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Who Gets to Block the Sun?

Stardust sold geoengineering to investors. Now it needs to sell it to the public.

by Alexander C. Kaufman

Thu, 02 Apr 2026




The world's first major private geoengineering start-up must have known it'd have skeptics. The basic premise--dimming the sun to artificially cool the planet--has been called reckless by scientists and climate advocates; military analysts have said it has real security risks. (Don't even get conspiracy theorists started.) Still, Stardust Solutions, an American-Israeli company planning to build a solar-reflecting system in the next few years, has enough fans that it raised $60 million in 2025. Now it's trying to bring around the public and ease concerns over a technology for which its founders would prefer there wasn't any conceivable global need.



For years, solar-geoengineering research has focused on sulfate aerosols that effectively mimic the impact of volcanic eruptions. Because the cooling effects of volcanoes are well studied, the problems that could arise from spraying sulfur into the atmosphere are also well understood: They include damage to the Earth's ozone layer and acid rain. Stardust claims to have invented a unique particle that avoids those issues while matching the reflective powers of sulfur.



This week, Stardust is planning to release two documents that it hopes will help alleviate any fears over its next steps. (The company shared both with me in advance of their release.) The first is four pages of "guiding principles," explaining why the company sees research into solar-radiation modification, or SRM, as essential. The second document outlines a 14-page framework for safely deploying it outdoors.



The documents are grand in their language and intricate in details. But neither document addresses the two key questions facing this initiative: What kind of particle does Stardust want to inject into the atmosphere, and why should a private company be trusted to control a planet-altering technology?



In its guiding principles, Stardust makes an argument for geoengineering that has quickly gained traction in the past couple of years among scientists and even environmentalists. Few advocate the use of geoengineering--right now at least. But as record heat waves turn deadly and polar ice melt threatens to set off uncontrollable natural cycles, a growing consensus is emerging that the technology needs to be at least studied. In that vein, the company stresses in the memo that "Stardust is pursuing R&D, not deployment." Researching the technology now, it argues, is "essential for any future informed decision-making by governments on whether - and, if so, how - to deploy SRM." The principles also promise that Stardust will be cautious and "committed to avoiding environmental harm" as it begins to test its technology this year, and that it will release its data, methods, and results, "including unfavorable ones," in "a timely manner, following appropriate scientific validation."



The framework in the second document focuses on testing. As a field, although admittedly a small one, geoengineering's testing strategy has hitherto erred on the side of asking for forgiveness, not permission: In 2012, for instance, a U.S. businessman conducted an experiment that allegedly violated United Nations rules and involved dumping iron sulfate off Canada's west coast in a bid to speed up carbon absorption. Ten years later, a start-up carried out a rogue experiment in Mexico, sending two weather balloons filled with sulfur dioxide and helium into the air. Stardust told me it has no outdoor tests planned and that it will not conduct any until relevant regulations are established; its framework proposes extensive laboratory testing and computer modeling before beginning small-scale testing that they will "tightly monitor," eventually scaling up to dispersing the particles across a wider area.



Still, "it's just a framework," without any specifics on research plans, Holly Jean Buck, a University at Buffalo researcher whose book After Geoengineering spells out potential benefits of this type of technology, told me. "Frameworks are everywhere in academia," she said. Likewise, after I reviewed the details of the documents with her, she said that "the guiding principles just seem like generic things that the research community has been talking about."



The most obvious details missing from the documents are any information about Stardust's proprietary particle. "None of us knows what they are hoping to put into the stratosphere--for a profit," Cynthia Scharf, a senior fellow at the Brussels-based Centre for Future Generations who studies geoengineering, told me. Rather, she said, the new documents "repeat blithe paeans to transparency, safety, and informed governance."



Yanai Yedvab, Stardust's CEO and a former nuclear scientist, told me that Stardust plans to unveil its particle "in the coming months." And he insists the company wants to be regulated. I asked him what industry or company might compare to Stardust and its model--weapons production, for instance? Raytheon, after all, does not decide whether or where to fire Tomahawk cruise missiles; the use of massively destructive weapons is constrained, to some degree, by the types of international agreements that might govern geoengineering.



Yedvab offered an alternative: pharmaceutical companies, which are often funded by and work in partnership with governments, but which also work under strict regulation. "You'd never believe a pharmaceutical company telling you that a cure for cancer is safe," he said. "You have, for this, the regulators and independent bodies."



But right now, at least in the U.S., no obvious agency could act as the Food and Drug Administration for geoengineering. And Stardust is already trying to shape whatever regulatory environment it might face. In November, the environmental newswire E&E News reported that the company had hired the lobbying powerhouse Holland & Knight to begin "informing members of Congress about our work and the need for appropriate and robust oversight" of its research, Yedvab said in a statement at the time. (The lobbying shop had failed to publicly disclose its work for Stardust due to what it said was a clerical error.)



In its new guiding principles, too, Stardust forswears working with "entities likely to engage in irresponsible" activities with its technologies and argues that potential deployment "should only take place through credible and informed international decision-making." Ultimately, the company envisions selling its services exclusively to national governments or international bodies, such as a United Nations agency. "We expect and hope that governments will come together in a few years to allow international decision making on SRM, much as they did with the Montreal Protocol," Yedvab told me, referring to the 1987 treaty to phase out use of the chemicals causing a hole in the Earth's ozone layer.



As a business strategy, it's necessarily unusual. A global project to spray aerosols into the atmosphere could not have competition without unpredictable and potentially disastrous results. Who exactly might its customers be? Perhaps the U.S. and China, together, through some UN partnership; perhaps a middle power, such as Brazil or India, could buy Stardust's intellectual property and engage the UN in some kind of global effort. Smaller countries already facing some of the worst effects of climate change, such as Ghana, recently started openly calling for access to their own geoengineering solutions. If governments don't buy into Stardust's technology, the company's work could at the very least underscore how little progress governments themselves are making.



Certainly, private industry is producing some of the most powerful breakthroughs of our age: reusable commercial rockets, deep-ocean mining, chemistry that generates clean water from thin air, AI. Stardust could end up inventing a tool that wins over the public with transparent science and practices that prioritize public good. It could also be the West's best bet to maintain its lead over a technology that could offer humanity one of its most profound instruments to reshape the world, given that China has so far made only modest research efforts.



Once we start geoengineering, though, stopping may be difficult. Scientists and green groups have come around to the idea of researching these technologies more because of concerns over the failure of decarbonization efforts than a bullishness on geoengineering. Yedvab echoes the ideas of the emerging middle ground, that geoengineering might buy the world time to build enough nuclear reactors, solar panels, and carbon-capture projects to avoid reaching calamitous levels of heat. But he also told me that he sees geoengineering as a way to keep the standard of living we have now. This technology will "allow people to live more or less the life they aspire to live, the life they're used to living," he said. "We want to make sure our children will live in a world where they don't suffer the horrors of climate change. While this is not the only tool and we should have the full portfolio, I think it's a unique tool that enables you to hold both sides at once."



For how long? If the world's governments do use geoengineering to slow-walk a transition from fossil fuels--as critics of the technology fear--the world could be locked into decades or even centuries of spraying the atmosphere to maintain the habitability of our planet. All the while, we could end up paying private companies for that privilege. But the costs of not having some kind of insurance policy against runaway warming could be even higher.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2026/04/stardust-solar-radiation-management/686664/?utm_source=feed
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Hitler's Edifice Complex

He was obsessed with adding an expensive new wing to the Reich Chancellery, part of his grandiose architectural ambitions for the nation's capital

by Timothy W. Ryback

Thu, 02 Apr 2026




He wanted it big. He wanted lots of gold, lots of marble. He wanted visitors awestruck by his architectural expansion of the country's symbolic seat of power. "They should sense the strength and grandeur of the German Reich as they walk from the entrance to the reception hall," Adolf Hitler told his chief architect, Albert Speer, outlining his plans for an extension to the old Reich chancellery, at Wilhelmstrasse 77 in Berlin.

The new annex, connected to the chancellery by a marble corridor hung with crystal chandeliers, was part of Hitler's ambitious plans to align the Berlin cityscape with his vision for the future of the country. Hitler wanted a Triumphbogen, a triumphal arch, twice the size of the Arc de Triomphe in Paris. He wanted an "Avenue of Splendor" for military parades. "The Champs-Elysees is a hundred meters wide," Hitler told Speer. "We will make our avenue twenty meters wider." A planned Volkshalle was to accommodate 180,000. The Eiffel Tower could fit beneath its cupola. This "Hall of the People" was to be topped by the largest swastika on Earth. Berlin itself was to be rechristened as Weltstadt Germania, "Capital of the World."

Speer embellished these extravagantly outsized "Hitler branded designs"--Entwurfe Hitlerscher Pragung--with fascistic flourishes: bundled reeds, or fasces; spread-winged eagles; and enormous twisted crosses. In 1938, when Andre Francois Poncet, the French ambassador to Berlin, visited Hitler at the Berghof, the Nazi leader's Alpine retreat outside Berchtesgaden, he was led through a "gallery of Roman pillars" to an "immense glassed-in rotunda" with a dramatic view that gave one the impression of being suspended in the air. "Was this edifice the work of a normal mind," Francois-Poncet wondered in his memoirs, "or of one tormented by megalomania and haunted by visions of domination?"

Hitler's interest in architecture originated in his teenage years when, as an aspiring artist, he applied to the Academia of Arts in Vienna, only to be rejected and informed that his real talent, such as it was, lay in architecture rather than painting. Of the several hundred surviving sketches and paintings from Hitler's years as a struggling artist, 80 to 90 percent are of physical structures, the best-known being some watercolors from 1912, of the State Opera House in Vienna, and from 1914, of the Courtyard of the Royal Residence in Munich. There is also a 1915 pencil sketch of the farmhouse, near the northern French village of Fournes, where Hitler, then a 26-year-old corporal, was billeted as a message runner for the List Regiment during World War I.

Read more from Timothy Ryback: How Hitler Dismantled a Democracy in 53 Days

Glimmerings of Hitler's grandiose architectural imaginings can be discerned from that time. In the rare-book reading room at the Library of Congress, you can request an early-20th-century architectural guide to Berlin, entitled simply Berlin, that is smeared with trench dirt and drips of red paraffin wax, most likely traces of nighttime reading by candlelight, and features this inscription on the inside cover: Adolf Hitler, Fournes, November 5, 1915. The book, by a Jewish art critic named Max Osborn--whose books were burned in the spring of 1933, though Hitler's copy survived in his private library--mocks Berlin's pretensions to architectural greatness. "Berlin among the famous cultural sites?" Osborn writes in his introduction. "There will be no shortage of skeptics," since the city can scarcely compare to urban gems like Paris, Prague, and Venice.


Heinrich Hoffmann / ullstein bild / Getty
The Grand Reception Room designed by Albert Speer.



Osborn calls Berlin a "cornucopia of artistic missteps," a hodgepodge of neoclassical architectural structures built on swampland and overlaid with decades of uncontrolled growth and chaotic urban planning. Having imbibed Osborne's perspective as a young soldier, Hitler 20 years later as chancellor echoed the Jewish critic's aesthetic disdain. "Look at Paris, the most beautiful city in the world!" Hitler told Speer. "Or even Vienna! Those cities are magnificent. Berlin, however, is nothing but a haphazard jumble of buildings." As chancellor, Hitler set about righting the capital city's many architectural wrongs with a fierce and unbridled dictatorial will.

When Speer was appointed general inspector of the capital of the Reich in 1938, the architect, then only 32, was given carte blanche in redesigning the Berlin cityscape. Hitler did not want Speer hobbled by legal or bureaucratic restraints. "Neither the interior minister nor the mayor of Berlin, and not even the Berlin Gauleiter Goebbels was to have any authority over me," Speer recalled. He reported only to Hitler.

One reason that Hitler was so concerned with freeing Speer of architectural constraints was that he himself had confronted them when he sought to have a second-floor balcony added to the Reich chancellery. Eduard Johst Siedler, the Berlin architect who had updated the old Reich chancellery and the adjacent Wilhelmplatz in 1927, objected to the Hitler balcony as an intrusion on Siedler's intellectual property, a legally enforceable claim. "Siedler has defaced the entire Wilhelmplatz," Hitler raged, making the chancellery look "like the administrative office of a soap company, not the center of the Reich." Hitler eventually secured Siedler's approval by offering him a new commission. The chancellery's new balcony, designed by Speer, was installed and became the setting for Hitler's iconic appearances before jubilant throngs.

In the spring of 1937, Hitler ordered an entire block of historic houses razed, including the justice-ministry building and the "Adolf-Hitler-Haus," the local headquarters for his own political party, to make way for construction of the new Reich chancellery annex. Protest was muted. Joseph Goebbels held a eulogy before the local party offices were obliterated. Berliner Morgen-Zeitung observed gingerly that bricks and stones that had stood for "decades even centuries" were now "wandering" to other places in the city, where "they will fulfill useful purposes for coming generations."

Late in January 1938, Hitler summoned Speer to discuss his vision for the annex, which was to fill the entire vacated block of Voss Street that ran perpendicular to the chancellery's Wilhelmstrasse address and dwarf the rest of the building. A marble gallery leading to Hitler's new office was to be twice the length of the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles. Hitler's time frame for the project was comparably ambitious: He wanted the new extension completed within a year, in time for the next annual diplomatic reception, in early January 1939. "I place the entire Voss Street at your disposal as the site," Hitler told Speer. "What it costs is of no concern to me."

Hitler wanted the new extension built fast but also to endure, at least for the span of his thousand-year Reich. Hitler's "law of ruins," as Speer called it, required structures to be built with an eye cast many generations into the future, when they would be "overgrown with ivy, with tumbled columns, and pieces of masonry scattered about." Speer sourced construction materials from across the country, and following Hitler's annexation of Austria that March, he was also able to procure large quantities of the distinctive red Adnet marble from Salzburg.

Arno Breker, the sculptor who became known as the Nazi "poet of the human form," was commissioned to create two 11-foot-tall bronze male nudes--representing "The Party" and "The Army"--to flank the chancellery's ceremonial Wilhelmstrasse entrance. Josef Thorak, the "master sculptor of the Third Reich," designed an enormous horse for the garden, under which an air-raid shelter would eventually be expanded into a sprawling underground labyrinth that included the Fuhrerbunker, reinforced with four meters of concrete overhead. Kurt Schmid-Ehmen, who had designed the iconic wide-winged eagle clutching the swastika cross in its talons for the Nurnberg-party rally grounds, created an enormous bronze replica to be placed above the Voss Street entrance. Another iconic addition to the expanded chancellery was the enormous globe that would be parodied by Charlie Chaplin in his film The Great Dictator. Seven thousand laborers worked night and day, in multiple shifts, seven days a week, erecting the structure that came to occupy the vacated city block. The final tab came to 90 million reichsmarks, the equivalent of half a billion dollars today.

Hitler reviewed plans and progress on the construction at every turn, studying each detail of every proposed design, sometimes making adjustments, sometimes offering evident approval. Hitler enthused over his office desk, blazing with gold gilt and an inlaid sword half drawn from its sheath. "Good, good," Hitler said to Speer. "When the diplomats who sit before me at this table see it, they will learn the meaning of fear."

On Wednesday, January 9, Hitler took a final walk through what he had taken to calling the "new Reich chancellery," even as he retained his living quarters in the old chancellery. The following day, the doors were opened for the traditional new-year diplomatic reception. Guests entered through a wide portal flanked by the Breker statues, then passed through the polished marble gallery illuminated from above by a glass ceiling and lined below with white orchids, until arriving at Hitler's cavernous office.


Heinrich Hoffmann / ullstein bild / Getty
A model of sculptor Josef Thorak's horse at the New Reich Chancellery, where an air-raid shelter would eventually be expanded into a sprawling underground labyrinth that included the Fuhrerbunker.



"The German nation recalls with profound gratitude that the year 1938 brought the German people fulfilment of the incontestable right to self-determination," Hitler said in his welcoming remarks, then alluded to the Munich Agreement, signed in August, which saw France and Britain sacrifice Czechoslovakia to Hitler in putative exchange "for peace in our time." Hitler could not have been more pleased with the evening or with Speer.

"I flatter myself that I accomplish more than the other statesmen in the so-called democracies," Hitler told Speer afterward. "I believe that we also set a different pace politically and, if it is possible to incorporate a state into the Reich in three or four days"--a reference to the annexation of Austria and dismemberment of Czechoslovakia--"then it must also be possible to erect a building in one or two years." Eight months later, Hitler plunged the world into war. Speer's mission to transform Berlin into the "capital city of the world" was put on hold. Speer was eventually put to work as minister of armaments.

In the coming years, Hitler would employ his Reich chancellery extension as a marble-and-gold-gilt symbol for impressing celebrities, most notably film and stage actors, and for intimidating foreign dignitaries. Paul Schmidt, Hitler's translator, recalled that the most notable feature of a visit was the walk along the five-hundred-foot grand hallway to the new chancellery office, where Hitler received them at his desk with its half-unsheathed sword. "The floor was so smooth that visitors felt compelled to cover the five hundred feet to the great double doors of the anteroom to Hitler's office with short, prudent, courtly steps," Schmidt said.

In March 1939 Emil Hacha, the aging, frail president of Czechoslovakia, which had been recently truncated by the Munich Agreement, was summoned to the new Reich chancellery by Hitler, forced to wait until 1:15 in the morning, and then finally marched through the marble gallery and into Hitler's office where he was met with a tirade from the fuhrer. "Finally, I had worked the old man over to such an extent," Hitler boasted afterward, "that his nerves were completely shattered and he was already willing to sign; then he had a heart attack."

Throughout the war years, even long after Allied bombing raids of Berlin had begun, Hitler continued to use the Reich chancellery annex to court and cudgel, as he did with Stalin envoy Vyacheslav Molotov in November 1940, before invading the Soviet Union the following June. As late as December 1944, Hitler received Ferenc Szalasi, the puppet head of the Hungarian government, in his gilded chancellery office, with the chandeliers and wall hangings fully intact. An advent wreath with four candles rested on a table for a seasonal touch.

Even as large tracts of the city were laid to waste in the bombings, the Reich chancellery remained relatively unscathed, as did Hitler's architectural ambitions. Traudl Junge, one of Hitler's private secretaries, recalled that as even German cities fell into "rubble and ash," Hitler was planning their resurrection, with wider streets, taller buildings, more beautiful than ever. "The plans for Hamburg, Cologne, Munich, Linz and many other cities were not just in Hitler's mind," Junge recalled, "but in fact had taken on concrete form as completed plans on paper."

On Saturday, February 3, 1945, more than 1,000 American B-17 bombers flattened much of central Berlin in the largest daylight raid of the war. The Reich chancellery emerged from the bombing with its facade scored by shrapnel and its windows shattered but with its interior halls and galleries still intact.

By then, Hitler had relocated from his private quarters in the old Reich chancellery into the Fuhrerbunker. Hitler passed hours in the bunker complex studying table-size models of his future construction projects. Speer recalls sitting with Hitler as late as April 1945, the month of his suicide, while he pored over architectural projects that included a palatial residence that Hitler hoped to have completed by 1950, with an office that measured 960 square meters, 16 times the size of the old Reich chancellor office, and a dining room that could seat 1,000 guests. "The isolation of this bunker world," Speer recalled, "surrounded on all sides by concrete and earth, ultimately sealed Hitler's isolation from the tragedy that was playing out outside under the open sky."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/04/hitlers-edifice-complex/686662/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



How <em>Real Housewives </em>Rewrote the American Dream

Bravo's signature reality-TV show is a shorthand for a certain flavor of petty drama--and a way that many people now live.

by Michael Waters

Thu, 02 Apr 2026




In May 2005, camera crews arrived at the gated community of Coto de Caza, California, to film a reality-TV show. Behind the Gates, as it was initially called, was envisioned as a satire of life in the Orange County town, where its wealthy residents would play exaggerated versions of themselves. But some neighbors didn't take kindly to the idea. They criticized Scott Dunlop, the show's producer and a Coto de Caza resident, for filming at the local tennis club; they berated him at the grocery store, compared him to Satan, placed menacing phone calls to his house, and circulated rumors that he was "shooting a porno."

The protesting residents felt like they were part of an unwanted social experiment, at the front lines of the reality-TV revolution. "They thought, There are going to be helicopters, massive trucks, and we're going to kind of blast through their doors and show up unannounced and ask them questions," Dunlop told me recently. Even some potential cast members got cold feet. Terry Corwin, the president of the local PTA and a newspaper columnist, backed out when she realized it might jeopardize her close relationships. "A lot of my friends were like, 'Well, I won't shoot with you,'" Corwin told me. "And then my husband, who's very laid-back, said, 'I don't want to. I won't shoot. I won't be on it.'"

By the time the show debuted on Bravo, on March 21, 2006, Dunlop had, at the network's request, scrapped the satire from the original pitch, upped the show's soapier elements, and embraced a new, flashier moniker: The Real Housewives of Orange County. The changes didn't satisfy many locals, some of whom stopped telling people they were from Coto de Caza once the show premiered. But with time, Housewives won some of them over: Debra Douglass, a real-estate agent in Coto who called the show's depiction of women "very superficial" in 2006, recently told me she still keeps up with new seasons of Housewives of OC.

Douglass is hardly alone in her fandom. Two decades and nearly 200 cast members later, counting just the U.S.-based shows, Real Housewives is one of the most recognizable franchises on television. It didn't popularize the modern docudrama--that honor likely goes to MTV's The Real World--but it is now singular in the genre. No other noncompetition reality show has minted so many spin-offs, or become synonymous with a particular flavor of on-screen drama. Real Housewives is a shorthand for wealthy women who quip, spill drinks, and flip tables in order to claim on-screen clout and become famous off-camera. The show's appeal isn't only in the petty infighting; it frequently gives way to vulnerable discussions about religion, body image, queerness, marriage, and other topics that the housewives, like many of their viewers, are navigating in real time.

In its sheer scale, Housewives more closely resembles the extended Law & Order universe than it does any other reality-TV show. Audiences have so thoroughly ingested the Real Housewives brand that other networks have finally learned how to replicate it. Rival shows such as Hulu's The Secret Lives of Mormon Wives have created veritable stars of their own, like Whitney Leavitt (who is now starring in Chicago on Broadway). Some former Housewives stars are leaving Bravo: This January, several ex-cast members of the Real Housewives of New York announced that they were decamping for E! to create a rival show of their own.

Just as the Housewives formula has become part of pop culture's texture, its fuzzy relationship to "reality" has coincided with the ascension of a powerful idea in entertainment: that people's private lives are inextricable from their public success. That notion has now spread beyond the confines of TV. In a world of fractured attention spans, many public figures are accustomed to mining their personal dramas to stay at the top of their audience's feeds. No matter that ratings are down across cable; what matters today, as in 2006, is holding on to whoever's still tuned in.



The Real Housewives of Orange County didn't find its voice right away. Compared with later installments of the franchise, that first season was surprisingly low on drama. Each woman spent most of her screen time with her family or friends, almost documentary-style, rather than on big dinners or trips with her fellow cast members. During production, some peculiar ways of drumming up viewer attention were discussed: Dunlop told me that he asked his friend Paul Reubens to "play a round of golf with the ladies" in character as Pee-wee Herman. (It never happened.)

But when Season 2 arrived without one of the show's original five leads, Kimberly Bryant, the series' fundamental innovation started to materialize. Viewers began to realize that cast members weren't guaranteed their position--and though the shake-up translated into only slightly more drama in that second season (including the inaugural physical fight, albeit not directly between housewives), the show would embrace a ruthless elimination system over the next few years, more reminiscent of Survivor than The Real World. Instead of facing tribal councils, though, cast members were jettisoned quietly, when producers behind the scenes decided not to ask them back.

Read: The Real Housewives of Jane Austen

To justify their place on the show, cast members had to constantly stir up conflict. "No one goes on Housewives and wants to be done after one season," Martina Baldwin, a TV scholar at California State University at Fullerton who wrote her dissertation on the Bravo universe, told me. Besides fame, there's a clear reason this is the case: For many cast members, especially those whose wealth is tied to their partner, the show is a great opportunity for building more financial independence. "They go on knowing that if they do well, if they perform to the network's liking and to the production's liking, they will have an opportunity to continue this job, much like a working actor."

A kind of corporate hierarchy soon clicked into place. If a cast member performed poorly on a given season, Bravo might demote them to "friends of" status, which usually meant they would be paid differently: Per-season or per-episode rates might be replaced by per-scene rates, depending on the contract. Season-ending reunion episodes, where cast members gather to litigate the main drama of each season, became more like an annual job review. The network even seems to give booted cast members a chance to claw their way back; auxiliary spin-offs such as Ultimate Girls Trip have functioned as a kind of audition for ex-housewives to rehabilitate their fame.

Over the years, the savviest cast members learned to preemptively identify which parts of their life made for good TV. D'Andra Simmons, from The Real Housewives of Dallas, told me that before every season, she made lists of dramatic events in her life for the producers. There was an art to planning out one's season-to-season arc: Simmons said her storylines were all drawn from genuine emotional ruptures, but "you can't just stick a camera up and hope something happens. The season has to have a beginning, middle, and end." One example: While filming the show, a box of photos arrived from Simmons's estranged stepmother. "I opened it, and I was like, Oh my God, this is a great story.'" Simmons decided to talk more publicly about that relationship on air--and late in the season, off-camera, she met up with her stepmother for the first time in years.

The gigantic ecosystem that Bravo has built around the franchise helps amplify such suspenseful moments and skirmishes for on-screen status. Housewives, which debuted on the same day as the first-ever tweet, used social media from the beginning to build up its stars; early cast members wrote blogs for Bravo reacting to the show. Other Bravo-owned platforms gave them a way to keep the turmoil going: Watch What Happens Live, the 2009 talk show started by Andy Cohen, offered cast members a second chance at winning whatever argument might have consumed a recent Housewives episode. The corporate platform became a blueprint for the rest of the TV-entertainment landscape, inspiring other branded aftershows such as Talking Dead.

Read: Money is ruining television

In 2019, the arrival of BravoCon--a massive, multiday event featuring cast-member meet-and-greets and new-show announcements--only underscored the network's power. Few other channels have managed to turn their brand into a recurring offline event at this scale, and Housewives cast members seem to have no choice but to cater to this fandom. If they gain traction, they can parlay that audience into a successful business, as Bethenny Frankel most famously did with her Skinnygirl margarita blend. (According to the writer Brian Moylan, housewives are not highly paid in their first season; though successful cast members can later negotiate their rates up, many also derive supplementary income from their own businesses.)

"It's an entire publicity program, from the show, to the products you can sell, to BravoCon, to the talk shows about the housewives," Jessica Millward, a professor at UC Irvine and a co-host of the Historians on Housewives podcast, told me. But that publicity program has a downside: Without Bravo, some cast members have found themselves suddenly out in the cold. A number of housewives who left their shows have returned to Bravo in some way, either as guests or as full cast members. It's a dilemma faced by many modern influencers: Once you insert your life into the machine, it's hard to extricate yourself.

Television has come a long way from Coto de Caza. Since the premiere of Housewives, audiences have become inoculated to the show's blurring of personal drama with brand building. Outside of Bravo, mid-list celebrities everywhere maintain some awareness of their own figurative season-to-season leaderboard, and how a well-choreographed feud or a breakup can be leveraged into marketing. Even regular people on YouTube and TikTok have mastered a similar art of curating a version of yourself for public consumption. Consider an influencer like Nara Smith, who is known for making dinners, sunscreens, and toothpastes from scratch in elaborate outfits. Is she totally serious? Is she playing herself up for attention? Is it all one big joke? That's for the audience to decide.

Keeping up with self-promotion both seamless and relentless can feel dizzying, or just plain exhausting. And even as other networks have managed to mimic the Housewives formula, these new efforts lack the same draw as the original. Bravo can't always make it work, either: Offshoots in Washington, D.C., and Dallas have been canceled. But as long as cast members feel the existential pressure to keep their on-screen storylines lively, Housewives insulates itself from going totally stale. There's always another episode of Watch What Happens Live, and another chance to pitch oneself to America.
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Young People Are Falling Behind, but Not Because of AI

The case that AI is already stealing young people's jobs is based on a statistical mirage.

by Roge Karma

Thu, 02 Apr 2026




The job market for young people is brutal. Is AI to blame?

ChatGPT was released in late 2022. Since then, the unemployment rate for recent college graduates has shot up to near 6 percent, its highest level in more than a decade, setting aside the 2020 pandemic spike. That's true even though the overall unemployment rate is about 4 percent.

Many observers have interpreted these data as evidence that AI has begun displacing entry-level white-collar professionals. "AI Is Wrecking an Already Fragile Job Market for College Graduates," reads a representative Wall Street Journal headline from last year. But the AI-stealing-the-jobs story turns out to be wrong--or at least premature. Almost every data point available suggests that whatever is holding back young people in the job market has nothing to do with AI. Whether that's good or bad news is a much tougher call.

The case that AI is already stealing young people's jobs is based on a statistical mirage. Historically, recent college graduates have had a much lower unemployment rate than the average worker. Since ChatGPT was released, however, the unemployment rate for this group has risen nearly twice as fast as the overall number. Because AI is best suited to replacing white-collar workers, this trend is what you'd expect to see if AI was having a labor-market impact.

From the March 2026 issue: America isn't ready for what AI will do to jobs

But the unemployment rate can be a highly misleading statistic. The Bureau of Labor Statistics counts individuals as "unemployed" only if they've actively looked for work in the past four weeks; otherwise, they are removed from the data set. The rationale is to avoid counting people who don't actually want a job, such as students, retirees, and stay-at-home parents. But it also excludes people who want to work but have stopped looking for a job.

The economists Adam Ozimek and Nathan Goldschlag recently took a deeper look at the data and found that a significant number of young workers without college degrees had simply given up looking for a job, artificially improving the unemployment rate for young workers without a degree and thereby giving the appearance that recent college graduates were doing uniquely poorly. This is the labor-market equivalent of a school's worst-performing students simply not showing up on standardized-test day.

Using a different employment measure that includes all working-age adults 25 and younger (except full-time students), Ozimek and Goldschlag found that those without degrees have experienced an even worse decline than their college-educated peers since 2023. "It turns out the labor market for young people--all young people--is even worse than we thought," Goldschlag told me. "That makes me doubt that this is an AI story."

The fact that recent college graduates are doing better than young people without a degree doesn't quite rule out the AI labor-market theory, because the gap between the two groups--the advantage that recent grads enjoy--is much smaller than it used to be. But the recent-graduate premium peaked during the Great Recession and has been falling steadily ever since, well before the introduction of ChatGPT. This timing suggests that the shrinking new-grad gap is a much longer-term story about supply and demand. The percentage of young people with a bachelor's degree has risen by about a third since 2008, and most of that increase has stemmed from expanded enrollment at less selective universities. As David Deming, an economist at Harvard, pointed out to me, this means that the number of graduates competing for jobs has increased at the same time that the skill level of the average graduate has fallen. "This is the same thing that happened with high school 50, 60 years ago," Deming said. "A high-school diploma used to confer huge advantages, but then it became so ubiquitous that the advantages went away."

Meanwhile, research from the San Francisco Federal Reserve has found that the share of online job postings seeking workers with a college degree has declined since 2010--possibly because after that point, digital technologies were so widespread that having a college degree was no longer a prerequisite for using them.

Perhaps the most compelling reason to doubt that AI is to blame for the job market is that workers at the highest risk of AI displacement aren't seeing the worst outcome. In an August report, Goldschlag and his co-author, Sarah Eckhardt, evaluated five different measurements of which occupations were most exposed to AI-related disruption to see whether any of them correlated with changes to employment outcomes from 2022 to 2025. "No matter how we cut the data," they concluded, they didn't "see any meaningful AI impacts in the labor market." The economist Ernie Tedeschi has shown that since June 2023, unemployment for young workers has increased the most for those in occupations least exposed to AI, such as construction workers and fitness trainers. Most other studies have come to similar conclusions. "I'm very open to the possibility that AI could displace entry-level workers," Martha Gimble, the executive director of the Yale Budget Lab and a co-author of one of these analyses, told me. "But we're just not seeing it show up anywhere in the data."

In fact, AI might be increasing employment for college-educated workers. One 2025 analysis found that since the release of ChatGPT, recent graduates in sectors with more AI usage have experienced slightly better employment outcomes than they did prior to its release. In an August survey of businesses from the Federal Reserve Bank of New York, a larger share of firms reported hiring more workers due to AI than reported hiring fewer. Even software developers--universally considered the canary in the coal mine for the AI jobs-pocalypse--are currently employed at their highest levels ever. "We use AI in all kinds of ways--coding, engineering, you name it," Tedeschi, who serves as chief economist at the payment-processing company Stripe, told me. "And that hasn't stopped us from bringing on new young people. If anything, our hiring has accelerated because of it."

If AI isn't to blame for the terrible job market for young people, then what is? In nearly every sector of the economy, the pace of hiring has slowed to levels last seen shortly after the Great Recession. A job market with few hiring opportunities is especially punishing for young people entering the workforce, including those with a college degree.

Annie Lowrey: The job market is hell

The slowdown, which I've previously referred to as "the big freeze," began to emerge in mid-2022. The initial explanation was that employers, traumatized by the frenetic job-switching of the pandemic years, had decided to hold tightly on to their existing workers, preventing new positions from opening up. But the fact that the big freeze has persisted for as long as it has points to a second explanation: uncertainty. The fear of an impending recession and trepidation about the outcome of the 2024 election caused companies to pause plans to make new investments, open new locations, or launch new products--all of which meant less need to hire new employees. "Hiring young people doesn't bring a lot of benefits right away--it is really an investment in the future," Deming told me. "So if you're unsure about what that future will look like, then that's one of the first things you stop doing."

When I spoke with hiring managers and employers a little more than a year ago, they were generally hopeful that, with the election decided and inflation defeated, the broader economic uncertainty would finally ease. Instead, they got an ever-changing set of tariffs and trade deals, attacks on the Federal Reserve and statistical agencies, higher-than-expected inflation, and, most recently, a foreign conflict threatening to upend the global oil market. Since Donald Trump took office, the Economic Policy Uncertainty Index--the most widely cited measure of economic-policy uncertainty--has reached its highest sustained levels ever. "You hear the same basic story from basically every employer, every hiring manager, right now," Guy Berger, a senior fellow at the Burning Glass Institute, told me. "It's impossible to predict where the economy will be in a few months, let alone a year or two. So we might as well just wait and see." (Several economists, including Berger, told me that the looming question of AI's labor-market impact could be part of this greater constellation of uncertainty, but that's hard to see concretely in the data.)

In recent months, AI companies have been unveiling new agents capable of performing a wide range of tasks currently performed by entry-level workers. In that sense, the fact that the young-adult labor market is already weak isn't exactly comforting. But if there's a more hopeful takeaway from the data, it is that developments in the labor market are complicated and can't be easily predicted. The experts I spoke with still can't say for certain why young people have struggled so much in recent years; they have only theories. The mysteriousness of the labor market is itself concerning, but should also give us pause before we make big, scary predictions about AI with any certainty. No one even knows for sure what is happening right now, let alone what will happen in the future.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/economy/2026/04/job-market-artificial-intelligence/686659/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Album That Made Me Fall Back in Love With Heavy Metal

Neurosis's new record makes the right kind of noise to stand out in this overwhelming moment.

by Spencer Kornhaber

Thu, 02 Apr 2026




One of the ongoing mysteries of my adult life is why I don't like heavy metal anymore. Back as a young teenager, distorted riffs with shredded vocals were my introduction to serious music fandom. I remember feeling pride when my dad sized me up in a giant black hoodie and wondered when I'd become a "metalhead." Somewhere along the way, though, my listening turned toward the delicate or the dance-y. I try to stay current with all sorts of genres, but it's been extremely rare for metal to pierce my skull.

Maybe metal itself has changed: When Tool and Deftones caught my ear in the early 2000s, the genre was a mainstream force. Its musicians seemed to want to conquer the world rather than--as I now perceive whenever I dip in--to burrow in extreme directions for true aficionados. But I suspect that the real reason for my apathy is how I spend my time. One might guess that I grew too soft for noisy aggression, but the truth is that I became too hard, as in jaded. Metal's irony-free histrionics and fatalism ceased to impress. Life is busy, and negativity comes cheap. I tell myself that all forms of listening are valid, but deep down, I think I've developed a wariness of wallowing.

So when I hit "Play" last week on a new metal album drawing critical acclaim, I expected to be screamed at for a few minutes and then turn on something else. Instead ... whoa. Full-body chills. A cartoonish dropping of the jaw. I was experiencing the miracle of sudden and unexpected emotion. Distraction, disinterest, numbness: All of these, I was reminded, can be disrupted by the right combination of sounds.

The album is An Undying Love for a Burning World, by Neurosis. Since 1985, the Oakland band has pushed metal in psychedelic directions by employing spacey synthesizers and cosmic lyrics. The band is also heavy. Its guitars evoke appliances crashing off of high surfaces, and its singing is a lot like belching. Over the decades, Neurosis became revered as one of metal's trustiest guardians--until, in 2019, the band mysteriously parted ways with its longtime vocalist, Scott Kelly. In 2022, the reasons for that departure were made clear when Kelly publicly admitted to "emotional, financial, verbal and physical abuse of my wife and younger children."

Many fans assumed that the band was done for good. But in secret, it enlisted the journeyman singer-guitarist Aaron Turner and got to recording its first album in 10 years, which was surprise-released in mid-March. The rapturous response that An Undying Love for a Burning World has received indicates that my reaction is not merely the result of naivete: Neurosis has, through some blend of skill and inspiration, made the right kind of noise to stand out in this overwhelming moment.

The opener is a stop-you-in-the-street vocal collage that's less than a minute long. "We are torn wide open," shouts the vocalist-guitarist Steve Von Till, sounding far away and very agitated, like he's calling for help with his leg caught under a boulder. The phrase repeats, and Von Till's voice seems to come closer. He screams about other things, including "isolation": a word commonly found in didactic editorials about the spiritual crisis of the smartphone era. But no intellectualized response is needed here. This track is an urgent warning. In sound alone, it grips the gut.

For song two, "Mirror Deep," the album's first riff crashes in like an asteroid. It's a jagged chunk of sound, but it's accompanied by smooth, smeared elements: a synth drone, clouds of reverb. Turner begins grunting in a choppy cadence that plays counterpoint to the riff. Some heavy metal seeks to make the listener lose themselves in a blur of sound, but Neurosis is playing a different game: Every measure of music is its own drama, with tension and release, expectations fulfilled and subverted. The band wants you up, on, furiously alert.

Read: The savage empathy of the mosh pit

It uses that attention to stage moment after moment of sublime intensity. Songs often drop from chaos into quiet passages whose keyboards and strummed guitar glimmer like constellations. And the band does more than play with the live/soft dichotomy; it likes to engineer tricky blends of fast and slow, complex and simple. The astonishing crescendo of "Seething and Scattered" pairs sustained swells of noise with swarms of percussion. The effect is like being pulled from placid water into a rushing undertow. Throughout, a varied palette--industrial sound effects, drum machines, and even some pretty singing--gives the songs a sense of painterly depth.

My first response to the cleverness of this music was giddiness, but as I relistened, a classically metal feeling surfaced: sorrow. The band is prophesying the inevitable death of our species. Many of the lyrics embody the point of view of lifeless particles floating in space, encoded with the sad memory of the civilization they were once a part of. And modern alienation seems to have something to do with that civilization's end: In "Seething and Scattered," the band members trade off vocals, singing that "the source of our fall" is our disconnection from "ourselves," "each other," and "all that is sacred."

Disconnection is one of the buzzwords of the 2020s, and none of us really needs another reminder that humanity may be sleepwalking into personal or planetary doom. What we do need is art that can wake us up to the things that humans are uniquely capable of--genius, craft, collaboration. In kicking me back to the mind frame I inhabited decades ago, when all sorts of music felt new, this album reminds me that the time I thought was spent wallowing was really spent doing something else--listening actively, and tapping into a universe larger than the one I existed in day-to-day. Today, tuning out the parts of the world you don't understand, that you don't have time for, that you've grown away from, is all too easy. Staying open is a struggle, but when it pays off, an entirely different future seems possible.
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How the Left Accidentally Bolstered the Nativist Right

By dismissing the distinction between legal and illegal immigration as bogus, advocates signaled that they would not defend it.

by Alexander Kustov

Thu, 02 Apr 2026




On March 12, the Heritage Foundation posted six words on X: "We have a legal immigration problem." That sentence would once have been unthinkable from a major conservative institution. And Heritage is not alone in breaking taboos. Last fall, Vice President Vance told a crowd at the University of Mississippi that the United States needs to get legal-immigration numbers "way, way down" and attacked high-skill H-1B visas for undercutting American wages. The Republican Representative Andy Ogles of Tennessee has proposed legislation that would scrap the H-1B visa program entirely, along with the diversity visa lottery. Analysts at the National Foundation for American Policy estimate that the Trump administration's policies will cut legal immigration by 33 to 50 percent over four years, translating to 1.5 to 2.4 million fewer foreign-born lawful residents.

For many years, a robust norm held in American politics: You could be in favor of legal immigration while still opposing illegal immigration. The two were fundamentally different, the thinking went, and supporting one while opposing the other was a coherent, mainstream position. That norm is now in danger of collapsing--under pressure not only from the right, but from left-leaning immigration advocates and scholars who have coalesced around the idea that all immigration restrictions are indefensible, abandoning the legal/illegal distinction in the process.

As long as both sides accepted the distinction, legal immigration was assumed to be good for the country. Without that shared premise, every legal immigration channel is at risk. Understanding how both sides contributed to the breakdown of the old norm is the first step toward rebuilding it and resurrecting the bipartisan coalition for productive immigration reform.

For decades, the standard line from immigration restrictionists was some version of "I support legal immigration; I just oppose illegal immigration." Whether or not they meant it, they felt compelled to say it. The basic idea that immigration was good was nearly as uncontroversial as the notion that racism was bad. This norm meant that programs such as H-1B visas, family sponsorship, and refugee resettlement were treated as presumptively legitimate. Even nativist politicians who privately wanted fewer foreign-born people in the country, period, had to frame their proposals around enforcement, not cuts to legal admissions.

Idrees Kahloon: Trump doesn't want legal immigrants either

For ordinary voters, meanwhile, the distinction between legal and illegal immigration reflected a belief that unlawful activity should be opposed as a matter of principle. Political scientists have shown that when Americans evaluate illegal immigration, they switch from weighing individual immigrants' characteristics to making categorical moral judgments rooted in the rule of law. In their 2020 book, Immigration and the American Ethos, Morris Levy and Matthew Wright found that civic fairness, not racial anxiety, was the dominant consideration through which most Americans assessed immigration.

Many of my academic colleagues felt differently, however. To them, "I just oppose illegal immigration" was a socially acceptable way to express opposition to foreigners in general--xenophobia dressed in procedural language. I have been guilty of dismissing popular attitudes myself; when giving lectures about, say, the H-1B visa backlog or refugee processing times, I have found myself exasperated by audience members who stand up to ask why I haven't gone out of my way to condemn illegal immigration.

Over the years, many scholars and advocates thus came to see the distinction as illegitimate. For some, the American immigration system is already so unfair and restrictive--fewer than 1 percent of people who want to immigrate can do so legally--that saying "Just follow the rules" can feel cruel. Others go further: Unauthorized border crossing is a victimless regulatory violation, they argue, and any law restricting people's free movement is unjust.

In immigration scholarship, a growing body of work began to emphasize the "blurriness" of legal status--how people cycle between documented and undocumented status, how visa categories create precarity even for "legal" immigrants, how enforcement itself produces illegality. This work is empirically important. But its political implication, sometimes stated explicitly, was that the legal/illegal binary is a fiction that serves only to divide immigrant communities.

The assumption that legal immigration is already settled, that only unauthorized migration deserves serious attention, is widespread in the field. When Michelangelo Landgrave and I submitted a study testing whether informing voters about the difficulty of legal immigration could shift their views on it, one reviewer recommended rejecting the paper because, they argued, we should have been trying to increase support for illegal immigration instead.

Nor was this shift confined to academic journals. Over the past dozen or so years, major media organizations (including the Associated Press, the Los Angeles Times, USA Today, and The Atlantic) dropped the term illegal immigrant from their style guides. Advocacy organizations rebranded around undocumented as the only acceptable term. The practical effect was to make the legal/illegal distinction itself sound like a slur--something only restrictionists would invoke.

This helps explain why, when the first Trump administration began cutting legal immigration, pro-immigration organizations struggled to respond. The major advocacy groups had built their messaging and donor bases around the rights of people who immigrated illegally. Policies such as rescinding Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals and family separation generated massive protests. But when the administration quietly raised H-1B denial rates and expanded the "public charge" rule to discourage legal applicants, there was no organized constituency pushing back.

In his book, The Normalization of the Radical Right, the political scientist Vicente Valentim shows that much of the recent rise in radical-right political behavior reflects not a change in what people believe, but a change in what they feel comfortable expressing. When norms weaken, often after radical-right politicians achieve electoral success, privately held views long kept quiet become publicly acceptable. Valentim's work focuses on Europe, but his analysis applies to America too. Over the past two decades, voters with restrictionist views have sorted into the GOP, making those preferences louder within the party. President Trump did not create this constituency, but he recognized and catered to it more than any modern president before him had. Each taboo he shattered around immigration made it easier for him and his supporters to transgress even more.

Marc Novicoff: The immigration restriction Trump won't try

And so, in Trump's second term, under Stephen Miller's newfound influence, the obliteration of the legal/illegal distinction has been formalized much more strongly into policy. The result: an administration now openly attacking legal immigration channels, including by targeting asylum and skilled-worker visas and implementing a visa freeze covering 75 countries. Like so much of the Trump agenda, these attacks are not broadly popular--in fact, polling suggests that support for legal immigration has never been higher--but they appeal to a small though intense nativist minority that no longer feels constrained and that makes up an important part of Trump's core coalition.

The Republican Party is responsible for its drift into full-blown nativism. But the American left unintentionally made that shift more likely by breaking down the conceptual categories that had restrained it. By dismissing the legal/illegal distinction as bogus, advocates signaled that they would not defend it. When one side dismisses a norm as meaningless and the other realizes it no longer needs to pretend to respect that norm, it erodes from both ends.

If immigration is to survive the current political moment, advocates will need to acknowledge what they have spent a decade denying: that illegal immigration has negative consequences and that people are justified in opposing it. The political scientists Omer Solodoch and Ryan Briggs have found that when Americans perceive immigration as orderly and government-controlled, they support higher levels of it. Solodoch's earlier research in Europe showed a similar pattern: Policy responses that restored a sense of control over asylum or other irregular flows reduced public opposition to immigration. My own work shows that opposing illegal immigration is not the same as hating the individuals who are forced to immigrate illegally. It is about opposing a broken system that harms those individuals by leaving them vulnerable, fuels backlash that falls on all immigrants, and corrodes the political support needed to bring people in through legal channels. The goal of policy should be to channel this impulse toward building a legal system that actually works.

Any viable immigration-reform coalition has to include voters who oppose illegal immigration but support legal channels. That coalition cannot form if the distinction between the two has been erased. The next time someone attending one of my talks insists that I separate legal from illegal immigration, I will try to be less annoyed, even if the question is not very relevant. They are defending a dying norm that, once lost, will be very hard to rebuild.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/04/illegal-legal-immigration-trump-democrats/686635/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Maybe Trump Should Not Have Given This Speech

His address raised more questions than it answered about the war in Iran.

by Tom Nichols

Thu, 02 Apr 2026




Americans have been waiting for their president and commander in chief to address the nation and explain why the country is at war. For weeks, Donald Trump has offered only snippets and sound bites about his decision to lead the United States into another conflict in the Middle East; his prime-time address this evening was, one assumes, aimed at informing and reassuring the American public.

Maybe he'd have been better off not trying. Trump's critics (including me) have castigated him for refusing to go on television and provide a comprehensive explanation of the war to the American people. But given his performance this evening, perhaps he had the right instinct. His address did not come across as a wartime speech but instead was a disjointed series of complaints, brags, and exaggerations (along with a few outright lies) delivered by a man who looked and sounded tired. After his 19 minutes on the air--brisk by Trump's standards--Americans could be forgiven for being even more concerned now than they were only a few days ago.

A speech that should have been a clear explanation of why the United States is fighting a nation of 92 million people began instead in shambolic style. He discussed the operation that captured the president of Venezuela, perhaps hoping to make listeners believe that the Iran war will be a similarly short operation. He then said that Iran has taken losses never seen "in the history of warfare"--as if the destruction of, say, the Axis in World War II had never happened.

Trump offered little that was new, instead repeating the same lines from a short video presentation the night that he ordered attacks on the Islamic Republic, more than one month ago. He listed--rightly and correctly--the various offenses that the fanatical Iranian regime has perpetrated against the United States and other countries for nearly a half century. But he couldn't help himself: He patted himself on the back for killing the Iranian terror mastermind Qassem Soleimani in his first term, and for canceling the Iran nuclear deal negotiated by Barack Obama. ("Barack Hussein Obama," of course.) The United States, Trump claimed in a strange moment, had emptied out all the banks in Virginia, Maryland, and the District of Columbia as part of that deal--"all the cash they had"--to send that "green, green" currency to Iran.

From the May 2026 issue: Someday in Tehran

But back to the war: What is America fighting for? Trump insisted that Iran must never be allowed to get a nuclear weapon. Almost no one would disagree with this general point--certainly I don't--but Trump presented no evidence that Iran was nearing the nuclear threshold. Instead, he simply asserted that the Iranian mullahs were going to get a nuclear weapon and that the United States had to stop them: In other words, he admitted to launching a preventive war based on something that might happen one day.

Trump, however, then undercut his own point by assuring the country that Iran's "nuclear dust" was buried under mountains of rubble, inaccessible since the great success of last June's joint Israeli-American strike on Iranian nuclear facilities. The Iranians would never be allowed to excavate any of it, he said.

So, then, perhaps the war was about regime change, which would be the surest way to stop every evil plan gestating in Tehran, including nuclear weapons and terrorist plots. Well, no, it turns out, the war is not about that either. Trump explicitly denied that the goal was to bring down the Iranian theocracy--a staggering claim given his exhortations to the Iranian people on the first night of the war that their hour of liberation was at hand. After denying that the U.S. goal was regime change, he then claimed that regime change had now already happened because so many Iranian leaders have been killed.

In addition to ending Iran's nuclear ambitions, Trump laid out three other goals that he said were now within reach: neutralizing Iran's ability to project power anywhere through terrorism, destroying the Iranian navy, and eliminating Iran's missile stocks and production capabilities. As with so many other Trump promises, the president said that he will accomplish these goals in two to three weeks. How he will do all this was left unclear, other than that he will hit Iran "extremely hard."

Read: Trump's fateful choice

Meanwhile, Tehran still controls the Strait of Hormuz. Trump said only that other nations should go in, clear the strait, and take Iran's oil. He chided Americans for their impatience; the two world wars, and conflicts in Korea, Vietnam, and Iraq took longer than the current war, he said. He also waved away any economic concerns. Everything will get better, he promised, telling viewers that only a year ago America was a "dead and crippled country" that he personally rescued. Oddly, Trump claimed that the United States has never been more economically prepared for a conflict--the "little journey," as he called it--like the one he has led against Iran.

The president also said things that might come back to haunt him. He vowed not to let Israel or America's friends in the Persian Gulf "get hurt or fail in any way, shape, or form," as if Iran were not already inflicting damage on them. And he assured Americans that gas prices would come down. (They might, but not anytime soon.) He threatened, yet again, to bomb all of Iran's electrical plants, a likely war crime if carried out with the completeness that Trump promised, should Iran refuse to ... well, do whatever it is he thinks they should do. "We are unstoppable," he said, noting that U.S. forces were in combat against "one of the most powerful countries." (This, too, is nonsense: It takes nothing away from U.S.-military valor to admit that Iran was at best a second-tier power even before the war.) America might be unstoppable, but the American president seems to be at loose ends now that the Iranians have a chokehold on a major part of the world's energy supply.

The only bright spots in the speech were in the things the president did not say. He did not, as many observers expected, prepare Americans for the introduction of ground forces into Iran. (If he now goes ahead with such an operation, he will have betrayed the public by misleading them about the course of the war.) And he did not eviscerate NATO and threaten to pull out of the alliance, as some expected him to do because of his ongoing anger at major European powers' unwillingness to join a war they did not start.

If the president meant to be reassuring, however, he missed the mark. The reality, as best we can tell, is that Trump fully expected the Iranian regime to collapse in a matter of days or weeks, and he is now flummoxed to find out that a major war is a lot more complicated than he--or Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth--realized. The president's delivery tonight was hardly a confidence-building exercise. He was, as he himself might say, low energy--mumbling and lapsing into the repetitive phrases that come out when he's riffing on a point instead of reading the speech in front of him. (I lost count of how many times he said "like nobody's ever seen" and "decimated" and "never before.")

The president seems lost. Perhaps he should have stayed off the podium for a bit longer, rather than display how adrift he is to the American public and the world.
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Why Doesn't Anybody Realize We're Going Back to the Moon?

On the ground at the Trump era's most important space launch

by Ross Andersen

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




The most momentous launch since the Apollo era was about to begin, and along Florida's space coast, a secondhand exhilaration was working its way through the assembled crowd, as though all of us, and not just the astronauts, would soon ride out of Earth's gravity well on a pillar of fire. The space faithful had started arriving at the A. Max Brewer Bridge in Titusville before dawn, under the light of a full, yellow moon. They had set up their folding chairs and tripods at the high point of the bridge, to get the best line of sight, and stayed fixed in place during a brief rain, and again later, when a concerning wind blew across the lagoon.



On the launchpad, the rocket stood more than 30 stories high, illuminated by banks of stadium lights. As the day wore on, a tailgate atmosphere took hold in the park at the foot of the bridge. For miles, cars had pulled onto nearly every available stretch of grass. Families spread out on picnic blankets, and college-aged kids wheeled out coolers. They threw footballs and baseballs back and forth and drank beer.



Two hours before sunset, thousands of us massed on the bridge. Again and again, people told me that they'd come to see history. If Artemis II is successful, the astronauts will be the first humans to reach the moon's orbit in more than 50 years, and their path around its far side will take them farther into the universe than any human being has previously traveled. The man next to me was streaming the NASA telecast on his phone. He told me that we were one minute from liftoff.







The Artemis II mission has seemingly come out of nowhere. In January, a few weeks before an earlier launch attempt, I'd started asking friends if they were looking forward to it. Few of them had any idea it was happening. "We're going back to the moon?" they would ask, with the sort of mild surprise that one might experience upon being told that the Super Bowl is only a week away. They didn't linger on the subject. Anyway, how are the kids?



The original moon missions of the 1960s could be sold as history's grandest adventure. The Apollo program was the triple-back-handspring exclamation mark on a century of American technological transformations, during which Americans had electrified their cities, filled their streets with cars and their skies with airplanes, split atoms, and invented digital computers. To complete this phase shift into the future, the country banded together to build a spaceship that carried humans to another world, and performed a flag planting for the ages, a peaceful Iwo Jima. Wernher von Braun, the (ex-Nazi and) intellectual architect of Apollo had compared the moon landing to the epochal moment when aquatic life had first crawled onto land.



In the decades since, the Apollo program has lost some of its aura, in part because it did not lead to a glorious space future in the way that its architects, including von Braun himself, had hoped. Six decades have passed, during which time we've had the invention of the internet, the smartphone, and powerful artificial intelligence, and yet this year's launch is not to Mars or the outer planets or the stars. We're just returning to the moon. Even though three-fourths of the world's population is young enough to have never experienced a crewed lunar mission like this one, it has the feel of a rerun. Again we're rushing to arrive before another nation does, this time China instead of the Soviet Union. We're told that if we don't get there first, the Chinese might claim the craters with the best water ice.


Gerardo Mora / Getty
 Thousands of spectators gathered on a bridge in Titusville, Florida, to watch the first moon launch in a half century.





Jared Isaacman, NASA's administrator, often says that the Artemis program will be different from Apollo because this time we're going to the moon to stay. But are we really? The Artemis II astronauts won't even leave their ship. They won't even be stopping at the moon. After they swing around its far side, they'll come right home. NASA has plans for future Artemis moon landings, in which astronauts will supposedly lay the foundations for a nuclear-powered moon base. But although these plans are more than mere renderings on a PowerPoint slide, they will likely need to weather several NASA budget fights in Congress and at least one presidential transition. The Apollo program's architects had grand plans for a moon base, too, but without sustained political support, those came to nothing. On the bridge, Carl Ulzheimer, a self-described "old dog from the Bronx," told me that he'd made sure to come to this moon launch, because 50 years might pass before there was another one, and he didn't have that kind of time.



That this Artemis launch is happening in the lead-up to America's 250th birthday has heightened the sense that it's a nostalgia act for the Baby Boomer gerontocracy. All the more so because Donald Trump, the oldest person ever to be elected to the White House, is presiding over the whole affair. His administration has sought to sabotage NASA's scientific missions, but the president seems delighted to have the agency gin up a national spectacle on his behalf, just as he was happy to have a military parade on his birthday.



To me, it was a small mercy that he hadn't embossed his own face on the rocket, or otherwise put himself at the center of the launch. Brad Kowalski, who lives nearby, told me that Trump should have at least come down to see it. "It's significant that the son of a bitch isn't here," he said. Just as a matter of statistics, surely many of the president's fans were on the bridge, but I was surprised not to see a single red MAGA cap.



Read: How Donald Trump tried to ground NASA's science missions



The world has cheered on America's previous moments of cosmic glory. After one Apollo mission, a Soviet space scientist congratulated the United States for marking a new "stage in the development of the universal culture of Earthmen." But with Trump having started a war and a global energy crisis in the 30-day run-up to launch, the idea of a universal culture of Earthmen suddenly felt quaint and distant.







With 30 seconds to go, I stared across the lagoon, mesmerized by the rocket. The Space Launch System is a techno-boondoggle for the ages. On a cost-per-launch basis, it's likely the most expensive rocket ever built. The initial version took 11 years to develop--the Saturn V took just six--and its launch cadence has been dreadfully slow. Worst of all, as a single-use rocket in the age of new, relaunchable technology, SLS is already obsolete, and the design may well be discontinued before the Artemis missions actually start landing on the moon.



And yet, what a handsome rocket! On the launchpad, it had a retro-futuristic charisma, not least because old space-shuttle parts were used in its construction. The large core stage is insulated in the same distinctive orange foam as the big one that fired the space shuttle into orbit. On its sides, two slim, white boosters have NASA written on them in that old "worm" font that rounds off every letter's sharp angles, and simplifies the As into upside-down Vs. Once the monstrous explosives in these boosters begin to burn, they can't be stopped. No human has ever caught a ride on this system, and yet in the small, conical capsule at its top, the four astronauts were tilted back in seats, staring straight up, awaiting ignition.


Austin DeSisto / NurPhoto / Getty
 Unlike with the original moon landing, the Artemis II astronauts won't even leave their ship. They won't even be stopping at the moon. After they swing around its far side, they'll come right home.





The crowd on the bridge had just finished counting down when the arms of the rocket's adjoining tower pulled away. NASA calls this process umbilical separation. At first, the launch itself was like a little silent movie. Smoke billowed out from the rocket's base, followed by the first flames. And then, a churning river of the brightest orange light you have ever seen shot straight down at the pad. For a moment, much of the surrounding marsh looked to be engulfed. A second sun seemed to have risen, and the whole hulking rocket was ascending out of it, miraculously. Children stood around me, slack-jawed, and when the sound finally hit, they flinched. It was a holy rolling thunder. It shook the bridge and enveloped our entire bodies as we watched the spaceship rise and rise in the sky.



How joined we felt to the astronauts, just then. NASA doesn't so much choose its crews as cast them, and in this dark moment, they'd done their best to embody a wholesome sense of America. The mission's commander, Reid Wiseman, is a single dad of two daughters who lost his wife, a pediatric nurse, to cancer. Victor Glover, its pilot, grew up in Southern California's Inland Empire. Before he became an astronaut, he went to the Navy to fly fighter jets. Now he's the first Black man ever to journey to the moon. Sitting alongside him is Christina Koch, a veteran of several Antarctic expeditions, who also once spent nearly a year at the International Space Station, during which she participated in the first all-female space walks. On this mission, she'll make history again, as will the crew's lone Canadian, Jeremy Hansen, when he becomes the first non-American to venture beyond low Earth orbit.



The four of them were now streaking toward the stratosphere. After only two minutes, the boosters fell away, exhausted, but we could still see the spaceship trailed by a flame longer than itself. The astronauts had not even gone halfway up into the dome of the sky, and control of the flight had already shifted to NASA's nerve center for human spaceflight, in Houston. In ground control, the rows of technicians would guide them as they twice circled the Earth, and then fired one last burn to intercept the moon, which is itself moving at more than 2,200 miles an hour.







What will the astronauts be thinking, as they watch our blue planet receding through their windows of acrylic aquarium glass? The world's affairs may take on a different cast from up there. Before humanity's first visit to the moon, the lunar-flyby mission of Apollo 8, Americans had also found the culture of their country riven. The Tet Offensive suggested that the Vietnam War could spiral into something longer and bloodier. Martin Luther King Jr. and Bobby Kennedy had just been assassinated, and the Democratic National Convention had descended into riots.



Apollo 8 is said to have provided some measure of national healing, but these things are difficult to measure. On Christmas Eve, as the astronauts came around the moon's far side, they took turns reading from the book of Genesis: In the beginning, God created the heaven and the earth, and the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. With cameras, they tried to capture the glory of our home planet. A snapshot that the crew took of Earth rising from the ashen lunar plain has been credited with giving us a new cosmic orientation, and galvanizing the environmental movement. But again, these things are hard to measure.



Do we even dare to hope that Artemis II might deliver a similar moment of historical gravitas? The astronauts will surely send back some extraordinary images. The mission has been timed so that the sun will be at their backs. Geologists have coached them to look out from their ship at certain features of the far side, including the Mare Orientale, an impact crater with concentric rings of mountains inside it, which terminate in a dark lava basin, a bullseye. No human has ever laid eyes on it, in situ. For 30 to 50 minutes, the astronauts will lose communication with NASA, and they'll be alone with these fresh vistas. When they see the Earth again, it will be dwarfed by the moon. Perhaps the astronauts will be moved to say something new and beautiful about its fragility; perhaps all such things have already been said. Either way, they'll already be homebound. On the seventh day, their official schedule calls for rest.



But all that is in the future. For just another few moments, the Artemis spaceship still belonged to the Earth. After it faded from view, I looked around and saw people hugging, speaking in secular tongues, making great whooping noises, laughing with glee. A few college boys started chanting "USA! USA!" They looked like they might storm a football field and knock down some uprights. The awesome sound of the rocket finally tapered to a faint rumble. We could once again hear waves lapping below. To the east, somewhere on the horizon, the full moon was about to rise.
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Trump's Absurd Citizenship Arguments Went Nowhere

The scandal is that the case got this far.

by Quinta Jurecic

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




As the Supreme Court heard oral arguments today about birthright citizenship, Donald Trump was watching from the courtroom--an apparent first for a sitting president. He listened silently as the justices pelted skeptical questions at Solicitor General John Sauer, who tried to defend a Trump executive order purporting to deny citizenship to the U.S.-born children of certain immigrants. Not long into arguments by Cecillia Wang, the ACLU lawyer representing Trump's challengers, the president got up and left.

The odd scene reflected the administration's approach to the matter of birthright citizenship: Simply declare you are right, and then ignore arguments to the contrary. Yet if Trump intended his presence to pressure the justices into siding with him, he failed. Most of the justices, even among the conservative supermajority, seemed inclined to strike down his policy. Still, the fact that this case got as far as it did--and that the justices had to consider it seriously enough to spend their time rebuking it--is itself a scandal.

The case, Trump v. Barbara, turns on the Trump administration's argument that the Fourteenth Amendment does not actually mean what its text states and what nearly everyone has agreed it says for more than 150 years. Ratified after the Civil War, the amendment establishes that "all persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States." It repudiated the Supreme Court's notorious 1857 ruling in Dred Scott, which barred Black people from citizenship and created a permanent underclass of people without access to the same rights offered to other Americans. In 1898, the Supreme Court established clearly in United States v. Wong Kim Ark that the Fourteenth Amendment's protections extended to babies born in the United States to parents of noncitizens.

This egalitarian guarantee was, however, unsatisfactory to Trump. On the first day of his second term in office, he released an executive order attempting to restrict citizenship to children of parents who are either U.S. citizens or lawful permanent residents (that is, green-card holders). The fact that this flatly contradicted the Fourteenth Amendment seemed not to bother the new administration. The policy would have created an enormous administrative headache--maternity wards, after all, are not set up to establish the immigration status of expectant parents--but it was immediately halted by a wave of legal challenges.

Amanda L. Tyler: The Supreme Court has heard this one before

At first, some Supreme Court watchers were nervous when the justices agreed to take up the case. The Court had the option of simply refusing the government's request to hear the matter. Meanwhile, contrarian legal academics had been busy cobbling together scholarship to support Trump's claims about the meaning of the Fourteenth Amendment. These arguments were so absurd, some scholars worried, that even the justices' willingness to dignify them with a hearing might have indicated an inclination to be convinced.

Today's proceedings will come as a relief. The justices overwhelmingly appeared dismissive of Sauer's legal arguments. Chief Justice John Roberts deemed Sauer's reasoning "quirky" and "idiosyncratic." Justice Neil Gorsuch accused the solicitor general of relying on obscure "Roman-law sources," in a tone that sounded as if he were rebuking Sauer for leaving a moldy Tupperware in the fridge. Justice Amy Coney Barrett cut Sauer off mid-sentence, demanding, "Yeah, yeah, yeah--what about the Constitution?" The three liberals were similarly skeptical. Only Justice Samuel Alito and possibly Justice Clarence Thomas seemed open to potentially ruling for Trump.

Sauer's opening remarks did not mention Wong Kim Ark at all or ask the Court to overturn it. His arguments--made with Trump sitting behind him--depended on quibbling with the intended scope of the Fourteenth Amendment, which, he maintained, was narrowly meant to correct the injustice of Dred Scott by granting citizenship to Black Americans. But as the Court recognized in Wong Kim Ark, the amendment's framers intended to extend the grant of citizenship to everyone except a small number of people who were born on American soil and yet remained outside U.S. "jurisdiction": the children of diplomats and invading forces, and--because of the unique circumstances of Native Americans--members of Native tribes. (Native Americans born in the U.S. are nevertheless citizens under a 1924 statute.)

Sauer insisted that the loopholes in the amendment were wide enough to withhold citizenship from the children of immigrants. Meanwhile, Gorsuch, a strong supporter of Native sovereignty, seemed to grow more and more annoyed over the course of oral arguments with Sauer's selective use of Indian law. ("Do you think Native Americans are birthright citizens under your test?" Gorsuch asked bluntly at one point, to which Sauer responded, uncertainly, "I--think so?")

Greg Grandin: The revolutionary idea that remade the new world

The justices' prickliness toward Sauer contrasted with their collegial reception of the ACLU's Cecillia Wang. Herself a citizen born to immigrant parents, Wang had the easier argument by far: "I know you've got a lot of good stuff on your side," Gorsuch told her at one point. She called Sauer's decision not to ask the Court to simply overrule Wong Kim Ark a "fatal concession." Near the end of arguments, Justice Brett Kavanaugh suggested that the Court could simply issue a "short opinion" in the ACLU's favor reaffirming Wong Kim Ark. "Yes," Wang said, simply. Laughter rippled through the courtroom.

The Court's apparent lack of interest in rolling back the Fourteenth Amendment bodes well for the durability of the Constitution, the integrity of the judiciary, and, not least of all, the lives of the many people who have depended and will depend on its offer of citizenship. Whatever the Court rules, though, Trump v. Barbara will be a black mark on administration lawyers and legal scholars who proved eager to reverse engineer flimsy arguments in support of an anti-constitutional aim, and on a political system that nearly enabled the gutting of one of America's most foundational promises.
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Public Anger Is Rising

Even TMZ is channeling the national discontent.

by Yvonne Wingett Sanchez, Russell Berman

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




For a brief moment last week, Congress started to do something productive. The Senate, after weeks of bickering and fruitless negotiations, unanimously approved legislation to fund most of the Department of Homeland Security, taking a small but meaningful step toward resolving one of the many crises that have sprung up like targets in a game of whack-a-mole during President Trump's second term. All that stood between tens of thousands of federal employees and their paychecks was a similar vote in the House.

But House Republicans would not agree. Instead of considering the DHS bill, Speaker Mike Johnson denounced the bipartisan compromise and then sent the entire chamber home for a two-week Easter recess. The move all but guaranteed that the government's third-largest department would remain unfunded indefinitely as the nation wages war against Iran. Meanwhile, as lawmakers enjoy time with their families--or jet off on vacations and taxpayer-financed junkets overseas--millions of Americans are struggling with a spike in gas prices caused by the war.

"It's a failure of everyone," Representative David Schweikert, a Republican who represents a politically divided district in Arizona, told us.

Public anger is rising rapidly. The president's approval ratings--which were already anemic--have sunk to new lows, and Republicans are facing the prospect of an electoral wipeout in this fall's midterm elections. The GOP's hold on the House majority has appeared precarious for months, but now its more comfortable advantage in the Senate may be in jeopardy too. Even TMZ is channeling the national discontent: The website known for trailing  celebrities has begun hounding members of Congress, encouraging its readers to send in photos and video of lawmakers fleeing Washington, D.C., and living it up while the public servants responsible for protecting the homeland go unpaid.

Back in their districts, members of Congress--particularly swing-seat Republicans--seem to be in hiding. Hardly any are holding town halls or other well-publicized events that could put them face-to-face with frustrated voters. We contacted the offices of more than a dozen House Republicans in tight reelection races this year. Only Schweikert responded. No one else would agree to interviews about what they were hearing from constituents, nor would they disclose the events they were holding to solicit public feedback. (One of those members, Representative Derrick Van Orden of Wisconsin, was spotted by TMZ on a trip to Scotland with several colleagues.) A spokesperson for Representative Mariannette Miller-Meeks of Iowa, a Republican who won her last campaign by just 799 votes, referred us to a Facebook post in which Miller-Meeks called for Congress to return to the Capitol and "resolve this impasse." "Our office does not share the congresswoman's schedule," the spokesperson said, "but she will be busy and has several exciting events planned in the case that Congress remains out of session."

Trump did alleviate one pain point for the public last week by declaring that he would go around Congress to pay TSA agents, a move that reduced the snaking lines at airport-security checkpoints across the country. Wait times had stretched to hours as missed paychecks thinned the ranks of on-duty TSA agents, causing staffing shortages.

Yet the president's unilateral action, though welcomed by lawmakers and air travelers alike, addressed only the most visible part of a crisis that has dragged on for weeks. Thousands of DHS employees, including members of the Coast Guard and FEMA, and administrative staff, have worked without pay for more than a month--and that's after they missed paychecks during the larger 43-day government shutdown last fall. (Because most DHS employees are deemed "essential," relatively few of them have been furloughed, and therefore most have had to report for duty during the funding lapse.)

In Congress, the dispute over DHS funding has centered on ICE and Trump's mass-deportation campaign. After federal agents fatally shot two U.S. citizens in Minneapolis earlier this year, Democrats said they would not agree to fully fund DHS without reforms to the way that ICE operates. They've demanded that ICE agents wear body cameras and not masks, and have asked for requirements that agents seek judicial warrants before entering private homes in search of undocumented immigrants. The two parties appeared to be making progress toward an agreement early last week before Trump scuttled the talks by insisting that Republicans tie any DHS-funding deal to passage of the unrelated SAVE America Act, an elections bill that Democrats staunchly oppose.

Read: A serious Senate debate about an unserious bill 

Trump briefly considered a rarely used move to force Congress back into session, but on Wednesday he urged Republicans to ensure long-term DHS funding without Democratic votes. Such a process would circumvent the Senate filibuster, but it could take weeks or even months to enact. In response, Johnson and Senate Majority Leader John Thune issued a statement agreeing to the president's demand and saying that Congress would act "in the coming days" to end the shutdown.

Schweikert's House district in and around Scottsdale, Arizona, is one of the wealthiest and most highly educated in the nation. But its voters are livid at Congress. In interviews this week outside grocery stores, gas stations, and at the airport, many told us they were scrimping on food--cutting back on pricier meats and fruits--and others said they had changed their driving habits because of gas prices that are nearing $5 a gallon in some locations. Retirees, and those close to retirement, told us they are anxiously riding the volatility of financial markets amid the war.

Erica Squires and her sister Christina made trade-offs as they shopped for Easter goodies for their niece and nephew at Walmart. Grass filler, which they typically use to stuff Easter baskets, had just about doubled in price, they said, and basket prices were up too. They skipped both and opted to surprise the kids with a prefilled mermaid-themed gift for $15.97 and a lawn-mower bubble toy: "It was actually cheaper than making a basket," Christina said.

The Squireses also are intentional about buying gas. They opted to fill up at the Walmart in Scottsdale, where they paid about $4.20 a gallon--less than in other parts of town. And rather than driving solo to visit their sister in a far-flung Phoenix suburb, they are now carpooling. Erica gave up shopping at a natural-grocery store because of rising prices. While they are hustling to make ends meet, the sisters told us, they don't see Congress doing anything to make their lives better. If anything, they said, lawmakers are making it worse. Asked how they felt about Congress at this moment, Erica--a freelance digital marketer who voted for Trump in 2016 (and the libertarian Chase Oliver in 2024)--dryly replied, "Aren't they not doing their job right now? They're on vacation while we're over here driving five miles to get cheaper gas."

Others we encountered felt the same way. One young Democrat who works as a health-care administrator said his girlfriend's luxury car has been sitting at home for the past month because it needs premium gas, which is almost $6 a gallon. He blames Congress: "It's ridiculous." A middle-aged woman whose truck sported a Don't tread on me sticker matter-of-factly summed up her feelings about the country's lawmakers: "Everything is terrible."

At Phoenix Sky Harbor International Airport, officials had set up a donation site for unpaid TSA employees at its Compassion Corner, where people and businesses could donate items including nonperishable food, diapers, and gift cards of $20 or less for groceries and gas. The airport collected more than 3,700 gift cards and 1,800 food and household items, an airport spokesperson told us. The collection could open back up if a long-term funding measure for TSA does not pass.

Read: American aviation is near collapse

The security lines had dissipated yesterday, a day after TSA employees began receiving back pay. Passenger frustration had not. Layton Martin, a Republican from Phoenix who was flying to Salt Lake City, told us that members of Congress were playing with the livelihoods of government employees for their own political benefit. "They're having, like, an ego party," the 28-year-old fitness trainer said. "It seems very childish." Martin's rent is up $300 compared with last year, he said; his cost to fly to Salt Lake was double the normal price, and his friends can't find jobs.

Schweikert, the Republican who represents Scottsdale in Congress, seemed just as frustrated. He told us that he views the DHS shutdown as a symptom of a larger unwillingness by Congress to tackle the nation's structural problems. (He frequently warns that the Medicare trust fund could be insolvent in fewer than seven years, for example.) "I'm in a 50-50 district and I keep introducing bills to try to stabilize the debt, and I can't even get a co-sponsor," Schweikert told us. His constituents, he said, complain that their wages haven't kept up with inflation, so they are poorer today than they were five years ago and are stressed about rising housing costs and making car payments.

Schweikert said he would have been happy to stay in Washington over the Easter break if it had looked as though a funding deal was possible, but the votes weren't there. He placed blame on everyone--"Republicans, Democrats, leadership"--who refused to sit down and keep negotiating. "One side is using their rage at DHS to raise money and the other side--my side--is often terrified to actually have detailed, mathematically honest conversations about population and immigration." Schweikert insisted that he is still working during the break, attending both community and political events. He's not campaigning for reelection, however. Instead, he's making a bid for governor. When he announced his candidacy for governor last fall, the eight-term lawmaker deemed Congress "unsavable."
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What Tracy Kidder Stood For

His deep, immersive writing had moral stakes and changed people's lives.

by Cullen Murphy

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




Tracy Kidder, who died last week at the age of 80, was a longtime contributor to The Atlantic and a writer of articles and books that served for many readers as timeless exemplars of what nonfiction writing could be. A headline announcing his death--Kidder, it said, "turned unlikely subjects into bestsellers"--had it right but also had it wrong. A number of Kidder's books, such as The Soul of a New Machine and Mountains Beyond Mountains, did indeed become best sellers. And the focus of these books--the inner secrets of computer design; medical care for those who have none--was not typical best-seller material.

But the subjects Kidder was drawn to--computers and health care, but also the challenges and miracles of public-school classrooms; the inner workings of small cities and towns; the character of friendships in nursing homes; the ordeal of an immigrant who fled genocide in his homeland for life in America; the dynamics of homelessness and the experience of the unhoused--were far from unlikely. Is anyone in America untouched by one or more of these, or unaware of them as part of the national fabric? Kidder had the audacity to tackle subjects that are so large and omnipresent that they tend to recede behind the scrim of ambient reality--no longer counting as "news" in any conventional sense. These subjects are also hard to understand without deep and lengthy engagement. They are difficult to write about in a manner that won't be dismissed as "worthy," garnering more praise than readership. And they are morally tinged in ways that are sometimes obvious and sometimes not.

Kidder's writing changed people's lives. He is rightly celebrated for the literary quality of his journalism--he held up John McPhee as a particular inspiration--but his work had a life beyond a reader's encounter with the page. In the days after his death, I heard from a number of people who felt compelled to voice what his writing had meant to them. Here's part of a letter from a young friend explaining the impact of Kidder's book about Paul Farmer, a co-founder of Partners in Health, and Farmer's fight against tuberculosis, HIV, and other communicable diseases in Haiti and elsewhere. The writer is Ben Hayes, a doctor specializing in addiction who works in a community-based clinic in the Bronx:

Reading Mountains Beyond Mountains was a turning point in my life. My dad gave me the book after I graduated from college, at a time when I was searching for a meaningful way to align my career with my moral compass. Kidder's account of Paul Farmer and his colleague Dr. Jim Kim transformed my sense of what it meant to be a global citizen. It also reshaped how I thought about what it meant to be a doctor: See patients where they are. Don't wait for them to come to you. Build relationships with dignity and compassion. And fight to change the structural determinants of health to achieve the same standard of care for all people, regardless of race, geography, or income.




Tracy Kidder had a look about him. He was lanky, with strong eyes, high cheekbones, and a patrician nose. He was comfortable in khaki trousers and rolled-up sleeves. He sailed. If you met him, you might correctly infer some of his early background: born in New York City, boyhood in Oyster Bay, education at Andover and Harvard. But then it was off to Vietnam, where he served for a year. At Harvard, he had begun to develop a taste for writing--fiction, at first--and after returning from Vietnam, he enrolled in the Iowa Writers' Workshop. One of his teachers there, the novelist and journalist Dan Wakefield, eventually put him in touch with editors at The Atlantic, where Wakefield was a contributor.

Kidder's arrival at the magazine, then in Boston, is described in the 2013 book Good Prose, written by Kidder and Richard Todd, who would be his editor for almost half a century. (Todd died in 2019.) It is a small, sneaky, funny, perfect volume about writing--a how-to book that in demeanor and substance would never be placed in a how-to lineup. The year was 1973, a time, the authors write, "that in memory seems closer to The Atlantic's distant past than to our present era." The building, in Boston's Back Bay, was a shabby old family mansion, with servants' quarters in the back for junior staff. Everyone used typewriters. Some women wore a hat at their desk. Kidder camped out just to use the phones--long-distance calls were expensive. He was 27, recently married, and living in rural Massachusetts. His wife, Frances, was and is a painter. Her portraits of Kidder over the years lodge in the eye with more urgency and ease than any photograph.

Kidder won a National Book Award and a Pulitzer Prize for The Soul of a New Machine, published in 1981, about teams of engineers at the Data General Corporation racing to develop a new computer system. The book, excerpted in The Atlantic, was published when the dawning digital world was incomprehensible to most people--including, at first, to the author. Kidder combined the necessary explication of digital and corporate mysteries with piercing character studies and a driving narrative. Engineers came across as (slightly strange) warriors. As for the "soul" of the title: It refers to the designers who gave life to their creation. "Look," one engineer explains, "I don't have to get official recognition for anything I do. Ninety-eight percent of the thrill comes from knowing that the thing you designed works, and works almost the way you expected it would. If that happens, part of you is in that machine."

Emily Todd, the daughter of Richard and Susan Todd, was not yet a teenager when The Soul of a New Machine was being written:

I remember Tracy calling our house daily, showing up with manuscript pages in hand to read, pacing through the house, trying to puzzle out a problem with structure, worrying out loud. (Would anyone ever want to read a book called The Soul of a New Machine? I can still hear him saying.) Our whole family became familiar with the stages Tracy went through with each book--the search for the right subject, the years of reporting, the long first drafts. I knew their rituals, Tracy's and my father's. They spread out the manuscript on the floor, walking among the pages and moving them around. When the book was done, they imagined bad reviews--I think they might have even written them down as a talisman to ward off real ones.


