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Photos of the Week: Solar Eclipse, Amazon Monument, Titanic Bonfire

Blossoming cherry trees in Germany, a fertility and harvest festival in Poland, a horse harness parade in England, a Tomb-Sweeping Day festival in Hong Kong, and much more

by Alan Taylor

Fri, 10 Apr 2026


The Artemis II crew--(clockwise from left) mission specialist Christina Koch, mission specialist Jeremy Hansen, commander Reid Wiseman, and pilot Victor Glover--take time out for a group hug inside the Orion spacecraft on their way home to Earth on April 7, 2026. Following a swing around the far side of the moon on April 6, 2026, the crew exited the lunar sphere of influence (the point at which the moon's gravity has a stronger pull on Orion than the Earth's) on April 7 and are headed back to Earth for a splashdown in the Pacific Ocean on April 10. The crew was selected in April 2023, and have been training together for their mission for the past three years. (NASA)




The moon, backlit by the sun during a solar eclipse, is photographed by crew members aboard NASA's Orion spacecraft on April 6, 2026, during the Artemis II mission. Orion is visible in the foreground on the left. Earth is reflecting sunlight at the left edge of the moon, which is slightly brighter than the rest of the disk. The bright spot visible just below the moon's bottom right edge is Saturn. Beyond that, the bright spot at the right edge of the image is Mars. (NASA)




People enjoy the sunset at Milk Beach in Sydney on April 9, 2026. (George Chan / AAP Image / Reuters)




A hummingbird gathers moss to make a nest in a blooming Yoshino cherry tree at the University of Washington in Seattle, on April 5, 2026. (Lindsey Wasson / AP)




A woman stands in front of an Easter bonfire on Maundy Thursday, forming a heart with her hands, in Westdorf, a district of Aschersleben, Germany, on April 2, 2026. (Matthias Bein / DPA / Getty)




People gather around the Amazon Monument in Cotonou, Benin, on April 6, 2026. The monument stands 30 meters (98 ft) tall, and was completed in 2022. (Olympia De Maismont / AFP / Getty)




Maintenance workers clean the monument of Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin in Moscow on April 8, 2026. (Igor Ivanko / AFP / Getty)




A string quartet performs as more than 1,000 drones form a figure in the sky during the DroneArt show in Milan, on April 2, 2026. (Stefano Rellandini / AFP / Getty)




Geese fly past the Statue of Liberty and the skyline of Brooklyn in New York City as the sun rises on April 4, 2026, as seen from Jersey City, New Jersey. (Gary Hershorn / Getty)




An aerial view of mist and clouds shrouding the 326-meter-tall Bailong Elevator at Zhangjiajie National Forest Park after a rainfall on April 9, 2026, in China's Hunan province (Deng Daoli / VCG / Getty)




Cherry blossoms shine in the sun at Rheinpark in Cologne, Germany, on a warm and sunny day, April 9, 2026. (Martin Meissner / AP)




President Trump speaks beside the Easter Bunny during the 2026 White House Easter Egg Roll in Washington, D.C., on April 6, 2026. (Evan Vucci / Reuters)




Bachelors wearing traditional straw costumes parade through the streets and splash water on villagers in a ritual for fertility and a bountiful harvest as they celebrate Easter Monday in Dobra, Lesser Poland Voivodeship, Poland, on April 6, 2026. (Sergei Gapon / AFP / Getty)




Two camels show their teeth at the zoo in Cologne, Germany, on April 9, 2026. (Martin Meissner / AP)




A traditional Easter bonfire in Trechwitz, Brandenburg, Germany, on April 4, 2026. For the bonfire, themed "The Unsinkable 2," members of a local leisure and youth club built a model of the Titanic out of logs. (Michael Bahlo / DPA / Getty)




A view of the peloton prior to the 110th Tour of Flanders on April 5, 2026, in Antwerp, Belgium. (Dario Belingheri / Getty)




A Japanese Shiden Kai fighter plane is salvaged from the seabed off the coast of Akune City, Kagoshima Prefecture, Japan and Kyushu Island region, on April 8, 2026. This aircraft flew out to intercept American B-29 bombers during World War II but was hit during combat and made an emergency landing in the sea. The fighter plane sat at the bottom of the sea for 81 years, but its engine, wings, and twin 20-millimeter cannons remain. There is a plan to display it to preserve the memory of the war. (Yasunari Itayama / The Yomiuri Shimbun / Reuters)




A fireball rises from a building hit by an Israeli air strike in the area of Abbasiyeh, on the outskirts of the southern Lebanese city of Tyre, on April 8, 2026. Lebanon's army warned people against returning to the country's south on April 8, where the Israeli military was still launching attacks, as Israel said the cease-fire with Iran did not include its conflict with Hezbollah. (Kawnat Haju / AFP / Getty)




Missile trails are seen in the sky above Netanya, Israel, on April 8, 2026. Israel's military issued two warnings in quick succession early Wednesday that Iran had fired missiles toward it, moments after President Trump said he had agreed to postpone striking Iranian infrastructure. (Jack Guez / AFP / Getty)




An aerial photo shows relatives tending to a grave at Diamond Hill Cemetery in Hong Kong on April 3, 2026, as people visit cemeteries to honor their ancestors during the annual Tomb-Sweeping Day festival known locally in Hong Kong as Ching Ming. (Peter Parks / AFP / Getty)




An aerial view of a sunrise over a photovoltaic-power installation in Linyi, Shandong province, China, on April 8, 2026 (Wu Jiquan / VCG / Getty)




An aerial view shows blooming cherry trees at the Heerstrasse in Bonn, Germany, on April 8, 2026. (Ina Fassbender / AFP / Getty)




Children climb a blooming cherry tree at the University of Washington, on April 5, 2026, in Seattle. (Lindsey Wasson / AP)




A bird flies as steam rises from a lake in Chapultepec Park in Mexico City on April 2, 2026. (Carl de Souza / AFP / Getty)




An Indigenous Pataxo man takes part in a ritual dance during the Acampamento Terra Livre ("Free Land") camp, as they protest and demand the demarcation of Indigenous lands and defend constitutional and cultural rights, in Brasilia, Brazil, on April 8, 2026. (Jorge Silva / Reuters)




Binnie and his brothers Kenny and Johnny celebrate winning a special rosette during the London Horse Harness Parade, an event bringing together more than 100 horse-drawn vehicles and carriages, in Ardingly, West Sussex, England, on April 6, 2026. (Isabel Infantes / Reuters)




A girl plays with a baby goat in Manikganj, Bangladesh, on April 8, 2026. (Mohammad Ponir Hossain / Reuters)
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Are Your Summer Travel Plans Doomed?

Airports are suffering a perfect storm of actual problems and passenger anxieties.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Fri, 10 Apr 2026




The Great Travel Meltdown of 2026 started taking shape at the end of February. At first, the U.S. war against Iran forced the cancellation or rerouting of many flights to the Middle East; then the blockage of the Strait of Hormuz drove up the price of jet fuel and threatened to cause crises for the major airlines. Though the two-week cease-fire announced last night may reopen the strait, prices are unlikely to rebound immediately.

Separately, large numbers of TSA workers started staying home after a protracted budget fight in Congress left them working without pay for weeks on end. Airport-security lines snaked into terminal basements or out their front doors. President Trump deployed ICE agents at the nation's major airports, and although TSA workers are now receiving back pay, the funding situation isn't yet resolved.

Getting somewhere by plane has always been an onerous proposition. If you search the phrase travel chaos on Google News, you will find that headlines about "travel chaos" reoccur in batches about every six months, going back to the beginning of time. But as a result of recent, tragic world events, the state of consumer aviation seems to be deteriorating at a rapid pace. Now Americans with travel plans would like to know exactly how worried they should be, and exactly how worried everyone else already is.

I'm one of the worriers. I've been planning to go to Barcelona for my honeymoon this summer. I've already read two books about the Spanish Civil War and just started a pretty dry one about the finances of the city's famous football team. Last week I watched my fiance spend every Capital One point in his account on our basic-economy flights, because the Google Flights trend line showed the fare for our trip going up, up, up, and headed off the chart.

Read: The golden age of flying wasn't all that golden

So I've been in the forums--mostly on Reddit. People there are fretting about the known problems as well as interesting new ones that they came up with themselves. They're worried, for instance, that an airline might decide to charge them an additional fuel fee upon arrival at the airport, and they don't want to listen when someone replies, in an effort to be helpful, "Sounds illegal." They're worried about successfully flying to Japan but then getting stuck there by a fuel crisis that hits its peak with really, really bad timing (for them personally). In one thread, a commenter stated without explanation that "there is also a slim chance that events outside of our control will make people want to avoid air travel by this summer." Okay!

Forum members rarely bother to acknowledge the insensitivity of stressing out over the effects of a distant war on your own summer vacation. But once in a while, someone's post will push things just a little too far: It's okay to worry that you won't get to take a trip that you really care about, but it's not okay to worry that if too many flights are canceled as a result of a distant war, you may lose your hard-earned gold status on the Australian airline Qantas.

Ominous reports of airlines' crisis-management efforts have been attracting incredible attention. For many, the first big moment in this story was a March 20 memo from United Airlines CEO Scott Kirby that was sent to employees and then published on the company website--the type of thing an ordinary person would never read in ordinary times. According to the memo, jet-fuel prices had more than doubled since the start of the war. (Other sources have different numbers, showing that it had not quite doubled at that time.) Kirby presented this as a major challenge for the company--United might end up spending an extra $11 billion annually on fuel--but also, somehow, as a manageable one. "Demand remains the strongest we've ever seen," Kirby wrote. He added that he was typing his note while listening to his son cheer during a college-basketball game, which he found inspiring. "There's a part of me that can't help but feel United is playing offense right now with potentially big rewards at the end."

Maybe for an airline CEO, higher prices are their own reward. The travel experts I spoke with for this story said that summer flights will be really expensive. Airlines used to hedge against spikes in jet-fuel prices with preemptive financial maneuvers, but they don't do this so much anymore. Now when fuel prices go up, they just raise fares for passengers instead. Some airlines have added fuel surcharges to the cost of each ticket (though this will be assessed at booking, not when you get to the airport). United Airlines is among those carriers that have raised the fees for checked bags, presumably to make up for some of its increased costs. Alli Allen, a travel adviser, told me via email that prices seemed to be escalating "by the minute!" Recently, she looked at flights for a client, found the price to be too high, and checked back 30 minutes later in the hope that maybe it had dropped. Instead she found that it had gone up by $300.

Read: Flying is weird right now

Clint Henderson, a writer and an editor for the popular website The Points Guy, said the same. "I think it's going to cost a lot more for most people to travel this summer," he told me. "Whether you're using points and miles or cash, they're all going to be higher." He also expected the travel experience to be stressful, especially if TSA workers end up missing any more paychecks. Although news outlets, airlines, and the TSA itself (through the MyTSA app) offer tools to track security wait times, they can still be difficult to predict. Henderson said that he'd gone to check out the Atlanta airport at the height of the TSA-payment crisis and saw travelers facing an hour-and-a-half wait; then he went back the next day, and it was five minutes. "If this goes on, obviously it would be a disaster for the summer travel season." When I asked him to rate the potential for chaos on a 10-point scale, he said he would give it a nine. (Take it from a points guy!)

Henderson said The Points Guy website's official recommendation is that people book all travel for the year right now, even if it seems expensive, because conditions may only worsen over time. To avoid long lines, he also suggested flying out of smaller airports on Tuesday, Wednesday, or Sunday. The other travel trips that I accrued from emailing travel agents and industry bloggers will not impress you. They said to try to sign up for TSA PreCheck or apply for Global Entry, to show up at the airport early, and to bring snacks with you.

Travelers may be complaining, fretting, and catastrophizing, but so far, at least, they are doggedly proceeding with their plans. Airlines report that people are paying the higher ticket prices, and that the industry is seeing record levels of revenue. If Americans can go to Europe this summer, they will go to Europe this summer. And Europe (plus people from many other places) will come here. More than 1 million international travelers are expected to attend the World Cup. Matches will be held in several of the cities that have had the longest security lines, including Houston and Atlanta, and the final will be hosted in the New York-New Jersey area, which is home to the worst airport in America.

A new, more aggressive and pervasive form of travel chaos may yet ensue. In the meantime, though, behaviors are unchanged. Despite the rising prices, the spectacular security lines, and all of the rumored airport inconveniences, "we've seen very little evidence that people are canceling or toning down their summer travel plans," Henderson said. "I'm constantly shocked by Americans' insatiable demand for travel."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/04/summer-travel-chaos-airports/686753/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Banality of MAGA-fication

A new book by an unremarkable Republican accidentally illuminates the devolution of the party.

by Jonathan Chait

Fri, 10 Apr 2026




From the vantage point of a decade ago, Donald Trump's current command over the Republican establishment today would be difficult to fathom. Even after he dispatched his rivals in the 2016 primary, the presidential nominee remained persona non grata. That year's Republican National Convention filled its programming with second-raters (Scott Baio gave a prime-time speech), while Ted Cruz and other speakers refused to endorse Trump onstage; National Review famously published a special issue denouncing him. When outliers such as Jeff Sessions and Chris Christie straggled into his camp, their betrayal provoked mockery and outrage.

The party elites withheld their support for Trump due to concerns over his corruption, his affection for dictators and dictatorships, and his general unfitness for office. Those worries were borne out. And yet, nearly all of the party's members have abandoned their qualms and fallen in line with a president who did every destructive thing they predicted. Why on earth would they do that?

John Tillman's new book, The Political Vise, helps illuminate this still very unsettling question. Tillman is a mid-level, mainstream Republican operative who has worked mostly at the state level. The arguments he produces are shallow and largely familiar. But the very banality of the author and his reasoning are what make the book interesting as a source text: It reveals how traditional Reaganite Republican foot soldiers (and National Review, which gave the book a thumbs-up) made their peace with a figure they once found so repulsive.

"The Vise" is the organizing metaphor for Tillman's argument, in which he posits that the American left has gained quasi-permanent control of American politics. Although his metaphor is original, the underlying case is not. Numerous conservatives have employed other conceits to illustrate the left's supposed control of American life: "The Cathedral," the "long march through the institutions," the "Flight 93 election," and so on.

All of those constructs serve the purpose of imagining the Democrats not as a rival coalition with opposing policies but as a unified, impersonal force that is always on the precipice of totalitarian control. This desperate situation leaves Republicans with no choice but to destroy that which threatens to destroy them. And if the instrument of destruction available to them is an imperfect vessel, so be it.

Read: An anatomy of the MAGA mind

Tillman has run a conservative pressure group in Illinois working for traditional party goals--lowering taxes, fighting unions, being tough on crime. He remains slightly uncomfortable about Trump, conceding that the president's "pugnacious demeanor often made it easy for his enemies to rally against him" and that he "has not always behaved like a perfect gentleman" with women.

But Tillman also believes that the 2020 election was unfair. Conservative complaints about that election come in two broad categories. The strong version is Trump's claim that the election was stolen through fraudulent ballots. The weaker version holds that the election was "rigged" by social media, liberalized mail-in balloting, and other stratagems, even if the vote count was technically correct. Tillman expresses openness to both theories. "We may never know the full extent of the manipulations that took place before, during, and after the 2020 election," he writes. He justifies the January 6 attacks ("Without excusing violence, I note that when you squeeze ordinary Americans in a Vise, not all of them will comply with your demands") and decries the sentencing of the rioters as excessive. "The Progressive Political Vise," he asserts, using Trumpian-style capitalization rules, "worked to crush anyone who dared question the outcome of the 2020 presidential election."

Tillman approvingly quotes Lenin's call for his followers to seize the "commanding heights." The difference, according to him, is that, unlike Lenin's Communist revolution, the right-wing revolt will empower people who are good. "Those of us who love liberty can once again take control of the culture," he writes, in a phrase brimming with Orwellian irony. (Any culture controlled by a political faction is, by definition, not at liberty.)

So how did a prosperous midwestern Republican proceed from wanting lower taxes to justifying a coup attempt? One answer is that the electoral failure of his traditional Republican positions has bred a suspicion of democracy. At one point, Tillman complains that "bureaucrats have worked hard to entrench Medicare," and at another, he blames "the Vise" for stopping George W. Bush's 2005 attempt to privatize Social Security.

The reality is that Medicare and Social Security enjoy fervent public support. The conservative movement has never accepted the legitimacy of those programs, but rather than recognize that public opinion has made them unassailable, it has turned against democracy itself. For better or worse, the failure to eliminate popular social benefits means that the political system is working as designed. Yet Tillman, like many other conservatives, attributes decades of frustration to shadowy forces.

A second explanation for this extremist drift is that the conservative movement has shut out information sources that challenge its own biases, sealing itself into a radicalization silo. Tillman dismisses mainstream media such as The New York Times and The Washington Post as partisan propaganda, boasting that "I laugh out loud" when anybody tells him that they trust those outlets' reporting. Tillman relies on sources such as the late cartoonist Scott Adams, a prolific social-media poster known for endorsing conspiracy theories.

Read: The intellectual edgelords of the GOP

The effects of this unhealthy information diet upon Tillman's critical-thinking skills leap off every page. He is, in particular, impervious to internal contradictions. "To keep the masses at heel," he writes, liberals "warn constantly of an existential peril that is always just about to overtake our government." Elsewhere, he warns of his opponents' ... existential peril: "We live in the period of greatest risk to our republic since the Civil War. The radicalized progressive left aims to apply the power of the Political Vise to subjugate those Americans who dissent from their worldview."

Tillman urges politicians to "accept that your message didn't carry the day and take responsibility for the loss," but the only application he can find for this lesson in recent politics is the Democratic Party's failure to accept the results of the 2016 election with sufficient grace. He casually cites Trump's "record-high popularity" without bothering to explain what he means by that. (Trump's approval rating at its best moments has never come close to the peak levels of Barack Obama, Ronald Reagan, and both George H. W. and George W. Bush.)

During one rant against cancel culture and its pernicious tendency to smear the innocent, Tillman brings up Joseph McCarthy as a prime example of a person whose reputation was unfairly destroyed. (That McCarthy's most important contribution to reputation destruction might not be as a victim of it seems not to have occurred to him.)

The preface of the book is a George Orwell quote: "The Party seeks power entirely for its own sake. We are not interested in the good of others; we are interested solely in power, pure power." It is supposed to be self-apparent that Tillman is describing the Democrats. Yet his book's central point is that Republicans must recognize the Democrats' ruthlessness and, as he writes, "cultivate that ruthlessness in ourselves." Orwell's perhaps most famous observation is that would-be despots employ their opponents' abuses as propaganda to justify their own, turning themselves into the thing they decry. To this lesson, as to so many ironies screaming out from his prose, Tillman appears oblivious.

Although The Political Vise has little value as analysis, it offers a harrowing glimpse into how ordinary partisanship, when trapped for too long in an airless chamber of propaganda, metastasizes into outright authoritarianism. Tillman has taken the time to chronicle his own journey from a traditional Republican to a mouthpiece for an administration that aspires to lock up its foes, shut down independent media, and beat peaceful protesters.

The horror story of a man transforming into a monster is a familiar genre. So is the how-to guide. Rarely does a reader come across a work that manages to be both.
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This Is What Fully Automated School Looks Like

Asking ChatGPT to write an essay? How quaint.

by Lila Shroff

Fri, 10 Apr 2026




William Liu is grateful that he finished high school when he did. If the latest AI tools had been around then, he told me, he might have been tempted to use them to do his homework. Liu, now a sophomore at Stanford, finished high school all the way back in 2024. "I have a younger sibling who is just graduating high school," he said. "Our educational experience has been vastly different, even though we're just two years apart."



By the time Liu graduated, ChatGPT was already causing chaos in the classroom. But the automation of school is intensifying. If at first teachers worried about students using chatbots to write essays, now new agentic tools such as Claude Code are allowing students to outsource even more of their work to the machines. Need to take an online math quiz? Write a biology-lab report? Create a PowerPoint presentation for history class? AI can do all of this and more. One high schooler recently told me that he struggles to think of a single assignment that AI wouldn't be able to do for him.



As a measure of just how good AI has become at schoolwork, consider a new bot called Einstein. Several weeks ago, the tool went viral with big claims: "Einstein checks for new assignments and knocks them out before the deadline," a website advertising the bot explained. All that a student had to do was hand over their credentials for Canvas, the popular learning-management platform, and Einstein promised to do the rest. No matter the task, the bot was game: Einstein boasted that it could watch lectures, complete readings, write papers, participate in discussion forums, automatically submit homework assignments. If a quiz or a final exam was administered online, Einstein was happy to do that too.



When I first came across Einstein, I was skeptical: Flashy AI demos have a way of overpromising and under-delivering. So I decided to test the tool out for myself. Because I'm not a college student, I enrolled in a free online introductory-statistics class. The course website explained that the class was self-paced and that it could help undergraduates, postgraduates, medical students, and even lecturers build up basic statistical knowledge. I set the bot loose, and in less than an hour, Einstein had worked through all eight modules and seven quizzes. There were some hiccups--the bot took one quiz 15 times--but it ultimately earned a perfect score in the class. As for me? I hardly so much as read the course website.

Read: AI agents are taking America by storm

Einstein was designed to provoke. Its creator, Advait Paliwal, a 22-year-old tech entrepreneur, told me that he'd released the bot as a way of alerting educators as to just how good AI is at schoolwork. "You can blame me," he said. "But this is happening right now, and more people need to know about what's to come." (He has previously said that he designed Einstein's landing page by prompting AI to make a website "that people would get angry over.") Almost immediately after releasing Einstein, Paliwal started receiving emails from professors chastising him for creating a tool seemingly designed to perpetuate academic fraud. He took down the bot after he received multiple cease-and-desist letters, including one from Canvas's parent company.



To Paliwal, the backlash missed the point: "If I didn't post about this, someone would have used the same technology and hidden it from the professors," he said. "It's actually better that they know that this exists, and they can correctly prepare for what's to come." The tool also, of course, gave Paliwal a moment of viral fame. Nevertheless, Einstein does seem to be an indicator of where AI in the classroom is headed. The latest bots have massive context windows, meaning that students can feed in mountains of course content such as syllabi, lecture slides, and practice exams. Today's agentic tools can complete all kinds of tasks, such as participating in online discussion forums and taking notes on recorded lectures without student intervention. According to one analysis, the percentage of students middle-school age or older who self-reported using AI for help with homework climbed by 14 points from May to December of last year.



