Partially in response to that problem, major companies have changed how software is distributed. Today, you cannot just buy Adobe Photoshop: Instead, you pay a rental fee to access the program, which verifies your license every time you use it. Microsoft has taken a similar approach with the 365 version of its Office suite, and Google's office software can't be downloaded at all. These companies have made their IP harder to steal by developing new methods of controlling access--an option that is not realistically available to the artists, authors, and open-source-software developers they take material from.



Given the double standard, it's difficult to tell whether Silicon Valley's arguments about fair use are genuine or just legally expedient. On one hand, generative AI is a new technology that raises new questions about the use of copyrighted work. On the other hand, the AI industry's aggressive approach is business as usual for Silicon Valley: moving fast and breaking things. And betting that the lawyers can "clean the mess up."
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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 judgment 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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How Does Trump Define Victory in Iran?

Panelists on <em>Washington Week With The Atlantic</em> joined to discuss growing opposition to President Trump's attacks on Iran and what winning a war with unclear objectives could like.

by The Editors

Sat, 21 Mar 2026




Opposition to President Trump's continued attacks on Iran is growing--not only from resentful European allies and Democratic Party leaders, but also from parts of his MAGA base. This week, a top counterterrorism official resigned from his role in protest. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss this and more.

What does winning a war with unclear objectives look like? Panelists examined what it would take for Trump to declare victory in the war with Iran.
 
 Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, this week: Idrees Ali, a national-security correspondent at Reuters; Stephen Hayes, the editor of The Dispatch; Vivian Salama, a staff writer at The Atlantic; David Sanger, a White House and national-security correspondent at The New York Times.

Watch the full episode here.
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RFK Jr. Is Losing His Grip on the CDC

The Trump administration seems to be putting MAHA on notice.

by Tom Bartlett

Wed, 25 Mar 2026




Updated at 7:40 p.m. ET on March 25, 2026

Today, Acting CDC Director Jay Bhattacharya said something that no other prominent health leader in the Trump administration has. "I think it is vital that every kid in this country get the measles vaccine. Absolutely vital," he told CDC staff at a meeting this morning.



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



That declaration went further than Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s previous tepid endorsement of the vaccine did--and is in line with what past CDC directors have said about immunization. In fact, the whole point of the meeting seemed to be to signal a turn toward normalcy, away from the more extreme elements of Kennedy's agenda. Bhattacharya told the CDC's beleaguered employees that the agency needed to "move on" from the chaos of the past year. He encouraged employees to "remove politics" from their work and "focus on what we know how to do." He echoed Kennedy's slogan while acknowledging the limits of his position, but also seemed to contradict it, saying, "You can't just snap your fingers and make people healthy again."

By tomorrow, Bhattacharya's position may be even more limited. Thanks to some complicated laws about federal governance, if President Trump does not nominate anyone for the role of CDC director by the end of the day today, no one can serve in that role in an acting capacity. Right now, all signs point to the administration missing the deadline. Andrew Nixon, a spokesperson for the Department of Health and Human Services, told me that Bhattacharya "will continue to oversee the CDC by performing the delegable duties of the CDC director" until a nominee is found. He also said that Bhattacharya and Kennedy are "aligned to refocus the CDC on its original mission of infectious diseases," and pointed me to a post in which Bhattacharya said he learns much from "respectful conversations" about his disagreements with Kennedy.

The nomination delay comes at a moment when the Make America Healthy Again movement and, by extension, Kennedy appear to be on the ropes. MAHA supporters are angry that Trump recently signed an executive order shielding the makers of the weed killer glyphosate from legal liability. The confirmation of Casey Means, the wellness influencer whom Trump nominated to become surgeon general, appears to be stalled in the Senate. The FDA's vaccine chief, Vinay Prasad, will leave his position for the second time at the end of April, following a tumultuous tenure. Last week, a federal judge ruled that the CDC's January shrinking of the childhood-vaccine schedule was probably illegal, and that Kennedy likely broke the law, too, when he remade the CDC's vaccine advisory panel in his own image. All of the decisions made by that panel, the judge ordered, should be put on hold. The committee's vice chair, Robert Malone, a Kennedy ally and a popular figure in the MAHA movement, resigned yesterday.

Read: A new level of vaccine purgatory

Each of these events individually is bad news for Kennedy's agenda; together, they suggest that his grip on power is waning. Kennedy has a history of advocating against glyphosate, and has indicated that he's disappointed with that decision. The White House no doubt knew that the executive order would cause problems for Kennedy among the MAHA base--and the president signed it anyway. Means is a like-minded Kennedy ally, and her rejection would be a defeat for the movement. After Kennedy, Prasad is the senior official most antagonistic toward pharmaceutical companies. (An HHS official told me that Prasad had planned to return to his academic job after a year at the FDA.) And as my colleague Katherine J. Wu has written, Kennedy may struggle to find new vaccine advisers who support his agenda and can get through the traditional vetting process.

Meanwhile, a December poll seems to have scared the White House off Kennedy's vaccine agenda. The survey, conducted by the longtime Republican strategists Tony Fabrizio and Bob Ward, forecasted "electoral downsides" for candidates who supported doing away with vaccine recommendations. The Washington Post has reported that the White House subsequently pressured HHS to avoid any more vaccine-policy changes and installed a new chief counselor, Chris Klomp, to rein in the department. All of this likely explains why Kennedy has retreated from commenting on vaccine issues in public; instead, he has spent this year celebrating his inverted food pyramid and making vague threats to companies that sell highly processed snacks. At an "Eat Real Food" rally in Austin this month, Kennedy said that his department would ask Dunkin' and Starbucks to prove that their high-sugar drinks are safe. A week later, HHS posted an AI-generated video of a shirtless Kennedy body-slamming a man in a Twinkie costume.

Read: The meme-washing of RFK Jr.

Before and after taking charge of HHS, Kennedy called the CDC corrupt and maligned its officials as beholden to pharmaceutical companies. This may be one reason that he and the White House have had trouble finding a permanent leader for the agency. The first nominee was Dave Weldon, a doctor and a former representative from Florida who shares some of Kennedy's anti-vaccine views. But Weldon's nomination was pulled by the White House before his Senate confirmation hearing because he clearly didn't have the votes.

The second nominee, the microbiologist and immunologist Susan Monarez, got the Senate's approval; less than a month later, Kennedy pushed her out. Monarez testified in front of a Senate committee that she was removed because she refused to go along with Kennedy's request that she dismiss certain public-health experts and approve the recommendations of the agency's remade vaccine advisory board. Kennedy said she was fired because Monarez had told him that she wasn't trustworthy. In the aftermath of Monarez's ouster, several top CDC officials resigned, including Debra Houry, the agency's chief medical officer, who told me at the time that she and her colleagues couldn't stay "if there was not a scientific leader at CDC."

Read: 'It feels like the CDC is over'

Since then, the CDC has been led by acting directors. The first, Jim O'Neill, is a biotech entrepreneur who lacks a degree in medicine or public health and was widely seen as a yes-man for Kennedy. He was removed from the position last month with little explanation and was instead nominated to be director of the National Science Foundation. (He doesn't have a degree in science either.) O'Neill was replaced with Bhattacharya, who is also the director of the National Institutes of Health, which means that he oversees roughly 30,000 people at agencies that are approximately 650 miles apart.

Bhattacharya's brief tenure has felt, to some CDC researchers I've spoken with, like the beginning of a return to reason. Bhattacharya is contentious in his own right: He does not practice medicine, has no formal training in infectious disease, and has been criticized by health experts within and outside the government for his contrarian pandemic convictions. Daniel Jernigan, the former director of the National Center for Emerging and Zoonotic Infectious Diseases who resigned after Monarez's firing, texted me that since Bhattacharya was put in charge, he'd heard a "general sigh of relief from staff" after a strange and dispiriting year. During a measles outbreak last spring in West Texas that claimed the lives of two girls, Kennedy offered mixed messages, eventually endorsing the measles vaccine--to the chagrin of his fellow anti-vaccine activists--while privately telling the father of one of the girls that "you don't know what's in the vaccine anymore." (Nixon would not confirm Kennedy's statement.) In August, a 30-year-old man who was upset about COVID vaccines fired close to 200 shots at the agency's Atlanta headquarters, killing a police officer. Kennedy visited the campus in the aftermath and expressed his condolences, but a letter signed by hundreds of CDC officials accused him of "endangering the nation's health by repeatedly spreading inaccurate health information." (In 2021, Kennedy falsely called COVID shots "the deadliest vaccine ever made.")

Nixon said that Klomp and Kennedy are working together to find the next CDC director. According to reporting by Bloomberg and The Washington Post, a few candidates are on the shortlist. At least one of them, Joseph Marine, has defended Kennedy and expressed support for the MAHA movement. Another, Daniel Edney, Mississippi's state health officer, has been an advocate for childhood vaccination and would be a more conventional choice.

Read: A new level of vaccine purgatory

The nomination of a director with public-health bona fides and mainstream views on vaccines could mean a return to normalcy at the CDC. But whoever is confirmed as director will take over an agency in need of a reset. At today's meeting, one employee told Bhattacharya that "we're missing a lot of trust in our leadership" and asked how he planned to rebuild that trust. The question prompted nearly 30 seconds of applause. In response, Bhattacharya said the agency should "deescalate scientific disagreement."

The new director, if confirmed, will also face pressure to continue pushing forward the MAHA agenda. At least, as long as Kennedy sticks around.
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The Meme-Washing of RFK Jr.

The online persona of America's health secretary is very different from the man himself.

by Nicholas Florko

Tue, 24 Mar 2026




Millions of people have watched Robert F. Kennedy Jr. body-slam a man dressed up as a Twinkie. In an AI-generated video that Kennedy posted to X last week, he walks into a wrestling ring--shirtless, shredded, wearing his signature blue jeans. His opponent is smiling and holding a sign that reads I [?] Junk Food before Kennedy plants his foot into the Twinkie's chest and suplexes the oversize treat into the mat. After a barrage of punches, kicks, and throws--all set to a Limp Bizkit song--the 72-year-old flexes his muscles while flames shoot out around him.

America's health secretary has been on a meme blitz. Last month, the real-life Kennedy stripped down to his jeans to pump iron, cold plunge, and drink whole milk with Kid Rock. Thanks to AI, Kennedy has also been depicted as a character in the Nintendo game Super Smash Bros. who launches a frosted donut into oblivion, and as an action figure complete with "waterproof jeans" who protects kids from artificial food dyes. On Christmas Eve, Kennedy posted an AI-generated clip in which he calls Santa Claus to persuade him to put down the cookies, jump on the treadmill, and start chugging whole milk.

The memes are PSAs made for the TikTok age. Many of them explicitly mention Kennedy's new slogan: "Eat real food." They are absurd, juvenile, and, one has to acknowledge, pretty funny in their commitment to the bit. Many politicians have turned to memes to spread their message in ways that come off as embarrassing or out of touch (Hillary Clinton once urged her fans to "Pokemon Go to the polls"). But Kennedy--or his team, at least--seems to recognize the advantages of being in on the joke. A crusading 72-year-old with a six-pack, let alone one who works out in jeans, makes for prime internet silliness.

The recent memes are reportedly conceived of and made by a group of young staffers. Liam Nahill, Kennedy's 26-year-old digital director, had a donut slapped out of his hand by Mike Tyson for one video. The approach is especially notable in the context of the Trump administration's broader hunt for virality. The White House and other agencies have leaned into using social media to double down on the president's antagonistic messaging--attacking opponents and making cruel jokes about volatile political issues such as war and mass deportations. The White House's official X account has recently tried to promote the war in Iran by splicing footage of missile strikes with clips from Call of Duty and Wii Sports. Last year, the White House shared the image of a sobbing immigrant in handcuffs and turned it into an AI cartoon; Border Patrol posted a video of immigrants in shackles set to the song "Closing Time."

Read: The gleeful cruelty of the White House X account

Kennedy's memes, while over-the-top, offer a much more sanitized message: Be healthy. (At least, as far as Kennedy would define healthiness.) "The tonality of it doesn't have quite the same emphasis on dominance, control, and fear," Donald Moynihan, a professor at the University of Michigan who has written about the Trump administration's approach to social media, told me. The memes are clearly invested in portraying Kennedy as an avuncular, larger-than-life cartoon hero. The health secretary moonlights as a falconer and follows a "carnivore diet." In January, the HHS X account wished Kennedy a happy birthday by posting a photo of him cutting into a steak adorned with birthday candles. In the meme of Kennedy as an action figure, he changes from a suit into jeans to go rescue a peregrine falcon.

What Kennedy's memes are not addressing is telling. Since taking office, Kennedy has attempted to dramatically rejigger America's vaccine system. Though those efforts have recently been met with legal resistance, the result has been a kind of vaccine purgatory, in which it's unclear who exactly is setting the country's immunization policy. Kennedy's meme campaign is happening at the same time that the Trump administration is reportedly trying to rein in the secretary's anti-vaccine advocacy ahead of the midterm elections. Late last year, a prominent Republican pollster published a memo stating that "vaccine skepticism is bad politics." It's likely not a coincidence that there are no HHS memes about measles or autism.