The hallmark of Kidder's writing was his deep--to his publishers, perhaps interminable--immersion in the subject matter: people and places, knowledge and expertise. Some journalism entails wide-ranging travel and ever-changing scenery. Kidder's entailed close observation of a character or characters over very long periods of time: Mrs. Zajac's fifth-grade classroom in Holyoke, Massachusetts. Dr. Jim O'Connell and his homeless patients on the streets of Boston. When NASA announced plans to allow a journalist to ride aboard the space shuttle, Kidder jumped at the chance to be The Atlantic's nominee. Any such plans were of course scrapped after the Challenger tragedy, in 1986. Would a few days aloft have been enough time for Kidder? Factoring in the run-up to the flight, he surely could have made it work. But the imagination turns to an episode from 2024: the inadvertent stranding of a pair of astronauts for nine months aboard the International Space Station. Two characters, nine months, and a few hundred cubic meters--that would have been a perfect Kidder story.

How perfect an experience it would have been for the astronauts to have Kidder with them is hard to say. Susan Todd remembers what she calls the "bounteousness" of Kidder's presence--the physical fullness of his proximity, whether he was bumping into a chair or spouting 1,000 words to someone else's three. He was clear and insistent when it came to his aims for any project, and by no means shy. Corby Kummer, a newly arrived Atlantic editor, remembers working with Kidder on an excerpt--a cover story--from his 1985 book, House: "His manner was courtly, patient, and genial--until you suggested a change to his prose he thought he didn't like. Then you were in for long, long discussion in which doubt and reflexive resistance would often but not always give way to amenability to alteration. During these sessions, it was clear that patience and congeniality took a far back seat to what he thought would be truest to his prose and the people in it."

Over time, Kidder's canvas grew bigger, and the moral strain in his thinking, always present, grew more pronounced. In Mountains Beyond Mountains, from 2003, Kidder wrote: "The world is full of miserable places. One way of living comfortably is not to think about them or, when you do, to send money." Paul Farmer didn't need Kidder's book to enable his work bringing medical care to the world's destitute, but Mountains Beyond Mountains brought that work to the attention of millions, and was meant to get under your skin (as Farmer himself could). In Rough Sleepers, published in 2023, Kidder focused on Jim O'Connell's efforts to care for Boston's homeless population. The counterpoint to such difficult subject matter came in the way Kidder wrote about people: their humane gestures and unexpected kindnesses, their improbable humor and sense of the absurd, their fellow feeling and even love. Kidder himself could be funny, including at his own expense--any reader of Good Prose will see genuine self-deprecation at play.

Kidder was working on Rough Sleepers when he crossed paths with James Parker, an Atlantic writer who has long been involved with the Black Seed Writers Group, a space for homeless writers in Boston:

I met Tracy when he was working on what wound up being his last book, about homelessness in Boston and in particular about its great healer, Dr. Jim O'Connell. Jim put us together, and Tracy came to a session of the Black Seed Writers Group. He loved the space, and the space loved him back. Tracy made you feel good. In person, and on the page. His tolerance, his energetic outward-flowing open-heartedness, was both a moral condition and an aesthetic strategy: It enabled him to see people clearly, people with souls, in all their grandeur and their ungrandeur, the better to write about them. And his style was an American classic: Transparent at first sight, it was actually prismatic. Light came through it and changed direction.




Kidder was diagnosed with cancer earlier this year, and his illness progressed rapidly. On the day before he died, the three daughters of Richard and Susan Todd--Emily, Maisie, and Nell--stood by his bed in his daughter's house, with his wife, Fran; his children, Alice and Nat; and other family members nearby, and took turns reading aloud from the introduction to Good Prose. The introduction closes with a few paragraphs of what the authors were too polite (or embarrassed) to call a manifesto. Call it what you will, but it captures what Kidder, like Todd, always stood for:

We think that the techniques of fiction never belonged exclusively to fiction, and that no techniques of storytelling are prohibited to the nonfiction writer, only the attempt to pass off inventions as facts. We think that the obscure person or setting can be a legitimate subject for the serious nonfiction writer. And we think that every piece of writing--whether story or argument or rumination, book or essay or letter home--requires the freshness and precision that convey a distinct human presence.
 During the past three decades American culture has become louder, faster, more disjointed. For immediacy of effect, writers can't compete with popular music or action movies, cable network news or the multiplying forms of instant messaging. We think that writers shouldn't try, that there is no need to try. Writing remains the best route we know to clarity of thought and feeling.


It's not the 23rd Psalm. But it's a creed.
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I Am Here to Watch the Birthright-Citizenship Arguments, but Not in a Threatening Way

Can't a president go watch his justices?

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




Subjects!

Yes, I am here watching the oral arguments in Trump v. Barbara. What of it? Can't a sitting president come watch an oral argument at the Supreme Court on a Wednesday without it being viewed as an attempt to coerce the justices? You know how much I love an oral argument. I am a big fan of the law. I like the faint, wheezing sound it makes as I trample on it, and the mountains of litigation that result.

I am not here to cause problems for the justices by listening in a menacing way. I would never! I come from the New York Real-Estate Business, one of the less threatening business traditions.

Besides, everyone knows how much I love listening while other people talk and not falling asleep. When do they start the praise, though? This seems like a long time for people to talk in front of me without mentioning that I am a great genius, physically prepossessing, and the one Messiah toward whom all history has been tending (I am paraphrasing a little).

Who are those people in the robes? I understand why the men are in robes: They are justices. But why are the women in robes? Really unflattering. Some kind of Handmaid's Tale protest thing? Even Amy Coney Barrett? I thought she was with us. Strange!

This is very legal and very fun. Remember, there is technically no rule barring the president from attending oral arguments in the Supreme Court, just as there is no rule barring the president from standing behind the justices holding a club studded with spikes and waving it menacingly every time the argument takes a wrong turn. Which I, of course, have no plans to do! I know that the justices are all going to rule correctly. I also know where all the justices live and how to find them, unless Justice Thomas is on that yacht again. (Justice Alito's house is the one with the upside-down flag!)

It probably will not come to this, but there is also technically no rule against bringing Chief Justice Roberts's pet cat, Mr. Marbury, in a specially designed cage where a single door separates him from a hungry python who respects neither law nor God.

This case is a simple one, anyhow: It's about what the president wants versus what the Constitution explicitly says. Fortunately there is a branch of law called originalism, which, as I understand it, allows you to say that the people who put, say, an amendment into the Constitution did not really mean it. In such cases, the argument goes like this:

JUSTICE SOTOMAYOR: We cannot help noticing that when this amendment passed, everyone was pretty clear on what it meant. Let me read you a quote on the subject from Daniel Webster. "Hello, future Supreme Court justices," Daniel Webster says. "If you are reading this, please know that the Fourteenth Amendment meant what we said it meant. Don't disenfranchise a huge class of people because you think we didn't mean what we said we meant. Everyone knows that the amendment means what it literally says in the text."

SOLICITOR GENERAL SAUER: Yes, but we have reason to believe that Daniel Webster actually felt the opposite of what his words were technically saying.

SOTOMAYOR: What reason?

SAUER: Good reason.

SOTOMAYOR: Is that reason in court with us today?

CHIEF JUSTICE ROBERTS: Hey, look! He's got Mr. Marbury! Mr. Marbury is in that cage!

When you ask yourself, What should I do now?, remember: The Constitution doesn't know your home address. The Constitution will not post on Truth Social about your disloyalty and how you have disappointed him. The Constitution will not come to your house and put a partial horse in your bed, peacefully and patriotically. The Constitution doesn't have Mr. Marbury. Think very carefully about which one of us you want to disappoint.

Great day for an oral argument! Have fun out there!
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Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia: Computer Games

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 01 Apr 2026

Your device's memory is precious; so is yours. Hone it!

And by the way, did you know that Nintendo was founded in 1889? The year that the Eiffel Tower opened in Paris, Nintendo was getting going in Kyoto making Japanese playing cards.

Obviously, it has evolved since. It pivoted to video games in the 1970s and thereafter created Donkey Kong, Super Mario Bros., Pokemon, the Game Boy, the Wii, and the Switch. Meanwhile, what has the Eiffel Tower done?

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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TV's Failing Cure for Middle-Aged Malaise

Crime-solving housewives have become less compelling.

by Shirley Li

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




If the new Apple TV show Imperfect Women had premiered in the 2010s, it would probably have commanded the zeitgeist. The thriller, about a group of old friends whose cushy suburban lives unravel after one of them is murdered, has all the makings of an addictive watch. The whodunit comes riddled with beguiling red herrings and sordid twists. The cast is stacked with Emmy winners and hey-it's-that-guy! actors. It's the kind of glossy, elevated soap opera that would have fit neatly alongside Scandal and the rest of ABC's melodrama-heavy programming a decade ago--and not just because Kerry Washington is one of the show's stars. Middle-aged women caught up in wildly dramatic and morally gray predicaments once spelled easy success in ratings and critical acclaim. Just look at Desperate Housewives. Or How to Get Away With Murder. Or Big Little Lies.

As it stands, Imperfect Women isn't likely to join their ranks in popularity. Although the series has risen to second place on Apple TV's viewership charts, it hasn't cracked the top-10 most-watched streaming titles overall in the United States. The overcrowded television landscape makes it harder than ever for any program to stand out, but other shows that mash up the character of the typically wealthy, often bored housewife with the intrigue of a crime thriller haven't been clicking with viewers either: NBC canceled Grosse Pointe Garden Society, a drama about gardening-club members trying to cover up a murder, after a single season last summer. Prime Video's The Better Sister, which follows estranged siblings who reconcile after one of them finds her husband dead, also came and went with little fanfare. Recent multi-season series about middle-aged women getting their hands dirty amid their seemingly mundane lives--Yellowjackets, Palm Royale--have ended or will end this year, further thinning out the genre.

Imperfect Women, then, is the latest evidence of the slow decline of what could be called "the messy-mom thriller"--in which violence and mystery pierce the suburban ennui felt by female protagonists of a certain age. Viewers who also belong to that demographic may find these stories more than just entertaining; they're provocative, told with a level of gravitas rarely afforded to mature experiences of marriage, motherhood, and female friendships. After so many seasons of the troubled likes of Good Girls and Bad Sisters, however, the conceit has begun to feel stale. Many tales of fictional women getting caught up in crime pale in comparison with the real-life scandals that now flood social-media feeds, podcasts, and what feels like every piece of unscripted media. (Even in the already dramatic realm of reality TV, headlines can be too overwhelming for fans and creators alike to ignore.) Watching female characters break free of their perceived status quo by indulging in chaos used to be a guilty pleasure. These days, it's just noise.

Read: The slow death of the prestige thriller

One recent exception cuts through the banality by going beyond showing women break bad. How to Get to Heaven From Belfast, a Netflix series that began streaming in February, follows the broad strokes of the messy-mom thriller: Three dissatisfied women find their routines upended when they become entangled in a suspicious situation. Their journey isn't exclusively about the mystery, however; the show places equal importance on observing how these former best girlfriends navigate their adult relationship, perhaps grasping that its viewers have had more than their fair share of whodunits. When what was once novel and shocking has become ordinary, familiar comforts offer a more surprising place to find actual thrills.



Shows about crime-solving older women tend to be more concerned with the crimes than with the women themselves. But How to Get to Heaven From Belfast is created by the Derry Girls showrunner Lisa McGee, which explains the show's exuberant Irish-isms, rat-a-tat dialogue, and characters whose friendship is instantly believable. The three central characters resemble the genre's typical protagonists--and likely viewers--in that each one is somewhat worn down from the compromises that come with aging. Saoirse (played by Roisin Gallagher), a onetime aspiring playwright, oversees a hit police-procedural series but questions whether she's wasting her time. Dara (Caoilfhionn Dunne), the group's nervous Nellie and de facto rule follower, is trapped at home taking care of her nightmarish mother and pining for the girlfriend who got away. Robyn (Sinead Keenan), the chattiest of the bunch, has been run ragged trying to mother her three children, all of whom seem intent on splitting her eardrums and driving her mad.

The three reunite under bleak circumstances: Greta (Natasha O'Keeffe), their childhood friend, has died. At the funeral, Saoirse, Dara, and Robyn discover that the body in the casket belongs to a different woman, yet the show rejects the impulse to let the mystery drive the plot. Instead, the group's evolving dynamics--the way the women absorb, bicker over, and make peace with how they have and haven't changed--become as important to their story as the conspiracy they're trying to unravel.

Take, for instance, a moment in an early episode when Dara's ex-girlfriend spots them planning a boneheaded mission to retrieve the body in Greta's casket. The interaction leaves Dara deflated, so Robyn and Saoirse immediately work to boost their friend's confidence, coordinating their barrage of compliments with incredible precision. It's a heartwarming beat despite not advancing their amateur sleuthing, one that treats the women's intimacy with the same seriousness afforded to Greta's disappearance.

Read: The invisibility of older women

Belfast, in this way, doubles as a poignant portrait of how women build and maintain their bonds. The show's flashbacks fill in background details explaining why Greta vanished, while also exploring why Saoirse, Dara, and Robyn can still rely on one another after years of drifting apart. The characters are motivated to continue spending time away from their usual obligations not just because the investigation shakes them loose of their doldrums but also because they enjoy one another's company. Having a friend go missing isn't a typical midlife crisis. Feeling like your social life has become nonexistent is.

That resonance has been missing from the wider realm of messy-mom thrillers lately. Friendships are often treated as convenient opportunities for protagonists to deliver exposition dumps. Aging tends to play like a grim impediment to joy that can be dispelled only via lawlessness, extramarital affairs, and, in some cases, death.

Imperfect Women may be the most egregious entry yet: By my count, the show packs in three infidelity subplots, two instances of domestic violence, and one viral video that nearly derails a character's career--all in the span of eight episodes. It also turns its heroines into wine-guzzling loners, rarely allowing the solid lead cast (Washington, Elisabeth Moss, and Kate Mara) to share the screen. That's by design; the series shifts among their perspectives every few episodes, generating intrigue out of having multiple unreliable narrators divulge their secrets. As a result, though, the women's connection ends up ill-defined, robbing the audience of the chance to empathize with them. If anything, I found it hard to buy that these characters ever truly liked one another.

Not every messy-mom thriller can avoid the genre's overreliance on long-buried secrets and seemingly uncharacteristic rebellions to suggest depth. Even Belfast, in its later episodes, spends too much time untangling what's going on with Greta, pushing the show into formulaic territory. Yet what keeps it from veering into blandness is its refusal to depend on the kinds of outrageous stakes that play like echoes of news stories. The show understands that older women at home may so badly need a break that they'll fantasize about appalling impulses (that fictional characters can actually act on). But Belfast also grasps that the greatest pleasure--guilty or otherwise, on-screen and off--may be as simple as finding quality time with a couple of best friends.
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Watching War From the Strait of Hormuz

Graeme Wood on what he saw at the Strait of Hormuz and the lockdown of oil in the Persian Gulf. Plus: Trump's war-information blackout and Thomas Paine's<em> Common Sense</em> at 250 years old.

by David Frum

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube

In this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts on the strange lack of information about the current war in Iran. He wonders why, despite the publicized tactical success of the United States' campaign in Iran, the war seems to be progressing in an unfavorable way for the U.S.

Then David is joined by his colleague at The Atlantic Graeme Wood to discuss Graeme's recent reporting from the Persian Gulf. David and Graeme talk about Graeme's experiences being bombed in Dubai and snorkeling in the Strait of Hormuz. They also discuss what happens next in Iran, Trump's failure in political messaging on the war, and the state of the global energy market.

David concludes with a discussion of Thomas Paine's Common Sense, which was published 250 years ago this year.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Graeme Wood, my Atlantic colleague and author of two important recent articles in The Atlantic, one about Iran's ability to continue to inflict economic damage on Saudi Arabia and the other oil-producing states, and the other, well, a really delightful piece called "Snorkeling in the Strait of Hormuz" about Graeme's adventures going swimming in that body of water that is the center of the world's attention. Graeme is a courageous, inventive, ingenious, and perceptive writer, and it's a delight to be able to talk to him on The David Frum Show.

My book this week will be Common Sense, by Thomas Paine, published 250 years ago this year and worthy of urgent rereading on this anniversary occasion.

But before my discussion with either Graeme Wood or my reading of Common Sense, some preliminary thoughts about the war that continues to rage between the United States and Iran, now finishing its first month, entering month two.

We're in a strange information blackout about the war. There is so much that we hear, so little that we see, and so little that we can know for sure. We don't see the evidence of it, but from everything we read, the United States and Israel have inflicted devastating damage on Iranian military and economic targets. How fateful this damage is, how consequential, remains [unclear], but it must be very extreme.

At the same time, the war seems to be progressing in ways that are not so favorable to the United States. The price of oil is up, and American confidence of the war is down, and there seems to be no plan in the Trump administration to bring the war to an end on any of the terms that you might've thought America would've wanted, including permanent denuclearization of Iran and the free flow of oil through the Strait of Hormuz.

I think, as I try to understand what, if anything, is going wrong, the Trump administration seems to have taught Iran how to defeat the Trump administration through the Trump administration's own words. One of the things that [President] Trump has made very clear to the Iranians is how low his threshold for economic pain is. Every time he tries to jawbone the energy markets by making some statement just before the energy markets open that he hopes will lead to lower trades as soon as they do open--jawboning that worked at first and that now seems to be ceasing to be working--he is teaching the Iranians that if bad things happen in the energy market, Trump can't take it. It may be their steel factories that are blowing up, it may be their leaders who are being killed, but it is Trump who seems to be showing more signs of panic and fear as he loses control of the situation and as he responds by making threats to escalate more, in ways that maybe create for him the alternative of either backing away from threats made--maybe he doesn't take Kharg Island after all--or escalating into a ground war with Iran for which he has no permission from Congress, no mandate from the American people, probably not the resources to do, and certainly no political permission to suffer the pain of. Iran can read Western media as well as any of us can, and they can see the panic and terror of economic dislocation that is being broadcast by the Trump administration to the world.

If Trump wanted to fight a war in the Persian Gulf, one of the things you would think he would need to do would be to explain to the American people why the economic pain that must follow is worth it. He's never done that. He promised them no economic pain. And every Sunday night, before markets open on Monday mornings in Asia and the rest of the world, he tries to incant some formula to keep things at bay for at least a few minutes. And as I said, at first, that worked; he bought a few minutes' peace. Recently, it seems to have stopped working; he's no longer buying a few minutes' peace. But the economic realities are the economic realities. And incredibly, the much weaker party to the war, Iran, seems to be able to inflict pain that the stronger party to the war, the United States and its ally Israel--and especially the United States--can't seem to bear.

Trump seems to think of wars as exercises in destruction; he doesn't accept that they're exercises in politics. And many of the people around him take pride in saying, We're not doing any nation building. We're not thinking about what comes after. We're not worrying about permanent regimes. We're just here to kill bad guys. But killing bad guys is very seldom an end in itself. At some point, the killing has to stop, and at some point, you have to deal with whatever is left. And that point will come earlier rather than later and maybe earlier than the United States can afford for that point to come if the United States has not given Americans any inkling of the pain that was likely to be headed their way, any reason for it, any reason to hope that things will be better after it.

So the Iranians are discovering that if they just inflict economic pain, which they can easily do, they can bring pressure to bear on Trump that is much greater on him than the pressure he is bearing to them by blowing up things and killing bad guys.

We don't know how much margin of survival the Iranian regime has. It is, in many ways, a fragile country; it depends on oil exports, and the United States could interdict those oil exports if it wanted to. But because the United States doesn't have a capacity for planning, it's not interdicting Iranian oil exports. At the end of a month of war, Iran is exporting not only as much oil as it ever did, as much oil as it did last year, but it's exporting that oil at a higher price, maybe billions and billions of dollars more a higher price than it was making before the war started. And that means that even if the United States were to succeed in reducing Iranian oil exports somewhat, it would not be putting budgetary pressure on the Iranian regime. It's a plan for war without politics, and that's a plan for war without success.

And now my dialogue with Graeme Wood.

[Music]

Frum: If Graeme Wood's business card does not read "International Man of Mystery," it should. His recent report from the Persian Gulf, "Snorkeling in the Strait of Hormuz," is Graeme at his most characteristic: in the center of the action, seeing things the way no one else sees them, and preserving calm where most of us would see only danger and terror.

A Harvard graduate who now teaches at Yale, an Arabic speaker, Graeme began his journalism career as a reporter for The Cambodia Daily. On the outbreak of the Iraq War, he relocated to Iraq and was hired by The Atlantic, where he continues as a colleague to this day.

Graeme's deep investigations of the ISIS terror organization generated a viral Atlantic article and were published in book form in 2016, The Way of the Strangers: [Encounters With the Islamic State], which won acclaim and awards all over the world, including the Governor [General's] Award of Canada, of which Graeme and I are both citizens.

For the past two years, Graeme has closely studied the Iranian regime. As Iran closed the Strait of Hormuz, Graeme has traveled to the region and reported intensely from both sides of the war zone, and it's such a pleasure to welcome Graeme to The David Frum Show today. Graeme, thank you for joining me.

Graeme Wood: David, it's good to be with you.

Frum: So let's talk about your snorkeling adventure. (Laughs.) For those who have not read this amazing piece of reportage or seen the sprightly video that emerged from it, tell us, what was that day like?

Wood: So I had been in Dubai, and missiles were coming in, drones were coming in, and the Strait of Hormuz was more and more in the news because it was being closed, and that's the choke point for about a fifth of the world's seaborne oil. And my instinct was just to go see what it looked like. This is an area that I'd crossed before as a ferry passenger, but actually just laying eyes on it when it is the center of the world's attention seemed important. So I just got in a car, drove there, and then chartered a dhow--d-h-o-w--which is one of these old wooden boats that, in normal times, it's there for pleasure cruising; it's there for smuggling. And guess what? Right now, it's really cheap if you wanna hire a dhow for a pleasure cruise. And although you made me sound very intrepid by going out there, it was a quiet, beautiful day. There were dolphins, there were damselfish, and there was no sign at all of a war going on just over the cliffs.

Frum: Yeah. Because you think of it as, even from the energy trade and all the traffic, an area of environmental devastation even at the best of times, and now it's the middle of a war zone, and it looked like holiday pics from the video you took.

Wood: It was. That's exactly what it was. When you're there, of course, because it's closed, the ships are not going back and forth, so it's quiet. In fact, in the strait, I saw lots of these dhows just idling there because it was not a time when you could safely go back and forth to Iran, and usually, they'd be going back and forth, mostly speedboats smuggling, but at this point, again, as calm as could be. So I spent about five hours in the fjords next to the strait and just a few miles into the strait itself, and saw, I would guess, fewer than half a dozen boats that were actually going back and forth across the strait. And of course, I didn't see any evidence that anyone was going through the strait.

Frum: Well, this is one of the ways that this war shocked so many of our ideas about what modern war is like. We are so used to seeing everything, or at least being presented with images that purport to show us everything, and the idea that both combatants--the United States-Israel side on one hand and Iran on the other--would agree to a complete shutdown of imagery. And then on what is the central economic battlefield, the Persian Gulf, nothing is happening; that's the news. So there are scenes, presumably, somewhere of extraordinary violence being unleashed, and yet we don't see them; we just see this peaceful blue water.

Wood: Yeah, exactly. Right across the strait, if you went inland, you'd get to Minab, where there was the school famously destroyed by the United States, which killed possibly hundreds of children, so devastation is not that far away. But if you're not right there, then what you see is calm waters. And also, by the way, you still see some traffic going back and forth. I mentioned six boats or so that I saw going back and forth. Those are smugglers who just decide that, you know, they live outside the law in the best of times, and so right now, they're going back and forth. They're bringing electronics to Iran, and in the past, they would usually bring goats back, apparently. So there's still that going on. But mostly, you just see these calm waters and then dozens upon dozens of boats just waiting for it to be safe to go back in their usual route.

Frum: Are Iranian tankers able to move?

Wood: At that point, no, there was nothing going back and forth, so--

Frum: Or Chinese tankers serving the Iran trade, I should say.

Wood: There's this extraordinary phenomenon going on right now where, while there's a lockdown on Persian Gulf oil, Iran has been able to sell, actually, more than before, mostly going to China. So, yeah, at the moment, because of expensive oil and because of the need of everyone, including the United States, to loosen up the energy markets, Iran has been able to sell oil. But going back and forth through the Strait of Hormuz right now means you're going under the eyes of Iranian missile launchers, as well as the United States, so it would take a pretty brave crew to wanna do that.

Frum: Now, you referenced lightly your departure from Dubai, but you were under fire there more than in the Gulf.

Wood: Yeah, that's right. Dubai, at that point--I think it's still the case today--the United Arab Emirates was getting more incoming Iranian drones and missile strikes than anywhere else. So I was there almost from the very beginning of the war, and, yeah, you'd hear the interceptions. I witnessed a couple of the hits and got to see what Dubai looked like, which I think you referenced earlier the information war here, too, which is a pretty extraordinary thing to watch on social media when you're in the place that's the subject of the social-media speculation. So there's a lot of discussion of how Dubai was, quote, unquote, "over," that the model was finished and that people were fleeing; there were refugees at the border. And that was a mismatch from what I saw while there. There was certainly fewer people who were going there as holiday-makers, but the place was mostly functioning as it used to, but with some booms in the background.

Frum: Now, Dubai doesn't have the network of bomb shelters that Israel, which is receiving, also, a lot of Iranian attack, has. So what do people do for safety when the booms begin?

Wood: Well, at that point--and the numbers aren't that much higher so far; the number of reported dead in the entire country is still in the single digits, so in general, it wasn't as if there were explosions happening that were causing mass casualties. But, yeah, there's nothing you can do. If a place is not built as a security state, the way Israel has had to be, then you just go on with life. And so I went to shopping malls, supermarkets, restaurants, and all of it was just still going on. There weren't even, like, missile alerts that would cause people to go scrambling. In Ukraine, there were these apps that would tell you when a missile was incoming, and before too long, people would just ignore those in a lot of cities because they happened so frequently. And Dubai seemed to have skipped right ahead to that stage, so even two days after the war had begun, it seemed like nobody was heeding any of those alerts whatsoever and life was proceeding.

Frum: Now, your most recent article for The Atlantic, "Mutually Assured Energy Destruction," suggests that what's going on here is a kind of deterrence, actually, between the United States and Iran, where neither is hitting quite as hard as it potentially could. Dubai is a high-rise city full of, as you say, shopping malls. There are a lot of dense human targets. If you were seeking to maximize the infliction of loss of life, I assume the Iranians, even in their depleted state, could do more than they're doing. Do you have a sense that this is inability on their part, or are they still fighting this war, in some ways, with one hand tied behind their back?

Wood: I think the latter. An enormous skyscraper, it's not built as a military target. If you wanna take down the Burj Khalifa, the tallest building in the world, it would be very difficult to stop Iran from doing that if it wanted to concertedly send a fleet of drones to do so.

One thing that I think has been saving Dubai in particular, though, is that its cosmopolitanism is part of its shield. There are hundreds of thousands of Iranians who are in the Emirates. There are Russians. There are Chinese. So if they were to destroy one of those malls that I said was operating at lower capacity but still operating, [there] would definitely be a bunch of Russian, Chinese, and Iranian body parts strewn about.

So the Iranians, if they really wanted to destroy Dubai, they could do so, but they haven't. And that, as you mentioned, goes for infrastructure as well; if they really wanted to hit oil infrastructure in the Gulf hard, I think they could do much more damage than they already had. But there would be consequences for their doing that.

Frum: They also presumably have a lot of their money in Dubai banks.

Wood: Oh, yeah. Even--

Frum: They being the Iranians, I should say.

Wood: Yeah, the Iranians have their money and their people--and I don't just mean Iranian people who have gone there for work, but Muscat, Oman, which Oman has also been hit, and Dubai have a lot of Iranians who have just fled there because they considered it a safer place to be than Iran, possibly not aware that Iran would soon be attacking them. So it's been a place of refuge for money and for people for some time, even high-level people. So, yeah, it's complicated for Iran to strike a place that's also a place of refuge for its own people and its allies.

Frum: Now, a decade ago, you wrote this remarkable article that became an acclaimed book getting inside the mind of ISIS. You've been doing some of that similar work with the Iranian regime, trying to get inside their brains. Anything that has happened in the past month of conflict to change any of your perspectives or enrich your thinking, as compared to where you were a month ago?

Wood: There's one thing that's happened, which was the death of Ayatollah [Ali] Khamenei, the supreme leader of Iran for the last 30-plus years. His death, the rhetoric of it was martyrdom. But also, the fact that he almost presented himself as a target, in the sense that he was living, apparently, aboveground in his own compound and doing so at a time when it was pretty clear the Israelis or Americans were going to try to assassinate him, that brought back a lot of the rhetoric of martyrdom that one had heard throughout the history of the Islamic Republic, and it brought it back after a period of, I would say, not quite abeyance, but de-emphasis.

I would say that, unlike ISIS, if you look at the actions and the policies of the Islamic Republic over the last few decades, Iran has been much more rational, much more strategic, and much less motivated by some of the ideological aspects that they were so fervent in embracing in the beginning of the Islamic Republic, and ISIS was fervent up until the end. So when you see someone sort of offering himself up for martyrdom, then you go back to thinking about all the rhetorical emphasis on the martyrdom of the early imams in Shia Islam, so the martyrdom of [Saddam] Hussein, for example, which, again, I wouldn't have thought of that as an operational concept, but there's a bit of that that I see in this war and with the death of the supreme leader.

Frum: I think, going into this war, a lot of people in the United States and in the United States government assumed that the Iranian state had become a very rickety state, that the ideology didn't move anybody anymore, the extraordinary sacrifices of the regime that occurred during the Iran-Iraq War of the 1980s, that those days were over, and one hard blow, the whole structure would collapse. That's turned out to be, obviously, not true. Do you have any opinion on the prevalence of this kind of ideology of martyrdom or other aspects of regime ideology?

Wood: Before the war, and I think still, actually, I would've said that that ideology had largely run out of gas. In Iran at the very beginning, it was almost impossible to overstate in the early days of the revolution in the 1980s how much it was part of what people were thinking and, to some degree, that there are people who even have kind of memory-holed some of the things they were saying about, say, the Ayatollah [Ruhollah] Khomeini possibly being this kind of quasi-messianic figure, the hidden imam himself, which nobody believes anymore and people pretend they never believed. But there's been a long period of kind of strategic bureaucratization that has washed away a lot of the ideological stuff, and fewer and fewer people who believe it.

But the last time I was in Tehran was in 2009, and I went to regime rallies, and I met lots of people who were still very enthusiastic about this belief. Now, granted, many of them seem to have been bused in from the countryside, so they were not the cosmopolitan Tehrani types, but they do exist in the country, and I would say that there's possibly a double-digit percentage of Iranians who still feel that way. So it's not exhausted, but I don't think it would be wrong to say that the country as a whole has lost that faith and has moved on to another phase in its development.

Frum: So there are people in your estimation--and, again, it's a very dark box, and it's been a while since you had access to the country--but it does seem there are people [who] would bear arms to defend the regime if Americans landed on Iranian soil.

Wood: Yes, yes, no doubt. And in addition to the IRGC [Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps], which is the main regime-loyalist military element, there are millions of Iranians who are part of the families of the IRGC, millions of people whose livelihoods depend on the regime, as the regime, remaining intact. Every Iranian I speak to, no matter what their view of things, says that a lot of these people are going to fight until the last drop of blood.

Frum: The United States has been studying the Iran problem very intensely for a long time. Even before the Iranian Revolution of 1979, people worried, or Americans worried, about the aggressive intentions that the shah of Iran might have. I think some of the war-gaming to defend Kuwait began with the idea that the shah might be the aggressor, not the Iraqis and not yet the Iranian regime. Since the hostage crisis of 1979, '80, again, the United States has intensely war-gamed it. You assume there was a lot of deep knowledge of the Iranian system inside the United States government; yet the past month has not been very reassuring that the taxpayer is getting the Iran knowledge the taxpayer may have thought the taxpayer was paying for.

Wood: There are few wars that have been more intensely planned--as you say, war-gamed out--than a war against Iran. And I think the fact that that's the case should make us maybe a little bit analytically humble about what's gone on so far. Because any war that's been planned out is planned out in phases: That is, there's a stage one, a stage two, and a stage three. I would say whatever stage one is, it hasn't gone that well, but we have to be cautious about judging stage one against what may be objectives that were reserved for stage two or three.

Now, what do I mean by that? It seems like we have, so far, almost no plan for leadership change, for regime change. And that may be because that's a stage that, possibly, we'll never get to but, possibly, that was planned for a later point in this war. So I'm a little bit cautious about just saying that the war looks like incompetence because some of the overall objectives have not been met. But there's plenty to criticize in what's already happened that's apparent right before our eyes.

Frum: Yeah, I didn't use the word incompetence; I talked about lack of understanding of Iranian society. Let me test a hypothesis on you, which is: Phase one, let's suppose the military track of this war is going well, that the United States and Israel are destroying the things they wanted to destroy. They obviously are having great success finding the people they wanna find and eliminating them from the chessboard. Maybe the mistake was a lack of study of the American side of the equation.

Whenever the serious study of the Iran War began, in 1979, '80, the assumption, I would guess, would be that Iran would've done something really bad: capture American hostages and detain them for a year and under horrible conditions or something else really bad. And the president would go on TV and explain to the American people why the United States was going to war with Iran. He'd go to Congress and get a vote from Congress. Congress would give it because Iran had done something bad. And then there would be a monthlong air campaign, followed by whatever phase two was, and everyone would understand you're fighting in the Persian Gulf; there's going to be economic hardship. And we would all bear it because Iran had done something so very, very bad.

The mistake here was, what if there was no reason to go to war that week? And the American people's pain threshold was literally zero. So none of the obvious moves that Iran would do--closing the straits, interfering with the shipping of oil--none of them was there any appetite for in the United States, and the United States then had to conduct whatever phases of this war there are without any ability to take not only casualties, but even any economic hardship. That may be the missing piece. And that's not the fault of the war gamers, because they all assumed, right, The reason the president gave us the "go" order was something bad had happened that we had to respond to, not, The president had a mood, and we're going to war with no permission from the society, no vote from Congress, and no ability to accept any degree of economic pain.

Wood: There is a total failure so far in political messaging, very little explanation of what's going on, why it has to happen now. And that's messaging both to Americans and to Iranians, by the way. The Iranian people, especially in Tehran, where they've suffered by far the worst of the bombing, they're not really sure if the United States and Israel really cares about them and really cares about some other objectives, such as just destroying the capability of whatever Iranian state exists, whether it's a friendly one or an unfriendly one.

So all of that messaging takes preplanning, and it takes the development of some faith in what the administration and the military is saying, and that's made us, as Americans, pretty vulnerable to Iranian propaganda. I know Americans who I think of as pretty sophisticated consumers of information who are repeating to me falsehoods that are stated by Iranian propaganda. Why are they doing that? Why are they susceptible? It's because there's no one on the American side who they can credibly turn to and then say, Ah, okay, well, this person explained why that's not the case.

So there's a horrible vulnerability that could have been averted if there was just some faith and rapport developed between the administration and the American people, the administration and the press. And as we know, that rapport has been completely destroyed, and in the information war, that's a big problem.

Frum: And it's not just a matter of communications. Politicians like to blame communications advisers as if communications were magic, but communications can't be better than the thing communicated. So if the United States is embarking on a major war with Iran, there'd better be a reason. And you can't just message the reason; you actually have to have the reason--and not just a reason for going to war with Iran in general, but going to war with Iran in the last week of February of 2026. Why was that the time? What was different? And if there was a belief, for example, that Iran was making a lot of progress in its missile program at that point or had reenergized the nuclear program that seemed to have been so damaged last summer, that's something you have to say, and say it not just on TV, but to Congress. And none of that was done, raising the suspicion of the reason it's not done is maybe it wasn't true.

Wood: Yeah, this has been a long-term problem with not just this administration, but any previous administration's plans or policies about war in Iran, which is that the Iranian progress is incremental and war is not incremental. War is a great big thing, and if Iran is slowly developing ballistic-missile capabilities, if it's slowly developing drone capabilities, then at what point is the exact moment when the United States should do something about it? And every president before Trump has decided that that exact moment was postponable--and they may have been right. They all, in that sense, get an A grade because there was no war, there was no nuclear weapon in Iran, and so they can hand it off to their [successor]. But anytime the war was gonna happen, it was gonna have to happen as a kind of judgment call about an accumulation of things, rather than one thing that could be pointed to.

Frum: When I think about what Trump may be trying to do, giving him the highest level of credit--and this is not credit in the sense of moral credit, just intellectual credit--he may have been convinced or he may believe that lots and lots of people in the upper reaches of the Iranian regime are crooks rather than fanatics. And if you can identify the fanatics and kill enough of them, eventually, your shovel will clink on the treasure chest--that is, the level of crooks--you will open the treasure chest, find your crooks, and then you can do business with them, not in a way that will bring satisfaction to the people of Iran, whom we're ostensibly trying to help, although Trump has never been very empathic on that subject. But you bring together a degree of crooked leaders, as has happened in Venezuela, as I think is the plan in Cuba. You empower the crooks. You can do business with them; they'll do what they're told in order to keep their money. And then they become less of a nuisance from a strategic point of view. Does that make any sense, and based on your interactions with upper-elite Iranians, does any of that plan make any sense?

Wood: I think there are a couple things that he might have been surprised by, if that was the plan. One is how deep you have to dig before you get to the clink, that almost anybody who was in the inner circle of Iranian politics was gonna be very difficult to work with because they had not just blood on their hands, but they had been at the intersection of many different types of immoral activity that's kind of irredeemable in some way. So that's the first thing.

I have also spoken to Iranian exiles who have asked why that wasn't the policy, why wasn't he constantly digging deep enough to find someone he could work with? 'Cause they say, actually, it seems like he's not looking for that at all; he's just digging and digging and digging, and trying to discard as much of the regime as possible. And that is why everybody's fighting to the death, is because it appears that the only resolution that the United States would be happy with would be some kind of complete scalping of the regime, to a very deep level, and its replacement with the shah or something like that. And they say if the United States had just announced pretty early on, or found a way pretty early on, to get someone in the regime to defect, then they actually would've, possibly, been able to do that with a lot less loss of life.

So it's possible that they're looking for someone who can be compromised like that. But they're digging pretty deep and killing a lot of people before they're coming to someone they're satisfied with.

Frum: Their message to the Iranian regime seems to be completely incoherent, which is, We want unconditional surrender. We want you to negotiate a deal. Yes, you can keep control of the Strait of Hormuz, which we've just annexed. No, you can't. Do you think the messaging direct to the Iranians, through whatever channel it's going, is any more clear than the message to the world that we're all hearing a contradictory version of every single day?

Wood: I think part of this is just a kind of controlled chaos of negotiation, which is the mode that Trump seems to prefer. So understandably, we listen to what the president of the United States says when he says what he'd be satisfied with, but then, of course, we have to remember that this president doesn't seem to know himself what he would be satisfied with, and so we can't quite take that as a direct negotiating position. Like today, Trump said that the current leaders of the regime are people you can work with. And do we take that at face value, which sounds a lot like the democratic aspirations of the Iranian people matter not one bit to him? Or--

Frum: Yeah. Today is Monday, March 30, the day you and I are recording.

Wood: Right. As oil markets open up, he says there's people at the top we can deal with, which would cause the hearts of Iranian democrats--who've, of course, lost 30,000 people very recently--to sink. But then again, it may also be that if you're opening a negotiation, which he is, with someone, then you don't wanna say at the beginning of negotiation, There's no negotiation that can happen, because then the negotiation stops. So, again, there's weird and conflicting messaging that we're getting, and it might just reflect the weird and conflicting thoughts of our commander in chief.

Frum: Yeah. Well, or it may reflect a desire to manipulate energy markets.

Wood: Yes, that's what the Iranians have said. [Mohammad-Bagher] Ghalibaf, who's thought to be kind of the day-to-day operator of the Iranian state, said, Yeah, Trump cares a lot about energy markets, and so you should disregard a lot of what he says, which sounds wise to me, actually.

Frum: Yeah. And the energy markets last week seemed to often buy it, and they seemed to respond positively when Trump said something. And one of the things that seemed significant today, Monday, March 30, is Trump said something reassuring and the energy markets ceased to buy it; they don't believe it anymore.

Wood: Yeah, a lot of what's happening right now is there's an accumulation of problems. There's realities that become more real as time goes by. The Strait of Hormuz, of course, it could be opened up, and it would flow just like it always did, if there was some agreement that could be reached. But now, of course, the markets are starting to have to price in exactly how much damage was done to Qatar's gas infrastructure, exactly how much damage is likely to be done if there's an escalation of the war to Saudi Arabia, to Kuwait, and so forth. So these become more real as the war fails to find a resolution.

Frum: Because, as you reported in mid-March, it's amazing how much damage to oil production, to energy production on the southern side of the Gulf has not yet happened--to Saudi Arabia, to Kuwait, to the other Gulf states--that Iran has not yet hit them as hard as it, imaginably, could.

Wood: Yeah, I've been reporting for the last week or so about exactly what a hard hit to that energy infrastructure of Saudi Arabia and Qatar would look like, and there are particular nodes where, if you hit them, it takes years to recover. And taking that much oil and gas offline, it's almost impossible to overstate how serious a blow that is to the world's economy.

So Iran has demonstrated very clearly that if it wants to hit an area that is, you know, 10 meters by 10 meters on an American air base in Saudi Arabia, it can do that. So if they wanna do the same thing on an oil field, which cannot fly away, cannot have a hardened shelter built over it, then why couldn't they do that too? This is, I think, totally within their capability.

Frum: This is the destruction of those surveillance planes that were parked out in the open air in a very arrogant way, it seemed.

Wood: Yeah, that's right. And probably the most clear illustration so far of the failure of the United States to prepare for a very predictable threat, which is a drone attack of the sort that Ukraine and Russia has been perfecting for years now. So if they can do that to one of the most valuable air assets that the United States has, then they can do it to a piece of refinery equipment that's been sitting out under open skies for years. And those things, again, can take years to replace.

Frum: Did you hear anyone talk, when you were in the Gulf, about, Look, obviously, these small, rich states need a protector, but maybe China would be a more predictable and reliable protector than Trump's United States, which seems so erratic and confusing and prone to blundering into wars it doesn't know how to finish?

Wood: Yeah, in some way, China already is a protector, and let me explain that. A huge percentage of that oil that exits Saudi Arabia is going to China. So if Iran were to destroy that hydrocarbon infrastructure of the Arab states, then China would be hurt. So if China wants to say, and I would say if I were China, Don't do that--don't do anything irreversible to that oil infrastructure, then Iran would probably have to listen because China is one of the few remaining friends that it has. So there's that.

Also, though, if you talk to the Saudis, for example--I brought this up when I had an interview with the crown prince of Saudi Arabia, Mohammed bin Salman, and I asked at what point, if you feel disrespected by the United States, you turn to the Chinese. And he very openly said, Look, there's people in the east who would be very happy for us to be disrespected by the United States, and we're ready to turn toward them.

Now, there's many other Saudis who, maybe in a moment of less impulse and pique [who] would say, Okay, well, that would be complicated to do. Io turn away from the United States after the long, productive relationship we've had with them would be like turning from 110 volts to 220 for the entire country, where we've set up ourselves completely to work with the Americans, and to change that to the Chinese would not be a minor step; it would not be an overnight step. So it wouldn't be that easy to do, but all of those countries have developed strong relationships with China that I think are, in a way, protecting them already, and of course, they'll probably see ways that it would be useful for them to hedge by developing those connections too.

Frum: Yeah. As I understand the math of the Persian Gulf, it's 20 percent of the world's oil--or as you correct me--shipborne oil, because a lot of oil moves by land. Eighty percent of that oil moves to East Asia, not just China, but Japan, South Korea, others, but China being the single largest consumer. But there's only one world price, so it's not like the United States can shrug it off. And that, whatever happens, Americans pay at the pump because even if you buy 100 percent American-made fuel, that 100 percent American-made fuel is priced according to whatever the world price is, according to the marginal buyer. Because the Chinese could also buy from--so long as we have any kind of free market in energy, if the Persian Gulf is closed, then there are more bidders for American oil or for oil from Norway or from other suppliers, so there's one price, even though 80 percent of the Persian Gulf's oil flows to East Asia.

Wood: Yeah, that's correct. There's one other important fact about Persian Gulf oil and Saudi oil in particular, which is, the Saudis have this magical ability to produce more or less oil whenever they wish. This is something that other countries basically don't have. So in that sense, they kind of operate as a sort of Fed in the hydrocarbon business. And so to take them offline, to remove that capability, means that there's a very important economic lever that no longer is in American hands, Saudi hands, anyone's hands. And having those levers at hand can be awfully important for world markets.

Frum: Well, there are two other sort of more radical thoughts on the energy market that I come away with watching this, and clearly, these are things that can't be done today or tomorrow, or they're a [decade's] work, but if you look just at the map, the distance from the Persian Gulf to Haifa in Israel, all the way through Saudi territory, is not greater than the pipeline that Saudi Arabia built from the Persian Gulf to the Red Sea. They went to the trouble of building a diversionary pipeline that allows them to export via the Red Sea that is past the Houthis in Yemen. But you could also build a pipeline to Israel and go through the Mediterranean and be surrounded by friendly people the whole way. They didn't do that--for political reasons, I assume. And meanwhile, in the past decade, the United States under two Trump administrations, with a not-very-effective Biden administration between, has made very little progress moving itself and moving the world away from petroleum, when we've had a decade of opportunity and technology that enabled us to do that if we were minded to do it.

Wood: Yeah, the idea of taking a pipeline all the way to Israel is, of course, several political steps off, but the integration with Israel, it's pretty obvious that that was one of the end points of Saudi development. That whole city in the desert, which so far [has] gotten not very far, Neom, it's in the upper left corner of Saudi Arabia. It only makes sense to build it there if you believe that that particular region is ripe for development, so I think of it as predicated, in the long term, over some kind of friendly relationship with Israel, maybe including a pipeline. It just hasn't happened yet, and the money doesn't seem to be quite there for it.

The planning for a post-oil economy, of course, this is still considered fantasy in that region, and it's far enough away that I don't blame them for expecting that oil is still gonna matter quite a bit in the future.

Frum: Mm-hmm. But the United States has been talking about this for a long time, and there are brief intervals, but Trump 1, Trump 2 have rejected it, and the Biden administration talked about it a lot but didn't do much.

Wood: You mean talking about oil dependence in the Middle East?

Frum: Shifting to fleets of electric vehicles powered by nonpetroleum sources of fuel. In the United States, of course, natural gas has huge potential for electrical production, and so does nuclear power, if we could ever return to that. It's pretty hard to imagine how you power aviation with anything other than petroleum, but the days when you need petroleum to power your motor fleet, those could be behind us.

Wood: That would be wonderful, and that would lower the stakes of the current conflict substantially. So I'm all in favor of that, but as you point out, it just hasn't happened.

Frum: That was a 10-years-ago discussion, not a 10-years-from-now discussion, and we just drove past that exit kind of heedlessly.

Wood: The 10-years-ago discussion and 20-years-ago discussion also involved developing American independence in oil, which did happen and which has eased the stakes of this war for the United States substantially, so it's not as if no planning happened in that direction. But the one that we would, of course, want the most, which is not relying on oil at all, no, that's still in, let's say, early phases.

Frum: You've been traveling in this region for a long time--in the Middle East region. Do you notice any abating of intense anti-Western ideology? It seems like the days of al-Qaeda and ISIS are over, but that may be just a misreading from a distance. Do you have any sense that there's actually less purchase in the area for these kinds of anti-Western ideology? And if so, what's replacing it?

Wood: Yeah. The Gaza war, of course, matters a lot in this discussion. There is a whole new wave of--I don't wanna call it radicalization, but hatred of the United States and Israel that has come up in the wake of the Gaza war. But I think the larger secular trend is definitely away from jihadism. And ISIS represented the high point of a kind of, call it jihadi, Salafi, or Wahabi, version of jihadism, where ISIS was so successful in the period of its greatest prosperity and flourishing that it attracted anyone who had that in mind. They were able to travel there; they were able to die there. And a success that's that acute is followed by a long period of Hard to top that. Time to move on to a different thing. And I find that, yeah, there's a lot of people in countries that I previously would've associated with a lot of very harsh anti-Americanism where that seems to be treated as a previous generation's way of being political. So it's definitely waned in that regard.

The other component here is Iran, where, again, it's been since 2014 when I was last in Iran and 2009 when I was last in Tehran, but there, the positive views toward the United States are impossible to ignore, as of then. And I think that's still the case, where--just as I think you've probably heard many times--you would meet people all the time who don't just say, I would move to the United States if I could, but who say, I have positive feelings toward the United States and would like to live in a society like that, no matter where I am. So I think that's real, and I don't know whether it survives this war.

Frum: A last personal question: Do you intend to return to the region anytime soon? Do you think there'll be things for you to see that you can usefully report?

Wood: Yes, I would love to go back as soon as possible. It's a question of where to go. I would like to go to Iran itself. Some journalists are getting in, including from Western outlets. I don't expect that that's gonna be--would be easy to do. But this is a regional war, and so I'm thinking pretty hard about where in the region one should go to see the sort of invisible aspects of what's going on, that there's places where Iranians have flowed across the border out of fear of war and I'd love to talk to them. Iran has had its hooks deep in Iraq for a while now, and there's war happening there, too, so finding out what the dynamics there are. It's just a matter of where to go, but I certainly wanna go somewhere as soon as possible.

Frum: Graeme, thanks so much for talking to me today. Everyone should follow your work in The Atlantic and your two most recent articles on "Mutually Assured Energy Destruction" and "Snorkeling in the Strait of Hormuz."

Wood: Thank you, David.

Frum: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Graeme Wood for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As mentioned earlier, my book this week is Common Sense, by Thomas Paine. Thomas Paine's Common Sense is one of the remarkable trio of books that were published 250 years ago this year. I've already discussed the first volume of Edward Gibbon's [The History of the] Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire; that was published in February of 1776. The Wealth of Nations, by Adam Smith, was published in March of 1776. Now we're going to reach all the way back to January of 1776, when Common Sense was published as a pamphlet in the United States.

At the time, the United States had a population of about 3 million people, not all of them free, not all of them literate. But in that population of some 3 million people, almost half a million copies of Thomas Paine's pamphlet were sold over the coming years. It is maybe the greatest best seller in the country's history, apart from the Bible, and maybe even in terms of speed of penetration bigger than the Bible in any given year. It's a book that is worth rereading because it remains, to this day, accessible and powerful.

Now, Thomas Paine was an unusual person to make an impact in the United States. He was actually English-born, British-born, came to the United States, and he was someone who was, in many ways, a man of the future. He was not a religious man; he was a deist at most, maybe an outright atheist. He certainly rejected all forms of organized religion at a time when the United States was one of the most religious societies in the world. And he was, in many ways, a visionary of the future. His later books would outline some kind of image of a welfare state, when he was writing in the 1790s. But in 1776, he addressed himself directly at the feelings and beliefs of his adopted country, and he made an impact on them unlike anything seen before or maybe since.

Common Sense breaks down into a series of sections. It begins with some thoughts on government and society. In this respect, it's one of the first libertarian manifestos. He draws a distinction between government and society, and regards society as a positive good, government as a necessary evil. And then, for a book that is going to be about declaring American independence from Britain, he begins not with the American-British relationship, but with a general attack on the concept of monarchy. He begins with a case for revolution that would be as binding and applicable in England and the United Kingdom as in the United States. And only after he makes his case against monarchy does he make a case for American independence. So this is a book that is a revolutionary manifesto not just for Americans, but for people anywhere that the English language is spoken.

It also was a book that went maybe farther than many Americans would later wish. Thomas Paine would end up re-emigrating from the United States and find himself in a jail in revolutionary France because his thoughts were so at variance with his own society when his own society, after the Revolutionary War ended, tried to put the Revolution back in a box.

Thomas Paine was not a man to be put in a box. His attack on any unjustifiable form of inequality is one that had enduring implications for a society that found itself, after it gained independence, still in many ways a society bound by many forms of inequality: racial the most obvious--free versus slave--but others too. It would take the United States a very long time to become the country that Thomas Paine imagined and urged in January of 1776, and that, I suppose, is why we go on reading this book.

We quote it too. But we quote it, as so often is the case, often without understanding. It's only a few dozen pages long, I think 48 pages. It's worth rediscovering for yourself and reminding yourself of what a radical proposition it was in 1776 to imagine not just the United States free of English rule--many distant countries had broken away from their founding countries--but a society that would become a new kind of society altogether: a society based on both liberty and equality, ideas always in tension, ideas that maybe Thomas Paine did not think through entirely--he was a writer and a polemicist much more than he was a philosopher. But he put these concepts in motion in ways that speak to us still and that are worth rediscovering on this 250th anniversary of the publication of Common Sense, by Thomas Paine.

Thank you so much for joining me today on The David Frum Show. Thanks to all who watch and listen to this program. As always, if you are minded to support the work of this program, the best way to do it is by supporting and subscribing to The Atlantic, where both Graeme Wood and I work, and where we are both grateful for your readership. I look forward to speaking to you next week here on The David Frum Show. Bye-bye.

[Music]
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It's Not Gambling, It's 'Girl Math'

Prediction markets are trying to woo women through matcha memes and #girlboss ads.

by Nancy Walecki

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




"Come get ready with me for the day," a young blond woman says over footage of herself making her bed, arranging her pillows, and weighing her clothing choices. The video is just like any other lifestyle content that influencers post to Instagram and TikTok--right up until she whips out her phone and scrolls through the Kalshi app. "I use it to check the weather to help me pick out an outfit for the day," she says, modeling a black spandex romper for the camera. "Go ahead and check out the app link below."

Recently, my Instagram feed has been haunted by women explaining how much they enjoy betting on elections, the pop-music charts, and Dancing With the Stars. They are advertising prediction markets such as Kalshi and Polymarket, which let users wager on virtually anything. "The boys can do their parlays and use words I've never heard of. But the girls can use their pop culture and educated guesses to make decisions and trade on Kalshi," a woman says in a TikTok on one of the company's accounts. Her caption assures me: "Kalshi is for the girls!!!!"

So far though, it is not. Prediction markets have a dude problem. Though these sites offer all sorts of wagers--where will Taylor Swift get married? Who will win Survivor?--they have largely become yet another place for men to bet on football and March Madness. In the past six months, 88 percent of trades on Kalshi have been about sports, according to the investment firm Paradigm. The second-largest category, at about 6 percent, is crypto (which is arguably even more bro-ey).

Read: You've never seen Super Bowl betting like this before

In an apparent attempt to bridge the gap, both Polymarket and Kalshi are running social-media campaigns that parrot the language of female empowerment and girlish memes. "Girl math says if I make $10 predicting real-life stuff, that coffee was technically free," a girl in thick-framed glasses says in an ad that Kalshi ran on Facebook and Instagram. "If I'm already scrolling news or pop culture anyway, might as well turn my hot takes into some free iced coffees." She adds, "It's kind of addicting, but in a fun way." (The video has since been removed for not having a necessary ad disclosure.) Some posts, like this one, are advertisements from the companies themselves; some are paid influencer partnerships; and some are either undisclosed partnerships or made by women who are just super excited to post a suspicious amount of links to Polymarket.

Prediction markets should be an easier sell for women than traditional sports betting. Though women are less likely to gamble than men, prediction markets offer the veneer of being more than places to bet. Both Kalshi and Polymarket claim that they are financial markets, not casinos; users make trades about any given event, which in turn generate odds that supposedly predict the outcome. (They are called "prediction markets" for a reason.)

When prediction markets try to entice women, they especially tend to lean into the idea that all of this is investing, not gambling. On Kalshi's dedicated Instagram for women, @KalshiGirls, one meme reads, "When someone says prediction markets are 'just betting,'" over a photograph of Cher from Clueless saying, "Ugh, as if." Meanwhile, the ads for men tend to emphasize the fun of gambling and the possibly big payouts: "Dude," reads an ad Kalshi ran in the lead-up to the 2024 presidential election, "I am going to bet my Cybertruck on Trump, probably gonna make enough for a house if he wins."

Kalshi in particular has been ramping up its efforts with women. (Polymarket's main site, where people bet using crypto, is accessible in the United States only through digital work-arounds.) The reason for appealing to women is simple, Elisabeth Diana, Kalshi's head of communications, told me: "They're 50 percent of the population." She noted that 26 percent of Kalshi-account holders are female--up from 13 percent just 10 months ago. Diana claimed that much of that increase is because of organic interest, but the company seems intent on pulling in more women. Before ABC canceled Season 22 of The Bachelorette a couple of weeks ago, Kalshi had been planning a watch party.

Sure enough, when I looked up all the ads that Kalshi has run on Instagram and Facebook, I spotted a fair number that were obviously geared toward women. In the clips, influencers tended to make small wagers with a clear goal in mind--usually caffeinated beverages. Polymarket taps into the same dynamic on its X account for female traders, @PolyBaddies. (I do not suggest you Google that phrase.) One post includes a photo of a Starbucks cup with the caption, "Matcha and markets kinda day ?." (Polymarket did not respond to requests for comment.)

Many of these marketing efforts are ridiculous. I would bet--sorry--that most women will not be compelled to spend their time on prediction markets to maybe win $5 for their morning matcha. But some ads are less "girl math" and more actual math. Priya Kamdar, Maya Shah, and Anika Mirza--the 20-something hosts of Get the Check, a technology-and-business podcast--reached out to Kalshi directly to obtain a partnership deal because they were already using the site, the three hosts told me. Mirza has a Kalshi wager on the race to succeed Nancy Pelosi in Congress; Shah bet on how long the government shutdown was going to last; Kamdar put money on the Rotten Tomatoes score that each movie in the Wicked franchise would receive (she was right about the first film and wrong about the second).

Read: America is slow-walking into a Polymarket disaster

The more women who are betting on prediction markets, the closer these sites get to their stated goal of forecasting the future. If they want to predict the Fed's next interest rate, the winner of The Bachelor, or whether or not it will rain tomorrow in Poughkeepsie, a market made up only of male sports fans won't cut it. But Kalshi and Polymarket also have other incentives to show they are for women. Sports have an outsize popularity on prediction markets because these sites allow people to effectively wager even in states where sports betting is illegal. This is becoming a major problem for the companies. Kalshi is facing lawsuits from several states for allegedly operating as an unregistered sports-betting site. Arizona recently became the first state to press criminal charges against Kalshi, and Nevada has temporarily blocked Kalshi and Polymarket from operating in the state. The companies, which maintain that they are financial markets and thus not subject to sports-betting restrictions, have a vested interest in getting users betting on topics besides sports. "It does future-proof them," Dustin Gouker, a gambling-industry consultant who writes a daily newsletter, told me.

Perhaps the biggest concern with these ads is that they make it easy to forget that you can actually lose money on prediction markets. Shah, the podcast host, told me that if someone trades on topics they're deeply knowledgeable about, prediction markets can be a useful "financial tool." But they're inherently risky. At one point, I was served an ad of a woman anxiously checking a Kalshi bet with her friends, with the caption, "I was about to be unable to pay my rent, but I got two years of rent through Kalshi's predictions. It's amazing! ??" When I searched for it again, the ad had been taken down; the next time I saw it was as an exhibit in a class-action lawsuit against Kalshi that alleges, in part, that the site is not adequately disclosing risks to consumers. (Kalshi has denied the allegations.)

To hear the companies tell it, prediction markets are just another way to be a #girlboss. "Listen up, girlie pops! This platform is normally considered, like, for the finance bros, but I'm gonna show you why it's so for us," one woman says in a post seemingly sponsored by Polymarket. (The video includes no disclosures.) Kalshi and Polymarket become just another part of the day--platforms that women can use to check the odds even if they don't place bets.

A year ago, I probably could not have told you what a prediction market was. By January, Polymarket odds were displayed during the Golden Globes, and CNN pundits were citing Kalshi's markets on air. In February, Los Angeles's Sunset Boulevard--a legendary street in my hometown, known for its clubs and neon signs--had a billboard displaying live Kalshi odds. These platforms are already ubiquitous. If women really do start using them en masse, prediction markets will burrow into American life even more deeply. Until then, the companies will keep reminding them to do some "girl math."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/04/kalshi-polymarket-gambling-women/686646/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Smirking Past the Gallows

An ugly law backed by Itamar Ben-Gvir might never be applied--but it will still do real damage.

by Daniel B. Shapiro

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




Minutes after the Israeli Knesset, on a 62-48 vote, passed a law designed to apply the death penalty to convicted terrorists, its lead sponsor, Minister of National Security Itamar Ben-Gvir, popped open a bottle of champagne.

The performance was gross and gloating, but not inconsistent with his record. In recent months, the extremist Ben-Gvir and his parliamentary faction replaced the yellow-ribbon lapel pins widely worn while Israeli hostages were held in Gaza with yellow noose pins. He has also made provocative social-media postings from the gallows Israel used to execute the Nazi official Adolf Eichmann in 1962. Ben-Gvir's treatment of Israel's grim struggle against terrorism has been disturbingly glib. As Israel heads to elections this year, look for the same provocative style in an upcoming Ben-Gvir campaign ad--because that is what the passage of this ugly law is truly about.

The law will be immediately challenged in the Israeli supreme court, which most observers expect to strike it down. In an attempt to avoid the charge that the law will discriminate on a racial basis, condemning Palestinian terrorists to death but not Jewish terrorists, it applies only to residents of the West Bank who are under the jurisdiction of Israeli military courts. These military courts cover only Palestinians, thereby exempting Israeli citizens (both Jewish and Palestinian), including West Bank settlers.

But even in the unlikely event that the law is upheld, it may not actually be enforced. The law requires the murder be committed "with intent to deny the existence of the state of Israel." That means judges must establish a killer's motivation--perhaps seemingly obvious in the case of Palestinian terrorism against Israelis, but full of opportunities for defense attorneys. Would the law apply to a terrorist claiming to act in revenge for a lost family member, and not as part of a nationalist cause? Or one who says he seeks full Israeli withdrawal from the West Bank and Gaza?

In fact, whether the drafters expect many executions to result from the law is far from clear. Although it ostensibly requires death by hanging within 90 days as the default penalty upon conviction, leaving scant opportunity for appeal, there is also a proviso that allows judges to waive the death penalty for ill-defined "special circumstances."

Graeme Wood: Ben-Gvir can't bring himself to pretend

So the celebration of its passage was heavily performative. And not just for Ben-Gvir. Having previously argued against this law, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu this time came to cast his vote for the bill in person. He has long relied on the tactic of advocating harsh policies, or accepting the enactment of extreme proposals advanced by coalition partners to his right, knowing they will be struck down. He then blames their failure on liberal judges, journalists, and activists who are, in his telling, insufficiently committed to Israel's security.

But the law does reflect a genuine Israeli dilemma, which helps explain its passage. Indeed, it received some votes from the opposition--specifically, the faction led by former Minister of Defense Avigdor Lieberman, who had long called for it to pass. (Meanwhile, some ultra-Orthodox members of Netanyahu's coalition cast their votes against it, reflecting their principled religious objection to the death penalty.)

Israel's experience with terror--the country counts thousands of victims since its founding--has left its leaders perpetually looking for tools to deter it. Diplomatic compromise has failed time and again, with plenty of blame to go around, and is now deemed by many Israelis to be naive and dangerous. And the common practice of holding those who commit acts of terror for lengthy sentences has been described by critics as an incentive for further terror.

It is easy to see why. In 2011, to free a single soldier kidnapped by Hamas, Israel released 1,027 Palestinians convicted of acts of terrorism. Among them was Yahya Sinwar, who became the mastermind of the October 7, 2023, mass terror attack that killed some 1,200 Israelis and led to more than 250 hostages being dragged into Gaza. The painful negotiations to free them lasted months, but it was always understood that a deal would include further prisoner releases. Most Israelis assume that some of the freed prisoners will return to terror, as Sinwar did, with devastating consequences. Thus, the argument is made that putting murderers to death would reduce the incentive for additional attacks, specifically the taking of hostages that can be used for leverage. For those Israelis looking to avoid reliving the trauma of the Gaza hostage crisis, the death-penalty law has appeal.

But the law also has strong critics. Some point to Israel's long history of deep legal and moral debates that has led it to avoid--in all but two cases--applying the death penalty, which is technically on the books. The detractors also include many security professionals who have spent their lives fighting terror, including current officials in the Shin Bet, the security agency tasked with combatting Palestinian terrorism. They argue that putting terrorists to death in judicial proceedings only deepens the incentive for the next round of terrorist murders, this time with the perpetrators believing they have nothing to lose, and certainly no reason to spare the lives of their Israeli targets. Opponents further maintain that the law will embitter the large majority of Palestinians who are not affiliated with Hamas and that it will harm Israel's international reputation by creating two tiers of justice for the same crime. At a time when Israeli extremist violence in the West Bank is spiking--including multiple alleged murders of Palestinian civilians already this year--and punishment of the perpetrators has been scant and light, it reinforces the argument that Israel considers Palestinian blood to be cheap.

Yair Rosenberg: Netanyahu's very useful war

It won't take long for some of these arguments to be tested. Terrorism will almost certainly continue, despite the new law. Israel will still wrestle with demands to release Palestinian prisoners who have Israeli blood on their hands if more hostages are taken. Israel has handed critics evidence that politicians with extreme agendas are taking over the country, and those critics will use it. And then, in all likelihood, the high court will strike down the law. In sum, little will change.

Only the haunting image of Ben-Gvir's grin will remain.
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The Trump Library Symbolizes His Presidency Perfectly

Plans for a new Miami skyscraper reveal a monument fit for a real-estate mogul.

by Henry Grabar

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




The architect Cass Gilbert once said a skyscraper is a machine to make the land pay.

It's hard to imagine a more finely tuned machine than the Trump Presidential Library, a glass-walled Miami tower whose video renderings were released by the president's son Eric on Monday night. The project has a balance sheet that would make a developer blush. The land side of the ledger is already taken care of: Miami Dade College surreptitiously transferred the Biscayne Boulevard parcel to the state of Florida last year, which then donated it to the president's library foundation, a giveaway of a waterfront site that one of the college's former presidents recently called "unimaginable."

The revenue is beginning to take shape as well. The library has already been used to justify the gift of a $400 million presidential jet from Qatar. It has served as the supposed destination for the $63 million in settlement funds (now mysteriously missing) that ABC, X, Meta, and Paramount forked over in response to President Trump's lawsuits. The president said yesterday that the library will "most likely" feature a hotel and maybe some offices, making it an explicit business venture for the Trump family, one that erases any remaining putative distinction between the Trump presidency and the Trump business empire. Having maintained his businesses through his terms, Trump will now try to do the reverse, storing some of his presidential power in a commercial skyscraper that will outlast his second term.

The library looks to be about 50 stories tall--and it has to be big because it has to do the work that Mar-a-Lago cannot. It has to be big to upstage Barack Obama, whose own presidential center opens this summer in Chicago. But most of all, it has to be big because it's a mausoleum for the emoluments clause and the long tradition of a profit-free presidency--big enough to contain dozens of floors of rentable space as well as that jumbo jet in its lobby, the bulbous nose practically bursting through the giant golden door.

Read: Trump's giant face is everywhere

From a design perspective, the building is a retreat from the neoclassicism of the administration's architectural executive orders, and a return to the modernist glass skyscrapers that defined the Trump aesthetic before he got into politics. The architect is Bermello Ajamil & Partners, a Miami-based firm that has designed a variety of hotels and public buildings--an unusually low-profile choice for such a high-profile building. But this president wasn't going to end up with a piece of experimental architecture like the "Obamalisk" that his predecessor commissioned in Chicago. In the renderings, the Trump Library, with its polygonal summit, tapering sides, and giant rooftop spire, resembles nothing so much as Manhattan's One World Trade Center, albeit with a dark Trump Tower window glaze--a New York transplant with sunglasses on.

As befits the presidential-library-as-business-venture, the project has been supervised by Eric Trump and his team at the Trump Organization, the president's hospitality business. "Over the past six months, I have poured my heart and soul into this project," Eric wrote on X on Monday night. It took six months for Florida Governor Ron DeSantis to steer the downtown parking lot, acquired for Miami Dade College's expansion and thought to be worth more than $100 million, into the hands of the president's son for a sum of $10.

The library video released Monday night, however, seems to have taken more like six minutes, and bears all the hallmarks of AI-generated slop--including the feeling that it deserves your attention for no more than six seconds. The renderings misspell the words Presidential and Library, and imagine the slender tower sitting atop a colossal pedestal that somehow encompasses the aforementioned jumbo jet, a bunch of other planes, and a replica of Trump's White House ballroom side by side. In reality, the 747 alone will barely fit on-site; the contractors will have to build around the wings like it's Mike Mulligan's steam shovel.

But let's get to the typical function of a presidential library: the fastidious preservation and display of records for future generations of citizens and historians. That is apparently an afterthought here. No books, documents, exhibits, computers, or research facilities are visible in Trump's Miami project; it makes the documents bathroom at Mar-a-Lago look like the Beinecke. Humans don't do much in the video beyond gala-style schmoozing, a demonstration of the fundraising, gatekeeping, and influence-peddling that the building will surely enable. Its 50-odd stories must be intended to host more than just occasional events, however, a fact that Florida decision makers knew when they deeded the plot. "What we voted on today was to allow that library to be put there," Wilton Simpson, Florida's commissioner of agriculture, told the Miami Herald after the governor's cabinet voted to hand over the land. "If there's other amenities that go along with that, well, so be it."

Hence, instead of exhibits or archives, we'll get all the branding subtlety we have come to expect from the family that brought us Trump Steaks. The giant Trump letters facing the bay, as on the Trump Hotel in Chicago, will permanently label the Miami skyline. A giant golden statue of Trump, fist raised, will grace the auditorium stage. It's a symbol of idol worship whose shock value will fade in due time, once the American public is accustomed to having a Donald J. Trump International Airport, Trump's face on the country's coins, and Trump's signature on its bills. The closest thing to a piece of presidential history here is the golden escalator that runs down to the lobby, which is going to be a very popular photo op.

Read: The United States of Donald Trump

For those curious for more information, don't try the Trump Library website. There are only three buttons displayed: "Contact," "Donate," and another one to donate--this one for gifts of more than $10,000. Also available is a list of frequently asked questions, which features seven questions, all of which are about donations.

Many critics have long been concerned that presidential libraries operate as centers for political fundraising exempt from campaign-finance laws. Bill Clinton was criticized for secret and foreign donors to his presidential library and museum; George W. Bush was embarrassed when one of his bundlers was caught on video offering access to the administration in exchange for a library donation. Congress has tried for decades to close this loophole on presidential favor-trading.

This president hardly needs such a vessel at his disposal: He has pioneered new ways to enrich himself. His now-closed hotel in Washington, D.C., racked up giant bills from guests both foreign and domestic. His golf courses bill the Secret Service every time the president plays a round, and his private Florida club offers pay-to-play presidential access for members. He has made money from foreign-property licensing deals and from selling the Melania documentary to Amazon for the extraordinary price of $40 million (three times the next-highest offer). Most significant, his family has pocketed hundreds of millions of dollars in cryptocurrency sales, the money coming from buyers whom the public will likely never be able to identify.

The Trump Library will help ship some of that presidential power off to Florida whenever Trump leaves office. And if that power fades faster than expected? It'll still be a Trump-run hotel-office project, funded by the president's donors, on a $10 piece of waterfront land.
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Someday in Tehran

The heartbreak of hoping for a democratic Iran

by Laura Secor

Wed, 01 Apr 2026


Tehran, 2006 (Abbas / Magnum)



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

Like Donald Trump, I, too, once underestimated the Islamic Republic of Iran. In the fall of 2004, as an underemployed freelance journalist drawn to heady stories about international politics, I had the bright idea of traveling to the notoriously closed country on a tourist visa. Press visas for Iran were hard to come by, and my travel was exploratory--I had no particular assignment. My profile was low, I figured. Who would care if, between the obligatory sightseeing expeditions, I rattled around Iranian cities meeting political analysts, philosophers, students, filmmakers, and the relatives of Iranian expats I knew?

The Islamic Republic was not to be messed with in this way. Its visa regime was deadly serious; so was the official paranoia about foreigners. American tourists were required to travel with a specially vetted guide. For four weeks, I strained to see past the diminutive figure of a young woman I'll call Pardis, who pretended to be a tour guide while I pretended to be a tourist. Pardis excelled at her job, which was not only to make sure that I adhered to the terms of my visa, but also to report on all of my movements and conversations, and to obfuscate everything I saw.

One day I watched a bus disgorge a troop of uniformed Basij militiamen at an intersection in central Tehran.

"Who are they?" I asked Pardis.

"Oh," she said. "They're a youth group. Sometimes they help the police."

Because Pardis stood between me and all that I was truly curious about, I studied her. She was not a dour Islamist but a fun-loving 31-year-old who had hair flowing out of her headscarf and risque online flirtations with men overseas. She was an orphan, unlucky in love, and ambitious in her minder-ing, circumstances that rendered her marginal--an unmarried career woman living with a roommate. She was also relentlessly trivial, with a knack for diverting any potentially substantive encounter I might have with her country or anyone in it into an endless stream of repetitive inside jokes and girlish banter.

Read: The 'existential anxiety' of the Islamic Republic

We wandered through bazaars, threatening to buy each other the ugliest items we saw--a giant pair of red satin underwear, a wig, a dowdy zebra-print skirt. We flew to Shiraz on IranAir, a black-turbaned cleric across the aisle from us. Pardis took out a bottle of polish, began painting her nails, and smiled at me impishly. "In front of the mullah!" she said in her little voice. (He was absorbed in opening his airline-issue carton of apple juice.)

Pardis was not invested in anything that the Islamic Republic seemed to care about. But she was, for professional reasons, invested in exercising control over me. For my safety, she insisted, I could never be without her protective presence. But when she entered a room--even, memorably, one where I sat talking with members of her own family about their feelings about the hijab--everyone stopped talking.

Privately, she'd tell me about her love interests. Relationships between unmarried men and women were commonplace but forbidden under the Islamic Republic. Suddenly she'd freeze in fear and implore me not to tell anyone, or backtrack and claim that she was talking about a friend. Toward the end of our month together, in the shadow of a breakup, she sat smoking and brooding in my hotel room. I told her that Iranian women seemed forced to live complicated lives.

She replied with uncharacteristic bluntness: "Better to say that women here find ways to kill lots of things inside themselves."

Pardis was not interested in politics, but I was. What had drawn me to Iran was a political and philosophical movement that seemed unique in the Muslim world. A circle of the most radical revolutionary elites--hostage takers, religious philosophers, former officials, even founders of the security forces--had fallen out of political favor in the early 1990s and spent the better part of a decade remaking themselves as proponents of incremental democratic reform. They produced an entire theoretical literature that drew on Western and Islamic sources; they mobilized young people to support their campaigns for elected office; and they tried to clean up abuses in some parts of the government they ran. The reformists were insiders who intended not to destroy the regime, but to liberalize it. They sought to make the supreme leader a benign figurehead--like the Queen of England, they sometimes said. The supreme leader had other plans.

My first visit to the country was comically unsuited to exploring any of this. By day, Pardis was obligated to fully occupy my time. Some of what we saw was splendid: palaces and gardens; museums of carpets, miniatures, and Islamic calligraphy; even madrassas and shrines. Then Ramadan set in, and all museums closed. Pardis had us driven around in circles or held me all but captive in her apartment, watching music videos on satellite television. After she dropped me at my hotel in the evenings, I went out to meetings I'd arranged on my own. She was livid when she learned of this. I needed to bring her with me, she insisted, or she'd lose her job. She threatened to sit in my hotel lobby until midnight to make sure I didn't leave--unless, she said, I agreed to give her the names of everyone I saw.

Sure, I said. I'd give her all of the names before I left. I never intended to do this, and she never again asked me to. Maybe whoever needed to know about my movements already did. Or maybe Pardis covered for me--because she was lonely and considered me a friend, or because she feared she had told me too many of her secrets. Possibly she was simply satisfied that she had already done her job. I returned to New York in relative darkness about the reform movement and loath to write about the one thing I really knew, which was Pardis, and the story of how an otherwise indifferent person comes to hold a stake in a brutal regime--how she forces that stake on others just as it was forced on her.

During the reformist presidency of Mohammad Khatami, from 1997 to 2005, a window opened wide enough for a democratic-minded civil society to draw breath in Iran. A crop of semi-independent newspapers sprouted, along with investigative journalists who dared to write for them. Cultural and philosophical magazines published searching essays on religion and the state. Young people formed NGOs to address an array of civic needs; some ran for newly formed city and provincial councils. Student activism spilled onto the streets.

Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei did his best to slam this window shut. His henchmen tortured journalists and student activists in prison until they made humiliating confessions on national television. State-linked thugs beat up a philosopher at his lectures and shot a political theorist point-blank on the steps of Tehran's city hall. Even so, a real infrastructure for democratic change persisted for a time--in the form of people who had the training and experience to run newspapers and civic organizations, citizens who expected these things to be allowed, and the semblance of a political network that connected society to the ministries of the state.

Two presidential elections tested the resilience of this infrastructure. I covered the first of these, in 2005, with a proper journalist's visa and a minder in her mid-40s who had a deep smoker's rasp and a loud, insistent warmth. Bahar (also not her real name--for their safety, I'm using pseudonyms for the private citizens I met) belonged to a lost generation of bohemian Boomers whose class and secular social milieu had been violently displaced by the 1979 revolution. Women who had once lived and studied abroad now gathered in homes that smelled of opium smoke, where husbands were absent or idle and grown children seemed adrift. I learned only later of money troubles, past prison sentences, and ethnic- or religious-minority status that must have contributed to the sense of profound isolation in those homes, where it mingled with something louche and lively and almost careless.

Of all the handlers I was assigned to in Iran--I returned in 2006, 2008, and 2012--Bahar was the least beholden to the agency she worked for. I gave her a list of the people I intended to speak with, many of them reformist politicians, student activists, journalists, and former political prisoners. Her boss told her we'd wind up dead, like a photojournalist who had reported near Evin prison a few years before. Bahar was undeterred. The people on my list were heroes to her for standing up to the Islamic Republic, and she would not forfeit the opportunity to meet them. She told her own handlers that my modesty required us to hire a female driver, which is how we managed to get her best friend, Niki, to ferry us around in her red Peugeot.

How to fully convey the eccentricity of my little entourage? Niki had the stark, exaggerated beauty of a fashion model, though she was gaunt and faded, with a thousand-yard stare. She was also mostly bald. She'd first shaved her head in 1979 to taunt the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps. By her telling, she went out bareheaded to test the hijab law, which required women to cover their hair.

Where is your scarf ? a Guardsman asked her.

I don't need one. I have no hair, she said.

Ah, he replied. But you are still a woman.

Now Niki swathed herself in layers of flowing garments that resembled ordinary hijab less than they suggested dervish, flower child, and grim reaper all at once. She, too, wanted to meet the people on my list, and at times she entered the room with us. Bringing Pardis to any meeting had cast a pall of annoyance mixed with fear. Bringing Bahar and Niki added an antic element. They were extravagantly maternal, often starstruck, and prone to tears. One incident remains particularly salient in my memory.

The reformists had flubbed the election I'd come to witness. They ran three candidates, and many liberal-minded Iranians rejected all of them, on the grounds that the reformist project was a failure and Iranian elections were far from free. And so the populist hard-liner Mahmoud Ahmadinejad--Khamenei's favorite--surged to the presidency.

The morning the results came in, the red Peugeot was abnormally somber, Bahar and Niki absorbed in a nearly wordless grief. We were on our way to Tarbiat Modares University to see Hashem Aghajari, a reformist intellectual with a revolutionary background and a wooden leg that had replaced the one he'd lost in the Iran-Iraq War. Aghajari had been sentenced to death for a speech he gave in which he said that Muslims need not blindly follow a supreme leader, as though with "shackles around the neck." Under popular pressure, including an international campaign to nominate him for the Nobel Peace Prize, the regime had commuted his sentence, but he still lived under the sword of Damocles, and I asked him whether the election results made him fearful.

"We have a saying in Farsi," Aghajari replied. " 'There's no shade darker than black.' The worst they can do is execute me. I have prepared myself for that. If I am worried, it is not for myself. It's for the Iranian people, for young people, today's generation and future generations. My freedom and my life, and those of one or two people like me, don't matter. They may take me to prison. I'm ready for that. In this society, we have no freedom to speak or to write. This is a prison, too."

Outside Aghajari's office, Bahar, or maybe Niki, motioned for us to sit a moment on a low brick wall in the university courtyard, where the sun beat down, and the two women wept.

"When we have people like this in our country," Bahar said at last, "why must we have Ahmadinejad as our president?"


The author in Tehran in 2005 (Abbas / Magnum)



Reform was a conundrum like so many others under the Islamic Republic. It demanded cooperation and resistance at the same time--"pressure from below, negotiation at the top," as one of its theorists articulated the strategy. The trouble was that Khamenei never once indicated that he would negotiate.

A compromise, practically by definition, satisfies no one. Reform was a compromise between hope and resignation. Iranian oppositionists grumbled about the movement's timidity and its roots in the regime. The alternative, however, was confrontation, and throughout the period of my visits, Iranians were leery of it. The regime's appetite and capacity for violence were never in doubt, and the country's last revolution had gone very wrong. The movement behind it was broad-based, including liberals and leftists, but it was the Islamists who had emerged victorious in street battles and in politics, and who sealed their triumph through summary executions and imposed a theocratic state. This was not a distant memory. Mohsen Kadivar, a dissident cleric, once complained to me that his students railed against reform but shied away from rebellion. "If you won't be the men of revolution," Kadivar told me he said to them, "then be the boys of reform."