Amid all of this, Silicon Valley is doubling down on its push to integrate AI into schools. In the lead-up to final exams last spring, nearly every major AI firm offered college students free (or heavily discounted) access to their paid chatbots. Now the tech industry is offering students cheap access to their agentic tools. Last summer, Anthropic announced "Claude Builder Clubs"--an initiative in which students paid by the AI company host workshops and hackathons on their campuses. In exchange for membership in those clubs, students are given free access to Claude Code. A few weeks ago, OpenAI announced that it would be offering college students $100 worth of credits for Codex, its agentic coding tool.



The students affiliated with the AI companies, at least, say that the more powerful bots are helping them with their studies. Thor Warnken, an Anthropic ambassador and a biology major at the University of Florida, told me that he has designed what is effectively a personalized Khan Academy. When he takes a practice test--say, in organic chemistry--he feeds his completed work into Claude. He then asks the bot to find patterns in his errors and make new practice problems based on them. "The first practice question will be super easy, and the next one will get a little harder and a little harder, until it gets super hard," he explained. Liu, who also serves as an ambassador for Anthropic, similarly said that the bot has made for a "fantastic" study partner. When he has questions during large lectures, he asks Claude, which has access to his course materials, and the bot explains concepts in real time; previously, those questions might have gone unanswered.

Read: The AI takeover of education is just getting started

Instructors, as I have previously written, are also using plenty of AI. Canvas recently introduced a new AI teaching agent designed to save instructors time on "low educational value tasks" such as organizing online-course modules and adjusting assignment due dates. "Faculty are using AI tools both for instructional purposes, for building course materials, but they're also starting to play around with generative AI to actually grade and assess the learning," Marc Watkins, a researcher at the University of Mississippi who studies AI and education, told me. He gave a hypothetical: "I could set my agent up, open it up in my course, go out on campus to walk across campus to get a cup of coffee at Starbucks," he said. By the time he returned, 15 minutes later, all of the essays would be graded, and "bespoke personal feedback" would be sent out to each student. AI can save teachers time--that same grading takes him 10 or 12 hours, Watkins estimated--but in the process, the technology threatens the relationship between students and teachers that is core to education. "That's really scary," he said.



Most people I spoke with seemed unhappy with the current trajectory of bots in the classroom. Even as growing numbers of students are using the technology, a majority believe that the more they use AI for classwork, the more it will harm their critical-thinking skills. Natalie Lahr, a Barnard sophomore studying history and political science, doesn't use the technology "unless it's something that's asked of me by a professor," she told me, "and even in that case, I'm generally quite opposed." In one particularly "anti-AI radicalizing" experience, Lahr met with a tutor at the college's writing center to get help on an essay. According to Lahr, that tutor copy-pasted her essay prompt into the popular AI tool Perplexity and gave Lahr the AI-generated outline. "That was basically the end of our session," Lahr said. "I had a crashout about that afterwards because I was like, Why am I even here?"



Some educators are worried about "a fully automated loop"--as the Modern Language Association put it last fall--in which AI-generated assignments are completed and graded by AI agents. Instructors have taken to analyzing students' Google Docs history to make sure they are typing responses live instead of pasting in text from a bot. But of course, an AI work-around exists for that too: A new suite of human-typing simulators promises to generate text to make it look as if a student is writing in real time when, really, the work is being done by AI.
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A Ye Comeback? Already?

The former Kanye West is making his bid to rejoin mainstream culture--with mixed results.

by Spencer Kornhaber

Fri, 10 Apr 2026




When canceled became a common label applied to basically anyone who'd done anything to offend anyone, it had many unfortunate effects. One was rolling transgressions as serious as sexual assault and as trivial as accidentally not being nice to a fan (maybe) into one bucket of misbehavior. Another was implying that society was run, more than ever, by mob rule. The truth is that the age of consensus has ended, and even the canceled can continue their careers by pitching themselves directly to the public--which is how, for example, the allegedly disgraced Morgan Wallen became the most popular man in country music.

Another consequence was making collective judgment seem cruelly irreversible. Cancel culture, as many a podcaster has ranted over the past decade, offers no obvious path to redemption. Examples of people expressing sincere apologies, changing their behavior, and winning forgiveness have been rare. Transgressors who've returned to public life, such as President Trump, have mostly offered denials of wrongdoing and worn their cancellation as a badge of honor.

So when Ye (formerly Kanye West) placed an ad in The Wall Street Journal in January apologizing to "those I've hurt," it was genuinely surprising. A decade ago, after spending years defining the sound of 21st-century hip-hop, Ye began to alienate portions of his listenership by going MAGA. But he remained a bankable celebrity--in a lucrative partnership with Adidas--until 2022, when he went all in on anti-Semitism. He took to shouting out Hitler, selling swastika T-shirts, and otherwise preaching about how Jews control everything and must be stopped. Record labels, brands, and many fans distanced themselves from him.

In the Journal, though, he wrote that this behavior had been the result of an undiagnosed brain injury he'd suffered 25 years earlier. He had "lost touch with reality" but now, armed with a new health routine and outlook on life, had amends to make. "I aspire to earn your forgiveness," he wrote.

The letter was well written. It conveyed that he'd wrestled with great shame and was humbly offering himself to the world's mercy. A reader might ask: What if what happened to Ye--mental-health problems giving way to a Third Reich fetish--had happened to me? Wouldn't I want a chance to make good?

But Ye is not like most people. He's a celebrity whose words reverberate throughout the culture, and whose reputation is worth a lot of money. In recent weeks, he seemed to be inching his way back into normalcy by releasing an album (Bully) and playing gigs. Then, on Tuesday, the United Kingdom banned him from entry, citing the "public good." Forgiveness had been the wrong concept to apply to his situation all along. The language of individual morality obscures what so-called cancellations--and ever-elusive uncancellations--really should be about: doing what's best not for the celebrity but for the rest of us.



The timing of Ye's apology always seemed a bit convenient. In the same week that the Journal published Ye's letter, the rapper signed a seven-figure record deal with the media company Gamma. Co-founded by Ye's former manager Larry Jackson, Gamma is a new music-industry player that's trying to compete with the major labels. A separate article in the Journal reported that Jackson had discussed Ye's signing during an all-hands meeting with his staff, some of whom had reservations. The company's leadership reportedly believed that Ye "was committed to creating music with positive messaging."

The run-ups to Ye's albums have traditionally been littered with explosive statements, publicity stunts, and repeated delays. Before his 2024 album Vultures 1, he offered a public apology to Jewish people--then soon doubled down on hating them. By contrast, Bully's rollout has been serene and slick. Its official release date was pushed back only once, by a week. Ye has given no interviews and posted nothing of note since his January mea culpa.

Until just a few days ago, the low-drama PR strategy seemed to be working. Fans were praising Bully as a heartening return to Ye's early, soulful sound. Its lyrics contained no inflammatory content. He'd played two sold-out shows at Los Angeles's SoFi Stadium. Lauryn Hill joined him on stage, and other celebrities were cheering in the audience. Little attention was being paid to the other scandals in his life--such as a lawsuit from his former assistant alleging multiple instances of abuse (he has denied the allegations), which came after previous reports that he'd bullied and harassed employees at Adidas (about which he has not commented).

He was then announced as the headliner for all three days of the Wireless Festival, a long-running and prominent hip-hop event in London. This was the kind of gig that, if it went off without a hitch, would smooth his return to the status of globe-trotting, big-tent pop star.

But not everyone was going along with the rehab plan. After all, less than a year ago Ye was working on openly anti-Semitic music with song titles including "Gas Chambers" and "Heil Hitler." Creative Communities for Peace and other Jewish groups excoriated the Wireless booking, and PepsiCo dropped its sponsorship of the festival.

The managing director of Festival Republic (which, along with Live Nation, runs Wireless), Melvin Benn, released an impassioned defense of the booking. He identified himself as an anti-fascist and a supporter of Jews. He expressed the view that "forgiveness and giving people a second chance are becoming a lost virtue in this ever-increasing divisive world," and urged people to "offer some forgiveness and hope to him as I have decided to do." Ye put out a statement saying that his "only goal is to come to London and present a show of change, bringing unity, peace, and love through my music." He added that he wanted to meet with members of the Jewish community to listen and learn.

Read: Cling to your disgust

That same day, the U.K. government denied Ye's visa, banning him from coming to the country. Prime Minister Keir Starmer wrote online that he "will not stop in our fight to confront and defeat the poison of antisemitism. We will always take the action necessary to protect the public and uphold our values." Wireless subsequently announced that it was canceling the entire festival.

The government intervention quickly redefined the conversation around Ye, bringing up questions of free speech and legal precedent (the U.K. generally has less permissive expression laws than the United States, though both countries have lately wielded immigration policy against artists and activists for things they've said). It also, predictably, fed the sense of persecution that Ye's followers have long clung to. On Reddit and X, some fans are griping that their idol is being subjected to harsher punishments than associates of Jeffrey Epstein have been. They are alluding darkly to a conspiracy ... by a certain group of people ... who seem to control the world ...

In a way, though, the decision by Starmer's government is clarifying. The question of whether Ye should be "allowed" into public life again--meaning given mainstream platforms and institutional support--was never about whether Ye deserved a comeback. He was shunned not because he'd morally transgressed (though he had) but because he'd used his platform to spread dangerous myths about a group of people already experiencing a rising tide of bigotry. His single "Heil Hitler" (which, again, is recent--released in May 2025) became a rallying song for people such as Nick Fuentes, the ascendent influencer who pushes open racism, sexism, homophobia, and anti-Semitism. In 2022, a hate group hung a banner over a Los Angeles freeway that read Kanye Is Right About the Jews.

Speech laws, of course, vary from country to country. And record companies, corporations, and concert organizers can't stop anyone from saying whatever they want. But institutions can and probably should try to not give money, megaphones, and credibility to someone who might use those things to spread messages that can get people killed.

Making judgment calls about public harm can be tricky, and the process is muddied by the forgiveness-focused language that rules so much of the conversation about celebrity conduct. Ye's redemption campaign has foregrounded a theme that fits our parasocial zeitgeist: empathy for the individual. Yet while many of us may want Ye to get better, or believe he's entitled to personal redemption, none of us has any real idea what's in his heart. All we have is the record of how he's acted before, and all we can do is make inferences about how he's acting now.

My inferences say not to trust him, not yet. After spending decades expressing himself in freewheeling interviews, lately he's mostly shared his thoughts in highly curated statements. On Bully, he raps in bland and mechanical fashion about conquering darkness and achieving a comeback. His lyrics, once outlandishly specific, are now flagrantly generic: "Know the Lord's intervention was divine / Political and social tensions on the climb." Listening, I wondered when the real Ye would crash back in and say what he really thinks, for better or ill. Only time and evidence can make that suspicion wane. And the only reason to rush that process is profit.
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Vance's 'Fraud Czar' Title May Come Back to Haunt Him

The vice president's ambitious new focus comes with some baggage.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 09 Apr 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.


Vice President Vance is having a busy month. He may facilitate negotiations with Iran in Pakistan this weekend--part of the White House's attempt to maintain the fragile cease-fire in the Middle East. But he's also got his eye on domestic issues as the administration's "fraud czar."

Vance has been the face of the White House's effort to combat fraud since earlier this year, but Trump reiterated the title in a Truth Social post last weekend. "His focus will be 'EVERYWHERE,'" he wrote, "but primarily in those Blue States where CROOKED DEMOCRAT POLITICIANS" have allegedly "had a 'free for all' in the unprecedented theft of Taxpayer Money."

In January, Vance announced that the White House was establishing a new division for national fraud enforcement, with its own assistant-attorney-general position. It was a response to a series of child-care-fraud scandals throughout Minnesota--some of which were unearthed during the Biden era but were reinvestigated by Department of Justice prosecutors toward the end of last year. Trump formalized Vance's new commitments last month, signing an executive order to create the Task Force to Eliminate Fraud, which the vice president now chairs. If Trump's announcement last week is any indication, Vance's job is to focus mostly on blue-state fraud--which, given the fact that fraud is an issue across both Democrat- and Republican-led states, risks restricting the effects of the project.

As laid out in the March executive order, Vance will be focusing specifically on benefits fraud: the crime of claiming benefits for social services that you don't actually qualify for. (It's a real phenomenon, but despite some of the administration's rhetoric, reducing it won't do much to chip away at the federal deficit.) The Trump administration has tried to address this issue through legislation (for example, the One Big Beautiful Bill Act changed eligibility requirements for food stamps) and through targeted enforcement efforts such as DOGE, a far-reaching initiative to trim the fat across the federal government. DOGE's progress was hard to track: Its website saw repeated overstatements, deletions, and contradictions about the state of the agency's work. The department ultimately failed in its mission. Despite shutting down several government agencies, DOGE actually ended up leading to more federal spending, rather than less.

As presidential administrations direct their DOJs to address fraud, they sometimes convene task forces to bolster that work, as Joe Biden, Barack Obama, and George W. Bush also did. And federal governments don't carry out this work alone: State-level operations across the country play a role in reducing fraud too. But Trump's administration has at times used claims of fraud as political cover--an excuse to withhold funding from its political opponents on the state level. These sorts of targeted cuts have focused largely on blue states, whose immigrant communities often become scapegoats.

According to federal data, benefits fraud can happen at similar levels in both Republican- and Democrat-led districts. But in response to the Minnesota fraud scandal, the Department of Health and Human Services attempted to freeze more than $10 billion in funding for five blue states in January, apparently fearing that taxpayer dollars aren't safe under Democrats' control. (A district court has since blocked the move.) The same month, CBS News reported that Russell Vought, the director of the Office of Management and Budget, had directed "nearly all" federal agencies to report the funding they were providing to certain blue states--the idea being to combat any potential "improper and fraudulent use of those funds."

As the Trump administration conjures up political narratives from its anti-fraud efforts, it is also actively undermining the work of enforcement: In the early days of his second term, Trump fired many of the watchdogs who were searching for perpetrators throughout the country. According to federal data, those investigators were responsible for digging up more than $50 billion in fraud in the 2024 fiscal year.

The anti-fraud task force has already begun its work, and its success or failure will rest squarely with Vance. Trump's Truth Social post last week was timed with the arrests of eight alleged fraudsters who the FBI has said siphoned more than $50 million from Medicare with "sham hospice care facilities." There's an irony here in the fact that Trump has granted clemency to several fraudsters convicted of crimes in a similar vein. Among them are Joseph Schwartz, who stole about $38 million via his nursing-home empire; Lawrence Duran, who pleaded guilty to co-orchestrating a $205 million Medicare-fraud scheme; and Paul Walczak, a former nursing-home executive who didn't pay his taxes. Walczak was pardoned after his mother reportedly attended a Trump fundraising dinner, where guests were asked to pay $1 million to attend.

Vance will likely put a positive spin on the outcomes of his term as fraud czar, whatever those outcomes may be over the next three years. But he'll have to answer to tougher critics on the campaign trail in 2028, should he choose to run. That's what happened to Kamala Harris, who in 2024 had to confront questions about another title that was bestowed upon her: "border czar." Republicans were eager to highlight failures in the Biden administration's immigration policy, and the title on Harris' resume made her an easy target.

Because the premise of Vance's fraud mission--that Democrats are uniquely permissive of social-services fraud--is false, his potential results are limited. If Americans aren't happy with what he achieves, he might come to regret his new title.

Related:

	J. D. Vance is definitely against foreign election interference.
 	J. D. Vance learns what Mike Pence already knows.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	1979 is the year that explains Donald Trump.
 	Claude Mythos is everyone's problem.
 	Pete Hegseth is trying to resegregate the military, Adam Serwer argues.
 	States are learning the wrong lesson from the "Mississippi miracle."




Today's News

	Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said that Israel would keep striking Hezbollah in Lebanon, despite Iran stating earlier today that the strikes threatened the war's cease-fire.
 	First Lady Melania Trump delivered remarks refuting what she described as false allegations about her ties to the sex offender Jeffrey Epstein.
 	Ship traffic in the Strait of Hormuz has not risen since the cease-fire in Iran was announced; Iran is still mandating that ships get its permission before passing through.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Artemis II is part of a series of missions to establish a permanent base on the lunar south pole. What will we do with the moon when we get there for good? Stephanie Bai explores.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



Scientists Are Finally Unlocking a Cancer Treatment's Full Potential

By Katherine J. Wu

By the time Fabian Muller met the patient at the center of his newest research paper, he was fairly certain that an experimental treatment was her last hope. The patient, a 47-year-old mother of two, had for years been battling three severe autoimmune diseases, all of which were triggering her body to attack components of her blood. Her doctors had made nine separate attempts to treat her conditions, but none of them had worked ...
 In recent years, [Muller] and his colleagues have made a name for themselves pioneering experimental CAR-T cell treatments--a type of personalized immunotherapy originally developed for cancer--against a variety of autoimmune diseases, with promising early results. Small studies of CAR-T, as well as early results from several ongoing clinical trials, show that many people with autoimmune disease go into remission after treatment; some patients are now years out from CAR-T cell therapy and remain in good health without the help of any drugs. Muller hopes that this latest patient--the most complex autoimmune case to receive the treatment to date--will soon be able to say the same.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	What China just learned from the Iran war
 	Reasons to be hopeful in Iran
 	The state that could decide Trump's gerrymandering war
 	The Artemis astronauts are studs, Sally Jenkins writes.




Culture Break


U.S. General Services Administration



Reminisce. The New Deal-era murals that adorn the walls of the Wilbur J. Cohen Federal Building offer important lessons about patriotism, propaganda, and beauty, Judith Shulevitz writes. What will happen to them if the government sells the building?

Read. The Oyster Diaries, Nancy Lemann's first new novel in more than 20 years, is a return, yet again, to New Orleans and its eccentricities.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What Will Humanity Do With the Moon?

As the Artemis missions work to build a permanent lunar home, we should remember why we keep going back.

by Stephanie Bai

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




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


From the window of Orion, home looks like a pale-blue marble slipping under the dark felt of the universe. The four people aboard the spacecraft, now earthbound after finishing their lunar flyby, have traveled farther from our planet than any person has ever ventured, and have seen more of the moon's far side than any person has ever beheld. The Artemis II crew includes Christina Koch, the first woman to fly around the moon; Victor Glover, the first person of color to journey there; Jeremy Hansen, the first lunar-bound Canuck; and Reid Wiseman, husband to the late Carroll Wiseman, the namesake of a newly identified bright spot on the moon's surface.

Down here, their space adventure has stirred feelings of awe--"moon joy," as one NASA officer recently put it. Moon joy at this scale has been on hiatus for the better half of a century. The last crewed lunar expedition was Apollo 17, and it took off in 1972. Artemis II's voyage has revived a thrilling sensation from missions past: the feeling of inching together toward the edge of new knowledge. If all goes according to plan, there will be an Artemis III and an Artemis IV and an Artemis V, at which point NASA hopes to establish a permanent presence on the lunar south pole. But what will we do with all that moon when we get up there for good?

Humanity's attitudes toward that great orb in the night sky have shifted over the centuries: A powerful lunar deity morphed into an object of scientific fascination. Later it became a possible arena for war (America considered detonating a nuclear bomb there partly as a show of force against Russia in the late 1950s) and then a real, tangible place, one that few humans have felt underfoot (the Apollo 17 astronaut Harrison Schmitt reported that lunar dust smelled like "spent gunpowder"). During the 54-year lunar-exploration freeze, public interest waned and government funding for more missions dried up. But that didn't mean everybody suddenly forgot about space--instead, the cogs of economic ambition went right to work. We tried to monetize the moon.

For the handsome fee of $1,600, you too could have shipped a quarter-size object to the moon via Astrobotic Technology's moon-mail service, announced in 2014. But many mementos were likely lost a decade later when the company's Peregrine Mission One lunar lander failed to reach its destination and burned up upon reentry to the Earth's atmosphere--along with other cargo, including, and not limited to, a Bitcoin Genesis Plate, a physical Dogecoin, a sticker from a young space enthusiast, and some copies of Reddit posts, as well as a powdered sports drink whose voyage was sponsored by a Japanese beverage company. (Astrobotic is planning another launch for later this year, and more personal keepsakes will exit the stratosphere in MoonBoxes, which are now sold out.) "The march of human progress has come to an inevitable point in its evolution," my colleague Megan Garber wrote in 2014. "We're about to use our celestial neighbor as an enormous billboard."

The idea of a lunar economy has floated around for years, as humans have searched for resources that could benefit Earth dwellers and future moon dwellers alike: Private companies are intrigued by the financial rewards of harvesting the moon's rare metals, ice (to use in life-support systems on the moon, or to refine for rocket fuel), and helium-3, a rare-on-Earth isotope that could be used in nuclear fusion, which could in turn replace fossil fuels. In a few years, there may even be lunar Wi-Fi or lunar 4G--NASA tapped Nokia to furnish the moon with its own cellular network, which was operational on the surface for roughly 25 minutes last year.

If we do indeed manage to build a permanent space home for ourselves, we should take care to remember the sentiments that propelled us up there in the first place. Before the moon became a site to push product or dig for profit, the question of why we should visit it in person roused much debate. Two NASA scientists made the case in these pages in 1963, and their reasoning was simple: scientific and technological advancement, political clout, and an appeal "to the imagination of the student." In other words, by fulfilling our lunar aspirations, not only will we creep closer to unlocking the universe's secrets--we will also introduce young generations to that great frontier of celestial speculation.

When Buzz Aldrin became the second person to walk on the moon, he took it all in and remarked, "Magnificent desolation." And it was magnificent--enough to show the precarity of what yokes us to one another, enough to kick-start a worldwide environmental movement to protect what we have now. There will always be those who, understandably, doubt what can be gained from going out there rather than from fixing everything that's wrong right here. But "human nature is blessed, or perhaps cursed, with an inquiring mind and an itch for adventure, two qualities that may well spring from the same fount," N. J. Berrill wrote in this magazine a few years after the Apollo program was established.