Emily Hilliard, an HHS spokesperson, did not answer questions about strategies to divert attention away from Kennedy's anti-vaccine efforts. "Secretary Kennedy is the most-followed Cabinet Secretary in the Administration across all platforms," Hilliard told me in an email. "Our content is designed to reach broader audiences, meet people where they are, and reinforce practical, everyday steps."

While Kennedy's anti-vaccine views remain unpopular, his critiques of the food supply have broad bipartisan support. A February poll found that nearly 70 percent of Americans think the government should do more to discourage unhealthy eating. On that front, however, Kennedy and his team haven't actually accomplished much. The health secretary came into office pledging to "end the chronic-disease epidemic," but several of the policies he promised--such as removing ultra-processed foods from school lunch--are not even within his purview as health secretary. In a YouTube video posted shortly before he was picked to lead HHS, Kennedy decried the fact that America hadn't yet banned certain artificial food dyes, promising that "President Trump and I are going to stop the mass poisoning of American children." Instead of eradicating synthetic food dyes, which is within his purview as health secretary, Kennedy has focused on using his bully pulpit to pressure food companies to voluntarily remove them.

Read: America's convenience-store conundrum

Amid prodding from the secretary, some food companies have said they will do so, but many of those pledges do not go into effect until next year or later. Doritos is one the few brands that has already introduced dye-free versions of its chips, and yet the company also still sells the bright-orange version. Although the administration has also released new dietary guidelines, telling people to "eat real food" and getting them to actually do so are separate challenges entirely.

This middling progress--the actual work of government, of public service--is obscured by Kennedy's online persona. Twinkies might still be on supermarket shelves, but the health secretary will meme his way to the notion that he is laying the smackdown on the junk-food industry nonetheless.
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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 fewer 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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2026/03/vaccine-ruling-acip-pause/686437/?utm_source=feed
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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

Updated at 11:04 p.m. ET on March 23, 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.

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, according to Vaisala Xweather, a provider of local weather data. 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." It has been updated to clarify the source of the data used to determine the urban lightning capital of the U.S. last year. The data was provided by Vaisala Xweather.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/2026/04/lightning-strike-survivors-body-mind/686057/?utm_source=feed
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The Impossible Predicament of the Uninsured

My aunt couldn't afford to go to the hospital. She ended up there anyway.

by Jenisha Watts

Mon, 02 Mar 2026




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

The day after Thanksgiving, I got a voicemail. A woman identified herself as a doctor at the University of Louisville hospital: "I believe I may have one of your family members here."

The message was hard to understand. Most of my family lives in Kentucky, so I didn't know whom the doctor was referring to. I called the hospital, but kept getting put on hold. Then I tried my aunt--if someone was in trouble, she'd be the one to know. But she didn't answer.

A few hours later, her son got in touch with me. My aunt was the one in the hospital. She'd had an aneurysm on the right side of her brain, and it had burst. The drainage tube the doctors used to stop the bleeding kept slipping loose; after three tries, they finally got it to stick. Only then could they do surgery. My cousin FaceTimed me afterward, from the ICU. "Are you ready?" he asked. He angled the camera down to my aunt's face, and I started sobbing like a sudden rainstorm.

A few days later, I got on a plane from Washington, D.C., to Kentucky and went straight to join my family at the hospital. We had always called my aunt "The Glamourina." She wore feathered hats with sparkly shirts and experimented with different hairstyles: a butterscotch-blond cropped cut, an afro, a bob streaked with highlights. She paid for my first real manicure, when I was in high school. We wore matching striped shirts to the salon, and used an eyeliner pencil to draw fake moles above our lips, like Marilyn Monroe.

She is 58 now, and raised two kids as a single mother. She always treated me like one of her children, and I grew up to look more like her than like my own mom. When I'd talked with her the week before she ended up in the hospital, she'd asked me to play our favorite song, "I'm So Proud of You," by Julie Anne Vargas. Now the top half of her head was shaved and staples ran in a ladder across it. IVs were taped to each arm, and a machine next to her bed was helping her breathe. She couldn't speak. When she opened her eyes, they rolled.

Her older son was especially alarmed by how quickly she'd declined. He wanted the doctors to come into her room so they could explain what had happened. But one of our older relatives stopped him, saying that we couldn't afford to make demands, let alone trouble, because "she don't have a lick of health insurance."

We knew that the hospital couldn't deny her care, but we understood the tightrope you walk when you don't have money. All she could afford to be was grateful.

We don't know what caused my aunt's aneurysm, but she'd had persistent headaches for months, and she'd been worried. Once, when she was driving, the left side of her body turned numb and her toes curled up. She pulled over but didn't go to the hospital; she couldn't afford it.

My aunt worked as a hair stylist at a salon for years. Most recently, she was the overnight caregiver for an elderly woman, but she had opted out of her employer-sponsored health insurance because she couldn't afford the premium. She'd occasionally had coverage in the past, but it never guaranteed that she'd actually be able to afford health care. She called me once, defeated, because she was trying to fill a prescription at Walgreens and the pharmacy had flagged an issue with her insurance. She would need to pay out of pocket, and she didn't have the $134.89. She was often frustrated by spending long spells on hold with insurance agents, and was overwhelmed by the complexity of the plans.

Annie Lowrey: Annoying people to death

My aunt's experience with the health-care system is familiar to many Americans. In a 2023 survey by the Kaiser Family Foundation, nearly a quarter of adults said signing up for a plan was simply too confusing. Even those who have coverage may decide to delay or skip treatment because they can't afford the out-of-pocket costs, resulting in emergency-room visits and hospitalizations that could have been prevented.

Some years, my aunt made so little money that she might have qualified for Medicaid, but not recently--the income cutoff if you're single in Kentucky is $1,835 a month. Some years, she bought coverage through the Affordable Care Act's exchanges, but eventually she decided it was too expensive.

Many more people are now making that same decision. In 2025, the Republican-controlled Congress voted to let Biden-era subsidies in the ACA, which had helped some 22 million people afford their coverage, expire. Within just two weeks of the cutoff, at the end of December, enrollment had dropped by 1 million people. According to one group's estimate, families are paying $200, $300, or $1,000 more a month; many have seen their premiums double.

Read: The coming Obamacare cliff

In January, President Trump released his proposal for a "Great Healthcare Plan," which suggests that savings from the former subsidies could be sent directly to "eligible" Americans. But who would be eligible? The proposal makes no mention of the many people who don't have coverage. Then, in February, the Trump administration released a list of 43 prescription drugs that Americans can buy for reduced prices. But some of these were already available at those prices or in generic forms, and they make up a tiny fraction of the drugs Americans need; the prescription my aunt couldn't afford, for instance, is not listed.

Nothing about Trump's pronouncements changes the fact that millions more Americans will soon be stuck where my aunt was: in the middle--sometimes insured, sometimes uninsured, but always too poor to get the care they need.

As I stared at my aunt in the ICU, I noticed that her eyebrows were freshly waxed, and her nails had bleach-white French tips. Only the week before, she'd texted me about getting her nails done. It was an indulgence she rarely allowed herself: "Woo this pedi feels good. I haven't had one since last year." When I rubbed Vaseline on her chapped feet, I discovered her ruby-red toenails.

She could not have known that the decision to finally splurge a little on herself would be a conversation starter with the nurses, who complimented her on her nails and eyebrows. Her grooming signaled to them that she was someone who took care of herself, someone who deserved their attention and respect.

I drove to her house later that week to meet her younger son. We'd planned to check on her bills--to see if we could find her bank PIN or account information to make sure that her finances stayed on track. I found notebooks coated with her handwriting, a list of numbers down each page that looked like an unsolved equation. These, I realized, were her monthly expenses, along with details such as the confirmation codes for bills she'd paid. Stuffed inside one notebook was a pawn-shop notice, announcing its full ownership over an item she'd traded in.

For years, not having enough money nibbled at my aunt's health. She texted me about having severe pain in her back and breasts. She wrote that she had a "knot" in one breast--"I'm thinking just polyps." She lost a lot of weight and said she was feeling depressed. I suggested reaching out to a psychiatrist to ask for antidepressants. She wrote back: "That cost. That's why I need insurance." She was tired of pretending to be okay. After paying for her mortgage, water bill, Wi-Fi, car insurance, and other necessities each month, she'd usually be out of money. She was always transparent with me about her struggles, and sent photos of bills with disconnect notices: a letter from the energy company; an available checking balance of -$59.70; a past-due payment, with the amount owed in bold. Shutoffs have resumed. Make a $172.75 payment today to get your account back on track. She had small wins, such as finally paying off her car. But she still went back and forth to the payday-loan store.

As I sat next to her in the hospital, I couldn't help but feel guilty. For years, I had been sending her money when she asked, but sometimes I didn't. I would listen to her struggles and then go on with my life. I was grateful to be financially stable, but frustrated by being the financial rescuer for family members. I wanted to create boundaries, and to escape from the transactional, lopsided part of these relationships.

From the October 2023 issue: Jenisha from Kentucky

But I had not thought enough about how much she gave me--in every way she could. She posted about my accomplishments on Facebook no matter how small I considered them. She filled voids for me: self-esteem booster, cheerleader, second mother. In 2014, she used all the money she had to fly to New York to see me graduate from Columbia. She was the only member of my family there. When my name was called and I walked across the stage, she cried so much that someone had to hand her a tissue.

A few months ago, my son turned 4, and my aunt was determined to send him a gift. A manila envelope arrived at my apartment: She had mailed him five individually wrapped Hot Wheels cars and a Spider-Man birthday card. I recorded a video as my son stuffed his hand inside the envelope, pulling out each toy, saying, "Oh, wow. This is awesome." That night, I sent the video to my aunt. She wrote back at 2 a.m.: "Up looking at videos over n over. He was so excited." She was always trying to give to others, even though she never had enough for herself.

As individuals, and as a country, we tend to pay attention only when it's too late. Americans who want to cut health-care spending don't seem to understand that access to preventive care saves not just lives, but also money. Perhaps my aunt's hospital stay could have been avoided if she'd been able to call a doctor and make an appointment, an option that so many of us take for granted. What is a life like my aunt's worth in America? Unfortunately, that determination has been made.

Jonathan Chait: Obamacare changed the politics of health care

My aunt hasn't sat up or spoken since the aneurysm, and no one knows if she will again. In January, she was transferred from the hospital to a nursing home. She's supposed to go home soon, to be cared for by the family, who can't possibly give her the round-the-clock care she needs. She's not capable of worrying about health insurance at this point, but if she were, she wouldn't have to: Now that she's completely disabled, she qualifies for Medicaid.



This article appears in the April 2026 print edition with the headline "The Cost of Not Having Health Insurance."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/2026/04/health-care-affordability-uninsured-americans/686053/?utm_source=feed
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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

Updated at 11:04 p.m. ET on March 23, 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.

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, according to Vaisala Xweather, a provider of local weather data. 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." It has been updated to clarify the source of the data used to determine the urban lightning capital of the U.S. last year. The data was provided by Vaisala Xweather.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/2026/04/lightning-strike-survivors-body-mind/686057/?utm_source=feed
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How to Have a 'Don't-Know Mind'

My quest to understand consciousness took me to a cave in New Mexico and then deep into the cosmos.

by Michael Pollan

Mon, 26 Jan 2026

Anyone who thinks the contemplative life amounts to a form of quietism or a retreat from the world's suffering should spend some time shadowing Joan Halifax, the Zen priest and anthropologist. I'd been curious about Halifax for years, ever since I heard about an annual trek that she leads through the mountains of Nepal, bringing a cadre of doctors and dentists to remote mountain villages with little access to health care.

Each summer over the course of two weeks or so, this Nomads Clinic covers more than 100 miles on foot and horseback, at altitudes of nearly 18,000 feet. These "medical mountaineers," as they've been called,  all volunteers, sleep in tents, often in freezing temperatures. But after some 40 annual trips to Nepal--Halifax is normally based in Santa Fe--she recently decided it was time to hang it up. She had just turned 80.

In addition to bringing medical care to remote mountain villages half a world away, Halifax has ministered to the dying in hospice, worked with the homeless in New Mexico, cared for prisoners on death row, and led countless protests for peace. I don't know if Halifax has shed the last remnants of her ego--she would say she hasn't--but the selflessness she manifests in the conduct of her life is something to behold, a reminder of what the exploration of human consciousness can lead a person to do and be. This, too, is a Buddhist principle--that overcoming one's own small self should lead to greater compassion for others, and that the suffering alleviated when we transcend the ego is not only our own.

For more than 30 years, Halifax has been the abbot at Upaya Zen Center, the retreat she founded in Santa Fe in 1990. I've had the chance to meet her a couple of times; once, we appeared together on a panel to talk about psychedelics. Halifax was married to the pioneering Czech psychiatrist Stanislav Grof for several years in the 1970s. Working together, they gave transformative doses of LSD to the dying. For a period of time, Halifax regularly took large doses of LSD herself. Her first psychedelic trip, while wandering the streets of Paris in 1968, showed her "that there was beauty behind the beauty I perceived, and that mind was both in here and out there. I was dumbstruck."