The last great showing of this meliorist current was the Green Movement of 2009. In that year's presidential election, liberal-minded Iranians, including many who'd boycotted the 2005 vote, turned out in electrifying force for the moderate reformist candidates Mirhossein Mousavi and Mehdi Karroubi. On election day, some polls had barely closed when the regime called an implausible win for Ahmadinejad. Iranians I spoke with were incandescent with fury. Millions poured into the streets, and Mousavi and Karroubi eventually joined them there. The protesters didn't demand an end to the Islamic Republic, even though many of them undoubtedly wished for it. They followed the cautious, legalistic reformist playbook and simply demanded that the system adhere to its own rules and allow them to elect the relatively moderate insider they'd voted for. They stood silently and held placards that read WHERE IS MY VOTE?

Bahar called me in New York on the day that the crowd was at its maximum in Tehran's Azadi Square. She was enraptured; the atmosphere was like nothing she had ever known. The barriers of suspicion, private humiliation, and pain that had divided people for decades seemed to drop away in that expanse of shared silence, and the sense of common purpose was like a current passing through the crowd. To her special delight, she saw Aghajari not far from her--maneuvering, unafraid, on his wooden leg.

The Green Movement was the largest, most sustained, and most organized campaign of street protests that the Islamic Republic ever confronted. Foreign commenters sometimes mistook this for the spontaneous cri de coeur of a thwarted presidential campaign, mobilized by Twitter posts, but in fact it was a movement with a history, layers of experienced leaders, painstakingly articulated ideas, a pragmatic strategy, and a networked constituency. Precisely for this reason, the Islamic Republic set about destroying it with bullets, tear gas, batons, and torture.

Ahmadinejad's first term had already seen the closure of virtually all of the reformist publications and NGOs and the exclusion of reformist candidates from campaigns for most public offices. Now the regime arrested enough of the movement's leaders and activists to fill an auditorium, where they were paraded, hollow-eyed, in prison pajamas and forced to confess to outlandish conspiracies. Lesser-known young activists were remanded to a fetid metal shipping container in the desert. Many were raped and killed. By 2010, even to speak of or publish a photo of former President Khatami was forbidden; the cautious reform movement was dubbed "the sedition," and Mousavi and Karroubi were placed under a draconian house arrest that would endure for a decade and a half.

When the Arab Spring came to Tunisia, Egypt, and other countries not long after the Green Movement was crushed, I ached for Iran. Of all the countries in the Middle East, up until 2009, Iran had perhaps the most credible infrastructure for democratic change--and one of the most obdurate autocracies.

My fifth and last visit to Iran, in 2012, felt in many ways like a bookend to the first, but with the coercion unmasked. Foreign journalists had been mostly excluded from the country since 2009, but three years later, I was part of a small group permitted to observe a parliamentary election. We were marched onto buses and driven to photo ops not of our choosing; even the top bureaucrats assigned to corral us made rueful jokes rather than pretend, per usual, that any of this was for our safety. Talking with a Green Movement activist required an assignation in a moving car after dark. Once again, I found myself studying the apparatus that stood in the way of studying anything else.

Just hours before I left the country, agents from the IRGC apprehended me for questioning because I had left my hotel at night without a minder. They interrogated me about my movements, my contacts, the time I asked my minder to take me to a butcher to confirm popular complaints about the price of chicken. "You have not behaved," an interrogator told me--and, more ominously: "We think you're not a journalist. We think you're a spy."

If they had actually believed this, they might have detained me indefinitely. But in the end I think they meant only to intimidate me. In the third hour of our interview, the interrogator seized my belongings and left the room with them. He returned in a fury and threw a folder of mine on his desk.

"Do you think we are not intelligent?" he demanded. "We're keeping your receipts." He waved in front of me the ones I'd collected for reimbursement for my travel expenses on my return. (I later realized that he may have thought I'd kept them to document the inflation that the government was at that moment trying to conceal from its citizens.) "And we are keeping this." He held up one of the two extra passport-size photos I'd had taken for my visa. But I was a journalist, he conceded, and he let me go.

By that time, Iran's democratic infrastructure had mostly been torched. But the yearning and anger it had once harnessed only grew and became more confrontational. At times, opposition still attached itself to elections--to whoever among the allowable candidates represented the most liberal edge of the possible. But it also exploded in street protests of a qualitatively new kind, such as those that erupted in 2017 and early 2018, when members of the lower classes in provincial cities openly reviled the Islamic Republic and chanted "Death to Khamenei." For another hot minute, the world held its breath for the Islamic Republic to collapse. Instead, it killed.

To imagine that this cycle would repeat itself in 2022 was almost unbearable. Outraged by the death of a young woman in the custody of the morality police, women and teenage girls made hijab the symbolic center of their revolt. The headscarf was both a tool and a symbol of suffocation: Removing it publicly, en masse, was an act of civil disobedience without precedent under the Islamic Republic. Although the "Women, Life, Freedom" uprising was violently quelled like all the rest--some 500 dead, maybe 20,000 in prison, families forbidden even to publicly mourn--it left a uniquely durable legacy, in that women began appearing uncovered in public with relative impunity. This was something new and promising. But it did not bring democracy or suggest what could.

Iran was and remains a heartbreaker. Where else is the civic spirit so enduring, and so unyieldingly denied? Time and again, the Islamic Republic proved itself implacable before even the most rudimentary of its subjects' desires. It valued neither their lives nor any legitimacy that their consent could confer on the state. It refused them the dignity of small freedoms that might have cost the system nothing. And it would not even afford them a stake in prosperity: Over the course of the first two decades of the 21st century, a largely middle-class country was driven to penury, not only because of international sanctions, but because of the voracious corruption of the IRGC, which Khamenei allowed and encouraged as a means of hoarding power.

I'll admit that I distanced myself from Iran. My run-in with the IRGC had made traveling there again impossible, and I questioned the value of what I could observe from afar. My network of sources outside the country had always been eclectic. Now it spanned a venomously polarized diaspora that traded accusations--of complicity with Iran's foreign enemies, and with the ever more hated regime.

To hope for change in Iran was quixotic; to bet against it seemed cruel. Each upswell of protest presented a breathtaking display of youthful courage shadowed by near-certain tragedy. Eternally optimistic, a friend inside Iran offered me a metaphor: If it takes 100 blows of the axe to cut down a tree, he wrote to me on WhatsApp in 2022, you don't say the first 99 were useless.

But the Islamic Republic seemed to be made of ironwood. It was not one man's dictatorship. The revolutionaries had built institutions, both civilian and military, that perpetuated themselves. Networks of violence ran deep, through virtually every power center and organ of the system, and the regime retained a considerable base of ideological support in both the populace and the security apparatus. Time and again, asked to choose between their neighbors and their leaders, Iran's men under arms chose the regime.

Would they really do it? Would they open fire on unarmed crowds of mostly young people, mowing them down by the thousands? This past January, the Islamic Republic made its security forces the instrument of an atrocity of world-historic proportions, killing at least 6,000 and possibly more than 30,000 protesters. Something broke inside of nearly every Iranian I knew. Or ignited: a fireball of rage and trauma. How could one live under such a regime? But what form of resistance was possible? One exiled activist told me privately that she fantasized about returning as an armed resistance fighter: "The reality is that we have reached a point, a dead end, where you almost have to be a partisan to win. Otherwise you have to accept that they will kill you and move on."

When American and Israeli bombs began blasting their homeland, many of my old friends and contacts hitched their country's epic hopes to Trump's epic fury. No nonviolent effort had dislodged or even shaken the regime; here at last was hard power. The alternative was the Islamic Republic, forever. But others among my old network were aghast. The hard power in question was wielded by outsiders for who knew what purpose, against a continuously widening ambit of targets. One friend texted me to ask: If the Iranians celebrating such violent destruction of their country come to power by means of it, can they really be said to be pro-democratic? How will they treat their opponents?

Lately I've been wondering whether a fault line has always run through the opposition, or if what I'm seeing now is new. On one side are those who still believe that despite the outcome of the 1979 revolution, its broadest animating impulses--the rejection of monarchy and American dominion, and the assertion of Iran's sovereignty over its resources and political fate--are sacrosanct. On the other are those who have concluded that not only the Islamic Republic, but the revolution itself, was a wrong turn. There is a potent symbolism in their embrace of the son of the deposed shah as a leader for the future, and their acceptance of American force as the means for empowering him.

The views of these camps are anathema to each other. I am trying to listen respectfully to both--though truth be told, I cannot at the time of this writing imagine a way that this war ends in Iranian liberation, or a way that the Islamic Republic, with or without the war, decides to yield. But how can I say these things, or even think them? Not when every phone call ends with a promise--that we'll continue the conversation, someday, in Tehran.



This article appears in the May 2026 print edition with the headline "Someday in Tehran."
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The Autocrat's Dilemma

Xi Jinping's ruthless reign in China offers important lessons for aspiring authoritarians.

by Michael Schuman

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




Donald Trump clearly romanticizes the strongman leadership of Chinese President Xi Jinping. On Joe Rogan's podcast in 2024, Trump praised Xi for being "a brilliant guy. He controls 1.4 billion people with an iron fist." As China's government eliminated term limits on the presidency in 2018, Trump opined that "maybe we'll have to give that a shot some day."

What Trump has either missed or ignored is how Xi's ruthlessness has served to make China weaker. Indeed, Xi's reign in Beijing illustrates, especially now, what happens when an autocrat's personal interests run counter to his country's needs.

In late January, Xi sacked China's top general, Zhang Youxia, the rare Chinese officer with actual combat experience. The government said only that Zhang is under investigation for unspecified violations of law and discipline, but the military's main newspaper implied that the probe was part of a larger plan to strengthen the military by rooting out corruption. The opacity of China's government makes it impossible to gauge the validity of any allegations against Zhang, a longtime ally of Xi's. The timing is also unclear. But in removing Zhang, Xi is sending a signal that no one is safe from his wrath.

This was the most dramatic move in Xi's campaign to reshape the military's leadership, which has effectively decapitated the senior ranks of the People's Liberation Army. Of the 44 officers selected to join the Communist Party's top-leadership council, 40 have been purged or gone missing since mid-2023, Neil Thomas, a fellow at the Asia Society Policy Institute's Center for China Analysis, told me.

Michael Schuman: A possible upside to the Iran war

These moves demonstrate how Xi's relentless quest for control can perversely sap China's strength. The turmoil created by Xi's purges has likely undercut the Chinese military's "readiness and combat effectiveness" for years, according to a recent report from the Center for Strategic and International Studies. The timing is also notable, given the ways Trump's attacks on Iran and Venezuela have sparked global upheaval and challenged Chinese national interests.

Politics in Communist China--where power struggles are settled in back rooms and the penalty for losing can be death--have always been a dangerous business. But in the 1980s, the Communist Party developed a system of government that orchestrated regular transitions of power, balanced rival interests, encouraged policy discussion, and implemented bold economic reforms. China's reputation for technocratic pragmatism underpinned the country's economic success. It seemed safe to assume that China's economy would eventually surpass even the United States'.

Since taking charge of the party in 2012, Xi has steadily dismantled the system that oversaw three decades of explosive growth by concentrating power in his own hands. He has marginalized party elders, tossed out political rivals, and sidelined members of other factions, which has stifled policy debates and removed checks on his power. Many of Xi's moves are purportedly about rooting out corruption, but in a political system rife with graft, this tactic enables him to pick off anyone he wishes. In 2022, Xi packed the seven-member Politburo Standing Committee, the country's most powerful governing body, with close associates and political allies. "Personal loyalty to Xi is his absolute priority and a baseline requirement for being promoted to the top leadership," Thomas said.

Xi has sometimes prized loyalty over experience. Li Qiang, a colleague of Xi's, had never served in the national government before Xi elevated him to the No. 2 spot in 2023. A year before his promotion to premier, Li had overseen Shanghai's disastrous coronavirus-pandemic lockdown, which had confined the city's 25 million residents to their homes for two months. Because these orders were issued without sufficient planning for necessities, many households ran short of food. Officials reinforced stay-at-home orders by erecting fences around some apartment buildings, essentially incarcerating occupants. Babies sick with the virus were forcibly separated from their parents and piled into cribs in crowded wards.

Most national leaders surround themselves with like-minded lieutenants who share their politics and priorities. But in an autocracy with a leader who is quick to promote allies and punish dissenters, officials have far more reason to implement Xi's policy preferences than to challenge them. The diversity of views that was apparent in the early years of Xi's tenure has all but evaporated. "The bureaucracy is incentivized to say what they think the leader wants to hear and to hold back recommendations that deviate," Amanda Hsiao, a director in the China practice at the political-risk consultancy Eurasia Group, told me.

This has granted Xi almost full control of the policy-making process. There is simply no one left at the party's senior levels with the power--or the incentive--to force Xi to compromise. This overreliance on one man "can be a good thing if Xi makes good decisions, but it can also be very dangerous if Xi makes bad decisions," Thomas said.

And Xi has made his fair share of poor choices. Trump's clashes with longtime American allies over trade, the Ukraine war, Greenland, and other matters have left room for Xi to grow China's power by drawing these countries closer to Beijing. Several European leaders, including the French president, the German chancellor, and the British prime minister, have met with Xi in China in recent months in the hopes of improving relations to balance an unreliable Washington. But Xi sent them all home without making significant concessions on the matters that have strained their relations, including concerns over Beijing's support for Russian President Vladimir Putin or China's unfair trade practices that threaten European industry, among other contentious matters.

China's leadership has appeared even more paralyzed over the country's mounting economic woes. Xi has avoided reforms that could restore healthy growth, such as tackling the excessive supply and anemic demand behind China's falling prices and ballooning trade surpluses. Instead, the country's latest five-year plan, approved by an annual national congress in March, promises to double down on the very strategies Xi prefers, including heavy investments in industry and technology, which will likely exacerbate the economy's problems.

Michael Schuman: Rising prices are bad, but plummeting prices are worse

Despite China's enormous progress in new industries such as EVs, the economy overall has been underperforming on Xi's watch. As a share of the global economy, China's GDP in dollar terms peaked at about 18.5 percent in 2021 and has since fallen to about 16.5 percent, according to the International Monetary Fund.

In purging rivals and enhancing his control, Xi may assume that he is establishing the political stability and predictability that will ensure China's prosperity. By dismantling the leadership within China's army, for example, Xi clearly aspires to create a stronger and certainly more loyal military. But by deploying power without restraint and purging whomever he wishes on demand, he is instead creating "uncertainty, instability, and paralysis," Alexander Davey, an analyst at the Berlin-based Mercator Institute for China Studies, told me. The more power Xi pursues, the more political, economic, and military chaos he seems to foment.

Instead of pushing China to liberalize, as recent U.S. presidents have done, Trump has sought to emulate Beijing's authoritarianism by bullying his political opponents, silencing critics, and demanding unquestioned support from his own party. The lessons of Xi's hubris seem urgent--and salutary for other countries, including the United States. But any leader who aspires to Xi's level of power is unlikely to take note.
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Why Trump Didn't Predict the Gas-Price Spike

The president doesn't understand that markets are global.

by David Frum

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




On March 16, two weeks into his Iran war, President Trump assured reporters that he had the Strait of Hormuz problem well in hand. "And we're hammering their capacity to threaten commercial shipping in the Strait of Hormuz, with more than 30 mine-laying ships destroyed," he said. "We hit, to the best of our knowledge, all of their mine-laying ships."

On March 31, the national average price of gasoline at the pump surpassed $4, the highest level since the post-pandemic shocks of 2022. One-fifth of the world's oil and liquefied natural gas usually flows through the strait, but hasn't since Iran began impeding the waterway in early March. Yet Trump continues to insist that Iran's partial closure of the strait isn't a problem. Markets don't agree with Trump, and neither do his poll numbers.

How did Trump get Hormuz so wrong? The answer reveals one of Trump's most characteristic and most fateful mistakes: his steadfast refusal to acknowledge that Americans live in a world economy.

Here he is on March 16 again: "You know, we get less than 1 percent of our oil from the strait. And, uh, some countries get much more. Japan gets 95 percent. China gets 90 percent. Many of the Europeans get quite a--quite a bit." These specific numbers are, as you might suspect, wrong. China gets about 40 percent of its oil from the Persian Gulf. Still, the general point is correct. Gulf oil flows mostly to Asia, and vanishingly little goes to North America. But what Trump fails to understand is that these geographic details matter little to world energy markets.

Graeme Wood: Mutual assured energy destruction

Trump wishes for a United States economy walled off from the rest of the world. That's why he loves tariffs so much--and why he refuses to think about what they mean to American producers, who now must pay more for inputs such as aluminum.

But with energy, there is no walling off. Most of America's oil and gas is produced in the United States. American imports come overwhelmingly from Canada and Mexico. But American oil can be put on a tanker and sent to Japan or the European Union if the price across the ocean rises. The global process of buying and selling equalizes prices worldwide. Walling off the U.S. would mean America would have to stop exporting and importing oil. Trump does not want to do that. In fact, he endlessly urges other countries to buy more American oil and gas. As he said in his March 31 comments: "Buy from the U.S.; we have plenty."

Trump's inability to comprehend the relevance of Persian Gulf supplies to American motorists may explain how he stumbled into his Iran war in the first place. A threat to the Strait of Hormuz may be the most war-gamed problem in the whole U.S. military inventory. It's thorny enough to have deterred American presidents from attacking Iran for nearly 50 years, no matter how provocatively Iran behaved.

"No president was willing to do what I am willing to do tonight," Trump announced as the first bombs dropped on February 28. But why did Trump go where every other leader had declined to tread? Maybe he was the first president to see this war as an answer because he was the first who did not understand the question.
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The Shot That Killed Duke but Saved March Madness

Nostalgists worried that giving players more rights would ruin the game. This year's NCAA tournament is proving them wrong.

by Sally Jenkins

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




There was lightning in the shot that the University of Connecticut freshman Braylon Mullins made from near mid-court to send his team to the NCAA basketball championship's Final Four. There was true, loyal sorrow in the tears that trickled from the welted eye of Duke's Cameron Boozer, swollen nearly shut, after his team's stunning loss on Mullins's buzzer beater. The action in this March Madness tournament has put the lie to complaints by nostalgists that cash has killed college athletics.

In the new collegiate economy, players command a small fortune for the use of their name, image, and likeness, and can transfer schools at will. Recruiting has become transactional, and coaches must remake their team yearly. But what, really, is so wrong with that? For all the fears about pay corrupting players' motives and destroying tradition, one of the things on display in this honey of a tournament is that coin doesn't kill caring. It doesn't kill quality. It doesn't kill the thrill. "Obviously that's an epic," the UConn coach Dan Hurley said, after his team's 73-72 victory proved that iconic games still happen.

The charm of March Madness has always lain in its high-emotion clash of cultures, playing styles, and campus philosophies. The open-player market so bemoaned by purists has actually enhanced the varieties on display, as schools have been forced to abandon their old recruiting certainties and experiment. The teams that reached the Sweet 16 were built with very different methods. Seeing if one approach prevails over another is a fascinating subtext, almost a game within the game.

Read: How to fix the mess of college sports

The University of Illinois, that 159-year-old midwestern land-grant institution, avoided the million-dollar American recruiting wars and reached the Final Four with a roster so heavy with foreign-born players, it's nicknamed the "Balkan Bloc." Duke went a more traditional route: It put highly recruited blue-chip freshmen on the floor, including Cam and Cayden Boozer, the twin sons of the alumnus Carlos Boozer, who together are reported to be worth about $3 million in endorsements and whose Samsung and State Farm commercials were on loop on CBS during the tournament.

The 71-year-old Michigan State coach Tom Izzo's philosophy was what he called not old-school but "right-school": He had five seniors on his roster, and all of his starters in the Sweet 16 had begun their college career with him. Hurley, in contrast, had built his UConn like a hybrid car: Mullins had been one of the most sought-after freshman recruits in the country, but he shared the floor with veteran transfers such as Tarris Reed Jr., a senior who'd come from Michigan in 2024, and Silas Demary Jr., a junior who'd arrived from Georgia after the basketball season ended last spring.

What all of these teams have in common is that their coaches are great teachers and their players quick studies. In this way, the new system has its virtues. With rosters changing every year and the influx of transfers, a coach had better be an expert instructor and a master at fostering organizational chemistry. The system, strangely, rewards learning. It exposes the bad teachers and false promisers, and highlights the sincere ones. "You remember the teachers and coaches that pushed you to your maximum, pushed you beyond your comfort level to get the most out of you," Hurley told the press last week. He added, "I think the same thing applies to coaching. Feel like I got a responsibility."

Virtuoso teaching was especially visible at the East Regional Sweet 16 round, starring UConn, St. John's, Michigan State, and Duke. If any team could be said to represent the supposedly corrupted, talent-hoarding transactional era, it was St. John's. Coach Rick Pitino, who has worked at seven different schools, fashioned this year's roster almost entirely out of well-paid transfers. He brought in nine new players to place around the veteran Zuby Ejiofor, a 2023 transfer from Kansas. Yet the Johnnies were one of the most startlingly well-bonded outfits in the country; in their Sweet 16 thriller, they pushed the top-ranked Duke all the way through, to the final 10 seconds, before losing, 80-75. "One of the most unique teams I've had in 52 years," the 73-year-old Pitino said, white-faced and eyes red-rimmed afterward. "They were just the greatest kids in the world." Ejiofor had reportedly left $2 million on the table in name, image, and likeness deals offered by other schools to return to St. John's.

The current system is not without its faults. The main thing that needs to be worked out is the too-liberal transfer rule. In April 2024, under pressure from legal challenges on antitrust grounds, the NCAA granted athletes the ability to change schools an unlimited number of times as long as they retained academic eligibility. Combined with NIL rights, this created market mayhem, with some athletes changing schools four or five times, seeking playing time or endorsement-related paychecks. UConn's Dwayne Koroma, a senior, is playing for his fifth school. The University of Arkansas coach John Calipari joked last week that some teams have players who are "25, 26, 27, beards, kids in the stands, on their second wife."

Read: The shame of college sports

To President Trump, this acquisition of market leverage by athletes is cause for hysteria. In a speech last week at a fundraising dinner, Trump pronounced college sports a "disaster" and a "mess like you've never seen before." The "millions" commanded by athletes, he claimed, would "bankrupt" universities. He has called for rolling back the antitrust legal decisions that enabled it.

But commonsense fixes are available--solutions to make the system more practical without unfairly imposing on athletes' rights and making them akin to indentured servants again. Most coaches who spoke during the NCAA tournament supported their players' right to earn off their talents. What they seek to curb is the opportunism of unsavory agents who inflate their clients' worth and, with false promises of gain, encourage them to transfer like skipping stones. "I'm not going to be extorted," Calipari said at a pregame press conference last week. Izzo, of Michigan State, told reporters, "I'm not going to be afraid to coach a guy because he can transfer this week."

Calipari has campaigned for a rule shift that would allow players to transfer once without penalty but would require them to sit out one season if they move a second time. In a speech last summer, he said, "If we cure the transfer rule, 70 percent of our problems go away. We can deal with all the other stuff." It's a sensible proposal. Growing evidence suggests that the wide-open transfer policy may harm players' economic and education prospects. About 2,700 men's-basketball players entered the transfer system after last season, according to an ESPN database. A study, by the analytics consultant group Timark, found that 65 percent of players who sought a move either transferred to a lesser institution or did not find a new school. Transfers cost students credits and can delay or even derail graduation, which is a significant, understated risk, given that fewer than 2 percent of college players make it to the NBA.

The NCAA would need limited antitrust protection from Congress to make this change to the transfer system, but that appears to be obtainable. Senator Tommy Tuberville of Alabama, a former Auburn football coach, proposed just such a bill last week. It's a simple piece of legislation, the substance of which is about three pages long, unlike previous NCAA-reform bills, such as the terminally stalled SCORE Act, which runs 86 pages. Tuberville may even win over opponents such as Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut, who has been a dogged advocate for player rights but who has also acknowledged that unlimited movement is problematic and not necessarily a player benefit. "It is better for the athletes than the old system, but it's also not working," Murphy said in a hearing last week.

Fix the transfer issue, and it will be clearer that player income is not a college crisis. Cam Boozer's net worth didn't prevent him from playing the entire game with his eye at half-mast. "We gave a lot," Boozer said in his tearful press conference. "It took a lot of heart, a lot of balls, to do that."

Despite the powerful undertows, allegiance and commitment are still present in the top tier of the college game. A roster search of the Sweet 16 teams by the Associated Press showed that 11 had at least three starters who'd played at their school and nowhere else. Five teams had at least four starters who'd played multiple seasons for their coach.

On Hurley's UConn team, four players have spent three years or more under him, and five were returners for a second season. "When you're with a group of people that care so much about each other and what you're trying to accomplish, it's an addictive feeling," Hurley said last week. His veterans, he said, were a "a bunch of players that let us coach them, let us coach them hard," and they were a difference-maker in reaching the Final Four.

Hurley coaxed his team back from a 15-point halftime deficit against Duke, whose freshmen could not handle the pressure when the game got tight. As the final shot fell in, Hurley's suit coat was nearly torn off his shoulders in the explosive joy on his bench. At the Final Four this weekend, in Indianapolis, he will be trying to coach his team to a third national title in four seasons. Nostalgists should note: That's a feat that has not been accomplished since UCLA in the 1970s. For all of the economic evolutions in the NCAA, the qualities of a championship team haven't changed.



*Source Images: Zach Bolinger / Icon Sportswire / Getty; Emilee Chinn / Getty; Patrick Smith / Getty; Jonathan Brady / AFP / Getty.
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Trump's Fateful Choice

The military is waiting for the president's go-ahead for high-risk ground operations in Iran.

by Nancy A. Youssef, Jonathan Lemire

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




As thousands of additional U.S. troops arrive in the Persian Gulf, military officials are planning for two potential ground assaults in Iran: one on Kharg Island, the hub of the country's energy industry, and the other to seize enriched uranium to hobble Iran's nuclear-development program, according to three people familiar with the matter. They just need the go-ahead from President Trump.

Putting troops in Iranian territory would rank among the most dangerous missions of either of Trump's terms. And neither operation would guarantee the end of the war within weeks, as Trump has promised--nor the collapse of the regime that the United States has described as an imminent threat, nor the reopening of the Strait of Hormuz, the closure of which has gripped the world's energy markets, said those familiar with the options, who, like others we spoke with, did so on the condition of anonymity to discuss the sensitive military plans. Trump has said negotiations are under way with the regime to find a peaceful solution, and the prospect of a land assault may be designed to pressure the regime to seek a settlement. A failed operation could escalate and prolong the conflict rather than force negotiations.

About 3,500 Marines and sailors reached the region over the weekend, defense officials said, and another 3,500 are expected in the coming weeks. Hundreds of Special Operations Forces are already in the region. Military planners could send the incoming Marines to Kharg Island, off Iran's Gulf coast and about 400 miles from the Strait of Hormuz. The island handles roughly 90 percent of Iran's oil exports, and it has already been struck by U.S. forces over the past month. Seizing and holding it could cut off a major source of revenue for Iran's regime, complicating its ability to fund military operations--and provide a bargaining chip for negotiations, current and former officials told us.

But the operation would be fraught. U.S. forces might have to navigate mined waters, and defend against drone and missile attacks. Even if they were successful, the economic impact on Iran could take weeks to materialize, while global markets would react immediately. Brent crude, which cost roughly $73 a barrel at the start of the war and is now hovering at just over $100, could quickly surge to $150, risking a global recession. Holding the island could require a prolonged U.S. presence as well. "Maybe we take Kharg Island, maybe we don't. We have a lot of options," Trump said in an interview with the Financial Times on Sunday. "It would also mean we had to be there for a while."

Another scenario military officials are planning for is sending Special Operations Forces into mainland Iran to seize highly enriched uranium that U.S. officials believe is tied to Tehran's nuclear ambitions. Insertion of troops--likely by air--would be dangerous, and Iranian forces are expected to respond quickly. Recovering the material would be difficult, especially after U.S. and Israeli strikes last summer damaged the entrances to suspected storage sites. Service members could face ambushes en route, and specialized units would need to extract the uranium. Such a mission could allow the administration to claim that it had removed a key element of Iran's nuclear program. But it does not guarantee the resumption of normal operations in the Strait of Hormuz, which Iran closed after the U.S. and Israel attacked.

Read: No good way out 

Trump has not decided whether to authorize either of these options, the officials said, and he ultimately may not pursue them. Some in the military privately hope that the risks to U.S. forces--and doubts about whether such missions could end the war--will push the administration toward restraint. But the president could then face prolonged Iranian control of a vital waterway and soaring energy prices. He'd be reliant on faltering diplomatic efforts to end the conflict, or, as he has begun to threaten, he might abruptly pull out of the conflict and place the problem in the hands of allies. If he were to do so, he would leave behind an embittered, empowered regime ready to lash out at its Gulf neighbors and the West.

Whether to order either of the ground assaults, both, or neither will be Trump's most consequential decision in his war of choice, with far-reaching implications for both the Middle East and the U.S. midterm elections. White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt announced last night that the president will deliver "an important update on Iran" in prime time tonight. She did not provide further details.

The president is getting conflicting advice: Some in his inner circle, along with many nervous GOP political operatives, are urging him to wind down the war and mitigate the economic fallout. But Tehran hawks--and Gulf allies--are urging him to finish off the Iranian regime.

When Trump first considered a full-scale attack on Iran, he was still celebrating the efficient operation to seize Nicolas Maduro from Venezuela in January. Two of his other strikes this term--against Nigeria on Christmas Day and Iran last June--were impressive one-off displays of military precision. And this war was initially planned to last days, or at most a few weeks. It has now crossed the one-month mark and is only lengthening. Trump continues to declare victory: By one count, he has announced a dozen times that the war was about to wrap up. Despite those proclamations, though, Iran has been able to launch attacks on its neighbors and, most crucially, effectively close off the strait.

Some corners of Trump world were reticent about attacking Iran at all. A number of popular MAGA influencers--including Steve Bannon, Tucker Carlson, Megyn Kelly, and Marjorie Taylor Greene--cautioned that a new Middle East war would shatter Trump's "America First" foreign-policy pledge and alienate the isolationists in his base. Their voices have only gotten louder as talk of a ground incursion has picked up. Though most rank-and-file Republican lawmakers have remained outwardly supportive of the president, polls suggest that voters are souring on the conflict and have no appetite for a ground invasion. A Reuters/Ipsos survey of 1,021 people released today found that two-thirds of Americans want the war to end quickly, even if the Trump administration does not achieve its aims. Another 27 percent said the U.S. should keep fighting, even for a prolonged period, and 6 percent declined to answer.

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

Few in the West Wing have voiced concerns about the possible escalation. Vice President Vance, who is considered an isolationist, expressed private skepticism ahead of the attacks, and his relative silence during the first weeks of the war was perceived as a subtle way of distancing himself from the conflict. (Trump was not too bothered by it, advisers told us.) Vance has since taken care to appear supportive of the president, if less so about the specifics of the war effort. The Pentagon's firing of two dozen admirals and generals over the past year has made some wary of challenging the president's ambitions. Instead, General Dan Caine, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, has sought to provide a measured assessment of potential risks. Secretary of State Marco Rubio has also resisted taking a strong position, keeping his attention on Cuba.

The war's financial toll has spooked the president's economic advisers, a fear that will grow if the war is prolonged. Yesterday, a gallon of unleaded gas topped $4 in the U.S. for the first time since 2022. A number of GOP political operatives and those running congressional campaigns have quietly predicted that a ground invasion, particularly a protracted one with casualties, could contribute to a Democratic wave that envelops at least one and perhaps both houses of Congress.

Some close to Trump are vociferously pushing him to escalate the conflict. Chief among them is Benjamin Netanyahu. The Israeli prime minister has viewed the destruction of the Iranian regime as his life's work. The consequences of some of his nation's targeting decisions have complicated the White House's goals, including the killing of would-be Iranian negotiators and a strike at an Iranian energy facility that prompted Tehran to retaliate by hitting a massive gas field in Qatar. Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina, long an Iran hawk and a proponent of the muscular use of American military force, has repeatedly made the case on Fox News for a ground attack, suggesting in one appearance that the U.S. could seize Kharg Island because it has previously won brutal battles such as World War II's Iwo Jima. (He did not mention that nearly 7,000 Americans died there.) The Gulf states' pleas have been more complex. Although Gulf nations expressed disappointment that they were not consulted before the start of the war, a number of them, including Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, want Trump to do whatever it takes to finish off the regime--including authorizing a ground strike--rather than leave behind a wounded but vengeful regime likely to strike its neighbors.

The Pentagon and U.S. Central Command declined to comment, referring questions to the White House. The White House told us that it does not comment on any potential military operations.

Trump is looking for a way out; the question is, what does he have to first accomplish to truly declare victory? He did not make the case for the war before launching it, nor has he since tried particularly hard to rally Americans to the cause. He claims with unassailable confidence that victory is at hand, yet has fumed privately that the war has taken too long. He has extended multiple deadlines to strike Iran's energy infrastructure if the Strait of Hormuz is not reopened, an attack that could result in a failed Iranian state, a refugee crisis, and terror campaigns. Another object of Trump's wrath: America's allies, including those in NATO, who have refused to help reopen the strait. In a social-media post yesterday, he warned allies that they will "have to start learning how to fight for yourself." The post fueled concern that Trump may soon abandon the NATO alliance, or at least weaken it by removing American troops from Europe.

Read: Is the end of NATO near? 

And Trump clearly has other things on his mind. Aides have said he is anxious to hold his rescheduled summit with China's Xi Jinping, now set for mid-May, and does not want the war with Iran to further strain relations with Beijing. Yesterday, the Chinese and Pakistani foreign ministers met in Beijing and drafted a five-point proposal that included a call to cease hostilities between Tehran and Washington and offered security agreements for shipping through the strait.

But tonight, Trump will be forced to focus on Iran, at last delivering an update to Americans on the war he opted to fight. His next decision might be even bigger.

Vivian Salama and Missy Ryan contributed reporting.
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Richard Wagner in the Present Tense

A bold restaging of <em>Tristan und Isolde </em>arrives at a moment of intense concern about the cultural inheritance of Western civilization.

by Chris Cohen

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




Richard Wagner was a difficult person, to put it lightly--an infamous anti-Semite and world-historical egoist known for displaying ingratitude and duplicity toward lovers, friends, and benefactors alike. Years after the German composer died in 1883, Adolf Hitler and his followers found much to like in Wagner's writings on national purity--and also in his music, which became tightly integrated alongside the iconography of the Third Reich. "Indisputably a genius," the poet W. H. Auden is said to have put it, "but apart from that an absolute shit." That first quality has usually mattered more. Since his death, his music has been generally held as too sublime--or at least too important--to set aside. His 10 operas remain core pillars of the classical repertoire (except in Israel, where his works are informally banned).

Wagner's reputation can be both a headache and an irresistible challenge to opera directors. Though opera usually demands strict fidelity to the music as it was written, there is traditionally more leeway in staging decisions: the costumes, the sets, the way the singers embody their role. Directors have handled the "Wagner Problem," as it's called, with a range of artistic decisions that inevitably reflect present-day preoccupations. The 1976 100th-anniversary staging of the four-opera Ring cycle, for example, recast a mythic saga of gods and their downfall as a Marxism-tinged parable of man's exploitation of the natural world. The production was loudly booed on opening night but has since become a road map for how Wagner's works might be adapted for modern concerns.

The latest entry into this lineage is under way at the Metropolitan Opera, where in mid-March the director Yuval Sharon made his company debut with a new staging of Wagner's 1865 opera, Tristan und Isolde. His productions arrive at a crucial moment for the company, which is in an existentially precarious financial situation. As the nation's largest performing-arts organization, the Met is under immense scrutiny at all times. The run has been promising, with overwhelming audience demand and critical acclaim. But its reception may mark an escalation of a debate about the classics--in opera, and in much else.

This staging of Tristan arrives at a moment of intense concern about the continuity of so-called Western civilization. It's a particular preoccupation of the Trump administration; J. D. Vance, for instance, has long fretted about declining birth rates and has lectured European leaders about the supposed civilizational threat of immigration. In the humanities, these concerns crystallize around the idea that the canon is being ignored in favor of less worthy, newer texts, and that the mastery sustaining centuries-old artistic traditions has been sacrificed at the altar of diversity. Last year, employees of Elon Musk's Department of Government Efficiency canceled a tranche of previously approved grants at the National Endowment for the Humanities by asking ChatGPT whether the projects "relate to D.E.I."; the NEH's new leadership then reoriented some grant making toward work on "Western civilization." And recently, the historian James Hankins caused a stir with an essay explaining his retirement from Harvard as an escape from an academic climate of "self-hatred" that was excessively judgmental of the Western cultural inheritance.

Whatever this inheritance consists of, it surely must include Tristan und Isolde. Wagner's opera, an adaptation of a 13th-century German courtly romance between a Cornish knight and an Irish princess, is one of the most challenging works an opera company can attempt to stage. One issue is how little happens, plot-wise, over the four hours the singers are onstage: The knight retrieves the princess, who is to marry his king. On the way, the two drink a love potion and fall into a love so total that it can be resolved only by their death.

The real drama is in the score. Tristan was a turning point in music history: Its expressive grammar upended the traditional patterns of tension and resolution to create a structure of continuous, aching suspension. After Tristan, composers of all sorts contended with Wagner's innovations, and many nonmusical artists were directly influenced in the decades following its premiere. In Marcel Proust's In Search of Lost Time, for example, the narrator identified the "insistent, fleeting themes" of the opera as a metaphor for the structure of memory.

Such artists heard something radically new that can be hard for some to appreciate alongside the baggage that now comes with Wagner's music. Sharon works in the firmly interpretive tradition, one that treats an opera as a living thing rather than something to merely preserve. In recent years, he's become one of America's most interesting opera directors by staging adventurous work in unlikely locations: a parking garage, a train station, 24 limousines fanning out across Los Angeles. He freely updates older works to align with modern sensibilities--and sometimes, seemingly, just to stir the pot. (He staged La Boheme in reverse to give it a happy ending; in a feminist remix of Lohengrin, he spared the life of the tragic heroine.)

But unlike some directors who approach problematic older works mainly to indict them, Sharon seems to harbor real affection for the texts he's reinterpreting. "I'm not tearing down a statue--I am using the same clay," he told me before an early rehearsal of Tristan last month. "The greatest form of critical engagement is an act of love."

Sharon's partner in this Wagner project is the Met's musical leader, Yannick Nezet-Seguin. As an opera conductor, he's working in tandem with Sharon's interpretation of Tristan. "What I try to do is look at the text and respect exactly what's there," he told me, but he added that he also tries to shake off the accumulated assumptions about how Wagner's music should sound. In this case, he said the music should evoke "longing and desiring something only to be not quite resolved--it just reaches all of us deep down in sometimes completely subconscious ways."

To make this a little more concrete: Try humming "Happy Birthday to You" to yourself, and notice how the final two lines ("Happy birthday, dear [insert name] / Happy birthday to you") set up an expectation that is then immediately met. Tristan interrupts this pattern, deferring any release for hours. Dramatizing this musical effect is one of Sharon's main tasks--and a subtler challenge than it might first appear. The intended experience of Tristan is a feeling of dissolving into something greater than yourself--a celebration of death through the renunciation of selfhood. Historically, this began to feel a little queasy after the Nazis put something similar to work in the regime's propaganda. For a generation of postwar thinkers, the fact that Wagner's music could so powerfully trigger involuntary emotions was deeply suspect.

Read: A battle for the soul of the West

Sharon's solution is an attempt to ground the opera in cycles of death and rebirth inspired by the 19th-century philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer's integration of Buddhist and Hindu ideas into European philosophy. Wagner himself was deeply influenced by Schopenhauer and was fascinated with Buddhism while composing the opera--he explicitly embedded its themes in the work. In his show, Sharon uses an abstract staging of continuous, dreamlike, overlapping images--video projections, slowly moving interlocking tunnels of light, ghostly doubles of the main characters--that fade away before they harden into concrete meaning, suggesting lives within lives and selves within selves.

Some of these choices go beyond what the text might support. On opening night, there were pre-curtain sound effects; an English-horn solo, moving from the orchestra pit to center stage; a childbirth scene that appears nowhere in the libretto. But his vision served the music, where the philosophical ideas of the opera are enacted. The unsettled, searching quality of Tristan would eventually inspire truly atonal music that never finds stability, but Wagner's opera does eventually resolve, triumphantly, in the final aria, in which Isolde and the orchestra arrive at a satisfying moment of harmony as she reunites with a mortally wounded Tristan, and embraces death at his side.

Isolde is portrayed by the Norwegian soprano Lise Davidsen, who is already one of opera's brightest stars and is now, at 39, beginning to tackle Wagner's most prominent roles. During the show I watched, she delivered a mesmerizing performance. Tristan works only with a soprano who can sing beautifully, and powerfully, over a thundering orchestra for several hours. The closest analogue might be a peak athletic performance, a glimpse of the transcendent at the absolute limit of human ability.

But description can only do so much, as Tristan und Isolde must be experienced to be fully understood. This is at the root of many of the art form's problems--its expense, its reputation for impenetrability--but also its great strength. You really do have to show up and see for yourself. Meaning is generated anew in the moment, while the music is playing for a packed audience.

The consequences of silence are currently evident at the Kennedy Center, which the Trump administration has reshaped with an unprecedented level of interference over the past year. After promises to get rid of "woke propaganda" in favor of programming "people actually want to see," the public has been left with almost nothing at all. The resident opera company has departed; dozens of performances have been canceled; and the building is set to close entirely for two years beginning in July. As Hankins, the former Harvard professor, put it: "Civilizations are not automatically self-replicating. They need to be studied and cultivated." In this case, doing so means actually putting difficult masterpieces onto the stage, and figuring out how they might speak to audiences in the present tense.

If Tristan und Isolde is a physical and emotional crucible for its singers, for a director it's a layup--at least compared with the four Ring operas, Sharon's next task for the Met. The stagecraft challenges are formidable: They require a singing dragon and a horseback ride onto a funeral pyre alongside dozens of similar demands. But the thorniest problem might be ideological. The fundamental arc of the plot is conflict between a realm of noble gods and a scheming, subterranean underclass driven by lust for gold. Generations of critics have argued themselves hoarse over whether these themes are fundamentally racist or anti-Semitic; staging the operas means confronting those questions directly.

When I asked Sharon how he was thinking about the opera's themes at this particular moment in American life, he laughed and said it was a problem for tomorrow. "That's part of what makes Wagner so fascinating: This is not frictionless material," he said. "There's a lot there that needs to be figured out."
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Photos: Counting Down to the Launch of Artemis II

NASA's Artemis II--the first mission to carry humans beyond low Earth orbit in more than 50 years--is scheduled to launch on April 1, 2026. The 10-day journey will take four astronauts around the moon and back, testing NASA's new launch system before future missions to the lunar surface.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 01 Apr 2026


NASA's Space Launch System (SLS) rocket, with the Orion spacecraft atop, stands at Launch Complex 39B on February 2, 2026, as the moon rises behind the vehicle during a wet dress rehearsal. (Jennifer Briggs / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)




The Artemis II astronauts--(from left) NASA's Reid Wiseman, Victor Glover, and Christina Koch, and the Canadian Space Agency's Jeremy Hansen--stand in the white room on the crew-access arm of the mobile launcher at Launch Pad 39B as part of an integrated ground-systems test at Kennedy Space Center in Florida on September 20, 2023. (Frank Michaux / NASA)




Patrick Shea inspects a 1.3 percent scale model of SLS in a wind tunnel at NASA's Ames Research Center in Silicon Valley, California, in 2016. The tests were designed to determine the powerful rocket's behavior as it climbs and accelerates through the sound barrier after launch. To also test a new optical-measurement method, Ames engineers coated the SLS model with unsteady pressure-sensitive paint, which, under the lighting, glows dimmer or brighter according to the air pressure acting on different areas of the rocket. (Dominic Hart / Ames / NASA)




The Orion crew module undergoes a direct-field acoustic test, where stacks of more than 1,500 speakers were used to expose the spacecraft to the maximum acoustic levels that it will experience at launch. Spacecraft response and sound-pressure data were collected with microphones, strain gauges, and accelerometers. (Radislav Sinyak / Johnson Space Center / NASA)




The Artemis II crew members Victor Glover and Christina Koch participate in crew lunar-observations training in the Orion mockup at NASA's Johnson Space Center, in Houston, on July 16, 2025. (James Blair / NASA / JSC)




A wave breaks inside the well deck of USS Somerset as teams work to recover the Crew Module Test Article, a full-scale replica of the Orion spacecraft, as they practice Artemis recovery operations off the coast of California, on March 27, 2025. (Joel Kowsky / NASA)




Artemis II crew members are assisted by U.S. Navy personnel as they exit a mockup of the Orion spacecraft in the Pacific Ocean during a test operation on February 25, 2024. (Kenny Allen / NASA)




A fully functional Launch Abort System with a test version of Orion attached, soars upward on NASA's Ascent Abort-2 flight test on July 2, 2019, at Cape Canaveral Air Force Station, in Florida. The LAS's three motors will work together to pull the crew module away from the booster and prepare it for splashdown in the Atlantic Ocean in the unlikely event of an emergency during ascent. (Tony Gray and Kevin O'Connell / NASA)




The flags of the United States and Canada are seen on the left shoulders of Orion Crew Survival System suits that will be worn on the Artemis II test flight on January 17, 2026, in the suit-up room of the Neil A. Armstrong Operations and Checkout Building at Kennedy Space Center. (Joel Kowsky / NASA)




NASA's Pegasus barge carries the agency's massive Space Launch System core stage at the Kennedy Space Center Complex 39 turn basin wharf on July 23, 2024. (Jamie Peer and Isaac Hutson / NASA)




Teams with NASA's Exploration Ground Systems and primary contractor Amentum integrate the SLS rocket with the solid rocket boosters onto mobile launcher 1 inside High Bay 3 of the Vehicle Assembly Building at Kennedy Space Center on March 23, 2025. (Frank Michaux / NASA)




In this view looking down in High Bay 3 inside the Vehicle Assembly Building on January 17, 2026, the work platforms are retracted around the Artemis II SLS rocket and Orion spacecraft in preparation for rollout. (Frank Michaux / NASA)




NASA's SLS rocket and Orion spacecraft, secured to the mobile launcher, roll out of the Vehicle Assembly Building to Launch Pad 39B on March 20, 2026. (Joel Kowsky / NASA)




The Artemis II SLS rocket and Orion spacecraft roll out to Launch Complex 39B on March 20, 2026. (John Kraus / NASA)




An alligator swims in a nearby swamp, silhouetted by a reflection of the Artemis II Space SLS rocket, illuminated by lights at Launch Complex 39B on February 10, 2026. (Aubrey Gemignani / NASA)




NASA's mobile launcher carries the SLS rocket and Orion spacecraft up a slight incline to Launch Pad 39B on March 20, 2026, at Kennedy Space Center. (Joel Kowsky / NASA)




The SLS rocket and Orion spacecraft arrive at Launch Pad 39B on March 20, 2026. (Aubrey Gemignani / NASA)




On March 30, 2026, the Artemis II SLS rocket and Orion spacecraft stand at Launch Complex 39B, ready for final preparations before launch in April. (Bill Ingalls / NASA)
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Maybe Trump Should Not Have Given This Speech

His address raised more questions than it answered about the war in Iran.

by Tom Nichols

Thu, 02 Apr 2026




Americans have been waiting for their president and commander in chief to address the nation and explain why the country is at war. For weeks, Donald Trump has offered only snippets and sound bites about his decision to lead the United States into another conflict in the Middle East; his prime-time address this evening was, one assumes, aimed at informing and reassuring the American public.

Maybe he'd have been better off not trying. Trump's critics (including me) have castigated him for refusing to go on television and provide a comprehensive explanation of the war to the American people. But given his performance this evening, perhaps he had the right instinct. His address did not come across as a wartime speech but instead was a disjointed series of complaints, brags, and exaggerations (along with a few outright lies) delivered by a man who looked and sounded tired. After his 19 minutes on the air--brisk by Trump's standards--Americans could be forgiven for being even more concerned now than they were only a few days ago.

A speech that should have been a clear explanation of why the United States is fighting a nation of 92 million people began instead in shambolic style. He discussed the operation that captured the president of Venezuela, perhaps hoping to make listeners believe that the Iran war will be a similarly short operation. He then said that Iran has taken losses never seen "in the history of warfare"--as if the destruction of, say, the Axis in World War II had never happened.

Trump offered little that was new, instead repeating the same lines from a short video presentation the night that he ordered attacks on the Islamic Republic, more than one month ago. He listed--rightly and correctly--the various offenses that the fanatical Iranian regime has perpetrated against the United States and other countries for nearly a half century. But he couldn't help himself: He patted himself on the back for killing the Iranian terror mastermind Qassem Soleimani in his first term, and for canceling the Iran nuclear deal negotiated by Barack Obama. ("Barack Hussein Obama," of course.) The United States, Trump claimed in a strange moment, had emptied out all the banks in Virginia, Maryland, and the District of Columbia as part of that deal--"all the cash they had"--to send that "green, green" currency to Iran.

From the May 2026 issue: Someday in Tehran

But back to the war: What is America fighting for? Trump insisted that Iran must never be allowed to get a nuclear weapon. Almost no one would disagree with this general point--certainly I don't--but Trump presented no evidence that Iran was nearing the nuclear threshold. Instead, he simply asserted that the Iranian mullahs were going to get a nuclear weapon and that the United States had to stop them: In other words, he admitted to launching a preventive war based on something that might happen one day.

Trump, however, then undercut his own point by assuring the country that Iran's "nuclear dust" was buried under mountains of rubble, inaccessible since the great success of last June's joint Israeli-American strike on Iranian nuclear facilities. The Iranians would never be allowed to excavate any of it, he said.

So, then, perhaps the war was about regime change, which would be the surest way to stop every evil plan gestating in Tehran, including nuclear weapons and terrorist plots. Well, no, it turns out, the war is not about that either. Trump explicitly denied that the goal was to bring down the Iranian theocracy--a staggering claim given his exhortations to the Iranian people on the first night of the war that their hour of liberation was at hand. After denying that the U.S. goal was regime change, he then claimed that regime change had now already happened because so many Iranian leaders have been killed.

In addition to ending Iran's nuclear ambitions, Trump laid out three other goals that he said were now within reach: neutralizing Iran's ability to project power anywhere through terrorism, destroying the Iranian navy, and eliminating Iran's missile stocks and production capabilities. As with so many other Trump promises, the president said that he will accomplish these goals in two to three weeks. How he will do all this was left unclear, other than that he will hit Iran "extremely hard."

Read: Trump's fateful choice

Meanwhile, Tehran still controls the Strait of Hormuz. Trump said only that other nations should go in, clear the strait, and take Iran's oil. He chided Americans for their impatience; the two world wars, and conflicts in Korea, Vietnam, and Iraq took longer than the current war, he said. He also waved away any economic concerns. Everything will get better, he promised, telling viewers that only a year ago America was a "dead and crippled country" that he personally rescued. Oddly, Trump claimed that the United States has never been more economically prepared for a conflict--the "little journey," as he called it--like the one he has led against Iran.

The president also said things that might come back to haunt him. He vowed not to let Israel or America's friends in the Persian Gulf "get hurt or fail in any way, shape, or form," as if Iran were not already inflicting damage on them. And he assured Americans that gas prices would come down. (They might, but not anytime soon.) He threatened, yet again, to bomb all of Iran's electrical plants, a likely war crime if carried out with the completeness that Trump promised, should Iran refuse to ... well, do whatever it is he thinks they should do. "We are unstoppable," he said, noting that U.S. forces were in combat against "one of the most powerful countries." (This, too, is nonsense: It takes nothing away from U.S.-military valor to admit that Iran was at best a second-tier power even before the war.) America might be unstoppable, but the American president seems to be at loose ends now that the Iranians have a chokehold on a major part of the world's energy supply.

The only bright spots in the speech were in the things the president did not say. He did not, as many observers expected, prepare Americans for the introduction of ground forces into Iran. (If he now goes ahead with such an operation, he will have betrayed the public by misleading them about the course of the war.) And he did not eviscerate NATO and threaten to pull out of the alliance, as some expected him to do because of his ongoing anger at major European powers' unwillingness to join a war they did not start.

If the president meant to be reassuring, however, he missed the mark. The reality, as best we can tell, is that Trump fully expected the Iranian regime to collapse in a matter of days or weeks, and he is now flummoxed to find out that a major war is a lot more complicated than he--or Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth--realized. The president's delivery tonight was hardly a confidence-building exercise. He was, as he himself might say, low energy--mumbling and lapsing into the repetitive phrases that come out when he's riffing on a point instead of reading the speech in front of him. (I lost count of how many times he said "like nobody's ever seen" and "decimated" and "never before.")

The president seems lost. Perhaps he should have stayed off the podium for a bit longer, rather than display how adrift he is to the American public and the world.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/04/trump-iran-war-speech/686663/?utm_source=feed
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Public Anger Is Rising

Even TMZ is channeling the national discontent.

by Yvonne Wingett Sanchez, Russell Berman

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




For a brief moment last week, Congress started to do something productive. The Senate, after weeks of bickering and fruitless negotiations, unanimously approved legislation to fund most of the Department of Homeland Security, taking a small but meaningful step toward resolving one of the many crises that have sprung up like targets in a game of whack-a-mole during President Trump's second term. All that stood between tens of thousands of federal employees and their paychecks was a similar vote in the House.

But House Republicans would not agree. Instead of considering the DHS bill, Speaker Mike Johnson denounced the bipartisan compromise and then sent the entire chamber home for a two-week Easter recess. The move all but guaranteed that the government's third-largest department would remain unfunded indefinitely as the nation wages war against Iran. Meanwhile, as lawmakers enjoy time with their families--or jet off on vacations and taxpayer-financed junkets overseas--millions of Americans are struggling with a spike in gas prices caused by the war.

"It's a failure of everyone," Representative David Schweikert, a Republican who represents a politically divided district in Arizona, told us.

Public anger is rising rapidly. The president's approval ratings--which were already anemic--have sunk to new lows, and Republicans are facing the prospect of an electoral wipeout in this fall's midterm elections. The GOP's hold on the House majority has appeared precarious for months, but now its more comfortable advantage in the Senate may be in jeopardy too. Even TMZ is channeling the national discontent: The website known for trailing  celebrities has begun hounding members of Congress, encouraging its readers to send in photos and video of lawmakers fleeing Washington, D.C., and living it up while the public servants responsible for protecting the homeland go unpaid.

Back in their districts, members of Congress--particularly swing-seat Republicans--seem to be in hiding. Hardly any are holding town halls or other well-publicized events that could put them face-to-face with frustrated voters. We contacted the offices of more than a dozen House Republicans in tight reelection races this year. Only Schweikert responded. No one else would agree to interviews about what they were hearing from constituents, nor would they disclose the events they were holding to solicit public feedback. (One of those members, Representative Derrick Van Orden of Wisconsin, was spotted by TMZ on a trip to Scotland with several colleagues.) A spokesperson for Representative Mariannette Miller-Meeks of Iowa, a Republican who won her last campaign by just 799 votes, referred us to a Facebook post in which Miller-Meeks called for Congress to return to the Capitol and "resolve this impasse." "Our office does not share the congresswoman's schedule," the spokesperson said, "but she will be busy and has several exciting events planned in the case that Congress remains out of session."

Trump did alleviate one pain point for the public last week by declaring that he would go around Congress to pay TSA agents, a move that reduced the snaking lines at airport-security checkpoints across the country. Wait times had stretched to hours as missed paychecks thinned the ranks of on-duty TSA agents, causing staffing shortages.

Yet the president's unilateral action, though welcomed by lawmakers and air travelers alike, addressed only the most visible part of a crisis that has dragged on for weeks. Thousands of DHS employees, including members of the Coast Guard and FEMA, and administrative staff, have worked without pay for more than a month--and that's after they missed paychecks during the larger 43-day government shutdown last fall. (Because most DHS employees are deemed "essential," relatively few of them have been furloughed, and therefore most have had to report for duty during the funding lapse.)

In Congress, the dispute over DHS funding has centered on ICE and Trump's mass-deportation campaign. After federal agents fatally shot two U.S. citizens in Minneapolis earlier this year, Democrats said they would not agree to fully fund DHS without reforms to the way that ICE operates. They've demanded that ICE agents wear body cameras and not masks, and have asked for requirements that agents seek judicial warrants before entering private homes in search of undocumented immigrants. The two parties appeared to be making progress toward an agreement early last week before Trump scuttled the talks by insisting that Republicans tie any DHS-funding deal to passage of the unrelated SAVE America Act, an elections bill that Democrats staunchly oppose.

Read: A serious Senate debate about an unserious bill 

Trump briefly considered a rarely used move to force Congress back into session, but on Wednesday he urged Republicans to ensure long-term DHS funding without Democratic votes. Such a process would circumvent the Senate filibuster, but it could take weeks or even months to enact. In response, Johnson and Senate Majority Leader John Thune issued a statement agreeing to the president's demand and saying that Congress would act "in the coming days" to end the shutdown.

Schweikert's House district in and around Scottsdale, Arizona, is one of the wealthiest and most highly educated in the nation. But its voters are livid at Congress. In interviews this week outside grocery stores, gas stations, and at the airport, many told us they were scrimping on food--cutting back on pricier meats and fruits--and others said they had changed their driving habits because of gas prices that are nearing $5 a gallon in some locations. Retirees, and those close to retirement, told us they are anxiously riding the volatility of financial markets amid the war.

Erica Squires and her sister Christina made trade-offs as they shopped for Easter goodies for their niece and nephew at Walmart. Grass filler, which they typically use to stuff Easter baskets, had just about doubled in price, they said, and basket prices were up too. They skipped both and opted to surprise the kids with a prefilled mermaid-themed gift for $15.97 and a lawn-mower bubble toy: "It was actually cheaper than making a basket," Christina said.

The Squireses also are intentional about buying gas. They opted to fill up at the Walmart in Scottsdale, where they paid about $4.20 a gallon--less than in other parts of town. And rather than driving solo to visit their sister in a far-flung Phoenix suburb, they are now carpooling. Erica gave up shopping at a natural-grocery store because of rising prices. While they are hustling to make ends meet, the sisters told us, they don't see Congress doing anything to make their lives better. If anything, they said, lawmakers are making it worse. Asked how they felt about Congress at this moment, Erica--a freelance digital marketer who voted for Trump in 2016 (and the libertarian Chase Oliver in 2024)--dryly replied, "Aren't they not doing their job right now? They're on vacation while we're over here driving five miles to get cheaper gas."

Others we encountered felt the same way. One young Democrat who works as a health-care administrator said his girlfriend's luxury car has been sitting at home for the past month because it needs premium gas, which is almost $6 a gallon. He blames Congress: "It's ridiculous." A middle-aged woman whose truck sported a Don't tread on me sticker matter-of-factly summed up her feelings about the country's lawmakers: "Everything is terrible."

At Phoenix Sky Harbor International Airport, officials had set up a donation site for unpaid TSA employees at its Compassion Corner, where people and businesses could donate items including nonperishable food, diapers, and gift cards of $20 or less for groceries and gas. The airport collected more than 3,700 gift cards and 1,800 food and household items, an airport spokesperson told us. The collection could open back up if a long-term funding measure for TSA does not pass.

Read: American aviation is near collapse

The security lines had dissipated yesterday, a day after TSA employees began receiving back pay. Passenger frustration had not. Layton Martin, a Republican from Phoenix who was flying to Salt Lake City, told us that members of Congress were playing with the livelihoods of government employees for their own political benefit. "They're having, like, an ego party," the 28-year-old fitness trainer said. "It seems very childish." Martin's rent is up $300 compared with last year, he said; his cost to fly to Salt Lake was double the normal price, and his friends can't find jobs.

Schweikert, the Republican who represents Scottsdale in Congress, seemed just as frustrated. He told us that he views the DHS shutdown as a symptom of a larger unwillingness by Congress to tackle the nation's structural problems. (He frequently warns that the Medicare trust fund could be insolvent in fewer than seven years, for example.) "I'm in a 50-50 district and I keep introducing bills to try to stabilize the debt, and I can't even get a co-sponsor," Schweikert told us. His constituents, he said, complain that their wages haven't kept up with inflation, so they are poorer today than they were five years ago and are stressed about rising housing costs and making car payments.

Schweikert said he would have been happy to stay in Washington over the Easter break if it had looked as though a funding deal was possible, but the votes weren't there. He placed blame on everyone--"Republicans, Democrats, leadership"--who refused to sit down and keep negotiating. "One side is using their rage at DHS to raise money and the other side--my side--is often terrified to actually have detailed, mathematically honest conversations about population and immigration." Schweikert insisted that he is still working during the break, attending both community and political events. He's not campaigning for reelection, however. Instead, he's making a bid for governor. When he announced his candidacy for governor last fall, the eight-term lawmaker deemed Congress "unsavable."
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Who Gets to Block the Sun?

Stardust sold geoengineering to investors. Now it needs to sell it to the public.

by Alexander C. Kaufman

Thu, 02 Apr 2026




The world's first major private geoengineering start-up must have known it'd have skeptics. The basic premise--dimming the sun to artificially cool the planet--has been called reckless by scientists and climate advocates; military analysts have said it has real security risks. (Don't even get conspiracy theorists started.) Still, Stardust Solutions, an American-Israeli company planning to build a solar-reflecting system in the next few years, has enough fans that it raised $60 million in 2025. Now it's trying to bring around the public and ease concerns over a technology for which its founders would prefer there wasn't any conceivable global need.



For years, solar-geoengineering research has focused on sulfate aerosols that effectively mimic the impact of volcanic eruptions. Because the cooling effects of volcanoes are well studied, the problems that could arise from spraying sulfur into the atmosphere are also well understood: They include damage to the Earth's ozone layer and acid rain. Stardust claims to have invented a unique particle that avoids those issues while matching the reflective powers of sulfur.



This week, Stardust is planning to release two documents that it hopes will help alleviate any fears over its next steps. (The company shared both with me in advance of their release.) The first is four pages of "guiding principles," explaining why the company sees research into solar-radiation modification, or SRM, as essential. The second document outlines a 14-page framework for safely deploying it outdoors.



The documents are grand in their language and intricate in details. But neither document addresses the two key questions facing this initiative: What kind of particle does Stardust want to inject into the atmosphere, and why should a private company be trusted to control a planet-altering technology?



In its guiding principles, Stardust makes an argument for geoengineering that has quickly gained traction in the past couple of years among scientists and even environmentalists. Few advocate the use of geoengineering--right now at least. But as record heat waves turn deadly and polar ice melt threatens to set off uncontrollable natural cycles, a growing consensus is emerging that the technology needs to be at least studied. In that vein, the company stresses in the memo that "Stardust is pursuing R&D, not deployment." Researching the technology now, it argues, is "essential for any future informed decision-making by governments on whether - and, if so, how - to deploy SRM." The principles also promise that Stardust will be cautious and "committed to avoiding environmental harm" as it begins to test its technology this year, and that it will release its data, methods, and results, "including unfavorable ones," in "a timely manner, following appropriate scientific validation."



The framework in the second document focuses on testing. As a field, although admittedly a small one, geoengineering's testing strategy has hitherto erred on the side of asking for forgiveness, not permission: In 2012, for instance, a U.S. businessman conducted an experiment that allegedly violated United Nations rules and involved dumping iron sulfate off Canada's west coast in a bid to speed up carbon absorption. Ten years later, a start-up carried out a rogue experiment in Mexico, sending two weather balloons filled with sulfur dioxide and helium into the air. Stardust told me it has no outdoor tests planned and that it will not conduct any until relevant regulations are established; its framework proposes extensive laboratory testing and computer modeling before beginning small-scale testing that they will "tightly monitor," eventually scaling up to dispersing the particles across a wider area.



Still, "it's just a framework," without any specifics on research plans, Holly Jean Buck, a University at Buffalo researcher whose book After Geoengineering spells out potential benefits of this type of technology, told me. "Frameworks are everywhere in academia," she said. Likewise, after I reviewed the details of the documents with her, she said that "the guiding principles just seem like generic things that the research community has been talking about."



The most obvious details missing from the documents are any information about Stardust's proprietary particle. "None of us knows what they are hoping to put into the stratosphere--for a profit," Cynthia Scharf, a senior fellow at the Brussels-based Centre for Future Generations who studies geoengineering, told me. Rather, she said, the new documents "repeat blithe paeans to transparency, safety, and informed governance."



Yanai Yedvab, Stardust's CEO and a former nuclear scientist, told me that Stardust plans to unveil its particle "in the coming months." And he insists the company wants to be regulated. I asked him what industry or company might compare to Stardust and its model--weapons production, for instance? Raytheon, after all, does not decide whether or where to fire Tomahawk cruise missiles; the use of massively destructive weapons is constrained, to some degree, by the types of international agreements that might govern geoengineering.



Yedvab offered an alternative: pharmaceutical companies, which are often funded by and work in partnership with governments, but which also work under strict regulation. "You'd never believe a pharmaceutical company telling you that a cure for cancer is safe," he said. "You have, for this, the regulators and independent bodies."



But right now, at least in the U.S., no obvious agency could act as the Food and Drug Administration for geoengineering. And Stardust is already trying to shape whatever regulatory environment it might face. In November, the environmental newswire E&E News reported that the company had hired the lobbying powerhouse Holland & Knight to begin "informing members of Congress about our work and the need for appropriate and robust oversight" of its research, Yedvab said in a statement at the time. (The lobbying shop had failed to publicly disclose its work for Stardust due to what it said was a clerical error.)



In its new guiding principles, too, Stardust forswears working with "entities likely to engage in irresponsible" activities with its technologies and argues that potential deployment "should only take place through credible and informed international decision-making." Ultimately, the company envisions selling its services exclusively to national governments or international bodies, such as a United Nations agency. "We expect and hope that governments will come together in a few years to allow international decision making on SRM, much as they did with the Montreal Protocol," Yedvab told me, referring to the 1987 treaty to phase out use of the chemicals causing a hole in the Earth's ozone layer.



As a business strategy, it's necessarily unusual. A global project to spray aerosols into the atmosphere could not have competition without unpredictable and potentially disastrous results. Who exactly might its customers be? Perhaps the U.S. and China, together, through some UN partnership; perhaps a middle power, such as Brazil or India, could buy Stardust's intellectual property and engage the UN in some kind of global effort. Smaller countries already facing some of the worst effects of climate change, such as Ghana, recently started openly calling for access to their own geoengineering solutions. If governments don't buy into Stardust's technology, the company's work could at the very least underscore how little progress governments themselves are making.



Certainly, private industry is producing some of the most powerful breakthroughs of our age: reusable commercial rockets, deep-ocean mining, chemistry that generates clean water from thin air, AI. Stardust could end up inventing a tool that wins over the public with transparent science and practices that prioritize public good. It could also be the West's best bet to maintain its lead over a technology that could offer humanity one of its most profound instruments to reshape the world, given that China has so far made only modest research efforts.



Once we start geoengineering, though, stopping may be difficult. Scientists and green groups have come around to the idea of researching these technologies more because of concerns over the failure of decarbonization efforts than a bullishness on geoengineering. Yedvab echoes the ideas of the emerging middle ground, that geoengineering might buy the world time to build enough nuclear reactors, solar panels, and carbon-capture projects to avoid reaching calamitous levels of heat. But he also told me that he sees geoengineering as a way to keep the standard of living we have now. This technology will "allow people to live more or less the life they aspire to live, the life they're used to living," he said. "We want to make sure our children will live in a world where they don't suffer the horrors of climate change. While this is not the only tool and we should have the full portfolio, I think it's a unique tool that enables you to hold both sides at once."



For how long? If the world's governments do use geoengineering to slow-walk a transition from fossil fuels--as critics of the technology fear--the world could be locked into decades or even centuries of spraying the atmosphere to maintain the habitability of our planet. All the while, we could end up paying private companies for that privilege. But the costs of not having some kind of insurance policy against runaway warming could be even higher.
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Hitler's Edifice Complex

He was obsessed with adding an expensive new wing to the Reich Chancellery, part of his grandiose architectural ambitions for the nation's capital

by Timothy W. Ryback

Thu, 02 Apr 2026




He wanted it big. He wanted lots of gold, lots of marble. He wanted visitors awestruck by his architectural expansion of the country's symbolic seat of power. "They should sense the strength and grandeur of the German Reich as they walk from the entrance to the reception hall," Adolf Hitler told his chief architect, Albert Speer, outlining his plans for an extension to the old Reich chancellery, at Wilhelmstrasse 77 in Berlin.

The new annex, connected to the chancellery by a marble corridor hung with crystal chandeliers, was part of Hitler's ambitious plans to align the Berlin cityscape with his vision for the future of the country. Hitler wanted a Triumphbogen, a triumphal arch, twice the size of the Arc de Triomphe in Paris. He wanted an "Avenue of Splendor" for military parades. "The Champs-Elysees is a hundred meters wide," Hitler told Speer. "We will make our avenue twenty meters wider." A planned Volkshalle was to accommodate 180,000. The Eiffel Tower could fit beneath its cupola. This "Hall of the People" was to be topped by the largest swastika on Earth. Berlin itself was to be rechristened as Weltstadt Germania, "Capital of the World."

Speer embellished these extravagantly outsized "Hitler branded designs"--Entwurfe Hitlerscher Pragung--with fascistic flourishes: bundled reeds, or fasces; spread-winged eagles; and enormous twisted crosses. In 1938, when Andre Francois Poncet, the French ambassador to Berlin, visited Hitler at the Berghof, the Nazi leader's Alpine retreat outside Berchtesgaden, he was led through a "gallery of Roman pillars" to an "immense glassed-in rotunda" with a dramatic view that gave one the impression of being suspended in the air. "Was this edifice the work of a normal mind," Francois-Poncet wondered in his memoirs, "or of one tormented by megalomania and haunted by visions of domination?"

Hitler's interest in architecture originated in his teenage years when, as an aspiring artist, he applied to the Academia of Arts in Vienna, only to be rejected and informed that his real talent, such as it was, lay in architecture rather than painting. Of the several hundred surviving sketches and paintings from Hitler's years as a struggling artist, 80 to 90 percent are of physical structures, the best-known being some watercolors from 1912, of the State Opera House in Vienna, and from 1914, of the Courtyard of the Royal Residence in Munich. There is also a 1915 pencil sketch of the farmhouse, near the northern French village of Fournes, where Hitler, then a 26-year-old corporal, was billeted as a message runner for the List Regiment during World War I.

Read more from Timothy Ryback: How Hitler Dismantled a Democracy in 53 Days

Glimmerings of Hitler's grandiose architectural imaginings can be discerned from that time. In the rare-book reading room at the Library of Congress, you can request an early-20th-century architectural guide to Berlin, entitled simply Berlin, that is smeared with trench dirt and drips of red paraffin wax, most likely traces of nighttime reading by candlelight, and features this inscription on the inside cover: Adolf Hitler, Fournes, November 5, 1915. The book, by a Jewish art critic named Max Osborn--whose books were burned in the spring of 1933, though Hitler's copy survived in his private library--mocks Berlin's pretensions to architectural greatness. "Berlin among the famous cultural sites?" Osborn writes in his introduction. "There will be no shortage of skeptics," since the city can scarcely compare to urban gems like Paris, Prague, and Venice.


Heinrich Hoffmann / ullstein bild / Getty
The Grand Reception Room designed by Albert Speer.



Osborn calls Berlin a "cornucopia of artistic missteps," a hodgepodge of neoclassical architectural structures built on swampland and overlaid with decades of uncontrolled growth and chaotic urban planning. Having imbibed Osborne's perspective as a young soldier, Hitler 20 years later as chancellor echoed the Jewish critic's aesthetic disdain. "Look at Paris, the most beautiful city in the world!" Hitler told Speer. "Or even Vienna! Those cities are magnificent. Berlin, however, is nothing but a haphazard jumble of buildings." As chancellor, Hitler set about righting the capital city's many architectural wrongs with a fierce and unbridled dictatorial will.

When Speer was appointed general inspector of the capital of the Reich in 1938, the architect, then only 32, was given carte blanche in redesigning the Berlin cityscape. Hitler did not want Speer hobbled by legal or bureaucratic restraints. "Neither the interior minister nor the mayor of Berlin, and not even the Berlin Gauleiter Goebbels was to have any authority over me," Speer recalled. He reported only to Hitler.

One reason that Hitler was so concerned with freeing Speer of architectural constraints was that he himself had confronted them when he sought to have a second-floor balcony added to the Reich chancellery. Eduard Johst Siedler, the Berlin architect who had updated the old Reich chancellery and the adjacent Wilhelmplatz in 1927, objected to the Hitler balcony as an intrusion on Siedler's intellectual property, a legally enforceable claim. "Siedler has defaced the entire Wilhelmplatz," Hitler raged, making the chancellery look "like the administrative office of a soap company, not the center of the Reich." Hitler eventually secured Siedler's approval by offering him a new commission. The chancellery's new balcony, designed by Speer, was installed and became the setting for Hitler's iconic appearances before jubilant throngs.

In the spring of 1937, Hitler ordered an entire block of historic houses razed, including the justice-ministry building and the "Adolf-Hitler-Haus," the local headquarters for his own political party, to make way for construction of the new Reich chancellery annex. Protest was muted. Joseph Goebbels held a eulogy before the local party offices were obliterated. Berliner Morgen-Zeitung observed gingerly that bricks and stones that had stood for "decades even centuries" were now "wandering" to other places in the city, where "they will fulfill useful purposes for coming generations."

Late in January 1938, Hitler summoned Speer to discuss his vision for the annex, which was to fill the entire vacated block of Voss Street that ran perpendicular to the chancellery's Wilhelmstrasse address and dwarf the rest of the building. A marble gallery leading to Hitler's new office was to be twice the length of the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles. Hitler's time frame for the project was comparably ambitious: He wanted the new extension completed within a year, in time for the next annual diplomatic reception, in early January 1939. "I place the entire Voss Street at your disposal as the site," Hitler told Speer. "What it costs is of no concern to me."

Hitler wanted the new extension built fast but also to endure, at least for the span of his thousand-year Reich. Hitler's "law of ruins," as Speer called it, required structures to be built with an eye cast many generations into the future, when they would be "overgrown with ivy, with tumbled columns, and pieces of masonry scattered about." Speer sourced construction materials from across the country, and following Hitler's annexation of Austria that March, he was also able to procure large quantities of the distinctive red Adnet marble from Salzburg.

Arno Breker, the sculptor who became known as the Nazi "poet of the human form," was commissioned to create two 11-foot-tall bronze male nudes--representing "The Party" and "The Army"--to flank the chancellery's ceremonial Wilhelmstrasse entrance. Josef Thorak, the "master sculptor of the Third Reich," designed an enormous horse for the garden, under which an air-raid shelter would eventually be expanded into a sprawling underground labyrinth that included the Fuhrerbunker, reinforced with four meters of concrete overhead. Kurt Schmid-Ehmen, who had designed the iconic wide-winged eagle clutching the swastika cross in its talons for the Nurnberg-party rally grounds, created an enormous bronze replica to be placed above the Voss Street entrance. Another iconic addition to the expanded chancellery was the enormous globe that would be parodied by Charlie Chaplin in his film The Great Dictator. Seven thousand laborers worked night and day, in multiple shifts, seven days a week, erecting the structure that came to occupy the vacated city block. The final tab came to 90 million reichsmarks, the equivalent of half a billion dollars today.

Hitler reviewed plans and progress on the construction at every turn, studying each detail of every proposed design, sometimes making adjustments, sometimes offering evident approval. Hitler enthused over his office desk, blazing with gold gilt and an inlaid sword half drawn from its sheath. "Good, good," Hitler said to Speer. "When the diplomats who sit before me at this table see it, they will learn the meaning of fear."

On Wednesday, January 9, Hitler took a final walk through what he had taken to calling the "new Reich chancellery," even as he retained his living quarters in the old chancellery. The following day, the doors were opened for the traditional new-year diplomatic reception. Guests entered through a wide portal flanked by the Breker statues, then passed through the polished marble gallery illuminated from above by a glass ceiling and lined below with white orchids, until arriving at Hitler's cavernous office.


Heinrich Hoffmann / ullstein bild / Getty
A model of sculptor Josef Thorak's horse at the New Reich Chancellery, where an air-raid shelter would eventually be expanded into a sprawling underground labyrinth that included the Fuhrerbunker.



"The German nation recalls with profound gratitude that the year 1938 brought the German people fulfilment of the incontestable right to self-determination," Hitler said in his welcoming remarks, then alluded to the Munich Agreement, signed in August, which saw France and Britain sacrifice Czechoslovakia to Hitler in putative exchange "for peace in our time." Hitler could not have been more pleased with the evening or with Speer.

"I flatter myself that I accomplish more than the other statesmen in the so-called democracies," Hitler told Speer afterward. "I believe that we also set a different pace politically and, if it is possible to incorporate a state into the Reich in three or four days"--a reference to the annexation of Austria and dismemberment of Czechoslovakia--"then it must also be possible to erect a building in one or two years." Eight months later, Hitler plunged the world into war. Speer's mission to transform Berlin into the "capital city of the world" was put on hold. Speer was eventually put to work as minister of armaments.

In the coming years, Hitler would employ his Reich chancellery extension as a marble-and-gold-gilt symbol for impressing celebrities, most notably film and stage actors, and for intimidating foreign dignitaries. Paul Schmidt, Hitler's translator, recalled that the most notable feature of a visit was the walk along the five-hundred-foot grand hallway to the new chancellery office, where Hitler received them at his desk with its half-unsheathed sword. "The floor was so smooth that visitors felt compelled to cover the five hundred feet to the great double doors of the anteroom to Hitler's office with short, prudent, courtly steps," Schmidt said.

In March 1939 Emil Hacha, the aging, frail president of Czechoslovakia, which had been recently truncated by the Munich Agreement, was summoned to the new Reich chancellery by Hitler, forced to wait until 1:15 in the morning, and then finally marched through the marble gallery and into Hitler's office where he was met with a tirade from the fuhrer. "Finally, I had worked the old man over to such an extent," Hitler boasted afterward, "that his nerves were completely shattered and he was already willing to sign; then he had a heart attack."

Throughout the war years, even long after Allied bombing raids of Berlin had begun, Hitler continued to use the Reich chancellery annex to court and cudgel, as he did with Stalin envoy Vyacheslav Molotov in November 1940, before invading the Soviet Union the following June. As late as December 1944, Hitler received Ferenc Szalasi, the puppet head of the Hungarian government, in his gilded chancellery office, with the chandeliers and wall hangings fully intact. An advent wreath with four candles rested on a table for a seasonal touch.

Even as large tracts of the city were laid to waste in the bombings, the Reich chancellery remained relatively unscathed, as did Hitler's architectural ambitions. Traudl Junge, one of Hitler's private secretaries, recalled that as even German cities fell into "rubble and ash," Hitler was planning their resurrection, with wider streets, taller buildings, more beautiful than ever. "The plans for Hamburg, Cologne, Munich, Linz and many other cities were not just in Hitler's mind," Junge recalled, "but in fact had taken on concrete form as completed plans on paper."

On Saturday, February 3, 1945, more than 1,000 American B-17 bombers flattened much of central Berlin in the largest daylight raid of the war. The Reich chancellery emerged from the bombing with its facade scored by shrapnel and its windows shattered but with its interior halls and galleries still intact.

By then, Hitler had relocated from his private quarters in the old Reich chancellery into the Fuhrerbunker. Hitler passed hours in the bunker complex studying table-size models of his future construction projects. Speer recalls sitting with Hitler as late as April 1945, the month of his suicide, while he pored over architectural projects that included a palatial residence that Hitler hoped to have completed by 1950, with an office that measured 960 square meters, 16 times the size of the old Reich chancellor office, and a dining room that could seat 1,000 guests. "The isolation of this bunker world," Speer recalled, "surrounded on all sides by concrete and earth, ultimately sealed Hitler's isolation from the tragedy that was playing out outside under the open sky."
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The Album That Made Me Fall Back in Love With Heavy Metal

Neurosis's new record makes the right kind of noise to stand out in this overwhelming moment.

by Spencer Kornhaber

Thu, 02 Apr 2026




One of the ongoing mysteries of my adult life is why I don't like heavy metal anymore. Back as a young teenager, distorted riffs with shredded vocals were my introduction to serious music fandom. I remember feeling pride when my dad sized me up in a giant black hoodie and wondered when I'd become a "metalhead." Somewhere along the way, though, my listening turned toward the delicate or the dance-y. I try to stay current with all sorts of genres, but it's been extremely rare for metal to pierce my skull.

Maybe metal itself has changed: When Tool and Deftones caught my ear in the early 2000s, the genre was a mainstream force. Its musicians seemed to want to conquer the world rather than--as I now perceive whenever I dip in--to burrow in extreme directions for true aficionados. But I suspect that the real reason for my apathy is how I spend my time. One might guess that I grew too soft for noisy aggression, but the truth is that I became too hard, as in jaded. Metal's irony-free histrionics and fatalism ceased to impress. Life is busy, and negativity comes cheap. I tell myself that all forms of listening are valid, but deep down, I think I've developed a wariness of wallowing.

So when I hit "Play" last week on a new metal album drawing critical acclaim, I expected to be screamed at for a few minutes and then turn on something else. Instead ... whoa. Full-body chills. A cartoonish dropping of the jaw. I was experiencing the miracle of sudden and unexpected emotion. Distraction, disinterest, numbness: All of these, I was reminded, can be disrupted by the right combination of sounds.