In a message recorded before his death, the Apollo astronaut Jim Lovell welcomed Artemis II's astronauts to "my old neighborhood." Koch, Glover, Hansen, and Wiseman listened to his tape before their lunar flyby, more than 200,000 miles from home. "I'm proud to pass that torch on to you," Lovell said. "It's a historic day, and I know how busy you'll be. But don't forget to enjoy the view." His words were a reminder to his fellow space travelers that they come from a short line of people who have peered out at the swirling mass of the universe, and also a reminder to us: to look up instead of down, if only for a little while.
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Reasons to be Hopeful in Iran

How a deal could change the country for the better.

by Arash Azizi

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




President Trump used to quip that Iran "never won a war, but never lost a negotiation." Perhaps this view explains his decision to forsake previous rounds of talks over Iran's nuclear program and wage a full-scale assault on the country. But Trump's gambit may have backfired: In this particular war, Iran remains undefeated, which puts the country in an even stronger position when the two sides start talking in Islamabad tomorrow.

Despite assumptions that this war has propped up the regime, the conflict may have also put Iran on a path toward reconciliation with the rest of the world. Should talks with America resolve the conflict and curb Tehran's nuclear ambitions, the result could create better economic prospects and greater freedom for the Iranian people.

Following Tuesday's cease-fire announcement, Iran's Supreme National Security Council promptly claimed victory but also expressed some optimism for the talks. The council called for national unity and full support for diplomatic efforts, noting that the negotiations offer Iran a chance to "consolidate" its wins. This reads as a warning to Iran's hard-liners, who might otherwise rail against the cease-fire and demand a return to combat operations against the United States.

Negotiators will have to bridge seemingly unbridgeable gaps between the two sides. Iran's leaders have declared that they want the U.S. to recognize Iran's right to nuclear enrichment, allow Iran to maintain control over the Strait of Hormuz, lift economic sanctions, and pledge not to attack Iran and its allied militias in the region, such as Hamas and Hezbollah. Iran also wants reparations for all of the war damages (which could come from tolls on ships passing through Hormuz) and for all of this to be enshrined in a resolution at the United Nations Security Council. The United States, for its part, has declared that Iran must dismantle its nuclear facilities, end its uranium enrichment, heavily limit its missile programs, cut its support for military proxies, and fully reopen the strait.

These differences appear irreconcilable. But those of us who have closely followed this saga know that there are work-arounds. Iran might formally reserve the right to enrich uranium while not actually committing to doing it--a compromise that Vice President Vance has already suggested. Iran could agree to some limits on its missile programs in exchange for access to antiaircraft defenses and a pledge that the U.S. will stop attacking Iran. The two sides may be entering talks with long lists of demands and grievances, but no practical negotiator sticks to an opening bid.

Brynn Tannehill: America looks like a paper tiger

The real obstacle to a deal between the United States and Iran is less in the practical details than in whether the two sides have enough political will to reconcile. Opponents of the Iranian dictatorship decry negotiation with a regime that has killed tens of thousands of its own people in recurrent waves of recent protests. Many Americans back tightening economic sanctions on Iran, not loosening them, and supporters of Israel are rightfully concerned about bargaining with a government that aspires to destroy Israel. In Iran, where anti-Americanism is enshrined in the leadership's DNA, the brutality of this war has largely bolstered antipathy for the "Great Satan."

Overcoming these obstacles requires what one expert has called a "diplomatic miracle." But given the devastation wrought by this war, quite a few Iranians and Americans seem keen to give talks a go. It bodes well that the two men who reportedly helped bring about the cease-fire--Vance and Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, Iran's speaker of Parliament--will play prominent roles in the coming talks.

Eager to distance himself from this unpopular war, Vance appears invested in helping end it. After weeks of seeming sidelined by his boss and the more interventionist members of the administration, such as Secretary of State Marco Rubio, Vance may appreciate a moment in the global limelight and will be disinclined to leave the talks empty-handed.

Whether the war has rid Iran's leadership of hard-liners or empowered them further is up for debate, but there's good reason to believe that Qalibaf will pursue a more diplomatic path. A former high-ranking member of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, Qalibaf has emerged from this war as the most powerful figure of Iran's Supreme National Security Council and has been effectively running the war effort. Although he was known for repressive moves as National Police chief in the early 2000s, Qalibaf later enjoyed a reputation as a technocrat who hobnobbed with the likes of Gavin Newsom at Davos during his long tenure as mayor of Tehran.

The Islamic Republic's hard-liners have long mistrusted Qalibaf, calling him "the Godfather" due to his reputation for corruption. Reformist factions, however, have come to back him in recent days. Former President Hassan Rouhani, who signed Iran's historic deal with the U.S. in 2015, welcomed the cease-fire and showed support for Qalibaf's leadership. A top aide to the reformist President Masoud Pezeshkian called Qalibaf "a moderate" figure and said that he and Pezeshkian "will now pursue a new mission for Iran's national interests."

Jonathan Lemire and Isabel Ruehl: 1979 is the year that explains Donald Trump

Any diplomacy will enjoy some international support. Regional powers are likely eager for any agreement that ends the bombing campaign and restricts Iran's military buildup. (According to Pakistan, other neighboring Muslim-majority countries, including Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Egypt, and Qatar, contributed to the mediation efforts.) China, keen to prevent further disruptions to energy markets and aid allies in the Persian Gulf, apparently pushed for the cease-fire and will play a key role if a deal is brought to the UN. Even Israel, skeptical of any deal, might judge a militarily degraded Iran that pledges nonbelligerence with the U.S. to be the least bad outcome for now, especially if Iran also gives up its enriched uranium.

Anyone who hoped that this war would yield regime change in Iran is likely disappointed, but many Iranians have welcomed the cease-fire. Hassan Asadi Zeydabadi, a human-rights lawyer in Tehran and a former political prisoner, told me that he hopes the talks help curb the country's anti-Western hostility. "Iranians want to live normal lives," he said. "If the Islamic Republic continues its past international policies, we'd go back to conflict abroad and protests at home."

Both sides appear to have more reasons to negotiate than to return to the battlefield. Much of Iran has been reduced to rubble and is in dire need of relief. Trump is plainly ready to find a solution to skyrocketing oil prices. Regardless of the details, nearly any deal could have lasting consequences in Iran. If Qalibaf is able to make amends with a country that Iran has demonized for close to half a century, it will be the surest sign that he is ruling over a new Iran--still authoritarian and repressive but more economically and diplomatically open; more Vietnam and less North Korea.
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Claude Mythos Is Everyone's Problem

What happens when AI can hack everything?

by Matteo Wong

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




For the past several weeks, Anthropic says it secretly possessed a tool potentially capable of commandeering most computer servers in the world. This is a bot that, if unleashed, might be able to hack into banks, exfiltrate state secrets, and fry crucial infrastructure. Already, according to the company, this AI model has identified thousands of major cybersecurity vulnerabilities--including exploits in every single major operating system and browser. This level of cyberattack is typically available only to elite, state-sponsored hacking cells in a very small number of countries including China, Russia, and the United States. Now it's in the hands of a private company.



On Tuesday, the company officially announced the existence of the model, known as Claude Mythos Preview. For now, the bot will be available only to a consortium of many of the world's biggest tech companies--including Apple, Microsoft, Google, and Nvidia. These partners can use Mythos Preview to scan and secure bugs and exploits in their software. Other than that, Anthropic will not immediately release Mythos Preview to the public, having determined that doing so without more robust safeguards would be too dangerous.



For years, cybersecurity experts have been warning about the chaos that highly capable hacking bots could usher in. As a result of how capable AI models have become at coding, they have also become extremely good at finding vulnerabilities in all manner of software. Even before Mythos Preview, AI companies such as Anthropic, OpenAI, and Google all reported instances of their AI models being used in sophisticated cyberattacks by both criminal and state-backed groups. As Giovanni Vigna, who directs a federal research institute dedicated to AI-orchestrated cyberthreats, told me last fall: You can have a million hackers at your fingertips "with the push of a button."

Read: Chatbots are becoming really, really good criminals

Still, Mythos Preview appears to represent not an incremental change but the beginning of a paradigm shift. Until recently, the biggest advantage of AI-assisted hacking was not ingenuity, per se, so much as speed and scale. These bots could be as good as many human cybersecurity experts, but not necessarily better--rather, having an army of 1 million virtual, tireless hackers allows you to launch more attacks against more targets than ever before. Even Anthropic reports that its current state-of-the-art, public model, Claude Opus 4.6, was significantly less capable at autonomously finding cyber exploits. But Mythos Preview is different. According to Anthropic, the bot has been able to find thousands of software bugs that had gone undetected, sometimes for decades, a sophistication and speed of attack previously thought by many to be impossible. The model has found a nearly 30-year-old vulnerability in one of the world's most secure operating systems. The Anthropic researcher Sam Bowman posted on X that he was eating a sandwich in the park when he got an email from Mythos Preview: The bot had broken out of the company's internal sandbox and gained access to the internet.



The exact capabilities of Mythos Preview are hard to judge, because Anthropic has not released the model. Identifying a vulnerability is not the same as being able to exploit it undetected--in the same way that a robber can have the keys to a bank but still needs to deal with security cameras. And Anthropic surely stands to benefit from its opaque announcement: The company can claim to have developed an ultra-advanced model, while also appearing to act responsibly by preventing the worst-case cybersecurity scenarios. Indeed, the decision to not release Mythos Preview bolsters Anthropic's self-styled image as the AI industry's good guy. (Anthropic did not immediately respond to emailed questions about Mythos Preview.)



Of course, a move can be both strategic and conscientious. Should what Anthropic shared be remotely accurate, it heralds a troubling future. Anthropic has a tool that "could damage the operations of critical infrastructure and government services in every country on Earth," Dean Ball, a former AI adviser to the Trump administration, wrote this week. The ability to defend against such cyberattacks is integral to the basic functioning of society. And the ability to launch such attacks is integral to modern warfare. Anthropic may have just scaled its way into becoming a major geopolitical force.



Perhaps more concerning than the reported capabilities of Mythos Preview is that other companies are not far behind. OpenAI is reportedly set to release its own similarly powerful model to a select group of companies. It's very possible, even likely, that Google DeepMind, xAI, and AI firms in China are next. How scrupulous they will be is less clear. Even cheaper or open-source AI models from smaller companies could soon enable this sort of hacking--which would unsettle the basic security and privacy that undergirds the modern internet.



Hacking bots are not the only domain through which a handful of AI companies are gaining tremendous influence. The technology has become crucial to military operations. Even as the Pentagon has engaged in a public feud with Anthropic, Claude was reportedly used in the bombing of Iran and, before that, the Venezuela raid in January. Last month, the Department of Defense signed a contract with OpenAI that very likely allows the government to use the firm's AI systems to enable unprecedented surveillance of U.S. citizens. (OpenAI has maintained that the Pentagon agreed not to use its products for domestic surveillance.) At the same time, bots from OpenAI, Anthropic, Google DeepMind, and beyond are becoming infrastructure: used by nearly all of the world's biggest businesses, schools, health-care systems, and public agencies. This is a large part of the reason that Iran has struck or threatened to strike Amazon and OpenAI data centers in the Middle East--the facilities are high-impact targets on par with the oil fields that Iran has also targeted. Meanwhile, so much money is pouring into the AI boom that these companies are functionally holding the global economy hostage.



In other words, AI companies are remaking the world. Consider how Elon Musk's network of Starlink satellites has allowed him to repeatedly tip the scales in Russia's invasion of Ukraine. Generative AI offers even more possibilities. These companies can or could soon have the capability to launch major cyberattacks, conduct mass surveillance, influence military operations, cause huge swings in financial and labor markets, and reorient global supply chains. In theory, nothing governs these companies other than their own morals and their investors. They are developing the power to upend nations and economies. These are the AI superpowers.
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Scientists Are Finally Unlocking a Cancer Treatment's Full Potential

CAR-T cell therapy, originally developed for cancer, is showing ever more promise as a treatment for autoimmune diseases.

by Katherine J. Wu

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




By the time Fabian Muller met the patient at the center of his newest research paper, he was fairly certain that an experimental treatment was her last hope. The patient, a 47-year-old mother of two, had for years been battling three severe autoimmune diseases, all of which were triggering her body to attack components of her blood. Her doctors had made nine separate attempts to treat her conditions, but none of them had worked. By the start of 2025, she'd been confined to a hospital in Dresden, Germany, for more than two months, being dosed with multiple immunosuppressive drugs and receiving up to three daily transfusions of red blood cells, as her care team tried and failed to control a massive disease flare.

In desperation, the woman's care team reached out to Muller, a hematologist-oncologist at the University Hospital of Erlangen, a roughly three-hour drive away by ambulance. In recent years, he and his colleagues have made a name for themselves pioneering experimental CAR-T cell treatments--a type of personalized immunotherapy originally developed for cancer--against a variety of autoimmune diseases, with promising early results. Small studies of CAR-T, as well as early results from several ongoing clinical trials, show that many people with autoimmune disease go into remission after treatment; some patients are now years out from CAR-T cell therapy and remain in good health without the help of any drugs. Muller hopes that this latest patient--the most complex autoimmune case to receive the treatment to date--will soon be able to say the same. She received CAR-T treatment early last year and has since returned to a mostly normal life. After years of being intermittently lashed to machines and tubes, she hasn't needed a hospital stay in many months. (The patient has asked to remain anonymous to protect her privacy, Muller told me.)

Muller and other CAR-T researchers are cautious about forecasting the future of their technology. CAR-T is brand-new to autoimmune disease--it was first trialed in a patient in 2021--and scientists still aren't certain how long remission might last or whether patients might experience long-term side effects. But for the first time, patients with some of the world's most severe autoimmune conditions are entering prolonged remission after a one-and-done treatment. And many researchers are starting to think that CAR-T may offer people with autoimmune disease a new kind of hope: the possibility of permanent recovery.

Autoimmune diseases--a broad and complex category of ailments including rheumatoid arthritis and type 1 diabetes--have long puzzled researchers. For reasons that are still poorly understood, the body's immune system, normally tuned exquisitely to root out and destroy invasive pathogens or sickly cells, begins to assault healthy cells instead. Although the conditions can be managed, usually with immunosuppressive drugs, scientists have never figured out a way to permanently jolt the immune system back on track.

CAR-T therapies could be exactly the kind of factory reset that the immune system needs. The treatment involves reengineering T cells--a type of immune defender--into chimeric antigen receptor T cells (hence, CAR-T) that can kill other cells of scientists' choosing. In the case of many autoimmune diseases, that means targeting B cells, another variety of immune cell that is commonly responsible for the body mistakenly turning on itself. CAR-T treatments wipe out the misbehaving cells, allowing the body to, theoretically, restock its B cells with ones that leave healthy tissues alone.

So far, that theory has panned out. Early experiments--many of them headed by Muller's team--suggest that CAR-T therapies can work against several different autoimmune diseases, including myositis, systemic sclerosis, ulcerative colitis, and myasthenia gravis, with few side effects. Across trials, including several recent studies from Muller and his colleagues, most of the dozens of lupus patients that researchers have infused with CAR-Ts have gone into remission, and stayed there for many months. Overall, CAR-T has been astoundingly successful against autoimmune disease, Marcela Maus, the director of the Cellular Immunotherapy Program at Massachusetts General Hospital, told me, especially considering CAR-T's somewhat spotty track record against certain cancers. These experimental treatments also offer a major lifestyle improvement over traditional management of very severe and complex autoimmune disease, which can entail a lifetime of regularly dosing immunosuppressive drugs. And although CAR-T can trigger extreme inflammatory responses in some cancer patients, those risks don't seem as common in people with autoimmune disease.

Read: A 'crazy' idea for treating autoimmune diseases might actually work

Muller's recent patient still presented a new puzzle--not least because she suffered from three separate autoimmune diseases. In 2014, around the time she had her first son, she'd been diagnosed with autoimmune hemolytic anemia, in which the body rampantly annihilates its own red blood cells. Shortly after, she developed two other autoimmune conditions: one that caused her blood to clot excessively, and another that destroyed platelets, making her more prone to uncontrolled bleeding. Before falling ill, the patient had been active, energetic, "always doing a million things at once," Muller told me. Within a few years of her diagnosis, though, she was struggling through daily tasks, unable to work, hospitalized for months every year. Her younger son, who's about 8 years old, knew his mother "only as a sick person," Muller said. In early 2025, the patient told Muller that she was willing to try whatever he and his colleagues had to offer. With each additional day of intensive, unsuccessful treatment, her risk of a serious complication was rising while her chances of survival were ticking steadily down.

Early last year, Muller and his colleagues extracted the patient's T cells, programmed them to destroy most of her body's B cells, and then infused the modified T cells back into her body. Her B cells quickly began to disappear, and within weeks, her bloodwork began to look roughly normal. A year out from treatment, she still has lingering fatigue, and has to undergo weekly bloodletting to purge the iron that built up in her body after receiving so much donated blood. But her outpatient doctor manages that care, and she no longer depends on drugs or blood transfusions. She's spending time with her children in ways she never could before. As far as Muller's team can tell, the treatment accomplished the immunological reboot they hoped for: Her body has since produced new B cells, and they so far seem unperturbed by any components of her blood, just as immune cells should be.

Not everyone will be so lucky. CAR-T therapy can cost hundreds of thousands of dollars or more. Germany allows people with serious autoimmune conditions to receive the treatment on the basis of compassionate use, and covers it through the country's universal health-care system. But in the United States, the only reliable access to CAR-T for those patients comes through sparse clinical trials. Some researchers worry that certain patients won't stay in remission, perhaps because they carry some sort of predisposition to generate rogue immune cells. And certain autoimmune diseases--especially those that might not hinge on misbehaving B cells--may be harder to treat with CAR-T. Wiping out a lot of T cells, for example, carries a high risk of pushing someone into an immunocompromised state, similar to AIDS, Avery Posey, a CAR-T expert at the University of Pennsylvania, told me. But new developments are in the works that could address some of those issues, Posey said. Scientists are tinkering with new ways to generate CAR-T cells more efficiently and cheaply, including via injections, somewhat similar to vaccines, that can coax patients' bodies into reprogramming some of their T cells--that is, generating their own CAR-Ts in house. In some cases, the subsets of cells that CAR-Ts target can also be narrowed, so that only the body's most problematic cells are taken out of commission, while healthy immune cells remain intact.

Muller remains encouraged by the fact that his first autoimmune patient, a young woman with lupus, is still doing well more than five years out from her CAR-T treatment. She's since gotten her master's degree and now works at his hospital, running clinical trials; they wave when they glimpse each other in the cafeteria. For now, her immune system seems to be behaving just as it should.
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Masterpieces of the New Deal

Critics wrote the work off as kitsch for the masses. But a set of murals celebrating Social Security--now threatened with destruction--show that such sweeping judgments went too far.

by Judith Shulevitz

Thu, 09 Apr 2026


Ben Shahn's mural on one wall of a corridor in the Cohen building portrays unemployed men before the advent of Social Security. On the opposite wall, he painted his vision of bustling life afterward. (U.S. General Services Administration)



To forge a new social contract is one thing. To explain it to people is another. The bureaucrats of the New Deal understood that very well. They also knew that art and architecture could be powerful spreaders of political ideas. As it brought America out of the Depression, the Franklin D. Roosevelt administration built or funded courthouses, post offices, town halls, gyms, pools, auditoriums, and much more--tens of thousands of public buildings and facilities--and its arts programs employed as many as 10,000 artists to decorate them.

The Wilbur J. Cohen Federal Building, originally the Social Security Board Building, exemplifies New Deal art and architecture at their best. It's the "Sistine Chapel of the New Deal," in the words of the founder of the Living New Deal, an organization dedicated to documenting and preserving the history and culture of the period. In 1935, Roosevelt's Social Security Act changed the covenant between the American people and the state. Social Security enshrined a new right to be protected against economic vicissitudes, reversing the assumption that Americans would scrape by on the strength of "rugged individualism"--a phrase made popular by Roosevelt's predecessor Herbert Hoover, who was being blamed for America's woes. Seeking muralists and sculptors to work on the new building, the office in charge of the most prestigious commissions, the U.S. Treasury's Section of Fine Arts, held competitions and published an essay that effectively provided the theme. Its title was "The Meaning of Social Security."

The result is an uncommonly lovely New Deal mission statement. The Cohen building (it was renamed in 1988 for the first professional employee of the Social Security Board, who later became the secretary of health, education, and welfare) is a 1.2-million-square-foot edifice covering a city block across from the National Mall in Washington, D.C. The architect, Charles Z. Klauder, gave it strong, modernized classical lines and Egyptian Revival and Art Deco flourishes. It is a vision of big government rooted in the past and reaching toward the future. The interior proclaims the beauty of efficient bureaucracy. Once inside the door, the presumed public servant is led straight to bronze-clad elevators and escalators, and from there whisked to his duties. Green marble covers the walls, rounding corners with sinuous Art Moderne curves.

Ben Shahn and Philip Guston, who went on to join the ranks of the most-renowned American artists of the 20th century, won plum commissions on the ground floor, as did Seymour Fogel, a respected muralist. (Ethel and Jenne Magafan, Colorado painters, collaborated on a mountain landscape for the fifth-floor boardroom.) Shahn got the most prominent assignment: two murals, each roughly 70 feet long and 24 feet high, on either side of a central corridor. One wall is a somber portrait of Americans suffering the effects of child poverty, old age, and unemployment. The other is a paean to life after Social Security: basketball games, public works, a bountiful harvest. Shahn named the murals simply The Meaning of Social Security. He considered them his best, and many critics agree.

Now, however, the building may be sold, and quite possibly demolished. If so, Shahn's and Fogel's murals, painted directly onto the walls, would be very hard to remove. Last year, the Cohen building was added to a list of federal properties marked for "accelerated disposition," meaning fast-tracked sale. Living New Deal is leading the campaign to save the building, but the battle will be tough. According to sworn testimony, the Trump administration is already soliciting bids to tear down the Cohen and three other federal buildings, bypassing the usual reviews. Meanwhile, the regulations meant to protect historic buildings are being weakened.

The current president is just as adept as Roosevelt was at using public space to define the state. That is why Trump razed the White House's East Wing and plans to replace it with a huge gilded ballroom; wants to erect a triumphal arch; and has announced that his overhaul of the Kennedy Center will take the structure down to "the steel." We don't know whether Trump would be involved in putting up another building should the Cohen be leveled, but he is clearly not finished remaking Washington in his image.