I could relate. After years of curiosity about psychoactive plants, my own experimentation with mushrooms and LSD in recent years fundamentally changed the way I understand the mysteries of consciousness and the self. So in 2024, I emailed Halifax to see if I might pay a visit to Upaya. My idea was to spend a week or so in residence, meditating with the aspiring monks, performing monkish chores, interviewing Halifax, and seeing if I could make a little more progress untying the knot of self. "Upaya is a factory for the deconstruction of selves," she had told me. I was curious to find out how that worked.

Read: Psychedelics open your brain. You might not like what falls in.

But Roshi Joan, as everyone calls her, had other plans for me. She decided I should spend a day or two at Upaya and then accompany her up to "the refuge," an off-the-grid compound of tiny houses and huts stretched out across a broad hammock of meadow at 9,400 feet in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, north of Santa Fe. Whenever she's not traveling or running conferences or teaching, Halifax retreats to these mountains, where she meditates and hikes and paints and writes and doesn't have to play the role of abbot. She dispatches students to the refuge when she deems them in need of a period of monastic solitude--for years at a time, in some cases.

"After you've acclimated to the altitude, we'll drive up to the refuge," she said by email before my arrival in Santa Fe. "You can stay in the cave." This was not put in the form of a question.

The cave?

Halifax explained that even though it had neither plumbing nor electricity nor an internet connection, this was "a five-star cave" and I would be comfortable--or, more likely, I'd be uncomfortable in a spiritually productive way. I'm not much of a camper but decided I might as well put myself in her hands to see what the experience would yield.

The first thing you notice about Joan Halifax is her undiminished beauty--the shining blue eyes and the easy smile and the generous sweep of white hair. That she's 83 is hard to believe. She moves through Upaya's little village of low-slung adobes and tended gardens with a graceful authority. Yet abbot is a role that, these days, she's more than happy to trade for the solitude and freedom of the refuge.

The refuge is at the end of a 25-mile-long rutted dirt road that climbs through a shadowy forest of pine and spruce, punctuated by the sparkle of the occasional stream or meadow. Though it was well into June, spring was still unfolding at this altitude, the meadow grasses and spruce tips bright green and the groves of ivory-trunked aspen just leafing out. After we unloaded our SUV at the main house, where we would gather for meals (and connect to the outside world, as the house has a satellite internet connection), Halifax escorted me to my lodgings, a hike of half a mile along a path through meadows lined with aspen trees, their new leaves fluttering gently. Along the way, she identified the scat of elk, deer, and bears.

The cave was a 12-by-15-foot cell dug into a south-facing hillside and lined with brown stucco; it was windowless except for a sliding glass door overlooking the meadow. In one corner stood a spartan single bed, in the other a small woodstove. Between them, against the back wall, a meditation cushion sat on a raised platform, beneath an embroidered fabric depicting a Buddhist figure I didn't recognize. I pictured myself seated cross-legged on the platform, like one of those levitating yogis in a New Yorker cartoon. The room also had a small sink fed by a five-gallon jug of water suspended above it, a two-burner camp stove, some shelving for clothes and books, and a car battery hooked up to a small solar panel outside. This produced just enough juice to power a reading light and charge a phone, though with no cell service or internet connection, what was the point?


(Courtesy of Michael Pollan)



What was the point? Why did Roshi Joan want me here rather than at Upaya or the main house, with its creature comforts? (And why did she keep putting off our interview?) I came to suspect she had decided that the questions I had for her--questions regarding Buddhist ideas about the self and consciousness and her own path from psychedelics to Zen--were best approached obliquely, perhaps by way of firsthand experience rather than words; that I should answer them myself. When I'd told her what I was working on, she had diagnosed me as hopelessly stuck in my head. Better to spend several days alone with myself meditating and navigating these hills than in the more familiar landscape of concepts, something to which I should have known a Zen priest would be allergic. When we finally did sit down for our interview, in the main house on the morning of the third day, Roshi Joan began by saying, somewhat cryptically, that she had "divested from meaning." Okay. 

It took me a while to realize that for Halifax, the practice of Buddhism was everything and theories were of little use or consequence. It was only through doing that she had learned her most enduring life lessons, whether that meant sitting with death-row inmates who taught her how powerlessness ferments into anger, or ministering to people in their last days and hours. "You learn to be nimble toward whatever is arising, because there's no one death," she said, "and if you cling to expectations, you will experience futility." It was here, in doing the work, that Buddhist ideas about impermanence, conditioning, and dependent arising became flesh.

I took the hint. When I asked Halifax about herself or about Buddhist philosophy, she often ducked my questions or directed me elsewhere, so during one of our daily walks, I instead asked her to describe exactly how her factory for the deconstruction of selves operated.

People come on silent retreat for a week or two at a time and spend most of their days sitting in the Zendo--the meditation hall--facing a wall or tracing walking meditations on the gravel paths that meander through Upaya's gardens. (I'd witnessed this glacial parade of earnest zombies.) I asked if novices received any guidance or technique. Not much, she said. Students are instructed about posture, and beginners are told to follow the breath, which "unifies body, mind, and space." As Halifax has written, zazen, or sitting, "is not a mental exercise, a thing you do with your mind." Rather, "it is about being radically open to things just as they are, not grasping at or rejecting phenomena, but simply being present and at ease with moment-to-moment uncertainty and groundlessness" and "letting openness or not-knowing deconstruct our version of reality. It is the method of non-method." Just sitting, upright--that, apparently, is all there is to zazen.

"Zen is the hardest school," Halifax explained, "because there is so little support." But at Upaya, she told me, "there is the jungle gym of structure"--the strict rules and rituals and routines that govern life on retreat.

"There's a certain point at about day three where you can feel the whole room go poof," she said. "And everyone realizes we're now in one body, one mind." I asked her how this transformation was achieved. "We don't say we're deconstructing the self, but that is what we're doing," she told me. "Living in silence means you can't start a conversation, so there's no opportunity for self-presentation. Then there are the rituals that organize the day. These draw people into the group and relieve them of having to make decisions. Rituals take the place of a certain amount of volition." It hadn't occurred to me that ritual and silence could serve as tools to change consciousness and breach the hard shell of self.

Arthur C. Brooks: Five teachings of the Dalai Lama I try to live by

But it is the agony of meditating for hours at a time that finally breaks down the ego. I asked her what people meditate about. "Mostly they ruminate and plan," she said. "They do that until they can't stand the thought of themselves any longer. You're just sitting there for hours on end, and the entertainment value of watching the same reruns all day long diminishes over time. Pretty soon, it becomes unsustainable; they're exhausted and uncomfortable, and that's when they drop in."

To "drop in," Halifax explained, is to enter a state of being completely present in time and space, experiencing "the sense field"--the world as it appears to our senses prior to thought--without conceptualizing, and surrendering the sense of a separate self. The recipe was simpler (and much less appetizing) than I would have imagined: To transcend the self, force yourself to be alone with it long enough to get so bored and exhausted that you are happy to let it go. 

Poof!

Halifax, who did anthropological fieldwork in Africa, thinks of the Zen retreat as an initiation ceremony, or rite of passage, and like most such rites, it involves the metaphorical death of the ego followed by rejoining the group. She regards the psychedelic trip as another rite of initiation, but "it's a shortcut," and one she'd rather her students not take. I wondered if this helped explain why she preferred that I stay at the refuge rather than mingle with her students at Upaya. Perhaps she thought contact with me would undermine the process by encouraging them to take the psychedelic shortcut.

"There is a lot gained when we give up the self," she noted. "We break out of rumination. We discover we're part of something larger, and we learn it feels good to care for others." When I asked Halifax if she had succeeded in exorcising her own self, she allowed that she can be self-righteous at times. "There is moral injury, moral outrage, moral apathy--all of them are products of either a sense of superiority or inferiority," she said. "So they're all ego-based."

I came to understand that Roshi Joan had sent me to the cave because there were no words or ideas she could offer that would teach me as much as simply being completely alone with myself in the middle of these mountains, with no phone or any other screens (and no toilet). Her idea, I eventually saw, was to pose a kind of experiential koan for me to puzzle and, perhaps, to help me unlearn some of the things I thought I had learned about consciousness and the self.


(Courtesy of Michael Pollan)



Cave life quickly stripped down to the bare essentials: collecting, splitting, and stacking wood; building fires; hauling water; digging pits in the woods; sweeping the floor and threshold; and, for hours each day, meditating on the platform. I've meditated for several years now, but never as easily or as deeply or as strangely as I did in my little cave. It may have been the silence, which felt bottomless, or the certainty that I would not be interrupted or distracted. Even the air there felt different, as if the absence of the electromagnetic waves that normally surround and pass through us made it easier to empty the mind of its usual detritus. I found I could sit for hours at a time, something I'd never managed to do before.

It helped that there was nothing else I needed to do, except maybe brew a cup of tea or sweep the cave again. Somehow, these seemed like particularly cave-appropriate activities. I fell into a routine so elemental and repetitive that it began to feel like ritual. The only snafu came the first time I attempted to use my hand-dug pit toilet and, failing to position myself properly, managed to pee into my sneaker. Now I was a shoeless monk. Which also seemed cave-appropriate.

One morning, I decided to try a meditation I'd learned from my time with the Nepalese French Buddhist monk Matthieu Ricard, who has written extensively on the self as an illusion. To see this, he suggested I explore the rooms of my mind, one by one, as if searching for a thief--what he called "the thief of self." Looking within, I found all sorts of mental stuff but, as Ricard had predicted, none of it qualified as a self. Rather, I witnessed a parade of unbidden, free-floating perceptions, feelings, images, sensations, and thoughts, but I could locate no thinker of these thoughts or perceiver of these perceptions.

The longer I sat, the stranger these appearances became, as the space of my awareness became an empty stage. Picture a circus ring where all kinds of images might suddenly and inexplicably appear out of nowhere. Why is there now a bank of three old-timey telephone booths with men inside making calls? And what's this hammer suddenly coming down on a knee?! Or that automatic glass door swinging open for no one? These stray images were then blasted away by a blazing sun that completely filled the space of awareness before transforming itself into a gigantic eyeball--a sighted sun with a black circle of iris. Could this be the anarchic mind that emerges when the ego relinquishes its hold?

Maybe, and yet these dreamy, hypnagogic images were more curious than frightening, probably because it was easy enough to chase them away, to change the mental channel, simply by willing it. So then who, or what, did the chasing? The source of that will, that inchoate "I," might have escaped introspective detection, yet it could still make things happen or stop happening. The self might well be illusory, I decided, but no more so than color or any other construct of the mind. Put another way, the self can be both illusory and real, or real enough.

Initially, I found I was talking to myself out loud, trying to fill the vast space of silence, which made it feel as though I had doubled my self rather than eliminated it--given it a little company. "Should I brew a cup of tea? Put another log on the fire?" I would ask. And I would answer: "Sure," or "Good idea." But after a day or two, I fell in love with the silence, and the voices stopped. I found the handful of chores completely absorbing, as if nothing in the world mattered as much as splitting firewood, fully occupying my attention and leaving no remainder of thought, self-consciousness, or anticipation. The distance between living and meditating had narrowed to a sliver. When I described the satisfactions of my routine to Roshi Joan during one of our hikes, she smiled: "That's the sacredness of the everyday."

Something was happening to my sense of self, and it seemed to have everything to do with what was happening to my sense of time. I had never given much thought to the relationship between self and time, but it explains a lot. When the self is deprived of time past (memory) and future (anticipation), it melts away. Absorbed in meditation, or in my chores, or in watching a small herd of elk graze in the meadow below at sunset, I could feel my time horizon shrink. The feeling was unfamiliar, since my usual mental coordinates place me somewhere in the proximate future, a locus of anticipation and, all too often, unfocused worry. But now, for longer and longer stretches, I was simply here, being, with no thought of the past or the future.

To my surprise, these moments of simple and more or less self-less consciousness did not occur when my eyes were closed--in fact, the darkness sent me zooming off to all kinds of strange places. No, now it was when my eyes were open that the stream of thought stilled and pooled, and not only on the meditation platform; it could happen when I was moving around the cave doing chores or hiking in the woods. The miraculous everyday fact of consciousness loomed larger than "the hard problem" of how a brain produces subjective experience.

Had I "dropped in"? There were moments when all I experienced was what Roshi Joan had called the "sense field." This happened especially upon opening my eyes in meditation, but it was never very long before I slipped back into reflection and then the inevitable jotting-down of notes, and all at once I was back in the self-world. To stay in that state of unthinking presence was like walking a tightrope only to suddenly look down, panic, and come plunging back to Earth.