The album is An Undying Love for a Burning World, by Neurosis. Since 1985, the Oakland band has pushed metal in psychedelic directions by employing spacey synthesizers and cosmic lyrics. The band is also heavy. Its guitars evoke appliances crashing off of high surfaces, and its singing is a lot like belching. Over the decades, Neurosis became revered as one of metal's trustiest guardians--until, in 2019, the band mysteriously parted ways with its longtime vocalist, Scott Kelly. In 2022, the reasons for that departure were made clear when Kelly publicly admitted to "emotional, financial, verbal and physical abuse of my wife and younger children."

Many fans assumed that the band was done for good. But in secret, it enlisted the journeyman singer-guitarist Aaron Turner and got to recording its first album in 10 years, which was surprise-released in mid-March. The rapturous response that An Undying Love for a Burning World has received indicates that my reaction is not merely the result of naivete: Neurosis has, through some blend of skill and inspiration, made the right kind of noise to stand out in this overwhelming moment.

The opener is a stop-you-in-the-street vocal collage that's less than a minute long. "We are torn wide open," shouts the vocalist-guitarist Steve Von Till, sounding far away and very agitated, like he's calling for help with his leg caught under a boulder. The phrase repeats, and Von Till's voice seems to come closer. He screams about other things, including "isolation": a word commonly found in didactic editorials about the spiritual crisis of the smartphone era. But no intellectualized response is needed here. This track is an urgent warning. In sound alone, it grips the gut.

For song two, "Mirror Deep," the album's first riff crashes in like an asteroid. It's a jagged chunk of sound, but it's accompanied by smooth, smeared elements: a synth drone, clouds of reverb. Turner begins grunting in a choppy cadence that plays counterpoint to the riff. Some heavy metal seeks to make the listener lose themselves in a blur of sound, but Neurosis is playing a different game: Every measure of music is its own drama, with tension and release, expectations fulfilled and subverted. The band wants you up, on, furiously alert.

Read: The savage empathy of the mosh pit

It uses that attention to stage moment after moment of sublime intensity. Songs often drop from chaos into quiet passages whose keyboards and strummed guitar glimmer like constellations. And the band does more than play with the live/soft dichotomy; it likes to engineer tricky blends of fast and slow, complex and simple. The astonishing crescendo of "Seething and Scattered" pairs sustained swells of noise with swarms of percussion. The effect is like being pulled from placid water into a rushing undertow. Throughout, a varied palette--industrial sound effects, drum machines, and even some pretty singing--gives the songs a sense of painterly depth.

My first response to the cleverness of this music was giddiness, but as I relistened, a classically metal feeling surfaced: sorrow. The band is prophesying the inevitable death of our species. Many of the lyrics embody the point of view of lifeless particles floating in space, encoded with the sad memory of the civilization they were once a part of. And modern alienation seems to have something to do with that civilization's end: In "Seething and Scattered," the band members trade off vocals, singing that "the source of our fall" is our disconnection from "ourselves," "each other," and "all that is sacred."

Disconnection is one of the buzzwords of the 2020s, and none of us really needs another reminder that humanity may be sleepwalking into personal or planetary doom. What we do need is art that can wake us up to the things that humans are uniquely capable of--genius, craft, collaboration. In kicking me back to the mind frame I inhabited decades ago, when all sorts of music felt new, this album reminds me that the time I thought was spent wallowing was really spent doing something else--listening actively, and tapping into a universe larger than the one I existed in day-to-day. Today, tuning out the parts of the world you don't understand, that you don't have time for, that you've grown away from, is all too easy. Staying open is a struggle, but when it pays off, an entirely different future seems possible.
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Young People Are Falling Behind, but Not Because of AI

The case that AI is already stealing young people's jobs is based on a statistical mirage.

by Roge Karma

Thu, 02 Apr 2026




The job market for young people is brutal. Is AI to blame?

ChatGPT was released in late 2022. Since then, the unemployment rate for recent college graduates has shot up to near 6 percent, its highest level in more than a decade, setting aside the 2020 pandemic spike. That's true even though the overall unemployment rate is about 4 percent.

Many observers have interpreted these data as evidence that AI has begun displacing entry-level white-collar professionals. "AI Is Wrecking an Already Fragile Job Market for College Graduates," reads a representative Wall Street Journal headline from last year. But the AI-stealing-the-jobs story turns out to be wrong--or at least premature. Almost every data point available suggests that whatever is holding back young people in the job market has nothing to do with AI. Whether that's good or bad news is a much tougher call.

The case that AI is already stealing young people's jobs is based on a statistical mirage. Historically, recent college graduates have had a much lower unemployment rate than the average worker. Since ChatGPT was released, however, the unemployment rate for this group has risen nearly twice as fast as the overall number. Because AI is best suited to replacing white-collar workers, this trend is what you'd expect to see if AI was having a labor-market impact.

From the March 2026 issue: America isn't ready for what AI will do to jobs

But the unemployment rate can be a highly misleading statistic. The Bureau of Labor Statistics counts individuals as "unemployed" only if they've actively looked for work in the past four weeks; otherwise, they are removed from the data set. The rationale is to avoid counting people who don't actually want a job, such as students, retirees, and stay-at-home parents. But it also excludes people who want to work but have stopped looking for a job.

The economists Adam Ozimek and Nathan Goldschlag recently took a deeper look at the data and found that a significant number of young workers without college degrees had simply given up looking for a job, artificially improving the unemployment rate for young workers without a degree and thereby giving the appearance that recent college graduates were doing uniquely poorly. This is the labor-market equivalent of a school's worst-performing students simply not showing up on standardized-test day.

Using a different employment measure that includes all working-age adults 25 and younger (except full-time students), Ozimek and Goldschlag found that those without degrees have experienced an even worse decline than their college-educated peers since 2023. "It turns out the labor market for young people--all young people--is even worse than we thought," Goldschlag told me. "That makes me doubt that this is an AI story."

The fact that recent college graduates are doing better than young people without a degree doesn't quite rule out the AI labor-market theory, because the gap between the two groups--the advantage that recent grads enjoy--is much smaller than it used to be. But the recent-graduate premium peaked during the Great Recession and has been falling steadily ever since, well before the introduction of ChatGPT. This timing suggests that the shrinking new-grad gap is a much longer-term story about supply and demand. The percentage of young people with a bachelor's degree has risen by about a third since 2008, and most of that increase has stemmed from expanded enrollment at less selective universities. As David Deming, an economist at Harvard, pointed out to me, this means that the number of graduates competing for jobs has increased at the same time that the skill level of the average graduate has fallen. "This is the same thing that happened with high school 50, 60 years ago," Deming said. "A high-school diploma used to confer huge advantages, but then it became so ubiquitous that the advantages went away."

Meanwhile, research from the San Francisco Federal Reserve has found that the share of online job postings seeking workers with a college degree has declined since 2010--possibly because after that point, digital technologies were so widespread that having a college degree was no longer a prerequisite for using them.

Perhaps the most compelling reason to doubt that AI is to blame for the job market is that workers at the highest risk of AI displacement aren't seeing the worst outcome. In an August report, Goldschlag and his co-author, Sarah Eckhardt, evaluated five different measurements of which occupations were most exposed to AI-related disruption to see whether any of them correlated with changes to employment outcomes from 2022 to 2025. "No matter how we cut the data," they concluded, they didn't "see any meaningful AI impacts in the labor market." The economist Ernie Tedeschi has shown that since June 2023, unemployment for young workers has increased the most for those in occupations least exposed to AI, such as construction workers and fitness trainers. Most other studies have come to similar conclusions. "I'm very open to the possibility that AI could displace entry-level workers," Martha Gimbel, the executive director of the Yale Budget Lab and a co-author of one of these analyses, told me. "But we're just not seeing it show up anywhere in the data."

In fact, AI might be increasing employment for college-educated workers. One 2025 analysis found that since the release of ChatGPT, recent graduates in sectors with more AI usage have experienced slightly better employment outcomes than they did prior to its release. In an August survey of businesses from the Federal Reserve Bank of New York, a larger share of firms reported hiring more workers due to AI than reported hiring fewer. Even software developers--universally considered the canary in the coal mine for the AI jobs-pocalypse--are currently employed at their highest levels ever. "We use AI in all kinds of ways--coding, engineering, you name it," Tedeschi, who serves as chief economist at the payment-processing company Stripe, told me. "And that hasn't stopped us from bringing on new young people. If anything, our hiring has accelerated because of it."

If AI isn't to blame for the terrible job market for young people, then what is? In nearly every sector of the economy, the pace of hiring has slowed to levels last seen shortly after the Great Recession. A job market with few hiring opportunities is especially punishing for young people entering the workforce, including those with a college degree.

Annie Lowrey: The job market is hell

The slowdown, which I've previously referred to as "the big freeze," began to emerge in mid-2022. The initial explanation was that employers, traumatized by the frenetic job-switching of the pandemic years, had decided to hold tightly on to their existing workers, preventing new positions from opening up. But the fact that the big freeze has persisted for as long as it has points to a second explanation: uncertainty. The fear of an impending recession and trepidation about the outcome of the 2024 election caused companies to pause plans to make new investments, open new locations, or launch new products--all of which meant less need to hire new employees. "Hiring young people doesn't bring a lot of benefits right away--it is really an investment in the future," Deming told me. "So if you're unsure about what that future will look like, then that's one of the first things you stop doing."

When I spoke with hiring managers and employers a little more than a year ago, they were generally hopeful that, with the election decided and inflation defeated, the broader economic uncertainty would finally ease. Instead, they got an ever-changing set of tariffs and trade deals, attacks on the Federal Reserve and statistical agencies, higher-than-expected inflation, and, most recently, a foreign conflict threatening to upend the global oil market. Since Donald Trump took office, the Economic Policy Uncertainty Index--the most widely cited measure of economic-policy uncertainty--has reached its highest sustained levels ever. "You hear the same basic story from basically every employer, every hiring manager, right now," Guy Berger, a senior fellow at the Burning Glass Institute, told me. "It's impossible to predict where the economy will be in a few months, let alone a year or two. So we might as well just wait and see." (Several economists, including Berger, told me that the looming question of AI's labor-market impact could be part of this greater constellation of uncertainty, but that's hard to see concretely in the data.)

In recent months, AI companies have been unveiling new agents capable of performing a wide range of tasks currently performed by entry-level workers. In that sense, the fact that the young-adult labor market is already weak isn't exactly comforting. But if there's a more hopeful takeaway from the data, it is that developments in the labor market are complicated and can't be easily predicted. The experts I spoke with still can't say for certain why young people have struggled so much in recent years; they have only theories. The mysteriousness of the labor market is itself concerning, but should also give us pause before we make big, scary predictions about AI with any certainty. No one even knows for sure what is happening right now, let alone what will happen in the future.
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How <em>Real Housewives </em>Rewrote the American Dream

Bravo's signature reality-TV show is a shorthand for a certain flavor of petty drama--and a way that many people now live.

by Michael Waters

Thu, 02 Apr 2026




In May 2005, camera crews arrived at the gated community of Coto de Caza, California, to film a reality-TV show. Behind the Gates, as it was initially called, was envisioned as a satire of life in the Orange County town, where its wealthy residents would play exaggerated versions of themselves. But some neighbors didn't take kindly to the idea. They criticized Scott Dunlop, the show's producer and a Coto de Caza resident, for filming at the local tennis club; they berated him at the grocery store, compared him to Satan, placed menacing phone calls to his house, and circulated rumors that he was "shooting a porno."

The protesting residents felt like they were part of an unwanted social experiment, at the front lines of the reality-TV revolution. "They thought, There are going to be helicopters, massive trucks, and we're going to kind of blast through their doors and show up unannounced and ask them questions," Dunlop told me recently. Even some potential cast members got cold feet. Terry Corwin, the president of the local PTA and a newspaper columnist, backed out when she realized it might jeopardize her close relationships. "A lot of my friends were like, 'Well, I won't shoot with you,'" Corwin told me. "And then my husband, who's very laid-back, said, 'I don't want to. I won't shoot. I won't be on it.'"

By the time the show debuted on Bravo, on March 21, 2006, Dunlop had, at the network's request, scrapped the satire from the original pitch, upped the show's soapier elements, and embraced a new, flashier moniker: The Real Housewives of Orange County. The changes didn't satisfy many locals, some of whom stopped telling people they were from Coto de Caza once the show premiered. But with time, Housewives won some of them over: Debra Douglass, a real-estate agent in Coto who called the show's depiction of women "very superficial" in 2006, recently told me she still keeps up with new seasons of Housewives of OC.

Douglass is hardly alone in her fandom. Two decades and nearly 200 cast members later, counting just the U.S.-based shows, Real Housewives is one of the most recognizable franchises on television. It didn't popularize the modern docudrama--that honor likely goes to MTV's The Real World--but it is now singular in the genre. No other noncompetition reality show has minted so many spin-offs, or become synonymous with a particular flavor of on-screen drama. Real Housewives is a shorthand for wealthy women who quip, spill drinks, and flip tables in order to claim on-screen clout and become famous off-camera. The show's appeal isn't only in the petty infighting; it frequently gives way to vulnerable discussions about religion, body image, queerness, marriage, and other topics that the housewives, like many of their viewers, are navigating in real time.

In its sheer scale, Housewives more closely resembles the extended Law & Order universe than it does any other reality-TV show. Audiences have so thoroughly ingested the Real Housewives brand that other networks have finally learned how to replicate it. Rival shows such as Hulu's The Secret Lives of Mormon Wives have created veritable stars of their own, like Whitney Leavitt (who is now starring in Chicago on Broadway). Some former Housewives stars are leaving Bravo: This January, several ex-cast members of the Real Housewives of New York announced that they were decamping for E! to create a rival show of their own.

Just as the Housewives formula has become part of pop culture's texture, its fuzzy relationship to "reality" has coincided with the ascension of a powerful idea in entertainment: that people's private lives are inextricable from their public success. That notion has now spread beyond the confines of TV. In a world of fractured attention spans, many public figures are accustomed to mining their personal dramas to stay at the top of their audience's feeds. No matter that ratings are down across cable; what matters today, as in 2006, is holding on to whoever's still tuned in.



The Real Housewives of Orange County didn't find its voice right away. Compared with later installments of the franchise, that first season was surprisingly low on drama. Each woman spent most of her screen time with her family or friends, almost documentary-style, rather than on big dinners or trips with her fellow cast members. During production, some peculiar ways of drumming up viewer attention were discussed: Dunlop told me that he asked his friend Paul Reubens to "play a round of golf with the ladies" in character as Pee-wee Herman. (It never happened.)

But when Season 2 arrived without one of the show's original five leads, Kimberly Bryant, the series' fundamental innovation started to materialize. Viewers began to realize that cast members weren't guaranteed their position--and though the shake-up translated into only slightly more drama in that second season (including the inaugural physical fight, albeit not directly between housewives), the show would embrace a ruthless elimination system over the next few years, more reminiscent of Survivor than The Real World. Instead of facing tribal councils, though, cast members were jettisoned quietly, when producers behind the scenes decided not to ask them back.

Read: The Real Housewives of Jane Austen

To justify their place on the show, cast members had to constantly stir up conflict. "No one goes on Housewives and wants to be done after one season," Martina Baldwin, a TV scholar at California State University at Fullerton who wrote her dissertation on the Bravo universe, told me. Besides fame, there's a clear reason this is the case: For many cast members, especially those whose wealth is tied to their partner, the show is a great opportunity for building more financial independence. "They go on knowing that if they do well, if they perform to the network's liking and to the production's liking, they will have an opportunity to continue this job, much like a working actor."

A kind of corporate hierarchy soon clicked into place. If a cast member performed poorly on a given season, Bravo might demote them to "friends of" status, which usually meant they would be paid differently: Per-season or per-episode rates might be replaced by per-scene rates, depending on the contract. Season-ending reunion episodes, where cast members gather to litigate the main drama of each season, became more like an annual job review. The network even seems to give booted cast members a chance to claw their way back; auxiliary spin-offs such as Ultimate Girls Trip have functioned as a kind of audition for ex-housewives to rehabilitate their fame.

Over the years, the savviest cast members learned to preemptively identify which parts of their life made for good TV. D'Andra Simmons, from The Real Housewives of Dallas, told me that before every season, she made lists of dramatic events in her life for the producers. There was an art to planning out one's season-to-season arc: Simmons said her storylines were all drawn from genuine emotional ruptures, but "you can't just stick a camera up and hope something happens. The season has to have a beginning, middle, and end." One example: While filming the show, a box of photos arrived from Simmons's estranged stepmother. "I opened it, and I was like, Oh my God, this is a great story.'" Simmons decided to talk more publicly about that relationship on air--and late in the season, off-camera, she met up with her stepmother for the first time in years.

The gigantic ecosystem that Bravo has built around the franchise helps amplify such suspenseful moments and skirmishes for on-screen status. Housewives, which debuted on the same day as the first-ever tweet, used social media from the beginning to build up its stars; early cast members wrote blogs for Bravo reacting to the show. Other Bravo-owned platforms gave them a way to keep the turmoil going: Watch What Happens Live, the 2009 talk show started by Andy Cohen, offered cast members a second chance at winning whatever argument might have consumed a recent Housewives episode. The corporate platform became a blueprint for the rest of the TV-entertainment landscape, inspiring other branded aftershows such as Talking Dead.

Read: Money is ruining television

In 2019, the arrival of BravoCon--a massive, multiday event featuring cast-member meet-and-greets and new-show announcements--only underscored the network's power. Few other channels have managed to turn their brand into a recurring offline event at this scale, and Housewives cast members seem to have no choice but to cater to this fandom. If they gain traction, they can parlay that audience into a successful business, as Bethenny Frankel most famously did with her Skinnygirl margarita blend. (According to the writer Brian Moylan, housewives are not highly paid in their first season; though successful cast members can later negotiate their rates up, many also derive supplementary income from their own businesses.)

"It's an entire publicity program, from the show, to the products you can sell, to BravoCon, to the talk shows about the housewives," Jessica Millward, a professor at UC Irvine and a co-host of the Historians on Housewives podcast, told me. But that publicity program has a downside: Without Bravo, some cast members have found themselves suddenly out in the cold. A number of housewives who left their shows have returned to Bravo in some way, either as guests or as full cast members. It's a dilemma faced by many modern influencers: Once you insert your life into the machine, it's hard to extricate yourself.

Television has come a long way from Coto de Caza. Since the premiere of Housewives, audiences have become inoculated to the show's blurring of personal drama with brand building. Outside of Bravo, mid-list celebrities everywhere maintain some awareness of their own figurative season-to-season leaderboard, and how a well-choreographed feud or a breakup can be leveraged into marketing. Even regular people on YouTube and TikTok have mastered a similar art of curating a version of yourself for public consumption. Consider an influencer like Nara Smith, who is known for making dinners, sunscreens, and toothpastes from scratch in elaborate outfits. Is she totally serious? Is she playing herself up for attention? Is it all one big joke? That's for the audience to decide.

Keeping up with self-promotion both seamless and relentless can feel dizzying, or just plain exhausting. And even as other networks have managed to mimic the Housewives formula, these new efforts lack the same draw as the original. Bravo can't always make it work, either: Offshoots in Washington, D.C., and Dallas have been canceled. But as long as cast members feel the existential pressure to keep their on-screen storylines lively, Housewives insulates itself from going totally stale. There's always another episode of Watch What Happens Live, and another chance to pitch oneself to America.
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Why Doesn't Anybody Realize We're Going Back to the Moon?

On the ground at the Trump era's most important space launch

by Ross Andersen

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




The most momentous launch since the Apollo era was about to begin, and along Florida's space coast, a secondhand exhilaration was working its way through the assembled crowd, as though all of us, and not just the astronauts, would soon ride out of Earth's gravity well on a pillar of fire. The space faithful had started arriving at the A. Max Brewer Bridge in Titusville before dawn, under the light of a full, yellow moon. They had set up their folding chairs and tripods at the high point of the bridge, to get the best line of sight, and stayed fixed in place during a brief rain, and again later, when a concerning wind blew across the lagoon.



On the launchpad, the rocket stood more than 30 stories high, illuminated by banks of stadium lights. As the day wore on, a tailgate atmosphere took hold in the park at the foot of the bridge. For miles, cars had pulled onto nearly every available stretch of grass. Families spread out on picnic blankets, and college-aged kids wheeled out coolers. They threw footballs and baseballs back and forth and drank beer.



Two hours before sunset, thousands of us massed on the bridge. Again and again, people told me that they'd come to see history. If Artemis II is successful, the astronauts will be the first humans to reach the moon's orbit in more than 50 years, and their path around its far side will take them farther into the universe than any human being has previously traveled. The man next to me was streaming the NASA telecast on his phone. He told me that we were one minute from liftoff.







The Artemis II mission has seemingly come out of nowhere. In January, a few weeks before an earlier launch attempt, I'd started asking friends if they were looking forward to it. Few of them had any idea it was happening. "We're going back to the moon?" they would ask, with the sort of mild surprise that one might experience upon being told that the Super Bowl is only a week away. They didn't linger on the subject. Anyway, how are the kids?



The original moon missions of the 1960s could be sold as history's grandest adventure. The Apollo program was the triple-back-handspring exclamation mark on a century of American technological transformations, during which Americans had electrified their cities, filled their streets with cars and their skies with airplanes, split atoms, and invented digital computers. To complete this phase shift into the future, the country banded together to build a spaceship that carried humans to another world, and performed a flag planting for the ages, a peaceful Iwo Jima. Wernher von Braun, the (ex-Nazi and) intellectual architect of Apollo had compared the moon landing to the epochal moment when aquatic life had first crawled onto land.



In the decades since, the Apollo program has lost some of its aura, in part because it did not lead to a glorious space future in the way that its architects, including von Braun himself, had hoped. Six decades have passed, during which time we've had the invention of the internet, the smartphone, and powerful artificial intelligence, and yet this year's launch is not to Mars or the outer planets or the stars. We're just returning to the moon. Even though three-fourths of the world's population is young enough to have never experienced a crewed lunar mission like this one, it has the feel of a rerun. Again we're rushing to arrive before another nation does, this time China instead of the Soviet Union. We're told that if we don't get there first, the Chinese might claim the craters with the best water ice.


Gerardo Mora / Getty
 Thousands of spectators gathered on a bridge in Titusville, Florida, to watch the first moon launch in a half century.





Jared Isaacman, NASA's administrator, often says that the Artemis program will be different from Apollo because this time we're going to the moon to stay. But are we really? The Artemis II astronauts won't even leave their ship. They won't even be stopping at the moon. After they swing around its far side, they'll come right home. NASA has plans for future Artemis moon landings, in which astronauts will supposedly lay the foundations for a nuclear-powered moon base. But although these plans are more than mere renderings on a PowerPoint slide, they will likely need to weather several NASA budget fights in Congress and at least one presidential transition. The Apollo program's architects had grand plans for a moon base, too, but without sustained political support, those came to nothing. On the bridge, Carl Ulzheimer, a self-described "old dog from the Bronx," told me that he'd made sure to come to this moon launch, because 50 years might pass before there was another one, and he didn't have that kind of time.



That this Artemis launch is happening in the lead-up to America's 250th birthday has heightened the sense that it's a nostalgia act for the Baby Boomer gerontocracy. All the more so because Donald Trump, the oldest person ever to be elected to the White House, is presiding over the whole affair. His administration has sought to sabotage NASA's scientific missions, but the president seems delighted to have the agency gin up a national spectacle on his behalf, just as he was happy to have a military parade on his birthday.



To me, it was a small mercy that he hadn't embossed his own face on the rocket, or otherwise put himself at the center of the launch. Brad Kowalski, who lives nearby, told me that Trump should have at least come down to see it. "It's significant that the son of a bitch isn't here," he said. Just as a matter of statistics, surely many of the president's fans were on the bridge, but I was surprised not to see a single red MAGA cap.



Read: How Donald Trump tried to ground NASA's science missions



The world has cheered on America's previous moments of cosmic glory. After one Apollo mission, a Soviet space scientist congratulated the United States for marking a new "stage in the development of the universal culture of Earthmen." But with Trump having started a war and a global energy crisis in the 30-day run-up to launch, the idea of a universal culture of Earthmen suddenly felt quaint and distant.







With 30 seconds to go, I stared across the lagoon, mesmerized by the rocket. The Space Launch System is a techno-boondoggle for the ages. On a cost-per-launch basis, it's likely the most expensive rocket ever built. The initial version took 11 years to develop--the Saturn V took just six--and its launch cadence has been dreadfully slow. Worst of all, as a single-use rocket in the age of new, relaunchable technology, SLS is already obsolete, and the design may well be discontinued before the Artemis missions actually start landing on the moon.



And yet, what a handsome rocket! On the launchpad, it had a retro-futuristic charisma, not least because old space-shuttle parts were used in its construction. The large core stage is insulated in the same distinctive orange foam as the big one that fired the space shuttle into orbit. On its sides, two slim, white boosters have NASA written on them in that old "worm" font that rounds off every letter's sharp angles, and simplifies the As into upside-down Vs. Once the monstrous explosives in these boosters begin to burn, they can't be stopped. No human has ever caught a ride on this system, and yet in the small, conical capsule at its top, the four astronauts were tilted back in seats, staring straight up, awaiting ignition.


Austin DeSisto / NurPhoto / Getty
 Unlike with the original moon landing, the Artemis II astronauts won't even leave their ship. They won't even be stopping at the moon. After they swing around its far side, they'll come right home.





The crowd on the bridge had just finished counting down when the arms of the rocket's adjoining tower pulled away. NASA calls this process umbilical separation. At first, the launch itself was like a little silent movie. Smoke billowed out from the rocket's base, followed by the first flames. And then, a churning river of the brightest orange light you have ever seen shot straight down at the pad. For a moment, much of the surrounding marsh looked to be engulfed. A second sun seemed to have risen, and the whole hulking rocket was ascending out of it, miraculously. Children stood around me, slack-jawed, and when the sound finally hit, they flinched. It was a holy rolling thunder. It shook the bridge and enveloped our entire bodies as we watched the spaceship rise and rise in the sky.



How joined we felt to the astronauts, just then. NASA doesn't so much choose its crews as cast them, and in this dark moment, they'd done their best to embody a wholesome sense of America. The mission's commander, Reid Wiseman, is a single dad of two daughters who lost his wife, a pediatric nurse, to cancer. Victor Glover, its pilot, grew up in Southern California's Inland Empire. Before he became an astronaut, he went to the Navy to fly fighter jets. Now he's the first Black man ever to journey to the moon. Sitting alongside him is Christina Koch, a veteran of several Antarctic expeditions, who also once spent nearly a year at the International Space Station, during which she participated in the first all-female space walks. On this mission, she'll make history again, as will the crew's lone Canadian, Jeremy Hansen, when he becomes the first non-American to venture beyond low Earth orbit.



The four of them were now streaking toward the stratosphere. After only two minutes, the boosters fell away, exhausted, but we could still see the spaceship trailed by a flame longer than itself. The astronauts had not even gone halfway up into the dome of the sky, and control of the flight had already shifted to NASA's nerve center for human spaceflight, in Houston. In ground control, the rows of technicians would guide them as they twice circled the Earth, and then fired one last burn to intercept the moon, which is itself moving at more than 2,200 miles an hour.







What will the astronauts be thinking, as they watch our blue planet receding through their windows of acrylic aquarium glass? The world's affairs may take on a different cast from up there. Before humanity's first visit to the moon, the lunar-flyby mission of Apollo 8, Americans had also found the culture of their country riven. The Tet Offensive suggested that the Vietnam War could spiral into something longer and bloodier. Martin Luther King Jr. and Bobby Kennedy had just been assassinated, and the Democratic National Convention had descended into riots.



Apollo 8 is said to have provided some measure of national healing, but these things are difficult to measure. On Christmas Eve, as the astronauts came around the moon's far side, they took turns reading from the book of Genesis: In the beginning, God created the heaven and the earth, and the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. With cameras, they tried to capture the glory of our home planet. A snapshot that the crew took of Earth rising from the ashen lunar plain has been credited with giving us a new cosmic orientation, and galvanizing the environmental movement. But again, these things are hard to measure.



Do we even dare to hope that Artemis II might deliver a similar moment of historical gravitas? The astronauts will surely send back some extraordinary images. The mission has been timed so that the sun will be at their backs. Geologists have coached them to look out from their ship at certain features of the far side, including the Mare Orientale, an impact crater with concentric rings of mountains inside it, which terminate in a dark lava basin, a bullseye. No human has ever laid eyes on it, in situ. For 30 to 50 minutes, the astronauts will lose communication with NASA, and they'll be alone with these fresh vistas. When they see the Earth again, it will be dwarfed by the moon. Perhaps the astronauts will be moved to say something new and beautiful about its fragility; perhaps all such things have already been said. Either way, they'll already be homebound. On the seventh day, their official schedule calls for rest.



But all that is in the future. For just another few moments, the Artemis spaceship still belonged to the Earth. After it faded from view, I looked around and saw people hugging, speaking in secular tongues, making great whooping noises, laughing with glee. A few college boys started chanting "USA! USA!" They looked like they might storm a football field and knock down some uprights. The awesome sound of the rocket finally tapered to a faint rumble. We could once again hear waves lapping below. To the east, somewhere on the horizon, the full moon was about to rise.






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2026/04/artemis-moon-launch-trump/686661/?utm_source=feed
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Someday in Tehran

The heartbreak of hoping for a democratic Iran

by Laura Secor

Wed, 01 Apr 2026


Tehran, 2006 (Abbas / Magnum)



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

Like Donald Trump, I, too, once underestimated the Islamic Republic of Iran. In the fall of 2004, as an underemployed freelance journalist drawn to heady stories about international politics, I had the bright idea of traveling to the notoriously closed country on a tourist visa. Press visas for Iran were hard to come by, and my travel was exploratory--I had no particular assignment. My profile was low, I figured. Who would care if, between the obligatory sightseeing expeditions, I rattled around Iranian cities meeting political analysts, philosophers, students, filmmakers, and the relatives of Iranian expats I knew?

The Islamic Republic was not to be messed with in this way. Its visa regime was deadly serious; so was the official paranoia about foreigners. American tourists were required to travel with a specially vetted guide. For four weeks, I strained to see past the diminutive figure of a young woman I'll call Pardis, who pretended to be a tour guide while I pretended to be a tourist. Pardis excelled at her job, which was not only to make sure that I adhered to the terms of my visa, but also to report on all of my movements and conversations, and to obfuscate everything I saw.

One day I watched a bus disgorge a troop of uniformed Basij militiamen at an intersection in central Tehran.

"Who are they?" I asked Pardis.

"Oh," she said. "They're a youth group. Sometimes they help the police."

Because Pardis stood between me and all that I was truly curious about, I studied her. She was not a dour Islamist but a fun-loving 31-year-old who had hair flowing out of her headscarf and risque online flirtations with men overseas. She was an orphan, unlucky in love, and ambitious in her minder-ing, circumstances that rendered her marginal--an unmarried career woman living with a roommate. She was also relentlessly trivial, with a knack for diverting any potentially substantive encounter I might have with her country or anyone in it into an endless stream of repetitive inside jokes and girlish banter.

Read: The 'existential anxiety' of the Islamic Republic

We wandered through bazaars, threatening to buy each other the ugliest items we saw--a giant pair of red satin underwear, a wig, a dowdy zebra-print skirt. We flew to Shiraz on IranAir, a black-turbaned cleric across the aisle from us. Pardis took out a bottle of polish, began painting her nails, and smiled at me impishly. "In front of the mullah!" she said in her little voice. (He was absorbed in opening his airline-issue carton of apple juice.)

Pardis was not invested in anything that the Islamic Republic seemed to care about. But she was, for professional reasons, invested in exercising control over me. For my safety, she insisted, I could never be without her protective presence. But when she entered a room--even, memorably, one where I sat talking with members of her own family about their feelings about the hijab--everyone stopped talking.

Privately, she'd tell me about her love interests. Relationships between unmarried men and women were commonplace but forbidden under the Islamic Republic. Suddenly she'd freeze in fear and implore me not to tell anyone, or backtrack and claim that she was talking about a friend. Toward the end of our month together, in the shadow of a breakup, she sat smoking and brooding in my hotel room. I told her that Iranian women seemed forced to live complicated lives.

She replied with uncharacteristic bluntness: "Better to say that women here find ways to kill lots of things inside themselves."

Pardis was not interested in politics, but I was. What had drawn me to Iran was a political and philosophical movement that seemed unique in the Muslim world. A circle of the most radical revolutionary elites--hostage takers, religious philosophers, former officials, even founders of the security forces--had fallen out of political favor in the early 1990s and spent the better part of a decade remaking themselves as proponents of incremental democratic reform. They produced an entire theoretical literature that drew on Western and Islamic sources; they mobilized young people to support their campaigns for elected office; and they tried to clean up abuses in some parts of the government they ran. The reformists were insiders who intended not to destroy the regime, but to liberalize it. They sought to make the supreme leader a benign figurehead--like the Queen of England, they sometimes said. The supreme leader had other plans.

My first visit to the country was comically unsuited to exploring any of this. By day, Pardis was obligated to fully occupy my time. Some of what we saw was splendid: palaces and gardens; museums of carpets, miniatures, and Islamic calligraphy; even madrassas and shrines. Then Ramadan set in, and all museums closed. Pardis had us driven around in circles or held me all but captive in her apartment, watching music videos on satellite television. After she dropped me at my hotel in the evenings, I went out to meetings I'd arranged on my own. She was livid when she learned of this. I needed to bring her with me, she insisted, or she'd lose her job. She threatened to sit in my hotel lobby until midnight to make sure I didn't leave--unless, she said, I agreed to give her the names of everyone I saw.

Sure, I said. I'd give her all of the names before I left. I never intended to do this, and she never again asked me to. Maybe whoever needed to know about my movements already did. Or maybe Pardis covered for me--because she was lonely and considered me a friend, or because she feared she had told me too many of her secrets. Possibly she was simply satisfied that she had already done her job. I returned to New York in relative darkness about the reform movement and loath to write about the one thing I really knew, which was Pardis, and the story of how an otherwise indifferent person comes to hold a stake in a brutal regime--how she forces that stake on others just as it was forced on her.

During the reformist presidency of Mohammad Khatami, from 1997 to 2005, a window opened wide enough for a democratic-minded civil society to draw breath in Iran. A crop of semi-independent newspapers sprouted, along with investigative journalists who dared to write for them. Cultural and philosophical magazines published searching essays on religion and the state. Young people formed NGOs to address an array of civic needs; some ran for newly formed city and provincial councils. Student activism spilled onto the streets.

Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei did his best to slam this window shut. His henchmen tortured journalists and student activists in prison until they made humiliating confessions on national television. State-linked thugs beat up a philosopher at his lectures and shot a political theorist point-blank on the steps of Tehran's city hall. Even so, a real infrastructure for democratic change persisted for a time--in the form of people who had the training and experience to run newspapers and civic organizations, citizens who expected these things to be allowed, and the semblance of a political network that connected society to the ministries of the state.

Two presidential elections tested the resilience of this infrastructure. I covered the first of these, in 2005, with a proper journalist's visa and a minder in her mid-40s who had a deep smoker's rasp and a loud, insistent warmth. Bahar (also not her real name--for their safety, I'm using pseudonyms for the private citizens I met) belonged to a lost generation of bohemian Boomers whose class and secular social milieu had been violently displaced by the 1979 revolution. Women who had once lived and studied abroad now gathered in homes that smelled of opium smoke, where husbands were absent or idle and grown children seemed adrift. I learned only later of money troubles, past prison sentences, and ethnic- or religious-minority status that must have contributed to the sense of profound isolation in those homes, where it mingled with something louche and lively and almost careless.

Of all the handlers I was assigned to in Iran--I returned in 2006, 2008, and 2012--Bahar was the least beholden to the agency she worked for. I gave her a list of the people I intended to speak with, many of them reformist politicians, student activists, journalists, and former political prisoners. Her boss told her we'd wind up dead, like a photojournalist who had reported near Evin prison a few years before. Bahar was undeterred. The people on my list were heroes to her for standing up to the Islamic Republic, and she would not forfeit the opportunity to meet them. She told her own handlers that my modesty required us to hire a female driver, which is how we managed to get her best friend, Niki, to ferry us around in her red Peugeot.

How to fully convey the eccentricity of my little entourage? Niki had the stark, exaggerated beauty of a fashion model, though she was gaunt and faded, with a thousand-yard stare. She was also mostly bald. She'd first shaved her head in 1979 to taunt the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps. By her telling, she went out bareheaded to test the hijab law, which required women to cover their hair.

Where is your scarf ? a Guardsman asked her.

I don't need one. I have no hair, she said.

Ah, he replied. But you are still a woman.

Now Niki swathed herself in layers of flowing garments that resembled ordinary hijab less than they suggested dervish, flower child, and grim reaper all at once. She, too, wanted to meet the people on my list, and at times she entered the room with us. Bringing Pardis to any meeting had cast a pall of annoyance mixed with fear. Bringing Bahar and Niki added an antic element. They were extravagantly maternal, often starstruck, and prone to tears. One incident remains particularly salient in my memory.

The reformists had flubbed the election I'd come to witness. They ran three candidates, and many liberal-minded Iranians rejected all of them, on the grounds that the reformist project was a failure and Iranian elections were far from free. And so the populist hard-liner Mahmoud Ahmadinejad--Khamenei's favorite--surged to the presidency.

The morning the results came in, the red Peugeot was abnormally somber, Bahar and Niki absorbed in a nearly wordless grief. We were on our way to Tarbiat Modares University to see Hashem Aghajari, a reformist intellectual with a revolutionary background and a wooden leg that had replaced the one he'd lost in the Iran-Iraq War. Aghajari had been sentenced to death for a speech he gave in which he said that Muslims need not blindly follow a supreme leader, as though with "shackles around the neck." Under popular pressure, including an international campaign to nominate him for the Nobel Peace Prize, the regime had commuted his sentence, but he still lived under the sword of Damocles, and I asked him whether the election results made him fearful.

"We have a saying in Farsi," Aghajari replied. " 'There's no shade darker than black.' The worst they can do is execute me. I have prepared myself for that. If I am worried, it is not for myself. It's for the Iranian people, for young people, today's generation and future generations. My freedom and my life, and those of one or two people like me, don't matter. They may take me to prison. I'm ready for that. In this society, we have no freedom to speak or to write. This is a prison, too."

Outside Aghajari's office, Bahar, or maybe Niki, motioned for us to sit a moment on a low brick wall in the university courtyard, where the sun beat down, and the two women wept.

"When we have people like this in our country," Bahar said at last, "why must we have Ahmadinejad as our president?"


The author in Tehran in 2005 (Abbas / Magnum)



Reform was a conundrum like so many others under the Islamic Republic. It demanded cooperation and resistance at the same time--"pressure from below, negotiation at the top," as one of its theorists articulated the strategy. The trouble was that Khamenei never once indicated that he would negotiate.

A compromise, practically by definition, satisfies no one. Reform was a compromise between hope and resignation. Iranian oppositionists grumbled about the movement's timidity and its roots in the regime. The alternative, however, was confrontation, and throughout the period of my visits, Iranians were leery of it. The regime's appetite and capacity for violence were never in doubt, and the country's last revolution had gone very wrong. The movement behind it was broad-based, including liberals and leftists, but it was the Islamists who had emerged victorious in street battles and in politics, and who sealed their triumph through summary executions and imposed a theocratic state. This was not a distant memory. Mohsen Kadivar, a dissident cleric, once complained to me that his students railed against reform but shied away from rebellion. "If you won't be the men of revolution," Kadivar told me he said to them, "then be the boys of reform."

The last great showing of this meliorist current was the Green Movement of 2009. In that year's presidential election, liberal-minded Iranians, including many who'd boycotted the 2005 vote, turned out in electrifying force for the moderate reformist candidates Mirhossein Mousavi and Mehdi Karroubi. On election day, some polls had barely closed when the regime called an implausible win for Ahmadinejad. Iranians I spoke with were incandescent with fury. Millions poured into the streets, and Mousavi and Karroubi eventually joined them there. The protesters didn't demand an end to the Islamic Republic, even though many of them undoubtedly wished for it. They followed the cautious, legalistic reformist playbook and simply demanded that the system adhere to its own rules and allow them to elect the relatively moderate insider they'd voted for. They stood silently and held placards that read WHERE IS MY VOTE?

Bahar called me in New York on the day that the crowd was at its maximum in Tehran's Azadi Square. She was enraptured; the atmosphere was like nothing she had ever known. The barriers of suspicion, private humiliation, and pain that had divided people for decades seemed to drop away in that expanse of shared silence, and the sense of common purpose was like a current passing through the crowd. To her special delight, she saw Aghajari not far from her--maneuvering, unafraid, on his wooden leg.

The Green Movement was the largest, most sustained, and most organized campaign of street protests that the Islamic Republic ever confronted. Foreign commenters sometimes mistook this for the spontaneous cri de coeur of a thwarted presidential campaign, mobilized by Twitter posts, but in fact it was a movement with a history, layers of experienced leaders, painstakingly articulated ideas, a pragmatic strategy, and a networked constituency. Precisely for this reason, the Islamic Republic set about destroying it with bullets, tear gas, batons, and torture.

Ahmadinejad's first term had already seen the closure of virtually all of the reformist publications and NGOs and the exclusion of reformist candidates from campaigns for most public offices. Now the regime arrested enough of the movement's leaders and activists to fill an auditorium, where they were paraded, hollow-eyed, in prison pajamas and forced to confess to outlandish conspiracies. Lesser-known young activists were remanded to a fetid metal shipping container in the desert. Many were raped and killed. By 2010, even to speak of or publish a photo of former President Khatami was forbidden; the cautious reform movement was dubbed "the sedition," and Mousavi and Karroubi were placed under a draconian house arrest that would endure for a decade and a half.

When the Arab Spring came to Tunisia, Egypt, and other countries not long after the Green Movement was crushed, I ached for Iran. Of all the countries in the Middle East, up until 2009, Iran had perhaps the most credible infrastructure for democratic change--and one of the most obdurate autocracies.

My fifth and last visit to Iran, in 2012, felt in many ways like a bookend to the first, but with the coercion unmasked. Foreign journalists had been mostly excluded from the country since 2009, but three years later, I was part of a small group permitted to observe a parliamentary election. We were marched onto buses and driven to photo ops not of our choosing; even the top bureaucrats assigned to corral us made rueful jokes rather than pretend, per usual, that any of this was for our safety. Talking with a Green Movement activist required an assignation in a moving car after dark. Once again, I found myself studying the apparatus that stood in the way of studying anything else.

Just hours before I left the country, agents from the IRGC apprehended me for questioning because I had left my hotel at night without a minder. They interrogated me about my movements, my contacts, the time I asked my minder to take me to a butcher to confirm popular complaints about the price of chicken. "You have not behaved," an interrogator told me--and, more ominously: "We think you're not a journalist. We think you're a spy."

If they had actually believed this, they might have detained me indefinitely. But in the end I think they meant only to intimidate me. In the third hour of our interview, the interrogator seized my belongings and left the room with them. He returned in a fury and threw a folder of mine on his desk.

"Do you think we are not intelligent?" he demanded. "We're keeping your receipts." He waved in front of me the ones I'd collected for reimbursement for my travel expenses on my return. (I later realized that he may have thought I'd kept them to document the inflation that the government was at that moment trying to conceal from its citizens.) "And we are keeping this." He held up one of the two extra passport-size photos I'd had taken for my visa. But I was a journalist, he conceded, and he let me go.

By that time, Iran's democratic infrastructure had mostly been torched. But the yearning and anger it had once harnessed only grew and became more confrontational. At times, opposition still attached itself to elections--to whoever among the allowable candidates represented the most liberal edge of the possible. But it also exploded in street protests of a qualitatively new kind, such as those that erupted in 2017 and early 2018, when members of the lower classes in provincial cities openly reviled the Islamic Republic and chanted "Death to Khamenei." For another hot minute, the world held its breath for the Islamic Republic to collapse. Instead, it killed.

To imagine that this cycle would repeat itself in 2022 was almost unbearable. Outraged by the death of a young woman in the custody of the morality police, women and teenage girls made hijab the symbolic center of their revolt. The headscarf was both a tool and a symbol of suffocation: Removing it publicly, en masse, was an act of civil disobedience without precedent under the Islamic Republic. Although the "Women, Life, Freedom" uprising was violently quelled like all the rest--some 500 dead, maybe 20,000 in prison, families forbidden even to publicly mourn--it left a uniquely durable legacy, in that women began appearing uncovered in public with relative impunity. This was something new and promising. But it did not bring democracy or suggest what could.

Iran was and remains a heartbreaker. Where else is the civic spirit so enduring, and so unyieldingly denied? Time and again, the Islamic Republic proved itself implacable before even the most rudimentary of its subjects' desires. It valued neither their lives nor any legitimacy that their consent could confer on the state. It refused them the dignity of small freedoms that might have cost the system nothing. And it would not even afford them a stake in prosperity: Over the course of the first two decades of the 21st century, a largely middle-class country was driven to penury, not only because of international sanctions, but because of the voracious corruption of the IRGC, which Khamenei allowed and encouraged as a means of hoarding power.

I'll admit that I distanced myself from Iran. My run-in with the IRGC had made traveling there again impossible, and I questioned the value of what I could observe from afar. My network of sources outside the country had always been eclectic. Now it spanned a venomously polarized diaspora that traded accusations--of complicity with Iran's foreign enemies, and with the ever more hated regime.

To hope for change in Iran was quixotic; to bet against it seemed cruel. Each upswell of protest presented a breathtaking display of youthful courage shadowed by near-certain tragedy. Eternally optimistic, a friend inside Iran offered me a metaphor: If it takes 100 blows of the axe to cut down a tree, he wrote to me on WhatsApp in 2022, you don't say the first 99 were useless.

But the Islamic Republic seemed to be made of ironwood. It was not one man's dictatorship. The revolutionaries had built institutions, both civilian and military, that perpetuated themselves. Networks of violence ran deep, through virtually every power center and organ of the system, and the regime retained a considerable base of ideological support in both the populace and the security apparatus. Time and again, asked to choose between their neighbors and their leaders, Iran's men under arms chose the regime.

Would they really do it? Would they open fire on unarmed crowds of mostly young people, mowing them down by the thousands? This past January, the Islamic Republic made its security forces the instrument of an atrocity of world-historic proportions, killing at least 6,000 and possibly more than 30,000 protesters. Something broke inside of nearly every Iranian I knew. Or ignited: a fireball of rage and trauma. How could one live under such a regime? But what form of resistance was possible? One exiled activist told me privately that she fantasized about returning as an armed resistance fighter: "The reality is that we have reached a point, a dead end, where you almost have to be a partisan to win. Otherwise you have to accept that they will kill you and move on."

When American and Israeli bombs began blasting their homeland, many of my old friends and contacts hitched their country's epic hopes to Trump's epic fury. No nonviolent effort had dislodged or even shaken the regime; here at last was hard power. The alternative was the Islamic Republic, forever. But others among my old network were aghast. The hard power in question was wielded by outsiders for who knew what purpose, against a continuously widening ambit of targets. One friend texted me to ask: If the Iranians celebrating such violent destruction of their country come to power by means of it, can they really be said to be pro-democratic? How will they treat their opponents?

Lately I've been wondering whether a fault line has always run through the opposition, or if what I'm seeing now is new. On one side are those who still believe that despite the outcome of the 1979 revolution, its broadest animating impulses--the rejection of monarchy and American dominion, and the assertion of Iran's sovereignty over its resources and political fate--are sacrosanct. On the other are those who have concluded that not only the Islamic Republic, but the revolution itself, was a wrong turn. There is a potent symbolism in their embrace of the son of the deposed shah as a leader for the future, and their acceptance of American force as the means for empowering him.

The views of these camps are anathema to each other. I am trying to listen respectfully to both--though truth be told, I cannot at the time of this writing imagine a way that this war ends in Iranian liberation, or a way that the Islamic Republic, with or without the war, decides to yield. But how can I say these things, or even think them? Not when every phone call ends with a promise--that we'll continue the conversation, someday, in Tehran.



This article appears in the May 2026 print edition with the headline "Someday in Tehran."
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How the Left Accidentally Bolstered the Nativist Right

By dismissing the distinction between legal and illegal immigration as bogus, advocates signaled that they would not defend it.

by Alexander Kustov

Thu, 02 Apr 2026




On March 12, the Heritage Foundation posted six words on X: "We have a legal immigration problem." That sentence would once have been unthinkable from a major conservative institution. And Heritage is not alone in breaking taboos. Last fall, Vice President Vance told a crowd at the University of Mississippi that the United States needs to get legal-immigration numbers "way, way down" and attacked high-skill H-1B visas for undercutting American wages. The Republican Representative Andy Ogles of Tennessee has proposed legislation that would scrap the H-1B visa program entirely, along with the diversity visa lottery. Analysts at the National Foundation for American Policy estimate that the Trump administration's policies will cut legal immigration by 33 to 50 percent over four years, translating to 1.5 to 2.4 million fewer foreign-born lawful residents.

For many years, a robust norm held in American politics: You could be in favor of legal immigration while still opposing illegal immigration. The two were fundamentally different, the thinking went, and supporting one while opposing the other was a coherent, mainstream position. That norm is now in danger of collapsing--under pressure not only from the right, but from left-leaning immigration advocates and scholars who have coalesced around the idea that all immigration restrictions are indefensible, abandoning the legal/illegal distinction in the process.

As long as both sides accepted the distinction, legal immigration was assumed to be good for the country. Without that shared premise, every legal immigration channel is at risk. Understanding how both sides contributed to the breakdown of the old norm is the first step toward rebuilding it and resurrecting the bipartisan coalition for productive immigration reform.

For decades, the standard line from immigration restrictionists was some version of "I support legal immigration; I just oppose illegal immigration." Whether or not they meant it, they felt compelled to say it. The basic idea that immigration was good was nearly as uncontroversial as the notion that racism was bad. This norm meant that programs such as H-1B visas, family sponsorship, and refugee resettlement were treated as presumptively legitimate. Even nativist politicians who privately wanted fewer foreign-born people in the country, period, had to frame their proposals around enforcement, not cuts to legal admissions.

Idrees Kahloon: Trump doesn't want legal immigrants either

For ordinary voters, meanwhile, the distinction between legal and illegal immigration reflected a belief that unlawful activity should be opposed as a matter of principle. Political scientists have shown that when Americans evaluate illegal immigration, they switch from weighing individual immigrants' characteristics to making categorical moral judgments rooted in the rule of law. In their 2020 book, Immigration and the American Ethos, Morris Levy and Matthew Wright found that civic fairness, not racial anxiety, was the dominant consideration through which most Americans assessed immigration.

Many of my academic colleagues felt differently, however. To them, "I just oppose illegal immigration" was a socially acceptable way to express opposition to foreigners in general--xenophobia dressed in procedural language. I have been guilty of dismissing popular attitudes myself; when giving lectures about, say, the H-1B visa backlog or refugee processing times, I have found myself exasperated by audience members who stand up to ask why I haven't gone out of my way to condemn illegal immigration.

Over the years, many scholars and advocates thus came to see the distinction as illegitimate. For some, the American immigration system is already so unfair and restrictive--fewer than 1 percent of people who want to immigrate can do so legally--that saying "Just follow the rules" can feel cruel. Others go further: Unauthorized border crossing is a victimless regulatory violation, they argue, and any law restricting people's free movement is unjust.

In immigration scholarship, a growing body of work began to emphasize the "blurriness" of legal status--how people cycle between documented and undocumented status, how visa categories create precarity even for "legal" immigrants, how enforcement itself produces illegality. This work is empirically important. But its political implication, sometimes stated explicitly, was that the legal/illegal binary is a fiction that serves only to divide immigrant communities.

The assumption that legal immigration is already settled, that only unauthorized migration deserves serious attention, is widespread in the field. When Michelangelo Landgrave and I submitted a study testing whether informing voters about the difficulty of legal immigration could shift their views on it, one reviewer recommended rejecting the paper because, they argued, we should have been trying to increase support for illegal immigration instead.

Nor was this shift confined to academic journals. Over the past dozen or so years, major media organizations (including the Associated Press, the Los Angeles Times, USA Today, and The Atlantic) dropped the term illegal immigrant from their style guides. Advocacy organizations rebranded around undocumented as the only acceptable term. The practical effect was to make the legal/illegal distinction itself sound like a slur--something only restrictionists would invoke.

This helps explain why, when the first Trump administration began cutting legal immigration, pro-immigration organizations struggled to respond. The major advocacy groups had built their messaging and donor bases around the rights of people who immigrated illegally. Policies such as rescinding Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals and family separation generated massive protests. But when the administration quietly raised H-1B denial rates and expanded the "public charge" rule to discourage legal applicants, there was no organized constituency pushing back.

In his book, The Normalization of the Radical Right, the political scientist Vicente Valentim shows that much of the recent rise in radical-right political behavior reflects not a change in what people believe, but a change in what they feel comfortable expressing. When norms weaken, often after radical-right politicians achieve electoral success, privately held views long kept quiet become publicly acceptable. Valentim's work focuses on Europe, but his analysis applies to America too. Over the past two decades, voters with restrictionist views have sorted into the GOP, making those preferences louder within the party. President Trump did not create this constituency, but he recognized and catered to it more than any modern president before him had. Each taboo he shattered around immigration made it easier for him and his supporters to transgress even more.

Marc Novicoff: The immigration restriction Trump won't try

And so, in Trump's second term, under Stephen Miller's newfound influence, the obliteration of the legal/illegal distinction has been formalized much more strongly into policy. The result: an administration now openly attacking legal immigration channels, including by targeting asylum and skilled-worker visas and implementing a visa freeze covering 75 countries. Like so much of the Trump agenda, these attacks are not broadly popular--in fact, polling suggests that support for legal immigration has never been higher--but they appeal to a small though intense nativist minority that no longer feels constrained and that makes up an important part of Trump's core coalition.

The Republican Party is responsible for its drift into full-blown nativism. But the American left unintentionally made that shift more likely by breaking down the conceptual categories that had restrained it. By dismissing the legal/illegal distinction as bogus, advocates signaled that they would not defend it. When one side dismisses a norm as meaningless and the other realizes it no longer needs to pretend to respect that norm, it erodes from both ends.

If immigration is to survive the current political moment, advocates will need to acknowledge what they have spent a decade denying: that illegal immigration has negative consequences and that people are justified in opposing it. The political scientists Omer Solodoch and Ryan Briggs have found that when Americans perceive immigration as orderly and government-controlled, they support higher levels of it. Solodoch's earlier research in Europe showed a similar pattern: Policy responses that restored a sense of control over asylum or other irregular flows reduced public opposition to immigration. My own work shows that opposing illegal immigration is not the same as hating the individuals who are forced to immigrate illegally. It is about opposing a broken system that harms those individuals by leaving them vulnerable, fuels backlash that falls on all immigrants, and corrodes the political support needed to bring people in through legal channels. The goal of policy should be to channel this impulse toward building a legal system that actually works.

Any viable immigration-reform coalition has to include voters who oppose illegal immigration but support legal channels. That coalition cannot form if the distinction between the two has been erased. The next time someone attending one of my talks insists that I separate legal from illegal immigration, I will try to be less annoyed, even if the question is not very relevant. They are defending a dying norm that, once lost, will be very hard to rebuild.
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Trump's Absurd Citizenship Arguments Went Nowhere

The scandal is that the case got this far.

by Quinta Jurecic

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




As the Supreme Court heard oral arguments today about birthright citizenship, Donald Trump was watching from the courtroom--an apparent first for a sitting president. He listened silently as the justices pelted skeptical questions at Solicitor General John Sauer, who tried to defend a Trump executive order purporting to deny citizenship to the U.S.-born children of certain immigrants. Not long into arguments by Cecillia Wang, the ACLU lawyer representing Trump's challengers, the president got up and left.

The odd scene reflected the administration's approach to the matter of birthright citizenship: Simply declare you are right, and then ignore arguments to the contrary. Yet if Trump intended his presence to pressure the justices into siding with him, he failed. Most of the justices, even among the conservative supermajority, seemed inclined to strike down his policy. Still, the fact that this case got as far as it did--and that the justices had to consider it seriously enough to spend their time rebuking it--is itself a scandal.

The case, Trump v. Barbara, turns on the Trump administration's argument that the Fourteenth Amendment does not actually mean what its text states and what nearly everyone has agreed it says for more than 150 years. Ratified after the Civil War, the amendment establishes that "all persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States." It repudiated the Supreme Court's notorious 1857 ruling in Dred Scott, which barred Black people from citizenship and created a permanent underclass of people without access to the same rights offered to other Americans. In 1898, the Supreme Court established clearly in United States v. Wong Kim Ark that the Fourteenth Amendment's protections extended to babies born in the United States to parents of noncitizens.

This egalitarian guarantee was, however, unsatisfactory to Trump. On the first day of his second term in office, he released an executive order attempting to restrict citizenship to children of parents who are either U.S. citizens or lawful permanent residents (that is, green-card holders). The fact that this flatly contradicted the Fourteenth Amendment seemed not to bother the new administration. The policy would have created an enormous administrative headache--maternity wards, after all, are not set up to establish the immigration status of expectant parents--but it was immediately halted by a wave of legal challenges.

Amanda L. Tyler: The Supreme Court has heard this one before

At first, some Supreme Court watchers were nervous when the justices agreed to take up the case. The Court had the option of simply refusing the government's request to hear the matter. Meanwhile, contrarian legal academics had been busy cobbling together scholarship to support Trump's claims about the meaning of the Fourteenth Amendment. These arguments were so absurd, some scholars worried, that even the justices' willingness to dignify them with a hearing might have indicated an inclination to be convinced.

Today's proceedings will come as a relief. The justices overwhelmingly appeared dismissive of Sauer's legal arguments. Chief Justice John Roberts deemed Sauer's reasoning "quirky" and "idiosyncratic." Justice Neil Gorsuch accused the solicitor general of relying on obscure "Roman-law sources," in a tone that sounded as if he were rebuking Sauer for leaving a moldy Tupperware in the fridge. Justice Amy Coney Barrett cut Sauer off mid-sentence, demanding, "Yeah, yeah, yeah--what about the Constitution?" The three liberals were similarly skeptical. Only Justice Samuel Alito and possibly Justice Clarence Thomas seemed open to potentially ruling for Trump.

Sauer's opening remarks did not mention Wong Kim Ark at all or ask the Court to overturn it. His arguments--made with Trump sitting behind him--depended on quibbling with the intended scope of the Fourteenth Amendment, which, he maintained, was narrowly meant to correct the injustice of Dred Scott by granting citizenship to Black Americans. But as the Court recognized in Wong Kim Ark, the amendment's framers intended to extend the grant of citizenship to everyone except a small number of people who were born on American soil and yet remained outside U.S. "jurisdiction": the children of diplomats and invading forces, and--because of the unique circumstances of Native Americans--members of Native tribes. (Native Americans born in the U.S. are nevertheless citizens under a 1924 statute.)

Sauer insisted that the loopholes in the amendment were wide enough to withhold citizenship from the children of immigrants. Meanwhile, Gorsuch, a strong supporter of Native sovereignty, seemed to grow more and more annoyed over the course of oral arguments with Sauer's selective use of Indian law. ("Do you think Native Americans are birthright citizens under your test?" Gorsuch asked bluntly at one point, to which Sauer responded, uncertainly, "I--think so?")

Greg Grandin: The revolutionary idea that remade the new world

The justices' prickliness toward Sauer contrasted with their collegial reception of the ACLU's Cecillia Wang. Herself a citizen born to immigrant parents, Wang had the easier argument by far: "I know you've got a lot of good stuff on your side," Gorsuch told her at one point. She called Sauer's decision not to ask the Court to simply overrule Wong Kim Ark a "fatal concession." Near the end of arguments, Justice Brett Kavanaugh suggested that the Court could simply issue a "short opinion" in the ACLU's favor reaffirming Wong Kim Ark. "Yes," Wang said, simply. Laughter rippled through the courtroom.

The Court's apparent lack of interest in rolling back the Fourteenth Amendment bodes well for the durability of the Constitution, the integrity of the judiciary, and, not least of all, the lives of the many people who have depended and will depend on its offer of citizenship. Whatever the Court rules, though, Trump v. Barbara will be a black mark on administration lawyers and legal scholars who proved eager to reverse engineer flimsy arguments in support of an anti-constitutional aim, and on a political system that nearly enabled the gutting of one of America's most foundational promises.
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I Am Here to Watch the Birthright-Citizenship Arguments, but Not in a Threatening Way

Can't a president go watch his justices?

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




Subjects!

Yes, I am here watching the oral arguments in Trump v. Barbara. What of it? Can't a sitting president come watch an oral argument at the Supreme Court on a Wednesday without it being viewed as an attempt to coerce the justices? You know how much I love an oral argument. I am a big fan of the law. I like the faint, wheezing sound it makes as I trample on it, and the mountains of litigation that result.

I am not here to cause problems for the justices by listening in a menacing way. I would never! I come from the New York Real-Estate Business, one of the less threatening business traditions.

Besides, everyone knows how much I love listening while other people talk and not falling asleep. When do they start the praise, though? This seems like a long time for people to talk in front of me without mentioning that I am a great genius, physically prepossessing, and the one Messiah toward whom all history has been tending (I am paraphrasing a little).

Who are those people in the robes? I understand why the men are in robes: They are justices. But why are the women in robes? Really unflattering. Some kind of Handmaid's Tale protest thing? Even Amy Coney Barrett? I thought she was with us. Strange!

This is very legal and very fun. Remember, there is technically no rule barring the president from attending oral arguments in the Supreme Court, just as there is no rule barring the president from standing behind the justices holding a club studded with spikes and waving it menacingly every time the argument takes a wrong turn. Which I, of course, have no plans to do! I know that the justices are all going to rule correctly. I also know where all the justices live and how to find them, unless Justice Thomas is on that yacht again. (Justice Alito's house is the one with the upside-down flag!)

It probably will not come to this, but there is also technically no rule against bringing Chief Justice Roberts's pet cat, Mr. Marbury, in a specially designed cage where a single door separates him from a hungry python who respects neither law nor God.

This case is a simple one, anyhow: It's about what the president wants versus what the Constitution explicitly says. Fortunately there is a branch of law called originalism, which, as I understand it, allows you to say that the people who put, say, an amendment into the Constitution did not really mean it. In such cases, the argument goes like this:

JUSTICE SOTOMAYOR: We cannot help noticing that when this amendment passed, everyone was pretty clear on what it meant. Let me read you a quote on the subject from Daniel Webster. "Hello, future Supreme Court justices," Daniel Webster says. "If you are reading this, please know that the Fourteenth Amendment meant what we said it meant. Don't disenfranchise a huge class of people because you think we didn't mean what we said we meant. Everyone knows that the amendment means what it literally says in the text."

SOLICITOR GENERAL SAUER: Yes, but we have reason to believe that Daniel Webster actually felt the opposite of what his words were technically saying.

SOTOMAYOR: What reason?

SAUER: Good reason.

SOTOMAYOR: Is that reason in court with us today?

CHIEF JUSTICE ROBERTS: Hey, look! He's got Mr. Marbury! Mr. Marbury is in that cage!

When you ask yourself, What should I do now?, remember: The Constitution doesn't know your home address. The Constitution will not post on Truth Social about your disloyalty and how you have disappointed him. The Constitution will not come to your house and put a partial horse in your bed, peacefully and patriotically. The Constitution doesn't have Mr. Marbury. Think very carefully about which one of us you want to disappoint.

Great day for an oral argument! Have fun out there!
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It's Not Gambling, It's 'Girl Math'

Prediction markets are trying to woo women through matcha memes and #girlboss ads.

by Nancy Walecki

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




"Come get ready with me for the day," a young blond woman says over footage of herself making her bed, arranging her pillows, and weighing her clothing choices. The video is just like any other lifestyle content that influencers post to Instagram and TikTok--right up until she whips out her phone and scrolls through the Kalshi app. "I use it to check the weather to help me pick out an outfit for the day," she says, modeling a black spandex romper for the camera. "Go ahead and check out the app link below."

Recently, my Instagram feed has been haunted by women explaining how much they enjoy betting on elections, the pop-music charts, and Dancing With the Stars. They are advertising prediction markets such as Kalshi and Polymarket, which let users wager on virtually anything. "The boys can do their parlays and use words I've never heard of. But the girls can use their pop culture and educated guesses to make decisions and trade on Kalshi," a woman says in a TikTok on one of the company's accounts. Her caption assures me: "Kalshi is for the girls!!!!"

So far though, it is not. Prediction markets have a dude problem. Though these sites offer all sorts of wagers--where will Taylor Swift get married? Who will win Survivor?--they have largely become yet another place for men to bet on football and March Madness. In the past six months, 88 percent of trades on Kalshi have been about sports, according to the investment firm Paradigm. The second-largest category, at about 6 percent, is crypto (which is arguably even more bro-ey).

Read: You've never seen Super Bowl betting like this before

In an apparent attempt to bridge the gap, both Polymarket and Kalshi are running social-media campaigns that parrot the language of female empowerment and girlish memes. "Girl math says if I make $10 predicting real-life stuff, that coffee was technically free," a girl in thick-framed glasses says in an ad that Kalshi ran on Facebook and Instagram. "If I'm already scrolling news or pop culture anyway, might as well turn my hot takes into some free iced coffees." She adds, "It's kind of addicting, but in a fun way." (The video has since been removed for not having a necessary ad disclosure.) Some posts, like this one, are advertisements from the companies themselves; some are paid influencer partnerships; and some are either undisclosed partnerships or made by women who are just super excited to post a suspicious amount of links to Polymarket.

Prediction markets should be an easier sell for women than traditional sports betting. Though women are less likely to gamble than men, prediction markets offer the veneer of being more than places to bet. Both Kalshi and Polymarket claim that they are financial markets, not casinos; users make trades about any given event, which in turn generate odds that supposedly predict the outcome. (They are called "prediction markets" for a reason.)

When prediction markets try to entice women, they especially tend to lean into the idea that all of this is investing, not gambling. On Kalshi's dedicated Instagram for women, @KalshiGirls, one meme reads, "When someone says prediction markets are 'just betting,'" over a photograph of Cher from Clueless saying, "Ugh, as if." Meanwhile, the ads for men tend to emphasize the fun of gambling and the possibly big payouts: "Dude," reads an ad Kalshi ran in the lead-up to the 2024 presidential election, "I am going to bet my Cybertruck on Trump, probably gonna make enough for a house if he wins."

Kalshi in particular has been ramping up its efforts with women. (Polymarket's main site, where people bet using crypto, is accessible in the United States only through digital work-arounds.) The reason for appealing to women is simple, Elisabeth Diana, Kalshi's head of communications, told me: "They're 50 percent of the population." She noted that 26 percent of Kalshi-account holders are female--up from 13 percent just 10 months ago. Diana claimed that much of that increase is because of organic interest, but the company seems intent on pulling in more women. Before ABC canceled Season 22 of The Bachelorette a couple of weeks ago, Kalshi had been planning a watch party.

Sure enough, when I looked up all the ads that Kalshi has run on Instagram and Facebook, I spotted a fair number that were obviously geared toward women. In the clips, influencers tended to make small wagers with a clear goal in mind--usually caffeinated beverages. Polymarket taps into the same dynamic on its X account for female traders, @PolyBaddies. (I do not suggest you Google that phrase.) One post includes a photo of a Starbucks cup with the caption, "Matcha and markets kinda day ?." (Polymarket did not respond to requests for comment.)

Many of these marketing efforts are ridiculous. I would bet--sorry--that most women will not be compelled to spend their time on prediction markets to maybe win $5 for their morning matcha. But some ads are less "girl math" and more actual math. Priya Kamdar, Maya Shah, and Anika Mirza--the 20-something hosts of Get the Check, a technology-and-business podcast--reached out to Kalshi directly to obtain a partnership deal because they were already using the site, the three hosts told me. Mirza has a Kalshi wager on the race to succeed Nancy Pelosi in Congress; Shah bet on how long the government shutdown was going to last; Kamdar put money on the Rotten Tomatoes score that each movie in the Wicked franchise would receive (she was right about the first film and wrong about the second).

Read: America is slow-walking into a Polymarket disaster

The more women who are betting on prediction markets, the closer these sites get to their stated goal of forecasting the future. If they want to predict the Fed's next interest rate, the winner of The Bachelor, or whether or not it will rain tomorrow in Poughkeepsie, a market made up only of male sports fans won't cut it. But Kalshi and Polymarket also have other incentives to show they are for women. Sports have an outsize popularity on prediction markets because these sites allow people to effectively wager even in states where sports betting is illegal. This is becoming a major problem for the companies. Kalshi is facing lawsuits from several states for allegedly operating as an unregistered sports-betting site. Arizona recently became the first state to press criminal charges against Kalshi, and Nevada has temporarily blocked Kalshi and Polymarket from operating in the state. The companies, which maintain that they are financial markets and thus not subject to sports-betting restrictions, have a vested interest in getting users betting on topics besides sports. "It does future-proof them," Dustin Gouker, a gambling-industry consultant who writes a daily newsletter, told me.

Perhaps the biggest concern with these ads is that they make it easy to forget that you can actually lose money on prediction markets. Shah, the podcast host, told me that if someone trades on topics they're deeply knowledgeable about, prediction markets can be a useful "financial tool." But they're inherently risky. At one point, I was served an ad of a woman anxiously checking a Kalshi bet with her friends, with the caption, "I was about to be unable to pay my rent, but I got two years of rent through Kalshi's predictions. It's amazing! ??" When I searched for it again, the ad had been taken down; the next time I saw it was as an exhibit in a class-action lawsuit against Kalshi that alleges, in part, that the site is not adequately disclosing risks to consumers. (Kalshi has denied the allegations.)

To hear the companies tell it, prediction markets are just another way to be a #girlboss. "Listen up, girlie pops! This platform is normally considered, like, for the finance bros, but I'm gonna show you why it's so for us," one woman says in a post seemingly sponsored by Polymarket. (The video includes no disclosures.) Kalshi and Polymarket become just another part of the day--platforms that women can use to check the odds even if they don't place bets.

A year ago, I probably could not have told you what a prediction market was. By January, Polymarket odds were displayed during the Golden Globes, and CNN pundits were citing Kalshi's markets on air. In February, Los Angeles's Sunset Boulevard--a legendary street in my hometown, known for its clubs and neon signs--had a billboard displaying live Kalshi odds. These platforms are already ubiquitous. If women really do start using them en masse, prediction markets will burrow into American life even more deeply. Until then, the companies will keep reminding them to do some "girl math."
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TV's Failing Cure for Middle-Aged Malaise

Crime-solving housewives have become less compelling.

by Shirley Li

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




If the new Apple TV show Imperfect Women had premiered in the 2010s, it would probably have commanded the zeitgeist. The thriller, about a group of old friends whose cushy suburban lives unravel after one of them is murdered, has all the makings of an addictive watch. The whodunit comes riddled with beguiling red herrings and sordid twists. The cast is stacked with Emmy winners and hey-it's-that-guy! actors. It's the kind of glossy, elevated soap opera that would have fit neatly alongside Scandal and the rest of ABC's melodrama-heavy programming a decade ago--and not just because Kerry Washington is one of the show's stars. Middle-aged women caught up in wildly dramatic and morally gray predicaments once spelled easy success in ratings and critical acclaim. Just look at Desperate Housewives. Or How to Get Away With Murder. Or Big Little Lies.

As it stands, Imperfect Women isn't likely to join their ranks in popularity. Although the series has risen to second place on Apple TV's viewership charts, it hasn't cracked the top-10 most-watched streaming titles overall in the United States. The overcrowded television landscape makes it harder than ever for any program to stand out, but other shows that mash up the character of the typically wealthy, often bored housewife with the intrigue of a crime thriller haven't been clicking with viewers either: NBC canceled Grosse Pointe Garden Society, a drama about gardening-club members trying to cover up a murder, after a single season last summer. Prime Video's The Better Sister, which follows estranged siblings who reconcile after one of them finds her husband dead, also came and went with little fanfare. Recent multi-season series about middle-aged women getting their hands dirty amid their seemingly mundane lives--Yellowjackets, Palm Royale--have ended or will end this year, further thinning out the genre.

Imperfect Women, then, is the latest evidence of the slow decline of what could be called "the messy-mom thriller"--in which violence and mystery pierce the suburban ennui felt by female protagonists of a certain age. Viewers who also belong to that demographic may find these stories more than just entertaining; they're provocative, told with a level of gravitas rarely afforded to mature experiences of marriage, motherhood, and female friendships. After so many seasons of the troubled likes of Good Girls and Bad Sisters, however, the conceit has begun to feel stale. Many tales of fictional women getting caught up in crime pale in comparison with the real-life scandals that now flood social-media feeds, podcasts, and what feels like every piece of unscripted media. (Even in the already dramatic realm of reality TV, headlines can be too overwhelming for fans and creators alike to ignore.) Watching female characters break free of their perceived status quo by indulging in chaos used to be a guilty pleasure. These days, it's just noise.

Read: The slow death of the prestige thriller

One recent exception cuts through the banality by going beyond showing women break bad. How to Get to Heaven From Belfast, a Netflix series that began streaming in February, follows the broad strokes of the messy-mom thriller: Three dissatisfied women find their routines upended when they become entangled in a suspicious situation. Their journey isn't exclusively about the mystery, however; the show places equal importance on observing how these former best girlfriends navigate their adult relationship, perhaps grasping that its viewers have had more than their fair share of whodunits. When what was once novel and shocking has become ordinary, familiar comforts offer a more surprising place to find actual thrills.



Shows about crime-solving older women tend to be more concerned with the crimes than with the women themselves. But How to Get to Heaven From Belfast is created by the Derry Girls showrunner Lisa McGee, which explains the show's exuberant Irish-isms, rat-a-tat dialogue, and characters whose friendship is instantly believable. The three central characters resemble the genre's typical protagonists--and likely viewers--in that each one is somewhat worn down from the compromises that come with aging. Saoirse (played by Roisin Gallagher), a onetime aspiring playwright, oversees a hit police-procedural series but questions whether she's wasting her time. Dara (Caoilfhionn Dunne), the group's nervous Nellie and de facto rule follower, is trapped at home taking care of her nightmarish mother and pining for the girlfriend who got away. Robyn (Sinead Keenan), the chattiest of the bunch, has been run ragged trying to mother her three children, all of whom seem intent on splitting her eardrums and driving her mad.

The three reunite under bleak circumstances: Greta (Natasha O'Keeffe), their childhood friend, has died. At the funeral, Saoirse, Dara, and Robyn discover that the body in the casket belongs to a different woman, yet the show rejects the impulse to let the mystery drive the plot. Instead, the group's evolving dynamics--the way the women absorb, bicker over, and make peace with how they have and haven't changed--become as important to their story as the conspiracy they're trying to unravel.

Take, for instance, a moment in an early episode when Dara's ex-girlfriend spots them planning a boneheaded mission to retrieve the body in Greta's casket. The interaction leaves Dara deflated, so Robyn and Saoirse immediately work to boost their friend's confidence, coordinating their barrage of compliments with incredible precision. It's a heartwarming beat despite not advancing their amateur sleuthing, one that treats the women's intimacy with the same seriousness afforded to Greta's disappearance.

Read: The invisibility of older women

Belfast, in this way, doubles as a poignant portrait of how women build and maintain their bonds. The show's flashbacks fill in background details explaining why Greta vanished, while also exploring why Saoirse, Dara, and Robyn can still rely on one another after years of drifting apart. The characters are motivated to continue spending time away from their usual obligations not just because the investigation shakes them loose of their doldrums but also because they enjoy one another's company. Having a friend go missing isn't a typical midlife crisis. Feeling like your social life has become nonexistent is.

That resonance has been missing from the wider realm of messy-mom thrillers lately. Friendships are often treated as convenient opportunities for protagonists to deliver exposition dumps. Aging tends to play like a grim impediment to joy that can be dispelled only via lawlessness, extramarital affairs, and, in some cases, death.

Imperfect Women may be the most egregious entry yet: By my count, the show packs in three infidelity subplots, two instances of domestic violence, and one viral video that nearly derails a character's career--all in the span of eight episodes. It also turns its heroines into wine-guzzling loners, rarely allowing the solid lead cast (Washington, Elisabeth Moss, and Kate Mara) to share the screen. That's by design; the series shifts among their perspectives every few episodes, generating intrigue out of having multiple unreliable narrators divulge their secrets. As a result, though, the women's connection ends up ill-defined, robbing the audience of the chance to empathize with them. If anything, I found it hard to buy that these characters ever truly liked one another.

Not every messy-mom thriller can avoid the genre's overreliance on long-buried secrets and seemingly uncharacteristic rebellions to suggest depth. Even Belfast, in its later episodes, spends too much time untangling what's going on with Greta, pushing the show into formulaic territory. Yet what keeps it from veering into blandness is its refusal to depend on the kinds of outrageous stakes that play like echoes of news stories. The show understands that older women at home may so badly need a break that they'll fantasize about appalling impulses (that fictional characters can actually act on). But Belfast also grasps that the greatest pleasure--guilty or otherwise, on-screen and off--may be as simple as finding quality time with a couple of best friends.
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Why Trump Didn't Predict the Gas-Price Spike

The president doesn't understand that markets are global.

by David Frum

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




On March 16, two weeks into his Iran war, President Trump assured reporters that he had the Strait of Hormuz problem well in hand. "And we're hammering their capacity to threaten commercial shipping in the Strait of Hormuz, with more than 30 mine-laying ships destroyed," he said. "We hit, to the best of our knowledge, all of their mine-laying ships."

On March 31, the national average price of gasoline at the pump surpassed $4, the highest level since the post-pandemic shocks of 2022. One-fifth of the world's oil and liquefied natural gas usually flows through the strait, but hasn't since Iran began impeding the waterway in early March. Yet Trump continues to insist that Iran's partial closure of the strait isn't a problem. Markets don't agree with Trump, and neither do his poll numbers.

How did Trump get Hormuz so wrong? The answer reveals one of Trump's most characteristic and most fateful mistakes: his steadfast refusal to acknowledge that Americans live in a world economy.

Here he is on March 16 again: "You know, we get less than 1 percent of our oil from the strait. And, uh, some countries get much more. Japan gets 95 percent. China gets 90 percent. Many of the Europeans get quite a--quite a bit." These specific numbers are, as you might suspect, wrong. China gets about 40 percent of its oil from the Persian Gulf. Still, the general point is correct. Gulf oil flows mostly to Asia, and vanishingly little goes to North America. But what Trump fails to understand is that these geographic details matter little to world energy markets.

Graeme Wood: Mutual assured energy destruction

Trump wishes for a United States economy walled off from the rest of the world. That's why he loves tariffs so much--and why he refuses to think about what they mean to American producers, who now must pay more for inputs such as aluminum.

But with energy, there is no walling off. Most of America's oil and gas is produced in the United States. American imports come overwhelmingly from Canada and Mexico. But American oil can be put on a tanker and sent to Japan or the European Union if the price across the ocean rises. The global process of buying and selling equalizes prices worldwide. Walling off the U.S. would mean America would have to stop exporting and importing oil. Trump does not want to do that. In fact, he endlessly urges other countries to buy more American oil and gas. As he said in his March 31 comments: "Buy from the U.S.; we have plenty."

Trump's inability to comprehend the relevance of Persian Gulf supplies to American motorists may explain how he stumbled into his Iran war in the first place. A threat to the Strait of Hormuz may be the most war-gamed problem in the whole U.S. military inventory. It's thorny enough to have deterred American presidents from attacking Iran for nearly 50 years, no matter how provocatively Iran behaved.

"No president was willing to do what I am willing to do tonight," Trump announced as the first bombs dropped on February 28. But why did Trump go where every other leader had declined to tread? Maybe he was the first president to see this war as an answer because he was the first who did not understand the question.
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The Family That Decided to Have Their Stomachs Removed

Maori families with a mutation for aggressive gastric cancer have had their stomachs preemptively removed. How do you live without one?

by Sarah Zhang

Tue, 31 Mar 2026




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

"What do you mean, you just take the stomach out?" Karyn Paringatai wondered, when doctors first said her stomach had to be surgically removed. Could she still eat? Yes, but differently. What would replace it? Nothing. She would have to live the rest of her life missing a major organ.



Paringatai was not actually sick, not yet. Her stomach was fine. But her cousin, just a few years older, had recently died of an aggressive stomach cancer at age 33, leaving behind three children. In a video recorded after her diagnosis turned terminal, the cousin told her little kids to be good for their father. "Please don't be too mean to the lady that he meets," she added, anticipating how the void left by her death might be filled. But she must have known that this void could not be filled, not ever. The cousin's own mother had died young of stomach cancer. So had her grandmother. So had her sister.



To the doctors who saw Paringatai's cousin in Tauranga, New Zealand, this pattern was hauntingly familiar. Her cancer was an unusual and distinct kind called diffuse gastric cancer, in which cancerous cells percolate undetected through the stomach, forming obvious masses only in advanced stages--usually too late to treat. The doctors had witnessed the same rare cancer run through a large Maori family near Tauranga. In that family, one woman lost six of her siblings to stomach cancer; a boy had died at 14. The family now reached out to Paringatai's. It's genetic, they said. You have to get tested.