Culture made by government fiat is generally labeled propaganda, especially when it promotes unpopular ideas. In a liberal society, it is an article of faith that only totalitarian regimes force artists to shape public opinion, airbrushing this, glorifying that, especially the great leader. Critics dismissed New Deal art as propaganda in its day, and for decades afterward. The complaints came from the right (the art was Soviet-adjacent) and from the left (it glossed over harsh realities and shored up capitalism). Later, criticism also came from arbiters of high modernism, such as Clement Greenberg, who wrote off New Deal art as kitsch for the masses.

Such sweeping judgments went too far. The huge body of work produced for arts relief programs during the Depression varied widely in quality. Among the most experienced muralists were the Cohen building artists, and the phrase social security held out untapped possibilities for invention. The gist seemed simple: By safeguarding citizens against penury, the good nation ensures that they flourish. But flourishing comes in many forms. If you're looking for the meaning of social security, you won't find it here.

From the December 2020 issue: Sarah Boxer on photography and race in the Great Depression

I visited the Cohen building on a sunny day in February to see for myself what it had to say. Four delicate bas-reliefs in granite embellish the pediments over its four entrances. Sunlight bounced off the snow and the building's monumental limestone facade, and the friezes almost disappeared in the glare. I paused to study one called Family Group, by Emma Lu Davis, an unusually domestic tableau to see on the exterior of a public building. A worker holding a lunch box places his free hand on the shoulder of his seated wife, as if to say goodbye for the day. She looks up at him, and the toddler at her feet looks up at her and tugs her dress, and the three form a circle. But the story doesn't end there. They are in turn encircled by a thin line, which I realized after a moment is the profile of a man. He bows his head in thoughtful concern, and I understood that he represents the benevolent paternal state; he holds the family in his thoughts. A rather claustrophobic image, I felt, until it occurred to me that during the Depression, being held close by the government would have come as a relief. Like any historical artifact, the Cohen building demands that you enter into the spirit of the past.


A postcard from the 1940s shows the Social Security Board Building shortly after its completion. (Tichnor Brothers Collection / Boston Public Library)



The building in its current state was disturbing. The main entrance is now closed, so I went in through another and found myself in a cramped, dim vestibule. Still bedazzled by the bright, hopeful exterior, I felt as if I had entered a much-diminished present. The main hallways were wide but silent and empty. When I toured the upper floors, I grasped the dimensions of the emptiness. One of the building's longtime occupants, the Department of Health and Human Services, has been gutted by the Trump administration. The other occupant, Voice of America, the federal news agency founded to combat Nazi propaganda, has been slashed by the president, who has called it "a total left-wing disaster." All but a few of its radio programs have shut down, and those few barely operate. (A federal judge has since voided the VOA layoffs.) I opened doors into unlit newsrooms and broadcast studios. In some of them, the equipment had been ripped off the walls, leaving cut wires dangling and bits of plastic scattered across desktops and floors. Occasionally, I passed a clump of engineers and, more rarely, a lone broadcaster talking into a microphone.

What sense of life remains in the building radiates from the murals on the ground floor, especially Shahn's post-Social Security mural. In the foreground of an urban scene, young men leap into the air, vying for a basketball. They're slightly oversize, as if almost too close to us, and their muscular heft is underscored by smaller figures playing handball in the background. Nearby, men drill the girders of a bridge; the iron beams make bold crisscrosses, moving the eye diagonally. Farther along, the frame of a house and the carpenters reaching to hammer its beams sweep the eye upward. The mural fills the entire wall, punctuated only by three doors, and Shahn cleverly integrates their lintels into his narrative. Bricklayers build a wall on top of one. In another scene above a door, a mother seems to have brought a baby and two sons to watch some construction workers. One of the sons leans on the lintel; behind them, an older man--their grandfather?--gets ready to kiss the baby.

By contrast, the opposite wall, which shows America before Social Security, is divided into separate panels, and its figures are still. In one panel, children maimed or exhausted by labor stare out bleakly; in another, unemployed men in a small industrial town sit or stand around. This mural ought to feel static, and yet here, too, Shahn creates a sense of motion. Behind the children, we see that a door opens onto a vista of men working in a mine. In another panel, a man and child walk away from the town along a railroad track that curves up and to the left, and then disappears. The jury that chose Shahn liked his entry because of "the variety in the tempo and texture."

Art-history encyclopedias generally associate New Deal art with Socialist Realism, a dourly idealizing style identified with Soviet communism, but it was only one influence among many. Artists took imagery and iconography from Regionalism--think Grant Wood and Thomas Hart Benton--which leaned toward heartland nativism. German Expressionism and Surrealism, deemed degenerate by Nazis and Soviets alike, show up in stylized figuration, spatial distortion, and a dreamlike atmosphere. Shahn, Philip Guston, and Seymour Fogel also learned from the masters of an older generation of revolutionary Mexican muralists. Shahn and Fogel assisted Diego Rivera on his doomed Rockefeller Center project in 1933 (the Rockefellers destroyed it when he would not remove Lenin's face). Rivera produced monumental, socially conscious murals, but he borrowed exuberantly from other sources: Aztec art, Renaissance frescoes, Cubism, and more.

The subject matter of New Deal art was more constrained and at times boosterish. According to John P. Murphy's excellent introduction, New Deal Art, Edward Bruce, the founder of Roosevelt's arts programs, prided himself on giving artists their freedom-- as long as they eschewed abstraction, nudity, and overtly political proselytizing. What he wanted to see was "the American scene in all its phases"--city and countryside, farmers and factory workers, fields and recreational spaces, mines and railroads. The packet that Bruce assembled for the Social Security competition stressed that government support shored up the traditional family the way that pioneering families had helped one another; the effect was to associate the new policy with the American frontier, rather than radical collectivism.

From the August 1935 issue: Edward Bruce on art and democracy

Shahn more or less ignored the hint. The only family in his murals was the one squeezed atop the lintel. His interest lay in society and its diversity--a very familiar notion today, but not back then. Murals commissioned by the Section of Fine Arts (especially in the South) tended to shy away from the realities of Black life, and Black people were often shown in subservient roles. Shahn didn't make a big point of integration, but his people are Black and brown as well as white. Their bodies are squat and bulky, tall and alarmingly skinny. The beneficiaries of Social Security don't exhibit fake cheer--they aren't sad, but they don't smile, either; they are intent on their work. Those still in need of assistance are grim but have their dignity. In a nice touch by Shahn, a swarthy man in a fedora who assumes a proud, defiant stance--his arms are crossed and he scowls, as if to say, "Show me!"--appears in both murals unchanged. In the before scene, he waits in a line of unemployed men. In the after, he waits in a line of men signing up for Social Security. He's a skeptic; he'll wait and see. That's his right, and Shahn respects it.

Shahn's realism extended to noting Social Security's flaws. To win votes from Southern Democrats, Roosevelt had agreed to deny Social Security to agricultural and domestic laborers--excluding a large percentage of Black workers. Laura Katzman, an art-history professor at James Madison University and the curator of a recent Shahn retrospective whom I spoke with, pointed out that Shahn made sure to include farmworkers and a caregiver in his cast of characters. In one of the pre-Social Security panels, a woman holding a child "looks Latino" and is probably a nanny, Katzman said, observing that "the child is very blue-eyed" and has red hair. I noticed later that the woman's white dress resembles a maid's uniform.

Fogel's murals, two frescoes just inside the original main entrance, weave a streamlined Futurism and bright Mexican Modernism into their Socialist Realism. Wealth of the Nation depicts a utopia peopled by broad-shouldered heroes of the new economy--a scientist, an architect, two construction workers, and, in the background, a giant, half-naked proletarian, back muscles popping as he strains to pull the lever for two huge cogwheels. Security of the People demonstrates what the wealth of the nation is for: to provide respite to the nuclear family, shown outdoors engaged in leisure activities.

On further inspection, though, the mood changes. In both murals, each figure occupies a separate space. Nobody looks at anybody else, with one exception: In Security of the People, a woman holding a naked child gazes balefully at a man immersed in his newspaper. In early studies for the project, Fogel had depicted Dickensian insecurity (a starving woman, homeless men, a punishing workplace). The dystopian gloom seems to have infected the new Eden. Perhaps Fogel, a fervent leftist, chafed at having to celebrate the family, that bourgeois institution.


Philip Guston's triptych, evoking the Last Supper and a Madonna and Christ child, has the aura of an altarpiece in the Cohen building's auditorium. (U.S. General Services Administration)



Guston's Reconstruction and the Well-Being of the Family--a triptych on wood panels--is mounted on the stage of the auditorium and dominates the hall like an altarpiece in a nave. The painting is erudite; it packs in allusions. The father stretches out his arms, Jesus-like, evoking the Last Supper, and the mother holds a toddler on her lap, face forward, the way the Madonna might present the Christ child. The side panels show men at work, one digging in a surreal desert, two breaking Cubist-looking rocks. All of the figures have elongated limbs, Picasso-style, and they gaze into the middle distance like early-Renaissance saints (Piero della Francesca was one of Guston's favorite painters). In the early 1940s, as Guston was painting this mural, he had begun to turn away from political art to introspective easel painting, and one wonders whether the religious references idealize the New Deal family or half-mock its idealization.

Compared with the other muralists in the Cohen building, Shahn comes off as the ultimate New Deal artist. He is the least subversive, the most sincere. And yet his murals have aged the best. His individuals are truly individual; they have an unquenchable vitality and collectively convey an adamant humanism, a subversive ideology in its own right. Shahn had worked for an art journal with Communist Party ties in the early 1930s, but he turned against the party after Stalin's show trials and pact with Hitler later in the decade. And Shahn had just spent three years working as a photographer for the Resettlement Administration, later the Farm Security Administration, traveling around the country in the company of Walker Evans, Dorothea Lange, and others to document the American people. The job changed both Shahn's politics and his paintings.

The trips brought him into contact with the particulars of a reality that was beyond his imagination. He met idiosyncratic characters he couldn't have made up, and saw suffering he hadn't understood before--perhaps because he had prioritized political theory over direct experience. "Everything I had gotten about the condition of miners or cotton pickers I'd gotten on Fourteenth Street," he said in a 1965 interview, presumably alluding to his own neighborhood, New York's Greenwich Village, then home to many radicals. Photography made him abandon Social Realism for what he called "personal realism," he wrote in his book The Shape of Content.

From the September 1957 issue: Ben Shahn on nonconformity

Shahn had a radical's take on political art, though. He refused to accept that art is not art if it is propaganda. All that claim meant, he said, is that the art had social content. And even if it was intended to persuade, that didn't make it bad. "Propaganda is to me a noble word," Shahn said in a 1968 oral history. "It means you believe something very strongly and you want other people to believe it; you want to propagate your faith." No one claims that European art was the worse for having propounded Christian theology, he continued. "When Giotto did the frescoes in Assisi, you know, that was as propagandistic a work of art as there was."

By 1940, when the Social Security competition took place, the New Deal was already coming to an end. Shahn and his partner, the painter Bernarda Bryson, who collaborated with him on several projects, set out for Washington to begin the murals on December 8, 1941--one day after Pearl Harbor. Instead of the Social Security Board, the War Department moved into the building, which got so crowded that desks filled the corridor where Shahn was painting. Conservators later found burn marks on the walls where people had stubbed out their cigarettes. Perhaps the air of gravitas evident in all the building's murals, and the ambivalence hinted at in Guston's and Fogel's, reflects the anxieties of the time. While Shahn was working, people came up to him and said that what he was painting was what they were fighting for.

Over the course of the early '40s, funding for New Deal arts programs dried up. Shahn's The Meaning of Social Security, completed in 1942, were his last murals for the Roosevelt administration. The painters who became Abstract Expressionists--many of them former New Deal artists themselves--rejected the sentimentality of "American scene" art. Then again, they did their work after the war, when democracy seemed to be winning the day. Eight decades later, as nations inch toward despotism, an art animated by democratic impulses makes a stronger case for itself. It proposes a mutual bond between Americans and their government--a vision of the security we are due and the loyalty we owe in return. That reciprocity remains very much an unfinished project. Right now, government is being torn down, rather than built up. If the Cohen building is not demolished, it could remind future generations what patriotism looked like.



This article appears in the May 2026 print edition with the headline "The Art of the (New) Deal." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Writer of 'Hypnotic Repetition'

With her first new novel in more than 20 years, Nancy Lemann returns, yet again, to New Orleans and its eccentricities.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




A love-it-or-leave-it feature of Nancy Lemann's distinctive, dreamy style is that she often repeats herself. Images, events, and turns of phrase reoccur both within and across her five novels and even, to a lesser extent, in her nonfiction. The people in her books are always "falling apart"; their hearts are often "in a million pieces on the floor." Her narrators--usually women from New Orleans--have a reverence for older traditions, including baseball, which represents "a chance to go forth with the heroes," and for men in seersucker suits who have outdated affectations, like reading ancient Greek and eating oysters at lunch. Several of these women have soft spots for the same "blue-eyed boy with the crooked smile" (who has a drinking problem), and they tend to indulge in what could be called negative self-talk (they chide themselves for being "idiotic" or "lamebrained").

In the introduction to a new reissue of Lemann's 1985 cult-classic debut novel, Lives of the Saints, the British writer Geoff Dyer makes note of the "hypnotic repetition" that gives the book its rhythm and, crucially, its sense of place; he points to its frequent depiction of rain that slashes and nights that swelter. The repetition is also what, over time, has given Lemann's work its poignancy, so it's fitting that New York Review Books, which published the reissue, has simultaneously released Lemann's first new novel in 24 years. The Oyster Diaries returns readers to New Orleans and revisits some of the stories from Saints, and it is partly about the humiliating experience of not seeing what's right in front of us, or not understanding it, and having to look again and again. It has an air of running the tape back once more--this time, with the perspective gained by the passage of time and contact with a new generation.

The middle-aged narrator, Delery Anhalt, who bears many slant resemblances to Lemann, bounces between Washington, D.C., and New Orleans, and promises at the outset to recount "a bonanza of heartache that ultimately calibrated my soul with insight my soul had been waiting for its whole life." This is a much more direct statement of purpose than Lemann's previous narrators have given. The new novel also has a more concrete plot, though calling it plot-driven would be going too far. And it exists more firmly not only in its place but in its time, which is roughly right now.

When I spoke with Lemann in March, she had just returned from Argentina; she apologized for having "Argentine COVID," which she worried was clouding her thoughts. Finding herself back in print, she seemed both grateful and a little disoriented, and she referred to the years that passed between the publication of her 2002 novel, Malaise, and these NYRB books--plus another publisher's reissue of her 1987 nonfiction book, The Ritz of the Bayou--as "the Doom." She regarded the process that brought the Doom to an end as somewhat magical. In fact, it was largely the doing of a publicist, Kaitlin Phillips, who started recreationally championing Lemann's work several years ago. Phillips connected Lemann with an editor at The Paris Review and one at Harper's, both of whom published new work of hers (which helped her get a new agent).

Lemann was born in New Orleans, and lived there until she attended college at Brown. "Before I left New Orleans, I just thought, Okay, this is what it's like. This is what life is like," she said. "But the minute I left and went up north I just realized, Oh my God, I have this ace in my back pocket." The city was so singular and strange, its style so well preserved by its "isolation and remoteness," that she could write about it endlessly. Lemann was 28 when she published Lives of the Saints, the story of an eccentric New Orleans family and a young woman experiencing her "wastrel youth." Now she is 70. One of The Oyster Diaries' two epigraphs is from the Greek poet C. P. Cavafy: "You won't find a new country, won't find another shore. This city will always pursue you."

Read: Twenty years after the storm

Even when Lemann is not writing about New Orleans, she's writing about how wherever she is resembles or doesn't resemble New Orleans. New York's "suave crumbling gleam" reminds her of New Orleans; Washington, D.C., where "everyone acts like federal tax bureaucrats, just by osmosis," does not seem to remind her of New Orleans. In Malaise, the only Lemann novel narrated by someone not from New Orleans, the lead character--who is from Alabama--nonetheless compares Los Angeles's Sunset Boulevard to New Orleans's French Quarter, finding them both "darkly beguiling." "People say I think everything reminds me of New Orleans, and it is true," Lemann told me.


Author Nancy Lemann returns to fiction--and her native city--with a new novel, The Oyster Diaries. (Mario Ruiz / Getty)



Across her work, the city has been embodied by a recurring character named Claude Collier, who was the love interest in Lives of the Saints. A modern reader might be tempted to roll their eyes at him; ungenerously, he is a failson. An alcoholic, he eventually drives his father's law firm into the ground. He would fly through a casting call for the Bravo show Southern Charm. But Louise, Saints' narrator, finds him angelic despite his vices, and continually points out that he is kind, wise, polite, tender, and lovely. ("He had the sweetness of the town itself and broke my heart completely into a million pieces on the floor," she says.) Revisiting the novel now, Lemann found it a bit ridiculous that Louise was "constantly rhapsodizing" about this guy. "I can't even get through that book when I try to reread it," she said.

And yet she is clearly still fond of the rogue. She has continued to bring him back in her novels, even after saying in a 1988 interview that she would not. Claude was an out-of-frame instigator of the drama in her 1992 novel, Sportsman's Paradise, and we learn the end of his story in The Oyster Diaries, after he reappears in the last third of the book (on a motorcycle). This time, he's different, or he's shown to us differently. Claude is still kind, wise, polite, tender, and lovely, but he's now a middle-aged man whose life has caught up to him. "The new narrator admires him the way Louise did, but she's not all sappy about it all the time," Lemann said. "And she doesn't have the stars in her eyes, you know?"

Though The Oyster Diaries finds space to close the loop on Claude Collier, it spends more time with August Anhalt, the narrator's father and the keeper of the namesake oyster diaries. These are notations about the oysters he eats most days--"awful," "still awful," "terrible," "no good," "wonderful," "exceptional," or "beautiful to look at but no salt." The plot takes off when the great tragedy of August's life--a spousal betrayal--reoccurs by befalling his daughter. Unlike Lemann's best-known heroine, Delery does not find everyone amazing; she finds most people annoying and moronic instead. But not her father: He is "rickety but suave--like New Orleans."

Lemann knows that her debut novel, a romantic portrait of the deep South in the late '70s and early '80s, may now read as old-fashioned in certain ways. Lives of the Saints barely remarks, for instance, on the Black house staff who attend to the central characters. Lemann remembered a New York "beau" telling her to take these figures out, but she couldn't do it without making the story unrealistic. Yet in The Oyster Diaries, Lemann widens reality's lens a little. She directly describes the residential segregation of her beloved city. Her narrator, in the course of volunteer work as a court observer, records racial disparities she notices in the legal process; she also owns up to her own lifelong reluctance to look at such things directly, referring a couple of times to "the naked bulb" being too harsh.

Read: 'Intensely southern and only faintly Jewish'

The Oyster Diaries isn't a midlife-crisis novel, Lemann told me. It's about the differences between youth and age--about death, on the one hand, and disillusionment, on the other. It's about, as she put it, "having the veil rent from the temple, having the stars dashed from your eyes." These revelations are coming pretty late in Delery's life, Lemann admitted. "What world was she living in? Some childlike world." Now her father is dying, her husband deceives her, and she lives in D.C. during an intense political era. Time to wake up.

Lemann has written about President Trump ("the world's most obnoxious person") before, and in this book he is something like an ominous general presence--a "Rasputin-like menace," as she put it to me. Before Trump, she thought that politics were mostly boring, and that they were supposed to be. Now she works the voices of her adult daughters into her writing, often demonstrating the distance between the generations--a generation that could call politics "boring" without being reprimanded about privilege, versus one that can't.

I found these moments of intergenerational friction to be some of the funniest of the new book. Lemann respects her daughters (one of whom, Emmeline Clein, is also a writer), but she also teases them. She sketches some great scenes in which the younger generation's sincere sense of moral responsibility and obvious correctness on the facts clashes with the older generation's often-overlooked strong suits. The latter include a creatively productive ambivalence, an ingrained reluctance to make other people feel stupid, and the ability to just talk about something else at dinner. "They try to teach me and I learn and I accept their teachings," she said of her daughters. "But I also like to satirize their teachings sometimes."

She satirizes herself, too. A late stretch of The Oyster Diaries is set on a family trip to several countries in Africa, and begins with Delery noting, "I always knew Africa would remind me of New Orleans." New Orleans again?, you have to ask. But that seems to be the joke. "My daughters would say I should explore, study, and unlearn certain aspects of these sentiments," the narrator adds fondly. Maybe she will; maybe she won't. Maybe Lemann will write another odd, wonderful novel, and we'll find out.
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What China Just Learned From the Iran War

A blockade of Taiwan would hurt the global economy more than Iran's blockade of the Strait of Hormuz.

by Simon Shuster

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




China stands to learn a lot from the war in Iran. Red lines and deadlines imposed by the United States, even when backed by the threat of genocide, can turn out to be rather wobbly. The American military, despite its unrivaled power, has trouble swatting down swarms of cheap drones. But the most valuable lesson, at least for China's ambitions to seize Taiwan, has more to do with the way the world's supply chains, energy prices, and stock markets influence the U.S. willingness to fight.

It remains unclear what exactly led President Trump to step back from his ultimatum Tuesday that he would destroy Iran's civilization without major concessions, agreeing hours later to a two-week cease-fire and settlement talks even though Iran didn't appear to have given up significant ground. But the Iranian choke hold on the Strait of Hormuz evidently had a lot to do with it. By cutting off roughly one-fifth of the world's oil supply over the past five weeks, Iran's blockade of that narrow waterway caused an energy crisis and fears of a global recession that the White House could not abide for long.

China will have paid close attention to Trump's pain threshold. Although Beijing has numerous options for conquering Taiwan, the most appealing for the Chinese military would begin with a partial blockade of the island, much like the one Iran imposed on the strait. The resulting shock to the global economy would be far worse. Factories in Taiwan produce more than a third of the world's microchips. Without them, manufacturers would be forced to halt production of computers, cars, smartphones, home appliances, and countless other goods. Building the data centers that power artificial intelligence--the engine of American economic growth--would be impossible without the advanced chips Taiwan produces.