Except once, when I managed to look not down but up. I had woken up in the middle of the night and stepped outside into the cold night air. There was a new moon, and the only light in the world was that of the stars, which were out in force, brighter and more numerous than I'd ever seen them, but also strangely different. Instead of dotting the same black scrim, like pinholes in a two-dimensional theater backdrop, the stars were scattered through space at dramatically varying distances, a vast swarm of them filling every last corner of an even vaster, more numinous, and emphatically three-dimensional darkness. Even stranger, the negative space between the stars had flipped to positive, forming a soft, almost palpable blackness that embraced the stars and reached all the way to Earth, enveloping it and me in the same intergalactic blanket. For the first time, I could see--no, could feel--that the stars and I shared the same infinite space.

Adam Frank: The truth physics can no longer ignore

My brain's usual priors, predictions, and inferences about the night sky had broken down, it seemed, allowing me to see more of the galaxy and space itself than I ever had. There was hugely more of it and less of me, rendered infinitesimal in the presence of this immensity. I felt as though every previous experience I'd had of the night sky had been filtered through some idea or model or expectation and so had been something less than completely conscious. And I understood that this state--abstracted, distracted--had been my default. A line in a poem by Jorie Graham came to me:

This is what is wrong: we, only we, the humans, can retreat from ourselves and
 not be
 altogether here.


Only we, the humans. Yes! What other animal can afford to be anything less than completely conscious?

This moment of being fully, freshly present to the universe stopped me cold and made me wonder if all my hard thinking about consciousness had missed something crucial about it. The more I focused the narrow beam of my attention on what consciousness is and what it does and how it came to be, the less of it I was actually experiencing--whatever it was. My time in the cave and, now, beneath this night sky showed me the price of my impatience with the mystery.

"Always keep a don't-know mind," Roshi Joan had said to me. Sometimes not knowing opens us to possibilities that knowing, or trying to know, or thinking we already know, closes off. In the years since I had embarked on this inquiry, desperate to know, I had narrowed the aperture of my awareness, sacrificing this, the glory of the night sky, for a keen intellectual focus. But as my days of solitude in these mountains had shown me, that wider circle of light, that numinous lantern of awareness, is still available to us, so long as we can break the spell of self and its distractions. Consciousness is a miracle, truly, and remains the deepest of mysteries, yes, but it is also so very simple that it can fit into a sentence: I open my eyes and a world appears.



This essay was adapted from Michael Pollan's book, A World Appears: A Journey Into Consciousness, published next month.
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<em>The Atlantic </em>and Seabourn chart exclusive, three-year partnership for events and subscriptions

Events to be held in 2026 and 2027, culminating in a 12-day Seabourn Conversations cruise with <em>The Atlantic </em>in 2028

Mon, 23 Mar 2026




Seabourn is bringing The Atlantic aboard for an exclusive three-year partnership to host a series of curated events on select itineraries, developed specifically for Seabourn guests and designed to deepen onboard enrichment through thoughtful dialogue and cultural exchange. The partnership will culminate in a full itinerary takeover in 2028, with a 12-day cruise from Montreal to Boston, where The Atlantic was founded in 1857.

This is a first-of-its-kind partnership for both The Atlantic and Seabourn. The Atlantic will develop programming on select Seabourn cruises reflecting a range of topics--including culture and books, business and science, health and tech--with conversations led by its writers. The Atlantic, which has been dramatically growing its editorial platforms and live programming over the past several years, is known for convening must-attend journalistic and idea-driven events such as its annual Atlantic Festival, and it recently launched a nationwide tour, The Atlantic Across America, that will hold events in all 50 states over the next three years.

Departing October 4, 2028, Seabourn Quest will sail on a "12-Day With The Atlantic: A Seabourn Conversations Exclusive" voyage as part of Seabourn's 40th-anniversary year. Set against the backdrop of Canada's fall foliage, the cruise will feature exclusive editorial programming inspired by The Atlantic Festival. Additional voyages featuring programming from The Atlantic will be announced at a later date and will happen in 2026 and 2027.

The partnership includes a subscription integration: Guests on a cruise featuring an Atlantic event will have free digital access while onboard and will receive a complimentary three-month subscription after their sail. The Atlantic is also curating the libraries on each ship fleetwide, to include recent issues of the magazine and books by its current and historical writers.

"We're thrilled to be collaborating with Seabourn to bring The Atlantic and the experience of our live events to their voyages," said Alice McKown, The Atlantic's publisher and chief revenue officer. "Storytelling and connection define our work, and this allows us to develop one-of-a-kind events in intimate settings for Seabourn's guests."

"Our guests are driven by a desire to explore--drawn not only to new destinations, but to the discovery of ideas, culture, cuisine, design and beyond that shape the world around them," said Kacy Cole, Seabourn's chief marketing officer. "With The Atlantic, we're extending that exploration beyond place--bringing meaningful conversation and perspectives on board in a way that feels immersive, relevant, and unmistakably Seabourn."

This programming is part of Seabourn Conversations, Seabourn's enrichment program known for offering guests insights from leading thinkers, authors, and experts in an intimate, conversational setting. Designed to foster meaningful dialogue, Seabourn Conversations brings guests face-to-face with influential voices across culture, science, politics, history, and the arts, for the world's most compelling conversations at sea.

About The Atlantic
 The Atlantic was founded in 1857 as a magazine of politics, arts, and letters, with a mission to understand the American idea. That work has intensified and expanded through reporting on culture, science, national security, technology, literature, and more. In the past year alone, The Atlantic has added more than 50 journalists to its staff as part of a major editorial expansion; launched broader coverage of defense, national security, technology, health, and science; begun publishing two more print issues annually; introduced a Games hub; and begun offering free digital access to every public U.S. high school. It has a record number of subscriptions--more than 1.4 million--after many years of continuous and dramatic subscription growth.

About Seabourn
 Seabourn represents the pinnacle of luxury ocean and expedition travel and operates a suite of six modern ships. The all-inclusive, boutique ships offer all-suite accommodations with oceanfront views; award-winning dining; complimentary premium spirits and fine wines available at all times; renowned service provided by an industry-leading crew; a relaxed, sociable atmosphere that makes guests feel at home; a pedigree in expedition travel through the Ventures by Seabourn program and two new luxury purpose-built expedition ships, including Seabourn Venture that launched in 2022 and Seabourn Pursuit in 2023. Seabourn takes travelers to every continent on the globe, visiting more than 400 ports including marquee cities and lesser-known ports and hideaways. Guests of Seabourn experience extraordinary offerings and programs, including partnerships with leading entertainers, dining, personal health and well-being, and engaging speakers. Seabourn is a brand of Carnival Corporation and plc (NYSE / LSE: CCL and NYSE: CUK).
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Shockingly, ICE Hasn't Fixed the Airport Crisis

Perhaps because they're not trained to expedite the long lines

by Alexandra Petri

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




There are few situations so bad that they can't be made worse by adding ICE: Your house is on fire? Here's ICE! Now your house is still on fire, and someone has entered it with a "judicial warrant" to rifle through your burnt belongings. You've just suffered a massive cranial injury and don't remember any of your rights? ICE is here--and it doesn't remember your rights either.

Seeing the chaos at airports as TSA employees enter another week without pay, Donald Trump has decided to add ICE. Yes, ICE, the very government agency whose treatment of citizens and noncitizens alike has been so egregious that legislators have put Department of Homeland Security funding on hold.

Who will help at the airport? How about the people whose only experience with planes is putting people on them against their will, to never see their families again? Say what you want about the TSA, but it is at least trying to get you safely to your family in a place where you are intending to go.

The good news is that, as everyone keeps observing, the airport is a notoriously calm place where people are always at their best. This is due to Sean Duffy's sterling leadership as secretary of transportation. Before his tenure, there were some problems. People sometimes got a horrifying glimpse of a fellow traveler in pajamas. And families got the one call you never want to get from a loved one who was traveling by plane: "Sweetheart, my plane just landed safely and I am fine, but I can't see a SINGLE PULL-UP BAR ANYWHERE IN THIS AIRPORT!" Fortunately, Duffy solved both of these issues. Now he is resting on his laurels, and perhaps when he is good and rested he will look into modernizing the air-traffic-control system (not urgent at this time).

Will the presence of ICE help with the TSA overwhelm? The White House "border czar," Tom Homan, has suggested that "certainly, a highly trained ICE law-enforcement officer can cover an exit--make sure people don't go through those exits, enter an airport through the exits. And stuff like that relieves that TSA officer to go to screening and to reduce those lines." That's probably the biggest problem at airports right now. I have to assume that the six-hour-plus lines at Atlanta's Hartfield-Jackson airport are 50 percent people who are going through the wrong door, so we can look for a decrease in wait time of three hours once this radical suggestion is implemented.

Otherwise, ICE agents can just stand there, not looking at X-ray machines. ("I don't see an ICE agent looking at an X-ray machine," Homan said, because they are "not trained in that.") This marks the first time in the existence of Trump-era ICE that a lack of training has prevented agents from doing something.

So far, the addition of ICE to monitor doors and not look at X-ray machines has, fascinatingly, not instantly solved our airport problems. Indeed, it is hard to think of a set of people less equipped to improve anything about the airport situation. This is like asking a tarantula to watch your laptop. It won't help, and now everyone is scared. No, I'm sorry. This is unfair to tarantulas, who are not known for their racial profiling.

The best-case scenario with ICE agents at the airport is that they stand around unhelpfully, doing nothing. The worst-case scenario is that going to the airport will now require some kind of ICE Pre-Check subscription to avoid having lethal force deployed against you for no reason.

On top of all this, Trump is instructing ICE not to wear masks during its airport deployment, on the grounds that these masks are not necessary. But how can this be? ICE needed its masks before to face down its most dangerous foes (children in bunny hats, harried moms, restaurant workers), and the airport is overflowing with those. How can we rob agents of this key tool at this time? There is no way they will be able to face such deadly enemies as children in strollers, families traveling together, seniors, members of the military, and others with preferred-boarding status. If they don't need masks in airports, they don't need masks anywhere.
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Critics Have a New Way to Describe the Trump Administration

Calling his presidency a "regime" has some benefits, but it underestimates the resilience of the 250-year-old republic.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 26 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.

Critics have used many phrases to describe Donald Trump's presidency, some of them unprintable. Scholars and journalists have debated whether Trump's approach is "authoritarian," "white supremacist," or "fascist." More recently, however, a growing number of people have begun referring to the "Trump regime."

"The Trump regime has proven over and over," The New Republic's Michael Tomasky wrote, that its morality is "the advantage of the stronger." A fellow at the libertarian Cato Institute complained that oversight tools "were effectively destroyed by the Trump regime last year." And a writer for The Nation called for Democrats to "launch a 'Nuremberg Caucus' to investigate the crimes of the Trump regime."

Google Trends shows that although the phrase was occasionally deployed during Trump's first term, it has become far more common over the past year. These usages are meant to tell us something about the state of contemporary politics in the United States--although exactly what is not always clear.

Ambrose Bierce, the sardonic author of The Devil's Dictionary, might have observed that a "regime" is any government that one doesn't like. Those referring to the "Trump regime" this way seem to be implying that the administration is rapacious and authoritarian. But few of them are explicit about that, and their counterparts in the academy indulge in the same vagueness. "Very rarely do regime analysts stop to define what they mean by political regime," the political scientist Gerardo L. Munck complained in 1996. The word was popularized in American politics as a sort of euphemism: During the George W. Bush presidency, regime change was a bloodless, technocratic term for the bloody, chaotic effort to topple Saddam Hussein and install a democratic system of government in Iraq.

A good working definition, Munck told me in an email, is "the set of rules that regulate how people come to occupy government offices and how government decisions are made." But even scholars often employ the term as a pejorative, used to describe authoritarian government. These "regimes" tend to have two main characteristics, sometimes overlapping though also in tension: first, the personalization of government around a single individual, and second, a set of informal power structures, such as business oligarchs or a "deep state," that operate outside of the formal system of government.

One could argue that the U.S. has had the same "regime" since 1789, when the Constitution entered into force and George Washington became president. Alternatively, one could look to moments such as the post-Civil War amendments or the New Deal as shifts in the regime. Either way, to state that Trump oversees a regime is to suggest an epochal change.

That's how Robert Reich sees it. Reich, a commentator and professor who served as secretary of labor under Bill Clinton, has been one of the most consistent and prominent users of the phrase. "I began referring to the Trump 'regime' rather than 'administration' because, especially in his second term, Trump has acted more like an authoritarian ruler than a president in a constitutional system of governance," he wrote to me in an email. "This is no 'administration' that manages the executive branch by implementing the will of Congress, as expressed by the citizens of the United States."

I thought that perhaps scholars of regime systems would push back on using the label for Trump's government, but the ones I spoke with cautiously endorsed it. "In the past, it was common to refer to the Pinochet regime in Chile or the Saddam Hussein regime in Iraq," Munck said. He told me that the use of Trump regime "is a correct appreciation, that highlights a key weakness in the current state of democracy in the U.S." And Licia Cianetti, a political scientist who recently co-authored a paper on defining the word, wrote to me that "the personalisation of Trump's style of rule, and some features like its oligarchization, make the use of 'regime' in this pejorative sense expedient to express what seems to be happening to American democracy."