Paringatai, whose father was also Maori, got tested. And indeed, she carried a mutation in the same gene, known as CDH1, as the other family. This gave her a 70 percent lifetime risk of developing advanced diffuse gastric cancer. Because this form of cancer can metastasize so quickly and unpredictably, the only surefire method of prevention is a complete removal of the stomach, or total gastrectomy. It's analogous to a preventive mastectomy for breast cancer--but far more physically taxing. A number of women with a CDH1 mutation have actually had both their stomach and breasts removed because this mutation can also confer a 40 percent risk of breast cancer. One of them told me, about her gastrectomy, "If you can do that, you can do anything."



Paringatai's surgeon could not answer all of her questions about living without a stomach--her total gastrectomy was the first he would ever perform in a healthy person. But she went through with the procedure in 2010, and she credits it with saving her life. In the operating room, her surgeon made a long incision down her abdomen, cut out the fist-size pouch of her stomach, and stitched her esophagus to her small intestine. She was the first in her family to have her stomach removed prophylactically. Others followed. On a recent trip to visit her father's family, Paringatai found herself sitting on a porch with her aunties and cousins. Of the eight people there, she realized, only one still had a stomach: her partner. "You're the odd one out," she teased.



Mutations in CDH1 seem to be unusually prevalent in Maori families, where they arose multiple times, possibly because they once conferred some evolutionary advantage. But mutated versions of CDH1 have been found around the world too, and thousands of patients have likely now had gastrectomies to head off cancer.



In New Zealand, "we're coming up to nearly 30 years of people living with no stomachs," says Paringatai, who is now a Maori-studies professor at the University of Otago. For the past several years, she has been documenting the experiences of Maori with CDH1. That people can live this long without a stomach is a testament to the adaptability and resilience of the human body. That doctors resort to such radical measures exposes the limits of what modern medicine can offer.



The first Maori to undergo prophylactic gastrectomies were the family that warned Paringatai's about the cancer gene. They knew all about the gene because they had helped find it. Back in 1994, Maybelle McLeod contacted a genetics lab at the University of Otago about the premature cancer deaths stalking her relatives. Among themselves, she told me, "nobody even talked about it." The family believed they lived under a curse for letting their land be sold for a quarry. McLeod grew up listening to the quarry's warning sirens, learning to take cover indoors before the blasting began. She watched as the hill near her home was stripped bare.



McLeod eventually moved away, became a nurse, and learned of the then-nascent field of cancer genetics. This, she thought, explained the so-called curse. The geneticist she contacted, Parry Guilford, agreed to take the case. But her family still had to be persuaded to trust this pakeha, this white man, with their DNA. Over a series of meetings--attended by as many as 100 members--Guilford explained that his motive was the same as McLeod's: to find the cause of so much death. They ultimately agreed to a contract where only the family, not Guilford, could directly approach members and gather their DNA samples. From there, the gene mapping went quickly, and scientists homed in on CDH1. The gene encodes a protein that normally orients and aligns cells in the stomach; without it, the cells become lopsided, rogue, and possibly cancerous. Any parent with a mutation in the gene has a 50 percent chance of passing it on to their children.



This breakthrough meant that a genetic test could now reveal who was at risk of diffuse gastric cancer; the family would no longer have to live in fear of where cancer would strike next. McLeod herself tested negative for the mutation. She was in the clear.



But those who tested positive for the mutation now faced an agonizing new dilemma. Doctors could not guarantee that endoscopies, even annual ones, would reliably catch such an aggressive cancer in time. Total gastrectomies had been performed before, in patients whose stomachs were already ridden with tumors--but never routinely in healthy people who did not have cancer and may ultimately never have cancer at all. So now they had to choose: 70 percent chance of deadly cancer or surgery with a 100 percent chance of significant side effects?



Rangi McLeod, who worked alongside Maybelle in urging relatives to join the study, was the first of the family to test positive for the CDH1 mutation. Not long after, doctors found a tumor in his stomach. It's not all bad news, Guilford recalls Rangi saying. "I can lead my family to the next stage." His gastrectomy would no longer be strictly prophylactic, but he'd have his stomach out, he'd recover, and he'd show anyone who still feared the surgery that it was safe. Rangi did not recover, though. He fell into a coma after the new connection between his esophagus and intestine grew weak. He died a few weeks later. "The whole project almost fell apart immediately on the spot," Guilford told me.



In time, the family decided that Rangi would not want them to stop--he would not want for their children and grandchildren to continue to succumb to cancer. The family found a more experienced surgeon in a bigger hospital in Auckland; the next 10 gastrectomies were a success. Since then, stomach cancers in the family have plummeted. And the hill where the quarry once operated is green again. The land, it turned out, had not been sold but taken by the government, and was returned to the family. In any case, the curse, some in the family said, had finally lifted.



A successful gastrectomy looks like this: For at least the first six months, your life revolves completely around food, and not in a fun way. You eat tiny portions 10 times a day. You have to chew, chew, chew food like gum to make up for the lack of a stomach. Your digestive system spews from both ends. Your blood sugar rises and crashes unpredictably; you faint at the worst times. You are tired all the time. You lose a lot of weight, which might feel welcome at first but then feels scary. You are unable to work for a couple of months--longer if your job is physical or your recovery is difficult. About one in 10 patients has complications serious enough to warrant hospitalization, according to studies done in U.S. hospitals.



Gradually, the upper part of the intestine adapts into a sort of stomach. You start eating larger portions, less often. You gain weight. You still need regular shots of B12, which you cannot absorb without a stomach. But several people more than 10 years out from surgery told me they eat almost normally--with only small, lingering quirks. Plain water, for example, can be strangely hard to drink, possibly because of its surface tension, while flavored water goes down fine. Young women who have had their stomach out routinely go on to get pregnant and have healthy children.



Still, those who ultimately recovered well knew of family members who continue to struggle years later with nausea or reflux or fatigue. One of Paringatai's cousins left her teaching position because she could no longer physically keep up in the classroom. Another cousin, Isaia Piho, was a firefighter. He, too, switched to a less demanding job afterward. Isaia and his younger brother, James, told me they had watched their mother die of stomach cancer. They are fathers themselves now, and they did not want their children to experience the same.



But not everyone who weighs the odds decides on surgery. Guilford knows another guy, also a firefighter, who decided to keep his stomach. "I run into burning buildings every second day," he told Guilford. "I'm good with risk." He's chosen to have regular endoscopies instead. Still others might prefer not to know that they carry a CDH1 mutation. In the McLeod family, a young man in his 30s who went untested recently died of cancer, Guilford said. Diffuse gastric cancer has remained stubbornly difficult to treat over the three decades he's been studying it. At the stage when it can be easily detected, the survival rate is just 20 percent.





Doctors are still trying to fully grasp the long-term consequences of losing a stomach, which makes it more difficult for the body to take up nutrients. "We're learning that gastrectomy severely impacts bone health in the long run," Daniel Coit, a surgical oncologist who recently retired from Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center, told me. The loss of stomach acid may make calcium harder to absorb. As these patients age and continue to lose bone density, they will be particularly vulnerable to fractures.



Coit, who performed numerous prophylactic gastrectomies in his career, thinks the social and psychological consequences of losing a stomach deserve more attention too. He had one family in which multiple people died prematurely of suicide or alcohol use after their surgeries. Did the procedure lead directly to their struggles, or unmask a previous predisposition? His example is only anecdotal, he said, but the issue should be studied.



This is anecdotal as well, but alcohol also came up repeatedly in conversations I had with people who have been through gastrectomies--without me asking. Either they themselves started drinking too much, or they had family members who started drinking too much.



James Piho told me he drank to numb his fear of cancer and then he drank to numb his depression after his surgery, when he was unable to provide for his daughter. James actually works in a drug-and-alcohol rehab center, and his experience had him wondering about a link between total gastrectomy and alcohol. Could it be psychological or biological, or both? For people who find drinking plain water uncomfortable, alcohol seems to literally go down easier. And bariatric surgery, in which the stomach is shrunk but not entirely removed, is correlated with a well-documented increase in alcohol-use disorder. Losing even part of a stomach may make patients' bodies more sensitive to alcohol--two drinks, according to one study, might feel like four. Haupiua Steventon, a member of McLeod's family who had her stomach removed at 18, got a job at a bar after the long recovery derailed her university studies. "I fell into alcoholism very easily," she told me. She eventually found her footing and has two kids now, but looking back, she wishes she had been warned about alcohol post-surgery. She wouldn't have chosen to work in a bar.



In interviews that Paringatai conducted with different generations of McLeod's family, she observed that some of the younger members struggled more, mentally, post-surgery. The older generation, she told me, had witnessed the deaths of so many "mothers, sisters, fathers, first cousins, children, grandchildren." Today, young people in the family have not experienced those tragedies firsthand--a sign of progress that nevertheless made the sacrifice of a stomach harder to bear.



"I think we'll look back one day and we'll go, 'Man, I can't believe that we did such draconian surgery on those people,'" Guilford said. His lab continues to investigate diffuse gastric cancer, with the hope of developing a treatment or drug that makes a total gastrectomy obsolete. In recent years, doctors have become more open to patients choosing surveillance over surgery, especially as it's become clear that CDH1 carriers with no family history are at lower risk for diffuse gastric cancer--perhaps a lifetime risk of about 10 to 40 percent rather than 70 percent. But even Coit, who is among the more skeptical of surgery, recommends prophylactic gastrectomies for people with a strong family history. Their risk is high. Surgery is the best solution we've got. But of course, Guilford said, "people would love to keep their stomachs."



Paringatai found that some of the Maori took their stomachs home, rather than allow the hospital to discard the organ as medical waste. In Maori culture, she explained, the body is sacrosanct. They wanted to honor the stomach, thanking it for its service. Several buried theirs on their family land. In a way, this is how they can, for now, keep their stomachs.
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The Shot That Killed Duke but Saved March Madness

Nostalgists worried that giving players more rights would ruin the game. This year's NCAA tournament is proving them wrong.

by Sally Jenkins

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




There was lightning in the shot that the University of Connecticut freshman Braylon Mullins made from near mid-court to send his team to the NCAA basketball championship's Final Four. There was true, loyal sorrow in the tears that trickled from the welted eye of Duke's Cameron Boozer, swollen nearly shut, after his team's stunning loss on Mullins's buzzer beater. The action in this March Madness tournament has put the lie to complaints by nostalgists that cash has killed college athletics.

In the new collegiate economy, players command a small fortune for the use of their name, image, and likeness, and can transfer schools at will. Recruiting has become transactional, and coaches must remake their team yearly. But what, really, is so wrong with that? For all the fears about pay corrupting players' motives and destroying tradition, one of the things on display in this honey of a tournament is that coin doesn't kill caring. It doesn't kill quality. It doesn't kill the thrill. "Obviously that's an epic," the UConn coach Dan Hurley said, after his team's 73-72 victory proved that iconic games still happen.

The charm of March Madness has always lain in its high-emotion clash of cultures, playing styles, and campus philosophies. The open-player market so bemoaned by purists has actually enhanced the varieties on display, as schools have been forced to abandon their old recruiting certainties and experiment. The teams that reached the Sweet 16 were built with very different methods. Seeing if one approach prevails over another is a fascinating subtext, almost a game within the game.

Read: How to fix the mess of college sports

The University of Illinois, that 159-year-old midwestern land-grant institution, avoided the million-dollar American recruiting wars and reached the Final Four with a roster so heavy with foreign-born players, it's nicknamed the "Balkan Bloc." Duke went a more traditional route: It put highly recruited blue-chip freshmen on the floor, including Cam and Cayden Boozer, the twin sons of the alumnus Carlos Boozer, who together are reported to be worth about $3 million in endorsements and whose Samsung and State Farm commercials were on loop on CBS during the tournament.

The 71-year-old Michigan State coach Tom Izzo's philosophy was what he called not old-school but "right-school": He had five seniors on his roster, and all of his starters in the Sweet 16 had begun their college career with him. Hurley, in contrast, had built his UConn like a hybrid car: Mullins had been one of the most sought-after freshman recruits in the country, but he shared the floor with veteran transfers such as Tarris Reed Jr., a senior who'd come from Michigan in 2024, and Silas Demary Jr., a junior who'd arrived from Georgia after the basketball season ended last spring.

What all of these teams have in common is that their coaches are great teachers and their players quick studies. In this way, the new system has its virtues. With rosters changing every year and the influx of transfers, a coach had better be an expert instructor and a master at fostering organizational chemistry. The system, strangely, rewards learning. It exposes the bad teachers and false promisers, and highlights the sincere ones. "You remember the teachers and coaches that pushed you to your maximum, pushed you beyond your comfort level to get the most out of you," Hurley told the press last week. He added, "I think the same thing applies to coaching. Feel like I got a responsibility."

Virtuoso teaching was especially visible at the East Regional Sweet 16 round, starring UConn, St. John's, Michigan State, and Duke. If any team could be said to represent the supposedly corrupted, talent-hoarding transactional era, it was St. John's. Coach Rick Pitino, who has worked at seven different schools, fashioned this year's roster almost entirely out of well-paid transfers. He brought in nine new players to place around the veteran Zuby Ejiofor, a 2023 transfer from Kansas. Yet the Johnnies were one of the most startlingly well-bonded outfits in the country; in their Sweet 16 thriller, they pushed the top-ranked Duke all the way through, to the final 10 seconds, before losing, 80-75. "One of the most unique teams I've had in 52 years," the 73-year-old Pitino said, white-faced and eyes red-rimmed afterward. "They were just the greatest kids in the world." Ejiofor had reportedly left $2 million on the table in name, image, and likeness deals offered by other schools to return to St. John's.

The current system is not without its faults. The main thing that needs to be worked out is the too-liberal transfer rule. In April 2024, under pressure from legal challenges on antitrust grounds, the NCAA granted athletes the ability to change schools an unlimited number of times as long as they retained academic eligibility. Combined with NIL rights, this created market mayhem, with some athletes changing schools four or five times, seeking playing time or endorsement-related paychecks. UConn's Dwayne Koroma, a senior, is playing for his fifth school. The University of Arkansas coach John Calipari joked last week that some teams have players who are "25, 26, 27, beards, kids in the stands, on their second wife."

Read: The shame of college sports

To President Trump, this acquisition of market leverage by athletes is cause for hysteria. In a speech last week at a fundraising dinner, Trump pronounced college sports a "disaster" and a "mess like you've never seen before." The "millions" commanded by athletes, he claimed, would "bankrupt" universities. He has called for rolling back the antitrust legal decisions that enabled it.

But commonsense fixes are available--solutions to make the system more practical without unfairly imposing on athletes' rights and making them akin to indentured servants again. Most coaches who spoke during the NCAA tournament supported their players' right to earn off their talents. What they seek to curb is the opportunism of unsavory agents who inflate their clients' worth and, with false promises of gain, encourage them to transfer like skipping stones. "I'm not going to be extorted," Calipari said at a pregame press conference last week. Izzo, of Michigan State, told reporters, "I'm not going to be afraid to coach a guy because he can transfer this week."

Calipari has campaigned for a rule shift that would allow players to transfer once without penalty but would require them to sit out one season if they move a second time. In a speech last summer, he said, "If we cure the transfer rule, 70 percent of our problems go away. We can deal with all the other stuff." It's a sensible proposal. Growing evidence suggests that the wide-open transfer policy may harm players' economic and education prospects. About 2,700 men's-basketball players entered the transfer system after last season, according to an ESPN database. A study, by the analytics consultant group Timark, found that 65 percent of players who sought a move either transferred to a lesser institution or did not find a new school. Transfers cost students credits and can delay or even derail graduation, which is a significant, understated risk, given that fewer than 2 percent of college players make it to the NBA.

The NCAA would need limited antitrust protection from Congress to make this change to the transfer system, but that appears to be obtainable. Senator Tommy Tuberville of Alabama, a former Auburn football coach, proposed just such a bill last week. It's a simple piece of legislation, the substance of which is about three pages long, unlike previous NCAA-reform bills, such as the terminally stalled SCORE Act, which runs 86 pages. Tuberville may even win over opponents such as Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut, who has been a dogged advocate for player rights but who has also acknowledged that unlimited movement is problematic and not necessarily a player benefit. "It is better for the athletes than the old system, but it's also not working," Murphy said in a hearing last week.

Fix the transfer issue, and it will be clearer that player income is not a college crisis. Cam Boozer's net worth didn't prevent him from playing the entire game with his eye at half-mast. "We gave a lot," Boozer said in his tearful press conference. "It took a lot of heart, a lot of balls, to do that."

Despite the powerful undertows, allegiance and commitment are still present in the top tier of the college game. A roster search of the Sweet 16 teams by the Associated Press showed that 11 had at least three starters who'd played at their school and nowhere else. Five teams had at least four starters who'd played multiple seasons for their coach.

On Hurley's UConn team, four players have spent three years or more under him, and five were returners for a second season. "When you're with a group of people that care so much about each other and what you're trying to accomplish, it's an addictive feeling," Hurley said last week. His veterans, he said, were a "a bunch of players that let us coach them, let us coach them hard," and they were a difference-maker in reaching the Final Four.

Hurley coaxed his team back from a 15-point halftime deficit against Duke, whose freshmen could not handle the pressure when the game got tight. As the final shot fell in, Hurley's suit coat was nearly torn off his shoulders in the explosive joy on his bench. At the Final Four this weekend, in Indianapolis, he will be trying to coach his team to a third national title in four seasons. Nostalgists should note: That's a feat that has not been accomplished since UCLA in the 1970s. For all of the economic evolutions in the NCAA, the qualities of a championship team haven't changed.



*Source Images: Zach Bolinger / Icon Sportswire / Getty; Emilee Chinn / Getty; Patrick Smith / Getty; Jonathan Brady / AFP / Getty.
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The Trump Library Symbolizes His Presidency Perfectly

Plans for a new Miami skyscraper reveal a monument fit for a real-estate mogul.

by Henry Grabar

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




The architect Cass Gilbert once said a skyscraper is a machine to make the land pay.

It's hard to imagine a more finely tuned machine than the Trump Presidential Library, a glass-walled Miami tower whose video renderings were released by the president's son Eric on Monday night. The project has a balance sheet that would make a developer blush. The land side of the ledger is already taken care of: Miami Dade College surreptitiously transferred the Biscayne Boulevard parcel to the state of Florida last year, which then donated it to the president's library foundation, a giveaway of a waterfront site that one of the college's former presidents recently called "unimaginable."

The revenue is beginning to take shape as well. The library has already been used to justify the gift of a $400 million presidential jet from Qatar. It has served as the supposed destination for the $63 million in settlement funds (now mysteriously missing) that ABC, X, Meta, and Paramount forked over in response to President Trump's lawsuits. The president said yesterday that the library will "most likely" feature a hotel and maybe some offices, making it an explicit business venture for the Trump family, one that erases any remaining putative distinction between the Trump presidency and the Trump business empire. Having maintained his businesses through his terms, Trump will now try to do the reverse, storing some of his presidential power in a commercial skyscraper that will outlast his second term.

The library looks to be about 50 stories tall--and it has to be big because it has to do the work that Mar-a-Lago cannot. It has to be big to upstage Barack Obama, whose own presidential center opens this summer in Chicago. But most of all, it has to be big because it's a mausoleum for the emoluments clause and the long tradition of a profit-free presidency--big enough to contain dozens of floors of rentable space as well as that jumbo jet in its lobby, the bulbous nose practically bursting through the giant golden door.

Read: Trump's giant face is everywhere

From a design perspective, the building is a retreat from the neoclassicism of the administration's architectural executive orders, and a return to the modernist glass skyscrapers that defined the Trump aesthetic before he got into politics. The architect is Bermello Ajamil & Partners, a Miami-based firm that has designed a variety of hotels and public buildings--an unusually low-profile choice for such a high-profile building. But this president wasn't going to end up with a piece of experimental architecture like the "Obamalisk" that his predecessor commissioned in Chicago. In the renderings, the Trump Library, with its polygonal summit, tapering sides, and giant rooftop spire, resembles nothing so much as Manhattan's One World Trade Center, albeit with a dark Trump Tower window glaze--a New York transplant with sunglasses on.

As befits the presidential-library-as-business-venture, the project has been supervised by Eric Trump and his team at the Trump Organization, the president's hospitality business. "Over the past six months, I have poured my heart and soul into this project," Eric wrote on X on Monday night. It took six months for Florida Governor Ron DeSantis to steer the downtown parking lot, acquired for Miami Dade College's expansion and thought to be worth more than $100 million, into the hands of the president's son for a sum of $10.

The library video released Monday night, however, seems to have taken more like six minutes, and bears all the hallmarks of AI-generated slop--including the feeling that it deserves your attention for no more than six seconds. The renderings misspell the words Presidential and Library, and imagine the slender tower sitting atop a colossal pedestal that somehow encompasses the aforementioned jumbo jet, a bunch of other planes, and a replica of Trump's White House ballroom side by side. In reality, the 747 alone will barely fit on-site; the contractors will have to build around the wings like it's Mike Mulligan's steam shovel.

But let's get to the typical function of a presidential library: the fastidious preservation and display of records for future generations of citizens and historians. That is apparently an afterthought here. No books, documents, exhibits, computers, or research facilities are visible in Trump's Miami project; it makes the documents bathroom at Mar-a-Lago look like the Beinecke. Humans don't do much in the video beyond gala-style schmoozing, a demonstration of the fundraising, gatekeeping, and influence-peddling that the building will surely enable. Its 50-odd stories must be intended to host more than just occasional events, however, a fact that Florida decision makers knew when they deeded the plot. "What we voted on today was to allow that library to be put there," Wilton Simpson, Florida's commissioner of agriculture, told the Miami Herald after the governor's cabinet voted to hand over the land. "If there's other amenities that go along with that, well, so be it."

Hence, instead of exhibits or archives, we'll get all the branding subtlety we have come to expect from the family that brought us Trump Steaks. The giant Trump letters facing the bay, as on the Trump Hotel in Chicago, will permanently label the Miami skyline. A giant golden statue of Trump, fist raised, will grace the auditorium stage. It's a symbol of idol worship whose shock value will fade in due time, once the American public is accustomed to having a Donald J. Trump International Airport, Trump's face on the country's coins, and Trump's signature on its bills. The closest thing to a piece of presidential history here is the golden escalator that runs down to the lobby, which is going to be a very popular photo op.

Read: The United States of Donald Trump

For those curious for more information, don't try the Trump Library website. There are only three buttons displayed: "Contact," "Donate," and another one to donate--this one for gifts of more than $10,000. Also available is a list of frequently asked questions, which features seven questions, all of which are about donations.

Many critics have long been concerned that presidential libraries operate as centers for political fundraising exempt from campaign-finance laws. Bill Clinton was criticized for secret and foreign donors to his presidential library and museum; George W. Bush was embarrassed when one of his bundlers was caught on video offering access to the administration in exchange for a library donation. Congress has tried for decades to close this loophole on presidential favor-trading.

This president hardly needs such a vessel at his disposal: He has pioneered new ways to enrich himself. His now-closed hotel in Washington, D.C., racked up giant bills from guests both foreign and domestic. His golf courses bill the Secret Service every time the president plays a round, and his private Florida club offers pay-to-play presidential access for members. He has made money from foreign-property licensing deals and from selling the Melania documentary to Amazon for the extraordinary price of $40 million (three times the next-highest offer). Most significant, his family has pocketed hundreds of millions of dollars in cryptocurrency sales, the money coming from buyers whom the public will likely never be able to identify.

The Trump Library will help ship some of that presidential power off to Florida whenever Trump leaves office. And if that power fades faster than expected? It'll still be a Trump-run hotel-office project, funded by the president's donors, on a $10 piece of waterfront land.
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Smirking Past the Gallows

An ugly law backed by Itamar Ben-Gvir might never be applied--but it will still do real damage.

by Daniel B. Shapiro

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




Minutes after the Israeli Knesset, on a 62-48 vote, passed a law designed to apply the death penalty to convicted terrorists, its lead sponsor, Minister of National Security Itamar Ben-Gvir, popped open a bottle of champagne.

The performance was gross and gloating, but not inconsistent with his record. In recent months, the extremist Ben-Gvir and his parliamentary faction replaced the yellow-ribbon lapel pins widely worn while Israeli hostages were held in Gaza with yellow noose pins. He has also made provocative social-media postings from the gallows Israel used to execute the Nazi official Adolf Eichmann in 1962. Ben-Gvir's treatment of Israel's grim struggle against terrorism has been disturbingly glib. As Israel heads to elections this year, look for the same provocative style in an upcoming Ben-Gvir campaign ad--because that is what the passage of this ugly law is truly about.

The law will be immediately challenged in the Israeli supreme court, which most observers expect to strike it down. In an attempt to avoid the charge that the law will discriminate on a racial basis, condemning Palestinian terrorists to death but not Jewish terrorists, it applies only to residents of the West Bank who are under the jurisdiction of Israeli military courts. These military courts cover only Palestinians, thereby exempting Israeli citizens (both Jewish and Palestinian), including West Bank settlers.

But even in the unlikely event that the law is upheld, it may not actually be enforced. The law requires the murder be committed "with intent to deny the existence of the state of Israel." That means judges must establish a killer's motivation--perhaps seemingly obvious in the case of Palestinian terrorism against Israelis, but full of opportunities for defense attorneys. Would the law apply to a terrorist claiming to act in revenge for a lost family member, and not as part of a nationalist cause? Or one who says he seeks full Israeli withdrawal from the West Bank and Gaza?

In fact, whether the drafters expect many executions to result from the law is far from clear. Although it ostensibly requires death by hanging within 90 days as the default penalty upon conviction, leaving scant opportunity for appeal, there is also a proviso that allows judges to waive the death penalty for ill-defined "special circumstances."

Graeme Wood: Ben-Gvir can't bring himself to pretend

So the celebration of its passage was heavily performative. And not just for Ben-Gvir. Having previously argued against this law, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu this time came to cast his vote for the bill in person. He has long relied on the tactic of advocating harsh policies, or accepting the enactment of extreme proposals advanced by coalition partners to his right, knowing they will be struck down. He then blames their failure on liberal judges, journalists, and activists who are, in his telling, insufficiently committed to Israel's security.

But the law does reflect a genuine Israeli dilemma, which helps explain its passage. Indeed, it received some votes from the opposition--specifically, the faction led by former Minister of Defense Avigdor Lieberman, who had long called for it to pass. (Meanwhile, some ultra-Orthodox members of Netanyahu's coalition cast their votes against it, reflecting their principled religious objection to the death penalty.)

Israel's experience with terror--the country counts thousands of victims since its founding--has left its leaders perpetually looking for tools to deter it. Diplomatic compromise has failed time and again, with plenty of blame to go around, and is now deemed by many Israelis to be naive and dangerous. And the common practice of holding those who commit acts of terror for lengthy sentences has been described by critics as an incentive for further terror.

It is easy to see why. In 2011, to free a single soldier kidnapped by Hamas, Israel released 1,027 Palestinians convicted of acts of terrorism. Among them was Yahya Sinwar, who became the mastermind of the October 7, 2023, mass terror attack that killed some 1,200 Israelis and led to more than 250 hostages being dragged into Gaza. The painful negotiations to free them lasted months, but it was always understood that a deal would include further prisoner releases. Most Israelis assume that some of the freed prisoners will return to terror, as Sinwar did, with devastating consequences. Thus, the argument is made that putting murderers to death would reduce the incentive for additional attacks, specifically the taking of hostages that can be used for leverage. For those Israelis looking to avoid reliving the trauma of the Gaza hostage crisis, the death-penalty law has appeal.

But the law also has strong critics. Some point to Israel's long history of deep legal and moral debates that has led it to avoid--in all but two cases--applying the death penalty, which is technically on the books. The detractors also include many security professionals who have spent their lives fighting terror, including current officials in the Shin Bet, the security agency tasked with combatting Palestinian terrorism. They argue that putting terrorists to death in judicial proceedings only deepens the incentive for the next round of terrorist murders, this time with the perpetrators believing they have nothing to lose, and certainly no reason to spare the lives of their Israeli targets. Opponents further maintain that the law will embitter the large majority of Palestinians who are not affiliated with Hamas and that it will harm Israel's international reputation by creating two tiers of justice for the same crime. At a time when Israeli extremist violence in the West Bank is spiking--including multiple alleged murders of Palestinian civilians already this year--and punishment of the perpetrators has been scant and light, it reinforces the argument that Israel considers Palestinian blood to be cheap.

Yair Rosenberg: Netanyahu's very useful war

It won't take long for some of these arguments to be tested. Terrorism will almost certainly continue, despite the new law. Israel will still wrestle with demands to release Palestinian prisoners who have Israeli blood on their hands if more hostages are taken. Israel has handed critics evidence that politicians with extreme agendas are taking over the country, and those critics will use it. And then, in all likelihood, the high court will strike down the law. In sum, little will change.

Only the haunting image of Ben-Gvir's grin will remain.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/04/ben-gvir-death-penalty-israel-terrorism/686645/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What Tracy Kidder Stood For

His deep, immersive writing had moral stakes and changed people's lives.

by Cullen Murphy

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




Tracy Kidder, who died last week at the age of 80, was a longtime contributor to The Atlantic and a writer of articles and books that served for many readers as timeless exemplars of what nonfiction writing could be. A headline announcing his death--Kidder, it said, "turned unlikely subjects into bestsellers"--had it right but also had it wrong. A number of Kidder's books, such as The Soul of a New Machine and Mountains Beyond Mountains, did indeed become best sellers. And the focus of these books--the inner secrets of computer design; medical care for those who have none--was not typical best-seller material.

But the subjects Kidder was drawn to--computers and health care, but also the challenges and miracles of public-school classrooms; the inner workings of small cities and towns; the character of friendships in nursing homes; the ordeal of an immigrant who fled genocide in his homeland for life in America; the dynamics of homelessness and the experience of the unhoused--were far from unlikely. Is anyone in America untouched by one or more of these, or unaware of them as part of the national fabric? Kidder had the audacity to tackle subjects that are so large and omnipresent that they tend to recede behind the scrim of ambient reality--no longer counting as "news" in any conventional sense. These subjects are also hard to understand without deep and lengthy engagement. They are difficult to write about in a manner that won't be dismissed as "worthy," garnering more praise than readership. And they are morally tinged in ways that are sometimes obvious and sometimes not.

Kidder's writing changed people's lives. He is rightly celebrated for the literary quality of his journalism--he held up John McPhee as a particular inspiration--but his work had a life beyond a reader's encounter with the page. In the days after his death, I heard from a number of people who felt compelled to voice what his writing had meant to them. Here's part of a letter from a young friend explaining the impact of Kidder's book about Paul Farmer, a co-founder of Partners in Health, and Farmer's fight against tuberculosis, HIV, and other communicable diseases in Haiti and elsewhere. The writer is Ben Hayes, a doctor specializing in addiction who works in a community-based clinic in the Bronx:

Reading Mountains Beyond Mountains was a turning point in my life. My dad gave me the book after I graduated from college, at a time when I was searching for a meaningful way to align my career with my moral compass. Kidder's account of Paul Farmer and his colleague Dr. Jim Kim transformed my sense of what it meant to be a global citizen. It also reshaped how I thought about what it meant to be a doctor: See patients where they are. Don't wait for them to come to you. Build relationships with dignity and compassion. And fight to change the structural determinants of health to achieve the same standard of care for all people, regardless of race, geography, or income.




Tracy Kidder had a look about him. He was lanky, with strong eyes, high cheekbones, and a patrician nose. He was comfortable in khaki trousers and rolled-up sleeves. He sailed. If you met him, you might correctly infer some of his early background: born in New York City, boyhood in Oyster Bay, education at Andover and Harvard. But then it was off to Vietnam, where he served for a year. At Harvard, he had begun to develop a taste for writing--fiction, at first--and after returning from Vietnam, he enrolled in the Iowa Writers' Workshop. One of his teachers there, the novelist and journalist Dan Wakefield, eventually put him in touch with editors at The Atlantic, where Wakefield was a contributor.

Kidder's arrival at the magazine, then in Boston, is described in the 2013 book Good Prose, written by Kidder and Richard Todd, who would be his editor for almost half a century. (Todd died in 2019.) It is a small, sneaky, funny, perfect volume about writing--a how-to book that in demeanor and substance would never be placed in a how-to lineup. The year was 1973, a time, the authors write, "that in memory seems closer to The Atlantic's distant past than to our present era." The building, in Boston's Back Bay, was a shabby old family mansion, with servants' quarters in the back for junior staff. Everyone used typewriters. Some women wore a hat at their desk. Kidder camped out just to use the phones--long-distance calls were expensive. He was 27, recently married, and living in rural Massachusetts. His wife, Frances, was and is a painter. Her portraits of Kidder over the years lodge in the eye with more urgency and ease than any photograph.

Kidder won a National Book Award and a Pulitzer Prize for The Soul of a New Machine, published in 1981, about teams of engineers at the Data General Corporation racing to develop a new computer system. The book, excerpted in The Atlantic, was published when the dawning digital world was incomprehensible to most people--including, at first, to the author. Kidder combined the necessary explication of digital and corporate mysteries with piercing character studies and a driving narrative. Engineers came across as (slightly strange) warriors. As for the "soul" of the title: It refers to the designers who gave life to their creation. "Look," one engineer explains, "I don't have to get official recognition for anything I do. Ninety-eight percent of the thrill comes from knowing that the thing you designed works, and works almost the way you expected it would. If that happens, part of you is in that machine."

Emily Todd, the daughter of Richard and Susan Todd, was not yet a teenager when The Soul of a New Machine was being written:

I remember Tracy calling our house daily, showing up with manuscript pages in hand to read, pacing through the house, trying to puzzle out a problem with structure, worrying out loud. (Would anyone ever want to read a book called The Soul of a New Machine? I can still hear him saying.) Our whole family became familiar with the stages Tracy went through with each book--the search for the right subject, the years of reporting, the long first drafts. I knew their rituals, Tracy's and my father's. They spread out the manuscript on the floor, walking among the pages and moving them around. When the book was done, they imagined bad reviews--I think they might have even written them down as a talisman to ward off real ones.


The hallmark of Kidder's writing was his deep--to his publishers, perhaps interminable--immersion in the subject matter: people and places, knowledge and expertise. Some journalism entails wide-ranging travel and ever-changing scenery. Kidder's entailed close observation of a character or characters over very long periods of time: Mrs. Zajac's fifth-grade classroom in Holyoke, Massachusetts. Dr. Jim O'Connell and his homeless patients on the streets of Boston. When NASA announced plans to allow a journalist to ride aboard the space shuttle, Kidder jumped at the chance to be The Atlantic's nominee. Any such plans were of course scrapped after the Challenger tragedy, in 1986. Would a few days aloft have been enough time for Kidder? Factoring in the run-up to the flight, he surely could have made it work. But the imagination turns to an episode from 2024: the inadvertent stranding of a pair of astronauts for nine months aboard the International Space Station. Two characters, nine months, and a few hundred cubic meters--that would have been a perfect Kidder story.

How perfect an experience it would have been for the astronauts to have Kidder with them is hard to say. Susan Todd remembers what she calls the "bounteousness" of Kidder's presence--the physical fullness of his proximity, whether he was bumping into a chair or spouting 1,000 words to someone else's three. He was clear and insistent when it came to his aims for any project, and by no means shy. Corby Kummer, a newly arrived Atlantic editor, remembers working with Kidder on an excerpt--a cover story--from his 1985 book, House: "His manner was courtly, patient, and genial--until you suggested a change to his prose he thought he didn't like. Then you were in for long, long discussion in which doubt and reflexive resistance would often but not always give way to amenability to alteration. During these sessions, it was clear that patience and congeniality took a far back seat to what he thought would be truest to his prose and the people in it."

Over time, Kidder's canvas grew bigger, and the moral strain in his thinking, always present, grew more pronounced. In Mountains Beyond Mountains, from 2003, Kidder wrote: "The world is full of miserable places. One way of living comfortably is not to think about them or, when you do, to send money." Paul Farmer didn't need Kidder's book to enable his work bringing medical care to the world's destitute, but Mountains Beyond Mountains brought that work to the attention of millions, and was meant to get under your skin (as Farmer himself could). In Rough Sleepers, published in 2023, Kidder focused on Jim O'Connell's efforts to care for Boston's homeless population. The counterpoint to such difficult subject matter came in the way Kidder wrote about people: their humane gestures and unexpected kindnesses, their improbable humor and sense of the absurd, their fellow feeling and even love. Kidder himself could be funny, including at his own expense--any reader of Good Prose will see genuine self-deprecation at play.

Kidder was working on Rough Sleepers when he crossed paths with James Parker, an Atlantic writer who has long been involved with the Black Seed Writers Group, a space for homeless writers in Boston:

I met Tracy when he was working on what wound up being his last book, about homelessness in Boston and in particular about its great healer, Dr. Jim O'Connell. Jim put us together, and Tracy came to a session of the Black Seed Writers Group. He loved the space, and the space loved him back. Tracy made you feel good. In person, and on the page. His tolerance, his energetic outward-flowing open-heartedness, was both a moral condition and an aesthetic strategy: It enabled him to see people clearly, people with souls, in all their grandeur and their ungrandeur, the better to write about them. And his style was an American classic: Transparent at first sight, it was actually prismatic. Light came through it and changed direction.




Kidder was diagnosed with cancer earlier this year, and his illness progressed rapidly. On the day before he died, the three daughters of Richard and Susan Todd--Emily, Maisie, and Nell--stood by his bed in his daughter's house, with his wife, Fran; his children, Alice and Nat; and other family members nearby, and took turns reading aloud from the introduction to Good Prose. The introduction closes with a few paragraphs of what the authors were too polite (or embarrassed) to call a manifesto. Call it what you will, but it captures what Kidder, like Todd, always stood for:

We think that the techniques of fiction never belonged exclusively to fiction, and that no techniques of storytelling are prohibited to the nonfiction writer, only the attempt to pass off inventions as facts. We think that the obscure person or setting can be a legitimate subject for the serious nonfiction writer. And we think that every piece of writing--whether story or argument or rumination, book or essay or letter home--requires the freshness and precision that convey a distinct human presence.
 During the past three decades American culture has become louder, faster, more disjointed. For immediacy of effect, writers can't compete with popular music or action movies, cable network news or the multiplying forms of instant messaging. We think that writers shouldn't try, that there is no need to try. Writing remains the best route we know to clarity of thought and feeling.


It's not the 23rd Psalm. But it's a creed.
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Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia: Computer Games

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 01 Apr 2026

Your device's memory is precious; so is yours. Hone it!

And by the way, did you know that Nintendo was founded in 1889? The year that the Eiffel Tower opened in Paris, Nintendo was getting going in Kyoto making Japanese playing cards.

Obviously, it has evolved since. It pivoted to video games in the 1970s and thereafter created Donkey Kong, Super Mario Bros., Pokemon, the Game Boy, the Wii, and the Switch. Meanwhile, what has the Eiffel Tower done?

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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Maybe Trump Should Not Have Given This Speech

His address raised more questions than it answered about the war in Iran.

by Tom Nichols

Thu, 02 Apr 2026




Americans have been waiting for their president and commander in chief to address the nation and explain why the country is at war. For weeks, Donald Trump has offered only snippets and sound bites about his decision to lead the United States into another conflict in the Middle East; his prime-time address this evening was, one assumes, aimed at informing and reassuring the American public.

Maybe he'd have been better off not trying. Trump's critics (including me) have castigated him for refusing to go on television and provide a comprehensive explanation of the war to the American people. But given his performance this evening, perhaps he had the right instinct. His address did not come across as a wartime speech but instead was a disjointed series of complaints, brags, and exaggerations (along with a few outright lies) delivered by a man who looked and sounded tired. After his 19 minutes on the air--brisk by Trump's standards--Americans could be forgiven for being even more concerned now than they were only a few days ago.

A speech that should have been a clear explanation of why the United States is fighting a nation of 92 million people began instead in shambolic style. He discussed the operation that captured the president of Venezuela, perhaps hoping to make listeners believe that the Iran war will be a similarly short operation. He then said that Iran has taken losses never seen "in the history of warfare"--as if the destruction of, say, the Axis in World War II had never happened.

Trump offered little that was new, instead repeating the same lines from a short video presentation the night that he ordered attacks on the Islamic Republic, more than one month ago. He listed--rightly and correctly--the various offenses that the fanatical Iranian regime has perpetrated against the United States and other countries for nearly a half century. But he couldn't help himself: He patted himself on the back for killing the Iranian terror mastermind Qassem Soleimani in his first term, and for canceling the Iran nuclear deal negotiated by Barack Obama. ("Barack Hussein Obama," of course.) The United States, Trump claimed in a strange moment, had emptied out all the banks in Virginia, Maryland, and the District of Columbia as part of that deal--"all the cash they had"--to send that "green, green" currency to Iran.

From the May 2026 issue: Someday in Tehran

But back to the war: What is America fighting for? Trump insisted that Iran must never be allowed to get a nuclear weapon. Almost no one would disagree with this general point--certainly I don't--but Trump presented no evidence that Iran was nearing the nuclear threshold. Instead, he simply asserted that the Iranian mullahs were going to get a nuclear weapon and that the United States had to stop them: In other words, he admitted to launching a preventive war based on something that might happen one day.

Trump, however, then undercut his own point by assuring the country that Iran's "nuclear dust" was buried under mountains of rubble, inaccessible since the great success of last June's joint Israeli-American strike on Iranian nuclear facilities. The Iranians would never be allowed to excavate any of it, he said.

So, then, perhaps the war was about regime change, which would be the surest way to stop every evil plan gestating in Tehran, including nuclear weapons and terrorist plots. Well, no, it turns out, the war is not about that either. Trump explicitly denied that the goal was to bring down the Iranian theocracy--a staggering claim given his exhortations to the Iranian people on the first night of the war that their hour of liberation was at hand. After denying that the U.S. goal was regime change, he then claimed that regime change had now already happened because so many Iranian leaders have been killed.

In addition to ending Iran's nuclear ambitions, Trump laid out three other goals that he said were now within reach: neutralizing Iran's ability to project power anywhere through terrorism, destroying the Iranian navy, and eliminating Iran's missile stocks and production capabilities. As with so many other Trump promises, the president said that he will accomplish these goals in two to three weeks. How he will do all this was left unclear, other than that he will hit Iran "extremely hard."

Read: Trump's fateful choice

Meanwhile, Tehran still controls the Strait of Hormuz. Trump said only that other nations should go in, clear the strait, and take Iran's oil. He chided Americans for their impatience; the two world wars, and conflicts in Korea, Vietnam, and Iraq took longer than the current war, he said. He also waved away any economic concerns. Everything will get better, he promised, telling viewers that only a year ago America was a "dead and crippled country" that he personally rescued. Oddly, Trump claimed that the United States has never been more economically prepared for a conflict--the "little journey," as he called it--like the one he has led against Iran.

The president also said things that might come back to haunt him. He vowed not to let Israel or America's friends in the Persian Gulf "get hurt or fail in any way, shape, or form," as if Iran were not already inflicting damage on them. And he assured Americans that gas prices would come down. (They might, but not anytime soon.) He threatened, yet again, to bomb all of Iran's electrical plants, a likely war crime if carried out with the completeness that Trump promised, should Iran refuse to ... well, do whatever it is he thinks they should do. "We are unstoppable," he said, noting that U.S. forces were in combat against "one of the most powerful countries." (This, too, is nonsense: It takes nothing away from U.S.-military valor to admit that Iran was at best a second-tier power even before the war.) America might be unstoppable, but the American president seems to be at loose ends now that the Iranians have a chokehold on a major part of the world's energy supply.

The only bright spots in the speech were in the things the president did not say. He did not, as many observers expected, prepare Americans for the introduction of ground forces into Iran. (If he now goes ahead with such an operation, he will have betrayed the public by misleading them about the course of the war.) And he did not eviscerate NATO and threaten to pull out of the alliance, as some expected him to do because of his ongoing anger at major European powers' unwillingness to join a war they did not start.

If the president meant to be reassuring, however, he missed the mark. The reality, as best we can tell, is that Trump fully expected the Iranian regime to collapse in a matter of days or weeks, and he is now flummoxed to find out that a major war is a lot more complicated than he--or Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth--realized. The president's delivery tonight was hardly a confidence-building exercise. He was, as he himself might say, low energy--mumbling and lapsing into the repetitive phrases that come out when he's riffing on a point instead of reading the speech in front of him. (I lost count of how many times he said "like nobody's ever seen" and "decimated" and "never before.")

The president seems lost. Perhaps he should have stayed off the podium for a bit longer, rather than display how adrift he is to the American public and the world.
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Public Anger Is Rising

Even TMZ is channeling the national discontent.

by Yvonne Wingett Sanchez, Russell Berman

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




For a brief moment last week, Congress started to do something productive. The Senate, after weeks of bickering and fruitless negotiations, unanimously approved legislation to fund most of the Department of Homeland Security, taking a small but meaningful step toward resolving one of the many crises that have sprung up like targets in a game of whack-a-mole during President Trump's second term. All that stood between tens of thousands of federal employees and their paychecks was a similar vote in the House.

But House Republicans would not agree. Instead of considering the DHS bill, Speaker Mike Johnson denounced the bipartisan compromise and then sent the entire chamber home for a two-week Easter recess. The move all but guaranteed that the government's third-largest department would remain unfunded indefinitely as the nation wages war against Iran. Meanwhile, as lawmakers enjoy time with their families--or jet off on vacations and taxpayer-financed junkets overseas--millions of Americans are struggling with a spike in gas prices caused by the war.

"It's a failure of everyone," Representative David Schweikert, a Republican who represents a politically divided district in Arizona, told us.

Public anger is rising rapidly. The president's approval ratings--which were already anemic--have sunk to new lows, and Republicans are facing the prospect of an electoral wipeout in this fall's midterm elections. The GOP's hold on the House majority has appeared precarious for months, but now its more comfortable advantage in the Senate may be in jeopardy too. Even TMZ is channeling the national discontent: The website known for trailing  celebrities has begun hounding members of Congress, encouraging its readers to send in photos and video of lawmakers fleeing Washington, D.C., and living it up while the public servants responsible for protecting the homeland go unpaid.

Back in their districts, members of Congress--particularly swing-seat Republicans--seem to be in hiding. Hardly any are holding town halls or other well-publicized events that could put them face-to-face with frustrated voters. We contacted the offices of more than a dozen House Republicans in tight reelection races this year. Only Schweikert responded. No one else would agree to interviews about what they were hearing from constituents, nor would they disclose the events they were holding to solicit public feedback. (One of those members, Representative Derrick Van Orden of Wisconsin, was spotted by TMZ on a trip to Scotland with several colleagues.) A spokesperson for Representative Mariannette Miller-Meeks of Iowa, a Republican who won her last campaign by just 799 votes, referred us to a Facebook post in which Miller-Meeks called for Congress to return to the Capitol and "resolve this impasse." "Our office does not share the congresswoman's schedule," the spokesperson said, "but she will be busy and has several exciting events planned in the case that Congress remains out of session."

Trump did alleviate one pain point for the public last week by declaring that he would go around Congress to pay TSA agents, a move that reduced the snaking lines at airport-security checkpoints across the country. Wait times had stretched to hours as missed paychecks thinned the ranks of on-duty TSA agents, causing staffing shortages.

Yet the president's unilateral action, though welcomed by lawmakers and air travelers alike, addressed only the most visible part of a crisis that has dragged on for weeks. Thousands of DHS employees, including members of the Coast Guard and FEMA, and administrative staff, have worked without pay for more than a month--and that's after they missed paychecks during the larger 43-day government shutdown last fall. (Because most DHS employees are deemed "essential," relatively few of them have been furloughed, and therefore most have had to report for duty during the funding lapse.)

In Congress, the dispute over DHS funding has centered on ICE and Trump's mass-deportation campaign. After federal agents fatally shot two U.S. citizens in Minneapolis earlier this year, Democrats said they would not agree to fully fund DHS without reforms to the way that ICE operates. They've demanded that ICE agents wear body cameras and not masks, and have asked for requirements that agents seek judicial warrants before entering private homes in search of undocumented immigrants. The two parties appeared to be making progress toward an agreement early last week before Trump scuttled the talks by insisting that Republicans tie any DHS-funding deal to passage of the unrelated SAVE America Act, an elections bill that Democrats staunchly oppose.

Read: A serious Senate debate about an unserious bill 

Trump briefly considered a rarely used move to force Congress back into session, but on Wednesday he urged Republicans to ensure long-term DHS funding without Democratic votes. Such a process would circumvent the Senate filibuster, but it could take weeks or even months to enact. In response, Johnson and Senate Majority Leader John Thune issued a statement agreeing to the president's demand and saying that Congress would act "in the coming days" to end the shutdown.

Schweikert's House district in and around Scottsdale, Arizona, is one of the wealthiest and most highly educated in the nation. But its voters are livid at Congress. In interviews this week outside grocery stores, gas stations, and at the airport, many told us they were scrimping on food--cutting back on pricier meats and fruits--and others said they had changed their driving habits because of gas prices that are nearing $5 a gallon in some locations. Retirees, and those close to retirement, told us they are anxiously riding the volatility of financial markets amid the war.

Erica Squires and her sister Christina made trade-offs as they shopped for Easter goodies for their niece and nephew at Walmart. Grass filler, which they typically use to stuff Easter baskets, had just about doubled in price, they said, and basket prices were up too. They skipped both and opted to surprise the kids with a prefilled mermaid-themed gift for $15.97 and a lawn-mower bubble toy: "It was actually cheaper than making a basket," Christina said.

The Squireses also are intentional about buying gas. They opted to fill up at the Walmart in Scottsdale, where they paid about $4.20 a gallon--less than in other parts of town. And rather than driving solo to visit their sister in a far-flung Phoenix suburb, they are now carpooling. Erica gave up shopping at a natural-grocery store because of rising prices. While they are hustling to make ends meet, the sisters told us, they don't see Congress doing anything to make their lives better. If anything, they said, lawmakers are making it worse. Asked how they felt about Congress at this moment, Erica--a freelance digital marketer who voted for Trump in 2016 (and the libertarian Chase Oliver in 2024)--dryly replied, "Aren't they not doing their job right now? They're on vacation while we're over here driving five miles to get cheaper gas."

Others we encountered felt the same way. One young Democrat who works as a health-care administrator said his girlfriend's luxury car has been sitting at home for the past month because it needs premium gas, which is almost $6 a gallon. He blames Congress: "It's ridiculous." A middle-aged woman whose truck sported a Don't tread on me sticker matter-of-factly summed up her feelings about the country's lawmakers: "Everything is terrible."

At Phoenix Sky Harbor International Airport, officials had set up a donation site for unpaid TSA employees at its Compassion Corner, where people and businesses could donate items including nonperishable food, diapers, and gift cards of $20 or less for groceries and gas. The airport collected more than 3,700 gift cards and 1,800 food and household items, an airport spokesperson told us. The collection could open back up if a long-term funding measure for TSA does not pass.

Read: American aviation is near collapse

The security lines had dissipated yesterday, a day after TSA employees began receiving back pay. Passenger frustration had not. Layton Martin, a Republican from Phoenix who was flying to Salt Lake City, told us that members of Congress were playing with the livelihoods of government employees for their own political benefit. "They're having, like, an ego party," the 28-year-old fitness trainer said. "It seems very childish." Martin's rent is up $300 compared with last year, he said; his cost to fly to Salt Lake was double the normal price, and his friends can't find jobs.

Schweikert, the Republican who represents Scottsdale in Congress, seemed just as frustrated. He told us that he views the DHS shutdown as a symptom of a larger unwillingness by Congress to tackle the nation's structural problems. (He frequently warns that the Medicare trust fund could be insolvent in fewer than seven years, for example.) "I'm in a 50-50 district and I keep introducing bills to try to stabilize the debt, and I can't even get a co-sponsor," Schweikert told us. His constituents, he said, complain that their wages haven't kept up with inflation, so they are poorer today than they were five years ago and are stressed about rising housing costs and making car payments.

Schweikert said he would have been happy to stay in Washington over the Easter break if it had looked as though a funding deal was possible, but the votes weren't there. He placed blame on everyone--"Republicans, Democrats, leadership"--who refused to sit down and keep negotiating. "One side is using their rage at DHS to raise money and the other side--my side--is often terrified to actually have detailed, mathematically honest conversations about population and immigration." Schweikert insisted that he is still working during the break, attending both community and political events. He's not campaigning for reelection, however. Instead, he's making a bid for governor. When he announced his candidacy for governor last fall, the eight-term lawmaker deemed Congress "unsavable."
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Someday in Tehran

The heartbreak of hoping for a democratic Iran

by Laura Secor

Wed, 01 Apr 2026


Tehran, 2006 (Abbas / Magnum)



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

Like Donald Trump, I, too, once underestimated the Islamic Republic of Iran. In the fall of 2004, as an underemployed freelance journalist drawn to heady stories about international politics, I had the bright idea of traveling to the notoriously closed country on a tourist visa. Press visas for Iran were hard to come by, and my travel was exploratory--I had no particular assignment. My profile was low, I figured. Who would care if, between the obligatory sightseeing expeditions, I rattled around Iranian cities meeting political analysts, philosophers, students, filmmakers, and the relatives of Iranian expats I knew?

The Islamic Republic was not to be messed with in this way. Its visa regime was deadly serious; so was the official paranoia about foreigners. American tourists were required to travel with a specially vetted guide. For four weeks, I strained to see past the diminutive figure of a young woman I'll call Pardis, who pretended to be a tour guide while I pretended to be a tourist. Pardis excelled at her job, which was not only to make sure that I adhered to the terms of my visa, but also to report on all of my movements and conversations, and to obfuscate everything I saw.

One day I watched a bus disgorge a troop of uniformed Basij militiamen at an intersection in central Tehran.

"Who are they?" I asked Pardis.

"Oh," she said. "They're a youth group. Sometimes they help the police."

Because Pardis stood between me and all that I was truly curious about, I studied her. She was not a dour Islamist but a fun-loving 31-year-old who had hair flowing out of her headscarf and risque online flirtations with men overseas. She was an orphan, unlucky in love, and ambitious in her minder-ing, circumstances that rendered her marginal--an unmarried career woman living with a roommate. She was also relentlessly trivial, with a knack for diverting any potentially substantive encounter I might have with her country or anyone in it into an endless stream of repetitive inside jokes and girlish banter.

Read: The 'existential anxiety' of the Islamic Republic

We wandered through bazaars, threatening to buy each other the ugliest items we saw--a giant pair of red satin underwear, a wig, a dowdy zebra-print skirt. We flew to Shiraz on IranAir, a black-turbaned cleric across the aisle from us. Pardis took out a bottle of polish, began painting her nails, and smiled at me impishly. "In front of the mullah!" she said in her little voice. (He was absorbed in opening his airline-issue carton of apple juice.)

Pardis was not invested in anything that the Islamic Republic seemed to care about. But she was, for professional reasons, invested in exercising control over me. For my safety, she insisted, I could never be without her protective presence. But when she entered a room--even, memorably, one where I sat talking with members of her own family about their feelings about the hijab--everyone stopped talking.

Privately, she'd tell me about her love interests. Relationships between unmarried men and women were commonplace but forbidden under the Islamic Republic. Suddenly she'd freeze in fear and implore me not to tell anyone, or backtrack and claim that she was talking about a friend. Toward the end of our month together, in the shadow of a breakup, she sat smoking and brooding in my hotel room. I told her that Iranian women seemed forced to live complicated lives.

She replied with uncharacteristic bluntness: "Better to say that women here find ways to kill lots of things inside themselves."

Pardis was not interested in politics, but I was. What had drawn me to Iran was a political and philosophical movement that seemed unique in the Muslim world. A circle of the most radical revolutionary elites--hostage takers, religious philosophers, former officials, even founders of the security forces--had fallen out of political favor in the early 1990s and spent the better part of a decade remaking themselves as proponents of incremental democratic reform. They produced an entire theoretical literature that drew on Western and Islamic sources; they mobilized young people to support their campaigns for elected office; and they tried to clean up abuses in some parts of the government they ran. The reformists were insiders who intended not to destroy the regime, but to liberalize it. They sought to make the supreme leader a benign figurehead--like the Queen of England, they sometimes said. The supreme leader had other plans.

My first visit to the country was comically unsuited to exploring any of this. By day, Pardis was obligated to fully occupy my time. Some of what we saw was splendid: palaces and gardens; museums of carpets, miniatures, and Islamic calligraphy; even madrassas and shrines. Then Ramadan set in, and all museums closed. Pardis had us driven around in circles or held me all but captive in her apartment, watching music videos on satellite television. After she dropped me at my hotel in the evenings, I went out to meetings I'd arranged on my own. She was livid when she learned of this. I needed to bring her with me, she insisted, or she'd lose her job. She threatened to sit in my hotel lobby until midnight to make sure I didn't leave--unless, she said, I agreed to give her the names of everyone I saw.

Sure, I said. I'd give her all of the names before I left. I never intended to do this, and she never again asked me to. Maybe whoever needed to know about my movements already did. Or maybe Pardis covered for me--because she was lonely and considered me a friend, or because she feared she had told me too many of her secrets. Possibly she was simply satisfied that she had already done her job. I returned to New York in relative darkness about the reform movement and loath to write about the one thing I really knew, which was Pardis, and the story of how an otherwise indifferent person comes to hold a stake in a brutal regime--how she forces that stake on others just as it was forced on her.

During the reformist presidency of Mohammad Khatami, from 1997 to 2005, a window opened wide enough for a democratic-minded civil society to draw breath in Iran. A crop of semi-independent newspapers sprouted, along with investigative journalists who dared to write for them. Cultural and philosophical magazines published searching essays on religion and the state. Young people formed NGOs to address an array of civic needs; some ran for newly formed city and provincial councils. Student activism spilled onto the streets.

Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei did his best to slam this window shut. His henchmen tortured journalists and student activists in prison until they made humiliating confessions on national television. State-linked thugs beat up a philosopher at his lectures and shot a political theorist point-blank on the steps of Tehran's city hall. Even so, a real infrastructure for democratic change persisted for a time--in the form of people who had the training and experience to run newspapers and civic organizations, citizens who expected these things to be allowed, and the semblance of a political network that connected society to the ministries of the state.

Two presidential elections tested the resilience of this infrastructure. I covered the first of these, in 2005, with a proper journalist's visa and a minder in her mid-40s who had a deep smoker's rasp and a loud, insistent warmth. Bahar (also not her real name--for their safety, I'm using pseudonyms for the private citizens I met) belonged to a lost generation of bohemian Boomers whose class and secular social milieu had been violently displaced by the 1979 revolution. Women who had once lived and studied abroad now gathered in homes that smelled of opium smoke, where husbands were absent or idle and grown children seemed adrift. I learned only later of money troubles, past prison sentences, and ethnic- or religious-minority status that must have contributed to the sense of profound isolation in those homes, where it mingled with something louche and lively and almost careless.

Of all the handlers I was assigned to in Iran--I returned in 2006, 2008, and 2012--Bahar was the least beholden to the agency she worked for. I gave her a list of the people I intended to speak with, many of them reformist politicians, student activists, journalists, and former political prisoners. Her boss told her we'd wind up dead, like a photojournalist who had reported near Evin prison a few years before. Bahar was undeterred. The people on my list were heroes to her for standing up to the Islamic Republic, and she would not forfeit the opportunity to meet them. She told her own handlers that my modesty required us to hire a female driver, which is how we managed to get her best friend, Niki, to ferry us around in her red Peugeot.

How to fully convey the eccentricity of my little entourage? Niki had the stark, exaggerated beauty of a fashion model, though she was gaunt and faded, with a thousand-yard stare. She was also mostly bald. She'd first shaved her head in 1979 to taunt the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps. By her telling, she went out bareheaded to test the hijab law, which required women to cover their hair.

Where is your scarf ? a Guardsman asked her.

I don't need one. I have no hair, she said.

Ah, he replied. But you are still a woman.

Now Niki swathed herself in layers of flowing garments that resembled ordinary hijab less than they suggested dervish, flower child, and grim reaper all at once. She, too, wanted to meet the people on my list, and at times she entered the room with us. Bringing Pardis to any meeting had cast a pall of annoyance mixed with fear. Bringing Bahar and Niki added an antic element. They were extravagantly maternal, often starstruck, and prone to tears. One incident remains particularly salient in my memory.

The reformists had flubbed the election I'd come to witness. They ran three candidates, and many liberal-minded Iranians rejected all of them, on the grounds that the reformist project was a failure and Iranian elections were far from free. And so the populist hard-liner Mahmoud Ahmadinejad--Khamenei's favorite--surged to the presidency.

The morning the results came in, the red Peugeot was abnormally somber, Bahar and Niki absorbed in a nearly wordless grief. We were on our way to Tarbiat Modares University to see Hashem Aghajari, a reformist intellectual with a revolutionary background and a wooden leg that had replaced the one he'd lost in the Iran-Iraq War. Aghajari had been sentenced to death for a speech he gave in which he said that Muslims need not blindly follow a supreme leader, as though with "shackles around the neck." Under popular pressure, including an international campaign to nominate him for the Nobel Peace Prize, the regime had commuted his sentence, but he still lived under the sword of Damocles, and I asked him whether the election results made him fearful.

"We have a saying in Farsi," Aghajari replied. " 'There's no shade darker than black.' The worst they can do is execute me. I have prepared myself for that. If I am worried, it is not for myself. It's for the Iranian people, for young people, today's generation and future generations. My freedom and my life, and those of one or two people like me, don't matter. They may take me to prison. I'm ready for that. In this society, we have no freedom to speak or to write. This is a prison, too."

Outside Aghajari's office, Bahar, or maybe Niki, motioned for us to sit a moment on a low brick wall in the university courtyard, where the sun beat down, and the two women wept.

"When we have people like this in our country," Bahar said at last, "why must we have Ahmadinejad as our president?"


The author in Tehran in 2005 (Abbas / Magnum)



Reform was a conundrum like so many others under the Islamic Republic. It demanded cooperation and resistance at the same time--"pressure from below, negotiation at the top," as one of its theorists articulated the strategy. The trouble was that Khamenei never once indicated that he would negotiate.

A compromise, practically by definition, satisfies no one. Reform was a compromise between hope and resignation. Iranian oppositionists grumbled about the movement's timidity and its roots in the regime. The alternative, however, was confrontation, and throughout the period of my visits, Iranians were leery of it. The regime's appetite and capacity for violence were never in doubt, and the country's last revolution had gone very wrong. The movement behind it was broad-based, including liberals and leftists, but it was the Islamists who had emerged victorious in street battles and in politics, and who sealed their triumph through summary executions and imposed a theocratic state. This was not a distant memory. Mohsen Kadivar, a dissident cleric, once complained to me that his students railed against reform but shied away from rebellion. "If you won't be the men of revolution," Kadivar told me he said to them, "then be the boys of reform."

The last great showing of this meliorist current was the Green Movement of 2009. In that year's presidential election, liberal-minded Iranians, including many who'd boycotted the 2005 vote, turned out in electrifying force for the moderate reformist candidates Mirhossein Mousavi and Mehdi Karroubi. On election day, some polls had barely closed when the regime called an implausible win for Ahmadinejad. Iranians I spoke with were incandescent with fury. Millions poured into the streets, and Mousavi and Karroubi eventually joined them there. The protesters didn't demand an end to the Islamic Republic, even though many of them undoubtedly wished for it. They followed the cautious, legalistic reformist playbook and simply demanded that the system adhere to its own rules and allow them to elect the relatively moderate insider they'd voted for. They stood silently and held placards that read WHERE IS MY VOTE?

Bahar called me in New York on the day that the crowd was at its maximum in Tehran's Azadi Square. She was enraptured; the atmosphere was like nothing she had ever known. The barriers of suspicion, private humiliation, and pain that had divided people for decades seemed to drop away in that expanse of shared silence, and the sense of common purpose was like a current passing through the crowd. To her special delight, she saw Aghajari not far from her--maneuvering, unafraid, on his wooden leg.

The Green Movement was the largest, most sustained, and most organized campaign of street protests that the Islamic Republic ever confronted. Foreign commenters sometimes mistook this for the spontaneous cri de coeur of a thwarted presidential campaign, mobilized by Twitter posts, but in fact it was a movement with a history, layers of experienced leaders, painstakingly articulated ideas, a pragmatic strategy, and a networked constituency. Precisely for this reason, the Islamic Republic set about destroying it with bullets, tear gas, batons, and torture.

Ahmadinejad's first term had already seen the closure of virtually all of the reformist publications and NGOs and the exclusion of reformist candidates from campaigns for most public offices. Now the regime arrested enough of the movement's leaders and activists to fill an auditorium, where they were paraded, hollow-eyed, in prison pajamas and forced to confess to outlandish conspiracies. Lesser-known young activists were remanded to a fetid metal shipping container in the desert. Many were raped and killed. By 2010, even to speak of or publish a photo of former President Khatami was forbidden; the cautious reform movement was dubbed "the sedition," and Mousavi and Karroubi were placed under a draconian house arrest that would endure for a decade and a half.

When the Arab Spring came to Tunisia, Egypt, and other countries not long after the Green Movement was crushed, I ached for Iran. Of all the countries in the Middle East, up until 2009, Iran had perhaps the most credible infrastructure for democratic change--and one of the most obdurate autocracies.

My fifth and last visit to Iran, in 2012, felt in many ways like a bookend to the first, but with the coercion unmasked. Foreign journalists had been mostly excluded from the country since 2009, but three years later, I was part of a small group permitted to observe a parliamentary election. We were marched onto buses and driven to photo ops not of our choosing; even the top bureaucrats assigned to corral us made rueful jokes rather than pretend, per usual, that any of this was for our safety. Talking with a Green Movement activist required an assignation in a moving car after dark. Once again, I found myself studying the apparatus that stood in the way of studying anything else.

Just hours before I left the country, agents from the IRGC apprehended me for questioning because I had left my hotel at night without a minder. They interrogated me about my movements, my contacts, the time I asked my minder to take me to a butcher to confirm popular complaints about the price of chicken. "You have not behaved," an interrogator told me--and, more ominously: "We think you're not a journalist. We think you're a spy."

If they had actually believed this, they might have detained me indefinitely. But in the end I think they meant only to intimidate me. In the third hour of our interview, the interrogator seized my belongings and left the room with them. He returned in a fury and threw a folder of mine on his desk.

"Do you think we are not intelligent?" he demanded. "We're keeping your receipts." He waved in front of me the ones I'd collected for reimbursement for my travel expenses on my return. (I later realized that he may have thought I'd kept them to document the inflation that the government was at that moment trying to conceal from its citizens.) "And we are keeping this." He held up one of the two extra passport-size photos I'd had taken for my visa. But I was a journalist, he conceded, and he let me go.

By that time, Iran's democratic infrastructure had mostly been torched. But the yearning and anger it had once harnessed only grew and became more confrontational. At times, opposition still attached itself to elections--to whoever among the allowable candidates represented the most liberal edge of the possible. But it also exploded in street protests of a qualitatively new kind, such as those that erupted in 2017 and early 2018, when members of the lower classes in provincial cities openly reviled the Islamic Republic and chanted "Death to Khamenei." For another hot minute, the world held its breath for the Islamic Republic to collapse. Instead, it killed.

To imagine that this cycle would repeat itself in 2022 was almost unbearable. Outraged by the death of a young woman in the custody of the morality police, women and teenage girls made hijab the symbolic center of their revolt. The headscarf was both a tool and a symbol of suffocation: Removing it publicly, en masse, was an act of civil disobedience without precedent under the Islamic Republic. Although the "Women, Life, Freedom" uprising was violently quelled like all the rest--some 500 dead, maybe 20,000 in prison, families forbidden even to publicly mourn--it left a uniquely durable legacy, in that women began appearing uncovered in public with relative impunity. This was something new and promising. But it did not bring democracy or suggest what could.

Iran was and remains a heartbreaker. Where else is the civic spirit so enduring, and so unyieldingly denied? Time and again, the Islamic Republic proved itself implacable before even the most rudimentary of its subjects' desires. It valued neither their lives nor any legitimacy that their consent could confer on the state. It refused them the dignity of small freedoms that might have cost the system nothing. And it would not even afford them a stake in prosperity: Over the course of the first two decades of the 21st century, a largely middle-class country was driven to penury, not only because of international sanctions, but because of the voracious corruption of the IRGC, which Khamenei allowed and encouraged as a means of hoarding power.

I'll admit that I distanced myself from Iran. My run-in with the IRGC had made traveling there again impossible, and I questioned the value of what I could observe from afar. My network of sources outside the country had always been eclectic. Now it spanned a venomously polarized diaspora that traded accusations--of complicity with Iran's foreign enemies, and with the ever more hated regime.

To hope for change in Iran was quixotic; to bet against it seemed cruel. Each upswell of protest presented a breathtaking display of youthful courage shadowed by near-certain tragedy. Eternally optimistic, a friend inside Iran offered me a metaphor: If it takes 100 blows of the axe to cut down a tree, he wrote to me on WhatsApp in 2022, you don't say the first 99 were useless.

But the Islamic Republic seemed to be made of ironwood. It was not one man's dictatorship. The revolutionaries had built institutions, both civilian and military, that perpetuated themselves. Networks of violence ran deep, through virtually every power center and organ of the system, and the regime retained a considerable base of ideological support in both the populace and the security apparatus. Time and again, asked to choose between their neighbors and their leaders, Iran's men under arms chose the regime.

Would they really do it? Would they open fire on unarmed crowds of mostly young people, mowing them down by the thousands? This past January, the Islamic Republic made its security forces the instrument of an atrocity of world-historic proportions, killing at least 6,000 and possibly more than 30,000 protesters. Something broke inside of nearly every Iranian I knew. Or ignited: a fireball of rage and trauma. How could one live under such a regime? But what form of resistance was possible? One exiled activist told me privately that she fantasized about returning as an armed resistance fighter: "The reality is that we have reached a point, a dead end, where you almost have to be a partisan to win. Otherwise you have to accept that they will kill you and move on."

When American and Israeli bombs began blasting their homeland, many of my old friends and contacts hitched their country's epic hopes to Trump's epic fury. No nonviolent effort had dislodged or even shaken the regime; here at last was hard power. The alternative was the Islamic Republic, forever. But others among my old network were aghast. The hard power in question was wielded by outsiders for who knew what purpose, against a continuously widening ambit of targets. One friend texted me to ask: If the Iranians celebrating such violent destruction of their country come to power by means of it, can they really be said to be pro-democratic? How will they treat their opponents?

Lately I've been wondering whether a fault line has always run through the opposition, or if what I'm seeing now is new. On one side are those who still believe that despite the outcome of the 1979 revolution, its broadest animating impulses--the rejection of monarchy and American dominion, and the assertion of Iran's sovereignty over its resources and political fate--are sacrosanct. On the other are those who have concluded that not only the Islamic Republic, but the revolution itself, was a wrong turn. There is a potent symbolism in their embrace of the son of the deposed shah as a leader for the future, and their acceptance of American force as the means for empowering him.

The views of these camps are anathema to each other. I am trying to listen respectfully to both--though truth be told, I cannot at the time of this writing imagine a way that this war ends in Iranian liberation, or a way that the Islamic Republic, with or without the war, decides to yield. But how can I say these things, or even think them? Not when every phone call ends with a promise--that we'll continue the conversation, someday, in Tehran.



This article appears in the May 2026 print edition with the headline "Someday in Tehran."
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No Good Way Out

Trump has options to end the war with Iran, but they all come with serious liabilities.

by Nancy A. Youssef

Tue, 31 Mar 2026




President Trump clearly wants out--and soon.

The war that the United States and Israel started with Iran delayed what Trump sees as a landmark visit to China, which he postponed until mid-May, suggesting that he thinks he will be free to travel by then. He said in a Cabinet meeting that most of Iran's military capabilities have been destroyed, implying a high degree of success. And, having twice left the negotiating table with the regime in the past year, he now appears keen to make a deal of some sort that will allow U.S. and Israeli forces to withdraw and, he presumably hopes, reopen the Strait of Hormuz so that the stock market can rise and oil prices can fall.

But wars rarely, if ever, wrap up neatly, or perfectly solve the problems they aimed to address. Sometimes they lead to new problems. And how they end is always hard to predict. Four weeks into World War II, no one could have anticipated how it would end. By the first month of the 2001 U.S. invasion of Afghanistan, the Taliban-led government was collapsing. Less than a month after the U.S. invaded Iraq in 2003, Saddam Hussein's regime fell, in what turned out to be the apex of the U.S. military campaign. (Saddam was captured nine months after the invasion.)

One month into the war with Iran, U.S. and Israeli forces have successfully degraded Iran's military capabilities. But Tehran has proved adept at counterpunching in asymmetrical ways, blocking the Strait of Hormuz and targeting U.S. allies in the Persian Gulf with drones. The regime's allies, Houthi rebels in Yemen, launched at least two missiles toward Israel over the weekend. Those attacks again expanded the battlefield and raised fears that the Houthis could stop ships from using the Red Sea, as they did shortly after the start of the war in Gaza in 2023.

Trump--as his advisers repeatedly remind the public--has options. He is sending ground forces to the Gulf at the same time as he is considering dispatching senior members of his administration to talk peace. Trump said he was extending a pause on strikes against Iran's energy infrastructure until April 6, while the negotiations continue.

None of Trump's four current options to bring hostilities to an end comes close to achieving the grand ambition the president outlined on the first night of the war--regime change in Tehran--in the weekslong timeline he promised. Whether his other stated goals--destroying Iran's nuclear and ballistic-missile capabilities, and targeting Iran's proxies--can be achieved, or whether the U.S. can withdraw and claim a victory with any credibility, remains unknown. All of his options come with serious liabilities, not least the fact that Iran appears to consider its own position to be relatively strong, given its de facto control over the Strait of Hormuz and, therefore, the global price of oil. Tehran may not feel that ending the war on a quick U.S. time frame is in its own interests.

"While we are inflicting enormous pain on Iran, we are also signaling to them that we are experiencing pain, and we don't like it," Peter Feaver, a professor of political science and public policy at Duke University, told me. "That tells them that their strategy--to just 'survive' and that will be a win--might be working. And if they hold on, they might get a better deal next week rather than this week. And that complicates negotiations."

1. Send in the Troops

Trump could send in ground forces to seize energy facilities in a bid to sever Tehran's economic lifeline, forcing the regime to sue for peace.

In the post-Cold War period, some in the United States believed that Russia was prepared to deliberately escalate any conflict--including through the use of nuclear weapons--to force its adversaries to back down. Pentagon policy papers described the doctrine as "escalate to de-escalate." Nearly four decades later, some in the Pentagon fear that the Trump administration wants to escalate to de-escalate in Iran, sending in ground forces to end the war faster. The Pentagon has so far deployed at least 8,000 troops--including members of the 82nd Airborne Division, which began arriving in the region this week; Marines; and an unknown number of Special Forces. The Pentagon has not disclosed their destinations or missions.

"Maybe we take Kharg Island, maybe we don't," Trump told the Financial Times over the weekend. "We have a lot of options."

Kharg Island--which sits off Iran's coast in the Gulf, 400 miles from the Strait of Hormuz--is the center of Iran's energy-exporting industry and has already been hit by U.S. forces multiple times. The U.S. calculus may be that seizing the island in a high-risk mission would put such a severe economic choke hold on Tehran that the regime would be forced into submission.

Read: The trouble with seizing Kharg Island

"We can do this. This is something we studied for years. We have thought about how to assault and hold it," retired Marine Corps General Kenneth F. McKenzie Jr., who commanded U.S. Central Command, told me.

"You shut the Iranian oil economy altogether; you bring their economy to a halt," he said. "If you seize Kharg Island, it allows you to return it back to the Iranians later as a bargaining chip."

But Iran would not feel the economic squeeze as quickly as world markets would, current and former defense officials told me, and the island's seizure could ramp up retaliatory strikes on Gulf energy and civilian infrastructure. Oil prices would likely spike at the prospect of losing exports from Kharg and as a result of further Iranian escalation.

As many as 20,000 Iranian civilians live on Kharg in ordinary times, complicating invasion planning. Iran would also likely aim drones toward U.S. troops and try to capture U.S. service members. Trump acknowledged during his interview with the Financial Times that if the U.S. targeted Kharg, "it would also mean we had to be there for a while."

U.S. troops could instead target some smaller islands closer to the Strait of Hormuz with the goal of reviving commercial shipping. But reopening the strait alone would hardly constitute victory for the U.S.; shipping was flowing fine before the war. Neither Secretary of State Marco Rubio nor the White House yesterday identified ships' transit as a war goal.

Earlier today, Trump appeared to dismiss the idea of a U.S. role in opening the strait, posting on Truth Social that other countries will "have to start learning how to fight for yourself, the U.S.A. won't be there to help you anymore, just like you weren't there for us" as the U.S. sought the "decapitation of Iran."

"Iran has been, essentially, decimated. The hard part is done," he wrote: "Go get your own oil!"

Ground forces have also been mooted for perhaps the most daring expedition being contemplated: a strike deep into the country to seize enriched uranium from Iran's nuclear processing facilities. This would be an incredibly complex maneuver. The uranium itself may be hidden underground. But if successful, the Trump administration could credibly claim to have removed the most existential threat posed by Iran, something previous administrations failed to achieve.

2. Desist and Depart

Trump could also declare victory and walk away.

To hear Trump tell it as recently as Thursday, the United States has reduced Iran's ballistic and drone capability by at least 90 percent. And on Sunday, he told reporters traveling with him that the U.S. had achieved "regime change." But the theocrats remain in charge. And Reuters reported last week that U.S. intelligence can confirm only that about one-third of Iran's missile capacity had been destroyed. More of the arsenal has been damaged, but how depleted Iran's stockpiles truly are remains opaque.

Still, Trump could declare that the U.S. has achieved one goal--"completely degrading Iranian missile capability"--and simply end the campaign there, much as the U.S. and Israel did last June after 12 days of strikes on Iran.

Such a scenario might mean that, months from now, the U.S. and Israel will have to return to stop the redevelopment of Iran's missile and nuclear programs, a strategy Israel has called "mowing the grass." And it takes two sides to end a war. Iran may continue its attacks on U.S. bases and U.S. allies to deter the U.S. and Israel from launching a new campaign.

Iran's surviving leaders could also crack down on internal opponents and rebuild defenses knowing they had survived the onslaught. Operation Epic Fury put on full display the economic leverage that geography gives Tehran over global markets, which the regime may continue to exploit.

Among the many reasons Trump has cited for starting the war was to make sure that Iran never has a nuclear weapon. If the U.S. and Israel quickly withdraw, Iran could once again revive its program. Saudi Arabia and other U.S. allies may seek their own nuclear arms in response.

3. Negotiate With the Regime

Trump could still do a deal.

The prospect of negotiations has not curtailed hostilities. On Thursday, Israel killed the naval commander of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, and Iran has repeatedly struck Tel Aviv and oil infrastructure throughout the Gulf. In the span of 24 hours, Trump both threatened "completely obliterating" Iran's energy industry and expressed his desire to take Iran's oil despite the "stupid people" telling him not to. Still, Trump keeps insisting that Iran is keen to negotiate, going so far as to say that the leadership in Tehran is now "more reasonable" to talk to than it was at the war's outset.

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

Any negotiations, however, would start from a place of deep mutual mistrust. The regime has expressed strong reservations in the past about speaking with the U.S. intermediaries Jared Kushner and Steve Witkoff, because the United States and Israel interrupted previous rounds of talks with bombing campaigns twice in the space of nine months. U.S. officials, for their part, have often said that Iran's representatives can't be trusted and that Tehran drags out talks to preserve its regime rather than out of any interest in changing its ways.

Given the toll that the war has taken on both sides and on the global economy, however, Washington and Tehran may actually be motivated to reach a deal.

But Tehran's five-point plan and the U.S.'s 15-point plan indicate that the two nations are seeking very different outcomes. The Trump administration wants Tehran to give up its ballistic-weapons capability, end its use of proxies, and forswear nuclear weapons. (The U.S. plan makes no mention of better governance for the Iranian people.) Iran wants the promise of no future war with the U.S. or Israel, the lifting of economic sanctions, and to collect a fee to allow ships to transit the Strait of Hormuz. Neither side has retreated from their maximalist claims, signaling that talks could be protracted.

Even if the two sides were to reach a deal, any revenue Iran receives from sanctions relief or through its control over the strait is likely to go toward rebuilding the same hostile capabilities the U.S. and Israel have spent weeks destroying. Israel may then seek to "mow the grass" again. Would the U.S. go along?

4. Keep Up the Sorties

Finally, Trump could order continued bombing until Iran capitulates or the state fails.

If the U.S. and Israeli militaries widen their targeting and keep bombing, Iran's government may collapse or the country might splinter. But that is an uncertain prospect, given the results so far, and the costs would keep rising. The intense bombing of the war's first month has already plunged the world into the largest supply disruption in the history of the global market, according to the International Energy Agency. The U.S. military is burning through its weapons stockpiles, and American consumers are seeing prices rise. As of today, the average U.S. price for a gallon of unleaded gasoline crossed $4 for the first time since 2022.

During the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, few in the United States paid a pocketbook price. But Americans are already paying a daily tax in this war, at the gas pump and at the grocery store. The longer the war continues, the higher that tax becomes, as the midterm elections near. The president also said in the hours after the initial strike that Americans should be prepared for casualties, and the toll has since mounted.

If the U.S. and Israel have destroyed at least 90 percent of Iran's defenses, as the president says, for how long is the Trump administration willing to prolong the war in order to destroy what remains? Israel might find higher gas a price worth paying for security, and see a failed Iran as posing little threat. For the U.S., a failed Iran could mean long-term energy-market instability, threats to Gulf allies and U.S. bases, and mass migration.