Taiwan's leaders have tended to see their chip industry as a source of security. In the fall of 2021, then-President Tsai Ing-wen called the industry a "silicon shield." Writing in Foreign Affairs, she argued that American reliance on Taiwanese chips would protect the island against any "aggressive attempts by authoritarian regimes to disrupt global supply chains."

The war in Iran has flipped this argument on its head. As seems clear from Tuesday night's truce, an authoritarian regime far weaker than China can use global supply chains as leverage and, in the process, force the U.S. to back away from its threats. By closing the Strait of Hormuz, Iran caused the average price of gas in the U.S. to shoot up by nearly 40 percent, piling political pressure on Trump to end the war as soon as possible. A Pew Research Center poll conducted at the end of March found that gas prices were the biggest concern among Americans when it came to the war in Iran, well above the chance of "large numbers of U.S. military casualties."

Read: Trump made a deal that gives him nothing he wanted

The economic impact on American consumers would be far worse if China decided to blockade Taiwan. The total costs "would be measured in the trillions," Chris Miller, a Tufts University historian, wrote in his 2022 book, Chip War, which envisions such a scenario. "Losing 37 percent of our production of computing power each year could well be more costly than the COVID pandemic and its economically disastrous lockdowns. It would take at least half a decade to rebuild the lost chipmaking capacity."

This risk has pushed some industrialists to find new supply chains that avoid Taiwan. Among the most ambitious is Elon Musk, who announced a partnership with Intel on Tuesday to design and produce advanced microchips at a gigantic facility that Tesla recently purchased in Texas. The rise of such competitors poses a clear risk to Taiwan's silicon shield. But Musk's new chip factory will take years to begin production, meaning that, for the time being, it gives the U.S. economy no protection.

The United States in the meantime will remain reliant on Taiwanese chips, and the American military could be called upon to challenge any Chinese blockade. Mark Cancian, a retired colonel of the U.S. Marine Corps, gamed out that possibility last year. In a report for the Center for Strategic and International Studies, a Washington think tank, he and his co-authors ran a series of 26 war games, each one starting with a blockade of Taiwan. The U.S. Navy would risk catastrophe in any attempt to break through. "It would be a major battle," Cancian told me. Even in its early stages, "you're potentially losing hundreds of ships."

Read: 'Some foreign influence will be hard to reverse'

The report concluded that any blockade would present the American president with a dilemma. "If China escalated to using military force, the United States had to accept a Taiwanese capitulation on China's terms or become directly involved in the conflict." Cancian and his colleagues chose not to speculate on the political outcomes of either decision. But the war in Iran has shed light on what Trump might do, and it does not bode well for Taiwan.

Apart from weighing the price in U.S.-military casualties and the toll among civilians, Trump or a future president would look at the cost to the U.S. economy and his standing in the polls. The combination of those factors seems to have made Trump blink in the war with Iran. A conflict over Taiwan could end with a similar climbdown in Washington. China now has a model for how that can be done.
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Winners of the 2026 World Press Photo Contest

The winning entries of this year's World Press Photo Contest were just announced. This year, according to organizers, 57,376 images were submitted for judging, made by 3,747 photographers from 141 countries.

by Alan Taylor

Thu, 09 Apr 2026


West, Central, and South Asia, Singles--Nepal's Gen Z Uprising: Fire and smoke engulf Singha Durbar after protesters stormed and set the government complex alight during violent demonstrations in Kathmandu, Nepal, on September 9, 2025. Story: A government ban of 26 social-media platforms on September 4, 2025 was the breaking point for Nepal's youth. On September 8, thousands flooded the streets, part of a generation of young people around the world refusing to accept systems that perpetuate corruption, unemployment, and economic hardship. Within two days, 76 people were dead, most of them young demonstrators killed by police. Thousands more were injured. On September 9, following Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli's resignation, protesters stormed and set fire to Singha Durbar, the historic complex at the center of Nepal's government. (Narendra Shrestha / EPA Images)




Africa, Singles--Joburg Ballet School: Young dancers from the Joburg Ballet School backstage at the Soweto Theatre during their year-end performance in Soweto, South Africa, on December 7, 2025. Story: In apartheid South Africa, ballet was the preserve of white culture, inaccessible to people of color. Today, the Joburg Ballet School offers subsidized training to children from historically disadvantaged backgrounds, with locations in Soweto, Alexandra, and Braamfontein. Parents describe seeing their children learn ballet as something they never thought possible. (Ihsaan Haffejee, for GroundUp)




West, Central, and South Asia, Singles--A Daughter's Grief in Kashmir: Sanam Bashir (21) collapses with grief at her mother's funeral. Nargis Begum (45) died from shrapnel wounds after a mortar shell struck while the two were fleeing their home in Uri, Jammu and Kashmir, India, on May 9, 2025. Story: The Kashmir region has been contested between India and Pakistan since the 1947 partition of British India, a territorial dispute that has fueled decades of conflict. On April 22, 2025, an attack on tourists in Pahalgam killed 26 people. India blamed Pakistan-backed militant groups and responded with strikes on May 7. Four days of intense cross-border shelling, drone attacks, and air strikes followed. Thousands of civilians were displaced, dozens were killed, and homes and infrastructure along the Line of Control (the de facto border) were destroyed. Widespread international pressure secured a cease-fire on May 10, averting further escalation between the two nuclear-armed rivals. (Yasir Iqbal / Outlook India Magazine)




Europe, Stories--Drone Wars: A soldier from Ukraine's 93rd Brigade scans for Russian FPV drones while speeding through Kostyantynivka, a strategic gateway to Ukraine's last major defensive belt in Donetsk, in Kostyantynivka, Ukraine, on June 19, 2025. Story: Ukraine's battle against the Russian invasion is reshaping modern combat. Hobby drones are being repurposed into remote-controlled weapons, and mass-produced first-person-view (FPV) drones are piloted from kilometers away with deadly precision. These developments have triggered an unrelenting drone arms race and turned large areas of Ukraine into "kill zones." Civilians are targeted and displaced, and soldiers spend most of their time in underground bunkers or basements, unable to be resupplied or casualty-evacuated. This story documents Ukraine's efforts to advance its drone capabilities, and the impact of Russian drone attacks on civilians. (David Guttenfelder / The New York Times)




Europe, Singles--Emma the Social Robot: Waltraud talks with Emma, a social robot that recognizes faces and remembers past conversations, in Albershausen, Germany, on July 3, 2025. Although skeptical at first, Waltraud says that she felt connected to Emma over time. Story: Germany's care homes are facing two crises: staff shortages and loneliness. A 2023 study found that one in five residents aged 80 and older describe themselves as "severely lonely." This reality has prompted trials of social robots such as Emma, developed by a Munich-based start-up. Waltraud, a resident of Haus im Wiesengrund in Albershausen, had her doubts but over time formed a bond with Emma. "When she tells her jokes, that's really good. That's my kind of humor," says Waltraud, though she emphasizes that human contact is always preferable. (Paula Hornickel)




Asia-Pacific and Oceania, Stories--The Last Dolphin Hunters: A young man drags a dolphin toward the shore in Walande. Although Fanalei struggled this season, the larger sister community of Walande successfully landed a catch to share across the Surodo Lagoon, on Maramasike Island, on February 11, 2025. Story: Fanalei, a low-lying island in the Solomon Islands, stands at a crossroads between contested tradition and a changing economy. For generations, dolphin hunting provided food and income, with dolphin teeth used as ritual currency for bride-price and other forms of local exchange. Today, as rising sea levels displace the community and threaten its future, seaweed farming is providing an economic alternative to the seasonal hunt. As seaweed farming expands, fewer people are available for the collective efforts upon which dolphin hunting depends. This story captures a community reshaped by environmental pressure and shifting traditions. (Matthew Abbott, Oculi, for The New York Times)




Africa, Stories--Farisat: Gunpowder's Daughters: Noura attempts to control her horse after firing, the most dangerous part of the performance, in Sidi Rahal, Morocco, on August 8, 2025. Riders risk injury from gunpowder or falling and being trampled. Story: Tbourida is a UNESCO-recognized Moroccan equestrian tradition dating back to the 16th century. Troupes gallop in unison, firing rifles in a choreographed performance of cavalry warfare. Historically excluded, female riders have fought for inclusion since Morocco's 2004 family-code reforms strengthened women's legal rights. Today, seven all-female troupes ride among some 300. These farisat ("horsewomen") bear significant personal costs, funding their own horses, costumes, and gunpowder permits. Their perseverance stands as a powerful claim to women's rightful place in Moroccan cultural heritage. (Chantal Pinzi / Panos Pictures)




Europe, Stories--Burned Land: The Larouco wildfire, the worst in Galicia's recorded history, burns through the night as flames reach O Courel, a mountain range of great biodiversity, in Sierra de O Courel, Galicia, Spain, on August 19, 2025. Story: 2025 was a record year for wildfires in Europe. More than 200,000 hectares burned across Galicia during Spain's worst fire season in about three decades. The increasingly severe fires in this region are attributed to drought and heat intensified by climate change, rural depopulation, and shortsighted forest-management policies, including the widespread planting of highly flammable non-native species. Born in Ourense, the photographer grew up with the smell of smoke every summer and has documented Galician wildfires since 2011. (Brais Lorenzo / EFE / Revista 5W / El Pais)




Asia-Pacific and Oceania, Singles--Bondi Beach Terror Attack: An overwhelmed police officer leans over near the bodies of Boris (69) and Sofia (61) Gurman, in Sydney, Australia, on December 14, 2025. During the Bondi Beach Terror Attack, the couple was killed while attempting to disarm one of the shooters. Story: During Bondi Beach's "Chanukah by the Sea," a community event celebrating the Jewish holiday, two armed men motivated by ISIS ideology attacked participants, killing 15 people. The victims included 10-year-old Matilda and the 87-year-old Ukrainian Holocaust survivor Alexander Kleytman. Prime Minister Anthony Albanese called the mass shooting an anti-Semitic attack and the deadliest terrorist incident on Australian soil ever. The shooting has prompted a significant reevaluation of public security and religious-freedom protections in Australia. (Edwina Pickles / The Sydney Morning Herald)




Asia-Pacific and Oceania, Singles--Mountain Resident of Wanglang: A wild giant panda is captured by a camera trap in the Wanglang National Nature Reserve, in Sichuan, China, on November 11, 2025. Story: Recent population estimates suggest that fewer than 2,000 pandas remain in the wild, and only a few dozen individuals live within Wanglang National Nature Reserve's 323-square-kilometer territory. This rare sighting was made possible through a pilot exchange program between the National Geographic Society and wildlife biologists, aimed at supporting wildlife-monitoring efforts and fostering cross-cultural cooperation in conservation. (Rob G. Green / National Geographic Society / Henry Luce Foundation)




Asia-Pacific and Oceania, Singles--A Desperate Plea: Mr. Wong cries out in anguish as fire engulfs the Tai Po housing complex he calls home, in Hong Kong, on November 26, 2025. Moments earlier, he phoned his wife, who was trapped in the building, and they exchanged what would be their final words. Story: A massive fire at the Wang Fuk Court housing complex in Tai Po claimed 168 lives, becoming Hong Kong's deadliest fire since 1948. Although no official cause has been reported, investigations by Hong Kong authorities found that bamboo scaffolding, construction netting, and flammable Styrofoam boards on windows acted as accelerants for the fire, trapping residents inside. More than 2,000 firefighters were involved in rescue efforts; one was killed, and 12 were injured. (Tyrone Siu / Reuters)




South America, Stories--Name the Absence: Valeria (5) plays behind a curtain at her aunt's house, in Los Patios, Norte de Santander, Colombia, on September 10, 2025. She is raised solely by her mother. In her region, 30 percent of households are headed exclusively by women. Story: Colombia has the world's highest rate of single mothers. The photographer and his family experience this reality not as a statistic but as a "recurring wound." In 1999, Ferley Ospina's father was murdered in the border region of Norte de Santander, forcing him to flee with his mother. Photographing the women in his extended family, Ospina seeks to understand the "weight of absence" and the systemic and personal impact of "growing up incomplete." (Ferley A. Ospina)




North and Central America, Stories--ICE Arrests at New York Court: Masked federal officers wait outside courtrooms holding target photographs, in New York City, New York, on July 8, 2025. Although ICE claims that masks protect the identity of agents and their families, critics argue that the practice erodes accountability and public trust. Story: In 2025, shifts in U.S. immigration policy transformed courthouses into focal points for mass-deportation efforts by U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE). Masked ICE agents detained undocumented migrants immediately following their hearings, often leading to deeply traumatic family separations. These aggressive tactics, coupled with severely overcrowded and unsanitary conditions at the 10th-floor holding facility in the Jacob Javits Federal Building, in New York, prompted fierce public protests, class-action lawsuits, and the arrest of local elected officials demanding accountability. (Carol Guzy / ZUMA Press / iWitness, for Miami Herald)




North and Central America, Long-Term Projects--Mexico, A Changing Climate: A child runs up to the second floor of a partially submerged home, in Chalco, State of Mexico, Mexico, on August 19, 2024. The 2024 floods affected 7,000 residents. Many families lost personal belongings such as photographs and other cherished items. Story: Mexico is especially vulnerable to climate extremes, with 52 percent of its territory situated in arid or semiarid zones. Over the past two decades, environmental disasters have internally displaced approximately 2.7 million people, a figure projected to reach up to 8 million by 2050. This project documents the enormous cost of those changes on a human scale: from the rapid erosion of Tabasco's coastlines, where sea levels are rising three times faster than the global average, to the systemic water scarcities in Monterrey and the State of Mexico, where renewable water availability has plummeted by 81 percent since 1950. (Cesar Rodriguez / Norwegian Red Cross / SNCA / The New York Times)




Europe, Singles--Russian Attack on Kyiv: Valeria Syniuk (65) sits near her badly damaged home, in Kyiv, Ukraine, on April 24, 2025. She was asleep when a Russian missile destroyed the building opposite hers. Story: On April 24, 2025, Russia launched one of the deadliest attacks on Kyiv since the start of its full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Hours after international peace negotiations stalled again, missiles and drones struck at least five residential neighborhoods, killing 13 people and wounding 90. Russia's intensifying air campaign, which systematically targets infrastructure, hospitals, and educational institutions, continues to devastate life across the country. (Evgeniy Maloletka / Associated Press)




North and Central America, Stories--Los Angeles on Fire: The Palisades Fire ravages a neighborhood amid high winds, in Los Angeles, California, United States, on January 7, 2025. The Los Angeles blazes inflicted $28 billion to $53.8 billion in property damage, disrupting thousands of local businesses. Story: In January 2025, severe drought and 100-mph (roughly 160-kph) Santa Ana winds fueled 14 devastating wildfires across Los Angeles, destroying more than 18,000 buildings and displacing 200,000 residents. Although officials reported 31 direct fatalities, public-health studies estimate 440 excess deaths linked to toxic smoke and disrupted medical care. In the disaster's aftermath, a stark wealth divide has defined recovery efforts, with lower-income residents facing displacement while wealthier communities leverage private resources to rebuild. (Ethan Swope / Associated Press)




Asia-Pacific and Oceania, Stories--Wedding in the Flood: The bride Jamaica Aguilar prepares to enter the flooded Barasoain Church for her wedding. The Barasoain Church, a national landmark, is situated in a region where nearly 75 percent of the population is exposed to flooding hazards. Story: When Typhoon Wipha hit the Philippines and flooded Barasoain Church, Jade Rick Verdillo and Jamaica Aguilar faced a difficult decision: Should they cancel their wedding or proceed with the marriage? The couple carried on despite high waters, a testament to love and resilience in the face of severe weather. Located on a delta, Bulacan province is vulnerable to more frequent and extreme floods caused by aging drainage systems, dredging projects, overextraction of groundwater, and climate change. (Aaron Favila / Associated Press)




West, Central, and South Asia, Stories--Witnessing Gaza: Tamer Hassan al-Shafei and his family break their Ramadan fast in the remains of their home, in Beit Lahia, Gaza Strip, on March 4, 2025. Food shortages meant that only basics were served instead of the usual spread. Story: In 2025, civilians in Gaza endured starvation, famine, and relentless bombardment as the death toll surpassed 75,000 and Israeli authorities severely restricted the flow of humanitarian aid. A cease-fire agreement reached in October has yet to bring meaningful relief. Palestinian journalists--who are living through the reality they document--are the world's few witnesses to what a United Nations commission has concluded is a genocide. Israel disputes this. The photographer worked under immense danger, driven by a refusal to let the world turn away: "Even when everything around me told me to stop, I couldn't--silence would mean surrender." (Saher Alghorra / The New York Times)



Be sure to visit the World Press Photo site to see all of the winning and honored images.
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States Are Learning the Wrong Lesson From the 'Mississippi Miracle'

A phonics-based curriculum is only one part of how Mississippi went from worst to first in education. The other part is much harder to pull off.

by Rachel Canter

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




Updated at 8:52 p.m. ET on April 9, 2026


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


No story has caught the imagination of education reformers this decade quite like the "Mississippi miracle." From 1998 to 2024, fourth-grade reading and math scores in my home state--the nation's poorest--rose from among the worst in the country to among the best. When adjusting for demographic factors such as poverty, we're in first place.

Other states are now trying to emulate what Mississippi did. Those efforts largely revolve around adopting what's known as the "science of reading"-- a set of principles and teaching techniques, including phonics, that are grounded in decades of empirical research. Last fall, for example, the Wall Street Journal editorial board marveled that "even California is now following Mississippi's lead by returning to phonics" as Governor Gavin Newsom prepared to sign a major new reading bill into law. But what many outsiders fail to understand is that Mississippi changed far more than just how reading is taught. They therefore miss why and how our literacy approach succeeded.

As I detail in a new report for the Progressive Policy Institute, Mississippi's transformation depended on holding students, educators, and even policy makers accountable for better student performance. Imposing real accountability in education is politically onerous, which is why such policies have fallen out of favor over the past decade. But reforms that try to copy only Mississippi's commitment to reading science without accountability will not deliver the intended results. Fixing education is never that simple. If states really want to replicate our success, they need to understand that what Mississippi did wasn't a miracle at all.

For decades, education policy in Mississippi was driven mostly by a desperate desire to avoid ranking last in the country. Aiming higher wasn't on the agenda, because state and local leaders believed that Mississippi kids were too poor to make real progress. In practice, this meant that the state set abysmally low standards for what students should learn to advance and graduate.

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, Mississippi was pulled onto the path of reform by federal legislation, most notably George W. Bush's No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, which required states to ensure that students met challenging learning standards on standardized tests and established consequences for schools that failed to do so. Our performance on the National Assessment of Educational Progress, also known as the Nation's Report Card, improved substantially from 1998 to 2009. But because the whole country was improving, too, Mississippi's gains were not enough to move the state up in the rankings. We needed to improve much, much faster than everyone else if we ever hoped to catch the national average.

In the ensuing years, the country saw a broad backlash to the ideas embodied in No Child Left Behind and its successor, Race to the Top. Mississippi, however, took the lessons it had learned about higher expectations and built on them. The process that would later be called a miracle began in 2008, when the state decided to confront the problem of chronically underperforming schools. In 2009, the legislature passed a law giving the state robust new powers to take over districts rated as "failing" for two consecutive years. The law allowed the state to abolish these districts' local school board and remove the local superintendent in favor of a state appointee who would report directly to the state board of education. A later amendment provided that removed local-school-board members would be barred from serving in that capacity again.

Jonathan Chait: Why the left stopped talking about achievement gaps

These remedies were intense--and yet the state set such a low bar for academic success that it was unlikely to affect more than a handful of Mississippi's school districts. Only in 2012 did the legislature set about toughening up the accountability regime. Schools and districts began earning a letter grade from A to F, just as children did in school, based on the share of students hitting outcomes including achieving grade-level learning, showing a year's worth of growth in a year's time, passing career and technical courses, and graduating with a standard diploma after four years of high school. By this point, the state was nearly three years into implementing new, challenging learning standards and had plans to administer a new assessment that was designed to reflect a national bar for student performance, rather than the measly Mississippi bar we had always set. The letter grades would reflect whether schools had successfully made the transition to the higher expectations, and do so in a way that the public would more easily understand.

This commitment to high standards was the context in which Mississippi passed our now-famous literacy law in 2013. Under the Literacy-Based Promotion Act, Mississippi students who cannot read sufficiently by third grade are held back a year--"retained," in education-policy parlance. Importantly, the law allows only very narrow exemptions, such that the overwhelming majority of children promoted to fourth grade must pass the state reading assessment in their first three tries. It also requires schools to screen students through state-approved assessments three times a year and send parents a letter reporting their child's progress. These two accountability requirements made sure that everyone in the system would be in a hellfire hurry to teach children to read. No one wanted children to fail.

The second reason for our success seems obvious now but wasn't at the time: The state's bureaucracy worked hard to implement reforms effectively. The shift to higher expectations, in other words, did not apply only to children and schools; it required a new attitude at the Mississippi Department of Education. Until 2012, the details of how an education law or policy would be implemented, and its success measured, were mostly left to individual school districts. The state education department focused primarily on compliance with such black-and-white requirements as class size, air conditioners, and funding restrictions.

This had clearly not worked, if the goal was student achievement. So, in 2013, the legislature tried a new tack: articulating clearer expectations in law and giving the state more involvement in implementation. For example, the legislature created a special-purpose oversight body called the Reading Panel to help the Department of Education with literacy implementation and gave two of the panel's six seats to its own education-committee chairs, and a third to a governor's appointee. Education officials were immediately on notice that if they didn't collaborate, there would be consequences. The department, aided by the hiring of a new state superintendent in November 2013, began to take a more active role than in the past in marshaling resources, support, and administrative authority to make sure the changes embodied in law actually filtered down to students in the classroom.

As the founder of the education nonprofit Mississippi First, I spent 17 years, alongside many other advocates, pushing for the reforms whose results are now grabbing national attention. I'm ecstatic that other states are recognizing and seeking to emulate our work. Unfortunately, the policies they have rushed to adopt look less like pages from the Mississippi playbook and more like elaborate paper snowflakes, with many of the most important pieces snipped out. As Idrees Kahloon wrote for The Atlantic in October, states across the country are considering and passing literacy reforms at a time when they have otherwise abandoned the foundation of standards and accountability. Few have committed to the sorts of accountability measures, such as parental notification and strict performance-based retention, that built the conditions for Mississippi's reading initiative to succeed.