Without downplaying the dangers that Trump poses to the American way of government (perils that The Atlantic has been aggressive in describing), I am not ready to join the "Trump regime" crew yet. One reason is that regimes can be resilient--a point that, ironically, Trump's actions have demonstrated. "We have, really, regime change," Trump said about Iran this week. "This is a change in the regime because the leaders are all very different." That's nonsense. Although American forces have arrested Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro and killed several Iranian leaders, removing the dictators has not dislodged the dictatorships in either Caracas or Tehran.

The 250-year-old democracy in Washington might also be stronger than those who wish to undermine it believe. Trump may hope to topple the laws and checks that constrain him, but he has not yet fully succeeded. Polls show widespread voter disapproval of Trump's presidency and suggest trouble for the president's allies in the midterm elections. Fair elections in 2026 and 2028 would not undo all of the damage Trump has done, but they would show that some observers have overstated his ability to demolish the constitutional system. Long live the regime!

Related:

	Jonathan Rauch: Yes, it's fascism
 	John R. Bolton: A foreign policy worse than regime change




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	A turning point in the Iran war
 	Is the end of NATO near?
 	The worst airport in America
 	The immigration restriction Trump won't try




Today's News

	Iran allowed several Pakistan-flagged oil tankers to pass through the Strait of Hormuz, a move President Trump described as a "present" to the U.S. that signals Iran's openness to negotiations.
 	Nicolas Maduro and his wife, Cilia Flores, appeared in New York federal court for the first time since their seizure by U.S. authorities in January, as Maduro's lawyer pushed to dismiss drug-trafficking charges, arguing that U.S. restrictions are preventing them from funding their defense. The couple--who have pleaded not guilty--remain in custody.
 	Several Senate Republicans are urging the White House to invoke the National Emergency Act and temporarily pay TSA officers if the Department of Homeland Security funding standoff over immigration enforcement continues, according to people familiar with the matter.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Rafaela Jinich explores work in The Atlantic by Tracy Kidder, the Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist who died this week at 80.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: clavicular0 / Instagram



What Was Clavicular?

By Will Gottsegen

Clav, as he's known, has had a moment this year. Seemingly overnight, he became wildly popular among the lost boys of the internet--the kinds of people who spend their time watching Nick Fuentes, the white-supremacist influencer, and Andrew Tate, the proudly misogynistic elder statesman of the manosphere, who is currently awaiting trial on charges of rape and human trafficking (he has denied the allegations). In January, Clavicular joined Tate, Fuentes, and the extremist podcaster Myron Gaines at a nightclub in Miami. Videos of the group listening to the Kanye West song "Heil Hitler" went viral; Clavicular was singing along.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The countdown to a ground war
 	Elizabeth Bruenig: The evidence that God exists
 	ICE might be violating America's other bill of rights.
 	Protecting a hero too long
 	OpenAI is doing everything ... poorly.
 	RFK Jr. is losing his grip on the CDC.




Culture Break


Illustration by Lore Mondragon



Read. Robert Rubsam on a novel about women who trade one kind of captivity for another.

Explore. Lindy West has unwittingly written the obituary for Millennial feminism, Helen Lewis writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Life of Paying Attention

Revisiting Tracy Kidder's work for <em>The Atlantic</em>

by Rafaela Jinich

Thu, 26 Mar 2026




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


Tracy Kidder, the Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist who died this week at 80, devoted his career to immersion: embedding himself for months, sometimes years, with his subjects, and turning what he saw into stories that are hard to put down. His work traversed worlds--he followed a group of computer engineers racing to build a new machine, spent nine months in a fifth-grade classroom in Massachusetts, and traveled with the legendary physician and humanitarian Paul Farmer as he cared for people across continents--but his focus was remarkably consistent. He was interested in how people work: what they care about, what they struggle through, and what makes them keep going.

Kidder brought that same sensibility to his Atlantic stories about technology, work, and everyday life. His writing was, as one reviewer put it, full of "genuine love, delight and celebration of the human condition." He wrote his first article for this magazine in 1973, and then served as a contributing editor for many years.

Revisit a selection of Kidder's Atlantic stories below.



Your Reading List


September 1985 (House): Cover illustration by Ralph Giguere



House

The story of a young couple on a tight budget, an architect determined to excel, and four carpenters devoted more to craftsmanship than to profit (From 1985)


Read the full story.

Trouble in the Stratosphere

By the end of the 1970s, news about the ozone layer had all but vanished from the popular press, but the effects of manmade chemicals on ozone are still worth worrying about. (From 1982)


Read the full story.

The Ultimate Toy

Debugging the computer "Eagle" (From 1981)


Read the full story.

Flying Upside Down

The Hardy Boys and the Microkids build a computer (From 1981)


Read the full story.

Trains in Trouble

Once, some 20,000 trains traversed the United States, many of them elegant hotels on wheels. Now most of the great passenger railroads have withered and died, and they have been replaced by Amtrak, which has mammoth troubles of its own. Is there any hope for a rail-travel revival? (From 1976)


Read the full story.

Soldiers of Misfortune

A report on the veterans of Vietnam--and on the often disgraceful treatment they have received from their countrymen (From 1978)


Read the full story.

In Quarantine

A short story by Tracy Kidder (From 1980)


Read the full story.
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Trump Is Asking to Be Bailed Out Again

The president's eagerness to act keeps getting him into difficult spots--which he then demands that legislators and the public help him escape.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 25 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.

A popular joke in the 1850s concerned a man who, upon being convicted for the murder of his parents, throws himself at the judge's feet and begs for mercy on a poor orphan.

The tale came to mind recently as I read about a hearing challenging President Trump's authority to build a new ballroom where the White House's East Wing had stood until Trump abruptly demolished it last fall. The president had been insisting for some time that any work would not "interfere with the current building," then razed it so quickly that no one had any time to intervene legally. In court this month, a Justice Department lawyer echoed the parricide orphan, pleading with a judge not to halt construction and arguing that it is necessary due to unspecified security concerns--even if he agreed with a suit brought by preservationists. "It does not benefit the public," DOJ's Yaakov Roth said, "to have this site dormant."

Perhaps the administration should have considered this before it demolished the bustling building that used to be there. (U.S. District Court Judge Richard J. Leon has not ruled but has said that he hopes to issue a decision by the end of this month.) The Trump team has discovered that acting fast can prevent anyone from stepping in to stop them--the "You can just do things" ethos. But the president still doesn't understand why it might be unwise to do something, even if you can. His hasty actions keep producing crises that the administration then insists require everyone to accept further exercises of executive power.

Trump's war--sorry, "operation"--in Iran is a perfect example. The president didn't ask Congress to declare war, and he did not receive, or request, an authorization for use of military force. The administration briefed the "Gang of Eight" (the leaders of the House, Senate, and each body's intelligence committees from both parties) just before the strikes but, according to The New York Times, misled them about the scope of the attack. Trump did not work to build support for war with Iran among the American people, and he did not attempt to assemble a coalition of allies other than Israel to take part.

Now that the operation has hit difficulty, though, Trump wants exactly the same people he ignored--Congress, the American people, and allies--to bail him out. The administration has asked for an astonishing $200 billion to fund a war that the president also sporadically claims is over, giving legislators an unappetizing choice between funding a quagmire or else walking away and leaving a mess behind. Administration officials have also called on citizens to make sacrifices to handle higher gas and energy prices in the service of a war they don't support, whose aims the president can't articulate. And Trump has alternatingly pleaded with and raged at allies who, having avoided a war they didn't want--and having endured years of scorn from Trump--are now unwilling to put their own troops in danger to reopen the Strait of Hormuz.

This logic of escalation has also appeared in domestic affairs. Having effected a hostile takeover of the Kennedy Center, Trump now finds himself insisting that the venue close for two years, reportedly in part because it has failed to book enough artists or sell enough tickets to remain open.

Or take Operation Metro Surge. In late 2025, Trump decided to send a contingent of immigration officers to Minnesota, ostensibly to respond to cases of benefit fraud among the state's Somali population. The Justice Department was already prosecuting the matter, and it wasn't clear what exactly Department of Homeland Security officers were going to do. Once they arrived and began patrolling neighborhoods, however, residents protested; the administration responded by expanding its deployment. Trump threatened to invoke the Insurrection Act and dispatch active-duty soldiers, though he ultimately did not. By the time the administration pulled back, agents had arrested at least 3,000 people, but only 23 of them were Somali and none was connected to the fraud allegations, according to the Star Tribune. Meanwhile, two American citizens were shot and killed by federal agents.

The Minnesota operation was not only a tactical flop; it was a political blunder. The administration sacked Greg Bovino, the Customs and Border Protection official who had become the front man for aggressive enforcement. Most agents were yanked from Minnesota. Trump's ratings on immigration, once his signature issue, turned hard against him.

This is ironic, because the original intention was a quick political win. Trump had hoped to spotlight the benefit fraud both to bolster his case for immigration enforcement and also because of his outspoken bigotry toward Somalis. He seems to have thought the same about the Iran operation, expecting as quick a win there as he (appears to have) notched in Venezuela. Instead, he has ended up worse off as a matter of his stated goals and political interests alike.

Following protocol might have deprived Trump of the splashiness of these sudden actions, or even prevented him from doing these things--but it might also have helped him avoid the missteps that are plaguing him. Trump doesn't recognize that although rules can limit him, they also protect him. A lawyer for the National Trust for Historic Preservation, which is challenging the ballroom, made the same point more pithily during the hearing last week. Thaddeus Heuer noted that the administration could have consulted with relevant authorities before demolition but had declined.

"They have forgotten the proverbial first law of holes," he said. "When you find yourself in one, stop digging."

Related:

	Is Trump actually having "very good" talks with Tehran?
 	Why Trump keeps creating crises (From 2018)




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	A legal decision that could change social media
 	David Brooks: America needs a trimmer.
 	The U.S. and Iran are fighting a massively asymmetrical war.
 	The deep risk that Republican hawks overlooked




Today's News

	A jury found Meta and YouTube negligent for designing addictive features that harmed a young user, ordering them to pay $3 million in damages. The ruling could pave the way for more lawsuits over social media's impact on users' mental health.
 	The U.S. sent Iran a 15-point proposal to end the war, but Tehran rejected it and outlined its own conditions, including reparations and recognition of its sovereignty over the Strait of Hormuz.
 	Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer said that Democrats had sent Republicans a proposal to reopen the Department of Homeland Security, including funding for TSA workers and proposed limits on ICE operations.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



How AI Is Creeping Into The New York Times

By Vauhini Vara

On Sunday, a writer named Becky Tuch posted an excerpt on X from a months-old New York Times "Modern Love" column that had given her pause. "I don't want to falsely accuse writers" of using AI, she wrote. "But this reads EXACTLY like AI slop." The excerpt--from an essay by a mother who had lost custody of her son--described the son's feelings, at one point, toward his mother: "Not hate. Not anger. Just the flat finality of a heart too tired to keep trying."
 Among the 100-plus replies to Tuch's post was one by an AI researcher, Tuhin Chakrabarty. He'd run the snippet from "Modern Love" through an AI-detection tool from the start-up Pangram Labs, which flagged it as likely having been AI-generated.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Twenty seconds of "task saturation" at LaGuardia
 	How to guess if your job will exist in five years
 	David Frum: Trump owes Mueller. 
 	Where are all the campus protests?
 	The David Frum Show: The far-right algorithm: Anti-Churchill, anti-West
 	When Claude met Claude




Culture Break


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic



Explore. Henry Grabar on how America learned to love Barnes & Noble again.

Reflect. AI chatbots offer relationships that are low effort and completely personalized--and hollow, Julie Beck 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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What the Markets Tell Trump

The war in Iran is a reminder that market movements can play an important role in the president's decision making.

by Will Gottsegen

Tue, 24 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.

On Friday, after almost a full month of bombing Iran, Donald Trump offered a glimpse of the end. American military operations in the country, he said, could soon be "winding down." A day later, he swerved, giving Iran an ultimatum: Should its leaders refuse to lift their effective blockade on the Strait of Hormuz within 48 hours, unfreezing much of the world's oil, he would "obliterate" the nation's energy infrastructure. Then, yesterday morning, another swerve: Following "productive" diplomatic talks, Trump would postpone the deadline until Friday. Never mind the fact that Iran has denied that any such talks took place.

The president hasn't always been clear about what he wants from this war--or how he plans to mitigate the energy crisis it has created. At one point, he suggested that the spike in oil prices might actually be a good thing, because "we" could stand to "make a lot of money." That's true for oil producers, although not exactly a counter to all of the negative effects of a global energy shock. But the timing of this ultimatum and the timing of its subsequent deferral are revealing in their own way. Oil-futures markets don't trade from Friday to Sunday evening. Because Trump's threat to Iran arrived on a Saturday night, speculators had a short buffer--a little less than a day--to assess the potential price impact before trading resumed. And the reprieve, which lasts exactly five days, will conclude as markets head into the weekend pause.