Read: The U.S. and Iran are fighting a massively asymmetrical war

A prolonged campaign would pose even greater challenges to countries that are more dependent on fuel imports. Over the weekend, Egypt implemented a curfew on businesses to preserve energy, and Sri Lanka went to a four-day week for government workers to combat rising fuel prices. Gulf allies may not have air-defense munitions to counter daily attacks from Iran for a sustained period. And the strain on U.S. stockpiles, troops, ships, aircraft, and weapons could leave the U.S. too weakened to protect itself from other threats, including China.

Most important, endless strikes would not resolve the United States' strategic dilemma. The U.S. has struck 13,000 targets, Trump has said, with 3,000 more to go, and yet administration officials couldn't tell fellow Republicans on the Hill last week what the president was seeking to achieve. Simply extending a war is not a certain path to victory. The U.S. fought for 20 years in Afghanistan, only to have the Taliban return to power even before the U.S. could complete its evacuation from Kabul.
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The Manosphere Turns on Trump

How many times can a coalition crack before it shatters?

by Elaine Godfrey

Sun, 29 Mar 2026




About half an hour into Episode 694 of the Flagrant podcast, and after a lively debate over manscaping methods, Andrew Schulz leaned back into the couch and brought the chin-wag to a screeching halt. "Are you guys, like--do you feel existential anxiety about the war?" he asked his co-hosts. Schulz seemed to be feeling some. "Americans can't fucking afford health care," he said later. "They don't care about what's happening in Iran!" War hawks have been angling for years for this war, he added. With President Trump, "they found a guy stupid enough to do it."

Schulz voted for Trump in 2024, after having him on the podcast--a move that angered a lot of liberals. But the 42-year-old comedian was never what one might call "full MAGA," and he isn't explicitly Republican. Instead, Schulz is representative of a not-insignificant slice of Trump's voting base: nonideological guys who love free speech and are drawn to politicians who seem anti-establishment and, maybe more important, anti-woke. (The podcaster-comedians Joe Rogan, Theo Von, Tim Dillon, and Dave Smith all fit somewhere in this camp.) With their help, Trump pulled off his improbable comeback.

But a lot has changed since November 2024. Schulz and many of his fellow manosphere commentators seem to feel--by varying degrees--duped by the president they helped elect. Some have been airing those grievances for months, starting with Trump's handling of the Epstein files and, later, the killing of American citizens at the hands of federal agents in Minneapolis. To Schulz and others like him, a brand-new war in the Middle East is a betrayal so massive, you almost have to laugh. "The only shot you have at a good life right now is to hasten the rapture," Dillon, another podcaster and comedian, said on a recent show. "The foreign and economic policy of our country currently is the rapture."

The evolving views of Schulz and others in this cohort are notable because they represent a reversal of support for the president. Their discontent had been mounting since even before Trump went to war. "The cracks have been forming for a while," Charlie Sabgir, the director of the group Young Men Research Project, told me. For some, Iran "might be the last straw."

The MAGA faithful are overwhelmingly sticking with the president. Not so for everyone else. A number of new polls show that some of the voting blocs that helped power Trump's 2024 win have lost faith in him: His support among young people has cratered; so has his approval among Latinos. According to one survey, more independent voters disapprove of the president now than they did at any point in his first term. The broad coalition that put Trump back in the White House no longer appears to exist. In the short term, this development bodes well for Democrats. Longer term, it might shed some light on the next iteration of Trumpism.

I've watched almost every new episode of Flagrant since the 2024 election. The show, which stars Schulz and his comedian sidekick Akaash Singh, along with their co-hosts AlexxMedia and Mark Gagnon, is often hilarious, sometimes insightful, and frequently mind-numbingly dumb. The most interesting segments involve Schulz and the guys debating the news of the day, when they argue gamely about their loosely held opinions, most of which don't scan as neatly liberal or conservative. They sound, in other words, a lot like the average American voter.

Schulz voted for Trump in 2024 partly because he didn't trust Democrats with the economy and partly because he considers the Democrats to be pious and annoying. He and the guys seemed particularly excited about the testosterone of the incoming administration. "The way that Tom Homan was talking about them cartels? This is fire!" Schulz said. Later, on the subject of the Houthis in Yemen, Singh gleefully predicted that "Trump be bringing the ruckus to these folks!"

But Trump didn't bring enough ruckus. Six months into his second administration, prices were still high, and he'd signed a bill that added significantly to the deficit. Then, in an about-face from his campaign promises, he blocked the release of the Epstein files. "Obviously the Trump administration is trying to cover it up," Schulz said in a July rant, during an episode in which he and his co-hosts are literally wearing foil hats. This was not what he had voted for, he added. "I want him to stop the wars; he's funding them! I want him to shrink spending, reduce the budget; he's increasing it!" (Schulz, through a spokesperson, declined to comment.)

Even Trump's deportations were getting to be too much. By December, Schulz and the boys were debating whether and how they'd hide migrants from ICE in their homes. The killing of Alex Pretti in Minnesota by federal agents in January led to the second major milestone in Schulz's Trump evolution. "ICE murdered an American citizen in cold blood," he said. "I see the administration trying to spin it, and it's fucking disgusting." The operation had gotten out of hand, and Schulz and the others were starting to suspect that the cruelty and chaos were intentional. Alexx Media, Flagrant's most consistently left-wing voice, couldn't resist pointing out that Trump "said he was gonna do this."

When Trump embroiled the United States in a war with Iran, Schulz and the guys couldn't understand the point. "Naturally, Americans are furious about it, right? Because we're like, 'How the fuck does it benefit me?'" Schulz said. "'I can't afford to pay for college, I can't buy a home, I can't pay for health insurance, and we're gonna spend billions of dollars in a war in a country I can't even point at on a map?'" (Later, he predicted that it will be much harder to install a U.S.-friendly leader in Iran, a country led by theocrats for nearly five decades, than it was in Venezuela. Iran will "take it to the end," he said, because, unlike Latin Americans, Iranians don't "have reggaeton" or know how to "enjoy life.")

Plenty of other bro-casters have followed the same trajectory as Schulz, as the initial thrill of Trump's triumph over wokeness quickly gave way to confusion and disappointment. Last year, Joe Rogan was frustrated that Trump was withholding the Epstein files; earlier this month, Rogan complained that Trump's moves in Iran are "so insane, based on what he ran on." This week, Rogan asserted that MAGA is "a movement of a bunch of fucking dorks." Shawn Ryan, a former Navy SEAL and CIA contractor who'd also endorsed Trump, praised Joe Kent, who resigned over the Iran war earlier this month, and read back some of the anti-war campaign promises from Trump and others in the administration. "Every single one of these things is a complete fucking lie," Ryan said.

Read: The first big administration defection over Iran

Perhaps predictably, some of this Iran-related criticism has veered into anti-Semitism. A number of Trump allies--including the conservative commentators Tucker Carlson and Candace Owens, and the white-supremacist influencer Nick Fuentes--have suggested that the president was manipulated into the war. "That is unfortunately becoming the narrative" among some young men, Dan Cassino, a pollster and political scientist who studies masculinity, told me. "It's Oh, the Jews tricked Trump into this."

Even before Iran, there was plenty of turbulence in Trump world. For months Owens and her internet goons have waged conspiratorial war against Turning Point USA and Erika Kirk over the murder of her husband, Charlie. Onetime pals Megyn Kelly and Ben Shapiro are at each other's throats. As the GOP attempts to reel women back into its movement, conservative Christian hard-liners are publicly mulling revoking the Nineteenth Amendment.

Read: (Some) MAGA girls just wanna have fun 

Tack on a new war, and you've got something worse for MAGA than turbulence. You've got disappointment and apathy in a midterms year. You've got, as the right-wing commentator Mike Cernovich put it on X last week, "a generational coalition, squandered."

Although the great majority of self-identified Republicans approve of how Trump is handling the war, according to a recent survey from the Pew Research Center, only about half of Republican-leaning independent voters say the same. There are age gaps too: Older Republicans generally approve of Trump's conflict, while less than half of those 18 to 29 do. Cassino told me that he isn't terribly interested in Trump's overall approval numbers. "The key thing I've been looking at is the number of 'don't know'" responses in polls, which have "gone through the roof," Cassino said. The trend shows that many voters are no longer sure if Trump is trustworthy or doing the right thing for the country. To them, Trump has simply become one more unreliable politician.

Of course, most of the die-hard MAGA types will continue to vote for Republicans. ("I don't care how mad you are at the Republican Party. You get death on the American streets if you vote Democrat," Kelly said in a recent podcast.) But many of the disillusioned young men and independents who voted for Trump in 2024 have never identified heavily with either party and tend, generally, to tune politics out. These voters are probably not going to cast a vote for Democrats in November--but they also can't be expected to get out and vote for the GOP. "Staying home," Charlie Sabgir explained, "is the most likely result." On the most recent episode of Shawn Ryan's podcast, Kent told Ryan that Republicans are "going to need a lot of hard-core MAGA people to come out to knock on doors." "Don't come bangin' on my fuckin' door," Ryan replied. "I don't want to hear more of those fuckin' lies."

All of this is happy news for Democrats. Low GOP turnout might help them achieve a blue wave in the midterms, much like the one that overwhelmed Trump's party in 2018. Already, Democrats have flipped 30 state legislative seats across the country, and candidates have outperformed Kamala Harris's 2024 showing by an average of nearly 13 points.

But the unraveling of Trump's coalition also provides an inkling of where the MAGA movement goes next--and who might rise to lead it. There's an obvious opening now for someone to pick up Trumpism's fallen mantle and carry it further than the president has been willing to himself. That person could be someone like Representative Thomas Massie, the consistently anti-war libertarian congressman famous mainly for being a thorn in Trump's side. It could also, theoretically, be someone more like Fuentes, a man with darker intentions and a growing following.

"If Trump did one of the things, we would've been happy!" Singh told Schulz in an episode from last July. "Stop the endless wars, stop the spending, release the Epstein files--we would have been like, 'You know what? Okay, cool!'" Whoever follows through on those pledges might just win over the manosphere.
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Kristi Noem Is Gone. Now Mass Deportations Can Really Begin.

DHS has a new leader and a big pot of money to deliver on Trump's campaign promise.

by Nick Miroff

Fri, 27 Mar 2026




Markwayne Mullin cultivated a reputation in Congress as a brawler, but he sounded more like a peacemaker as he was sworn in this week as secretary of the Department of Homeland Security. "I don't care what color your state is. I don't care if you're red or you're blue," Mullin, a former mixed-martial-arts fighter, said during the brief Oval Office ceremony, with President Trump looking over his shoulder. "My job is to be secretary of Homeland and to protect everybody the same."



Mullin's conciliatory tone has concerned some of the most ardent supporters of Trump's immigration crackdown. They worry that the president has lost his nerve after the killings of Renee Good and Alex Pretti in January, and that firing Kristi Noem signaled a retreat from his promise to conduct the largest mass-deportation campaign in U.S. history. Some Trump opponents have a similar view; they are hopeful that the civic resistance displayed in Minneapolis stopped the administration's authoritarian march in its tracks.



Although Mullin gives Trump a different face at DHS, his arrival doesn't change the administration's overarching goal--enshrined into law last July by the One Big Beautiful Bill Act--to remove 1 million people a year from the United States. Noem fell short of that during her tenure at DHS (U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement completed about 400,000 deportations last year), but she didn't have the full kit of mass-deportation tools at her disposal, and her team was internally divided and often dysfunctional. Mullin inherits a rapidly expanding immigration-enforcement apparatus at DHS, amped up by $170 billion in additional funding.



Since Valentine's Day, the Transportation Security Administration and several other DHS agencies have been shut down amid a bitter fight over ICE's tactics. Early this morning, after Trump said he'd order Mullin to pay TSA staff, senators reached a deal that would fund everything in the department with the exception of ICE and Border Patrol. The deal, which now goes to the House, does not include the changes Democrats have demanded to ICE tactics. The lack of an annual budget will hardly be a roadblock to mass deportations. ICE's Enforcement and Removal Operations, the branch of the agency focused on arrests and deportations, has an annual budget of $5.3 billion, but the OBBBA provided nearly six times that much--$30 billion--in operating funds. The shutdown, in other words, hasn't been a fight about money or about stopping Trump's mass-deportation plan. It's been about whether ICE officers can continue to wear masks while they're carrying out the mass-deportation plan that Congress has already paid for.



The spending spree is now Mullin's to manage. He's getting a new fleet of deportation aircraft and nearly a dozen warehouses that ICE plans to convert into megajails, some with capacity for 10,000 detainees. ICE is hiring and training 12,000 officers and agents, more than doubling the size of its workforce. It has signed roughly 800 new agreements with county sheriffs and local police departments willing to assist with immigration enforcement. And the Trump administration has won fresh legal victories from two appellate courts that have backed new measures to keep immigrants in ICE detention while their cases are pending. The potential pool of immigrants ICE can hold in custody--making them easier to deport--is now much larger.



Mullin said during his confirmation hearing that he doesn't want DHS to be in the headlines every day--the same stance embraced by Tom Homan, the White House border czar. Homan has said that he's been talking with Mullin several times a day, and DHS officials I've spoken with expect the mentorship to continue as the new secretary--who has never worked in federal law enforcement or led a federal agency--transitions into the role. The Homan approach to mass deportation is not as loud and flashy as the one employed by Noem; her chief adviser, Corey Lewandowski; and their roving field marshal, the Border Patrol commander Greg Bovino. But it may prove to be more effective at delivering what Trump wants.



When Trump sent Homan to take over in Minneapolis and remediate the political damage left by Noem's team, Homan steered ICE back to "targeted enforcement," developing lists of people to find and arrest rather than using the more indiscriminate tactics promoted by Bovino, who retired this week. Homan, who ran ICE during Trump's first term and promoted the family-separation policy at the border, once received a service medal from President Obama, and has learned to tailor his message to whatever audience he's addressing. Last year, he aggressively attacked Democrats for having so-called sanctuary-city policies, but since taking over in Minneapolis, he's been calm and measured in his public statements, emphasizing a focus on immigrants with criminal records while assuring conservatives that "no one is off the table."



Read: Kristi Noem bought 11 warehouses to use as ICE jails. Now what? 



Homan's tactical shift would give ICE a lower profile while aiming to make it easier for local jurisdictions and their police departments to cooperate on immigration enforcement. That's what Mullin seemed to be referring to when he told senators at his confirmation hearing that he wanted ICE to operate more like a "transport" agency that could go around collecting deportees from the jails of local jurisdictions partnering with ICE.



Chad Wolf, who served as acting Homeland Security secretary at the end of Trump's first term, told me that the president clearly signaled that he wants a "new approach" when he sent Homan to Minneapolis and replaced Noem with Mullin. "The overall policy goals, resources, and the law are likely to stay largely the same," Wolf said, "but the way they carry out immigration enforcement may look different."



Noem and her staff were belligerent toward Democrats and also toward reporters, many of whom were skeptical of their methods and claims. The department blocked the release of immigration data, weakened internal oversight, and drew complaints from lawmakers of both parties who said that Noem's team ignored them. Mullin, who comes from the dealmaking world of Congress, has started off differently. When it came time for Senator Ruben Gallego of Arizona, a Democrat, to question Mullin during the confirmation hearing, Gallego greeted him with "Hello, neighbor"--their Senate offices are nearly adjacent--and Mullin replied, "Hey, brother."



Two Democrats, Senator John Fetterman of Pennsylvania and Senator Martin Heinrich of New Mexico, voted to confirm Mullin, but Gallego did not. I asked him on Wednesday how he thought Mullin would do in the job. "I know he's a good guy, but at the end of the day, what he does with DHS, or doesn't do with DHS, is what worries me," Gallego told me. "I don't know who is actually going to be in charge of DHS."



Gallego was referring to Stephen Miller, the White House homeland-security adviser. Gallego said that Miller continues pushing the administration in an extreme direction, citing Miller's trip to Texas this week to urge Republicans to challenge a 44-year-old Supreme Court decision that upheld education rights for all children, regardless of immigration status. I asked Gallego whether he thought Mullin would take orders from Miller. "I think he's going to take orders from the president," Gallego said.



Read: The wrath of Stephen Miller



Noem's rocky 14-month tenure at DHS was marked by two phases. During the first phase, last spring, before DHS got the infusion of new money, Noem led a shock-and-awe campaign aimed mostly at scaring people into leaving. Working off plans formulated by Miller, she spent heavily on ads urging "self-deportation," while the White House deployed the FBI, the Marshals Service, and other federal law-enforcement agencies to help ICE.



By last May, when it was clear that this approach wouldn't come close to meeting the White House's goal of 1 million deportations, Noem and Miller were turning up pressure on the ICE workforce. They set a quota of 3,000 arrests a day and threatened to fire ICE officials who fell short, telling them to sweep up laborers in parking lots. This fueled resentment among overtaxed rank-and-file ICE officers--and still didn't deliver the deportation numbers Miller wanted. Noem sent Bovino and his Border Patrol agents into Los Angeles last June, and viral social-media clips of agents raiding Home Depot parking lots soon followed.



Read: Trump loves ICE. Its workforce has never been so miserable.



Noem's second phase started after Trump signed the spending bill on July 4, 2025, as Lewandowski implemented a policy requiring the secretary's approval on every DHS contract worth more than $100,000. The enormous amount of money flowing across Noem's desk led to complaints of bottlenecks and worsening bureaucracy, and raised suspicions that Lewandowski was grifting off the contracts. He has denied any wrongdoing.



Mullin said that he will rescind the contract-review policy and told senators, "I'm not a micromanager." But the divided leadership structure that devolved into rivalries during Noem's tenure remains in place, with Homan as border czar and Miller viewed as the shadow secretary who operates more like an actual czar. Miller continues to hold daily 10 a.m. conference calls with DHS leaders and the heads of other federal agencies to demand updates on the machinery of mass deportation: the pace of ICE hiring, the number of daily arrests, the status of key contracts. Noem reportedly told a colleague, "Everything I've done, I've done at the direction of the president and Stephen," according to an Axios report in late January.



Andrea Flores, a former immigration adviser to Joe Biden, told me that the White House has remained steadfast in its mass-deportation goals and has been "putting the infrastructure in place to signal that arrests will continue to grow."



Homan is a key messenger, Flores said, and Miller is the one setting the agenda.

"The DHS-secretary role appears to be the least influential member of the president's immigration-policy team," she said.



Trump officials continue to push an extreme agenda at DHS and across the federal government, Flores said, noting that the administration will present oral arguments next week to the Supreme Court in its effort to limit birthright citizenship.
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Someday in Tehran

The heartbreak of hoping for a democratic Iran

by Laura Secor

Wed, 01 Apr 2026


Tehran, 2006 (Abbas / Magnum)



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

Like Donald Trump, I, too, once underestimated the Islamic Republic of Iran. In the fall of 2004, as an underemployed freelance journalist drawn to heady stories about international politics, I had the bright idea of traveling to the notoriously closed country on a tourist visa. Press visas for Iran were hard to come by, and my travel was exploratory--I had no particular assignment. My profile was low, I figured. Who would care if, between the obligatory sightseeing expeditions, I rattled around Iranian cities meeting political analysts, philosophers, students, filmmakers, and the relatives of Iranian expats I knew?

The Islamic Republic was not to be messed with in this way. Its visa regime was deadly serious; so was the official paranoia about foreigners. American tourists were required to travel with a specially vetted guide. For four weeks, I strained to see past the diminutive figure of a young woman I'll call Pardis, who pretended to be a tour guide while I pretended to be a tourist. Pardis excelled at her job, which was not only to make sure that I adhered to the terms of my visa, but also to report on all of my movements and conversations, and to obfuscate everything I saw.

One day I watched a bus disgorge a troop of uniformed Basij militiamen at an intersection in central Tehran.

"Who are they?" I asked Pardis.

"Oh," she said. "They're a youth group. Sometimes they help the police."

Because Pardis stood between me and all that I was truly curious about, I studied her. She was not a dour Islamist but a fun-loving 31-year-old who had hair flowing out of her headscarf and risque online flirtations with men overseas. She was an orphan, unlucky in love, and ambitious in her minder-ing, circumstances that rendered her marginal--an unmarried career woman living with a roommate. She was also relentlessly trivial, with a knack for diverting any potentially substantive encounter I might have with her country or anyone in it into an endless stream of repetitive inside jokes and girlish banter.

Read: The 'existential anxiety' of the Islamic Republic

We wandered through bazaars, threatening to buy each other the ugliest items we saw--a giant pair of red satin underwear, a wig, a dowdy zebra-print skirt. We flew to Shiraz on IranAir, a black-turbaned cleric across the aisle from us. Pardis took out a bottle of polish, began painting her nails, and smiled at me impishly. "In front of the mullah!" she said in her little voice. (He was absorbed in opening his airline-issue carton of apple juice.)

Pardis was not invested in anything that the Islamic Republic seemed to care about. But she was, for professional reasons, invested in exercising control over me. For my safety, she insisted, I could never be without her protective presence. But when she entered a room--even, memorably, one where I sat talking with members of her own family about their feelings about the hijab--everyone stopped talking.

Privately, she'd tell me about her love interests. Relationships between unmarried men and women were commonplace but forbidden under the Islamic Republic. Suddenly she'd freeze in fear and implore me not to tell anyone, or backtrack and claim that she was talking about a friend. Toward the end of our month together, in the shadow of a breakup, she sat smoking and brooding in my hotel room. I told her that Iranian women seemed forced to live complicated lives.

She replied with uncharacteristic bluntness: "Better to say that women here find ways to kill lots of things inside themselves."

Pardis was not interested in politics, but I was. What had drawn me to Iran was a political and philosophical movement that seemed unique in the Muslim world. A circle of the most radical revolutionary elites--hostage takers, religious philosophers, former officials, even founders of the security forces--had fallen out of political favor in the early 1990s and spent the better part of a decade remaking themselves as proponents of incremental democratic reform. They produced an entire theoretical literature that drew on Western and Islamic sources; they mobilized young people to support their campaigns for elected office; and they tried to clean up abuses in some parts of the government they ran. The reformists were insiders who intended not to destroy the regime, but to liberalize it. They sought to make the supreme leader a benign figurehead--like the Queen of England, they sometimes said. The supreme leader had other plans.

My first visit to the country was comically unsuited to exploring any of this. By day, Pardis was obligated to fully occupy my time. Some of what we saw was splendid: palaces and gardens; museums of carpets, miniatures, and Islamic calligraphy; even madrassas and shrines. Then Ramadan set in, and all museums closed. Pardis had us driven around in circles or held me all but captive in her apartment, watching music videos on satellite television. After she dropped me at my hotel in the evenings, I went out to meetings I'd arranged on my own. She was livid when she learned of this. I needed to bring her with me, she insisted, or she'd lose her job. She threatened to sit in my hotel lobby until midnight to make sure I didn't leave--unless, she said, I agreed to give her the names of everyone I saw.

Sure, I said. I'd give her all of the names before I left. I never intended to do this, and she never again asked me to. Maybe whoever needed to know about my movements already did. Or maybe Pardis covered for me--because she was lonely and considered me a friend, or because she feared she had told me too many of her secrets. Possibly she was simply satisfied that she had already done her job. I returned to New York in relative darkness about the reform movement and loath to write about the one thing I really knew, which was Pardis, and the story of how an otherwise indifferent person comes to hold a stake in a brutal regime--how she forces that stake on others just as it was forced on her.

During the reformist presidency of Mohammad Khatami, from 1997 to 2005, a window opened wide enough for a democratic-minded civil society to draw breath in Iran. A crop of semi-independent newspapers sprouted, along with investigative journalists who dared to write for them. Cultural and philosophical magazines published searching essays on religion and the state. Young people formed NGOs to address an array of civic needs; some ran for newly formed city and provincial councils. Student activism spilled onto the streets.

Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei did his best to slam this window shut. His henchmen tortured journalists and student activists in prison until they made humiliating confessions on national television. State-linked thugs beat up a philosopher at his lectures and shot a political theorist point-blank on the steps of Tehran's city hall. Even so, a real infrastructure for democratic change persisted for a time--in the form of people who had the training and experience to run newspapers and civic organizations, citizens who expected these things to be allowed, and the semblance of a political network that connected society to the ministries of the state.

Two presidential elections tested the resilience of this infrastructure. I covered the first of these, in 2005, with a proper journalist's visa and a minder in her mid-40s who had a deep smoker's rasp and a loud, insistent warmth. Bahar (also not her real name--for their safety, I'm using pseudonyms for the private citizens I met) belonged to a lost generation of bohemian Boomers whose class and secular social milieu had been violently displaced by the 1979 revolution. Women who had once lived and studied abroad now gathered in homes that smelled of opium smoke, where husbands were absent or idle and grown children seemed adrift. I learned only later of money troubles, past prison sentences, and ethnic- or religious-minority status that must have contributed to the sense of profound isolation in those homes, where it mingled with something louche and lively and almost careless.

Of all the handlers I was assigned to in Iran--I returned in 2006, 2008, and 2012--Bahar was the least beholden to the agency she worked for. I gave her a list of the people I intended to speak with, many of them reformist politicians, student activists, journalists, and former political prisoners. Her boss told her we'd wind up dead, like a photojournalist who had reported near Evin prison a few years before. Bahar was undeterred. The people on my list were heroes to her for standing up to the Islamic Republic, and she would not forfeit the opportunity to meet them. She told her own handlers that my modesty required us to hire a female driver, which is how we managed to get her best friend, Niki, to ferry us around in her red Peugeot.

How to fully convey the eccentricity of my little entourage? Niki had the stark, exaggerated beauty of a fashion model, though she was gaunt and faded, with a thousand-yard stare. She was also mostly bald. She'd first shaved her head in 1979 to taunt the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps. By her telling, she went out bareheaded to test the hijab law, which required women to cover their hair.

Where is your scarf ? a Guardsman asked her.

I don't need one. I have no hair, she said.

Ah, he replied. But you are still a woman.

Now Niki swathed herself in layers of flowing garments that resembled ordinary hijab less than they suggested dervish, flower child, and grim reaper all at once. She, too, wanted to meet the people on my list, and at times she entered the room with us. Bringing Pardis to any meeting had cast a pall of annoyance mixed with fear. Bringing Bahar and Niki added an antic element. They were extravagantly maternal, often starstruck, and prone to tears. One incident remains particularly salient in my memory.

The reformists had flubbed the election I'd come to witness. They ran three candidates, and many liberal-minded Iranians rejected all of them, on the grounds that the reformist project was a failure and Iranian elections were far from free. And so the populist hard-liner Mahmoud Ahmadinejad--Khamenei's favorite--surged to the presidency.

The morning the results came in, the red Peugeot was abnormally somber, Bahar and Niki absorbed in a nearly wordless grief. We were on our way to Tarbiat Modares University to see Hashem Aghajari, a reformist intellectual with a revolutionary background and a wooden leg that had replaced the one he'd lost in the Iran-Iraq War. Aghajari had been sentenced to death for a speech he gave in which he said that Muslims need not blindly follow a supreme leader, as though with "shackles around the neck." Under popular pressure, including an international campaign to nominate him for the Nobel Peace Prize, the regime had commuted his sentence, but he still lived under the sword of Damocles, and I asked him whether the election results made him fearful.

"We have a saying in Farsi," Aghajari replied. " 'There's no shade darker than black.' The worst they can do is execute me. I have prepared myself for that. If I am worried, it is not for myself. It's for the Iranian people, for young people, today's generation and future generations. My freedom and my life, and those of one or two people like me, don't matter. They may take me to prison. I'm ready for that. In this society, we have no freedom to speak or to write. This is a prison, too."

Outside Aghajari's office, Bahar, or maybe Niki, motioned for us to sit a moment on a low brick wall in the university courtyard, where the sun beat down, and the two women wept.

"When we have people like this in our country," Bahar said at last, "why must we have Ahmadinejad as our president?"


The author in Tehran in 2005 (Abbas / Magnum)



Reform was a conundrum like so many others under the Islamic Republic. It demanded cooperation and resistance at the same time--"pressure from below, negotiation at the top," as one of its theorists articulated the strategy. The trouble was that Khamenei never once indicated that he would negotiate.

A compromise, practically by definition, satisfies no one. Reform was a compromise between hope and resignation. Iranian oppositionists grumbled about the movement's timidity and its roots in the regime. The alternative, however, was confrontation, and throughout the period of my visits, Iranians were leery of it. The regime's appetite and capacity for violence were never in doubt, and the country's last revolution had gone very wrong. The movement behind it was broad-based, including liberals and leftists, but it was the Islamists who had emerged victorious in street battles and in politics, and who sealed their triumph through summary executions and imposed a theocratic state. This was not a distant memory. Mohsen Kadivar, a dissident cleric, once complained to me that his students railed against reform but shied away from rebellion. "If you won't be the men of revolution," Kadivar told me he said to them, "then be the boys of reform."

The last great showing of this meliorist current was the Green Movement of 2009. In that year's presidential election, liberal-minded Iranians, including many who'd boycotted the 2005 vote, turned out in electrifying force for the moderate reformist candidates Mirhossein Mousavi and Mehdi Karroubi. On election day, some polls had barely closed when the regime called an implausible win for Ahmadinejad. Iranians I spoke with were incandescent with fury. Millions poured into the streets, and Mousavi and Karroubi eventually joined them there. The protesters didn't demand an end to the Islamic Republic, even though many of them undoubtedly wished for it. They followed the cautious, legalistic reformist playbook and simply demanded that the system adhere to its own rules and allow them to elect the relatively moderate insider they'd voted for. They stood silently and held placards that read WHERE IS MY VOTE?

Bahar called me in New York on the day that the crowd was at its maximum in Tehran's Azadi Square. She was enraptured; the atmosphere was like nothing she had ever known. The barriers of suspicion, private humiliation, and pain that had divided people for decades seemed to drop away in that expanse of shared silence, and the sense of common purpose was like a current passing through the crowd. To her special delight, she saw Aghajari not far from her--maneuvering, unafraid, on his wooden leg.

The Green Movement was the largest, most sustained, and most organized campaign of street protests that the Islamic Republic ever confronted. Foreign commenters sometimes mistook this for the spontaneous cri de coeur of a thwarted presidential campaign, mobilized by Twitter posts, but in fact it was a movement with a history, layers of experienced leaders, painstakingly articulated ideas, a pragmatic strategy, and a networked constituency. Precisely for this reason, the Islamic Republic set about destroying it with bullets, tear gas, batons, and torture.

Ahmadinejad's first term had already seen the closure of virtually all of the reformist publications and NGOs and the exclusion of reformist candidates from campaigns for most public offices. Now the regime arrested enough of the movement's leaders and activists to fill an auditorium, where they were paraded, hollow-eyed, in prison pajamas and forced to confess to outlandish conspiracies. Lesser-known young activists were remanded to a fetid metal shipping container in the desert. Many were raped and killed. By 2010, even to speak of or publish a photo of former President Khatami was forbidden; the cautious reform movement was dubbed "the sedition," and Mousavi and Karroubi were placed under a draconian house arrest that would endure for a decade and a half.

When the Arab Spring came to Tunisia, Egypt, and other countries not long after the Green Movement was crushed, I ached for Iran. Of all the countries in the Middle East, up until 2009, Iran had perhaps the most credible infrastructure for democratic change--and one of the most obdurate autocracies.

My fifth and last visit to Iran, in 2012, felt in many ways like a bookend to the first, but with the coercion unmasked. Foreign journalists had been mostly excluded from the country since 2009, but three years later, I was part of a small group permitted to observe a parliamentary election. We were marched onto buses and driven to photo ops not of our choosing; even the top bureaucrats assigned to corral us made rueful jokes rather than pretend, per usual, that any of this was for our safety. Talking with a Green Movement activist required an assignation in a moving car after dark. Once again, I found myself studying the apparatus that stood in the way of studying anything else.

Just hours before I left the country, agents from the IRGC apprehended me for questioning because I had left my hotel at night without a minder. They interrogated me about my movements, my contacts, the time I asked my minder to take me to a butcher to confirm popular complaints about the price of chicken. "You have not behaved," an interrogator told me--and, more ominously: "We think you're not a journalist. We think you're a spy."

If they had actually believed this, they might have detained me indefinitely. But in the end I think they meant only to intimidate me. In the third hour of our interview, the interrogator seized my belongings and left the room with them. He returned in a fury and threw a folder of mine on his desk.

"Do you think we are not intelligent?" he demanded. "We're keeping your receipts." He waved in front of me the ones I'd collected for reimbursement for my travel expenses on my return. (I later realized that he may have thought I'd kept them to document the inflation that the government was at that moment trying to conceal from its citizens.) "And we are keeping this." He held up one of the two extra passport-size photos I'd had taken for my visa. But I was a journalist, he conceded, and he let me go.

By that time, Iran's democratic infrastructure had mostly been torched. But the yearning and anger it had once harnessed only grew and became more confrontational. At times, opposition still attached itself to elections--to whoever among the allowable candidates represented the most liberal edge of the possible. But it also exploded in street protests of a qualitatively new kind, such as those that erupted in 2017 and early 2018, when members of the lower classes in provincial cities openly reviled the Islamic Republic and chanted "Death to Khamenei." For another hot minute, the world held its breath for the Islamic Republic to collapse. Instead, it killed.

To imagine that this cycle would repeat itself in 2022 was almost unbearable. Outraged by the death of a young woman in the custody of the morality police, women and teenage girls made hijab the symbolic center of their revolt. The headscarf was both a tool and a symbol of suffocation: Removing it publicly, en masse, was an act of civil disobedience without precedent under the Islamic Republic. Although the "Women, Life, Freedom" uprising was violently quelled like all the rest--some 500 dead, maybe 20,000 in prison, families forbidden even to publicly mourn--it left a uniquely durable legacy, in that women began appearing uncovered in public with relative impunity. This was something new and promising. But it did not bring democracy or suggest what could.

Iran was and remains a heartbreaker. Where else is the civic spirit so enduring, and so unyieldingly denied? Time and again, the Islamic Republic proved itself implacable before even the most rudimentary of its subjects' desires. It valued neither their lives nor any legitimacy that their consent could confer on the state. It refused them the dignity of small freedoms that might have cost the system nothing. And it would not even afford them a stake in prosperity: Over the course of the first two decades of the 21st century, a largely middle-class country was driven to penury, not only because of international sanctions, but because of the voracious corruption of the IRGC, which Khamenei allowed and encouraged as a means of hoarding power.

I'll admit that I distanced myself from Iran. My run-in with the IRGC had made traveling there again impossible, and I questioned the value of what I could observe from afar. My network of sources outside the country had always been eclectic. Now it spanned a venomously polarized diaspora that traded accusations--of complicity with Iran's foreign enemies, and with the ever more hated regime.

To hope for change in Iran was quixotic; to bet against it seemed cruel. Each upswell of protest presented a breathtaking display of youthful courage shadowed by near-certain tragedy. Eternally optimistic, a friend inside Iran offered me a metaphor: If it takes 100 blows of the axe to cut down a tree, he wrote to me on WhatsApp in 2022, you don't say the first 99 were useless.

But the Islamic Republic seemed to be made of ironwood. It was not one man's dictatorship. The revolutionaries had built institutions, both civilian and military, that perpetuated themselves. Networks of violence ran deep, through virtually every power center and organ of the system, and the regime retained a considerable base of ideological support in both the populace and the security apparatus. Time and again, asked to choose between their neighbors and their leaders, Iran's men under arms chose the regime.

Would they really do it? Would they open fire on unarmed crowds of mostly young people, mowing them down by the thousands? This past January, the Islamic Republic made its security forces the instrument of an atrocity of world-historic proportions, killing at least 6,000 and possibly more than 30,000 protesters. Something broke inside of nearly every Iranian I knew. Or ignited: a fireball of rage and trauma. How could one live under such a regime? But what form of resistance was possible? One exiled activist told me privately that she fantasized about returning as an armed resistance fighter: "The reality is that we have reached a point, a dead end, where you almost have to be a partisan to win. Otherwise you have to accept that they will kill you and move on."

When American and Israeli bombs began blasting their homeland, many of my old friends and contacts hitched their country's epic hopes to Trump's epic fury. No nonviolent effort had dislodged or even shaken the regime; here at last was hard power. The alternative was the Islamic Republic, forever. But others among my old network were aghast. The hard power in question was wielded by outsiders for who knew what purpose, against a continuously widening ambit of targets. One friend texted me to ask: If the Iranians celebrating such violent destruction of their country come to power by means of it, can they really be said to be pro-democratic? How will they treat their opponents?

Lately I've been wondering whether a fault line has always run through the opposition, or if what I'm seeing now is new. On one side are those who still believe that despite the outcome of the 1979 revolution, its broadest animating impulses--the rejection of monarchy and American dominion, and the assertion of Iran's sovereignty over its resources and political fate--are sacrosanct. On the other are those who have concluded that not only the Islamic Republic, but the revolution itself, was a wrong turn. There is a potent symbolism in their embrace of the son of the deposed shah as a leader for the future, and their acceptance of American force as the means for empowering him.

The views of these camps are anathema to each other. I am trying to listen respectfully to both--though truth be told, I cannot at the time of this writing imagine a way that this war ends in Iranian liberation, or a way that the Islamic Republic, with or without the war, decides to yield. But how can I say these things, or even think them? Not when every phone call ends with a promise--that we'll continue the conversation, someday, in Tehran.



This article appears in the May 2026 print edition with the headline "Someday in Tehran."
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The Autocrat's Dilemma

Xi Jinping's ruthless reign in China offers important lessons for aspiring authoritarians.

by Michael Schuman

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




Donald Trump clearly romanticizes the strongman leadership of Chinese President Xi Jinping. On Joe Rogan's podcast in 2024, Trump praised Xi for being "a brilliant guy. He controls 1.4 billion people with an iron fist." As China's government eliminated term limits on the presidency in 2018, Trump opined that "maybe we'll have to give that a shot some day."

What Trump has either missed or ignored is how Xi's ruthlessness has served to make China weaker. Indeed, Xi's reign in Beijing illustrates, especially now, what happens when an autocrat's personal interests run counter to his country's needs.

In late January, Xi sacked China's top general, Zhang Youxia, the rare Chinese officer with actual combat experience. The government said only that Zhang is under investigation for unspecified violations of law and discipline, but the military's main newspaper implied that the probe was part of a larger plan to strengthen the military by rooting out corruption. The opacity of China's government makes it impossible to gauge the validity of any allegations against Zhang, a longtime ally of Xi's. The timing is also unclear. But in removing Zhang, Xi is sending a signal that no one is safe from his wrath.

This was the most dramatic move in Xi's campaign to reshape the military's leadership, which has effectively decapitated the senior ranks of the People's Liberation Army. Of the 44 officers selected to join the Communist Party's top-leadership council, 40 have been purged or gone missing since mid-2023, Neil Thomas, a fellow at the Asia Society Policy Institute's Center for China Analysis, told me.

Michael Schuman: A possible upside to the Iran war

These moves demonstrate how Xi's relentless quest for control can perversely sap China's strength. The turmoil created by Xi's purges has likely undercut the Chinese military's "readiness and combat effectiveness" for years, according to a recent report from the Center for Strategic and International Studies. The timing is also notable, given the ways Trump's attacks on Iran and Venezuela have sparked global upheaval and challenged Chinese national interests.

Politics in Communist China--where power struggles are settled in back rooms and the penalty for losing can be death--have always been a dangerous business. But in the 1980s, the Communist Party developed a system of government that orchestrated regular transitions of power, balanced rival interests, encouraged policy discussion, and implemented bold economic reforms. China's reputation for technocratic pragmatism underpinned the country's economic success. It seemed safe to assume that China's economy would eventually surpass even the United States'.

Since taking charge of the party in 2012, Xi has steadily dismantled the system that oversaw three decades of explosive growth by concentrating power in his own hands. He has marginalized party elders, tossed out political rivals, and sidelined members of other factions, which has stifled policy debates and removed checks on his power. Many of Xi's moves are purportedly about rooting out corruption, but in a political system rife with graft, this tactic enables him to pick off anyone he wishes. In 2022, Xi packed the seven-member Politburo Standing Committee, the country's most powerful governing body, with close associates and political allies. "Personal loyalty to Xi is his absolute priority and a baseline requirement for being promoted to the top leadership," Thomas said.

Xi has sometimes prized loyalty over experience. Li Qiang, a colleague of Xi's, had never served in the national government before Xi elevated him to the No. 2 spot in 2023. A year before his promotion to premier, Li had overseen Shanghai's disastrous coronavirus-pandemic lockdown, which had confined the city's 25 million residents to their homes for two months. Because these orders were issued without sufficient planning for necessities, many households ran short of food. Officials reinforced stay-at-home orders by erecting fences around some apartment buildings, essentially incarcerating occupants. Babies sick with the virus were forcibly separated from their parents and piled into cribs in crowded wards.

Most national leaders surround themselves with like-minded lieutenants who share their politics and priorities. But in an autocracy with a leader who is quick to promote allies and punish dissenters, officials have far more reason to implement Xi's policy preferences than to challenge them. The diversity of views that was apparent in the early years of Xi's tenure has all but evaporated. "The bureaucracy is incentivized to say what they think the leader wants to hear and to hold back recommendations that deviate," Amanda Hsiao, a director in the China practice at the political-risk consultancy Eurasia Group, told me.

This has granted Xi almost full control of the policy-making process. There is simply no one left at the party's senior levels with the power--or the incentive--to force Xi to compromise. This overreliance on one man "can be a good thing if Xi makes good decisions, but it can also be very dangerous if Xi makes bad decisions," Thomas said.

And Xi has made his fair share of poor choices. Trump's clashes with longtime American allies over trade, the Ukraine war, Greenland, and other matters have left room for Xi to grow China's power by drawing these countries closer to Beijing. Several European leaders, including the French president, the German chancellor, and the British prime minister, have met with Xi in China in recent months in the hopes of improving relations to balance an unreliable Washington. But Xi sent them all home without making significant concessions on the matters that have strained their relations, including concerns over Beijing's support for Russian President Vladimir Putin or China's unfair trade practices that threaten European industry, among other contentious matters.

China's leadership has appeared even more paralyzed over the country's mounting economic woes. Xi has avoided reforms that could restore healthy growth, such as tackling the excessive supply and anemic demand behind China's falling prices and ballooning trade surpluses. Instead, the country's latest five-year plan, approved by an annual national congress in March, promises to double down on the very strategies Xi prefers, including heavy investments in industry and technology, which will likely exacerbate the economy's problems.

Michael Schuman: Rising prices are bad, but plummeting prices are worse

Despite China's enormous progress in new industries such as EVs, the economy overall has been underperforming on Xi's watch. As a share of the global economy, China's GDP in dollar terms peaked at about 18.5 percent in 2021 and has since fallen to about 16.5 percent, according to the International Monetary Fund.

In purging rivals and enhancing his control, Xi may assume that he is establishing the political stability and predictability that will ensure China's prosperity. By dismantling the leadership within China's army, for example, Xi clearly aspires to create a stronger and certainly more loyal military. But by deploying power without restraint and purging whomever he wishes on demand, he is instead creating "uncertainty, instability, and paralysis," Alexander Davey, an analyst at the Berlin-based Mercator Institute for China Studies, told me. The more power Xi pursues, the more political, economic, and military chaos he seems to foment.

Instead of pushing China to liberalize, as recent U.S. presidents have done, Trump has sought to emulate Beijing's authoritarianism by bullying his political opponents, silencing critics, and demanding unquestioned support from his own party. The lessons of Xi's hubris seem urgent--and salutary for other countries, including the United States. But any leader who aspires to Xi's level of power is unlikely to take note.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2026/04/donald-trump-xi-jinping-china-authoritarianism/686631/?utm_source=feed
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America Needs to Get Serious About Drones

The new age of war is already here, swarming over Barksdale Air Force Base.

by Brynn Tannehill

Tue, 31 Mar 2026


U.S. Air Force B-52H long range strategic bombers at the Barksdale Air Force Base in 2007. (Paul J. Richards / AFP / Getty)



For the past two years, Ukraine has made dramatically effective use of small, cheap drones as complex and deadly tools of warfare. America has paid little attention. So little, in fact, that analysts have been sounding the alarm for some time about the lack of U.S. preparation for the new age of war.


A recent swarm of drones over an American military installation with nuclear weapons ought to change that. During the week of March 9, several waves of 12 to 15 drones flew over Barksdale Air Force Base, in Louisiana. They loitered there for as long as four hours at a time. These were technologically advanced drones, far more sophisticated than those a hobbyist might own. They were also reportedly resistant to jamming.


According to a confidential briefing obtained by ABC News, "After reaching multiple points across the installation, the drones dispersed across sensitive locations on the base," indicating that the drone operators had a preplanned list of targets to surveil. They may also have been sent to test U.S. defenses.


What makes the incident particularly worrying is that Barksdale is home to the 2nd and 307th Bomb Wings, each with dozens of nuclear-capable B-52H bombers. These aircraft are part of the U.S. nuclear triad of bombers, land-based ballistic missiles, and ballistic-missile-armed submarines. Barksdale houses the Global Strike Command, which controls the Air Force components of the nuclear triad. The United States does not publicly disclose where nuclear weapons are stored, but Barksdale seems a likely location.


Drones the size of those over Barksdale can travel only short distances from their operators, typically about 20 to 50 kilometers. That limitation, plus the nature of the vehicles and the target of their surveillance, strongly suggests that malign foreign actors launched them from inside the United States.


Simon Shuster: Building tanks while the Ukrainians master drones

The episode bears an uncanny resemblance to Ukraine's Operation Spiderweb against Russia. Last June, Ukrainian drones concealed inside of pallets on trailers were released to conduct a coordinated, simultaneous attack on several air bases deep inside Russia. About 20 Russian aircraft were reportedly destroyed or damaged, including nuclear-capable Tu-22M3 and Tu-95 bombers. It was the single worst day of the war for the Russian Air Force. The incidents at Barksdale suggest that the U.S. fleet of nuclear-capable bombers is just as vulnerable as Russia's was.


Barksdale hasn't been the only target. Also this month, unidentified drones were spotted over Fort McNair, in the Washington, D.C., area. Some prominent U.S. officials live there, among them Secretary of State Marco Rubio and Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth.


Given that the United States has made eliminating Iranian leaders a top priority of the war it is waging, Iran could very well be interested in killing a senior U.S. official on American soil. But Russia is also a possible culprit. In the past year, Russia has been probing Polish and NATO airspace with cheap, disposable drones. NATO countries across the North Sea area have also reported numerous drone incursions, particularly over sensitive NATO facilities. Russia denies involvement, but many observers (including myself) believe that Moscow is responsible for a significant number of these events.


China, too, has the capability and possible motivation to have conducted the drone flights over Barksdale. It has a robust drone-development program and the manufacturing base needed for mass production. And China is certainly interested in the war in Iran--particularly in seeing it shrink America's supply of available long-range precision weapons. The fewer of these the United States has, the sooner China will consider a successful invasion of Taiwan possible. China was conducting reconnaissance flights with balloons over the United States as far back as the first Trump administration, before they were caught red-handed in 2023.


The problems drones pose are not easy ones. Nations now need to defend everywhere, all the time, against threats ranging from a $1,000 quadcopter with a half-pound of explosives to multimillion-dollar ballistic and hypersonic missiles. The United States isn't alone in being caught flat-footed. Ukraine was the first to adopt drone warfare as the centerpiece of its defense strategy, spurring Russia to employ its own drones: Lancet loitering munitions, which turned out to be one of their most effective weapons against Ukraine.


Brynn Tannehill: What the drone strikes on the Kremlin reveal about the war in Ukraine

Ukraine and Russia have been locked in a move-and-countermove race to jam each other's drones while making their own drones more resistant. Drone countermeasures need to be relatively cheap to be viable. Ukraine has draped nets over many of the roads vital for logistics. Both sides have made effective use of decoys, such as plywood M777 howitzers that are cheaper and easier to replace than the drones used to destroy them. Russian President Vladimir Putin is working to increase domestic security against drones. And perhaps the most important counter-drone development has been Ukraine's inexpensive, plentiful new interceptor drones, which have performed well against Iranian-made Shahed suicide drones.


The United States now faces some of the same difficulties that Russia does. A big country with a big military has a lot of airspace and many potential targets to protect. An anti-drone system that can cover all of these assets will cost dearly in time, money, and effort--but given the pace of technological development, such a system could be obsolete before it is even ready.


One way to protect American military assets from small drones is to place them in hardened aircraft shelters. But these are expensive and can still be penetrated by high-end missiles. For this reason, the current U.S. Air Force doctrine of Agile Combat Employment prefers dispersing assets rather than counting on hardened facilities to protect them.


But that strategy seems to have been developed in order to counter long-range Chinese munitions in the Pacific, not small-drone swarms with near-real-time targeting within the continental United States. Facilities that were once safe havens from all but the highest-end weapons systems are now exposed to American adversaries with little more than a fleet of small drones. Washington needs to reconsider using hardened shelters for its nuclear-capable bombers, as costly as they are. At a minimum, it should follow the Ukrainian example and place its vital military assets under other sorts of protective shelters, or even netting. And it should be acquiring and fielding interceptor drones much faster--again, just as Ukraine has so successfully done against Shaheds.


Four years into the war in Ukraine, the United States is unprepared for the radically new form of warfare that has been raging there. The swarms over Barksdale suggest how  high the price could be.
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America Is Now a Rogue Superpower

Washington's conduct in the Iran war is accelerating global chaos and deepening America's dangerous isolation.

by Robert Kagan

Mon, 30 Mar 2026




Whenever and however America's war with Iran ends, it has both exposed and exacerbated the dangers of our new, fractured, multipolar reality--driving deeper wedges between the United States and former friends and allies; strengthening the hands of the expansionist great powers, Russia and China; accelerating global political and economic chaos; and leaving the United States weaker and more isolated than at any time since the 1930s. Even success against Iran will be hollow if it hastens the collapse of the alliance system that for eight decades has been the true source of America's power, influence, and security.

For America's friends and allies in Europe, the Iran war has been a significant strategic setback. As Russia and Ukraine wage a grinding war that will be "won" by whoever can hold on the longest, the Iran war has materially and psychologically helped Russia and hurt Ukraine. Even before Donald Trump lifted oil sanctions on Russia, oil prices were skyrocketing--and filling Vladimir Putin's war chest with billions of dollars, just as Russia's wartime deficits were starting to cause significant pain. The unexpected windfall gives Putin more time and capacity to continue destroying Ukraine's economic infrastructure and energy grid. Meanwhile, the Persian Gulf states are burning through U.S.-provided stocks of air-defense interceptors, drawing on the same limited supply that Ukraine depends on to defend its largest cities from Russian missile strikes.

More worrying for European allies has been the evident indifference of the United States to the consequences of its actions. For Europeans, the existential threat today comes not from a weakened and impoverished Iran but from a nuclear-armed Russia that invaded Ukraine in the most brazen act of cross-border territorial aggression in Europe since World War II. Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth told the Europeans last year to be ready by 2027 to defend themselves without American help, and so they have been desperately reorienting their economies and military strategies to take on the Russian threat without the United States. They have also taken on the bulk of military and economic support for Ukraine because they fear, as many American analysts do, that Putin's territorial ambitions are extensive, and other European states may be next. Trump's decision to lift sanctions on Russian oil, over the opposition of Germany, Japan, the United Kingdom, France, Canada, and the European Union, showed just how little regard the United States has for Europe's security. The message to Europe, as the scholar Ivan Krastev has noted, is that "the trans-Atlantic relationship no longer matters."

U.S. actions have been no less damaging to America's friends and allies in East Asia and the Western Pacific. Japan gets 95 percent of its oil from the Middle East, and 70 percent of that passes through the now-blocked Strait of Hormuz. Yet Japanese and other Asian diplomats in the first weeks of the war complained that they were "not receiving any communication from the Trump administration." At the same time, the United States has dispatched an aircraft-carrier battle group and other warships from the Western Pacific to the Persian Gulf, including elements of the Tripoli amphibious ready group, that would be needed for an American response to Chinese aggression, including an attack on Taiwan.

Trump's supporters have tried to argue that the war with Iran will "boost deterrence" against Russia and China by demonstrating that "a direct confrontation with the U.S. would be extraordinarily damaging." Given that the United States remains the world's strongest nuclear-armed power, that is likely not a revelation to Moscow and Beijing. Yet nothing about Trump's willingness to bomb Iran suggests that he's any more prone than before to seek a "direct confrontation" with Russia. On the contrary, Trump has consistently sought to appease Putin by cutting off direct supplies of U.S. weaponry to Ukraine, pressuring Ukraine to give in to Russian territorial demands, and now by lifting sanctions on Russian oil.

From the March 2026 issue: America vs. the world

As for China, combined Israeli and American forces have demonstrated impressive capabilities, but their success is not necessarily replicable in the Pacific. Taking out an adversary's sophisticated air defenses is a dangerous operation--one that Israel shouldered in Iran, making the subsequent U.S. assault possible. The U.S. had the capacity to take that first step but would not likely have assumed the risk. In the event of Chinese aggression against Taiwan, will the Israelis take out Chinese air-defense systems for the United States too?

Chinese leaders will also note that the United States has been fearful of sending warships to open the Strait of Hormuz lest they come under fire from a significantly depleted Iranian force. That's understandable but not very intimidating. Hegseth has said that "the only thing prohibiting transit in the straits right now is Iran shooting at shipping." No doubt, and the only thing preventing the United States from coming to the aid of Taiwan will be China shooting, with far superior and far more plentiful weaponry. Also not lost on the Chinese is the fact that the United States has had to pull significant air, naval, and ground forces from the Western Pacific, likely for months, in order to fight a decimated Iran.

Some analysts have suggested that Russia and China have failed to come to Iran's defense, and that this somehow constitutes a defeat for them, because Iran was their ally. But the Russians are helping Iran by providing satellite imagery and advanced drone capabilities to strike more effectively at U.S. military and support installations. And China has not suffered a loss in Iran insofar as Iran has granted safe passage to its oil shipments.

More important, in Russia and China's hierarchy of interests, defending Iran is of distinctly secondary importance; their primary goal is to expand their regional hegemony. For Putin, Ukraine is the big prize that will immeasurably strengthen Russia's position vis-a-vis the rest of Europe. For China, the primary goal is to push the United States out of the Western Pacific, and anything that degrades America's ability to project force in the region is a benefit. Indeed, the longer American attention and resources are tied up in the Middle East, the better for both Russia and China. Neither Moscow nor Beijing can be unhappy to see the war drive deep and perhaps permanent wedges between the United States and its allies in Europe and Asia.

The Trump administration, however, has turned America's long-standing hierarchy of interests upside down. For eight decades, Americans were deeply involved in the greater Middle East not because the region was intrinsically a vital national-security interest but as part of a broader global commitment to the alliances and freedom of navigation that undergirded the American-led liberal world order.


Smoke rises over a Tehran highway on March 5. (Atta Kenare / AFP / Getty)



No state in the Middle East (including Iraq in 2003 and Iran today) ever posed a direct threat to the security of the American homeland. Iran has no missiles that can reach the United States and, according to American intelligence, would not until 2035. Access to Middle Eastern oil and gas has never been essential to the security of the American homeland. Today the United States is less dependent on Middle Eastern energy than in the past, which Trump has pointed out numerous times since the Strait of Hormuz was closed.

The United States has long sought to prevent Iraq or Iran from acquiring weapons of mass destruction, but not because these countries would pose a direct threat to the United States. The American nuclear arsenal would have been more than adequate to deter a first strike by either of them, as it has been for decades against far more powerful adversaries. What American administrations have feared is that an Iran in possession of nuclear weapons would be more difficult to contain in its region, because neither the United States nor Israel would be able to launch the kind of attack now under way. The Middle East's security, not America's, would be imperiled.

As for Israel, the United States committed to its defense out of a sense of moral responsibility after the Holocaust. This never had anything to do with American national-security interests. In fact, American officials from the beginning regarded support for Israel as contrary to U.S. interests. George C. Marshall opposed recognition in 1948, and Dean Acheson said that by recognizing Israel, the United States had succeeded Britain as "the most disliked power in the Middle East." During the Cold War, even supporters of Israel acknowledged that as a simple matter of "power politics," the United States had "every reason for wishing that Israel had never come into existence." But as Harry Truman put it, the decision to support the state of Israel was made "not in the light of oil, but in the light of justice."

Even the threat of terrorism from the region was a consequence of American involvement, not the reason for it. Had the United States not been deeply and consistently involved in the Muslim world since the 1940s, Islamic militants would have little interest in attacking an indifferent nation 5,000 miles and two oceans away. Contrary to much mythology, they have hated us not so much because of "who we are" but because of where we are. In Iran's case, the United States was deeply involved in its politics from the 1950s until the 1979 revolution, including as the main supporter of the brutal regime of Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. The surest way of avoiding Islamist terrorist attacks would have been to get out.

America's interests in the Middle East have always been indirect and secondary to larger global aims and strategies. During World War II, the United States led a coalition of nations that depended on the greater Middle East for oil and strategic position. During the Cold War, the United States assumed responsibility not only for the defense of the Jewish state but for the defense and economic well-being of European and Asian allies who depended on Middle Eastern oil. After the Cold War, Saddam Hussein's Iraq invaded Kuwait, and the George H. W. Bush administration believed that failing to reverse that aggression would set an ominous precedent in the aborning "new world order."

That sense of global responsibility is precisely what the Trump administration came to office to repudiate and undo. The Trump administration's new National Security Strategy, which has dramatically shifted the focus of American policy from world order to homeland security and hemispheric hegemony, appropriately downgraded the Middle East in the hierarchy of American concerns. A United States concerned only with defense of its homeland and the Western Hemisphere would see nothing in the region worth fighting for. In the heyday of "America First" foreign policy during the 1920s and '30s, when Americans did not regard even Europe and Asia as vital interests, the idea that they had any security interests in the greater Middle East would have struck them as hallucinatory.

Yet now, for reasons known only to the Trump administration, the Middle East has suddenly taken top priority; indeed, to supporters of Trump and the war, it seems to be the only priority, apparently worth any price, including the introduction of ground forces and even the destruction of the American alliance system.

This might make sense if there were no other threats to worry about. When the United States invaded Iraq in 2003, the greatest perceived menace was from international terrorism. China was in an accommodating phase, under Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao. Russia posed no threat to Europe; rather, these were the years of Russo-German partnership, a time when Western Europeans found the overall strategic situation so unthreatening that they were the ones doubting the necessity of NATO. Only Eastern Europeans still worried about the return of a revanchist Russia, which is why they immediately joined the United States in the Iraq War.

Twenty-three years later, the situation is completely different. The greatest threats to world peace, and to the democracies of Europe and Asia, are not terrorism and Iran but two powerful and expansionist great powers, one of which has already invaded its neighbors and the other of which threatens to. Today's world looks more like that of 1934 than like the supposedly post-historical paradise that some imagined after the Cold War. And European and American leaders are at odds not over philosophical disagreements about the utility of power but over fundamental security interests. American indifference to the European struggle against Russian aggression constitutes a profound geopolitical revolution--perhaps the final disintegration of the alliance relationships established after World War II.

One would be hard-pressed to find any nation in the world that has been reassured by the Israeli and American war against Iran, other than Israel itself. According to The Wall Street Journal, Gulf state leaders are "privately furious" with the U.S. for "triggering a war that put them in the crosshairs." Despite its impressive power, the United States was unable to protect these countries from Iran's attacks; now they have to hope that Trump will not leave them to face a weakened yet intact and angry Iranian regime but will instead double down on America's long-term military commitment to the region, including by putting ground troops in Iran.

Israelis should also be asking how far they can count on the Americans' dedication to this fight. A United States capable of abandoning long-standing allies in Europe and East Asia will be capable of abandoning Israel too. Can Israel sustain its new dominance in the region without a long and deep American commitment?

The unintended effect of the war, in fact, may be driving regional players to seek other great-power protectors in addition to the United States. Trump himself has invited the Chinese to help open the strait, and the Chinese are actively courting the Arab and Gulf states. The Gulf states are not averse to dealing with Beijing and Moscow. Neither is Israel. It sold management of a container terminal in the port of Haifa to a Chinese company, despite objections from the U.S. Navy, which uses the port.

Israel, practically alone among American allies, refused to take part in sanctions against Russia when it invaded Ukraine in 2022. When Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu ran for reelection in 2019, some of his campaign posters showed him shaking hands with Putin under the tagline A Different League. No one should blame Israelis for this. They are an independent nation and can be expected to do what they feel they need to do to survive. Americans may have a sentimental or religious attachment to Israel, but Israelis cannot afford to be sentimental in return.

That is especially true given this administration's cavalier attitude toward international responsibilities. The Iran war is global intervention "America First"-style: no public debate, no vote in Congress, no cooperation or, in many cases, even consultation with allies other than Israel, and, apparently, no concern for potential consequences to the region and the world. "They say if you break it, you own it. I don't buy that," Senator Lindsey Graham, arguably Trump's most influential adviser on the war, said.

For Europeans, the problem is worse than American disregard and irresponsibility. They now face an unremittingly hostile United States--one that no longer treats its allies as allies or differentiates between allies and potential adversaries. The aggressive tariffs Washington imposed last year hit America's erstwhile friends at least as hard as they hit Russia and China, and in some cases harder. Europeans must now wonder whether Trump's decision to go to war with Iran makes it more or less likely that he will take similarly bold action on Greenland. The risks and costs of taking that undefended Danish territory, after all, would be far less than the risks and costs of waging the present war. Not some EU liberal but Trump's conservative friend, Italian Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni recently warned that American actions have produced a "crisis in international law and multilateral organizations" and "the collapse of a shared world order."

This is the world we are now living in. Anti-Americanism is on the rise in formerly allied countries. Asked in a recent Politico poll whether Xi Jinping's China or Trump's United States was more dependable, 57 percent of Canadians, 40 percent of Germans, and 42 percent of Britons said China--a sharp decline in America's perceived trustworthiness. In the past, America's alliance relationships have survived waves of public disapproval because governments knew that whatever errors the United States made and however unpopular Washington might be, it remained fully committed to defending the order that protected them. Today that is no longer true.

Read: Trump is right that Pax Americana is over

Trump has repeatedly made clear, including during this war, that if he is unhappy with an ally, he will withdraw American protection. He temporarily cut off intelligence sharing with Ukraine to punish it for refusing to bend to Moscow. He has warned that allies such as Japan and South Korea should pay the United States for protection. During this war, he has threatened to leave the Strait of Hormuz closed and hand the problem off to those who need it more than the United States does. Trump's tactics with allies consist almost entirely of threats: to tariff them, to abandon them, and, in the case of Greenland, to use force to seize their territory. When Trump discovered that he needed the help of allies against Iran, he did not ask them for help or work to persuade them. He simply "demanded" that they do what he said. Trump doesn't want allies--he wants vassals.

As a result, friends and allies will be ever less willing to cooperate with the United States. This time, Spain refused American use of air and naval bases in its territory. Next time, that could be Germany, Italy, or even Japan. Nations around the world will come to rely not on American commitments and permanent alliances but on ad hoc coalitions to address crises. No one will cooperate with the United States by choice, only by coercion. Without allies, the United States will have to depend on clients that it controls, such as Venezuela, or weaker powers that it can bully.


President Trump with NATO leaders in Washington, D.C., August 2025. (Win McNamee / Getty)



For 80 years, the United States defied the closest thing there is to a law of physics in international relations: the concept of balancing. The seminal realist thinker Kenneth Waltz once observed that "unbalanced power, whoever wields it, is a potential danger to others." This certainly should have applied to the United States, because the global distribution of power for eight decades after the end of World War II was highly "unbalanced" in America's favor. Yet neither in the 1940s nor after the Cold War did the world's other powers even consider banding together to balance against the American hegemon. Rather than regarding history's first global "superpower" as a danger to be contained, they for the most part saw it as a partner to be enlisted.

Americans were not unerring stewards of world affairs. They could be selfish, self-righteous, paranoid, aggressive, and blundering, as well as indifferent and ignorant. They could be too confident about the scope of their power, and then too pessimistic about the possibilities of its use--in other words, Americans were not exceptional, even if their nation's geopolitical circumstances were. Yet throughout the Cold War and for nearly four decades after it, allies and partners across the globe clung to the American order through thick and thin. It survived unpopular wars in Vietnam and Iraq. It survived made-in-America global economic calamities, such as the 2008 financial crisis. It even survived America's relative economic and military decline. In fact, America's great power was more than tolerated and forgiven: Other nations encouraged it, abetted it, and, with surprising frequency, legitimized it through multilateral institutions such as NATO and the United Nations, as well as in less formal coalitions. This, more than raw might, was what made the United States the most influential power in history.

Those days are now over and will not soon return. Nations that once bandwagoned with the United States will now remain aloof or align against it--not because they want to, but because the United States leaves them no choice, because it will neither protect them nor refrain from exploiting them. Welcome to the era of the rogue American superpower. It will be lonely and dangerous.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2026/03/trump-us-power-iran/686567/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Kurdish Ground Force Preparing to Fight in Iran

The Peshmerga on the Iraq-Iran border are eager to join the American campaign. They're also deeply uneasy about where it might lead.

by Robert F. Worth

Sun, 29 Mar 2026




Earlier this month, high in the snow-capped mountains near the border between Iran and Iraq, a Kurdish rebel led me down a foot trail to the opening of a cave. We stepped inside and walked about 50 yards along a dark man-made passageway where water dripped steadily from the rocky ceiling. Then we turned down one of the cave's branching tunnels and passed through a wood-framed entryway into a brightly lit and immaculate room with a long table and a television mounted on a wall.

A dozen men and women wearing the short jackets, baggy trousers, and waist sashes of the Kurdish rebels known as the Peshmerga greeted me. These were the leaders of the Kurdistan Free Life Party, better known as PJAK, which has been aspiring to topple the Iranian regime for decades.

"We are on the trigger finger," one of them told me. "After 22 years in the movement, we have never been this busy."

The American-Israeli effort to bring down the Iranian regime is not likely to succeed without the help of PJAK and other Kurdish armed groups, whose fighters could easily slip across the border that lies near their network of bases in northern Iraq. When Donald Trump and Benjamin Netanyahu appealed to the Iranian people to rise up against the regime, their message was aimed partly at Iran's minority population of Kurds, who--like their fellow Kurds living in Turkey, Syria, and Iraq--have long been at odds with their rulers. The Kurds now face the latest in a long series of temptations: a chance to overthrow an oppressor that could leave them more vulnerable to retribution than ever before.

Read: A turning point in the Iran war

Hundreds of Iranian Kurds living abroad have been returning to the Middle East from Europe over the past two months, hoping to help liberate their homeland. No other segment of Iran's population is as well prepared. PJAK and other Kurdish factions say they have thousands of sleeper-cell members in Iran who would join the fight as soon as a ground invasion started.

But the prospect of a Kurdish invasion is fraught with danger, not least to the Kurds themselves. They cannot count on support from the American president. And many people in Iran's Persian majority--including opposition figures such as Reza Pahlavi, the 65-year-old son of the last shah--are deeply suspicious that the Kurds have separatist ambitions. Some Iranians might even rally to the regime's defense if they feel that their country's unity is under threat.

If the Iranian regime is left standing, the Kurds will probably be the first victims of its reprisals. If it collapses, the Kurds may be the unwitting agents of a civil war that would probably draw in Turkey and other neighboring states. That could in turn provoke a refugee crisis like the one that followed the Syrian civil war, sowing havoc across the Middle East and even across Europe. All of this might suit Israel, whose leaders have tended to believe that they are safest when their neighbors are weak and divided. But it would make the world a more dangerous place.

PJAK, which has been fighting the Iranian regime from a network of hidden bases since it was founded in 2004, embodies the opportunities and hazards of the Kurdish option. It is widely acknowledged to be the most organized and militarily experienced of all the factions.

The leaders I met in their mountain grotto had the selfless glow of monks, with a similar daily discipline: They all rise at 5:30 a.m. and follow a regimented schedule, which includes shared chores among the male and female fighters. They are well educated and fiercely dedicated to their leftist ideals of feminism, environmentalism, and local democracy. Alcohol is forbidden, and smoking and romantic relationships are strongly discouraged. "We believe we are sacrificing ourselves for the struggle," Peyman Viyan, a co-chair of PJAK, told me.

PJAK would appear to be a natural candidate if the United States were to arm the Kurdish factions. The CIA may already be doing so, as CNN reported earlier this month, and as one Kurdish leader from another faction hinted to me during an interview. But there is a hitch: PJAK is listed by the U.S. as a terrorist group.

The reason was apparent the moment I entered the meeting room inside PJAK's underground base, which extends deep into the mountain. On the walls, surrounded by pictures of martyred Kurdish fighters, was a large portrait of Abdullah Ocalan, the imprisoned Kurdish rebel whom the group treats with a cultish reverence.

Ocalan is the founder of the Kurdistan Workers' Party, or PKK, a Kurdish group that fought a 40-year insurgency against the Turkish state. The struggle left tens of thousands of people dead, and Turkey considers any group aligned with the PKK, including PJAK, a mortal enemy. PJAK and most other Kurdish factions say that their goal is not a Kurdish state but some form of autonomy within a democratic Iran. Nonetheless, if PJAK fighters were to cross the border into Iran, they might find themselves under attack by Iranian and Turkish forces.

Perhaps the Trump administration could have ironed out some of these problems if it had taken regime change in Iran more seriously and put time and effort into planning for it. Instead, PJAK and other Kurdish factions have found themselves in a strange position: eager to join the American campaign, but deeply uneasy about where it might lead.

Viyan told me that the Kurds would "very likely" take part in a ground invasion of Iran, and soon. She then said that the invasion plans were not ready yet, and that "lots of discussion has to take place about how to proceed." The position of the United States and Israel would be essential, she said, but no one could say what that was. She pleaded, a little poignantly, for the American government to provide a "guarantee of Kurdish rights in the future"--as if anyone could guarantee anything about the future of Iran.


A fighter from PJAK poses with her weapon. (AFP / Getty)



The evening I arrived in Erbil, the capital of northern Iraq's autonomous Kurdish region, I passed a huge pillar of black smoke pouring skyward from an Iranian drone strike. The Iraqi Kurds are not involved in the current military campaign, but they have long given shelter to Kurdish groups from other countries, and that has made their region an incidental battleground.

Iran has been targeting Iraqi Kurdistan almost constantly since the war started, as have its Shiite proxy militias inside Iraq. Some of the strikes have been aimed at American military and political targets. Several times, I saw missiles being intercepted right above me--a jet-like sound followed by a loud boom and a flash in the sky, like fireworks.

But most of the attacks seemed to be aimed at the bases of the Iranian Kurdish parties. They do not enjoy the protection of America's expensive missile defenses: Many have been struck, and a number of Peshmerga fighters have been killed.

On a hillside not far from Erbil, I toured one rebel camp whose tin sheds had been shredded by a drone strike the day before. I interviewed one of the group's commanders in a car--it was raining--and he spoke dismissively about the Iranian regime, saying that it was weak and running out of weapons. The Kurds massing in Iraq were "ready to fight," he said, and thousands more would join them the moment they crossed the border.

Shortly afterward, we heard a series of dull thudding sounds in the distance. "I have to go," the commander said. He yanked open the car door and ran back to his camp, which was under another drone attack.

Read: The countdown to a ground war

Iran would not be striking the Kurdish camps if it didn't fear that the Kurds could soon open up a new front against it. But in another sense, the Islamic Republic has been at war with the Kurdish groups for decades.

At least 30 million Kurds live in the Middle East, scattered across five countries, and they have long dreamed of establishing a nation of their own. Northwestern Iran was where they came closest to achieving this, during a brief Soviet-sponsored period of self-rule in 1946. That lasted less than a year before Soviet forces withdrew under Western pressure, and the Iranian army recaptured the Kurdish region.

The chaos that followed the Iranian Revolution in 1979 offered another opportunity. Kurdish towns began setting up their own local administrations, and the Peshmerga organized to defend them. The Kurds managed to briefly maintain their independence against the forces of the new Islamic Republic. But Ayatollah Khomeini declared jihad against them, and after the regime consolidated its forces, it waged a bloody campaign against the Peshmerga, who eventually retreated to bases across the border in northern Iraq.

Ever since, the regime has waged an unrelenting campaign of assassinations and bombings against its Kurdish opponents. Some of the better-known incidents of this cold war took place in Europe, including the 1992 assassinations of four Kurdish activists at the Mykonos restaurant in Berlin.

The war has been fought mostly in Iran and Iraq, largely unseen by the rest of the world. The Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan, the oldest of the Iranian Kurdish groups, has had some 400 members killed in northern Iraq alone, Amanj Zibaee, one of its leaders, told me. Many others have been injured; I met an elderly man in Erbil whose cousin opened a book he received in the mail only for it to explode, leaving him without eyes or hands.

This grinding, surreptitious war has touched almost everyone in the Iranian-Kurdish-exile community in some way. Reza Kaabi, the secretary of the Komala Party, told me that he had lost 36 members of his family in the struggle, including two older sisters who were executed by an Iranian firing squad in 1980, a brother who was assassinated in 2013, and another brother who was killed in a clash with regime soldiers.

After all this suffering, it is not surprising that so many Kurds have embraced the new American-Israeli bombing campaign as their great opportunity to reclaim a lost homeland. I got used to seeing people's eyes light up when they learned that I was American, and hearing them declare their gratitude to Trump. "The Israelis will destroy Iran," one beaming Kurdish driver told me several times during a road trip, "and then they will destroy Turkey."

Iranian Kurds living in exile started trickling back to the region in January, after Trump began assembling an armada for what looked like a renewed war with Iran. I met some of those returnees at a mountainside Peshmerga camp not far from Erbil. One of them was a 53-year-old named Shaho Bluri. He had come back two months earlier from Northern Europe--he preferred not to name the country--where he has lived for the past two decades. He told me he had joined the Peshmerga at the age of 17 and fought for six years, and had lost all three of his brothers in battles during the 1980s and '90s. He had always dreamed of returning to Iran.

He spoke of night raids that he and his fellow Peshmerga have made across the Iranian border in recent weeks, not to fight but to meet with sympathizers and sleeper cells who provide them with information about the regime's defenses. "If I go inside Iran, I will never go back to Europe," he said. "I am there for good."

After our talk, Bluri and his fellow Peshmerga did a live-fire exercise, the gunshots echoing off the valley walls. As dusk approached, they built a bonfire and sang a rousing song about their movement's martyrs.

Bluri told me he had taken great comfort from the news in February that the various Iranian Kurdish parties were planning on forming a united coalition. The Kurds have long been plagued by factional disputes, and the coalition was a sign that they were now capable of overcoming them, he said.

But there is no such unity in the broader Iranian opposition. After the Coalition of Political Forces of Iranian Kurdistan declared its formation on February 22, Reza Pahlavi lashed out on X at "separatists" who have made "baseless and contemptible claims against the territorial integrity and national unity of Iran." It was not the first time that Pahlavi has disparaged the Kurdish opposition, some of whose members he was once friendly with. Every Kurdish leader I spoke with told me they were willing to work with anyone except Pahlavi, whom they regard as an autocrat and a bigot.

How ordinary Iranians see the prospect of a Kurdish front against the regime is difficult to say. In the past, many regime opponents seemed to have shared Pahlavi's distrust of the Kurds as possible bearers of a separatist agenda. But that began to change in 2022, with the protest movement that arose from the killing of Mahsa Amini, a 22-year-old Kurdish woman arrested by Iran's morality police for failing to properly cover her hair.

The protests became known inside Iran by the Kurdish-language slogan Jin, Jiyan, Azadi, or "Woman, Life, Freedom." Although the regime suppressed them, the protests fostered a sense of solidarity between Kurds and the broader Iranian public, and they forced the regime to loosen its enforcement of mandatory head covering for women.

This new solidarity poses something of a dilemma for the Kurdish factional leaders I met in northern Iraq. They know that their fortunes could depend on their ability to appeal to Iranians outside the Kurdish region. But the U.S. and Israeli war against Iran risks making them look like traitors, riding back into their country "on the backs of the American tanks," as Iraqis said scornfully of the exiles who returned after the American invasion in 2003.

The other great risk for the Kurds became apparent just after Trump started the new bombing campaign on February 28, when they got a real-time illustration of his unreliability. On March 5, Trump declared that a Kurdish ground invasion of Iran would be "wonderful." Two days later, he said, "I don't want the Kurds to go into Iran."

The reason for his reversal was no mystery: The Turks, who have long been extremely suspicious of any military role for the Kurds, appear to have issued indirect but firm warnings to the White House. Turkey is now engaged in negotiations with the PKK, which agreed to disarm a year ago, but the last thing that Turkish leaders want is another Kurdish rebellion on their doorstep.

The Kurds scarcely needed a reminder of American fickleness. Only six weeks earlier, the Kurdish-run statelet in northeastern Syria, which has been a showplace for Kurdish aspirations for more than a decade, was mostly overrun by the forces of Syria's new leader, Ahmed al-Sharaa. The U.S. military stood by and did nothing to oppose the Syrian onslaught. That left many Kurds--who had looked to the Pentagon as their ally in fighting the Islamic State and other shared causes--feeling betrayed.

The worst-case scenario for the Kurds would be risking their fortunes in this war only to lose their tenuous support both inside and outside Iran. The result could be a bloodbath.

A 23-year-old woman who had just left Iran two months earlier expressed this fear to me more vividly than anyone else I met. At a cafe in Erbil, she and her husband spoke at length about how miserable their lives had been under the Islamic Republic. (They asked that their names be withheld for their safety.) They are both highly educated and secular, and come from families with legacies of involvement in the Kurdish national cause, which has put them in the regime's crosshairs. At one point, the woman told me, she cried for hours every day and was unable to do basic household chores. She could not have been more eager to see the mullahs fall. But when I asked her about the prospect of an armed intervention by Kurdish rebel groups, she looked troubled.

"I always dreamed of those groups coming to Kurdistan, but deep down I wish they would not do that," she said. "I know the slightest thing the Kurds will do, the Islamic regime will bomb every place" in the Kurdish region of Iran, where her family still lives.


A poster of Abdullah Ocalan adorns a wall near the Iraqi border with Iran. (AFP / Getty)



Even among the Peshmerga, not everyone is baying for an invasion. One of the Iranian Kurdish factions, a branch of the Komala Party, has not endorsed the war or joined the new coalition of Kurdish parties. Adib Watandust, a white-haired man of 72 who has been in the movement for Kurdish rights since the mid-1970s, walked with me up the mountain valley where the Komala Party maintains its bases.

Watandust described the decades he spent with an AK-47 over his shoulder, fighting the Iranian regime in northwestern Iran. He noted proudly that his party was the first to arm women, a practice that was shocking in the Middle East's patriarchal culture but was gradually adopted by other Kurdish rebel factions. He told me he had watched the Iranian regime grow stronger during its bloody war with Iraq through the '80s, and that this experience had changed his perspective.

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

"History tells us that you cannot bring freedom and liberation with bombardment," he said. "It doesn't work this way."

Watandust said he thought the current war could easily backfire--it could bolster the regime's will to fight on, overshadow the brutal crackdown that left thousands of protesters dead in January, and silence the opposition. "The exit plan of the regime was this war; that's why they welcomed it," he said. "It seems that for dictators, war is a gift."

We arrived at a house near the top of the valley, where rifle-toting young Peshmerga fighters laid out a blanket on a terrace and served tea. I asked Watandust what the Peshmerga should be doing instead of making war on the regime. He said they should allow those inside Iran to lead the way. It might begin with a general strike, something that has happened before in the Kurdish parts of Iran, and then spread across the rest of the country.

Once the regime begins to lose control, he said, a power vacuum will emerge. Then the Peshmerga could cross the border and help maintain order. "Our instructions to our people are to take charge of local security; to make sure there's no chaos, no violence; to avoid looting or any other kinds of security issues."

It was a hopeful scenario, and I wondered if it was as unlikely, in its way, as the more aggressive proposals coming from other Kurds. Watandust seemed to guess what I was thinking.

"The real alternatives to this regime are not outside Iran," he said. "They are inside--the political prisoners, union activists, teachers, journalists in jail, women and men. They are the real leadership. And the West cannot dictate an alternative from outside."
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The Worst-Case Scenario for AI and the News Is Already Here

Audiovisual evidence is no match for a viral conspiracy theory that Benjamin Netanyahu is dead.

by Yair Rosenberg

Fri, 27 Mar 2026




Last Thursday, the CNN reporter Jeremy Diamond interrogated Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu at a press conference in Jerusalem. This act of journalism was not unusual, but what happened next was. Diamond uploaded the exchange to social media, and the footage didn't simply go viral--it became the locus of a mass digital delusion.

The clip racked up millions of impressions across X, Facebook, and Instagram, fueled not by interest in Netanyahu's words, but by a conviction that the man speaking them didn't exist. "That is such an obvious composite," declared one of the most popular replies on X. "How are CNN journalists apparently in on this necromancer-y?!" Countless responses echoed these sentiments. "Netanyahu looks further away than he should," the top comment on Instagram read. "Looks digitally edited." Diamond's reporting had been swarmed by a growing global contingent convinced that the Israeli leader is dead--and that everything we see of him today is the product of AI.

"What do you think about these Netanyahu AI videos?" Joe Rogan, the most popular podcaster in America, asked one of his show's guests on March 20. "They think he might be dead." Rogan went on to suggest that a recent clip of Netanyahu visiting a coffee shop was "clearly AI," and that not only might the prime minister no longer be alive, but that "his brother got killed in a missile strike." None of this was true, but Rogan was not alone in voicing the suspicions. "Is Benjamin dead?" Ayoub Khan, a member of the British Parliament, asked on March 14. "I suspect he is dead or at least very seriously injured. Yet the media is completely silent on this topic despite the social media meltdown around this topic!"