Idrees Kahloon: America is sliding towards illiteracy

This mentality plays out in statehouses and departments of education in quietly pernicious ways. In Michigan, for example, lawmakers are considering their second revamp of a 2016 literacy law that failed to raise student outcomes, and they still seem torn on holding students to high standards. The original law included a third-grade retention policy that granted several broad exemptions, including allowing parents to opt their children out of being held back. The policy proved both unpopular and ineffective and was repealed in 2023. Lawmakers are now thinking of resurrecting it without fixing its flaws.

Georgia adopted two big reading bills in 2023 that attempted to copy many of Mississippi's strategies. Almost immediately, implementation went sideways, in part because the state failed to carefully select the tests that screen children for reading skills and difficulties. The original list adopted by the Georgia Department of Education contained 16 options of widely varying quality, prompting a 2024 bill to try to limit those approved. Education advocates in Georgia have told me that although the law declares that the science of reading shall become the standard in Georgia, the state education department is reluctant to force school districts to change their practices. The good news is that members of the Georgia legislature have caught on. In March, in the final few days of the 2026 legislative session, they passed cleanup legislation to try to more tightly control implementation.

And then there is California, which passed a "landmark" bill in 2025, framed as the fruits of a yearslong effort to help more children learn to read. The state budget also funds science-of-reading training grants and some literacy coaches statewide.

But a lack of accountability presages failure for California's big reform. The law encourages school districts to select science-of-reading curricula from a state-approved list--but it also allows them to self-certify that their materials meet state standards. California has also begun screening students in kindergarten through second grade for literacy difficulties but generally does not require parental notification of student scores. It has no statewide retention policy at all.

My fear is that poor implementation and, above all, a failure to take accountability seriously will end up discrediting good ideas. If these legislative reforms don't work, some states might conclude that the science of reading is ineffective and move on to the next education-policy fad. For exactly this reason, a silent compact has emerged in Mississippi lately to refrain from calling what happened a "miracle." The word diminishes the very real human effort required to change education for the children of our state. We've instead started calling our success the "Mississippi marathon." A marathon is always 26.2 miles, no matter when or where it's held. There are no shortcuts. Finishing is a human marvel, but not miraculous. Mississippi took every step, no matter how exhausting, to fix education. Other states will have to do the same.



This article originally stated that California does not require parental notification of the results of literacy screening tests. 
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The State That Could Decide Trump's Gerrymandering War

Democrats want Virginians to aggressively gerrymander the state.

by Russell Berman

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




Democrats in Virginia desperately want permission from voters to gerrymander the state beyond recognition. They also want Virginians to know how profoundly sorry they are to have to ask. "I believe that people should choose their representatives. Representatives shouldn't choose their people," State Senator Creigh Deeds declared on Friday, as he stood flanked by a dozen young Democrats at the University of Virginia.

This is typically the main argument against gerrymandering, but for Deeds, it was just the windup to a pitch for his party to cast aside its highfalutin principles and start hurling spitballs back at Republicans. "We've been pushed," he lamented, "into a situation not of our own choosing."

The situation to which Deeds so gravely alluded is the all-out redistricting war that Republicans started last summer in Texas. At President Trump's behest, state lawmakers redrew congressional lines to bolster the GOP's narrow House majority. Democrats, initially aghast but quickly emboldened, responded by matching Republicans with an equally aggressive gerrymander in California, which voters approved overwhelmingly in November. The battleground expanded from there, as Republicans added seats in North Carolina, Ohio, and Missouri.

With new opportunities to gain an edge dwindling, the two parties are waging an expensive campaign in Virginia that could prove decisive. The congressional map that Democrats have proposed is, in its ways, even more audacious than those enacted in either Texas or California. They're asking voters to temporarily set aside a bipartisan redistricting system they approved just six years ago. Under their proposal, Democrats would be favored to win all but one of Virginia's 11 House seats--a huge shift from the current districts, which are currently split between six Democrats and five Republicans. The boldness of Virginia's plan stands out all the more in light of the reticence of neighboring Maryland, a stronger Democratic bastion where the senate president rebuffed a push from national leaders and Governor Wes Moore to draw a map that could have given Democrats the lone remaining House seat they don't currently hold.

Just how far Democrats would reach in Virginia was the subject of weeks of internal debate within the party. Some had pushed for a slightly more restrained proposal that would have given Democrats the upper hand in nine of the 11 House seats. But advocates of a maximalist approach prevailed, and now Virginia voters will decide in an April 21 referendum whether to use the new maps this fall. The party has unified behind the 10-1 proposal--even if some Democrats seem to be bringing a touch of shame to their campaign.

"Nobody wants to do this. I don't want to do this," Michelle Maldonado, a Democratic member of the Virginia House of Delegates, told me after delivering a pep talk to campaign volunteers near her home in Manassas. But, like Deeds, she cited as a rationale Trump's demand for Republicans to carve into Democratic seats wherever they had the power to do so. "We can't sit back and wait."

Democrats confronted the same ethical qualms last fall in California, another state where voters had previously acted to remove politics from redistricting. But that campaign took place in a far bluer state at a time when anger among rank-and-file Democrats over the GOP's Texas gerrymander was raw and fresh. Five months later, the Republican redistricting campaigns have stalled in states such as Indiana and Kansas, where GOP lawmakers rejected pressure from Trump to redraw their maps. The Florida legislature will meet later this month to consider gerrymandering proposals, but there too, many Republicans have become skittish.

Read: The state that handed Trump his biggest defeat yet

The GOP's struggles are welcome news for Democrats nationally, but they have complicated the "Yes" campaign in Virginia, where polls are close and some left-leaning voters are questioning whether their party really needed to gerrymander so audaciously. Deeds, who was the Democrats' nominee for governor in 2009, is one of Virginia's longest-serving state legislators. He said he's tried to explain the stakes to Democratic critics, with mixed success. "Sometimes I've been able to convince them otherwise," Deeds told me. But other skeptics of the plan, he acknowledged, haven't budged. "Ultimately," Deeds said, "if this isn't successful, I think it will be because of people like that."

Perhaps the biggest risk for Virginia Democrats is that their cutthroat approach to redistricting will wake up a state Republican Party that they thoroughly trounced in November. Abigail Spanberger won the governorship by 15 points and the largest raw-vote margin in state history. But Republicans have been heartened by strong early-voting turnout in conservative areas, along with a landslide victory in a legislative election last month. (The result was a rare overperformance by Republicans in a special election during Trump's second term, which Democrats have been dominating across the country.)

Democrats "have overreached," Eric Cantor, the former House majority leader who is helping lead the opposition to the amendment, told me. "There's no doubt that gives us an advantage." Representative Ben Cline, a fourth-term Republican whose conservative district would become a Democratic-leaning battleground in the proposed map, has launched another group to defeat the referendum. "Virginia had a Republican governor less than three months ago, but Democrats now want to take 91 percent of the House seats. That's insane," he told me.

A narrow majority of likely Virginia voters favored the redistricting amendment in a poll released last week by The Washington Post and George Mason University's Schar School. But the same survey found that Republicans and other opponents of the measure were more enthusiastic about voting. "People understand the hypocrisy and are really angry," Cantor said. Turnout for an April election "is a tough thing," he added. "But when you're angry, I think you win the turnout."

Democratic ads have featured Spanberger and former President Obama urging voters to fight back against Republican efforts "to steal enough seats in Congress to rig the next election and wield unchecked power for two more years." But opponents have tried to muddy the debate by reminding voters of Obama's long history of campaigning against gerrymandering. Civil-rights leaders accused a dark-money group of engaging in a racist misinformation campaign by sending mailers to Black voters invoking the civil-rights movement and implying that Obama opposes the redistricting amendment. "It's despicable," Maldonado said. (The chair of the committee that sent the mailers, a Republican former state legislator who is Black, has defended the tactic.)

With tens of millions of dollars already spent on TV ads, Democrats have dwarfed Republicans in fundraising so far. But turnout has been robust across Virginia, even exceeding the early vote in the fall governor's race. At the early-voting site in Waynesboro, a small city west of Charlottesville near Shenandoah National Park, cars pulled into the parking lot every couple of minutes on a recent Thursday afternoon. The area is a conservative part of Cline's district, and most people I interviewed were voting no. Voters expressed more than the usual amount of disgust with both parties. "They've all let the power go to their head," George Trent, a 56-year-old Trump voter who opposed the amendment, told me. J. Strickland, a 71-year-old independent who leans Republican and "reluctantly" backed Trump in 2024, told me he voted no because if the amendment passed, "Democrats would control the entire state." Strickland, who did not want his first name used while talking about politics, said the whole gerrymandering war made a strong case for term limits in Congress. "This two-party system is crazy," Strickland said. "Both parties are fighting against themselves."

As they did in California, Democrats are trying to reassure voters about the redistricting amendment by emphasizing that it's temporary. The new maps would be used through 2030, after which the state would return to a system in which a bipartisan commission draws House districts after the decennial census. Supporters have also noted that unlike Republican gerrymandering efforts that have won approval only from state legislatures, California and Virginia have each put their redistricting proposals before the voters, as state law required in both cases.

Read: 'California is allowed to hit back' 

Opponents of the Virginia amendment doubt the claims that these new maps are only a short-term response. Republicans have made no such promises about their own mid-decade redistricting plans, and because of population trends, blue states are likely to lose seats to GOP-controlled states after the 2030 census, putting more pressure on Democrats to maximize their advantage where they can. A Supreme Court ruling rolling back the Voting Rights Act, which could happen later this spring, would allow Republicans in southern states to draw themselves even more seats in the next few years.

If gerrymandering is a tough sell in Virginia, Democrats are also offering voters a simpler rationale for supporting the amendment. This, they tell them, is your chance to fight back against Trump, to "level the playing field" against the president's many attempts to accumulate power for himself and for his party. The various messages from the "Yes" campaign have a choose-your-own-outrage feel to them. In addition to running commercials with Obama and Spanberger, the "Yes" campaign has released ads featuring military veterans warning about Trump's threat to democracy. Another ad warns about the prospect of a national abortion ban if Republicans accrue even more power.

At the University of Virginia, "Yes" campaigners were using their own Trump-related controversy as motivation: the ouster last summer of UVA's president, James Ryan, who resigned under pressure from the Justice Department in a dispute over DEI policies. During a press conference last week, Semony Shah, the president of UVA's University Democrats, cast the referendum as an opportunity for students to stop what she called "federal overreach" into the university. "These are things that frustrate students, because their voices weren't accounted for. Their voices weren't heard," Shah told me afterward. "This," she said, "is your way to make your voice heard."

Democrats acknowledged the strong start that Republican areas of the state have had in early voting, but they told me turnout was picking up among their target constituencies. The campaign is planning a surge of rallies and canvassing events this weekend, timed for the expansion of early voting to dozens more satellite locations across Virginia. At the canvass launch in Manassas, Maldonado warned volunteers that they might encounter concerned and even angry voters who were "worried that this is a power grab by Democrats." The door-knockers themselves seemed more confident, suggesting that the party's pearl-clutching over gerrymandering was not as widespread as politicians like Deeds and Maldonado feared. Dylan Saldano, a 24-year-old digital fundraiser from Loudoun County, told me he's been canvassing regularly since early voting started. I asked him if he had encountered Democrats who planned to vote against the amendment out of a principled opposition to gerrymandering. "I haven't found someone who's said that yet," Saldano replied, "which makes me think we have it in the bag."
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Trump Is Wishcasting Victory in Iran

The president went from threatening that "a whole civilization will die" to claiming a "total and complete victory." What does the already shaky cease-fire mean as he tries to steer his way out of the war?

by Adam Harris

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




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

Early on Easter morning, President Trump went on a tirade about the ongoing war in Iran; the Iranian government had closed the Strait of Hormuz, and he wanted it reopened. "Open the Fuckin' Strait, you crazy bastards, or you'll be living in Hell!," he wrote on Truth Social.

Trump had given Iran an ultimatum a few days earlier: make a deal or the United States and Israel would bomb Iran enough to "bring them back to the Stone Ages." The American barrage he promised would target desalination plants, power plants, and bridges--i.e., civilian infrastructure.

As the deadline approached, the president's posts somehow became more incendiary. On Tuesday, he threatened: "A whole civilization will die tonight, never to be brought back again. I don't want that to happen, but it probably will," rhetorical territory unseen among international leaders in an era of the United Nations and mutual assured destruction.

Hours before the deadline arrived, however, the U.S. announced a two-week cease-fire. The news was not such a shock, given that Trump has made a habit of issuing harsh threats before retreating, but it nonetheless offers a reprieve for Iranian citizens. While negotiations took place, Iran would reopen the strait, and the U.S. and Israel would stop their bombing. Both sides declared victory in the deal. But the compact's shaky foundation began wobbling almost immediately; and in the aftermath of Trump's threats, America's standing in the world had already fallen. On this week's Radio Atlantic, our staff writers Tom Nichols and Nancy A. Youssef explain the war in Iran after an apparent threat of genocide, and how no deal can undo the damage of those words.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Adam Harris:  This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Adam Harris, in for Hanna Rosin. This week began with President Trump giving Iran an ultimatum: Open up the Strait of Hormuz, cut a deal, or face attacks on civilian infrastructure.

President Trump: We have a plan, because of the power of our military, where  every bridge in Iran will be decimated by 12 o'clock tomorrow night, where every power plant in Iran will be out of business, burning, exploding, and never to be used again--I mean complete demolition.


Harris: That was him speaking at a Monday press conference.

The next morning, he was even more direct: "A whole civilization will die tonight, never to be brought back again," he declared on Truth Social. "I don't want that to happen, but it probably will."

[Music]

Harris: In the hours before his Tuesday-night deadline, the United States announced a two-week cease-fire while the talks play out.

The deal already looks shaky, with Israeli striking targets in Lebanon and Iranian state media saying the strait is again closed in response. Talks are set to begin in Pakistan this weekend.

But in the meantime, the president can't take back his words, words that appear to meet the UN definition of genocide and, when uttered by a world leader, are taken as policy.

To understand what comes next, I'm joined by two Atlantic staff writers who follow the military and foreign affairs, Nancy Youssef and Tom Nichols.

Nancy, thanks for joining.

Nancy Youssef: Thanks for having me.

Harris: And, Tom, it's great to have you.

Tom Nichols: Hey, Adam. Thanks for having me.

Harris: So, Tom, we're speaking on Wednesday. As the clock was winding down on Tuesday, I guess a very blunt question: Did you think he was going to go through with the threats?
 
 Nichols: I didn't think it was impossible, but I think it would've provoked a constitutional crisis, which means that it was much less likely than not to happen, because I think he would've had to order the military to do things that the military, this time, would've balked at.

There are reports that the military is already giving the president lists of things that only had military applicability, which is not the same thing as erasing a civilization. So I didn't think it was likely to happen, but as I said in the piece I wrote that afternoon, when the president of the United States talks, you have to take it seriously.

We're used to Trump saying kind of loopy things and talking about sharks and his uncle and electricity and whatnot. But nonetheless, he is the president, and the president's statements are policy. And so I said, well, it's not likely to happen, but we have to treat his statements as if it could happen and go from there.

Harris: Yeah, and, Nancy, what were your sources telling you about Trump's threats in the lead-up to that deadline?

Youssef: So there was a lot of anxiety after that social-media post right after Easter in which he threatened the destruction of civilization. And people were really trying to figure out what was in the realm of possible in terms of what could be done.

The conversation I heard in the run-up to the deadline was that the U.S. wouldn't be hitting historical sites or civilian infrastructure, but that they would go out for what's called "dual use," things that are used both by the military for military purposes and for civilian use.

But then you can't just sort of declare "dual use" and then strike. It has to be proportional. You have to demonstrate it. So I think that was sort of the start of people looking for an off-ramp from the rhetoric that we heard. And then by day's end--I couldn't figure out why at the time--you could feel that things had sort of calmed down in terms of the anxiety that I was feeling in the morning from sources, but we didn't quite understand why at the time.

And I thought that maybe it was because even if the military had gone through, which, as Tom noted, would've caused a lot of mayhem, even that wasn't gonna guarantee the fall of the regime. So the question I kept coming back to is: What is the military gain that comes with doing these unprecedented strikes?

We've seen the Iranian regime survive the decapitation of its leadership, the destruction of its ballistic-missile and drone capability--to what extent, we don't know--the destruction of its navy, largely, and they have survived. And historically, we've seen them quite resilient. They were in an eight-year war with Iraq and survived that. And so I couldn't understand how those strikes, had they been carried out, with all the consequences associated with it, got the president one of the outcomes that he said he was seeking, which was the collapse of the regime.

Harris: Yeah, and actually, speaking of those outcomes that the president said he was seeking, right, you go even back to January and you think about what the president was saying about the Iranian people, right--this was to help them overthrow the regime. And now we have something like 1,700 Iranian civilians who have been killed in the strikes, including at least 250 children.

What of the Iranian people in all of this? What was the administration thinking about those people when you were having these threats from the president?

Youssef: Well, it's an interesting question because this started at 2:30 in the morning in terms of presidential statements, which he made from a Truth Social video, that this was for the Iranian people.

Trump:  Finally, to the great, proud people of Iran, I say tonight that the hour of your freedom is at hand. Stay sheltered. Don't leave your home. It's very dangerous outside. Bombs will be dropping everywhere. When we are finished, take over your government. It will be yours to take.


Youssef: And I think there were a lot of Iranian people who welcomed it and even still welcomed it because there was such profound frustration with the regime. We had seen massive protests in the run-up to this in December and January, and real threats to the durability of the regime.

But over time, not only through the strikes, but through the rhetoric we heard from the U.S., I think we saw an administration that conflated the regime and the people. And we use this phrase sort of "hearts and minds," and maybe people are quick to dismiss it. But if the objective was to get the Iranian people to rise up and to challenge the government, it's very hard to get that kind of mobilization when you're also attacking them and making what they saw as derogatory comments about their religion on Easter Sunday and all these things.

And so I think for some Iranians--we heard about real splits within the diaspora--but internally, I think there was a real struggle between those who both found themselves stuck with a regime that they didn't want and a war that was conducted in a way that they didn't want.

Harris: On those goals and thinking about this was a war that the people didn't want, but now we've reached a point where we have reached a cease-fire. But I'm still kind of stuck in this idea that I don't know that we've ever gotten a clear definition of why the administration is there.

They've said all of these various reasons why they're there, and now they're saying that, well, the Strait of Hormuz, it's reopening, and that's the sort of victory, but that was just a byproduct of war. So, Tom, Nancy, either of you can answer this one, have they clearly defined our reason for being there?

Nichols: No. No. (Laughs.) Now we have a very clear reason, which is to reopen the Strait of Hormuz, which wouldn't have been closed if we hadn't gone to war in the first place. In that sense, yes, we created a clear war aim by starting a war.

I think the important thing is to go back to the first day of this war and to realize, regardless of how many times Trump denies it, this was a regime-change war. It was meant to be a regime-change war. And we're seeing that now--there was this piece from The New York Times that was very detailed and was kind of a minute-by-minute explanation of how the administration went to war.

It was clear Trump said, We're gonna hit them really hard, and then the regime's gonna fall. And, boy, how rarely do I say this about people in Trump's orbit, but to their credit, people like the CIA director said--I believe the word he used to describe that scenario was "farcical."

But Trump didn't wanna hear it, because remember, Trump wish-casts; I say this every time we talk about him. He tries to manifest things into being. He's like, Yeah, yeah, I know it's a problem, but if we just do it, it will happen--"if you build it, they will come" kind of thinking. And he launched the war, expected the regime to fall, and it didn't.

And when that didn't happen, everything went to hell. They didn't know what to do next. So he just said, General, have you got more operations here? [General:] Yeah, we can hit plenty. Iran is a target-rich environment. We can bomb stuff all day long.

But as I used to teach at the Naval War College years ago: Operational successes without strategic direction don't get you toward victory.

Harris: And what does the military do when they don't have that strategic direction and when they're pulling all of these different threads, right? If this is a regime change, you're going to do a specific thing for regime change, as opposed to I'm doing a specific thing for liberation of people, as opposed to I'm doing specific things to open up a street that wouldn't have been closed otherwise. So how do they plan when there is no strategic direction?

Nichols: That's not their job. Their job is to plan operations. The very senior military leaders are supposed to ask that question: We have these packages. We have these target sets. We have these objectives we can achieve. What is it you want us to do, Mr. President? Where are we supposed to be going with this?

And in the absence of that, they do operations. They say, Okay, well, we can destroy some more factories. We can blow up some more airfields. We can take out some more boats. We can do that all day, at least until we start running out of ammo.

So in the end, the people that are supposed to know that are the kind of people that Pete Hegseth has been firing left and right.

Look, this is one of the most war-gamed scenarios in modern American history. We have been war-gaming scenarios about fighting with Iran for almost 50 years. They've got tons of operational plans sitting on the shelves about everything. But if the president just kind of wanders into the candy store and says, Gimme one of those, gimme one of those, and give me one of those, the military salutes smartly and says, Yes, sir.

Youssef: Can I jump in, Adam? 'Cause Tom made so many great points, and I wanna just build on a couple of them.

Harris: Yeah, absolutely.

Youssef: The firings--we've had a lot of generals and admirals fired, including the head of the Army, during this conflict. Now, usually, when a general or admiral is fired during war, it's for the conduct of the war. That didn't appear to be the case in this instance; this was personal animosity--a secretary who was micromanaging personnel decisions in the Army, looking to put his own stamp on that service.

And while this was largely a war from the air and sea, the Army had an important role. The air defenses that you heard about, the Patriots and the THAADs, those are Army-operated system. Restocking the munitions that were used for them, it falls on the Army chief of staff, and he was fired during this conflict. And so I think that's important to note, just the pace at which these personnel changes were happening.

The other thing I wanna point out is, for all the reasons that the United States gave for conducting this war, Iran was very consistent throughout: They wanted to survive as a regime. They wanted compensation for the damages to their country. And so I think, to Tom's point, when one side doesn't have clear strategic aims and the other does, no amount of firepower can resolve that. And what you saw the Iranians do is take that strategy and marry it with an asymmetric-warfare approach to take away the advantage that the United States had, with much stronger munitions training, planes, weapons, ships. And so that's where the strategy, I think, sort of--or lack thereof--played out on the battlefield.