The persistent rise of U.S. Treasury yields, coupled with the news yesterday morning that Asia's markets (which start trading before Western markets) had plummeted after the ultimatum, probably also contributed to the postponement. John Bolton, who served as Trump's national security adviser from 2018 to 2019, told The Atlantic that during Trump's first term, foreign-policy announcements were sometimes timed with trading hours in mind. Those calls were made both by the president himself and by Treasury officials who advised him to do so. Trump's second term has only clarified how much power the markets seem to have over his decision making--and other countries are likely paying attention.

Intentionally or not, certain military actions in Iran have aligned with weekend market pauses. And Trump has made at least one big recent decision that explicitly hinged on the market's reaction: The initial announcement of last year's "Liberation Day" tariffs, which resulted in the most significant equities-market shake-up of Trump's second term, was deliberately delayed until the end of the trading day, Atlantic reporting has confirmed. The president has also enjoyed his power over the markets more broadly. My colleague Jonathan Lemire told me that, according to his reporting, Trump has in the past alerted aides when he thought an upcoming social-media post would get a reaction from Wall Street--and then watched the ticker move in real time. ("The Administration is naturally attuned to how major policy decisions affect financial markets and the economy, but any implication that the President's decision-making--and timing--is influenced by anything other than the best interest of the American people is baseless and false," a White House spokesperson wrote in a statement to The Atlantic.)

It's easy to get conspiratorial about how, exactly, Trump times these moves. After all, not every foreign-policy decision can be chalked up to markets alone. The United States' and Israel's initial strikes on Iran were planned to coincide with a meeting of top Iranian leaders. That meeting happened to be on a Saturday. The timing of the raid on Nicolas Maduro's compound reportedly had to do with the weather in Caracas in January; unfavorable cloud conditions delayed the capture of the Venezuelan president for days. Lucky, then, that the clouds cleared up on a Saturday--energy markets had a chance to figure out what the effects of the intervention might be before they reacted.

Thomas Wright, an Atlantic contributing writer and a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, told me that although Trump has long cared about shifts in U.S. Treasury yields (Barron's went so far as to call them his "kryptonite"), his recent actions have underscored the importance of energy markets in his decision making. "We've discovered in the Iran war that he's also very sensitive to the price of oil--which we could have gathered from what he said over many years--but I think we have some evidence to it," he said. Yesterday, Trump appeared to acknowledge the link between oil prices and the timing of his policies; after he announced the delay of his ultimatum on Iran, the price of oil slid and the stock market bounced back. "The price of oil will drop like a rock as soon as a deal is done," Trump told reporters. "I guess it already is today."

Iran is likely keeping tabs on Trump's sensitivity to the markets too. When the price of oil shot up after the start of the war, the consequences set in for Americans pretty quickly: Gasoline is up; jet-fuel prices are up, compounding the ongoing chaos at American airports; and groceries and other everyday items are poised to get more expensive as well. Iran knows it has at least some leverage here. Trump's apparent willingness to make decisions based on the markets is a liability--the more he reacts, the more easily he can be exploited.

Jonathan Lemire and Vivian Salama contributed reporting.

Related:

	Is Trump actually having "very good" talks with Tehran?
 	What happens if oil hits $200 a barrel?




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	George Packer: The end of human rights
 	Canada's polite pogrom
 	Military families once again brace for a knock.
 	"You want to leave us alone with Mojtaba?"




Today's News

	The Pentagon is preparing to deploy an elite combat brigade from the Army's 82nd Airborne Division to the Middle East, adding to recent U.S. military buildups in the region. Officials say no decision has been made about whether they will send troops into Iran.
 	Senators said that they are nearing a deal to fund most of the Department of Homeland Security, including TSA, while excluding the agency responsible for immigrant arrests and deportations. Political pressure to end the partial shutdown has mounted due to massive airport disruptions across the country.
 	Minnesota sued the Trump administration, seeking access to evidence in the killings of Alex Pretti and Renee Good, who were shot by federal immigration agents. The state alleged that federal officials have blocked state investigators.




Evening Read


Illustration by Alisa Gao / The Atlantic



The Most Urgent Issue for the U.S. Catholic Church Isn't Abortion Anymore

By Francis X. Rocca

Not so long ago, when U.S. Catholic leaders said something political, they tended to sound like conservatives. American bishops' most prominent policy statements focused on three issues: same-sex marriage, contraception, and--above all--abortion. Their frequently stated opposition to all three put them at odds with not just the left but also many Catholics. It even created tension with Rome.
 Since Donald Trump's reelection, however, the Church in the United States has been sounding more liberal. Its teaching hasn't changed, but the president's second term has shifted the bishops' attention. The most urgent political concern for America's Catholic leaders is no longer abortion; it's immigration.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The meme-washing of RFK Jr.
 	Iran is trying to defeat America in the living room.
 	Americans are learning that public safety is not a given.
 	Europe's far right is turning on Trump.
 	The strategic follies of the Islamic Republic




Culture Break


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic



Explore. A new WNBA labor agreement represents a breakthrough in women's-sports history, Jemele Hill writes.

Watch (or skip). Project Hail Mary (in theaters now) should be easier to root for, David Sims argues.

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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American Aviation Is Near Collapse

Fatal crashes, overstressed controllers, and endless security lines reveal a system teetering on the brink of failure.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 23 Mar 2026




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

The American commercial-aviation system is a modern marvel. On any day of the week, a passenger can get to and from nearly any two cities of decent size and to destinations on five other continents, for a relatively affordable price and with exceptional safety.

Or at least all of that was true until recently. Today, the system seems near collapse.

Travelers around the country are facing long security lines: two to three hours at New York airports, three in Atlanta, two in Houston. Checkpoints are staffed by the Transportation Security Administration, which is part of the Department of Homeland Security. DHS has not been paying TSA workers since Valentine's Day because of a partial government shutdown.

Meanwhile, at New York's LaGuardia Airport, one of the nation's busiest, all flights are paused until at least this afternoon after an Air Canada jet collided with an airport fire truck on a runway, killing two pilots and injuring dozens of other people. Nearly 1,000 flights leave from or arrive at LGA every day, and hundreds have been canceled.

A closure at LaGuardia puts pressure on other airports in the area, and they might not be prepared to handle any redirects. This morning, reports of smoke in the air-traffic-control tower at Newark Liberty International Airport, just across the Hudson River from New York City, caused a brief ground stop. Officials determined the problem was a burning smell in an elevator and reopened the tower, but this is only the latest sign of how broken Newark airport is. Last week, an Alaska Airlines plane nearly crashed into a FedEx plane on a runway at Newark, missing by just 300 to 325 feet, after pilots were instructed to avoid a collision. And earlier this month, a Singapore Airlines plane clipped the wing of a Spirit Airlines jet while pushing back from a gate. Last spring, air-traffic controllers lost the ability to track planes at Newark for two brief intervals, causing such stress that some of them took leave.

Each of these situations had its own specific causes, but what unites them is years of disinvestment capped by political dysfunction. Modern air travel was a classic postwar American triumph: a big, complicated system built with lots of money and careful tracking. Deregulation of the airlines in the 1970s made flying cheaper and more widely available. A careful, iterative process of safety regulation culminated in a 16-year period, from 2009 to 2025, when no U.S. airline had a fatal crash.

Yet the system was quietly eroding from within. For many passengers, the most visible sign was the deterioration of airports themselves. In 2014, then-Vice President Biden said that LaGuardia resembled "some third-world country." Although LGA has since been renovated, other, more essential parts of the system have continued to get worse.

The federal government has been trying to run air traffic control on the cheap for decades, which has resulted in staffing shortages and badly outdated equipment. Many towers are operating below recommended capacity. After the outages last spring, Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy panned the infrastructure used to keep flyers safe. "We use floppy disks. We use copper wires," Duffy said. "The system that we're using is not effective to control the traffic that we have in the airspace today." Yet despite warnings from airlines and regulators, successive congressional sessions and presidential administrations have failed to fix the problem. The FAA has also seen what's known as "regulatory capture": Cozy relationships with Boeing, for example, helped problems with the 737 Max escape notice until a pair of fatal crashes abroad in 2018 and 2019.

More recently, the FAA abruptly closed the El Paso, Texas, airport in a standoff with the Defense Department over laser weaponry. The FAA appears to have made the move as a desperate step after its safety worries weren't taken seriously. The ploy worked: The FAA drew attention to its concerns and the airport reopened, but in any functional administration, this would have been resolved behind closed doors much earlier.

When an Army helicopter and an American Airlines jet collided near Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport last January, President Trump immediately jumped to blame DEI, a claim as nonsensical as it was repellent. Following multiple investigations, the FAA has changed some rules to prevent a similar incident, but Congress couldn't agree on an air-safety bill that offered broader fixes.

A different sort of political dysfunction has snarled passenger experiences. TSA is charged with keeping travelers safe not from aviation failures but from threats of violence. While its approach has often been more security theater than essential, as Atlantic editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg reported in 2008, some screening is necessary. But DHS is unable to pay agents for this work because of the partial shutdown. Following the killings of Renee Good and Alex Pretti in Minneapolis, Democrats have demanded reforms in exchange for funding the department, and neither they nor Trump have been willing to budge. TSA agents, who are not well paid in the first place, have not received paychecks since February, and the situation seems to have hit a breaking point in the past few days. (Some airports have begged people to donate gift cards or food for TSA agents.)

Over the weekend, Trump said that he would "move our brilliant and patriotic ICE Agents to the Airports where they will do Security like no one has ever seen before, including the immediate arrest of all Illegal Immigrants who have come into our Country, with heavy emphasis on those from Somalia." (DHS has moved funds so that ICE agents, unlike TSA, are being paid.) Administration "border czar" Tom Homan has since said that ICE won't be doing screening but will take on other, unspecified roles. The administration has insisted that border security is an emergency, so pulling agents off their jobs to do something else seems odd. More broadly, the administration is deploying ICE agents outside of their training in a dubious attempt to ease a political crisis created by ICE agents who had been deployed outside of their standard role in Minnesota. (Trump said today that he would deploy the National Guard to assist if ICE agents could not alleviate wait times.)

The ICE deployment is a particularly extreme example of what the political scientist Steven M. Teles has dubbed "kludgeocracy," in which the government reaches for short-term, improvised solutions while resisting real reform. "'Clumsy but temporarily effective,'" Teles has written, "also describes much of American public policy. For any particular problem we have arrived at the most gerry-rigged, opaque and complicated response." The U.S. aviation system has been held together by such patches for years, but the kludges may finally be failing.
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The Provocation of <em>The Pitt</em>

Plus: four new books to look out for, a children's show for adults, and other culture and entertainment recommendations

by Josh Tyrangiel

Sun, 22 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.


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Josh Tyrangiel, a staff writer who has written about how America isn't ready for what AI will do to the job market and Anthony Weiner's comeback attempt in New York.

Josh has too many great cultural recommendations to count, but I'll give it a go. Some highlights include: The Pitt, Bluey, a two-minute segment in No Country for Old Men, one book about bear maulings, two bands that "sound best when they're furious," and three upcoming movies to look out for.

-- Stephanie Bai, senior associate editor





The television show I'm most enjoying right now: The Pitt. Smart, skilled, hardworking people gracefully put up with all manner of tragedy, stupidity, and institutional rot. I'm not a huge fan of 'Intubate now!'-type dialogue, but the producers are pulling off something really provocative--using brief scenes of competence and compassion to demonstrate that complex systems can actually be stewarded by serious adults. Oh, to live in that kind of world. [Related: The Pitt is a brilliant portrait of American failure.]

The upcoming events I'm most looking forward to: Christopher Nolan's adaptation of The Odyssey is going to be 14 hours long with eight confusing leaps through space and time, and end with Michael Caine in a kitchen in Coventry, but count me in. Steven Soderbergh's art-forgery movie looks cool, as does Digger, the indecipherable Tom Cruise-Alejandro Inarritu thing. I'm excited to read Jodi Kantor's How to Start, Patrick Radden Keefe's London Falling, Ben Lerner's Transcription, and Siri Hustvedt's memoir Ghost Stories. I'm also ready for anyone other than me and my editor to read AI for Good, the book I wrote, out May 12.

An actor I would watch in anything: Tommy Lee Jones. His two-minute voice-over at the start of No Country for Old Men is one of the best performances of the past 20 years.

A piece of journalism that recently changed my perspective on something: I write a lot about tech and AI, so I read a lot about tech and AI. And I'm very impressed by the way people such as Kevin Roose and my colleague Charlie Warzel can report on key technological developments and offer effective--and persuasive--storytelling about what they mean for humanity. They constantly have me reexamining the things I thought I was certain about.