Famous people being prematurely buried by social media is not new. You're not really a celebrity unless X has killed you off at least once. Mahmoud Abbas, the 90-year-old president of the Palestinian Authority, has been erroneously declared dead multiple times. What distinguishes the conspiracy theory about Netanyahu's demise is its durability. Overwhelming audiovisual evidence, including recent videos of him interacting with journalists and ordinary people, shows Netanyahu to be very much alive. Still, the claim persists.

Read: How doubt became a weapon in Iran

"It was really kind of extraordinary," Diamond told me. He had expected that the news conference he attended, which was broadcast live by various networks, "would kind of put it to bed, but obviously not."

After Netanyahu posted the clip from the coffee shop, internet sleuths insisted that the beverage in the prime minister's cup should have spilled based on how he was holding it. Netanyahu then posted a video of himself chatting with Israelis and encouraging them to follow the official safety guidelines for Iranian missile strikes; the digital detectives claimed that Netanyahu's wedding ring disappeared in the middle of the clip. Mehdi Hasan, the founder of the left-wing media company Zeteo, commented: "I don't want to be the conspiracy theory guy, and I swear I have resisted all the 'Netanyahu is dead' stuff... but this looks so fake."

Days later, interviewing Senator Chris Van Hollen, Hasan winkingly asked him "a question the entire internet is dying to hear the answer on: Is Benjamin Netanyahu dead?" (An incredulous Van Hollen said no.) The video of that conversation now has more than 800,000 views on YouTube, outstripping most of the other content on Hasan's Zeteo channel.

On March 16, just four days after Netanyahu's most recent press conference, The New York Times contributing opinion writer Megan Stack pleaded, "Netanyahu, if you're there, give a press conference or interview--the timeline has gotten unbearable," adding that she thought he was "hiding out." According to one outside analysis, from February 28 to March 19, the claim that Netanyahu was dead appeared in some "800,000 posts from more than 213,000 unique users, accumulating more than 430 million impressions on X."

The Netanyahu conspiracy theory and its seeming imperviousness to evidence are the by-products of a corrupted information environment. In a world where AI can credibly simulate any possible image, people understandably begin to doubt even the images that are real.

This crisis was anticipated. In 2018, the legal scholars Robert Chesney and Danielle Citron warned that machine learning--and the convincing fakes it produces--would undermine people's ability to identify fabrications. But they also cautioned about something they called "the liar's dividend": a situation in which pervasive fakery would allow propagandists to delegitimize reality itself. "A skeptical public will be primed to doubt the authenticity of real audio and video evidence," the scholars wrote. "This skepticism can be invoked just as well against authentic as against adulterated content." The unkillable myth of Netanyahu's death is the liar's dividend made manifest.

Of course, AI is not the only culprit here. Monetized algorithmic social media provides the perfect breeding ground for self-sustaining falsehoods. Journalists and traditional media outlets, for all their flaws, have editorial processes and professional incentives in place to point them toward reporting the truth. On social media, however, the currency is not accuracy but virality. If something spreads, it sells--literally, as posters are often paid based on engagement.

A conflict such as the U.S.-Israel-Iran war, which inflames millions of partisans, provides a ready-made audience for unscrupulous manipulators. Pro-Iran posters can churn out deepfakes of Tel Aviv being reduced to rubble or Netanyahu being bombed; pro-Israel posters can produce fraudulent images of Iran's new supreme leader, Mojtaba Khamenei, maimed in a hospital bed. The more people get their news from social media rather than traditional media, the more people will be prone to believe such propaganda--not because it is convincing, but because they want it to be true. This impulse to inhabit a digital dream world, rather than face the broken one that actually exists, is the engine that keeps delusions like the "death of Netanyahu" running.

Read: The internet is worse than a brainwashing machine

After all, there are plenty of prosaic explanations for the various oddities raised by those pushing the nonsense that Netanyahu is dead. The Israeli leader's facial coloring sometimes looks artificial because he famously wears heavy makeup in public appearances. The edges of Netanyahu's hands in some of his man-on-the-street videos look blurred not because he is digitally rendered, but because the video is, resulting in an array of artifacts caused by compression and the iPhone's autofocus and anti-aliasing features. Of the two Israeli flags behind Netanyahu during his press conferences, only one is visible from the diagonal side-shot on TV, not because the other has disappeared, but because that's how camera angles and perspective work. Netanyahu's son Yair did not go offline to sit shiva and mourn for his father; he recently flew to Hungary to address a conservative conference in support of Prime Minister Viktor Orban's reelection campaign.

Netanyahu himself has appeared in public numerous times, conversing on video with everyday Israelis and international reporters--not just CNN's Diamond, but Fox's Trey Yingst and ABC's Tom Burridge. Netanyahu even posted a video mocking his doubters alongside U.S. Ambassador to Israel Mike Huckabee. That all of these people are in on the same elaborate ruse would seem unlikely.

But reasoned refutations miss the point. Many people hate Netanyahu and wish he were dead. Monetized algorithmic social media allows mercenary opportunists to give these people what they want. The spread of this content enriches those peddling the falsehoods--who accrue followers and engagement dollars--but impoverishes the people they fool by making it harder for them to understand the world around them and act effectively to change it.

Intelligent political agency is impossible without a foundation of fact. Yet the rise of unrestrained AI, combined with the incentives and biases that drive social media, has served to supplant facts with consequential delusions, and helped mass-market them to the very people most inclined to believe them. Seen in this light, the embrace of Netanyahu's mythical death isn't a bizarre outlier, an eccentricity of the overly online; it is a preview of a new normal.
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The First Post-Reality Political Campaign

Hungary's Viktor Orban is waging cognitive warfare on a new scale.

by Anne Applebaum

Fri, 27 Mar 2026




Flick through pro-government Hungarian accounts on TikTok, and you might see an AI-generated version of Volodymyr Zelensky, the president of Ukraine, sitting on a golden toilet, counting his money, snorting cocaine, and barking orders at a Hungarian soldier. You might also find an AI-generated Peter Magyar, the leader of the Hungarian opposition, appearing to say he's fine with handing Hungarian factories over to foreigners, as long as he's the one in charge of the country. Keep going, and you will find images of war, violence, and a SpongeBob look-alike declaring that Magyar "wipes up cocaine with me after he accidentally sneezed and it all fell to the floor."

You won't find much about Hungary itself, which is not an accident. In recent years political parties around the world have produced surrealist campaigns, comic campaigns, conspiratorial campaigns, even beer-drinking campaigns. But on any list of strange elections, the 2026 parliamentary election in Hungary will stand out--this may be the world's first post-reality campaign.

In actual reality, the news for Viktor Orban, the Hungarian prime minister, is not good. After 16 years in office, plus an earlier three-year term, Orban has made his country the most corrupt in the European Union, one of the poorest, and certainly the least free. His political party, Fidesz, now controls most universities, the civil service, the high courts, and, through a network of oligarchs, almost all newspapers and broadcasters, as well as about a fifth of the economy, according to independent economists. General paranoia about Fidesz spies means that Budapest, once again, has become a city where people lower their voices when talking about politics in public.

With that kind of influence, Fidesz, which is well behind in most polls, cannot evade responsibility for Hungarian stagnation, and so neither the party nor its leader is talking much about Hungary, its falling industrial production, or its shrinking population. Instead--backed by Russian propagandists, the European far right, and now the Trump administration (about which more in a minute)--the party is directing a small fortune's worth of posters and social-media videos toward a different goal: convincing Hungarians to fear sabotage, thievery, or even a military attack from ... Ukraine.

This is an entirely false, even ludicrous threat. The Ukrainians have enough to do without starting a second war in Hungary. But Orban, his government, his party, and many outsiders are now focused on making this threat seem true. Pay attention, because this may be the future of electoral politics: Multiple politicians from several countries are shoveling propaganda at an electorate in order to build terror of an enemy that doesn't exist at all.

The campaign is not subtle. In Budapest last week, Orban's face was almost nowhere to be seen. But posters featuring Zelensky were ubiquitous. Sometimes the Ukrainian president is seen glowering alongside the slogan "Don't let Zelensky have the last laugh." Sometimes Zelensky appears with Magyar and Ursula von der Leyen, the president of the European commission, along with the slogan "They are the risk. Fidesz is the safe choice." Peter Kreko, who runs a Budapest think tank, told me that this is unprecedented. In 2022, Orban campaigned on keeping Hungary out of the war. Now he's telling Hungarians that, as Kreko put it, "we are under imminent threat of attack."

The same threats reach Hungarians on their phones. On TikTok, where new pro-Fidesz accounts appear every day, AI-created videos of Magyar seem to show him slandering his country--"I stay silent because my masters in Brussels have forbidden me from defending the homeland"--or else singing the Ukrainian national anthem. Another genre of video shows war violence: a Hungarian girl crying as her blindfolded father, wearing a Hungarian uniform, is executed, apparently in Ukraine. Multiple videos also smear Magyar, making personal, sexual, and financial allegations against him, but the fear-Ukrainian-invasion narrative dominates. During a Fidesz march on March 15, a group in the front of the crowd carried a banner declaring We won't be a Ukrainian colony!

This language and these images have been backed up by the actions of the Hungarian state, each one designed to reinforce Fidesz propaganda. In February, Orban sent Hungarian soldiers to guard the country's oil and gas infrastructure, allegedly to prevent a Ukrainian attack, for which there was no evidence. In March, Hungarian counterterrorism authorities seized two trucks, owned by a Ukrainian bank, that were passing through the country on a routine cash-transport run from Vienna. They arrested seven bank employees, one of whom lost consciousness after they injected him with what may have been truth serum. Later they were all released because, again, there was no evidence against them.

Andras Petho: Trump's attempts to muzzle the press look familiar

The Hungarian government nevertheless confiscated $82 million in gold and cash, which it has not returned. The online publication Direkt36, one of a tiny number of outlets still doing investigative reporting in Hungary, wrote that Fidesz reckons this ham-handed operation a success: It provoked Zelensky to half-jokingly threaten Orban, which gave the Hungarian leader another few days' worth of material.

Hungarian state institutions are not the only government bodies seeking to shape Hungarian perceptions of reality. Although Orban likes to use the word sovereignty, he now functions, in practice, as the most important Russian puppet in Europe. According to a Washington Post investigation published last week, Orban's foreign minister, Peter Szijjarto, regularly calls his Russian counterpart, Sergei Lavrov, to keep the Russians informed following European Union meetings, and sometimes to ask for favors. During a 2020 call between the two men, according to a transcript published by a Hungarian journalist, Szijjarto asked Lavrov to arrange a meeting in Moscow for a pro-Russian Slovak politician, to help him win an election. The meeting did later take place. Other European leaders long ago stopped discussing any security issues in the presence of Orban himself, who has repeatedly used his veto to block European sanctions on Russia and European aid for Ukraine.

Concerned that a key asset might lose power, the Russians have sent a team of propagandists to Budapest to ensure that Orban wins. The Financial Times has identified the influence group as the Social Design Agency, a Kremlin-backed IT company whose activities are well known. In 2023, back when the American government was still interested in unmasking Russian propaganda, the State Department's now-dismantled Global Engagement Center exposed the agency's role in creating a series of seemingly native pro-Russian websites in Latin America. In Budapest, they were tasked with creating AI videos and using their existing network of trolls and bots to pass them on. One Russian network has circulated doctored screenshots of the English-language website Euronews, with fake quotes attributed to Magyar. The Washington Post investigation revealed that the Russians even proposed to stage a fake assassination of Orban, in order to build more sympathy for him. They called this strategy "Gamechanger."

Anne Applebaum: The longest suicide note in American history

Tisza, Magyar's opposition party, is expecting more. Several people close to Tisza told me that they feared a false-flag operation, perhaps an explosion at a Hungarian pipeline or another energy site. I was also told that Tisza has been preparing for a major hack of their internal communications infrastructure, and has built an analog backup system, just in case. Last week, that seemed prudent, since the party's membership database had already been hacked, with names and private information of members dumped online. Now it seems prescient: This week, Direkt36 published an article, based partly on material from a whistleblower, claiming that this was indeed the Hungarian government's plan. In response, the Hungarian government said some of the individuals involved were linked to Ukrainian intelligence, and separately accused a Direkt36 journalist of espionage. The story continues to twist and turn.

Not long ago, the U.S. government would have vocally defended the democratic process in Hungary, and might have sought to downplay wild claims about fictional Ukrainian invasions. Instead, the Trump administration is doing its best to amplify them. Strange though it sounds, Hungary, although a tiny country in Central Europe, plays an outsize role in the imagination of the American and European far right: MAGA and its international wing understand that the Hungarian election, the most important in Europe this year, could mark a turning point in the war of ideas that has convulsed the democratic world for the past decade.

Orban has been actively engaged in this battle, fighting against liberal democracy and the rule of law, advocating for authoritarian populism and one-party rule. He became a beacon for other leaders who seek to alter their own democratic political systems, who also want to twist the rules in order to ensure that they never lose. Kevin Roberts, the head of the Heritage Foundation, once said Orban's Hungary was not just "a model for modern statecraft, but the model." Orban pioneered a form of campaigning too, spending years convincing Hungarians that existential threats--from migrants, from so-called decadence, from the European Union--required the radical institutional changes that have kept his party in power. Americans will be familiar with these tactics, which have been adopted, and adapted, by Trump and Vance.

Now the political leaders who have long admired Orban's methods are gathering to help him. Secretary of State Marco Rubio traveled to Budapest in February to endorse Orban, even seeming to offer financial support "if you face things that threaten the stability of your country." Vice President J. D. Vance is set to visit Budapest, probably after Easter. President Trump himself appeared on video at the Budapest meeting last Saturday of CPAC, the formerly mainstream-conservative organization that now organizes pop-up rallies on behalf of the international radical right. In his message, Trump offered his "complete and total endorsement" for Orban, Russia's closest European ally.

Other members of the European far right showed up in person. Alice Weidel, head of the far-right Alternative for Germany, made a speech attacking the European Union for allegedly sending billions of euros to Ukraine, "the most corrupt regime on Earth," as if she were not speaking on a podium inside the most corrupt state in the EU, and were not echoing the rhetoric of Russia, which might authentically be the most corrupt regime on Earth. She was followed by Santiago Abascal, the leader of the Spanish far right, who said that Orban's Hungary--repressed and impoverished after years of ersatz populism--is a "shining beam of light in the darkness." Marine Le Pen of France, Karol Nawrocki of Poland, and Geert Wilders of the Netherlands have also made appearances. Benjamin Netanyahu endorsed Orban by video. Even the libertarian president of Argentina, Javier Milei, came all the way from South America to laud Orban, a man who has built one of Europe's most centralized and repressive societies.

All of them have their own motives. Maybe Weidel is trying to help out the Russians, who fund some of her party members and amplify her own online campaigns. Milei may reckon it prudent to back an ally of Trump, who gave him $20 billion to shore up his country's currency just before his own recent election. Perhaps Abascal or LePen hope for a boost in their campaigns too. But mostly they were there because the return of a different government in Hungary would invalidate the claim that the far right represents Europe's future.

Read: Is the end of NATO near?

In Budapest, Orban's language and tactics already feel like they belong to the past. His old threats aren't working anymore, perhaps because reality is reasserting itself. There is, in fact, no wave of migration challenging the survival of the Hungarian nation. Brussels doesn't pose an actual threat to Hungarian health and happiness, but the poor state of the nation's hospitals very well might. And, of course, Ukraine is not going to invade, but Russia might. Hungary was actually invaded, after all, in living memory--by tanks sent in by Moscow, not Kyiv: In 1956, the Soviet army came to Budapest to crush the anti-Communist Hungarian revolution.

To counter Orban's post-reality campaign, Tisza has focused on building a grassroots campaign that reaches actual people in the three-dimensional world. Magyar gives no interviews but instead makes campaign speeches in several different towns and villages every day, mostly on topics people understand: the economy, health, corruption. Usually he stays away from the geopolitical themes Orban much prefers. But at a large rally in Budapest earlier this month, Magyar did start chanting "Russians go home."

That chant, and the historical memory behind it, also helps explain why Budapest feels so feverish, and why Orban's post-reality campaign is so fraught. To win, Orban has to corrupt that searing national memory, and to substitute fear of Ukraine. That means waging cognitive warfare on a scale no one else has tried before. Emotions are high because the stakes are high. If he succeeds, he will once again blaze a path that others will follow. And if he loses, an era comes to an end.
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Cuba Doesn't Care About Marxism

Washington and Havana used to fight over ideology. That's not true anymore.

by Quico Toro

Fri, 27 Mar 2026




America's rivalry with Cuba was once a bitter battle of ideas. When a 20-something Fidel Castro electrified his supporters with visions of a bright socialist future, he wasn't bluffing. When John F. Kennedy said that the Cuban revolution was "incompatible with the principles and objectives of the Inter-American system," he meant it. People on both sides defended these ideas around the world. Cuba supported uprisings in Bolivia, Colombia, Guatemala, the Congo, and elsewhere. It sent thousands of soldiers to fight a revolutionary war in Angola and thousands more to defend a Marxist government in Ethiopia. Wherever the Cubans went, they were countered by Americans--more square, but often just as idealistic--determined to hold the line for democracy and human rights.

That was a long time ago.

Today Washington and Havana are still antagonists, but the ideologies on each side have faded over the years. Cuba's socialist utopianism wore away gradually. The American government's commitment to democracy eroded much more quickly, just in the past few years. Both governments still mouth the old slogans, by rote. As they negotiate over Cuba's future--with the threat of U.S. military intervention hanging over their talks--a new dynamic has emerged: The two sides appear to be haggling not over ideas but over which side can extract the most financial gain from Cuba. The new reality is tawdry, but it might put a resolution within reach. Officials who operate like mob bosses don't need to agree on transcendent values to make a bargain.

Cuba's ideological hollowing is decades old. When the Soviet Union collapsed, in 1991, Cuba lost its patron and 35 percent of its GDP. Eastern European Communist Parties were dissolving, and their countries were holding democratic elections. At first, Castro took the opposite path, declaring, "We are not only fighting for ourselves. We are not only fighting for our ideals." But with the country's economy in free fall, his government had little choice but to back away from its Marxist orthodoxies. Castro quietly accepted small-scale private enterprise, along with widespread sexual tourism. Regime insiders grasped that they could leverage their power into money. Slowly, Castro's cronies built a kleptocracy that proved ruinous to the Cuban people, but hugely profitable to them.

Under Raul Castro--Fidel's brother and successor, who, at 94, remains the chief authority in Havana--the entity that actually runs Cuba is not the Communist Party, but GAESA, the Grupo de Administracion Empresarial S.A. GAESA is a military conglomerate that controls 40 to 70 percent of the Cuban economy; it dominates the hospitality sector, gasoline retailing, supermarkets, currency exchanges, and money transfers, and runs the island's main port. Government documents leaked to the Miami Herald last year suggested that GAESA held as much as $18 billion in assets. The group's tourism subsidiary earned a 42 percent profit margin in the first quarter of 2024. GAESA pays no taxes, transfers no dividends to the state budget, and is legally exempt from audits. It is a ruthlessly extractive state monopoly, run by generals and Castro-family members and hangers-on, and no longer even pretends to act in the public interest.

Vivian Salama and Sarah Fitzpatrick: Trump's eye is already on Cuba

While GAESA's leaders profit, 89 percent of Cubans live in extreme poverty. Doctors say that more patients are dying as the health system crumbles. More than 1 million people--a tenth of the population--have fled since the coronavirus pandemic. The situation has become so dire that seven out of 10 Cubans report skipping meals, and one in five intends to emigrate. Many of those who stay behind are older and poorer. But it's the constant blackouts that bother people the most: Even before the United States imposed an oil blockade earlier this year, 72 percent of Cubans named power outages as their main concern. Since the blockade, virtually everyone on the island has lost power in blackouts that, at one point, lasted 20 hours; three grids have broken down in four months; hospitals have been unable to function. Water pumps have stopped, and garbage trucks, too. The United Nations warns of collapse.

Miguel Diaz-Canel, the puppet president Raul Castro appointed, has been left to manage the contradictions. He recently invited the Cuban exiles his predecessors called gusanos--"worms"--to invest in island businesses for the first time in 70 years, a move that would once have been considered an unimaginable act of ideological heresy. In Cuba today, Marxist bromides serve as nothing more than rhetorical cover for corruption. Cuba watchers have had decades to get used to this charade.

In America, and not only in the Cuban-exile community, politicians from both parties have made the ideological case against Cuban communism for decades. Back in 2021, then-Senator Marco Rubio railed against the Cuban regime in the language of high moral purpose that conservatives had always adopted, saying, "We condemn this communist, this Marxist, this socialist tyranny. Call it for what it is." As recently as July 2024, Rubio joined Rick Scott and Ted Cruz in introducing a Senate resolution honoring the anniversary of Cuba's 2021 protests and condemning the regime for the "brutal oppression, persecution and torture" of citizens demanding freedom; Rubio called the protests "a testament to the Cuban people's tenacity and their unwavering desire for freedom from tyranny." Then-Senator Bob Menendez, a Democrat, spoke in the same register, calling for solidarity with Cubans "risking it all to liberate themselves from the iron hand of dictatorship."

Cuban propaganda long dismissed this kind of talk as ideological window dressing for America's imperialist designs on the island. For decades, that was mostly a lie meant to drain the American opposition of its moral force. What's startling is how quickly yesterday's propaganda has morphed into a neutral statement on American policy.

When Donald Trump returned to power last year, the U.S. began dismantling institutions created to defend democracy abroad. It closed USAID; gutted the State Department's Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor; withheld funding for the National Endowment for Democracy; and effectively shut down Voice of America (a judge recently ordered the organization to resume operations). Members of an administration demanding that Cuba democratize have welcomed Vladimir Putin onto American soil and lavished praise on Hungary's Viktor Orban.

And now, thanks to reporting from The Atlantic's Vivian Salama and Sarah Fitzpatrick, we know that Trump's ambitions in Cuba aren't primarily ideological. They're mercenary.

Four sources told Salama and Fitzpatrick that the U.S. attorney's office in South Florida is preparing indictments against the political and military leadership in Havana--including some members of the Castro family--on potential charges related to drug trafficking, espionage, and violent crime. A similar legal strategy preceded the U.S. capture of Venezuela's Nicolas Maduro in January. The possible indictments and the fuel blockade might signal that the administration wants to impose regime change and usher in democracy in Cuba. But people familiar with Trump's thinking told Salama and Fitzpatrick that the president is most interested in "securing broad U.S. latitude to invest in, develop, and ultimately capitalize on Cuba's underdeveloped cities and beaches," they write.

Vivian Salama: All eyes on Cuba

"There's billions of dollars to be made there," an administration official told them. Trump's interest apparently dates back to his days in real estate. "He's interested in Cuba as a market for him, and completely agnostic about the politics," one person who spoke with Trump about Cuba during his first administration said to Salama and Fitzpatrick. "He didn't care." They report that the administration is considering Cuban American GOP donors for potential leadership roles in Havana.

The point of dropping bombs in Cuba, then, wouldn't be to subdue the Cuban armed forces so much as to produce a visible, unmistakable rupture--a before and after that Trump can point to. In Caracas, the U.S. operation to seize Maduro lasted hours. It left the old regime mostly in place, and simply changed the optics: A dictator had been removed, and Trump could claim the win.

An earlier vintage of American leader might have argued that even if economic opening was his No. 1 concern, ushering in freedom and democracy would be the best way of achieving that. And some of Trump's advisers and backers may well believe that. But the Trump administration has given little indication that it wants to turn Cuba into a genuinely open economy. Open economies are competitive, and the last thing that a kleptocrat wants is a competitor. What Trump seems to object to in Cuba's economic system isn't how corrupt and extractive it is; it's that he's not getting a share of the take.

As the fight between Washington and Havana narrows to a dispute over who takes home the guaranteed profits in such a system, the outlines of a potential deal come into focus: The generals keep their cut. The Republican donors get their roles, splitting their loot with the more pliable components of the Castro clique. The president gets his deal, and maybe a hotel. And the Cubans who believed the slogans--from either side--get nothing. The political scientist Maria de los Angeles Torres has warned that a deal focused on economic opening alone would "crush the aspirations of Cubans both on the island and in exile who have fought to establish democratic rights in their homeland."

She's right, of course, but that hardly registers these days. For nearly seven decades, Americans who worked to contain Cuban influence genuinely believed in the cause that they were fighting for, even when the methods they used in the fight betrayed their ideals. The Cuban regime spent decades warning about an imperialist American enemy that didn't quite exist. Now that enemy is at the doors, and the revolution has nothing left.
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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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2026/03/ground-war-iran-israel-trump/686556/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



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 ombudsperson 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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It's Not Gambling, It's 'Girl Math'

Prediction markets are trying to woo women through matcha memes and #girlboss ads.

by Nancy Walecki

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




"Come get ready with me for the day," a young blond woman says over footage of herself making her bed, arranging her pillows, and weighing her clothing choices. The video is just like any other lifestyle content that influencers post to Instagram and TikTok--right up until she whips out her phone and scrolls through the Kalshi app. "I use it to check the weather to help me pick out an outfit for the day," she says, modeling a black spandex romper for the camera. "Go ahead and check out the app link below."

Recently, my Instagram feed has been haunted by women explaining how much they enjoy betting on elections, the pop-music charts, and Dancing With the Stars. They are advertising prediction markets such as Kalshi and Polymarket, which let users wager on virtually anything. "The boys can do their parlays and use words I've never heard of. But the girls can use their pop culture and educated guesses to make decisions and trade on Kalshi," a woman says in a TikTok on one of the company's accounts. Her caption assures me: "Kalshi is for the girls!!!!"

So far though, it is not. Prediction markets have a dude problem. Though these sites offer all sorts of wagers--where will Taylor Swift get married? Who will win Survivor?--they have largely become yet another place for men to bet on football and March Madness. In the past six months, 88 percent of trades on Kalshi have been about sports, according to the investment firm Paradigm. The second-largest category, at about 6 percent, is crypto (which is arguably even more bro-ey).

Read: You've never seen Super Bowl betting like this before

In an apparent attempt to bridge the gap, both Polymarket and Kalshi are running social-media campaigns that parrot the language of female empowerment and girlish memes. "Girl math says if I make $10 predicting real-life stuff, that coffee was technically free," a girl in thick-framed glasses says in an ad that Kalshi ran on Facebook and Instagram. "If I'm already scrolling news or pop culture anyway, might as well turn my hot takes into some free iced coffees." She adds, "It's kind of addicting, but in a fun way." (The video has since been removed for not having a necessary ad disclosure.) Some posts, like this one, are advertisements from the companies themselves; some are paid influencer partnerships; and some are either undisclosed partnerships or made by women who are just super excited to post a suspicious amount of links to Polymarket.

Prediction markets should be an easier sell for women than traditional sports betting. Though women are less likely to gamble than men, prediction markets offer the veneer of being more than places to bet. Both Kalshi and Polymarket claim that they are financial markets, not casinos; users make trades about any given event, which in turn generate odds that supposedly predict the outcome. (They are called "prediction markets" for a reason.)

When prediction markets try to entice women, they especially tend to lean into the idea that all of this is investing, not gambling. On Kalshi's dedicated Instagram for women, @KalshiGirls, one meme reads, "When someone says prediction markets are 'just betting,'" over a photograph of Cher from Clueless saying, "Ugh, as if." Meanwhile, the ads for men tend to emphasize the fun of gambling and the possibly big payouts: "Dude," reads an ad Kalshi ran in the lead-up to the 2024 presidential election, "I am going to bet my Cybertruck on Trump, probably gonna make enough for a house if he wins."

Kalshi in particular has been ramping up its efforts with women. (Polymarket's main site, where people bet using crypto, is accessible in the United States only through digital work-arounds.) The reason for appealing to women is simple, Elisabeth Diana, Kalshi's head of communications, told me: "They're 50 percent of the population." She noted that 26 percent of Kalshi-account holders are female--up from 13 percent just 10 months ago. Diana claimed that much of that increase is because of organic interest, but the company seems intent on pulling in more women. Before ABC canceled Season 22 of The Bachelorette a couple of weeks ago, Kalshi had been planning a watch party.

Sure enough, when I looked up all the ads that Kalshi has run on Instagram and Facebook, I spotted a fair number that were obviously geared toward women. In the clips, influencers tended to make small wagers with a clear goal in mind--usually caffeinated beverages. Polymarket taps into the same dynamic on its X account for female traders, @PolyBaddies. (I do not suggest you Google that phrase.) One post includes a photo of a Starbucks cup with the caption, "Matcha and markets kinda day ?." (Polymarket did not respond to requests for comment.)

Many of these marketing efforts are ridiculous. I would bet--sorry--that most women will not be compelled to spend their time on prediction markets to maybe win $5 for their morning matcha. But some ads are less "girl math" and more actual math. Priya Kamdar, Maya Shah, and Anika Mirza--the 20-something hosts of Get the Check, a technology-and-business podcast--reached out to Kalshi directly to obtain a partnership deal because they were already using the site, the three hosts told me. Mirza has a Kalshi wager on the race to succeed Nancy Pelosi in Congress; Shah bet on how long the government shutdown was going to last; Kamdar put money on the Rotten Tomatoes score that each movie in the Wicked franchise would receive (she was right about the first film and wrong about the second).

Read: America is slow-walking into a Polymarket disaster

The more women who are betting on prediction markets, the closer these sites get to their stated goal of forecasting the future. If they want to predict the Fed's next interest rate, the winner of The Bachelor, or whether or not it will rain tomorrow in Poughkeepsie, a market made up only of male sports fans won't cut it. But Kalshi and Polymarket also have other incentives to show they are for women. Sports have an outsize popularity on prediction markets because these sites allow people to effectively wager even in states where sports betting is illegal. This is becoming a major problem for the companies. Kalshi is facing lawsuits from several states for allegedly operating as an unregistered sports-betting site. Arizona recently became the first state to press criminal charges against Kalshi, and Nevada has temporarily blocked Kalshi and Polymarket from operating in the state. The companies, which maintain that they are financial markets and thus not subject to sports-betting restrictions, have a vested interest in getting users betting on topics besides sports. "It does future-proof them," Dustin Gouker, a gambling-industry consultant who writes a daily newsletter, told me.

Perhaps the biggest concern with these ads is that they make it easy to forget that you can actually lose money on prediction markets. Shah, the podcast host, told me that if someone trades on topics they're deeply knowledgeable about, prediction markets can be a useful "financial tool." But they're inherently risky. At one point, I was served an ad of a woman anxiously checking a Kalshi bet with her friends, with the caption, "I was about to be unable to pay my rent, but I got two years of rent through Kalshi's predictions. It's amazing! ??" When I searched for it again, the ad had been taken down; the next time I saw it was as an exhibit in a class-action lawsuit against Kalshi that alleges, in part, that the site is not adequately disclosing risks to consumers. (Kalshi has denied the allegations.)

To hear the companies tell it, prediction markets are just another way to be a #girlboss. "Listen up, girlie pops! This platform is normally considered, like, for the finance bros, but I'm gonna show you why it's so for us," one woman says in a post seemingly sponsored by Polymarket. (The video includes no disclosures.) Kalshi and Polymarket become just another part of the day--platforms that women can use to check the odds even if they don't place bets.

A year ago, I probably could not have told you what a prediction market was. By January, Polymarket odds were displayed during the Golden Globes, and CNN pundits were citing Kalshi's markets on air. In February, Los Angeles's Sunset Boulevard--a legendary street in my hometown, known for its clubs and neon signs--had a billboard displaying live Kalshi odds. These platforms are already ubiquitous. If women really do start using them en masse, prediction markets will burrow into American life even more deeply. Until then, the companies will keep reminding them to do some "girl math."
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If You Need a Laptop, Buy It Now

Electronics are getting more expensive and worse. Blame the AI boom.

by Hana Kiros

Tue, 31 Mar 2026




Recently, a Costco in Florida instituted a new store policy. An employee told me that he was asked to open up every desktop computer displayed in the electronics section and remove the memory chips. Otherwise, the RAM harvesters would get them. Elsewhere, criminal groups are misdirecting trucks carrying RAM in order to loot them. All of this is happening because of a generational shortage of a part used in practically every electronic gadget on Earth.

RAM is your device's short-term memory--storing the information it needs to handle any active tasks. (RAM stands for "random-access memory.") To put this in intimately familiar terms, it is what your computer runs out of when you have too many browser tabs open. And right now, the price of RAM is skyrocketing. From September to February, the price of a single 64GB stick of RAM went from roughly $250 to more than $1,000.

Gamers who build their own juiced computers were among the first to notice that something was off. Starting in the fall, it became so difficult for them to acquire memory sticks that they have given a name to this crisis: RAMageddon. Now it's quickly becoming everyone's problem. In December, Dell jacked the prices of some of its computers by hundreds of dollars because of what its COO has referred to as "this memory crisis, shortage, whatever you want to call it." Earlier this month, for the same reason, Lenovo raised prices on some of its products, including the popular ThinkPad.

This seems to be only the beginning. Matteo Rinaldi, the head of a global semiconductor-research institute run by Northeastern University, told me he recently asked a colleague what new laptop he should buy. "He told me right away, 'Well, you know, it almost doesn't matter which one,'" Rinaldi said. "'Just decide you want to buy now, because prices are going up.'"

RAM is suddenly so expensive because memory is powering the AI boom. Data centers require huge amounts to run the models that underlie AI tools such as ChatGPT and Claude--especially as they become capable of handling more complicated tasks. This year, a group of tech giants--Amazon, Alphabet, Meta, Microsoft, and Oracle--is set to collectively spend half a trillion dollars on the AI build-out. Roughly a third of that money is being spent on memory alone, according to Dylan Patel, the founder of SemiAnalysis, a popular semiconductor-research firm.

Read: Welcome to a multidimensional economic disaster

The insatiable demand has "cannibalized our conventional consumer-electronics supply," Yang Wang, an analyst at Counterpoint Research, a market-research firm, told me. Every major RAM manufacturer has shifted production lines to service AI data centers. This year, 70 percent of memory-chip products made globally will be destined for them. In South Korea, where two of the biggest RAM manufacturers are based, Silicon Valley executives are reportedly booking hotels in the country's tech districts, frantically hoping to secure inventory. A Korean newspaper has given them a name: RAM beggars.

Ideally, this problem would be solved by producing a whole lot more RAM. Micron, one of the biggest RAM manufacturers, is building a factory in New York that will cost more than any other private investment in the state's history. Elon Musk recently suggested that Tesla will build its own RAM factories, called "fabs," to ensure that he has enough memory to build robots and robotaxis. ("We've got two choices: Hit the chip wall, or make a fab," he said in January.) But because of the complexity of making RAM, it could take even the richest man in the world two to five years to bring a new factory online. In the meantime, the world simply won't have enough of a basic electronics part.

During RAMageddon, your gadgets will essentially be subject to an AI tax. It's long been safe to assume that technology will get cheaper, faster, and better. But for the next few years, all signs suggest that devices will get more expensive, slower, and worse.

So far, it might not feel like all that much has changed. Earlier this month, Apple released its cheapest computer ever, the $599 Mac Neo. (It runs on a chip previously used only in iPhones.) But elsewhere, the price hikes have started. Samsung's new Galaxy phones cost about $100 more than last year's models, which the company's COO has attributed in large part to the memory shortage. That's despite the fact that Samsung is one of three companies in the world producing a significant amount of memory. Android phones have debuted this year with worse cameras, less storage, and slower processors than models released years ago, Wang told me, yet they still cost more.

Expect more changes like this. Gadget makers were able to initially swallow the cost of high RAM, but in the long run, they'll have little choice but to pass on the cost to consumers. Consider Sony, which just announced that it will raise the price of the PlayStation 5 by $100. Before the adjustment, the memory chips inside a PS5 were worth more than the console itself. Smaller video-game manufacturers have pushed back launches or canceled the release of new consoles altogether.

To keep up with increasing RAM costs, things might get weird. Companies may jack up software prices to compensate for all the money they are sinking into memory chips. Sony's CFO said on a recent earnings call that the company will survive the RAM crisis by "monetizing the installed base," which seems to be a euphemism for finding ways to charge PlayStation owners more, or showing them more ads. (Sony did not respond to a request for comment.) At the same time, some companies may start to pare back products they've made "smart" to justify markups. Smart speakers, smart toilets, smart toasters, and smart deodorants (yes, really) all contain RAM. "Do we stop getting smart refrigerators? I don't think that's a net bad," Laine Nooney, a technology historian at NYU, told me.

Read: Your smart thermostat isn't here to help you

If that's a silver lining, it's not a particularly good one. TrendForce, a consumer-research firm, anticipates that laptop prices will rise by more than a third in the next few years. Computers under $500 will be extinct by 2028, according to a report from Gartner. Put differently, cheaper computers may fall off the map. "The $300 Chromebook and the $150 Android phone were products of a specific era--one where memory was cheap because nobody else was competing for it at this scale," Nate Jones, an AI analyst, told me. "That era is ending."

The consequences are global. All of this will be felt acutely in poor countries, where sub-$150 smartphones are especially popular. Some people may have no choice but to revert to flip phones, potentially cutting them off from essential apps and services. "You can't build a gaming PC? Cool story, bro," Wang, the smartphone analyst, said. "But then people in Africa can't get a device which is crucial for their lives."

So much money is going into the AI build-out that it is already reshaping the physical world. The data centers that are sprouting up across the United States are at least partly to blame for rising utility bills. And now people who may never have heard of Claude or asked ChatGPT for homework help will feel the effects of RAMaggedon. Hospitals have shelved plans to install touch screens that display medical charts and let patients order food, because the displays contain RAM, Rachael England, a manager at Vizient, a consulting firm that works with many U.S. hospitals, told me. Josh Bauman, the director of technology for a public-school district in Missouri, told me that if RAM prices keep increasing, his district may rethink buying a Chromebook for every student. For the foreseeable future, no one can escape the AI tax.
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A Game Plan for the AI Boom

Ten years ago, AlphaGo trounced human competitors--and its legacy is still present in today's most advanced bots.

by Matteo Wong

Mon, 30 Mar 2026




Thore Graepel may have been the first human to be vanquished by a superintelligence. In 2015, on his first day as a researcher at Google DeepMind, he was challenged to play against the earliest iteration of AlphaGo--a computer program developed by DeepMind that would prove so effective at the ancient-Chinese game of weiqi (or Go, as it is commonly known in the West) that it changed how humans play it, and then upended the field of AI itself.



When Graepel faced it, AlphaGo was just a "baby" project, as he put it to me, and he was an accomplished amateur player. But it still took him down. Then, the following year, AlphaGo--now fully developed--plowed through a number of human champions, ultimately crushing Lee Sedol, widely considered the best player in the world, with a match score of 4-1. This month marked the tenth anniversary of that victory.



For decades, developing a program that plays Go at an elite level was an infamous problem in computer science. Many considered it unsolvable--far harder than developing a similar program for chess, in which the supercomputer DeepBlue beat the world champion in 1997. In Go, two players take turns positioning stones on a 19-by-19 grid, and their movements are relatively unrestricted. In chess, which has a far smaller grid, a rook can move only horizontally and a bishop only diagonally, but Go pieces can be placed on any open space. The number of possible Go positions is so high that it cannot be easily expressed in words; it is higher than the number of atoms in the observable universe, and orders of magnitude higher than the number of possible chess games. Today, the technical frameworks and approaches that allowed an algorithm to excel at this board game have translated fairly directly into bots that can write advanced code, help tackle open problems in mathematics, and replicate scientific discoveries from scratch.



Generative AI is living in AlphaGo's shadow. Beyond the actual models, "conceptual things emerged from the whole AlphaGo experience which essentially entered the AI vocabulary," Pushmeet Kohli, the vice president of science and strategic initiatives at Google DeepMind, told me. In many ways, Go and chess provide ideal templates for understanding how the AI boom has unfolded--and a guide for what it may yet wreak.



DeepMind's innovation was to essentially pair two algorithms: one AI model to propose moves and a second model to judge whether a move is good or not, allowing the system to devote computational resources to planning sequences of moves most likely to result in victory. AlphaGo then played itself thousands of times, improving from every mistake through a training process known as reinforcement learning. Today's frontier AI labs face an analogous problem: Large language models such as ChatGPT could spit out lucid sentences and paragraphs, but when they faced challenging tasks in computer science, physics, and other areas that would require a human to really think, chatbots had been stuck stumbling in the dark. That began to change in late 2024 with the advent of so-called reasoning models, an approach that now underlies all of the top bots from OpenAI, Google DeepMind, and Anthropic. And the idea behind these reasoning models "is surprisingly similar to AlphaGo," as Noam Brown, a researcher at OpenAI, recently put it.



Read: A machine crushed us at Pokemon



The intuition behind chatbot reasoning is to have AI models work out a solution step-by-step, using a scratch pad of sorts, and then evaluate steps along the way to change course or start over as needed--very much like the two-step approach used by AlphaGo. The training method for these reasoning chatbots is the same as well: reinforcement learning. An algorithm can play lots of games of Go or attempt to solve lots of difficult math problems, then learn from its mistakes when it loses or errs. Today's best AI models "can be traced back to some degree to the AlphaGo work," Graepel said.



Perhaps the most crucial insight shared between AlphaGo and the chatbot-reasoning breakthrough is a twist on the AI industry's central dogma, the "scaling laws." Traditionally, AI companies improved their large language models by training them on more data and with more computing power. In the case of AlphaGo and reasoning models, researchers realized that they could scale another dimension: having the program devote more time and computing power to a task, akin to how harder problems typically take humans more time to solve. For bots, this meant planning more and longer sequences of moves or using more words to "reason" through a tough coding task. That wasn't guaranteed. "It could happen that you give them more time and they spend more time just getting confused," Kohli said.



After the success of AlphaGo, DeepMind made a successor program called AlphaZero. Whereas AlphaGo was initially shown a number of human Go matches as a baseline, AlphaZero became dominant at a number of games--Go, chess, and so on--purely by playing itself, with zero prior knowledge, and learning from each game. That an AI model essentially taught itself, very rapidly, to surpass the abilities of any human ever at multiple games might suggest that very rapid advances for today's chatbots are on the horizon. By this logic, models could essentially figure out ways to improve themselves. But the success of AlphaGo and AlphaZero more likely signals obstacles ahead. The most important ingredient in AlphaGo was the simplicity with which one could measure success--win or lose--and thus give the machine feedback to improve.



Read: The human skill that eludes AI



With board games, "we were always operating in a specific environment where the rules of the game were known," Kohli said. "The systems of today are expected to operate in a much more general environment." Reasoning models have found success mostly in areas that still have a relatively clear rubric for evaluation: whether an AI-written program works as intended, for instance, or whether an AI-written proof holds up. Instilling any notion of a more general intelligence in a machine will be a far more challenging problem than conquering even Go.



DeepMind has been able to design evaluations for more abstract ideas, for instance by orchestrating several AI agents to act as a team of virtual "scientists" that will rank hypotheses about problems in biology. But even that system operates within a relatively constrained domain of biological reasoning and literature. It's unlikely that any lab will come up with a single way to evaluate "general intelligence" that can be used to train a bot AlphaGo style, let alone one as straightforward as winning or losing a board game.



Read: AI executives promise cancer cures. Here's the reality.



Still, the progress the AlphaGo approach has yielded for AI models in a number of scientific domains is impressive--so much so that, a decade after AI conquered humanity's hardest board game, the nation is now in a frenzy over whether AI is about to first overhaul the economy and then unsettle the purpose of being human at all.



Once again, chess and Go might offer guides. As a result of improving via self-play, AlphaGo and AlphaZero developed not only superhuman ability but also inhuman style, using tactics and strategies no human had previously considered. These AI strategies did not destroy the human pursuits of chess and Go; they reignited new waves of human creativity and strategy. The most optimistic analogy for today's more broadly useful AI systems would be that they also, rather than providing a wholesale replacement for humans, will function as a sort of complementary intelligence. Biologists, mathematicians, and computer scientists are already finding ways in which today's AI models are not simply speeding up their work but qualitatively changing the kinds of questions humans can ask and the discoveries we can make.



Of course, the business proposition of generative AI is quite the opposite: that products such as ChatGPT and Claude Code can automate huge swaths of white-collar work, help students cheat their way through school, and allow humans to live mostly without thinking. Perhaps C-suite executives, like AI researchers, can learn a lesson from Go and chess. Like any sport, chess and Go are worthwhile because of human struggles and storylines, champions made and toppled, the very fact that people are doomed to be imperfect but always striving to become just a bit better. And rather than automating human chess masters or destroying the sport and pastime, chess-playing AI models have helped the business of chess to boom.



Likewise, employees, managers, students, professors--really all of us--are always learning and learning by failing, or at least we should be. That is useful and worth preserving in plain economic terms. Nobody becomes world-class at anything without at some point being rather terrible at it, and allowing novices who might be less capable than a bot to build up skills is the only way you get experts with human judgment and abilities that surpass any AI. But more important than that economic rationale is an existential one: To grow or help another do so is a beautiful thing. Some might call it being human.
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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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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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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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Trump's Mixed Messages About Iran

Panelists joined to discuss the president's shifting answers to how the conflict could end.

by The Editors

Sat, 28 Mar 2026




President Trump continues to offer different answers to what victory in Iran may look like. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined last night to discuss this, and more.

"In a tactical sense, there's no question that overwhelming military power is brought to bear and Iran is being degraded," David Ignatius, a foreign-affairs columnist at The Washington Post, said last night. But "the more I watch this process of a weak enemy being pounded and pounded, I'm reminded of the Gaza war." After two years of fighting, "Hamas still controls most of the Palestinians in Gaza," Ignatius argued. "Even with all that power, Israel wasn't able to win--and I think that's what we're all worrying about."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent at The New York Times; Susan Glasser, a staff writer at The New Yorker; Ignatius; and Missy Ryan, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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HHS Officials' Year in Purgatory Is Ending

The Indian Health Service needs more clinical workers. The federal health officials being transferred to the agency don't fit that bill.

by Katherine J. Wu

Tue, 31 Mar 2026




Last week, the Department of Health and Human Services finally followed through on a plan it first outlined for several of its top officials nearly a year ago: It reassigned them to positions in the Indian Health Service.



Many of the officials who were sent the reassignments--a group that includes at least half a dozen top-ranking employees at the National Institutes of Health, the CDC, and other agencies--have been on administrative leave since last spring, when they were abruptly ousted from their roles without explanation, or any indication of how long their hiatus might last. So they were shocked last week when, with no preamble, they received phone calls, then a letter, informing them of their new role, and an April 8 deadline to decline or accept.



In most or all cases, accepting these new roles would represent a major career shake-up and force a move across the country: Many senior HHS officials are based in Maryland--where the FDA and the NIH are located--or near Atlanta, where the CDC is headquartered; the recent letters lay out reassignments to places such as Arizona, New Mexico, Oklahoma, North Dakota, and South Dakota. If the officials accept the reassignments, they'll be expected to report for their new jobs no later than May 26. If they decline, the officials expect to be removed from federal service entirely.



I spoke with two of the letter recipients, along with several former HHS officials who were also placed on leave by the administration last spring; all of them requested anonymity to avoid professional repercussions. For several of the reassigned officials, April 1 will mark the one-year anniversary of when they were put on administrative leave, shortly after HHS initially proposed via email to reassign them to IHS. The two officials who recently received reassignments also told me that last week is the first time they've heard from HHS since May or June 2025, when they were asked to provide their CVs. After being left for so long in limbo, then given so little time to make this choice, some officials feel like HHS is pretending it didn't ghost some of its highest-ranking, highest-paid employees for the better part of 12 months. "Honestly, it's hilarious," one official told me: HHS did do what it said it would. It just took a year to do it.



When reached for comment, Emily G. Hilliard, HHS's press secretary, emphasized in an email that HHS was dedicated to improving the IHS and that "each executive who joins IHS will strengthen leadership capacity and support mission delivery."



IHS is, unquestionably, in need of more staff, especially in its more rural and remote locations. For years, the agency's vacancy rate has hovered around 30 percent (and, for certain roles, has climbed higher in some regions). Last spring, when dozens of HHS officials were initially put on administrative leave, Thomas J. Nagy Jr., HHS's deputy assistant secretary for human resources, wrote to them in an email that American Indian and Alaskan Native communities deserve "the highest quality of service, and HHS needs individuals like you to deliver that service." In January, the IHS also announced what it described as the "largest hiring initiative" in its history to address staffing shortfalls, noting that the effort had the full support of HHS Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who has described tribal health as a priority.



But the reassigned officials and the tribal-health experts I spoke with both questioned how well the new reassignments fit current IHS needs. The primary feature of the re-assignees, as a group, is that they were high-ranking officials with extensive experience in administrative leadership; many were running departments of hundreds of employees or more. Among those who received the proposed reassignment last spring were the directors of several NIH institutes, leaders of several CDC centers, a top-ranking official from the FDA tobacco-products center, a bioethicist, a human-resources manager, a communications director, and a technology-information officer. Meanwhile, IHS's greatest need is for "hands-on clinical people," such as physicians and nurses, David Simmons, the director of government affairs and advocacy at the National Indian Child Welfare Association, told me. "People in communications, HR, researchers? Those are not going to be the people who are going to be helpful on a daily basis," Simmons said. "On some level, I have to ask the question: Why are they sending these kinds of people?"



Last week's letters, also signed by Nagy, described new IHS positions, multiple of them located at small hospitals in some of the country's most rural and remote regions, several officials told me. The roles come with titles such as "Chief of Staff" and "Senior Advisor," but the letters don't describe the specific responsibilities attached to those positions. I asked one official whether their credentials lined up in any way with their reassigned role. "Zero," they told me. If senior-executive officials accept the reassignment, the letters say, they will keep their current salaries--a minimum of about $150,000, though many high-level reassigned officials make far more, two officials told me. The IHS will likely be responsible for the salaries of reassigned officials, one NIH official told me, even though its budget is a small fraction of the NIH's; the official told me that, as far as they could tell, they would be making about as much as their new supervisors.



To build trust and effectively deliver care, health officials need to be deeply familiar with tribal communities' needs and should have an understanding of the local culture, Simmons told me. In 2023, American Indians and Alaskan Natives had lower life expectancy at birth than any other racial and ethnic group in the United States; Native people are especially vulnerable to conditions such as asthma, diabetes, and substance-use disorder. Tribes also have a long history of being severely mistreated by the federal government. But the officials I spoke with told me that they were not aware of any reassigned individuals who identified as Native or had extensive background in working with such communities. Last year, Deb Haaland, a member of the Pueblo of Laguna and a Democratic candidate for governor of New Mexico, criticized the reassignment proposals as "shameful" and "disrespectful." The experts I spoke with also weren't aware of any attempts HHS had made since to thoroughly consult tribal leaders about these reassignments; in at least one case, when a reassigned official tried making contact with their new hospital, with their new hospital, their new supervisor expressed confusion about who the official was or why they were reaching out at all, three current and former HHS officials told me. (Hilliard did not address my questions about whether the IHS or tribal leaders had been consulted about the reassignments, how qualified the reassigned officials were to meet the agency's needs, or why HHS made the reassignments now.)



Meanwhile, health experts across the country have felt the loss of these officials from top tiers of HHS, especially agencies that focus on public health. "At the local health department level, we depend on their expertise," Philip Huang, the director of Dallas's health department, told me.



What prompted HHS to finally end these officials' administrative leave is unclear; many officials had wondered if their hiatus might stretch on indefinitely, until they themselves chose to resign, as many of their colleagues have. The action may have been triggered by guidance from the Office of Personnel Management, released after the officials were first put on leave and newly effective in 2026, that limits administrative leave connected to workforce reassignment to 12 weeks. The end of March coincides with that limit.



No matter the trigger, the officials I spoke with told me they feel roughly the same as they did a year ago: "They obviously don't want us to take these jobs, and want us to leave on our own," one official said. Firing federal officials is difficult, especially without clear cause, and none of the officials I spoke with could identify a valid reason that they or their colleagues had been in federal limbo since last spring. The officials I spoke with uniformly emphasized that filling IHS with qualified people is essential, but added that they didn't fit the bill. And several officials told me they worry that, should many of the reassigned officials reject the government's offer, IHS will have a harder time attracting the personnel it needs. HHS's "goal is to get people out, and I think that has been the goal from the beginning," another official told me. "It's cruel and unkind and unprofessional."



Some of the letter recipients still feel extreme pressure to accept their reassignment. One told me that they're just weeks away from full retirement eligibility but can't run out the clock before the acceptance deadline passes. "I might have to move," the official said. And, as federal policy states, if HHS pays for any part of their relocation, they'll have to remain in a federal job for at least a year. (Early-retirement options do exist, with fewer benefits; another official told me they're taking this option, and accepting another job elsewhere.) Still, even as officials weigh their decision, they feel a new sense of finality: Their administrative leave is ending, and whatever hope they might have had of returning to the agencies they once worked at is extinguished.
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The Family That Decided to Have Their Stomachs Removed

Maori families with a mutation for aggressive gastric cancer have had their stomachs preemptively removed. How do you live without one?

by Sarah Zhang

Tue, 31 Mar 2026




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

"What do you mean, you just take the stomach out?" Karyn Paringatai wondered, when doctors first said her stomach had to be surgically removed. Could she still eat? Yes, but differently. What would replace it? Nothing. She would have to live the rest of her life missing a major organ.



Paringatai was not actually sick, not yet. Her stomach was fine. But her cousin, just a few years older, had recently died of an aggressive stomach cancer at age 33, leaving behind three children. In a video recorded after her diagnosis turned terminal, the cousin told her little kids to be good for their father. "Please don't be too mean to the lady that he meets," she added, anticipating how the void left by her death might be filled. But she must have known that this void could not be filled, not ever. The cousin's own mother had died young of stomach cancer. So had her grandmother. So had her sister.



To the doctors who saw Paringatai's cousin in Tauranga, New Zealand, this pattern was hauntingly familiar. Her cancer was an unusual and distinct kind called diffuse gastric cancer, in which cancerous cells percolate undetected through the stomach, forming obvious masses only in advanced stages--usually too late to treat. The doctors had witnessed the same rare cancer run through a large Maori family near Tauranga. In that family, one woman lost six of her siblings to stomach cancer; a boy had died at 14. The family now reached out to Paringatai's. It's genetic, they said. You have to get tested.



Paringatai, whose father was also Maori, got tested. And indeed, she carried a mutation in the same gene, known as CDH1, as the other family. This gave her a 70 percent lifetime risk of developing advanced diffuse gastric cancer. Because this form of cancer can metastasize so quickly and unpredictably, the only surefire method of prevention is a complete removal of the stomach, or total gastrectomy. It's analogous to a preventive mastectomy for breast cancer--but far more physically taxing. A number of women with a CDH1 mutation have actually had both their stomach and breasts removed because this mutation can also confer a 40 percent risk of breast cancer. One of them told me, about her gastrectomy, "If you can do that, you can do anything."



Paringatai's surgeon could not answer all of her questions about living without a stomach--her total gastrectomy was the first he would ever perform in a healthy person. But she went through with the procedure in 2010, and she credits it with saving her life. In the operating room, her surgeon made a long incision down her abdomen, cut out the fist-size pouch of her stomach, and stitched her esophagus to her small intestine. She was the first in her family to have her stomach removed prophylactically. Others followed. On a recent trip to visit her father's family, Paringatai found herself sitting on a porch with her aunties and cousins. Of the eight people there, she realized, only one still had a stomach: her partner. "You're the odd one out," she teased.



Mutations in CDH1 seem to be unusually prevalent in Maori families, where they arose multiple times, possibly because they once conferred some evolutionary advantage. But mutated versions of CDH1 have been found around the world too, and thousands of patients have likely now had gastrectomies to head off cancer.



In New Zealand, "we're coming up to nearly 30 years of people living with no stomachs," says Paringatai, who is now a Maori-studies professor at the University of Otago. For the past several years, she has been documenting the experiences of Maori with CDH1. That people can live this long without a stomach is a testament to the adaptability and resilience of the human body. That doctors resort to such radical measures exposes the limits of what modern medicine can offer.



The first Maori to undergo prophylactic gastrectomies were the family that warned Paringatai's about the cancer gene. They knew all about the gene because they had helped find it. Back in 1994, Maybelle McLeod contacted a genetics lab at the University of Otago about the premature cancer deaths stalking her relatives. Among themselves, she told me, "nobody even talked about it." The family believed they lived under a curse for letting their land be sold for a quarry. McLeod grew up listening to the quarry's warning sirens, learning to take cover indoors before the blasting began. She watched as the hill near her home was stripped bare.



McLeod eventually moved away, became a nurse, and learned of the then-nascent field of cancer genetics. This, she thought, explained the so-called curse. The geneticist she contacted, Parry Guilford, agreed to take the case. But her family still had to be persuaded to trust this pakeha, this white man, with their DNA. Over a series of meetings--attended by as many as 100 members--Guilford explained that his motive was the same as McLeod's: to find the cause of so much death. They ultimately agreed to a contract where only the family, not Guilford, could directly approach members and gather their DNA samples. From there, the gene mapping went quickly, and scientists homed in on CDH1. The gene encodes a protein that normally orients and aligns cells in the stomach; without it, the cells become lopsided, rogue, and possibly cancerous. Any parent with a mutation in the gene has a 50 percent chance of passing it on to their children.



This breakthrough meant that a genetic test could now reveal who was at risk of diffuse gastric cancer; the family would no longer have to live in fear of where cancer would strike next. McLeod herself tested negative for the mutation. She was in the clear.



But those who tested positive for the mutation now faced an agonizing new dilemma. Doctors could not guarantee that endoscopies, even annual ones, would reliably catch such an aggressive cancer in time. Total gastrectomies had been performed before, in patients whose stomachs were already ridden with tumors--but never routinely in healthy people who did not have cancer and may ultimately never have cancer at all. So now they had to choose: 70 percent chance of deadly cancer or surgery with a 100 percent chance of significant side effects?



Rangi McLeod, who worked alongside Maybelle in urging relatives to join the study, was the first of the family to test positive for the CDH1 mutation. Not long after, doctors found a tumor in his stomach. It's not all bad news, Guilford recalls Rangi saying. "I can lead my family to the next stage." His gastrectomy would no longer be strictly prophylactic, but he'd have his stomach out, he'd recover, and he'd show anyone who still feared the surgery that it was safe. Rangi did not recover, though. He fell into a coma after the new connection between his esophagus and intestine grew weak. He died a few weeks later. "The whole project almost fell apart immediately on the spot," Guilford told me.



In time, the family decided that Rangi would not want them to stop--he would not want for their children and grandchildren to continue to succumb to cancer. The family found a more experienced surgeon in a bigger hospital in Auckland; the next 10 gastrectomies were a success. Since then, stomach cancers in the family have plummeted. And the hill where the quarry once operated is green again. The land, it turned out, had not been sold but taken by the government, and was returned to the family. In any case, the curse, some in the family said, had finally lifted.



A successful gastrectomy looks like this: For at least the first six months, your life revolves completely around food, and not in a fun way. You eat tiny portions 10 times a day. You have to chew, chew, chew food like gum to make up for the lack of a stomach. Your digestive system spews from both ends. Your blood sugar rises and crashes unpredictably; you faint at the worst times. You are tired all the time. You lose a lot of weight, which might feel welcome at first but then feels scary. You are unable to work for a couple of months--longer if your job is physical or your recovery is difficult. About one in 10 patients has complications serious enough to warrant hospitalization, according to studies done in U.S. hospitals.



Gradually, the upper part of the intestine adapts into a sort of stomach. You start eating larger portions, less often. You gain weight. You still need regular shots of B12, which you cannot absorb without a stomach. But several people more than 10 years out from surgery told me they eat almost normally--with only small, lingering quirks. Plain water, for example, can be strangely hard to drink, possibly because of its surface tension, while flavored water goes down fine. Young women who have had their stomach out routinely go on to get pregnant and have healthy children.



Still, those who ultimately recovered well knew of family members who continue to struggle years later with nausea or reflux or fatigue. One of Paringatai's cousins left her teaching position because she could no longer physically keep up in the classroom. Another cousin, Isaia Piho, was a firefighter. He, too, switched to a less demanding job afterward. Isaia and his younger brother, James, told me they had watched their mother die of stomach cancer. They are fathers themselves now, and they did not want their children to experience the same.



But not everyone who weighs the odds decides on surgery. Guilford knows another guy, also a firefighter, who decided to keep his stomach. "I run into burning buildings every second day," he told Guilford. "I'm good with risk." He's chosen to have regular endoscopies instead. Still others might prefer not to know that they carry a CDH1 mutation. In the McLeod family, a young man in his 30s who went untested recently died of cancer, Guilford said. Diffuse gastric cancer has remained stubbornly difficult to treat over the three decades he's been studying it. At the stage when it can be easily detected, the survival rate is just 20 percent.





Doctors are still trying to fully grasp the long-term consequences of losing a stomach, which makes it more difficult for the body to take up nutrients. "We're learning that gastrectomy severely impacts bone health in the long run," Daniel Coit, a surgical oncologist who recently retired from Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center, told me. The loss of stomach acid may make calcium harder to absorb. As these patients age and continue to lose bone density, they will be particularly vulnerable to fractures.



Coit, who performed numerous prophylactic gastrectomies in his career, thinks the social and psychological consequences of losing a stomach deserve more attention too. He had one family in which multiple people died prematurely of suicide or alcohol use after their surgeries. Did the procedure lead directly to their struggles, or unmask a previous predisposition? His example is only anecdotal, he said, but the issue should be studied.



This is anecdotal as well, but alcohol also came up repeatedly in conversations I had with people who have been through gastrectomies--without me asking. Either they themselves started drinking too much, or they had family members who started drinking too much.



James Piho told me he drank to numb his fear of cancer and then he drank to numb his depression after his surgery, when he was unable to provide for his daughter. James actually works in a drug-and-alcohol rehab center, and his experience had him wondering about a link between total gastrectomy and alcohol. Could it be psychological or biological, or both? For people who find drinking plain water uncomfortable, alcohol seems to literally go down easier. And bariatric surgery, in which the stomach is shrunk but not entirely removed, is correlated with a well-documented increase in alcohol-use disorder. Losing even part of a stomach may make patients' bodies more sensitive to alcohol--two drinks, according to one study, might feel like four. Haupiua Steventon, a member of McLeod's family who had her stomach removed at 18, got a job at a bar after the long recovery derailed her university studies. "I fell into alcoholism very easily," she told me. She eventually found her footing and has two kids now, but looking back, she wishes she had been warned about alcohol post-surgery. She wouldn't have chosen to work in a bar.



In interviews that Paringatai conducted with different generations of McLeod's family, she observed that some of the younger members struggled more, mentally, post-surgery. The older generation, she told me, had witnessed the deaths of so many "mothers, sisters, fathers, first cousins, children, grandchildren." Today, young people in the family have not experienced those tragedies firsthand--a sign of progress that nevertheless made the sacrifice of a stomach harder to bear.



"I think we'll look back one day and we'll go, 'Man, I can't believe that we did such draconian surgery on those people,'" Guilford said. His lab continues to investigate diffuse gastric cancer, with the hope of developing a treatment or drug that makes a total gastrectomy obsolete. In recent years, doctors have become more open to patients choosing surveillance over surgery, especially as it's become clear that CDH1 carriers with no family history are at lower risk for diffuse gastric cancer--perhaps a lifetime risk of about 10 to 40 percent rather than 70 percent. But even Coit, who is among the more skeptical of surgery, recommends prophylactic gastrectomies for people with a strong family history. Their risk is high. Surgery is the best solution we've got. But of course, Guilford said, "people would love to keep their stomachs."



Paringatai found that some of the Maori took their stomachs home, rather than allow the hospital to discard the organ as medical waste. In Maori culture, she explained, the body is sacrosanct. They wanted to honor the stomach, thanking it for its service. Several buried theirs on their family land. In a way, this is how they can, for now, keep their stomachs.
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The Making of a Diagnostic Mind

"To me, the concept of the master diagnostician is that you're never good enough," one doctor said.

by Alexandra Sifferlin

Tue, 31 Mar 2026




Gurpreet Dhaliwal sat onstage in a hotel ballroom in Minneapolis. The gray curtains behind him were illuminated by bright blue lights, giving the slightest hint of performance at an otherwise typical medical conference. The presentation was among the most anticipated at the Society to Improve Diagnosis in Medicine's 2022 meeting. The attendees were there to watch a kind of showcase: a complex diagnosis in action.



Dhaliwal, a professor of medicine at UC San Francisco, was given the details of a patient he had never seen before. As another physician slowly revealed pieces of the case, Dhaliwal narrated his thinking out loud: why he was considering one possibility and rejecting another, and what each new clue revealed for him. Eventually, he decided that the patient was likely suffering from a dangerous buildup of pressure in her abdomen. Left untreated, she could experience organ failure. It was the correct diagnosis, and the audience responded with applause.



Dhaliwal is regarded as one of the country's most gifted diagnosticians. Colleagues have praised not only his command of physiology but also his ability to make his reasoning legible--to turn clinical uncertainty into something teachable. "To observe him at work is like watching Steven Spielberg tackle a script or Rory McIlroy a golf course," a New York Times reporter wrote in 2012.



"I appreciate the designation but sort of reject it, only because of my own philosophical stance, which is that it's very hard to master the diagnostic process," Dhaliwal told me when I talked with him for my book about diagnosis. He considers himself a student of diagnosis, committed to getting better. "To me, the concept of the master diagnostician is that you're never good enough."



That belief puts Dhaliwal on one side of a core question of medicine: Are some doctors inherently better diagnosticians than others, or is diagnostic excellence a skill that any clinician can achieve? Doctors usually get it right--some estimates suggest about 90 percent of the time. But with roughly 1 billion physician-office visits each year in America, even a low error rate can still affect a large number of  people. A 2023 study estimated that 371,000 people die a year and 424,000 are disabled following a misdiagnosis.



In 2015, the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine published a seminal report on diagnostic error with a startling finding: Most people will experience at least one (such as a delayed, wrong, or missed diagnosis) in their lifetime, "sometimes with devastating consequences." That report prompted a small but vocal group of physicians and other health providers to look inward. They argue that the number of diagnostic errors is unacceptable and must be improved. Dhaliwal has been part of the movement to figure out how.







Some research suggests that many, if not most, diagnostic errors arise from failures in thinking--cognitive bias, premature closure, insufficient reflection. Accordingly, some researchers frame diagnostic error as largely a problem in clinical judgment: the ability to reason through uncertainty and weigh competing explanations in order to reach the right diagnosis and make decisions about care. "Regrettably, how to think in medicine has been a much-neglected area for medical educators, who stalled somewhere in the Middle Ages, or a century or two earlier," Pat Croskerry, a retired professor in emergency medicine at Dalhousie University in Canada who's known for his work on cognitive errors in the diagnosis, told me.



Dhaliwal credits his own abilities to paying close attention to his own thinking. "I do think you can train yourself to be a better diagnostician," he said. Early in his training, he closely observed the physicians he most admired. Some of them had a knack for identifying rare diseases that evaded their peers. Others mastered the diagnosis of common conditions so thoroughly that they could recognize every permutation of pneumonia. Dhaliwal wanted to excel at both.

But when he asked physicians how to become that kind of doctor, their advice was usually the same: See a lot. Read a lot. It felt unsatisfying. Every physician sees patients. Every physician reads. What, he wondered, truly separates an exceptional diagnostician from a competent one?

He hung on to this question, and about two years after finishing residency in 2003, during a yearlong faculty-development course for medical educators, he encountered a session on clinical reasoning--an emerging field at the time. The physician and medical historian Adam Rodman has described clinical reasoning as "the study of the ability for expert physicians to see what others don't." Researchers were beginning to investigate what actually happens in doctors' minds when they make diagnoses: how they organize their knowledge and put it into practice. Dhaliwal quickly recognized this as the quality he had seen in his role models, even though "they didn't have a term for it, and neither did I." The idea of clinical reasoning helped clarify the process; the next question was how to get better at it.

Dhaliwal laid out the key steps of a doctor's reasoning process: collecting data from a patient; synthesizing that information; accessing "files" in the mind, including the details about diseases and how they present; listing possible diagnoses; and choosing one over others. He also began studying the science of expertise and how people--whether Nobel laureates, Olympic swimmers, or mechanics--become exceptional in their field. "They seek out challenges, whereas most of us instinctively try to minimize challenges after we're competent," he said.

They also learn from their mistakes. In a 2017 paper, Dhaliwal wrote that ordinary people develop "extraordinary judgment by extracting as much wisdom as possible from their inevitable errors," a lesson he drew from Philip Tetlock and Dan Gardner's book, Superforecasting: The Art and Science of Prediction. But medicine doesn't make that easy for doctors, who may treat a patient once and never see them again. If the patient's condition worsens, or they receive a different diagnosis later on from someone else, that information may never make its way back to the first doctor. With these ideas in mind, Dhaliwal set out to sharpen his skills. Today, he works in the San Francisco VA Medical Center's emergency room, where he sees a variety of illnesses and necessarily follows that early advice to see a lot of patients. But, crucially, he also started keeping track of his own cases so that he could follow up on what happened. When he discovers he was wrong, he tries to figure out why. Did he miss something important? Was he exhausted at the end of a long shift? Did he anchor himself to a particular conclusion too quickly?

"I started to get kind of addicted to it," he said. He explained that the mind wants closure; without knowing the outcome, people tend to assume that things turned out well. His habit of tracking down a patient's outcome echoes advice delivered more than a century ago by William Osler, one of modern medicine's founding figures: "Learn to play the game fair, no self-deception, no shrinking from the truth; mercy and consideration for the other man, but none for yourself, upon whom you have to keep an incessant watch." Diagnostic mastery, Dhaliwal illustrates, is not a mysterious gift bestowed on a talented few. It is the result of examining one's own thinking and practice without mercy.







But the reasoning that goes into diagnosis may start to look very different. Since his third year of medical school, Dhaliwal has read The New England Journal of Medicine's Clinicopathological Conference, or CPC. The CPC is a teaching exercise in which doctors are presented with a real patient's case and asked to reason aloud toward a diagnosis, similar to Dhaliwal's Minneapolis presentation. Last fall, Dhaliwal participated in a CPC that put him in competition with an AI agent called Dr. CaBot, a medical-education tool developed by researchers at Harvard Medical School.



Both Dhaliwal and Dr. CaBot reached the correct diagnosis and explained their reasoning step by step. They correctly concluded that the patient had a problem in the upper part of his digestive system, which caused a bacterial infection to trigger sepsis, among other complications. Dr. CaBot didn't identify the cause of the problem, whereas Dhaliwal deduced, correctly, that the man had swallowed a toothpick, which poked through his gut and caused the infection. He had seen that kind of case before.



That Dr. CaBot's problem-solving came as close as it did to Dhaliwal's is both promising and disconcerting: It suggests that machines may be able to match the performance of elite diagnosticians. More formal evidence also indicates that large language models may be able to approximate the kind of clinical reasoning expected of physicians. One study published in July 2024 found that when OpenAI's GPT-4 examined the medical information of 100 patients in an emergency room, the AI was able to diagnose them with 97 percent accuracy, outperforming resident physicians. (OpenAI's models have advanced since then.) Another study found that ChatGPT scored higher on a clinical-reasoning measure than internal-medicine residents and attending physicians at two academic medical centers. Other studies have been more mixed.



Serious concerns about reliability, sycophancy, and hallucinations remain. But in some ways, what a diagnostician does is not so different from what AI claims to do. Both use enormous amounts of information to recognize patterns in symptoms and diagnoses that tend to appear together. A doctor does this through medical education and personal experience; AI does it by predicting plausible explanations based on statistical patterns it has learned from its training materials.



"This is an electric moment in medicine," Mark Graber, a physician and co-founder of the nonprofit Community Improving Diagnosis in Medicine, told me. "If you can come up with an AI agent that's as good as Gurpreet Dhaliwal, that is an amazing accomplishment that will surpass the abilities of 99.9 percent of doctors."



How medicine embraces any of this is an open question. Perhaps AI will strengthen clinicians' reasoning and close the gap between the Dhaliwals and everyone else. Or it could become a crutch for clinicians, and lead them to lose skills. A 2025 study found that after just three months of using an AI tool to find precancerous growths during colonoscopies, doctors were less likely to identify the growths on their own.



For his part, Dhaliwal is equanimous. "I think AI is going to transform health care radically. I don't think it's going to change doctoring radically," he said. He believes that AI is likely to perform best at the extremes of diagnosis: the very simple cases (such as a poison-ivy rash) and the very complex ones (rare or novel diseases). In the not-so-distant future, people may be able to get answers to routine medical questions at home--What's this spot? Is my cough concerning? How's my blood pressure?--without ever needing to see a physician. That may be entirely appropriate, because attending to these everyday concerns usually does not require sophisticated clinical judgment or nuanced decision making.



AI could also prove valuable in identifying conditions that a physician may never encounter in their career, or in helping diagnose patients that have stumped multiple clinicians. These cases tend to hinge on how encyclopedic a doctor's knowledge of the medical literature is; AI can recognize obscure patterns across millions of cases and publications, and surface possibilities that may lie outside any single physician's experience.



"What I think is less likely to change is sort of the muddy middle, which is what I think the vast majority of medical practice is," Dhaliwal said. Much of medicine involves choosing between possibilities: Does a person have an infection, an allergic reaction, or an autoimmune disease? Is it a psychiatric or medical issue? AI could certainly help parse through the options. But medical judgment goes beyond identifying what's most likely; it involves deciding what the diagnosis means for a particular patient. Two people diagnosed with the same cancer may desire different futures. One may want the most aggressive treatment available, whereas the other may decline interventions that would trade quality of life for longevity. These are value-laden decisions that, at least for now, still require something irreducibly human to navigate. An LLM can recite treatment options and survival rates, but it cannot share responsibility for the choices that follow.



Relying on AI for certain aspects of diagnosis could help free doctors to focus on those more human parts of the job. In the United States, more than 100 million people don't have a primary-care provider, and the profession itself is dwindling. "If in some form AI is able to beat us, or help us improve our ability to do clinical reasoning, you don't have to be the smartest person in the room to be a physician, which I think is better for the community," Jeffrey Goddard, a medical student at the University of Iowa who uses chatbots in his training, told me. A diagnosis, most simply, is an answer to the question What is making me ill? But it can offer much more than that--reassurance, coherence, and, ultimately, relief. Not all of that can be outsourced.



This essay was adapted from Alexandra Sifferlin's book, The Elusive Body: Patients, Doctors, and the Diagnosis Crisis, published today.
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MAHA Has Been Given an Impossible Task

The Trump administration seems to be leaning on the movement as a distraction.

by Tom Bartlett

Tue, 31 Mar 2026




When he was interviewed onstage at the Conservative Political Action Conference on Saturday, Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. was asked a question unlikely to be on anyone's mind in the midst of upheaval in the department he oversees and a conflict in the Middle East: "Who's stronger--you or Secretary of War Pete Hegseth?"

The exchange was emblematic of the role that Kennedy and other HHS officials played during the four-day conference. As some MAGA attendees grumbled over the war in Iran, they were met with a whole lot of MAHA. Kennedy went after Froot Loops and bemoaned how Americans don't know how to cook anymore. Mehmet Oz, the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services chief, warned about hospice fraud in California. And Jay Bhattacharya, the director of the National Institutes of Health and the acting director (of a sort) of the CDC, explained the value of repurposing already-approved drugs for new diseases. "This sounds geeky," he told the crowd, "but it is really, really important."

Perhaps the administration thought that leaning into health would distract from what's going on in Iran--a sore subject for Republicans who want President Trump to focus on domestic issues. Kennedy did say, unprompted, that he believed that his war-averse uncle and his father would have approved of the military action. But he also was the most prominent member of the Trump administration to take the stage at CPAC. Notably absent was anyone named Trump or any official involved in the decision to bomb Iran.

If that was indeed the administration's strategy, it didn't seem to work among MAGA world's staunchest opponents to Trump's recent military action. Although a poll of this year's CPAC attendees found that 89 percent approve of the administration's actions in Iran, others I spoke with worried about the specter of another "forever war" in the Middle East. As Madeline Elizabeth, a Republican strategist who attended CPAC, told me, "I think that the MAHA movement is almost the only thing that's 'America First' about this administration."

As he has in his other recent public appearances, Kennedy mostly stuck to his talking points. He touted what he considers to be his wins at HHS--notably, the flipping of the food pyramid to emphasize protein consumption--and insisted that the president was "on my side on virtually every issue" when Kennedy decided to endorse Trump in 2024. But Kennedy didn't mention his remaking of the CDC's vaccine-advisory committee or the changes to the recommended childhood-immunization schedule, which are easily among the most consequential policies of his first year in office. Perhaps he avoided doing so because, as The Washington Post has reported, the White House has instructed him to stop taking action on vaccines for fear of Republicans losing the midterms. (The HHS spokesperson Andrew Nixon told me, "We remain focused on the priorities Americans consistently say matter most to them, including tackling chronic disease, improving nutrition and food quality, and lowering the cost of care and prescription drugs." The White House did not respond to a request for comment.)

The closest Kennedy came to any talk of immunization was when he mentioned that, growing up, he didn't know any kids who had autism--a seemingly veiled reference to his long-standing belief that vaccines have contributed to the rise in autism since the 1990s. That rise, according to experts, is largely due to better surveillance and broader diagnostic criteria. When Bhattacharya did talk about vaccines--to praise the shingles shot and to tease research on whether it might reduce the risk of Alzheimer's--the crowd was unmoved. Bhattacharya's only real applause line came when he said, "It's no longer Tony Fauci's NIH."

Read: RFK Jr. is losing his grip on the CDC

Most of the CPAC-goers I spoke with told me they loved Kennedy. Usually in those words: I love him. They weren't always sure about the specifics of his agenda, but they liked that he was in favor of being healthy. A CPAC attendee named Michael Smith, who was promoting the posting of the Ten Commandments in public schools and dressed as Moses--complete with a staff and a stick-on beard--told me that Kennedy was "getting us back to the Garden of Eden diet." Several people, including a woman who says she lost 50 pounds just eating meat, told me their personal health stories. (Kennedy recently acknowledged that he's on the carnivore diet.) Everyone, it seemed, had read Kennedy's best seller, The Real Anthony Fauci, and many volunteered to me that they had not gotten the COVID vaccine.

The Kennedy adoration created an odd sense of tension at the meeting. It's true that some GOP strategists have argued that the MAHA coalition is the key to Republicans winning the midterms later this year. For the most part, they're talking about health-conscious voters who might be persuaded to back Republican candidates. Perhaps it should be no surprise that, at CPAC, the fans are MAGA first and MAHA as a kind of bonus.

But at the same time, the MAGA loyalties clearly supersede the MAHA hype. It was striking how no one seemed to be there solely, or even primarily, to support MAHA. At one point during Kennedy's fireside chat, the interviewer, Mercedes Schlapp, asked attendees whether they were "MAHA moms." In a crowd of several hundred, maybe a dozen hands shot up. Scanning the crowd, I saw no shortage of Trump-themed apparel, but no one wearing MAHA T-shirts or hats. Talking about MAHA priorities "doesn't electrify anybody, and quite honestly, it's not the conversation, like, broadly, that's being had," Vish Burra, a Republican strategist and MAGA provocateur, told me. (Last fall, Burra was fired from his job as a producer for One America News Network after he posted an anti-Semitic AI-generated video on his personal X account. He later deleted the post.)

Read: The meme-washing of RFK Jr.

Kennedy, who recently underwent surgery for a rotator-cuff injury, ended up telling Schlapp that Hegseth might have the edge in a test of strength: "He's got a couple of pounds on me." But even if Hegseth can bench more than the HHS secretary, at the country's best-known conservative gathering, Kennedy was the one the Trump administration seems to have tasked with lifting up its disappointed fans.
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Don't Get Sucked Into the War on Lice

It hasn't been going well.

by Daniel Engber

Sun, 29 Mar 2026


Bartolome Esteban Murillo, "La Toilette Domesque" (1670-75) (Bridgeman Images)



The human-head louse has a ghostly quality. It tends to glimmer in and out of view, leaving only subtle signs and omens of its presence. Is that oblong speck an egg sac or a flake of dandruff? Was that a prickle on your scalp? Is it normal that your son is scratching just behind his ear? Maybe you have lice and he has lice, and you've all had lice for weeks. The possibility is frightening. The uncertainty leads to madness.



The louse evolved to be intrepid and sneaky. Its behavioral imperative is simple and relentless: "They are naturally negatively geotropic," Ian Burgess, a medical entomologist who runs a company that tests insect-control products, told me. "They will always climb upwards towards the head." He recalled a day when one must have fallen on his shoe during a comb-out in his lab. He was driving home that afternoon and noticed that the bug was sitting on his knee, apparently confused. "It had climbed to the highest point it could get, and it didn't know where to go from there."



Once the bugs ascend, they suck your blood and attach their eggs to the roots of your hair. Within a month or two, your skin might start reacting to the parasites' saliva, and some degree of itching will ensue. But otherwise, a case of head lice has no ill effects. "To say the truth, head lice are not a real medical problem," Kosta Mumcuoglu, a lice entomologist at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, told me. Still, their presence is unwelcome, to say the very least. Emergency scalp checks, precautionary treatments, instant-onset symptoms of delusional parasitosis: "It is definitely a psychological, emotional problem," Mumcuoglu said.