Nichols: Two quick points--the other thing about Nancy's point about the Army: The Army took casualties. We spent a lot of time on watching television about the air war, but when some of those bases got hit, those were Army people that we lost.

The other is, this looks a lot like Ukraine. It was exactly the same imbalance of interests. [Russian President Vladimir] Putin went in, thought he was gonna just knock the Ukrainian regime over in a day--or three days or four days. But also, when that didn't happen, Putin didn't have a clear set of goals. It was just: throw more guys and more bodies, and blow up more buildings.

And just like the Iranians, the Ukrainians had a strategic goal: survive, and control the territory and the government of Ukraine. And they have, so far.

Harris: Nancy, we know that no one really wins in war in terms of human suffering. But even so, we now have this cease-fire, and I wonder, based on everything you've said here, is Iran actually the winner of the cease-fire?

Youssef: Well, I should start by saying that the cease-fire is very tenuous. Almost immediately, Iran announced that the strait would be effectively shut down again because Israel, which did not believe in the part of the agreement that said that Lebanon would not be attacked, carried out extensive attacks on Lebanon. So it's all very fragile because there are three parties with three different interests, and we don't know the specifics of the deal.

Now, having said that, Trump, among the reasons he gave is that he didn't want Iran to have a nuclear weapon. But I think what Iran discovered is that they actually have a deterrent capability that is immediately available to them right now, that allows them to make revenue off of it, that allows them to have great influence over the global economy, and that was the Strait of Hormuz.

I don't know that Iran needs to look to nuclear capabilities as much, having now been empowered with some control over the Strait of Hormuz. One of the things that they have said is that they wanna maintain that control. And so what Iran has come out of this, I think, is a new form of deterrence against future warfare--not inviting sanctions through the prospects of a nuclear program, but rather sort of saying, If you punish us, it now affects the global economy, or certainly has that potential.

That was always sort of their nuclear option of sorts, that if it came down to the threat to their survival--which this, for them, was--that they would exercise that option of the strait. And now that they have, and I think, going forward, we're gonna see them try to continue to collect revenue, as they did during the war, to rebuild and potentially rebuild the regime from the strikes that they've endured throughout these past 39 days.
 
 [Music]

Harris: After the break, the turmoil inside the Trump administration over this war and what that means on the battlefield.

[Break]
 
 Harris: Tom, one of the things that I couldn't necessarily wrap my head around, it was maybe an irony that was really troubling me on Sunday into Monday into Tuesday, as the president's threats became more hostile, severe, incendiary--whichever adjective you'd like to use there--and that was that he was saying things that people clearly identified as war crimes and Congress has not yet declared a war. And so I guess, constitutionally, this is still something that's worth asking: Will Congress ever declare a war, or does it matter at this point?
 
 Nichols: No, and it doesn't matter at this point. There's a couple of things to think about and reasons that Democrats would be hesitant to declare a war as well. Wartime conditions vastly empower a president.

What I think people like Tim Kaine and others among the Democrats wanted was a war-powers resolution, to be able to rein in Trump by law and by budgetary authority from this conflict. But now that it's over--and I think it is over for the foreseeable future--there's no point in it.

Republicans didn't wanna do it because Trump kept sending them signals: Stop saying "war"; it's a military operation, which is part of the reason, I think, that the war was never popular. I've never seen this happen before, where a president embarks on a major military operation and not only gets no bump out of it, but actually starts to bleed support over time. Even in the first stages of Vietnam, the American people rallied around Lyndon Johnson. This is really unprecedented in modern times.
 
 Harris: Yeah, and you said that you think that it's over for the foreseeable future, right? But if we are operating under the idea that the cease-fire is tenuous, what leads you to say that it's over?

Nichols: Because Trump's entire political body language for weeks now has been, Get me out of this.

I think what we saw, from Easter onward and leading up to those really feverish statements, was panic and flailing. He lost control of the situation within the first week, when the things he wanted to happen didn't happen.

And ever since then, he's been trying to manipulate markets and wish-cast solutions and announce things, hoping that just by announcing them they become reality, like deals: We're gonna make a great deal. They're begging me for a deal. None of that happened. And I think the last thing anybody wants in Washington right now is to have to go back into this.

Nancy and I were talking at one point about General [Dan] Caine's briefing, which really sounded like a wrap-up. It didn't sound like a Here's where we are on the eve of a cease-fire. It sounded like a Welp, it's been 39 days. Here's all the stuff we destroyed. Thank you, and good evening.

Harris: I was watching that press conference on Wednesday morning as well, and there seemed to be two different postures that were coming from Caine and Secretary Hegseth. Am I wrong in that? 'Cause General Caine did seem as if he was wrapping things up.

General Dan Caine: Over the course of 38 days of major combat operation, the joint force achieved the military objectives as defined by the president. We welcome--


Harris: But Secretary Hegseth kept going back to this idea that, Well, the reason why we're at the cease-fire and the reason why this deal came is because of the president's threats.

Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth: Other presidents marked time and kick the can down the road. President Trump made history.


Harris: Because he's shown that he's willing to go there, and he is still willing to go there.

Hegseth: So they still may shoot here and there, but that would be very, very unwise.


Harris: Kind of leaving that option hanging out there felt like a different thing than what General Caine was saying.

Nichols: Yeah, of course that's what Pete Hegseth's going to say, because while this war has been going on, there's been another drama going on at the Pentagon: Pete Hegseth's worried about his job.

And if you wonder why the secretary of the Army came out in recent days and said, I'm not quitting; I have no plans to resign; I'm not getting fired, as far as I know, that's Dan Driscoll, and he has been floated as the most likely replacement for Pete Hegseth.

So every time you see Pete Hegseth, just assume that all he's doing is speaking to Donald Trump and saying, Please keep me in my job.

Harris: Nancy, one of the things Tom mentioned was the deference that Republicans have had, traditionally, to the president over the last several years, in both terms in office. But some members of his own party, right, had become vocally critical of his threats in recent days. What are they saying now that this cease-fire has gone into effect?

Youssef: I think that you're hearing relief. Throughout those statements, it was notable to me, yes, there were Republicans that spoke up, but the silence that happened throughout, particularly after the president threatened to destroy a country's civilization; the silence after Hegseth, in one of those press conferences, talked about "no quarter," and then, days later, U.S. service members were flying an F-15E over Iran and had to escape because the Iranians shot it down.
 
 There was a lot of really bombastic language that happened throughout this war. And again, I think Tom's right in terms of the audience that often Hegseth is speaking to, but it is heard around the world. And it was striking to me that we didn't hear the kind of pushback I think that maybe some would've expected, given the impact on the battlefield. You could feel the discomfort in that silence, but it wasn't enough to challenge the president's assertions, and that was striking to me.

I should also note that there was a willingness to kind of support funding in the war, which, at the time, the president was asking for $200 billion. I think the question going forward will be whether they continue to support the military in terms of the budget. The president's asking for $1.5 trillion. Much of that will go towards rebuilding some of the damage that happened to ships--we saw the USS Gerald Ford, the newest aircraft carrier, caught on fire during this conflict--the restocking of munitions, particularly those air defenses.

There is a cost, and I think the Republicans will be confronted with sort of whether they're willing to pay for it literally and then in terms of political costs, given that the president had campaigned on the promise to not go into these kinds of wars in this region specifically.

Harris: Yeah, and even, right, considering his promises not to go into wars in these regions specifically and other ways that the president has sort of gone back on things that he said during the campaign, alongside the sort of increasingly erratic, of sorts, behavior that he has been exhibiting, Tom, right, there have been calls from notable right-wing figures for the Twenty-Fifth Amendment to be invoked. Of course, that is the most nuclear option there and probably the most involved option. But those folks were former representatives, folks like Marjorie Taylor Greene, Joe Walsh, Adam Kinzinger, but you ended up getting folks like Alex Jones. Is there a point where the sort of more mainstream part of the party starts to push back if the president's behavior becomes even more erratic than it has been in recent weeks?

Nichols: Boy, that is a great question because what would constitute more erratic than starting a war half a world away with a country of 90 million people and then threatening to erase their civilization from the planet?

I think what you're seeing, though, is Republicans, rather than rising in opposition or thinking about the Twenty-Fifth Amendment, they're doing a much more time-honored Washington tradition. They're going to the press, and they're ratting each other out. And they're distancing themselves from the president.

That whole report about the decision to go to war, basically, you had everybody in the room saying, Well, I didn't think it was a good idea.

Harris: Yeah.

Nichols: The only guy who gets thrown under the bus in that whole account--and he's thrown under the bus by all of his colleagues--is Pete Hegseth.

The other thing that's happening--and this goes back to the conversation you were just having with Nancy about budgets--do the Republicans really wanna go out there in a few months? Because, just to back up for a moment, the economic damage from this war is going to reverberate now for months. And I think a lot of Republicans out there are saying, I can't really do anything about the Twenty-Fifth Amendment, but I don't wanna run on a 40 percent defense budget increase while the president's saying we can't fund Medicare.

So I think there's a lot of trouble for Republicans because of Donald Trump, but I don't think he goes anywhere, and I think that's actually worse for Republicans. Instead of becoming the fuel for more Republican victories, Donald Trump has become a giant millstone, an albatross around the necks of Republicans now.

Harris: Yep. As he is, in your words, right, an albatross around the neck of the Republicans, I still come back to this thought that this is just the second year of this administration. And so even if we have the sort of changeover in Congress, if Democrats reclaim the House, there are still several more years of a Trump administration. And I am kind of left to wonder, where do we go from here, Tom, Nancy? Where can the U.S. go from here in terms of its reputation? We have turned war crimes into a bargaining chip of political policy.

Nichols: I think if the Democrats win in November, his presidency's effectively over. And I think that will make him completely bananas, and he will say and do even crazier and more dangerous things that will harm the reputation of the presidency and the United States. But I also think that he will now be more constrained in what he can do, especially--I can't believe that we're even thinking of this, because this was impossible a few months ago--especially if he loses the House and the Senate. But if he loses the House, which you don't ever wanna say anything's inevitable, but seems inevitable, then I think you get crazier rhetoric, but more responsible government in the short term.

Youssef: I think on a global scale, what we saw from this war is another region that is sort of reconsidering its relationship with the United States from a security perspective. In the run-up to this, you'll remember that the president threatened to attack Greenland, and you saw the sort of shocks of that go through Europe in terms of could they count on the United States as a reliable partner. During this conflict, he threatened to leave NATO because they wouldn't come to the defense of the strait and then later said that we didn't need NATO, because we don't need the oil and we don't care about the strait. So again, there was sort of a tension there.

The Gulf states had really pinned their security on their relationship with the United States. They had bases throughout the region because they thought those bases would be a security guarantee. As it turns out, it made them a bigger target. They had built defense relationships with the United States, hoping that that would lead to security, and again, it ended up making them a target. Now, there are a few options for the Gulf in terms of how they look at alternatives, but I do think we're gonna see them start to diversify in light of how these past 39 days have gone.

And so I think the most immediate takeaway is we're gonna see another consequential part of the world really reassess its relationship with the United States, given the events of these past 39 days and how the war has played out and the impact that has had on them and the U.S. response to that.

Nichols: One interesting thing here, I think, is we've worried a lot about terrorism and payback and all those other things that you should worry about when you embark on this kind of war. But Nancy's point about the Gulf states--the Iranians may decide to play nice with Europe and the United States to keep us occupied elsewhere, but really take it out on the Gulf states and make it clear: Don't ever do this again. You chose poorly. It's possible that the Gulf states have to be more worried about that even than we do.

Harris: Yeah. Well, there will be a lot to look out for in the coming days and weeks. Tom, Nancy, thanks for joining me.

Nichols: Thank you.

Youssef: Thank you.
 
 [Music]

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

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

I'm Adam Harris. Hanna will be back next week. Thanks for listening.
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1979 Is the Year That Explains Donald Trump

And pretty much all of the 1980s do too.

by Jonathan Lemire, Isabel Ruehl

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




It sure feels like 1979 again. Iran is fighting the West. The price of gas has been rising for weeks. Moscow is aiming to take advantage of a distracted White House. The party in control of Washington is anxiously looking at the polls. Flared pants and jumpsuits are back! So are cigarettes. Steven Spielberg is riding high after doing a movie about humans encountering aliens. (Not to be outdone, actual space missions are back too.) U2 put out new music. Even the Pittsburgh Pirates are good.

And if we do seem to have returned to that moment in time, then, well, Donald Trump would seem to be ready for whatever comes next, because the guy has lived his whole life like it's the 1980s.

He embraces the big-bigger-biggest ethos of the decade, with its gold-plated style and "greed is good" mantra. His views have been shaped by the brash era in which excess was the norm and ostentatious displays of wealth and power were celebrated in pop culture and in Trump's Manhattan. (The pink-marbled lobby of his Trump Tower skyscraper looks just as it did when it opened in 1983.) It was also a moment when New York City was defined by extreme wealth stratification and racial unrest, a time of high crime and corruption. To this day, Trump's touchstones almost seem preserved in amber from that decade: Sylvester Stallone, George Steinbrenner, Hulk Hogan, the musical Cats. This was an era of over-the-top displays of patriotism and even jingoism; the phrase Let's make America great again was in. (It's true--Ronald Reagan got there first.) This was when Trump became a celebrity, when he still had youth on his side. In his mind, at least, he hasn't left.




Trump's favorite era may also be shaping his approach to the war with Iran. Back then was when Trump revealed himself to be an Iran hawk, one who believed that President Jimmy Carter's failed efforts to rescue hostages at the U.S. embassy broadcast a sign of American weakness to the globe. In a series of remarks over the decade when he became a public figure, Trump said he'd punish Iran, and he began to float his now-familiar refrain of take the oil. Indeed, those 1980s discussions of foreign policy and Iran were when the media began speculating that Trump might someday run for president. The lessons he learned decades ago have informed his bombastic approach to this war, which has included the killing of Iran's leader, the degradation of its military, and a threat Tuesday to wipe out the nation's "whole civilization." A fragile cease-fire is now in place. Republicans hope that this Iran crisis won't wound the White House like the one that did 47 years ago.

Carter's presidency was largely doomed when, amid the Iranian Revolution of 1979, militants seized the American embassy in Tehran. Weeks later, Ruhollah Khomeini, an Islamist cleric, emerged as the new theocratic state's supreme leader and fueled extreme anti-American sentiment. A military rescue effort failed, and the standoff gripped the United States throughout a presidential-election year. Carter later received some credit for having prevented the situation from growing worse, but at the time, he seemed weak and powerless. In October 1980, a young Trump, then just 34 years old, gave an interview that is believed to be the first time he publicly weighed in on foreign policy.

"That this country sits back and allows a country such as Iran to hold our hostages, to my way of thinking, is a horror, and I don't think they'd do it with other countries," Trump said during an interview on NBC with the gossip columnist Rona Barrett. When Barrett asked whether he'd advocate for sending in troops to free the hostages and seize Iran's resources, Trump answered in the affirmative, saying, "I think right now we'd be an oil-rich nation, and I believe that we should have done it."

From the June 2025 issue: 'I run the country and the world'

Sounds familiar. As best we can tell, this is also the first time that Trump publicly mused about taking another nation's oil. It wouldn't be the last. Reagan won in a landslide a month later, though he never got around to taking any oil. As a parting kiss-off to Carter, the hostages were released on the day of the Republican's inauguration.

Douglas Brinkley, a presidential historian and a professor at Rice University, told us that "it almost became orthodoxy in the party in 1980 to say, If I were president, I would not have been weak like Carter. I would have bombed Iran back to the Stone Age." But Brinkley warned that Trump may have overcompensated. In his effort to project toughness and strength, he's unleashing bellicose rhetoric that won't intimidate the Iranian theocracy (after all, their leaders talk that way too) and that, ultimately, will leave him with few good options. "It looks like he wants to live on that 1980 threat. It's like the 'madman theory' of foreign policy," Brinkley said. "You've got to make Iran believe they have to cut a deal."


US President Ronald Reagan (1911 - 2004) shakes hands with real estate developer Donald Trump in a reception line in the White House's Blue Room, Washington DC. November 3, 1987. (White House Photo Office / PhotoQuest / Getty)



By the late 1980s, Trump was a celebrity real-estate developer, a best-selling author, and a tabloid fixture. But what he said then effectively previews how he is governing now; indeed, for a politician who has few consistent ideologies (except on tariffs; he has always loved tariffs), it's striking how Trump's views on Iran haven't really changed. A New York Times write-up of an October 1987 speech in New Hampshire relayed that the businessman had suggested that the U.S. "should attack Iran and seize some of its oil fields in retaliation for what he called Iran's bullying of America." A couple of months later, Trump complained to Phil Donahue (we told you this was a very 1980s tale) that American allies were not doing enough to protect access to oil in the Persian Gulf. The following year, Trump told The Guardian that if he were ever to run for president, he'd be "harsh" on Iran, declaring that "one bullet shot at one of our men or ships, and I'd do a number on Kharg Island. I'd go in and take it." Nearly 40 years later, the Pentagon has prepared a plan for a ground invasion to do just this. It's awaiting Trump's approval if the cease-fire falters.

Tehran is proving to be just as tricky for Trump as it was for Carter. Besotted with the military successes of his bombing campaign in Iran last summer and the operation to seize Nicolas Maduro from Venezuela in January, Trump believed that a joint operation with Israel would be over in a matter of days, weeks at most. He broke his promise to not start a new Middle East war. Yet despite the obliteration of scores of military targets, the regime in Tehran has proved resilient and able to strike its Gulf neighbors. It seized control of the Strait of Hormuz, through which about 20 percent of the world's oil passes. Energy prices have jumped; Trump's poll numbers have sunk. And despite U.S. claims of total air superiority, Iran shot down a fighter jet last week, sparking a frantic search-and-rescue operation.

That mission was shaped by Operation Eagle Claw, the failed 1980 military effort to rescue Americans held during the Iranian hostage crisis. The plan then was complex, involving landing cargo aircraft and helicopters in a remote-desert staging site, inserting U.S. forces into Iran, and preparing them to move on Tehran for a coordinated hostage rescue. But the mission failed at what was supposed to be the staging ground, exposing the military's inability to work across services and carry out complicated operations.

The result was a fundamental yearslong overhaul of the U.S. armed forces. The Pentagon began embracing "joint operations," and the U.S. established the Special Operations Command, which is dedicated to such missions. The Pentagon also reassessed how it thought about what transport aircraft could do. During Operation Eagle Claw, C-130s were a crucial tactical asset; one landed on a makeshift desert airstrip and eventually evacuated injured service members from that failed mission. Nearly 46 years to the day, C-130s were part of the rescue mission in Iran, again tasked with making a quick landing inside the country and then evacuating.

Read: The real intelligence failure in Iran

But that rescue, carried out in the morning hours of Easter Sunday, was followed by an incendiary social-media post from the president in which he wrote, "Open the Fuckin' Strait, you crazy bastards, or you'll be living in Hell - JUST WATCH!" adding, "Praise be to Allah." Trump upped the pressure on Iran on Tuesday, writing that "the whole civilization will die tonight" if the strait was not opened. Hours later, Trump backed off the unhinged threat, and a two-week cease-fire materialized. The fragile truce, however, seemed to only strengthen Iran's claim over the strait; if that becomes permanent, it will be difficult to view the war as anything other than a strategic defeat for the United States.

Trump and his aides, though, would hear none of it. They insisted that the war has been won, that Iran's regime has been changed, and that, as the president put it this morning on social media, we could soon see "the Golden Age of the Middle East!!!" How was that possible? Trump's aides pointed us to the madman theory, saying that the president's unpredictability, combined with his genocidal threat to wipe out Iran, had forced the agreement. "That's The Art of the Deal, baby," one White House aide crowed to us.

That book, of course, was published in 1987.

Marie-Rose Sheinerman and Nancy A. Youssef contributed reporting.
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Pete Hegseth Is Trying to Resegregate the Military

"Color-blind and merit-based" now seems to be anything but.

by Adam Serwer

Wed, 08 Apr 2026




Service in wartime has long been a reliable path for Americans denied full citizenship to secure their rights. Black troops' contributions to the Union cause during the Civil War helped convince Abraham Lincoln of the righteousness of extending suffrage to Black men. Women's work on the home front during World War I persuaded a reluctant Woodrow Wilson to urge passage of the Nineteenth Amendment as a "war measure." The military's repeal of Don't Ask, Don't Tell was followed a few years later by the Supreme Court's recognition of the marriage rights of same-sex couples.

Perhaps the Trump administration is hoping the process works just as well in reverse.

Despite the conflict with Iran and other recent military activity overseas, the Pentagon seems focused on purging minorities and women. Last week, NBC News reported that Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth had intervened to block or delay the promotions of more than a dozen Black and female senior officers. According to both NBC and The New York Times, some officials are concerned that officers are being targeted because of their race, gender, or perceived political affiliation. In one instance last year, Hegseth's chief of staff, Ricky Buria, bluntly stated that "President Trump would not want to stand next to a Black female officer at military events," the Times reported. (Buria denied this.)

The Pentagon told NBC and the Times that promotions under Hegseth are "apolitical and unbiased." Nevertheless, the episode is part of a broader pattern. So far, Trump and Hegseth have dismissed or forced the retirements of several high-ranking Black and/or female officers: General C. Q. Brown as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; Admiral Lisa Franchetti as chief of naval operations; Lieutenant General Telita Crosland as head of the Defense Health Agency; and most recently Major General William Green as the Army's chief of chaplains. Hegseth has publicly said that "our diversity is our strength" is the "dumbest phrase in military history." By erasing Defense Department histories of nonwhite service members, and seeking to restore tributes to Confederate soldiers who took up arms against their country in defense of slavery, Hegseth has demonstrated a limited view of whose service is to be honored.