A piece of entertainment that recently changed my perspective on journalism: Pablo Torre Finds Out is a podcast that takes investigative sports reporting very seriously--the show has broken more big stories than almost any other sports outlet in the past year. But the way the show reveals its findings--through shots of Pablo's friends swinging by and unveiling leaked documents in manila folders, or Zapruder-level deconstructions of Bill Belichick videos--is self-mocking and deeply funny. The trick, and what makes the show special, is that the absurdity somehow heightens the very real, very consequential reporting at its core. [Related: Pablo Torre on billionaire sportswashers and YouTube unboxing videos]

A quiet song that I love, and a loud song that I love: I'm embarrassed that I don't have anything recent to share, but I've reached the age where a Coachella poster is like an eye chart: I'm lucky if I recognize anything below the second line. Bob Dylan's "Mississippi" (released in his Tell Tale Signs: The Bootleg Series Vol. 8 album) is a quiet song that wanders along with no particular place to get to and no change in its dynamics until you get to the end and realize, Dammit, he did it again. For noise, it's tough to beat "One More Hour," by Sleater-Kinney, or "Seek & Destroy," by Metallica, two bands that know how to play loud and clean, with singers who sound best when they're furious.

Best novel I've recently read, and the best work of nonfiction: I was a little nervous about Ian McEwan's What We Can Know, but he's still got his fastball. Like all novels that try to be about everything--climate apocalypse, history, academic pettiness, buried treasure--it can get a little shaggy in places, but the sentences and the tension are always under control.

My cousin and I share a love of folksy books about bear encounters, and Alaska Bear Tales is the "best" of this extremely narrow and gross nonfiction genre. It's just a collection of vignettes in which every story ends with either disfigurement ("With practice I know that I will eventually be able to make my prosthetic devices ... do many of the things my hands did for me before") or death. None of it's fact-checked, and there are no morals or character development. It's like a sick joke told over and over again that becomes funnier each time--the same punch line from different bears.

An author I will read anything by: Tessa Hadley, Rachel Kushner, Jennifer Egan, Patricia Lockwood, Ben Lerner, John Lanchester, Geoff Dyer. There are a lot of geniuses out there.

A recent favorite story in The Atlantic: Robert F. Worth's "The Fall of the House of Assad." The whole thing is riveting, but the No, no, no, that can't be moment is when one of Worth's sources reveals that, as the war in Gaza began and Iran and Russia suspected that Syrian President Bashar al-Assad was leaking information to the Israeli government, Assad was oblivious to the peril of his situation. Because he was spending most of his time playing Candy Crush.

Something delightful introduced to me by a kid in my life: Nonparents are probably exhausted by people freaking out over how great Bluey is, but the rave reviews still kind of undersell it. Kids can sense when things are made with care by people who care; even as my 8-year-old ages out of her prime Bluey years, she still locks in on each short episode with a rare kind of delight. It's cliche, but I love the satisfaction she gets from feeling so seen. Also, the show is genuinely funny. [Related: The surprisingly mature lessons of Bluey]

The last museum or gallery show that I loved: Museum experiences are weird because they're inextricable from the location of the museum, the crowd that day, your memory of the weather. But I was recently in Baltimore, my hometown, to take my dad to a doctor's visit. On the way back to the train station, I scheduled a quick stop at the Baltimore Museum of Art, which swooped in to stage Amy Sherald: American Sublime in November, when the Smithsonian clutched its pearls at Sherald's painting of a trans Statue of Liberty. It was a cold, clear day. The gallery hummed with the ideal number and mix of people--reverent Sherald fans, art students in statement glasses, and little kids rushing up to the massive canvases and screaming in delight. It was life-affirming in ways I wish all museum visits could be.

Something I recently rewatched, reread, or otherwise revisited: Rewatched: Fleabag Season 2, Episode 6. I remembered it as a perfect 25 minutes of television, and maybe the most satisfying finale of any series; upon rewatching, I can confirm this is true. Reread: I hadn't attempted Anna Karenina since high school, and it's so entertaining and gorgeous that I wonder how Tolstoy's contemporaries motivated themselves to get out of bed. Revisited: the Atlantic Ocean. It's a very good ocean. Top four. [Related: Eight perfect episodes of TV]

An online creator that I'm a fan of: Jacques Pepin is 90, and every week, he posts a short cooking video from his home kitchen. It's rarely fancy, but it's lovely to see someone so good at two hard things--teaching and cooking--doing both with nonchalance. Pepin's memoir is a sneaky pleasure, too.

The last debate I had about culture: It was about Heated Rivalry. My unpopular opinion and I were basically chased out of the room.

A good recommendation I recently received: Don't tell people that Heated Rivalry is hockey without the hockey and porn without the porn.





Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	What 100 million volts do to the body and mind
 	Friendship, on demand
 	Will small businesses get their money back?




The Week Ahead

	Forbidden Fruits, a dark comedy about mall employees in a secret witch cult (out Friday in theaters)
 	Who Needs Friends, a memoir by Andrew McCarthy about the friendship crisis faced by American men (out Tuesday)
 	Season 5 of For All Mankind, a science-fiction drama series about space exploration (out Friday on Apple TV+)




Essay


Illustration by Camille Deschiens



The Basic Drive That Humans Might Be Losing

By Anna Louie Sussman

After a newspaper profile of the "looksmaxxing" influencer Braden Peters, otherwise known as Clavicular, went viral last month, many critics focused on how divorced his nihilistic quest for beauty--he'd call it "sexual market value"--was from any pursuit of women, relationships, or even sex. I was especially flummoxed by this sad man because I had just immersed myself in The Intimate Animal, a new book by the evolutionary biologist Justin R. Garcia on intimacy's starring role in perpetuating our species. From an evolutionary perspective, the handsome, muscle-bound Clavicular is, by his own accounting, a dud: He suspects that the testosterone-replacement therapy he takes to appear more manly has decimated his fertility, and in any case, he considers sex a waste of time, telling the reporter that it "is going to gain me nothing."


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The horseshoe theory of polyamory
 	The forgotten female pilots of World War II
 	What we lost when we lost rom-coms
 	Girls' sports are getting more physical.
 	The Seinfeld theory of fiction
 	What are the Oscars for, if not this?






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	Donald Trump is nothing like Robert Mueller.
 	Why does Cory Booker think this time will be different?
 	Anne Applebaum: Everyone but Trump understands what he's done.




Photo Album


Thousands of snow geese and greater white-fronted geese have begun their spring migration in Missouri. (Jerry Mennenga / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)



Explore recent images of our fine feathered friends at work and at play in the warming Northern Hemisphere.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

Play our daily crossword.

Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Why Some Men Struggle to Keep Up With Friendships

And how to reimagine those bonds

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 21 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.


When Andrew McCarthy's 21-year-old son turned to him and asked, "You don't really have any friends, do you, Dad?" McCarthy had to stop and think. He had friends--at least he thought he did--but he saw and heard from them so infrequently that he started to wonder if they still counted as his friends. He asked himself: "What did I get from my friends, and what did I have to offer them?" The question set him on a mission to reconnect with a handful of his male friends, and it wasn't as easy as he'd hoped.

"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," McCarthy writes. Friendships are hard to maintain as work, family, and life demands set in, but the social stigma that some men face when opening up and being vulnerable can make things even harder. Today's newsletter explores the struggles of male friendship and how to reimagine those bonds.



On Male Friendship

Are They Still Your Friends if You Never See Them?

By Andrew McCarthy

The friendship crisis of American men


Read the article.

How the Passionate Male Friendship Died

By Tiffany Watt Smith

The "perfect" platonic bond used to be between two men. What happened?


Read the article.

The Agony of Texting With Men

By Matthew Schnipper

Many guys are bad at messaging their friends back--and it might be making them more lonely.


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	An unlikely model for male friendship: Beneath the hijinks and lewdness, the show Dave charts how real vulnerability is essential to male bonding, Oliver Munday wrote in 2023.
 	The friend-group fallacy: Many people yearn for a crew, but having one is not actually the norm.




Other Diversions

	What we lost when we lost rom-coms
 	To get happier, make yourself smaller.
 	There's only one reason to cold plunge.




PS


Courtesy of Cindy G.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Cindy G. sent this photo of a sunrise in Bucksport, Maine.

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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Some Divorce Trends That Aren't Leaving Your Partner Mid-Hike

Inspired by the "Alpine Divorce"

by Alexandra Petri

Sat, 21 Mar 2026




This is a trend? The Alpine Divorce? When a man abandons his girlfriend and his relationship mid-hike? This sounds like a cutesy name for something genuinely alarming! Here are some other trends that might be coming next.

Alpine Divorce, Hannibal Edition: When you leave your significant other in the Alps on foot but you yourself ride across them on an elephant.

Catiline Divorce: When you end your relationship by constantly denouncing your significant other for conspiring to overthrow the consuls.

Madeline Divorce: When you end your relationship by getting an appendectomy suddenly in the middle of the night with the assistance of Miss Clavel.

Feline Divorce: When you end your relationship by spitting a hair ball onto your significant other, devouring his favorite fern, and shredding the drapes with your claws.

Equine Divorce: When you end your relationship by pretending to sail home for Greece, leaving in your stead an enormous wooden horse. What's inside? Probably nothing!

Vine Divorce: When you end your relationship via a seven-second video loop.

Valjean Divorce: When you end your relationship by stealing some bread, being sentenced to the galleys, breaking your parole, and living under an assumed name for 20 years.

Arctic Divorce: When you end your relationship by leaving your significant other warmly ensconced in the tent, announcing, "I am going outside and may be some time."

Maritime Divorce: When you end your relationship by going to sea in pursuit of the white whale that has eluded you all this time.

Bovine Divorce: When you end your relationship by tipping a cow onto your significant other.

Lupine Divorce: When you end your relationship by leaving your significant other to the wolves.

Cisalpine Divorce: When you end your relationship by leaving your significant other on the Alps, but on the same side of the Alps.

Sweet Caroline Divorce: When you end your relationship by leaving your significant other in the Alps with nothing but a complete six-CD set of Neil Diamond's greatest hits.

Palpatine Divorce: When, somehow, Palpatine returns, and this ends your relationship.

Punch-Line Divorce: When you end your relationship with just the setup.
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The State That Decided to Topple a Political Giant

Phil Berger has been the most powerful person in North Carolina for 15 years. That wasn't enough to save him from voters' anger at incumbents and legalized gambling.

by David A. Graham

Fri, 20 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.

To national audiences, the news that a North Carolina state senator had apparently lost a Republican primary race by two--yes, two--votes seemed like one of those quirky election stories that come around every year, such as when the mayor of Boca Raton, Florida, recently won by five votes.

But in North Carolina, where I live, it was an earthquake. State Senate President Pro Tempore Phil Berger has been the most powerful person in the state for years, through both Republican and Democratic governors. Like former House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, he is the kind of politician whom opponents detest yet begrudgingly recognize for their effectiveness. But Berger appears to have been ousted by Sam Page, the sheriff of Rockingham County, which makes up most of the contested district. With provisional ballots counted, Page's lead grew to 23 votes out of some 26,000 cast. An initial machine recount completed this week didn't change the tally, but Berger asked today for a partial hand recount.

Page overcame a series of disadvantages: Berger and his allies spent about $10 million; Page raised less than $100,000. Berger had the endorsement of Donald Trump and a long record of delivering conservative policy and local benefits. (In another sign of how pervasive Berger's influence is, a member of the State Board of Elections, which will oversee a recount, was forced to resign amid questions about his close ties to Berger.) Beyond the tight margin, the dynamics of Berger's loss seem relevant to national politics in two ways: the power of anti-incumbent sentiment and the contested status of gambling in modern America.

Berger has led the state Senate since Republicans recaptured it in the 2010 elections, and although he hasn't always gotten his way--former Governor Roy Cooper eventually won a fight over expanding Medicaid under the Affordable Care Act, for example--he has over time remade North Carolina as a national laboratory for conservative policy. Berger has slashed taxes, installed conservative figures atop the state university system, reversed progressive laws, and stripped powers from Democratic governors. Berger's son and namesake is a justice on the deeply polarized state supreme court, from which he has helped advance his father's political agenda. Whereas Berger's former counterparts in the state House, Thom Tillis and Tim Moore, have moved on to the U.S. Senate and House respectively, he has stayed put in Raleigh. After all, why would he want to take a step down in power?

Berger may dominate North Carolina politics, but this is not the same as being the most popular politician in the state. Berger has never won statewide office, and instead relies on a map that Republicans have ruthlessly gerrymandered to keep him atop the senate. But he has also never sought much attention. I once ended an interview with Berger with the standard reporter's question asking if he wanted to add anything. He politely declined. "I've had a practice since long ago that if you ask me a question, I'll answer your question, but I generally don't know that that does me any good," he told me.

His answer has stuck with me ever since as an encapsulation of his quiet approach. When the GOP succeeded in passing a major bill, his skilled press office would make sure that the senators who sponsored it got the attention, which no doubt helped build relationships inside this caucus--thus enabling more successes later. This approach meant Berger notched a long list of policy wins, but he didn't necessarily win much affection with the general public.