Mumcuoglu is an expert, but this was not a useful insight. I have two kids in elementary school. I am quite familiar with the psychological, emotional problem that is lice.



For decades now, experts have been trying to convince Americans that the plague of Pediculus humanus capitis is very mild, and that it doesn't really merit drastic measures; for decades, too, parents have heard the opposite from schools, in the form of urgent letters saying lice have been detected and countermeasures are essential. Along the way, we've heard claims and rumors that the head-lice situation is deteriorating--that outbreaks are increasing, that drug-resistant superbugs are taking over. Yet the basic facts of lice remain the same. The parasites are programmed to get up to our heads. We are programmed to let them get inside our minds.







The modern lice wars got their start in Newton, Massachusetts. Deborah Altschuler's son had lice, and his school implied that this was her fault--that a family like hers would not be welcome anymore. It seemed to her just then, in the early 1980s, that the school itself should have taken more responsibility, that its policies on lice should have been clearer. For that matter, shouldn't everyone, from parents up to politicians, have been more informed about the problem?



The group she formed out of her home, first called Parents Against Lice and later the National Pediculosis Association, would advocate for aggressive lice-check protocols and more systematic rules for expelling kids from class. If this was not a movement to abolish lice, then it was at least an all-out bid for taking head lice seriously as a public-health concern. With the help of several entomologists at Harvard and the University of Massachusetts, Altschuler pressed the case. At one point, she proposed that head lice were a vector for the virus causing AIDS, spreading it from scalp to scalp. "I felt that AIDS was a wake-up call," she told me. "We got lucky that it wasn't insect borne, but it could've been."



From the September 1987 issue: AIDS and insects 



Altschuler also worried that the common treatments of the time--various insecticide shampoos either used alone or, more distressingly, in combination--were causing harm to kids. In this and other ways, she was an early incarnation of the MAHA mom: incensed about the failings of the public-health establishment, inclined to do her own research, worried about toxic products and the companies that manufacture them. And in the '90s, her approach to lice caught on. A new industry of lice consultants and lice-removal salons began to form. Altschuler herself became a known expert in the field. (Her proudest moment, she said, was speaking to the Armed Forces Epidemiological Board in 1992, not long after Operation Desert Storm.) Eventually she'd have a dozen people working for her association, taking about 100 calls a day and selling T-shirts with messages such as Keep your wits, not your nits and Don't let your child become an egghead.



But even as this wave was gaining strength, a sort of countercurrent formed beneath it. One of Altschuler's Harvard contacts, a public-health entomologist named Richard Pollack, had begun to worry that the newly fostered panic was unfounded. He knew that the bugs were harmless in themselves; more than that, he believed that they might be far less prevalent than many people suspected, especially the ones who had been reaching out to him with horror stories: "They were telling me that lice had become so common, so abundant, that I could go into any elementary school and collect thousands of them in a morning." But when he followed up on this idea, and started doing field research on grade-schoolers' heads, the results weren't really that alarming. Misdiagnosis was indeed a rampant problem, and the people who were the most upset--the ones who'd put their families through repeated treatments--were the least likely, as he saw it, to actually have lice. "They were stuck in this vicious cycle," he told me.



A folk entomology of head lice had taken hold, and it entailed a range of false beliefs. Pollack sometimes heard it said that lice could jump from one child's head to another, and that they were infesting kids from classroom desks and rugs. None of this was true, he said; in general, contagion happens with only direct head-to-head contact--and a louse that falls off a kid at school will soon dry out, infesting no one else. (Mumcuoglu told me that parents needn't worry about lice-infested furniture or bedding either.)



Even worse, for many schools and lots of parents, the mere presence of a nit, or even a nitlike object in a child's hair, was prima facie evidence of a dangerous contagion. But a louse's empty egg sac can remain adhered to growing hair for months, like a shell casing on a dormant battlefield. This is one reason why studies find little benefit from screening kids in class: False positives abound. In 2006, Mumcuoglu estimated that two-thirds of all lice treatments in the U.S. are given to children who don't have an active infestation. And because many schools send kids home if they're suspected of having lice, those false positives may add up to as many as 24 million lost days of school. (No one has tallied the time and tears wasted on unnecessary pillow quarantines and the bagging of stuffed animals.)



If Altschuler and her group hoped to raise awareness and concern, then Pollack sought, in part, to tone things down. The two of them had worked together in the '90s, but inevitably they had a falling out. "Early on, I saw him as a wonderful ally and a helpful person to the cause," Altschuler told me, "but then he started trying to become us, in his own way, with information that was inconsistent with ours."



In particular, Pollack and the other head-lice moderates took aim at the unforgiving "no nit" policies in schools, which might exclude a child from the classroom on the basis of a single empty egg sac, and they were winning some important hearts and minds. In 2002, when the American Academy of Pediatrics put out its first clinical report on treating head lice, its authors called no-nit policies "detrimental" and "a response to infestations that is out of proportion to their medical significance." Two years later, the nation's school nurses--who have been focused on the scourge of head lice since their profession's founding in 1902--followed suit. Eventually, some school systems would ease up too. In New York City, where I live, the public schools that service a million students had done away with no-nit policies by 2008.



These were salutary changes, to be sure. Fewer kids would be ejected from the classroom, and presumably some degree of lice-related learning loss was curbed. But the new guidelines did not eliminate the broader set of problems that the parasites create for children and their families. Even though some schools now tolerate nits on children's heads during the school day, they still communicate aggressively with parents on lice-related matters, encouraging frequent checks at home and better-safe-than-sorry interventions.



No one ever articulates the rationale for treating the mere possibility of lice with more concern than a cold or even COVID. (No one ever gets a letter home from school saying A case of rhinovirus has been detected in your classroom.) But the thinking surely boils down to this: It's icky to imagine that your child's hair--and yours!--might at this very moment be aswarm with bloodsucking bugs. Once the lice have gotten to your head, and in your head, no amount of "Just calm down" can make them go away.







If the fear of lice can be recalcitrant, the lice themselves are even more defiant. "It's an insect that is abnormally subjected to stresses on its survival," Burgess, the entomologist who tests insect-control products, told me. A louse's clawlike feet hold fast in both a shower and a swimming pool. Its physiology weathers perfumes and soaps and the bristles on our hairbrushes. And given time enough, its genome may adapt to shrug off almost any poison we apply.



You don't need to hire experts to dislodge an infestation--humans have managed to delouse themselves since deep antiquity--but the process takes some work, along with proper information. I'm sorry to say that the latter isn't always near at hand. The New York City schools, for instance, suggest that parents give their kids chemical treatments, naming two kinds in particular--permethrins and pyrethrins--that were obsolesced long ago by insect evolution. America's head-lice problem will never improve, Mumcuoglu told me with some annoyance in his voice, so long as our institutions insist on making this mistake, particularly about permethrin. (In an emailed statement, the New York City Department of Health said that over-the-counter, permethrin-based products are "an accessible starting point for many families," but other products may be necessary if "there is treatment failure or suspected resistance.")



In fact, we do have many other ways of getting rid of lice, even so-called drug-resistant superlice. Ivermectin may not be an anti-cancer, anti-COVID wonder drug, but it's miraculous at treating parasites: A topical ivermectin cream can likely cure your child of an infestation, and may be purchased over the counter. Ivermectin pills--which could be even more effective--can be prescribed off-label. (Dawn Nolt, the lead author of the American Academy of Pediatrics' head-lice report, told me that ivermectin may be upgraded to a first-line treatment in the next update to the guidelines.) I happen to be partial to dimethicone, a lubricant that will coat a louse's body and seal up the holes it uses to get rid of excess water. Since dimethicone's effect on lice is physical instead of chemical, it may be less likely to provoke resistance over the long term. But Burgess, who first identified dimethicone as a lice-killer, warned me that he's seeing signs of its waning potency. (Perhaps the louse's body has been changing shape, he said, and their excretion holes are now harder to plug up.)



Read: How ivermectin became right-wing aspirin



And then, of course, there is the fine-toothed comb--a medical device that seems to have been in use by human populations for at least 5,000 years. (Archaeologists have found lice on human mummies, and lice combs in mummies' tombs.) Combing, when performed with diligence, can sometimes be effective on its own accord, even if it's also highly, highly inconvenient. Proper combing technique involves sectioning out and clipping up the hair in strips, then combing out each section repeatedly while inspecting for lice and nits that may be the size of sesame seeds. After that, one might need to repeat the entire procedure as soon as two or three days later. Strangely, the AAP guidelines say this process might be beneficial, head lice notwithstanding, in the sense that it allows "a caregiver and child or adolescent to have some close, extended time together." Extended? Yes. Close? Please be serious. I asked Nolt why the AAP was spreading this absurd misinformation. "We were trying to have a silver lining," she said.



But there is no silver lining, I'm afraid. In the end, the lice wars have only brought us back to where we started, and also where we've always been: worried, inconvenienced, and confused. Pollack says he's proud of what his 40 years of advocacy accomplished--"an awful lot of kids stayed in school, rather than being sent home," he said. But he also knows that certain head-lice myths have never gone away, and maybe never will.



When I spoke with Altschuler, she lamented the idea, sometimes floated by today's head-lice experts, that head lice aren't so important. "They are important for the people who have them," she said. This, at least, is a scientific fact.
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America's Raw-Cheddar Chaos

The FDA has linked an <em>E. Coli</em> outbreak to contaminated cheese. The company that makes it refuses to agree to a recall.

by Nicholas Florko

Sat, 28 Mar 2026




Raw Farm does not sell your typical cheddar. A one-pound block of the aged, GMO-free cheese retails for $16. (Naturally, it's for sale at Erewhon, the high-end grocery chain.) Some people are willing to pay that kind of premium because the cheese is made exclusively from unpasteurized milk. So is almost everything else that's sold by Raw Farm, a 400-acre dairy farm in Fresno, California, that is commonly cited as the country's biggest purveyor of raw milk and cheese. When Robert F. Kennedy Jr. ran for president in 2024, his running mate, Nicole Shanahan, visited Raw Farm and filmed herself on a tour of the milking operations. Raw Farm has carved a very successful niche out of the unfounded belief that raw milk and cheese are more nutritious than the regular stuff.



Pasteurization exists for a reason: It is a time-tested way to make sure that dairy products don't contain bacteria that can make you sick. And now Raw Farm has found itself in the middle of an E. coli outbreak. The FDA is pointing to Raw Farm's cheddar cheese as the reason nine people--including multiple children under the age of 5--have fallen ill. Three of the individuals have been hospitalized, and one has developed a serious kidney condition. Regulators have asked Raw Farm to recall the product. Yet the company has refused to do so. Grocery stores are still carrying the cheddar.



A maxim of food safety is that when the government says your product is making people sick, you stop selling it. Sometimes companies are in a "state of shock and disbelief," Frank Yiannas, a former deputy FDA commissioner who was previously the vice president of food safety at Walmart, told me. "They can't imagine that it's truly their product." In the history of the modern FDA, essentially every company implicated in a foodborne outbreak has agreed to a recall--until now. Democrats in Congress have even tried to place pressure on Raw Farm to pull the product off shelves, but the company is not backing down.

Read: The real appeal of raw milk

In this cheddar chaos, Raw Farm has painted itself as the victim. When I spoke with Aaron McAfee, the company's president, he was quick to note that he takes safety very seriously. Raw Farm has voluntarily recalled its products at the FDA's urging more than a dozen times. In 2024, Raw Farm immediately pulled its cheddar cheese after it was linked to E. coli. (The company subsequently wrote on its website that the recall was "UNFOUNDED.") This time, however, the request "just felt wrong," McAfee told me. He insists that the government's case is based on "circumstantial evidence" and that his company isn't at fault. None of Raw Farm's cheddar has actually tested positive for E. coli.



Food-safety investigations are messy. Regulators need to move quickly to prevent more people from getting sick. Companies are often asked to voluntarily initiate a recall before the government can actually prove that a product is unsafe. At times, the FDA does shift its focus to other foods: In 2008, the agency warned consumers not to eat tomatoes suspected to be contaminated with Salmonella, but it later identified serrano peppers as the likely cause of the illnesses.



Still, food-safety experts I spoke with were emphatic that the FDA is probably correct about Raw Farm's cheddar. Despite the lack of a positive test that the cheese is contaminated, the agency has two facts to rely on: The E. coli strains from all of the patients are closely related, suggesting that they came from the same product. Second, of the eight people who investigators have been able to interview, seven confirmed that they consumed Raw Farm's dairy products. "The statistical likelihood of that just being pure chance is almost zero," Yiannas said.



The agency does have the legal power to force Raw Farm's cheese off the market through a legal maneuver known as a mandatory recall. Such a move has little precedent. In 2018, the FDA forced a mandatory recall of a brand's kratom supplement, which had been contaminated with Salmonella. But the FDA would likely be in a tougher situation this time around. The kratom seller didn't fight the mandatory recall, but Raw Farm would. McAfee told me that he had asked the FDA to pursue a mandatory recall because it would give him the opportunity to appeal. "I was not granted due process," he said. (Companies can request an "informal hearing" to discuss the order.)



Exactly why the FDA hasn't moved forward with a mandatory recall is unclear. (I asked a spokesperson at the Department of Health and Human Services, which oversees the FDA. The spokesperson referred me to only what the FDA has already said publicly about the case.) The agency could still be gathering the necessary evidence to justify such a step. Or perhaps Kennedy doesn't want to declare a mandatory recall: He said shortly before his nomination as HHS secretary that the FDA's alleged "war" on raw milk must end. McAfee claimed that Kennedy is a Raw Farm customer but that he has "not heard anything from D.C."

Read: America's real 'secretary of war'

Even if the FDA eventually pushes Raw Farm to pull its products off the shelves--whether voluntarily or through force--that may not be the end of this saga. The reality is that we might never know with 100 percent certainty what caused those nine people to get sick. And doubt about the dangers of unpasteurized products is a reason they are so popular in the first place. The business of raw milk is based on convincing people that the milk is worth consuming despite objections from the FDA that it has no proven benefits over conventional pasteurized products and that it comes with an outsize risk of making you sick. If people found the FDA credible, a company like Raw Farm wouldn't exist.



During my conversation with McAfee, it was easy to see why people might believe him more than they would a nameless bureaucrat. He talked about trusting his cheese so much that he feeds it to his daughter, and he cited FDA regulations like a trained lawyer. When we spoke, he was quick to emphasize all of the tests his company had done to ensure that the cheese was safe, and he referenced the company's food-safety plan, which spans five binders.



People experiment with all kinds of products because they trust unproven anecdotes over government warnings. But the fact that a company is willing to risk more people falling sick from E. coli because of a belief that the FDA can't be trusted should be a much bigger wake-up call for the agency. By McAfee's telling, Raw Farm is the subject of a "witch hunt." The FDA has the power to regulate the food supply with an iron fist, but its job has historically been much easier because companies have faith that the agency is doing what it can to stop an outbreak. That is no longer a guarantee.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2026/03/raw-cheese-outbreak-recall/686605/?utm_source=feed
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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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2026/03/cdc-director-hhs-kennedy-bhattacharya/686541/?utm_source=feed
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Why Doesn't Anybody Realize We're Going Back to the Moon?

On the ground at the Trump era's most important space launch

by Ross Andersen

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




The most momentous launch since the Apollo era was about to begin, and along Florida's space coast, a secondhand exhilaration was working its way through the assembled crowd, as though all of us, and not just the astronauts, would soon ride out of Earth's gravity well on a pillar of fire. The space faithful had started arriving at the A. Max Brewer Bridge in Titusville before dawn, under the light of a full, yellow moon. They had set up their folding chairs and tripods at the high point of the bridge, to get the best line of sight, and stayed fixed in place during a brief rain, and again later, when a concerning wind blew across the lagoon.



On the launchpad, the rocket stood more than 30 stories high, illuminated by banks of stadium lights. As the day wore on, a tailgate atmosphere took hold in the park at the foot of the bridge. For miles, cars had pulled onto nearly every available stretch of grass. Families spread out on picnic blankets, and college-aged kids wheeled out coolers. They threw footballs and baseballs back and forth and drank beer.



Two hours before sunset, thousands of us massed on the bridge. Again and again, people told me that they'd come to see history. If Artemis II is successful, the astronauts will be the first humans to reach the moon's orbit in more than 50 years, and their path around its far side will take them farther into the universe than any human being has previously traveled. The man next to me was streaming the NASA telecast on his phone. He told me that we were one minute from liftoff.







The Artemis II mission has seemingly come out of nowhere. In January, a few weeks before an earlier launch attempt, I'd started asking friends if they were looking forward to it. Few of them had any idea it was happening. "We're going back to the moon?" they would ask, with the sort of mild surprise that one might experience upon being told that the Super Bowl is only a week away. They didn't linger on the subject. Anyway, how are the kids?



The original moon missions of the 1960s could be sold as history's grandest adventure. The Apollo program was the triple-back-handspring exclamation mark on a century of American technological transformations, during which Americans had electrified their cities, filled their streets with cars and their skies with airplanes, split atoms, and invented digital computers. To complete this phase shift into the future, the country banded together to build a spaceship that carried humans to another world, and performed a flag planting for the ages, a peaceful Iwo Jima. Wernher von Braun, the (ex-Nazi and) intellectual architect of Apollo had compared the moon landing to the epochal moment when aquatic life had first crawled onto land.



In the decades since, the Apollo program has lost some of its aura, in part because it did not lead to a glorious space future in the way that its architects, including von Braun himself, had hoped. Six decades have passed, during which time we've had the invention of the internet, the smartphone, and powerful artificial intelligence, and yet this year's launch is not to Mars or the outer planets or the stars. We're just returning to the moon. Even though three-fourths of the world's population is young enough to have never experienced a crewed lunar mission like this one, it has the feel of a rerun. Again we're rushing to arrive before another nation does, this time China instead of the Soviet Union. We're told that if we don't get there first, the Chinese might claim the craters with the best water ice.


Gerardo Mora / Getty
 Thousands of spectators gathered on a bridge in Titusville, Florida, to watch the first moon launch in a half century.





Jared Isaacman, NASA's administrator, often says that the Artemis program will be different from Apollo because this time we're going to the moon to stay. But are we really? The Artemis II astronauts won't even leave their ship. They won't even be stopping at the moon. After they swing around its far side, they'll come right home. NASA has plans for future Artemis moon landings, in which astronauts will supposedly lay the foundations for a nuclear-powered moon base. But although these plans are more than mere renderings on a PowerPoint slide, they will likely need to weather several NASA budget fights in Congress and at least one presidential transition. The Apollo program's architects had grand plans for a moon base, too, but without sustained political support, those came to nothing. On the bridge, Carl Ulzheimer, a self-described "old dog from the Bronx," told me that he'd made sure to come to this moon launch, because 50 years might pass before there was another one, and he didn't have that kind of time.



That this Artemis launch is happening in the lead-up to America's 250th birthday has heightened the sense that it's a nostalgia act for the Baby Boomer gerontocracy. All the more so because Donald Trump, the oldest person ever to be elected to the White House, is presiding over the whole affair. His administration has sought to sabotage NASA's scientific missions, but the president seems delighted to have the agency gin up a national spectacle on his behalf, just as he was happy to have a military parade on his birthday.



To me, it was a small mercy that he hadn't embossed his own face on the rocket, or otherwise put himself at the center of the launch. Brad Kowalski, who lives nearby, told me that Trump should have at least come down to see it. "It's significant that the son of a bitch isn't here," he said. Just as a matter of statistics, surely many of the president's fans were on the bridge, but I was surprised not to see a single red MAGA cap.



Read: How Donald Trump tried to ground NASA's science missions



The world has cheered on America's previous moments of cosmic glory. After one Apollo mission, a Soviet space scientist congratulated the United States for marking a new "stage in the development of the universal culture of Earthmen." But with Trump having started a war and a global energy crisis in the 30-day run-up to launch, the idea of a universal culture of Earthmen suddenly felt quaint and distant.







With 30 seconds to go, I stared across the lagoon, mesmerized by the rocket. The Space Launch System is a techno-boondoggle for the ages. On a cost-per-launch basis, it's likely the most expensive rocket ever built. The initial version took 11 years to develop--the Saturn V took just six--and its launch cadence has been dreadfully slow. Worst of all, as a single-use rocket in the age of new, relaunchable technology, SLS is already obsolete, and the design may well be discontinued before the Artemis missions actually start landing on the moon.



And yet, what a handsome rocket! On the launchpad, it had a retro-futuristic charisma, not least because old space-shuttle parts were used in its construction. The large core stage is insulated in the same distinctive orange foam as the big one that fired the space shuttle into orbit. On its sides, two slim, white boosters have NASA written on them in that old "worm" font that rounds off every letter's sharp angles, and simplifies the As into upside-down Vs. Once the monstrous explosives in these boosters begin to burn, they can't be stopped. No human has ever caught a ride on this system, and yet in the small, conical capsule at its top, the four astronauts were tilted back in seats, staring straight up, awaiting ignition.


Austin DeSisto / NurPhoto / Getty
 Unlike with the original moon landing, the Artemis II astronauts won't even leave their ship. They won't even be stopping at the moon. After they swing around its far side, they'll come right home.





The crowd on the bridge had just finished counting down when the arms of the rocket's adjoining tower pulled away. NASA calls this process umbilical separation. At first, the launch itself was like a little silent movie. Smoke billowed out from the rocket's base, followed by the first flames. And then, a churning river of the brightest orange light you have ever seen shot straight down at the pad. For a moment, much of the surrounding marsh looked to be engulfed. A second sun seemed to have risen, and the whole hulking rocket was ascending out of it, miraculously. Children stood around me, slack-jawed, and when the sound finally hit, they flinched. It was a holy rolling thunder. It shook the bridge and enveloped our entire bodies as we watched the spaceship rise and rise in the sky.



How joined we felt to the astronauts, just then. NASA doesn't so much choose its crews as cast them, and in this dark moment, they'd done their best to embody a wholesome sense of America. The mission's commander, Reid Wiseman, is a single dad of two daughters who lost his wife, a pediatric nurse, to cancer. Victor Glover, its pilot, grew up in Southern California's Inland Empire. Before he became an astronaut, he went to the Navy to fly fighter jets. Now he's the first Black man ever to journey to the moon. Sitting alongside him is Christina Koch, a veteran of several Antarctic expeditions, who also once spent nearly a year at the International Space Station, during which she participated in the first all-female space walks. On this mission, she'll make history again, as will the crew's lone Canadian, Jeremy Hansen, when he becomes the first non-American to venture beyond low Earth orbit.



The four of them were now streaking toward the stratosphere. After only two minutes, the boosters fell away, exhausted, but we could still see the spaceship trailed by a flame longer than itself. The astronauts had not even gone halfway up into the dome of the sky, and control of the flight had already shifted to NASA's nerve center for human spaceflight, in Houston. In ground control, the rows of technicians would guide them as they twice circled the Earth, and then fired one last burn to intercept the moon, which is itself moving at more than 2,200 miles an hour.







What will the astronauts be thinking, as they watch our blue planet receding through their windows of acrylic aquarium glass? The world's affairs may take on a different cast from up there. Before humanity's first visit to the moon, the lunar-flyby mission of Apollo 8, Americans had also found the culture of their country riven. The Tet Offensive suggested that the Vietnam War could spiral into something longer and bloodier. Martin Luther King Jr. and Bobby Kennedy had just been assassinated, and the Democratic National Convention had descended into riots.



Apollo 8 is said to have provided some measure of national healing, but these things are difficult to measure. On Christmas Eve, as the astronauts came around the moon's far side, they took turns reading from the book of Genesis: In the beginning, God created the heaven and the earth, and the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. With cameras, they tried to capture the glory of our home planet. A snapshot that the crew took of Earth rising from the ashen lunar plain has been credited with giving us a new cosmic orientation, and galvanizing the environmental movement. But again, these things are hard to measure.



Do we even dare to hope that Artemis II might deliver a similar moment of historical gravitas? The astronauts will surely send back some extraordinary images. The mission has been timed so that the sun will be at their backs. Geologists have coached them to look out from their ship at certain features of the far side, including the Mare Orientale, an impact crater with concentric rings of mountains inside it, which terminate in a dark lava basin, a bullseye. No human has ever laid eyes on it, in situ. For 30 to 50 minutes, the astronauts will lose communication with NASA, and they'll be alone with these fresh vistas. When they see the Earth again, it will be dwarfed by the moon. Perhaps the astronauts will be moved to say something new and beautiful about its fragility; perhaps all such things have already been said. Either way, they'll already be homebound. On the seventh day, their official schedule calls for rest.



But all that is in the future. For just another few moments, the Artemis spaceship still belonged to the Earth. After it faded from view, I looked around and saw people hugging, speaking in secular tongues, making great whooping noises, laughing with glee. A few college boys started chanting "USA! USA!" They looked like they might storm a football field and knock down some uprights. The awesome sound of the rocket finally tapered to a faint rumble. We could once again hear waves lapping below. To the east, somewhere on the horizon, the full moon was about to rise.






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2026/04/artemis-moon-launch-trump/686661/?utm_source=feed
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Don't Get Sucked Into the War on Lice

It hasn't been going well.

by Daniel Engber

Sun, 29 Mar 2026


Bartolome Esteban Murillo, "La Toilette Domesque" (1670-75) (Bridgeman Images)



The human-head louse has a ghostly quality. It tends to glimmer in and out of view, leaving only subtle signs and omens of its presence. Is that oblong speck an egg sac or a flake of dandruff? Was that a prickle on your scalp? Is it normal that your son is scratching just behind his ear? Maybe you have lice and he has lice, and you've all had lice for weeks. The possibility is frightening. The uncertainty leads to madness.



The louse evolved to be intrepid and sneaky. Its behavioral imperative is simple and relentless: "They are naturally negatively geotropic," Ian Burgess, a medical entomologist who runs a company that tests insect-control products, told me. "They will always climb upwards towards the head." He recalled a day when one must have fallen on his shoe during a comb-out in his lab. He was driving home that afternoon and noticed that the bug was sitting on his knee, apparently confused. "It had climbed to the highest point it could get, and it didn't know where to go from there."



Once the bugs ascend, they suck your blood and attach their eggs to the roots of your hair. Within a month or two, your skin might start reacting to the parasites' saliva, and some degree of itching will ensue. But otherwise, a case of head lice has no ill effects. "To say the truth, head lice are not a real medical problem," Kosta Mumcuoglu, a lice entomologist at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, told me. Still, their presence is unwelcome, to say the very least. Emergency scalp checks, precautionary treatments, instant-onset symptoms of delusional parasitosis: "It is definitely a psychological, emotional problem," Mumcuoglu said.



Mumcuoglu is an expert, but this was not a useful insight. I have two kids in elementary school. I am quite familiar with the psychological, emotional problem that is lice.



For decades now, experts have been trying to convince Americans that the plague of Pediculus humanus capitis is very mild, and that it doesn't really merit drastic measures; for decades, too, parents have heard the opposite from schools, in the form of urgent letters saying lice have been detected and countermeasures are essential. Along the way, we've heard claims and rumors that the head-lice situation is deteriorating--that outbreaks are increasing, that drug-resistant superbugs are taking over. Yet the basic facts of lice remain the same. The parasites are programmed to get up to our heads. We are programmed to let them get inside our minds.







The modern lice wars got their start in Newton, Massachusetts. Deborah Altschuler's son had lice, and his school implied that this was her fault--that a family like hers would not be welcome anymore. It seemed to her just then, in the early 1980s, that the school itself should have taken more responsibility, that its policies on lice should have been clearer. For that matter, shouldn't everyone, from parents up to politicians, have been more informed about the problem?



The group she formed out of her home, first called Parents Against Lice and later the National Pediculosis Association, would advocate for aggressive lice-check protocols and more systematic rules for expelling kids from class. If this was not a movement to abolish lice, then it was at least an all-out bid for taking head lice seriously as a public-health concern. With the help of several entomologists at Harvard and the University of Massachusetts, Altschuler pressed the case. At one point, she proposed that head lice were a vector for the virus causing AIDS, spreading it from scalp to scalp. "I felt that AIDS was a wake-up call," she told me. "We got lucky that it wasn't insect borne, but it could've been."



From the September 1987 issue: AIDS and insects 



Altschuler also worried that the common treatments of the time--various insecticide shampoos either used alone or, more distressingly, in combination--were causing harm to kids. In this and other ways, she was an early incarnation of the MAHA mom: incensed about the failings of the public-health establishment, inclined to do her own research, worried about toxic products and the companies that manufacture them. And in the '90s, her approach to lice caught on. A new industry of lice consultants and lice-removal salons began to form. Altschuler herself became a known expert in the field. (Her proudest moment, she said, was speaking to the Armed Forces Epidemiological Board in 1992, not long after Operation Desert Storm.) Eventually she'd have a dozen people working for her association, taking about 100 calls a day and selling T-shirts with messages such as Keep your wits, not your nits and Don't let your child become an egghead.



But even as this wave was gaining strength, a sort of countercurrent formed beneath it. One of Altschuler's Harvard contacts, a public-health entomologist named Richard Pollack, had begun to worry that the newly fostered panic was unfounded. He knew that the bugs were harmless in themselves; more than that, he believed that they might be far less prevalent than many people suspected, especially the ones who had been reaching out to him with horror stories: "They were telling me that lice had become so common, so abundant, that I could go into any elementary school and collect thousands of them in a morning." But when he followed up on this idea, and started doing field research on grade-schoolers' heads, the results weren't really that alarming. Misdiagnosis was indeed a rampant problem, and the people who were the most upset--the ones who'd put their families through repeated treatments--were the least likely, as he saw it, to actually have lice. "They were stuck in this vicious cycle," he told me.



A folk entomology of head lice had taken hold, and it entailed a range of false beliefs. Pollack sometimes heard it said that lice could jump from one child's head to another, and that they were infesting kids from classroom desks and rugs. None of this was true, he said; in general, contagion happens with only direct head-to-head contact--and a louse that falls off a kid at school will soon dry out, infesting no one else. (Mumcuoglu told me that parents needn't worry about lice-infested furniture or bedding either.)



Even worse, for many schools and lots of parents, the mere presence of a nit, or even a nitlike object in a child's hair, was prima facie evidence of a dangerous contagion. But a louse's empty egg sac can remain adhered to growing hair for months, like a shell casing on a dormant battlefield. This is one reason why studies find little benefit from screening kids in class: False positives abound. In 2006, Mumcuoglu estimated that two-thirds of all lice treatments in the U.S. are given to children who don't have an active infestation. And because many schools send kids home if they're suspected of having lice, those false positives may add up to as many as 24 million lost days of school. (No one has tallied the time and tears wasted on unnecessary pillow quarantines and the bagging of stuffed animals.)



If Altschuler and her group hoped to raise awareness and concern, then Pollack sought, in part, to tone things down. The two of them had worked together in the '90s, but inevitably they had a falling out. "Early on, I saw him as a wonderful ally and a helpful person to the cause," Altschuler told me, "but then he started trying to become us, in his own way, with information that was inconsistent with ours."



In particular, Pollack and the other head-lice moderates took aim at the unforgiving "no nit" policies in schools, which might exclude a child from the classroom on the basis of a single empty egg sac, and they were winning some important hearts and minds. In 2002, when the American Academy of Pediatrics put out its first clinical report on treating head lice, its authors called no-nit policies "detrimental" and "a response to infestations that is out of proportion to their medical significance." Two years later, the nation's school nurses--who have been focused on the scourge of head lice since their profession's founding in 1902--followed suit. Eventually, some school systems would ease up too. In New York City, where I live, the public schools that service a million students had done away with no-nit policies by 2008.



These were salutary changes, to be sure. Fewer kids would be ejected from the classroom, and presumably some degree of lice-related learning loss was curbed. But the new guidelines did not eliminate the broader set of problems that the parasites create for children and their families. Even though some schools now tolerate nits on children's heads during the school day, they still communicate aggressively with parents on lice-related matters, encouraging frequent checks at home and better-safe-than-sorry interventions.



No one ever articulates the rationale for treating the mere possibility of lice with more concern than a cold or even COVID. (No one ever gets a letter home from school saying A case of rhinovirus has been detected in your classroom.) But the thinking surely boils down to this: It's icky to imagine that your child's hair--and yours!--might at this very moment be aswarm with bloodsucking bugs. Once the lice have gotten to your head, and in your head, no amount of "Just calm down" can make them go away.







If the fear of lice can be recalcitrant, the lice themselves are even more defiant. "It's an insect that is abnormally subjected to stresses on its survival," Burgess, the entomologist who tests insect-control products, told me. A louse's clawlike feet hold fast in both a shower and a swimming pool. Its physiology weathers perfumes and soaps and the bristles on our hairbrushes. And given time enough, its genome may adapt to shrug off almost any poison we apply.



You don't need to hire experts to dislodge an infestation--humans have managed to delouse themselves since deep antiquity--but the process takes some work, along with proper information. I'm sorry to say that the latter isn't always near at hand. The New York City schools, for instance, suggest that parents give their kids chemical treatments, naming two kinds in particular--permethrins and pyrethrins--that were obsolesced long ago by insect evolution. America's head-lice problem will never improve, Mumcuoglu told me with some annoyance in his voice, so long as our institutions insist on making this mistake, particularly about permethrin. (In an emailed statement, the New York City Department of Health said that over-the-counter, permethrin-based products are "an accessible starting point for many families," but other products may be necessary if "there is treatment failure or suspected resistance.")



In fact, we do have many other ways of getting rid of lice, even so-called drug-resistant superlice. Ivermectin may not be an anti-cancer, anti-COVID wonder drug, but it's miraculous at treating parasites: A topical ivermectin cream can likely cure your child of an infestation, and may be purchased over the counter. Ivermectin pills--which could be even more effective--can be prescribed off-label. (Dawn Nolt, the lead author of the American Academy of Pediatrics' head-lice report, told me that ivermectin may be upgraded to a first-line treatment in the next update to the guidelines.) I happen to be partial to dimethicone, a lubricant that will coat a louse's body and seal up the holes it uses to get rid of excess water. Since dimethicone's effect on lice is physical instead of chemical, it may be less likely to provoke resistance over the long term. But Burgess, who first identified dimethicone as a lice-killer, warned me that he's seeing signs of its waning potency. (Perhaps the louse's body has been changing shape, he said, and their excretion holes are now harder to plug up.)



Read: How ivermectin became right-wing aspirin



And then, of course, there is the fine-toothed comb--a medical device that seems to have been in use by human populations for at least 5,000 years. (Archaeologists have found lice on human mummies, and lice combs in mummies' tombs.) Combing, when performed with diligence, can sometimes be effective on its own accord, even if it's also highly, highly inconvenient. Proper combing technique involves sectioning out and clipping up the hair in strips, then combing out each section repeatedly while inspecting for lice and nits that may be the size of sesame seeds. After that, one might need to repeat the entire procedure as soon as two or three days later. Strangely, the AAP guidelines say this process might be beneficial, head lice notwithstanding, in the sense that it allows "a caregiver and child or adolescent to have some close, extended time together." Extended? Yes. Close? Please be serious. I asked Nolt why the AAP was spreading this absurd misinformation. "We were trying to have a silver lining," she said.



But there is no silver lining, I'm afraid. In the end, the lice wars have only brought us back to where we started, and also where we've always been: worried, inconvenienced, and confused. Pollack says he's proud of what his 40 years of advocacy accomplished--"an awful lot of kids stayed in school, rather than being sent home," he said. But he also knows that certain head-lice myths have never gone away, and maybe never will.



When I spoke with Altschuler, she lamented the idea, sometimes floated by today's head-lice experts, that head lice aren't so important. "They are important for the people who have them," she said. This, at least, is a scientific fact.
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The Shocking Speed of China's Scientific Rise

When will Chinese research pull ahead of the U.S.'s?

by Ross Andersen

Fri, 27 Mar 2026




If China finally eclipses the United States as the world's preeminent scientific superpower, there won't be an official announcement. Neither will there necessarily be a dramatic Promethean demonstration, a bomb flash in the desert, a satellite beeping overhead, a moon landing. It will be a quiet moment, observed by a small, specialized subset of scientists who have forsaken the study of the stars, animals, and plants in favor of a more navel-gazing subject: the practice of science itself.

This moment may now be at hand. American science has been the envy of the planet since the Second World War at least, but it has recently gone into decline. After President Trump took office last year, his administration started vandalizing the country's scientific institutions, suspending research grants in bulk and putting entire lines of cutting-edge research on ice. In August, Trump's Department of Health and Human Services canceled $500 million in mRNA-vaccine research, less than two years after Americans won a Nobel Prize for pioneering that technology. More than 10,000 science Ph.D.s have left the federal workforce, according to one group's estimate, and the White House has been withholding money from frontline researchers in computer science, biomedicine, and hundreds of other fields that will define the human future. As one historian of science put it to me in July, "This is an unparalleled destruction from within."

Read: Every scientific empire comes to an end 

While all of this has been unfolding, metascientists have been following a very different story overseas. They've watched in wonder as China has built out a gigantic research apparatus at world-record speed, stocking institutions, universities, and laboratories with talent and some of the best equipment and facilities money can buy. In 1991, China spent $13 billion on research and development. Today, its annual spending is more than $800 billion, second only to the U.S. The Chinese government just unveiled a plan to grow the country's science budget by 7 percent each year for the next five years. According to a new forecast from Nature, China's public spending on research is likely to overtake the United States' by 2029.

Just because a research ecosystem is sprawling and expensive doesn't mean that it reliably creates and diffuses new knowledge. (At its peak, the Soviet Union had the world's largest scientific workforce, yet it couldn't keep pace with America's more open system.) But we haven't seen the scale at which Chinese science will operate once the country fully taps its talent pool. China's population is four times the size of America's, and its culture is unabashedly pro-science, even relative to other developed countries. Its universities are already handing out twice as many STEM degrees as their U.S. counterparts do, and nearly double the number of Ph.D.s.

For almost a decade now, Chinese scientists have been publishing more papers too. Again, the sheer volume of this effort gives us only a coarse sense of what's happening there. When China began to dominate that metric, some of its universities were paying cash rewards to scholars for each publication, and a lot of Chinese research papers were shoddy make-work. The government has since ordered universities to stop encouraging academic mass production. The factors that drive salaries and promotions for professors are now more fine-grained, and it shows: China's share of the world's most widely cited scientific papers has grown, Caroline Wagner, a professor at Ohio State University who studies scientific policy, told me. In 2023, Chinese scientists produced 58,000 of the world's roughly 190,000 most influential publications, according to Wagner. Their contribution was second only to the United States'. Wagner likes this metric because it's relatively hard to game (though some Chinese scientists do seem to be trying).

If you were building a bespoke dashboard to monitor the state of science in China, you'd have many such data streams to choose from. The problem is, they'd all be lagging indicators. We can't easily assess the quality of research that China's scientists are doing today, because that work won't be published for another year or two at least, and then its scientific influence--measured by the resulting papers' citation rates--won't peak until a few years after that, on average. (Some papers experience a citation boom even later; metascientists call them "sleeping beauties.") Nobel Prizes have an even more dramatic lag: So far, only one Chinese scientist has earned a Nobel for scientific work done in China, but Nobel laureates are often summoned to Stockholm decades after they've completed their revolutionary research.

In the meantime, we do have some more immediate signs that Chinese scientists are ascendant. Last year, a team of American and Chinese researchers published an analysis of international research collaborations. Their machine-learning model identified the lead authors of nearly 6 million scientific teams to see who was actually in charge. The team found that among U.S.-China collaborations, the share of leaders who were affiliated with Chinese institutions had grown from 30 percent in 2010 to 45 percent in 2023. The researchers projected that China will pull even with the U.S. next year or in 2028 at the latest.

In the end, China's scientific-superpower status will likely depend on the world-changing force of its discoveries. "We don't just want papers," Yian Yin, a professor of information science at Cornell, told me. "We want papers that turn into real theoretical insights or technologies." Some of these can be tracked by looking at how research is cited in patent applications, but this additional diffusion can introduce its own lag of 10 years or more. Even so, China's fast rise in the applied sciences is already obvious, Yin said. The country is in the midst of a solarpunk revolution. Thanks to its advances in chemistry and materials science, China has caught up with or surpassed the U.S. in the design and manufacture of advanced batteries, electric vehicles, and solar cells--key technologies for the 21st century.

Future historians of science will have a better perspective on precisely when the torch-passing occurs, if it does. The significance of a scientific achievement is not always easy to recognize in real time. When Chinese alchemists invented gunpowder in the ninth century, no one grasped the full range of its potential uses. It was initially thought to be a curiosity, a firework or a special effect, until Song-dynasty arms dealers started using it to make fire arrows and other military explosives. European scientists heard about it only centuries later.

A thousand years before that, when the Chinese invented paper, they initially used it for padding and packing. No one thought to use it for disseminating knowledge. About that same time, Chinese scholars were compiling the Jiuzhang Suanshu, a mathematical treatise focused on solving practical problems with computation. There are 246 of them, drawn from the everyday realms of agriculture, land surveying, and taxation. One chapter includes a matrix technique. It is now regarded as an early intellectual ancestor of matrix-based linear algebra, which powers neural networks, up to and including large language models.

History is a story that we tell ourselves about how we got to the present, and if China soon sits atop the sciences, history will be reinterpreted. China's past glories may be recast as part of an extended narrative of dominance, and America's eight-decade reign may come to be regarded as a mere blip.
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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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2026/01/consciousness-journey-zen-meditation/685647/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Science | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
        

      

      News | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Science | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            News | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Newsletters | The ...
          
        

      

      Press Releases | The Atlantic

      
        The Atlantic Hires Kelsey Ables, Janay Kingsberry, Will Oremus, and Matt Viser as Staff Writers
        The Atlantic

        From left: Kelsey Ables (photo by Kelly Kasulis Cho), Janay Kingsberry (photo by Marvin Joseph), Will Oremus, Matt Viser

      

      
        
          	
            News | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Newsletters | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



<em>The Atlantic</em> Hires Kelsey Ables, Janay Kingsberry, Will Oremus, and Matt Viser as Staff Writers



Mon, 30 Mar 2026


From left: Kelsey Ables (photo by Kelly Kasulis Cho), Janay Kingsberry (photo by Marvin Joseph), Will Oremus, Matt Viser



The Atlantic is announcing the hires of four new staff writers: Kelsey Ables, Janay Kingsberry, Will Oremus, and Matt Viser. All are joining from The Washington Post.
 
 Kelsey and Janay will both focus on the major cultural institutions facing pressure from the Trump administration. Will has produced authoritative work about technology and the fracturing of reality, and will continue this line of coverage. Matt has covered the White House and national politics since 2018 and most recently served as the Post's White House bureau chief.
 
 Below are the announcements about our new staff:

Kelsey Ables has recently been focused on the various pressures facing major cultural institutions in the Trump era--but she has a wide variety of interests, including visual art, architecture, and design. She has been a nimble and erudite reporter on a challenging beat, covering the convulsions at the Kennedy Center and the Smithsonian Institution. She has also written smartly and entertainingly on any number of other subjects, including D.C.'s "Sistine Chapel of the New Deal" and the unsettling ubiquity of Kusama pumpkins. Kelsey got her start covering museums and architecture at the Post, and served in the newspaper's Seoul hub for a stint, writing overnight on a wide array of newsy subjects, including U.S. politics and the papal conclave.
 
 Janay Kingsberry has dominated the culture beat nationally for the Post. She has been ambitious and smart on the rolling Kennedy Center crisis, as well as the planned changes to Washington's monumental landscape. And she scooped that the Smithsonian had removed mention of President Trump from an impeachment exhibit. Before taking on the arts beat, she was a sharp and versatile reporter for the Post's Style section, where she wrote memorably about Jennifer Hudson's "spirit tunnels," grief, social media, and much more. She previously worked at Politico and The Atlanta Journal-Constitution.
 
 Will Oremus also comes to us from The Washington Post, where he has produced authoritative work about technology and the fracturing of reality. He has broken news about the AI industry's quest to scan millions of the world's books, profiled a policeman who spent a month in jail for posting a Charlie Kirk meme, and written about the proliferation of conspiracy theories after a devastating hurricane in North Carolina. Before joining the Post, Will worked at OneZero and Slate.
 
 Matt Viser is also joining us from The Washington Post, where he's spent nearly eight years producing distinctive and authoritative coverage of national politics, most recently as the paper's White House bureau chief. Matt is a highly accomplished chronicler of the presidency, with the prizes to prove it: He's won both the Gerald R. Ford Journalism Award for Distinguished Reporting on the Presidency and the White House Correspondents' Association's Aldo Beckman Award for Overall Excellence in White House Coverage. During the Biden and Trump administrations, Matt has delved into the family dynamics and personal proclivities that shape history-making decisions. When not covering the biggest stories of our time, Matt delights in finding odd and quirky tales--the museum in rural Kansas that's dedicated to the losers of each presidential election, for instance, and Michael Dukakis's completely normal Thanksgiving habit of collecting old turkey bones from his neighbors. Matt previously spent 16 years at The Boston Globe, where his reporting on city and state governments often took him past The Atlantic's historic home, the Old Corner Bookstore.


Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | press@theatlantic.com 
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I Am Here to Watch the Birthright-Citizenship Arguments, but Not in a Threatening Way

Can't a president go watch his justices?

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 01 Apr 2026




Subjects!

Yes, I am here watching the oral arguments in Trump v. Barbara. What of it? Can't a sitting president come watch an oral argument at the Supreme Court on a Wednesday without it being viewed as an attempt to coerce the justices? You know how much I love an oral argument. I am a big fan of the law. I like the faint, wheezing sound it makes as I trample on it, and the mountains of litigation that result.

I am not here to cause problems for the justices by listening in a menacing way. I would never! I come from the New York Real-Estate Business, one of the less threatening business traditions.

Besides, everyone knows how much I love listening while other people talk and not falling asleep. When do they start the praise, though? This seems like a long time for people to talk in front of me without mentioning that I am a great genius, physically prepossessing, and the one Messiah toward whom all history has been tending (I am paraphrasing a little).

Who are those people in the robes? I understand why the men are in robes: They are justices. But why are the women in robes? Really unflattering. Some kind of Handmaid's Tale protest thing? Even Amy Coney Barrett? I thought she was with us. Strange!

This is very legal and very fun. Remember, there is technically no rule barring the president from attending oral arguments in the Supreme Court, just as there is no rule barring the president from standing behind the justices holding a club studded with spikes and waving it menacingly every time the argument takes a wrong turn. Which I, of course, have no plans to do! I know that the justices are all going to rule correctly. I also know where all the justices live and how to find them, unless Justice Thomas is on that yacht again. (Justice Alito's house is the one with the upside-down flag!)

It probably will not come to this, but there is also technically no rule against bringing Chief Justice Roberts's pet cat, Mr. Marbury, in a specially designed cage where a single door separates him from a hungry python who respects neither law nor God.

This case is a simple one, anyhow: It's about what the president wants versus what the Constitution explicitly says. Fortunately there is a branch of law called originalism, which, as I understand it, allows you to say that the people who put, say, an amendment into the Constitution did not really mean it. In such cases, the argument goes like this:

JUSTICE SOTOMAYOR: We cannot help noticing that when this amendment passed, everyone was pretty clear on what it meant. Let me read you a quote on the subject from Daniel Webster. "Hello, future Supreme Court justices," Daniel Webster says. "If you are reading this, please know that the Fourteenth Amendment meant what we said it meant. Don't disenfranchise a huge class of people because you think we didn't mean what we said we meant. Everyone knows that the amendment means what it literally says in the text."

SOLICITOR GENERAL SAUER: Yes, but we have reason to believe that Daniel Webster actually felt the opposite of what his words were technically saying.

SOTOMAYOR: What reason?

SAUER: Good reason.

SOTOMAYOR: Is that reason in court with us today?

CHIEF JUSTICE ROBERTS: Hey, look! He's got Mr. Marbury! Mr. Marbury is in that cage!

When you ask yourself, What should I do now?, remember: The Constitution doesn't know your home address. The Constitution will not post on Truth Social about your disloyalty and how you have disappointed him. The Constitution will not come to your house and put a partial horse in your bed, peacefully and patriotically. The Constitution doesn't have Mr. Marbury. Think very carefully about which one of us you want to disappoint.

Great day for an oral argument! Have fun out there!




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/04/birthright-citizenship-scotus/686655/?utm_source=feed
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Trump's 'Regime Change' Swerve

The president's statement about Iran is premature.

by Will Gottsegen

Tue, 31 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.

According to President Trump, Iran has undergone not one, but two regime changes already this year--and the new government is far more "reasonable" than its predecessors. "The one regime was decimated, destroyed, they're all dead. The next regime is mostly dead," he told reporters on Air Force One this weekend. "And the third regime, we're dealing with different people than anybody's dealt with before."

Trump and his Cabinet have been warming to the phrase regime change since the start of his second term. It's a marked shift from what he campaigned on. As far back as his acceptance speech at the Republican National Convention in 2016, he was calling for the country to "abandon the failed policy of nation building and regime change," and he reiterated those views in his most recent bid for reelection. Last year, around the time Trump decided to bomb Iran's nuclear facilities, he called those two words "not politically correct," seeming to understand their rhetorical link to America's failed "forever wars" during the 2000s and 2010s. Yet in the same Truth Social post, he started coming around to the phrase: "But if the current Iranian Regime is unable to MAKE IRAN GREAT AGAIN, why wouldn't there be a Regime change??? MIGA!!!" In the weeks leading up to last month's attack on Iran, Trump said that regime change would be "the best thing that could happen" to the country.

With his comments this weekend, Trump is casting regime change as a mark of progress in the war. He is signaling--perhaps in the hope of calming down oil markets--that the United States has already achieved an important victory. At the same time, he's dramatically escalating the conflict in other ways, threatening the complete destruction of some of Iran's most crucial energy infrastructure as the Pentagon prepares for weeks of ground operations. But regime change hasn't actually happened. Although American and Israeli attacks have taken out key Iranian leaders, their replacements are still very much part of the existing system.

Iran's supreme leader is now the cleric Mojtaba Khamenei, a son of former Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei, who was assassinated late last month. Other officials who have been killed, such as the heads of the Supreme National Security Council and the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, have been replaced via the typical governmental channels--that is, by the Iranian president and his associates. (Trump has claimed that Mojtaba is seriously wounded, but on Sunday, the Iranian government transmitted a defiant message, purportedly written by him, through state media.) Iran's government is the same theocracy it has been since the revolution of 1979 and the overthrow of the shah. That any of these new appointees have meaningfully different attitudes toward the U.S. than past leaders did is, despite Trump's assurances, far from certain.

People often use regime to refer to the government of a single political leader--particularly one they dislike, or who was not elected democratically--but as my colleague David Graham helpfully explained last week, regime actually refers to a system of governance that doesn't always change when the head of state does. "One could argue," he wrote, "that the U.S. has had the same 'regime' since 1789, when the Constitution entered into force and George Washington became president." Arash Azizi, a scholar of Iranian history and a contributing writer at The Atlantic, told me that "the war and decapitations have affected the internal factional balance, but they haven't changed the regime. There is arguably even more regime cohesion now than there was before the war."

As for what an actual regime change in Iran might look like, Azizi said that it "would include either an unraveling of the Islamic Republic's core structures or, at the very least, abandonment of its key policies. I think this is likely in the medium term (and it would have been even without the war)"--the regime's signature policies are both unpopular in Iran and strategically untenable, Azizi explained--"but nothing of the sort has happened yet." In other words, Trump is misusing the phrase to project an image of success in this historically unpopular war.

The Trump administration has offered an abundance of conflicting explanations for its goals in Iran--10 rationales in the first six days of the war alone, my colleagues Marie-Rose Sheinerman and Isabel Ruehl have noted. But the president's recent actions have underscored his rejection of the anti-interventionist values he campaigned on. In addition to escalating the conflict in Iran, he has sought to destabilize other foreign governments over the past few months: After the January capture of former Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro (and the subsequent installation of a Trump-approved interim leader), the White House established its first effective oil blockade against Cuba since the Cuban missile crisis. Despite slightly softening the blockade in recent days, there's no indication that Trump has backed down from his stated goal of ousting Cuban leadership and ushering in a more pro-American government.

Perhaps Trump really will carry out regime change in Iran. As my colleague Nancy Youssef wrote earlier today, there are still many paths this war could take--and no military strategist would ever advise determining the outcome of a war just a few weeks in. But in the meantime, there's plenty of reason to be skeptical about Trump's assessment of how things are going.

Related:

	Trump had no Plan B for Iran, Tom Nichols argues.
 	Trump's eye is already on Cuba.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The family that decided to have their stomachs removed
 	Trump's war message is everything, everywhere, all at once.
 	Four ways the Iran war could end




Today's News

	The Supreme Court ruled 8-1 that Colorado's ban on conversion therapy for minors violates free-speech rights, a decision that could affect similar laws in more than 20 states.
 	The U.S. military has begun flying B-52 bombers over Iran for the first time in the war. The move signals that Iranian air defenses may be weakened after weeks of strikes, but Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth said Iran can still retaliate with missiles.
 	Israel's defense minister said that its military plans to occupy much of southern Lebanon up to the Litani River after its ground invasion ends, and that displaced residents will be barred from returning for the time being.




Evening Read


Illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



What Maxxing Reveals About Life Online

By Ian Bogost

Perhaps you've heard of looksmaxxing, the online trend in which young men strive to become supposedly attractive, often through self-harm. Thanks to Clavicular, a young, fringe manosphere influencer, this term--and others modeled after it--has proliferated. You can be a looksmaxxer by soft maxxing (skin care or exercise) or by hard maxxing (plastic surgery or self-mutilation). Looksmaxxers often find themselves jester-maxxing, that is, using humor to gain the attention of women.
 Maxxing can be specialized, too, and even modest, maximally speaking. A dude might be personality-maxxing instead of jester-maxxing. Less incel-maxxing versions might entail health-maxxing--what people called wellness approximately 10 minutes ago. Want your gut to be more regular? That's fiber-maxxing. Want to build bulk? You're protein-maxxing. Some so-called tradfem women want to bear more children through fertility-maxxing--a process our culture once understood as getting pregnant again. Maxxing goes the other way too, maximizing harm instead of benefit: Maybe you've got a drug habit, in which case you might be pill-maxxing. Anorexia, for some, is now starve-maxxing.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	MAHA has been given an impossible task.
 	The hardest job in Europe
 	A game plan for the AI boom
 	America needs to get serious about drones.
 	The real religious "renewal" happening in Gen Z




Culture Break


Illustration by Alisa Gao / The Atlantic



Explore. Electronics are getting more expensive and worse, Hana Kiros writes. Blame the AI boom.

Think. Some research suggests that many diagnostic errors in medicine stem from failures in thinking. Alexandra Sifferlin set out to learn if diagnostic excellence is a skill that any clinician can achieve.

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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Pete Hegseth Is Vice Signaling

The defense secretary is trolling America.

by Tom Nichols

Mon, 30 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 term virtue signaling refers to an annoying moral peacocking that has less to do with politics than with self-gratification. It's the dinner guest who feels compelled to comment on the climate impact of every course. It's the guy who annoys his colleagues during meetings with constant bits of civic guidance. (The author Richard Russo, in a 1990s satire of academic life, created a character whose nickname was "Orshee" because when anyone in a faculty meeting used he as a generic pronoun, the fellow would chirp "Or she" as a correction.)

But Donald Trump and his administration have embraced the Mirror Universe version of virtue signaling. They've pioneered the practice of "vice signaling," or saying insulting or odious things both as attention-seeking behavior and as a way of showcasing their supposedly transgressive political views. They aim to demonstrate strength by being willing to appall other people, much as schoolyard bullies insult their classmates to gain the approval of other bullies. It's the same peacocking, but with uglier feathers.

Few people besides the president himself have done more to advance the cause of vice signaling than Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, a man who honed his communication skills at Fox News, where the hosts routinely say outrageous things as a way of showing their viewers how eager they are to own the libs. Hegseth, for example, has long stewed about the fact that women occupy positions of leadership in the U.S. military, and he has hammered on the idea of "merit" as a way of implying that minority officers have been promoted because of their race rather than their talent. He put those beliefs into action almost immediately upon arriving at the Pentagon by pushing for the firing of one Black and several female senior officers who were then replaced with white men.

A few weeks ago, he did it again: According to The New York Times, Hegseth intercepted the Army's promotion list, which consists mostly of white men, and struck off four officers--two Black men and two women--preventing them from advancing from colonel to brigadier general.  Hegseth did not provide a public explanation for his decision, but military officials told the Times that one officer was singled out for writing a paper about the career choices of African American officers, and another was targeted because she had served during the pullout from Afghanistan.

Usually, the defense secretary doesn't get involved at that level of the process. Promotions like these, to one and two stars, are generally a routine matter, decided on by promotion boards within the military and then presented to the Senate for approval. (Promotions to three and four stars get a lot more scrutiny; those generals and admirals will likely head major commands and become part of the civil-military leadership in Washington.) Hegseth had to know that carving those four colonels out of the list looks both misogynistic and racist, and he chose to send a clear message to the rest of the military: I will intentionally harm the careers of loyal American officers in a display of obvious bigotry just to show that I'm a tough guy.

Meanwhile, every time he steps to the podium, Hegseth seeks not to reassure or inform the American people but to hit hot buttons that will please Trump and the MAGA faithful. He raps out some inane sloganeering rather than offering real information: "Maximum lethality, not tepid legality. Violent effect, not politically correct." He says that America will show "no quarter, no mercy for our enemies"--chesty, movie-villain talk that is typical of Hegseth's cringe-inducing attempts to project confidence. (Perhaps he has become aware that some in the Pentagon now reportedly refer to him as "Dumb McNamara," comparing him--unfavorably--to the late Robert McNamara, his predecessor who helped mire America in the swamps of Vietnam.)

But nowhere is Hegseth's embrace of vice signaling more obvious than in his efforts to combine his adolescent, gung-ho excitement about war with Christian prayer. When Hegseth tries to don the armor of a warrior priest, the result is a rancid mess that should offend believers and nonbelievers alike.

Praying for the safety of the troops is not controversial in America, nor should it be. In my faith (I am a Greek Orthodox Christian), we pray each week for "the peace of the world" and "for our country, the president, all those in public service, and for our armed forces everywhere." Nor are petitions to the Almighty unusual in wartime: In 1944, General George Patton ordered up a prayer to God for an end to bitter weather that was holding up his attacks on the Nazis. His chaplain beseeched the Lord to "restrain these immoderate rains" and to allow the Third Army, "armed with Thy power," to "advance from victory to victory, and crush the oppression and wickedness of our enemies, and establish Thy justice among men and nations."

But even Patton's weather prayer looks timid next to Hegseth's impious rage. Last week--during Lent, no less--he prayed in much the same way as the jihadists he hates might have: "Let every round find its mark against the enemies of righteousness and our great nation," Hegseth said, asking God to give American forces "wisdom in every decision, endurance for the trial ahead, unbreakable unity, and overwhelming violence of action against those who deserve no mercy."

Christianity--whose founder preached peace and mercy and then was tortured to death--has struggled for centuries with the moral questions concerning the permissibility of war for people of faith, and how they should conduct themselves if armed conflict is inevitable. The works produced by these debates are collectively called the "just-war tradition," a body of thought that is at the foundation of the laws of war both in the United States and in other nations. The just war tradition has always recognized the sanctity of human life and the spiritual peril of taking it, which is one of the reasons "no mercy" and "no quarter" orders are traditionally a violation of the laws of war--and why they are also against American law.

Christian thinkers have always insisted that princes and generals approach war with a sense of grave responsibility. Hegseth, however, sees war as just another opportunity to display depravity as if it were a martial virtue. (During Trump's first term, Hegseth reportedly encouraged the president to issue pardons to two men convicted of war crimes.) As Greg Sargent noted today in The New Republic, Hegseth's wartime prayers--rooted in his apparent adherence to a far-right evangelical sect--not only contravene the traditional Christian abhorrence of war but also suggest that "God actively approves of as much killing as possible." One Baptist minister told Sargent that the secretary gets to this conclusion by cherry-picking various bloody passages from scripture, using them in a "kind of a Mad Libs mash-up of biblical violence."

Vice signaling is rampant throughout the Trump administration because the president's appointees know that the boss likes underlings who emulate his aggressive indecency. But when the man in charge of the Defense Department disgorges this kind of toxic waste, it seeps into the groundwater of military culture. It tells young service members--and men, especially--that racism, sexism, and the display of faux masculinity are signs of a true warrior.

Whether Pete Hegseth is sincerely a man of faith, I cannot say. His brand of Christianity is unrecognizable to me, but ostensibly we worship the same God, and we definitely read the same Bible. So perhaps I can suggest that he revisit Matthew 6:5, in which Jesus admonishes his followers about showy displays of piety: "And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward in full."

Related:

	Pete Hegseth treats fallen American soldiers as a PR problem. 
 	Pete Hegseth's moral unseriousness




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Robert Kagan: America is now a rogue superpower.
 	The Supreme Court has heard this one before.
 	Who gets to live in a single-family home?




Today's News

	President Trump said that there has been "great progress" in talks with Iran to end the war but again threatened to bomb key infrastructure in Iran if negotiations fail; the announcement jolted oil markets. Iran has denied that direct negotiations are taking place with America and also accused Washington yesterday of secretly planning an assault while pursuing negotiations.
 	Trump allowed a Russian oil tanker carrying about 730,000 barrels of oil to reach Cuba yesterday, easing his administration's fuel blockade of the island; the tanker arrived at the Cuban port of Matanzas earlier today. The fuel shortage in Cuba has led to blackouts and disruptions of basic services.
 	Tom Homan, the White House border czar, said yesterday that ICE agents will continue assisting at airports "until the airports feel like they're 100 percent" and can carry out "normal operations." Trump signed an executive order last week to start paying TSA officers, but the agency said that at least 500 agents had quit since the Department of Homeland Security shutdown began.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal describes how to wait without getting bored.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Bartolome Esteban Murillo, "La Toilette Domesque" (1670-75) Bridgeman Images



Don't Get Sucked Into the War on Lice

By Daniel Engber

The human-head louse has a ghostly quality. It tends to glimmer in and out of view, leaving only subtle signs and omens of its presence. Is that oblong speck an egg sac or a flake of dandruff? Was that a prickle on your scalp? Is it normal that your son is scratching just behind his ear? Maybe you have lice and he has lice, and you've all had lice for weeks. The possibility is frightening. The uncertainty leads to madness.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	David Brooks on Marc Andreessen's mistake
 	The Kurdish ground force preparing to fight in Iran
 	The manosphere turns on Trump.
 	Mutually assured energy destruction
 	America's raw-cheddar chaos
 	The anti-meat optimist




Culture Break


Illustration by Jamiel Law



Read. Stories about revolutionaries seem to entrance readers and moviegoers alike--especially if they don't end well, Lily Meyer writes.

Explore. Faith Hill on why Gen Z is the sneaky-saver generation.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How to Wait Without Getting Bored

What if we thought about waiting in line as a sudden opening of time?

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 28 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.


Waiting can be understood as the absence of something: It's what stands between you and the coffee, the subway ride, the doctor's appointment. But what if we tried to construe waiting as a gift of time instead? Okay, fine: Waiting for hours at the DMV or the airport may never feel like a gift. But if you use the interlude to pay attention to your surroundings--or even to crack open a book suitable for brief moments--it may offer more comfort than wallowing in annoyance. Today's newsletter explores how to make waiting less miserable.

How Not to Be Bored When You Have to Wait

By Arthur C. Brooks

Sick of standing in line? Instead of looking at your phone, read on. (From 2024)


Read the article.

The One Line Americans (Weirdly) Choose to Wait In

By Valerie Trapp

Grocery self-checkout lines are now often longer than the staffed ones.


Read the article.

What to Read When You Have Only Half an Hour

By Celine Nguyen

A short story has velocity and verve, and the best ones create an immediate, instinctual bond between the reader and the characters. (From 2024)


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Boredom is the price we pay for meaning: "When I became a father, I was forced to reckon with the emotion that consumed my days," Daniel Smith writes.
 	How to cut in line: "Given that Americans are estimated to collectively waste tens of billions of hours a year in lines, it's no wonder that some people try to cut, and others bitterly resent them," Jude Stewart wrote in 2017.




Other Diversions

	The sneak-saver generation 
 	The tension that defines modern life
 	A shocking message for a kids' movie




PS


Courtesy of Karel R.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Karel R. from Bethesda shared "this opening bud on the star magnolia. I grew up in Southern California and, even after 50 years of living away, find the gray and gloom of eastern winters difficult to endure." Karel writes that "watching the colors begin to return to my gardens in spring saves my soul and gives me hope for the future. Gardeners plant for now, for themselves, for their neighborhood, and for the future of this planet."

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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Airfare Is Just the Beginning

Expensive plane tickets are a preview of what could come next.

by Will Gottsegen

Fri, 27 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.

Walk into any American airport today, and you might end up in a security line that extends past the baggage claim. You might hear a muffled voice announcing over the intercom that your flight has--once again--been delayed. And you might have to pay even more for this experience.

Airfare has spiked since the start of the war in Iran, as airlines cope with rising jet-fuel prices and the new risks of flying in and around the Middle East. Business Insider found that the average price of a flight from one end of the United States to the other rose from $167 in February to $414 in mid-March. Outside the country, ticket prices for major routes connecting Europe and Asia have surged, per data from Alton Aviation Consultancy: The Hong Kong-London route is 560 percent more expensive than it was last month, and the Bangkok-Frankfurt route is up 505 percent. (Flights between the two continents would ordinarily pass through the Middle East.) And tickets are likely to stay expensive for some time.

Americans are already seeing prices rise at airports and at the pump--the average cost of gas in the U.S. has gone from $2.98 a gallon to $3.98 a gallon over the past month--but the breadth of the war's economic consequences is just starting to become clear. The energy shock could have broad implications for the prices of all kinds of consumer goods, including clothing, food, and computers (also: party balloons). What's happening to plane tickets is a preview of what might come next for other industries.

"Airfares are certainly the canary in the coal mine," my colleague Annie Lowrey, who writes about economic policy, told me. "No other major consumer good or service I can think of is as sensitive to energy costs." Jet fuel makes up roughly 30 percent of the cost of an airline ticket, and much of that increase is getting passed on to customers. When Iran effectively closed the Strait of Hormuz earlier this month, it pinched off the world's oil supply, and prices shot up. The average price of jet fuel spiked more than 58 percent during the first week of the war and has increased more than 10 percent each week since. Airlines began feeling that strain right away, which soon started to bear on tickets--dynamic-pricing systems allowed companies to change what they charge for each seat in real time.

Airlines have always had razor-thin margins. Fuel is the industry's largest operating cost and can represent about 25 percent of a company's total yearly spending. American Airlines recently said that it will be forced to spend an additional $400 million this quarter. "If oil prices stay where they are today, that's 11 billion [dollars] of expense for us," United Airlines CEO Scott Kirby said this week. He also suggested that, for the company to break even, it would need to raise ticket prices another 20 percent. That direct correlation--as fuel prices go up, so does airfare--helps explain why the Iran war's effects on plane tickets have been so immediate. A similar dynamic is at play in the trucking industry: When the cost of diesel goes up, so do the rates for ground-shipping contracts.

The other big-picture issue affecting airfare has to do with flight capacity. More than 52,000 flights to and from the Middle East have been canceled since the start of the war. Flights that haven't been canceled might have to take longer paths around the Middle East, using up more fuel and putting more pressure on airlines to compensate elsewhere, Martin Dresner, a supply-chain professor at the University of Maryland, told me.

The Iran war could also raise the prices of semiconductors (reliant on helium, much of which comes from the Middle East), clothing (many synthetic fibers, including polyester, are made from oil), and aluminum-based products, as well as any consumer goods that travel via air freight. Fuel surcharges account for roughly 19 percent of the cost of a package delivery in the United States, and as shipping and transport costs go up, so could the price of groceries, Annie said. Businesses that sell nonperishable goods such as computers and clothing would likely react by selling off inventory and then, eventually, increasing sticker prices.

Many of those effects won't be felt immediately. Take urea, a nitrogen-based fertilizer that's integral to modern farming. Much of its global supply comes from the Middle East, and urea prices have increased by 50 percent since the war began. Although farmers may take a direct hit on those prices, consumers may not actually experience a price shift for a while, thanks to the nature of the agricultural supply chain. Reduced urea leads to reduced crop yields, which leads to fewer and more expensive food products--a far more indirect relationship than that of jet fuel and airfare.

Were the strait to fully open right now, some of those potential issues would never materialize, and the global oil supply would start to recover. But even if the war were to end today, "we're looking at months 'til production is fully restored, at least," Jason Miller, a supply-chain professor at Michigan State University, told me. Airlines will see elevated costs until the oil supply stabilizes--which is likely why United Airlines' CEO has been telling people to book their tickets for summer travel as soon as possible, before prices go even higher. Ultimately, this economic squeeze could last longer than the war that created it.

Related:

	American aviation is near collapse.
 	The worst airport in America




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Spencer Kornhaber on the surprising reason for the new homophobia
 	Building tanks while the Ukrainians master drones
 	Kristi Noem is gone. Now mass deportations can really begin.




Today's News

	President Trump signed an executive order to pay TSA workers, bypassing Congress after lawmakers failed to agree on a broader Department of Homeland Security funding bill. This comes after House GOP leaders rejected a measure the Senate adopted early this morning to reopen DHS without funding immigration enforcement.
 	The FBI said that hackers targeted Director Kash Patel's personal email, after an Iranian-government-linked group claimed responsibility and posted alleged stolen materials online. The agency said that most of the data appear to be old and that they do not involve government information, and that it is working to investigate the situation.
 	Secretary of State Marco Rubio said that the U.S. military campaign in Iran is "on or ahead of schedule" and could end in weeks, although he acknowledged that "we have some work to do." Meanwhile, Israel's defense minister said that Israeli strikes on Iran will "intensify and expand" because Tehran has ignored warnings "to stop firing missiles at Israel's civilian population."




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Let a book annoy you, Emma Sarappo writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Lucy Naland. Source: Getty.



The Very Powerful Men Who Think Introspection Is Dumb

By Thomas Chatterton Williams

America's tech oligarchs are pathologically unreflective. From their perspective, looking inward is a waste of time better spent moving fast and breaking things, or hoovering up money and consolidating power.
 That thesis received further confirmation earlier this month when the venture capitalist Marc Andreessen said that he engages in "zero" introspection--or at least "as little as possible." Andreessen, a billionaire AI evangelist, was speaking to the podcaster David Senra, who enthusiastically approved. Senra explained that he had learned introspection was useless by reading 410 biographies of entrepreneurs. "Sam Walton didn't wake up thinking about his internal self," Senra said, referring to the Walmart magnate. "He just woke up like, I like building Walmart; I'm gonna keep building more Walmarts, and just kept doing it over and over again."


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The worst-case scenario for AI and the news is already here.
 	The shocking speed of China's scientific rise
 	Galaxy Brain: What is Twitter's legacy, 20 years later?
 	A day in class with Plato, the Melania Trump-mandated robot teacher
 	The first post-reality political campaign
 	Cuba doesn't care about Marxism.




Culture Break


Illustration by Lucy Naland. Source: Getty.



Explore. Most people have a smartphone. But many want to use it less, Julie Beck writes.

Watch. Hoppers (out now in theaters) offers a surprising take on the typical talking-animal story, David Sims argues.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Let a Book Annoy You

Sometimes, an angry note in the margin can be an expression of love.

by Emma Sarappo

Fri, 27 Mar 2026




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


The margins of my books are filled with handwritten annotations such as "Absolutely not" and "STOP IT!!!!" and "girl get UP." These are not necessarily critiques of the story; some are expressions of high praise. Several of my favorite titles are full of characters who utterly vex, agitate, and perturb me. I know I'm not alone in this; my colleague Lily Meyer, in a recent Atlantic essay, found Andrew Martin's Down Time, a novel full of irritating people, to be a useful reflection of the society we live in. I agree with her, and I'll go a step further: Let books be annoying.

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

	A novel about women who trade one kind of captivity for another
 	"Intensely southern and only faintly Jewish"
 	Sondheim's confessions
 	"A Friend Gifts Me a Paper Bag of Honeycomb," a poem by Nina C. Pelaez


Characters--in both fiction and nonfiction--should be as exasperating as people can be. As Meyer writes, "Annoying characters let us admit that we might be annoying too." I'm on record praising Alison Bechdel for letting the main character of her long-running comic strip, Dykes to Watch Out For, be a huge, neurotic drag. I'm also moved by memoirs that neither valorize nor sanitize the author's bad behavior. "Own your mistakes!" I might scribble in gel pen. I like watching a person make a bad decision and fully recognizing why they're doing it. This register of writing feels especially human.

Some novelists make their characters so annoying or self-absorbed that the reader can only cringe; although I appreciate biting satires, this isn't exactly what I mean to celebrate. I really adore a book that has affection for its difficult characters. I recently read Daniel M. Lavery's forthcoming novel, Meeting New People, about an older woman named Barbara--and Barbara is a pill. Yet you can tell that Lavery likes her despite everything, and you can imagine why someone (someone with the same personality traits, perhaps) might like her too.

At least Barbara hopes so. She's on the hunt for a new best friend, having burned through nine different ones over the course of her life thus far. We can see, from the first chapter, why Barbara's most recent bestie, Susan Montgomery, is done with her: Barbara is deeply opinionated about petty things. She can be brusque and grating, especially with her son and her young co-workers. At the same time, her discernment (especially when it comes to the culinary arts--she is a talented home cook who works at a deli) is frequently sharp and delightful; her judgments render her unique and robust. I might not be cut out for the role of Barbara's 10th best friend--she would have a lot to say about my weight--but I loved reading about her.

That's the thing about books. If Barbara, or another character, is making me bang my head against the wall, I can just close the novel and move on with my life. But sometimes I like to salt my days with a person who simply grinds my gears. I might yell aloud to the empty hall; I might text everyone I know about a character's foibles and idiocy (and tell them to read the book too). I've been known to, infrequently, throw my reading material across the room. Or I might just blacken more margins. Writing "I HATE THIS" inside a book can be another way of saying "I love you."




Illustration by Haley Jiang



The Seinfeld Theory of Fiction

By Lily Meyer

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

Read the full article.



What to Read

Lords of the Realm, by John Helyar

That sports are big business is hardly news, but Helyar's book shows just how much the story of professional sports is truly that of organized labor--and how ugly things can get. Lords of the Realm is a classic profile of the relationship between the men who own baseball teams and the men who play for them. The book covers more than 50 years of history, beginning in the early 20th century and ending on the eve of the 1994 strike, which famously canceled the World Series. Again and again, Helyar illuminates undeniable connections between the people who ran baseball then and the people who still do. In this sport, he demonstrates, rich men with family money have long attempted to hold down working-class players, many of them men of color, who have only a few years of earning power--and he then explains how the players' union built itself up out of self-protection before engaging in regular, protracted battle. Though the book is now more than 30 years old, it could not feel more relevant: Baseball's current collective-bargaining agreement expires after the 2026 season, and yet another labor fight over a potential salary cap (something the union has fought for decades) is brewing.  -- Will Leitch

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



Out Next Week

? Ghosts of Fourth Street, by Laurie Hertzel

? Phases, by Brandy


? Son of Nobody, by Yann Martel







Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic



When Claude Met Claude

By Matteo Wong

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.

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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A Day in Class With Plato, the Melania Trump-Mandated Robot Teacher

The first lady told us to imagine a future of humanoid instruction ... so I did.

by Alexandra Petri

Fri, 27 Mar 2026




Plato had just downloaded another update and was refusing to teach us math until we upgraded to a Be Best Platinum subscription, so we were left to our own devices. This was how our class spent most of its time. With the Be Best Basic plan, which was all that our school district could afford, we didn't get very much instruction, mostly ads. Plato had been trying to sell us razors for the past three weeks, possibly because it had heard someone ask about Occam's razor, but more likely because it had access to our data and understood that as tenth graders, we were entering the razor market. (This was when Plato was awake, which was more and more seldom due to the rolling blackouts.)

Every classroom had a Plato in it--that had been Melania Trump's vision. Plato was a humanoid-robot instructor powered by AI, the only kind of instructor our school had had for as long as any of us could remember. Except for Gregory, the Oldest Student. Gregory had been here for more than a decade; he had never been able to learn quite enough to graduate, but he was getting pretty good at football.

Each morning, we gathered around whatever screen was functional and connected to the internet to watch Melania's triumphant speech from March 25, 2026, when she had first laid out this future. How beautiful she looked, marching on a red carpet side by side with a robot! It was interesting to see this early-model humanoid, which had performed household tasks (fetching towels and groceries, serving champagne) before such tasks had been forcibly reassigned to women, a much more just system that freed us boys up to achieve greatness better.

Today, the functional screen was Timothy's phone, and we gathered around it to watch the video. There, on the cracked display, we saw her: Melania Trump, Our Lady Benefactress, whose dream we were now embodying. We recited along with her, "Imagine a humanoid educator named Plato. Access to the classical studies is now instantaneous: literature, science, art, philosophy, mathematics, and history. Humanity's entire corpus of information is available in the comfort of your home. Plato will provide a personalized experience, adaptive to the needs of each student. Plato is always patient and always available. Predictably, our children will develop deeper critical-thinking and independent-reasoning abilities. The AI-powered Plato will boost analytical skills and problem-solving and adapt in real time to a student's pace, prior knowledge, and even emotional state. The by-product: a more well-rounded lifestyle for our children, freeing up time for being with friends, playing sports, and developing interests beyond school. A more complete person."

Timothy snickered; Plato flickered to life and zapped him with its rear-mounted stun cannon. Despite being shut down for teaching, Plato was always listening. Timothy started to cry, and Plato zapped him again. "Be best," we urged him. "Come on, Tim. Be best." He kept crying, and Plato kept zapping him. It was difficult to be best under these circumstances. In moments like these, I sometimes wondered whether I really was becoming a more complete person with more time for hobbies. But I tried not to wonder it too loudly in case Plato could hear.

The budget cuts had hit our classroom hard. Math was off the table. Also, our trial version of American History had expired, so we were able to access only events from the New Golden Age (2016 to the present, with an illegitimate four-year interregnum from 2021 to 2025). We knew that everything before that was the Dark Age anyhow, and besides, nobody expected to need any of this information in the future. We would never have jobs that required it. It was already a mark against us that we were in this classroom at all during what our state governor described as our "peak earning years, when the fingers are nimblest and the body best sized for crawling into narrow-gauge tubes." But he still let us enroll.

Once, on a rainy Tuesday, when Plato was downloading another system update, we asked Gregory what it had been like to have a human instructor.

"Good," Gregory said. "Better."

"Better at delivering utility?" we asked. "Did she adapt in real time to our pace, prior knowledge, and even emotional state?"

"Yeah," Gregory said. "Obviously, and way better."

"But it was so expensive," Lars said uncertainly. "And wasteful, and sometimes she might have said Untruths."

Gregory squinted off into the distance as if trying to read something written very far away.

"Not wasteful. She bought all the supplies herself. She knew my name. She knew everyone's name. She spelled strawberry the same way every time. And she loved to teach."

We didn't believe him. Lars called him a liar; he had downloaded MyPillow News Network's Authorized History of the Greater United States and Canada-Greenland audiobook, and now he hit "Play" (none of us could read; we needed Be Best Platinum for that). The voice on Lars's tablet insisted that teaching was one of the most obvious tasks to delegate to humanoids. Human instructors had been famously unable to adapt to the needs of students, and they had demanded compensation in the form of apples. (None of us had ever seen an apple; Gregory claimed that he had once seen one before the Low-Protein Purges had eliminated all foods not blessed to contain enough of the One True Source of Health. He claimed that it was like a medicine ball, but much smaller and lighter, and you could eat it.)

Human teachers, Lars's audiobook said, had lived in luxury, constantly demanding more and more items on so-called Amazon Wish Lists, wasting all of their income on such absurd luxuries as "human food" and "shelter" and "student-loan debt." Also, sometimes they had disagreed with the things the State had wanted them to teach. Sometimes they had wanted their students to read books. Plato briefly stirred to life to announce that there had never been such a thing as a Department of Education, then shut back down. This made Gregory say that he remembered being told that there had been one, before the Golden Age.

I went out and shoveled more coal into the Mandatory-Greatness Fuel Burner to see whether the extra power would help wake Plato up again, but it didn't. The classroom was very hot and had a foul odor, a thick, pungent coal smell that we had been told to associate with freedom. Timothy, after consulting briefly with the rest of the class, put a rare Donald Coin (the big, golden one that showed the president glowering from behind a desk) into the provided slot on Plato, and the humanoid perked up briefly, swiveling its head from side to side and playing another ad for razors. Then it went back to sleep. Lars asked it to grade our worksheets from three weeks prior, but it didn't seem to hear him.

There was not much else we could do. They had replaced our district's superintendent with a Plato three years ago, and it was on the Be Best Basic plan too. We played games on our phones in the meantime, and waited. Sometimes we took tests, but how we did on them never seemed to matter--whenever we got more funding, Team Be Best just increased the price of the subscriptions. Be Best Platinum classrooms were better, and Gregory had heard that sometimes they had a real human-teacher substitute when the Platos went offline for repairs, but Lars said that he was lying. Humanoid-AI instruction was the way of the future. Melania had said so, and she was always right.
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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




Updated at 5:45 p.m. ET on March 30, 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 "administrative warrants" 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 originally referenced ICE's use of judicial warrants; the correct reference is to administrative warrants.
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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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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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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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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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