Page, Berger's challenger, has been the sheriff in Rockingham County (which is in central North Carolina, on the Virginia border) since 1998. With his trademark cowboy hats, he's a visible and large personality. The race wasn't strictly ideological. Page is also very conservative and MAGA-oriented, and he's no good-governance activist. His tenure as sheriff has been beset by scandal, as Berger reminded voters in campaign ads. Even as preelection polls suggested a close race, I was skeptical. Polling in small races like this is frequently unreliable. And besides, I thought, Phil Berger wasn't going to lose.

The immediate cause for Berger's defeat seems to have been a bad bet on a casino. Legalized gambling has swept the nation, as my colleague McKay Coppins writes in our April cover story, and that includes North Carolina, where I am blanketed with ads for sportsbooks. But signs of backlash have begun to gather, both nationally and at the grassroots level. In 2023, Berger attempted to pass a law establishing four casinos, including one in Rockingham. A prospective operator had already bought 187 acres in Rockingham and contributed generously to Berger and his allies' campaigns. The effort failed amid opposition from social conservatives in the area--led by Sam Page, who railed against a range of efforts to legalize gambling.

More broadly, Berger fell victim to another national dynamic: fury at incumbents. The past few years have been bad times for leaders in power, who keep getting beaten in general elections, but both parties have also seen internal revolts against their existing leadership. Democrats belatedly forced Joe Biden out of the 2024 race; Mitch McConnell finds himself the villain of the GOP primary to replace him; Chuck Schumer can hear footsteps behind him; even the hard-line Mike Johnson has critics who deem him a squish.

Berger delivered a long list of right-wing wins over the years, but many voters either don't remember, don't like the results, or don't care. "He's been in power so long, he's become almost an emblem of the Republican political establishment," Carter Wrenn, a veteran GOP operative, told The Assembly. "And that's not popular anymore."

If Page claims the seat when the race is certified on March 25, he will just be another senator, and his lack of experience suggests that he'll be nowhere near as effective at delivering on conservative policy as Berger, but he will better reflect his constituents' attitude on gambling and their mood overall. Like their counterparts around the country, North Carolina voters--at least a bare majority of them--decided that was more important to them than policy gains right now.

Related:

	McKay Coppins: My year as a degenerate gambler 
 	Why everyone thinks their government has failed




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The incredible story of the cartel Olympics
 	Tom Nichols: Trump had no Plan B for Iran.
 	The hostile corporate takeover of an entire country
 	Iran might use its economic-doomsday option.






Today's News

	The White House released new guidelines on AI and said it will work with Congress to turn them into federal legislation that could override state laws. The proposal includes measures on data centers, workforce training, property rights, and child protections.
 	The Pentagon is sending three warships and 2,200 to 2,500 additional Marines to the Middle East, according to U.S. officials. The deployment comes days after another major Marine movement to the region and despite President Trump saying that he has no plans to put American troops "anywhere" for now.
 	The Senate failed for a fifth time to advance a bill funding the Department of Homeland Security, prolonging a shutdown that has left thousands of federal workers without pay and caused disruptions at airports.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Boris Kachka on Gary Shteyngart's search for a Nobel laureate in Cape Town.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



The Hypocrisy at the Heart of the AI Industry

By Alex Reisner

In April 2024, Eric Schmidt, the former Google CEO and a current AI evangelist, gave a closed-door lecture to a group of Stanford students. If these young people hoped to be Silicon Valley entrepreneurs, Schmidt explained, then they should be prepared to breach some ethical boundaries.
 At that point, 19 lawsuits had been filed against generative-AI companies for copyright infringement, alleging that Anthropic, OpenAI, and others had stolen books and other media to train their generative models. Yet Schmidt told the students to go ahead and download whatever they need to build an accurate "test" version of their AI product. If the product takes off, "then you hire a whole bunch of lawyers to go clean the mess up," he said. "If nobody uses your product, then it doesn't matter that you stole all the content."


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Trump prepares to honor a frenemy.
 	The dethroning of Cesar Chavez
 	The slow, then sudden, death of the hawkish Democrat
 	A serious Senate debate about an unserious bill
 	Alexandra Petri: "We'd be winning this war if it weren't for your coverage."
 	The homicide upending French politics




Culture Break


Illustration by Lucy Naland. Sources: Sabrina Lantos / HBO Max; Getty.



Explore. Sophie Gilbert examines what we lost when we lost rom-coms.

Read. A recently published book casts doubt on the composer Stephen Sondheim's insistence that his enduring musicals were never autobiographical, David Hajdu writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What Very Different Places Have in Common

Gary Shteyngart finds the universal in Cape Town.

by Boris Kachka

Fri, 20 Mar 2026




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


At a recent event, the novelist Marlon James was asked to name a book by another author that he wished he'd written. He picked Dogeaters, Jessica Hagedorn's 1990 novel about the Philippines. Although it is set in Manila during the rule of Ferdinand Marcos, James couldn't help thinking of Jamaica, the country he grew up in, as he read it. "I thought: She knows Kingston," he said. What he meant was that her book helped him better see the beauty, thrum, and chaos of the Jamaican capital, which would become the setting for his Booker Prize-winning novel, A Brief History of Seven Killings. Gary Shteyngart made a similar discovery about the slipperiness of literary inspiration when he traveled to Cape Town, South Africa, for The Atlantic, seeking traces of the Nobel Prize-winning author J. M. Coetzee. He was hunting for clues to decipher the author's parable-like novels in the homes Coetzee had lived in and the streets he had walked--but Shteyngart learned more from discovering what the author chose to leave out.

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

	The Seinfeld theory of fiction
 	The basic drive that humans might be losing
 	A new direction for the trans novel
 	The college-educated working class
 	The last days of Franco


Shteyngart's article is the latest in The Atlantic's series "The Writer's Way," in which journalists and novelists follow the trails of beloved authors in the places that formed their work. Though previous essays in the series have focused on novels that vividly evoke their settings, Shteyngart's task was different, because of Coetzee's elliptical descriptions of the city where he grew up. The author, whose novels span South Africa's transition from brutal apartheid to reconciliation, deliberately blurred the details of neighborhoods, people, and even the one characteristic that determined roles and rights in apartheid-era South Africa: race. Readers are often left to imagine what group a particular character belongs to, what era the story is set in, or which factions are warring over his mythic or apocalyptic landscapes. One scholar told Shteyngart that Coetzee's impressions were filtered through a "ripple in the glass," obscuring the details that tend to anchor realist novels.

Coetzee, who moved to Australia in 2002, a year before he became the second South African Nobel laureate, has also written about other places--and also portrayed them through ripples in the glass. What links all the novels is that, though they are written by a white, anti-apartheid South African, they are about how people treat one another everywhere. My favorite example is among his most enigmatic books. Waiting for the Barbarians, published in 1980, is frequently read as a critique of colonialism and, more specifically, of his home country in the apartheid era. But the work contains virtually no clues about its setting; we know only that the magistrate narrating the story oversees a colonial outpost many hundreds of miles away from the center of an empire. We might be on the far outskirts of overstretched Rome or deep in Russian-occupied Mongolia. Any reader of history could name a dozen regimes that contained the same human forces Coetzee chronicles: corruption, cruelty, hubris, greed, and the occasional act of moral heroism.

The main character becomes disillusioned as imperial soldiers, fearing an imminent invasion of their garrison, begin planning an offensive against the local "barbarians." As reinforcements arrive from the capital, instituting a brutal new order and subjugating the native population, a key irony emerges: The empire's special forces act far more barbarous than any enemy seen in the book. When the narrator resists the new colonel and becomes yet another victim of the government, the parallel to South Africa's long struggle for equality and justice becomes clear. But what makes this a great novel--and what makes Coetzee a great novelist--is that it is not tied to any one place. It is about what humans do to one another, across history and across the world, and what it means to hope that this state of being might one day change.




Kent Andreasen for The Atlantic



The City Where Coetzee Is God

By Gary Shteyngart

Searching for the Nobel laureate in Cape Town, the city he left behind

Read the full article.



What to Read

Clutch, by Emily Nemens

The five women at the center of Nemens's second novel--Carson, Gregg, Hillary, Bella, and Reba--have just turned 40. In the months after a celebratory weekend getaway to Palm Springs, middle age hits hard; each friend sees her life either begin to fall apart or finally coalesce. Each comes from a different background: Carson is a Brooklyn-based writer finishing her highly personal second novel, Gregg is a feminist politician in Austin, Hillary is a doctor in Chicago whose husband struggles with addiction, Bella is an ambitious Manhattan-based litigator in a teetering marriage, and Reba has recently left the corporate world and is facing infertility. But the questions they ask themselves and one another concerning the arcs of relationships, the experiences of motherhood, and the difficulties of having careers feel universal. Like Mary McCarthy's The Group, Rona Jaffe's The Best of Everything, and even top-tier Sex and the City episodes, this story casts a smart, sociological eye on ambitious American women's experiences while also being a compulsive page-turner.  -- Rhian Sasseen

From our list: Six books that simply must be talked about





Out Next Week

? Darkology: Blackface and the American Way of Entertainment, by Rhae Lynn Barnes

? Open Space: From Earth to Eternity--The Global Race to Explore and Conquer the Cosmos, by David Ariosto

? A Beautiful Loan, by Mary Costello



Your Weekend Read


Keith Vaughn / Christies Images / Bridgeman Images



Are They Still Your Friends if You Never See Them?

By Andrew McCarthy

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.

Read the full article.





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


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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We'd Be Winning This War if It Weren't for Your Coverage

Clap! Why don't you clap?

by Alexandra Petri

Fri, 20 Mar 2026




Dear Media:

There is no other way of putting this. The Fake News's contumacious insistence on reporting what is actually happening in Iran rather than what Donald Trump would prefer was happening is setting back the war effort. So we at the FCC would like to provide you with some suggestions for updating your coverage. This is not a threat. However, please remember that we are in the process of consolidating every media company under the control of a man with a named boat who hates all the programming and has preemptively given Donald Trump his kidney, "just in case it ever comes in handy."

War in Iran: Was won last week, and any statements to the contrary are harmful to the troops. These include but are not limited to: pictures of the conflict, neutral tallies of casualties, interviews with people who claim to have knowledge of events in Iran prior to the year 1979, and questions directed to the president about his own past statements. Any mention of previous wars that people thought would be "easy" and "quick" and "relatively bloodless" and "not a quagmire," including but not limited to Vietnam, the American Civil War, and World War I, are also frowned upon, especially if you make them where the troops can hear. If we wanted people to know history, we wouldn't have removed it from every national park and museum. History is just a set of unpleasant facts designed to make people feel unhappy when they look at Mount Rushmore.

The Pentagon: No, you aren't allowed back there! You will just make everyone feel bad with your questions about so-called plans and long-range strategy. A warrior has no plans. A warrior strikes without hesitation, fangs at the ready; a warrior knows nothing of the "rules of engagement"; a brief rattle of the warrior's long, scaly tail is all the warning a warrior gives. No, hang on; I may be thinking of rattlesnakes.

The Crab: Please stop asking questions about the $2 million that the Department of War has spent on crab in September alone. This is tactical crab; they are using it to make allies with a Terrible Thing in the Deep Sea that will be helping us to de-mine the Strait of Hormuz, if we can just figure out how to communicate with it. That will really show our so-called allies!

The Piano: Please stop asking questions about the $98,000 grand piano the Department of War purchased for the Air Force chief of staff's home. This is a tactical piano, for soothing the Terrible Thing in the Deep Sea. It loves the vibrations.

The Lobster: Please stop asking questions about the $6.9 million of lobster tails also in September. Those were for Pete Hegseth, just because.

The Bones: Stop asking what the president meant when he said that the war would end "when I feel it, feel it in my bones." That speaks for itself.

Policy for Photos and Video About Conflict: In lieu of photos or video showing how the conflict is going, please substitute an oil painting by John McLaughlin in which Donald Trump blesses an oil tanker so that it can sail through the Strait of Hormuz unharmed while a weeping Jesus shines a bright light on him. This will help.

The Girls' School That They Are Saying We Bombed: This should not even have been mentioned in these guidelines.

Casualties: If you would stop reporting on them, we wouldn't be having these problems! At least fix the headlines, substituting positive takes like "More Comrades Now Available to Greet Warrior Pete Hegseth When He Arrives in Valhalla" or "War Creates More Appropriate Occasions for President Trump to Wear His Favorite Hat."

The President: He is in the peak of health, mental and physical. If he is able to pierce the veil of time and memory and commune with presidents who have regrets about not attacking Iran, but not living presidents, that is a feature, not a bug. A president who is in close communication with Andrew Jackson's ghost is one at the height of his powers!

Declaration of War: Not necessary. Anything that makes the president feel an inkling of doubt or accountability could be fatal to the troops! It is his mind alone that makes everything work, and you are all making him feel very bad! Clap! Why don't you clap?

If you have any further concerns, please, direct them to me!

LYLAS,

Brendan
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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 demand. 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
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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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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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