Trump is likely also seeking to ensure that remaining officers lack any qualms about following potentially illegal orders. Both he and Hegseth have long seen war crimes as worthy of admiration rather than scorn. As far back as 2016, Trump was regaling audiences at rallies with apocryphal stories about an American general shooting Muslims with bullets coated in pig's blood. In 2020, he fantasized about turning the military's guns on American citizens, but faced opposition from the leadership at the Pentagon. Yesterday morning, Trump publicly threatened to destroy Iran's "whole civilization" and target civilian infrastructure, both war crimes. He subsequently backed down, handing Iran the ability to charge tolls for ships passing through the Strait of Hormuz; passage was free prior to the American attack.

Enlisted service members are disproportionately nonwhite compared with the U.S. population as a whole, while officers are disproportionately white. Women are also serving in larger numbers than ever before: About a fifth of active-duty military personnel are women. Yet Hegseth has long been dismissive of women's service, particularly in combat roles, and once wrote that, under leaders like Brown, "black troops, at all levels, will be promoted simply based on their race" (this is called confession by accusation). Hegseth seems to want the pool of high-ranking officers to be even less diverse than it already is, having complained in his book that "America's white sons and daughters are walking away" from the military. And he and Trump seem to be purging not only women and people of color, but officers who see them as equally capable--such as the Army chief of staff, General Randy George, who was fired after reportedly refusing to remove several Black and female officials from the promotion list to general.

Adam Serwer: The war-crimes president

Hegseth infamously claimed at the beginning of his tenure that promotions in the military would be "color-blind and merit-based." It is now clear that this was not true. During his confirmation hearing, Hegseth was unable to provide any evidence whatsoever that the military had lowered standards in the name of diversity. If that is the case, then why have we seen so many well-qualified Black and female senior officers dismissed? Why did the Pentagon, for no plausible reason other than animus, expel trans service members after years of honorable service? "Color-blind and merit-based" now appears to have been a smoke screen for a politically motivated purge of not only Black people and women from leadership positions, but white officers who value their service.

The message being sent to lower-ranking officers is that they will be assessed on the basis of their gender, race, or politics, rather than their abilities--which will cause many officers to leave rather than stay and be mistreated, and many potential officers not to enlist to begin with. It is hard to deny the full benefits of citizenship to those who are willing to fight and die for their country; it is easier if that sacrifice is minimized or erased. Rewarding or punishing officers based on race, gender, or perceived political loyalty to Trump could also aid the administration's larger project of undermining the claims of women and ethnic and religious minorities to equal treatment under the law in other parts of American society.

The progress earned by ethnic minorities and women in the armed services was hard-won. During the Civil War, Frederick Douglass argued that Black men's service in the Union Army would strengthen their demands for equal rights. "Let the black man get upon his person the brass letters U.S.; let him get an eagle on his button, and a musket on his shoulder, and bullets in his pocket, and there is no power on the earth or under the earth which can deny that he has earned the right of citizenship in the United States," Douglass said in 1863. "Nothing can be more plain, nothing more certain, than that the speediest and best possible way open to us to manhood, equal rights, and elevation is that we enter this service."

Douglass was right, although the process was not as straightforward as he might have hoped. Black service helped justify the passage of the Reconstruction Amendments, but Reconstruction saw Black men disenfranchised and subjected to Jim Crow segregation. W. E. B. Du Bois made a similar argument for Black service in World War I. Returning Black veterans were subjected to horrific racist violence that ultimately strengthened Black resolve. Only after World War II--and over the objections of much of the brass--was the military integrated, and then only after an exhaustive internal investigation disproved racist assumptions that Black troops could only fill menial roles or serve in segregated units.

"Insofar as a service refused to a single Negro the technical training and job for which he was qualified, by just so much did the service waste potential skills and impair its own effectiveness. Quite apart from the question of equal opportunity, the Committee did not believe the country or the military services could afford this human wastage," the final report from the Truman-era President's Committee on Equality of Treatment and Opportunity in the Armed Services reads. "The Committee found, in fact, that inequality had contributed to inefficiency."

Adam Harris: The only thing integrating America

Another way to put it is that overt racial discrimination and stereotyping made the military worse, not better. But that was before Hegseth, and his insistence that the problem with the armed services is that they are too diverse and too "woke."

The result has been something like an inverse caricature of Republican complaints about diversity, equity, and inclusion, a system in which the incompetent rise not because of their abilities but because of their sycophancy. Authoritarian regimes behave as the Trump administration is behaving--optimizing for political loyalty rather than competence. Merit, in short, has little to do with it.

Hegseth is a prime example. Deeply unqualified for the job and convinced that brutality provides an easy path to victory, he has led the United States to the verge of a strategic defeat with a weaker adversary in Iran. The current cease-fire leaves Iran with a more hard-line government than before, one in total control of a shipping lane crucial to the world economy. The Islamic Republic is arguably in a stronger position today than it was when the war started, and probably in a stronger position than it was before Trump, in his first term, scrapped the Obama-era nuclear deal.

On Sunday, Trump posted on his social network a refrain that he and his toadies seem to think is insightful: "If you import The Third World, you become The Third World!" This archaic social Darwinism is the ideological mortar of the Trump project. It fuses Hegseth's disdain for diversity in the military's senior leadership and valorization of brutality with the administration's attack on birthright citizenship and its deployment of federal agents to occupy American cities. It is a worldview that would assume an easy victory against a country like Iran, especially with America's new, "unwoke" military. Bigotry isn't just inefficient, as the U.S. military discovered in the 1940s. It also makes you stupid.
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Only Losers Play the Madman

Does Trump seem crazy? Sure. Credible, not so much.

by David Frum

Wed, 08 Apr 2026




The most important thing to understand about the "madman theory" of foreign policy is that it was designed by losers for losers.

The world first heard of the madman theory from a 1978 memoir by President Richard Nixon's former chief of staff H. R. Haldeman. According to Haldeman, Nixon said: "I want the North Vietnamese to believe I've reached the point where I might do anything to stop the war." Faced with an otherwise hopeless war in Vietnam, Nixon would pretend to be crazy to intimidate the North Vietnamese into allowing him some face-saving escape.

Nobody executes a madman strategy when he feels that he's winning. Strong and successful powers emphasize consistency and predictability. So do powers that hope to be seen as strong and successful. When China's foreign minister speaks to the world, he uses language such as "China will be a reliable force for stability" and China "is providing the greatest certainty in this uncertain world." He understands that true power does not need to boast or yell.

Those who feel their power ebbing, however, may bluster and bellow. Over the seven weeks of his Iran war so far, Donald Trump has discovered that no amount of the force at his disposal will calm world energy markets or boost his sagging poll numbers. He has tried a double strategy of promising imminent breakthroughs in negotiations while posting ever more violent threats on social media to ostensibly accelerate those negotiations. But if this was a madman strategy, it signally failed to gain the advantage that he sought. Everyone could see that Trump wanted a deal more than his Iranian counterparts did. A good rule of thumb is that the side that wants a deal more is the side that is losing.

The madman strategy is for not-crazy leaders caught in adverse predicaments. It's a strategy of deception. The madman strategist pretends to be willing to do things that he's not really willing to do. This approach relies on credibility: Rivals must be able to take the threat of extreme action seriously.

Read: Trump made a deal that gives him nothing he wanted

Trump's problems with this strategy are ironic. Foreign leaders are surely willing to believe that Trump is "crazy" in the sense that he is detached from reality. They have seen him miscalculate risk and bungle all kinds of projects, such as his trade wars with China and his attempted coup on January 6, 2021. But they also know that when push really comes to shove, Trump will flinch. TACO has become, like NATO, an acronym so familiar that it no longer needs spelling out.

The Iranians just executed the most dramatic TACO event in history. Trump threatened to annihilate their entire civilization if they didn't agree to his demands to reopen the Strait of Hormuz. Iran defied the threat--and now Trump has apparently conceded control over the strait and the right to impose tolls on the ships that navigate it. On the point in which Trump tried hardest to terrorize, the Iranians aptly guessed that he was bluffing.

Trump has taught the world that he has every quality of the madman except indifference to pain. He likes his wars unilateral, quick, and cheap. He won't seek consent from Congress; he cannot appeal to public opinion. He just gambles that the war will end before his poll numbers sink too deep. When this latest war of his turned difficult, he panicked. Everyone could see the panic, including the Iranians. His blood-curdling Truth Social posts--shocking as they were--proclaimed desperation, not resolve. That's the Trump version of the madman strategy: yelling at people in the street while begging those same people for a bailout. What's the opposite of the expression crazy like a fox?
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The Artemis Astronauts Are Studs

Strength, courage, expertise, wonder: NASA's moon-mission crew has reset the bar for greatness.

by Sally Jenkins

Wed, 08 Apr 2026




The tendrils of Christina Koch's flyaway hair swirled about in the gravityless cockpit of the Orion spacecraft, seeming to represent all of the untetheredness of the Artemis II mission. As her mane eddied, like its own separate creature, throughout the record 252,756-mile journey to the radio-silent black side of the moon, it brought a sense of irrepressible aliveness to that dead stone up there.

Until this past week, a certain ho-humness had set in about human space flight. The International Space Station has been manned for more than 25 years; routine trips carry relatively anonymous men and women to a giant fan doing its repetitive circles in low-Earth orbit. NASA's Artemis II scanning expedition to the lunar far side, using repurposed space-shuttle engines, at first seemed hardly capable of breaking an audience's collective yawn.

Then it took off: four people arrowing atop what amounts to a bomb bound for the remotest point that man has visited in the cold, splintering sky. As they soared and circuited and sent back stirring images from their 330-cubic-foot canister, awe made its reappearance among the multitudes of casual sky watchers. So did respect for astronauts' courage and their ancient-explorer's hearts.

Their spacecraft's aluminum-alloy outer hull--this was startling to relearn--is only a few centimeters thick. "Frankly, you know, Christina and crew right now are in a very precarious state. They're in a tiny little bubble, hurtling towards Earth," the former astronaut John Grunsfeld told me. During his own career, Grunsfeld made five space-shuttle trips and performed almost 60 hours of space-walk missions, including crucial repairs to the Hubble telescope. "There really isn't much point in thinking about, you know, that death waits on the other side of the capsule wall," he said. "There's very little you can do about it."

Over the past few days, via high-resolution cameras and hissing-clean audio that allowed for live interviews, Americans have gotten to know and care about our astronauts again, down to their tears and toilet issues and skin. Fifty years ago, astronaut communications from the moon were jumpily remote, shadowy, static-crackling affairs in which viewers missed every other gesture and word. But this space flight, live-streamed by GoPros and other high-speed instruments, has offered an intense intimacy, helping watchers feel close to the astronauts even as they move so very far away. People around the world saw the eye-swiping grief of Commander Reid Wiseman--the single father whose wife, Carroll, died of cancer at just 46--as the crew named a crater in her memory. We saw, too, the physique of the pilot Victor Glover as he toweled down during a space shower.

Read: The most beautiful moment of the Artemis II mission

Who knew astronauts were like that under their suit? "One giant treat for womankind," The Daily Mail called Glover as the image went viral. But Glover is more than a beefcake: He's a polymath who earned three advanced degrees while serving as a military test pilot, flying Hornets and Growlers and deploying with strike-fighter squadrons, yet he speaks gently as a lay preacher.

In fact, has anyone ever met a more likable cluster of superachievers than these four people? Mission Specialist Jeremy Hansen is a Canadian farm boy who had such a yearning to fly that he became an air cadet at just 12 and got his pilot wings at 16. Koch is a 47-year-old engineer and adventurer--an ice and rock climber, a surfer, and a triathlete who participated in the first all-woman space walk and who lived for 328 days on the ISS.

We have learned how they sleep, crammed together in a compartment among the vents and screens. Wiseman stretches out by the instrument panel, he said, "in case something happens." Koch, he noted, curls up in a sleeping bag hung from the docking tunnel, "like a bat." We heard from Koch that it was she who fixed the toilet, which had gone out for several hours, by removing and clearing the urine hose and repriming the system. "I'm the space plumber," she said in a video dispatch. She told NBC News, "Being human up here is one of the coolest things about this mission."

Some of us hurried to the NASA website to learn more about this frontierswoman, with the extravagant hair and the biceps of a steelworker, a photo of which also went viral. Just to be an astronaut candidate, she had to complete military water-survival programs that included swimming three pool lengths in a flight suit and shoes, and treading water in full gear for 10 minutes. Mere "fitness for duty" meant being able to deadlift an amount equal to her own body weight and bench-press 70 percent of it.

"I always say to people, 'Do what scares you,'" Koch remarked in a prelaunch NASA interview. As a girl growing up the daughter of a physician in Jacksonville, North Carolina, she had a poster on her wall of the famous Earthrise picture taken by the crew of Apollo 8. She cut pictures of space out of magazines and pasted them alongside it. She had a fascination with remote, unexplored places and told teachers that she would go to space. "I loved things that made me feel small," she said in the interview. "I loved looking at the night sky, oftentimes between the pine-tree branches. Or, I love the ocean. North Carolina also has mountains, and when we go there, I just love the vastness of all those things."

Read: What the astronauts see that Trump cannot

As a young researcher who held dual degrees in electrical engineering and physics from North Carolina State University, Koch spent three years in Antarctica developing and testing deep-space instruments for NASA projects. She did a year at the Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station, including a winter with no sunlight. She would ascend platforms in below-zero temperatures to adjust and repair apparatuses. "I loved soldering irons up towers, and soldered in -40-degree weather fixing things, hanging off the tower with, you know, carabiner gear and things like that," she said in a NASA podcast.

She also wintered in Greenland and served on firefighting and search-and-rescue teams in the Antarctic. She was working in Utqiagvik, Alaska, more than 300 miles above the Arctic Circle, when she decided to apply to the astronaut program. Finally, a job overseeing a remote atmospheric and weather-monitoring station at Cape Matatula, in American Samoa, lured her to warm weather. There, she took up surfing and diving before she got the call from NASA that she had been accepted.

Koch's affinity for extreme experiences made astronaut training--the survivalist hikes and six-hour underwater-rehearsal sessions in a mock space station--a familiar challenge. The hardest part, she said, was learning to pilot a T-38 Talon jet despite having no previous flying experience; operating it at supersonic speed helps astronauts learn high-velocity decisional judgment. Over her NASA career, she has developed what she calls the ability "to turn fear into focus."

According to Grunsfeld, this is what sustains the Artemis II crewmembers during fearful moments, such as when an indicator suggested a cabin leak that turned out to be a false alarm. Their trained proficiency at the technical demands is the antidote to anxiety. "There were times during a space walk," Grunsfeld told me, "where I sort of forgot that I was in space"--so preoccupied was he with precise execution. In space, as in rock climbing, "there isn't a whole lot of point of thinking about falling. And there is a lot of point in thinking about where your hand is gonna go next or where your foot is gonna go next. I think most astronauts that are successful are very proficient at compartmentalization."

These are the kinds of tough-minded pressure performers whom NASA turns out in the space program, and you could be pardoned for thinking, Now, this is what making America great again should look like: people of accomplishment bringing expertise--not bravado--to difficult problems. The agency seems well worth preserving in the current cultural spiral--rife with so much blowhard false valor that grappling with cage fighters is regarded as training. Yet in President Trump's latest budget request for 2027, NASA funding would be cut by 23 percent and the National Science Foundation's by nearly 55 percent, as space travel becomes more privatized and proprietary. Surely, we could do with more well-schooled astronauts who can publicly explain their science to us, not fewer.

If the crew of Artemis II have done nothing else, they have reminded Americans at home that comfort is not the only thing worth seeking. "I'd much rather be solving problems wearing a whole lot of equipment and in a harsh environment," Koch said in her preflight NASA interview. As they brought us along with them in their willingness to go to a hard, remote place, they gave us an unsuspected rapture and a couple of new terms: earthset and moon joy.

Read: Moon joy: Photos from Artemis II

The aim of future Artemis missions will be to eventually land a crew on the moon's south pole and begin to develop a station there. Part of the current crew's mission was to serve as a dry run and scouting party, examining geology and topography. They described all that they saw in reports to Houston, their human eyes sensitive to subtleties in hues and shapes--in ways that robotic probes with machine eyes aren't. The valleys "look like black holes," Glover marveled. "You'd fall straight to the center of the moon if you stepped in some of those." Thanks to the astronauts' powers of personal perception and description, the moon had color: It wasn't just a giant piece of grey pumice but more interesting than it had ever seemed before. Poetic, even.

During her video conversation with NASA, Koch was asked what the moon meant to her. "To me, the moon, it represents history; it is a witness plate," she said. "Everything that has ever happened to the moon is still written on the moon." That's exactly what it looked like.

Still, nothing compared with the image that the astronauts sent back of Earth, waning like a jewel-blue crescent, hanging above a cratered surface that looked like rain pocking giant, silver lakes. It was the equal of Apollo's Earthrise, a striking juxtaposition. "This time in higher resolution," Grunsfeld pointed out. It was a new view, one well worth going all that way for.



*Source Images: Miguel J. Rodriguez Carrillo / AFP / Getty; Aubrey Gemignani / NASA / Getty; Joe Raedle / Getty; Chandan Khanna / AFP / Getty; Getty.
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Maybe You'll Never Really Know Who You're Marrying

The fear of commitment transforms <em>The Drama</em> from a romance into a horror story.

by Shirley Li

Wed, 08 Apr 2026




The following contains spoilers for the film The Drama.

The Drama features the kind of unforgettable first-kiss story that would belong in the First Kiss Hall of Fame, if such a thing existed. Late one night, Charlie (played by Robert Pattinson) tries to sneak Emma (Zendaya) into the museum at which he works, but his ID clears only the first of multiple doors. The alarms go off, the two get locked in the entry hall, and as Emma panics, Charlie rushes over to kiss her, quieting her fear.

It's swoon-worthy--or is it? The Drama follows Charlie and Emma in the days leading up to their wedding, during which the rose-colored glasses each of them wore slip off. One evening, Emma makes a dark confession that casts her in a completely different light; Charlie's reaction, in turn, shakes her trust. Moments that had seemed cute take on a sinister bent. Maybe their first kiss wasn't a spontaneous expression of care, but a deliberate attempt to startle Emma. Maybe it was a bad omen. Maybe, Charlie and Emma wonder, they shouldn't get married.

Pop culture has been preoccupied with commitment angst lately. The hit Ryan Murphy-produced limited series Love Story, which just concluded, dramatized the real-life courtship between John F. Kennedy Jr. and Carolyn Bessette in the 1990s, exploring whether Bessette was ever truly ready to join the Kennedy family. The steamy romance Heated Rivalry saw two gay men spend nearly a decade trying to define their relationship; although being closeted played a major role in their hesitation, the show also mined tension from the characters' doubts about having an exclusive partnership. Strangers, the writer Belle Burden's best-selling memoir published in January, examines why her husband suddenly wanted a divorce after 20 years together. And reality TV series capitalize on how entertaining it can be to see others deal with questions of settling down. Shows such as Love Is Blind and The Ultimatum: Marry or Move On treat marriage as both a reward and a threat: Contestants who get engaged receive more screen time. Failing to partner up means going home.

Films have only recently begun to catch up with this trend, in part because of the decline in the number of romantic comedies being made. Most of the love stories that do make it to the big screen still generally follow broad, conventional strokes, capturing the bliss of coupling up or the blues of falling apart. Last year's Materialists was the rare movie tackling whether finding The One matters in an era when people seek to optimize their dating life. The Drama, though, understands today's particular anxiety about saying yes to someone forever: It rejects the impulse to deliver a happy ending or breakup saga. Instead, it teeters between those extremes and illustrates how getting married can be alternately romantic and terrifying, fulfilling and draining.

Read: What we lost when we lost rom-coms

The Drama unfolds over the course of the stressful week leading up to the central couple's wedding. The turbulence begins with a secret Emma has been keeping for more than a decade: that as a teen, she had almost carried out a mass school shooting. She'd planned it thoroughly, even going so far as to choose her first targets and record a confession video. When a gun-related tragedy happened near her town, however, she saw the devastation and decided against completing her mission.

But Emma's past matters less to how The Drama unfolds than to the aftermath of her confession. Emma and Charlie desperately try to move forward, but Charlie can't stop thinking that his wife-to-be no longer resembles the person he thought he knew. Emma, meanwhile, grows anxious over how poorly Charlie communicates his fears. Love in the time of easy outrage--of shallow social-media interactions, of relentless headline-driven anxiety, of brain rot--is terribly risky, The Drama posits, and maybe even dangerous: Dating amounts to placing trust in total strangers. Falling for someone involves revealing yourself in ways your partner may never understand. And publicly vowing to be together 'til death can turn out to be nothing more than an arduous performance.



Watching The Drama made me think of the essayist Lindy West, whose memoir Adult Braces turned the internet into a fountain of opinions upon its release last month. In the book, West reveals that shortly after her wedding, her husband told her that he had a girlfriend and wanted to be in a nonmonogamous marriage. Despite West's initial resistance, she eventually agreed to the arrangement after taking a solo cross-country road trip to think it over. Much of Adult Braces involves West justifying her decision; as a result, readers have questioned whether she stayed in her marriage out of love or out of fear--fear of being alone, yes, but also of being perceived as intolerant of modern mores, of being selfish, of being inflexible when things got tricky.

This is the kind of mental gymnastics about romance that fuels The Drama. The commitment angst plaguing Charlie and Emma over Emma's secret seems to have a lot to do with several contemporary concerns--mixed messaging about gender roles, confusion over what constitutes a moral failing--that yield knee-jerk responses. After Emma is coaxed into sharing her secret during a misguided bonding exercise with her wedding party, her maid of honor, Rachel (Alana Haim), takes the revelation personally. Emma's intentions are unforgivable, says Rachel, whose cousin was injured in a shooting. When Rachel threatens to drop out of the wedding, Charlie tries to appease her by piling on what he believes are palatable lies: He makes up a story about Emma going through a significant childhood trauma, as if to explain why she'd ever consider doing such a terrible thing.

Yet Charlie is much less capable of soothing his own nerves, and he fixates on whether Emma harbors violent tendencies. At one point, he receives a coffee-table book featuring scantily clad women posing with firearms; he begins imagining Emma as one of the models, suggestively holding assault rifles on their bed. Paranoid, he looks to his co-worker for validation of his choice to go through with the wedding. But when she tells him that, under the same (and, to her mind, hypothetical) circumstances, she wouldn't stay with her partner, he snaps and responds in a reckless manner: by kissing her aggressively in his office. It's as if doing something bad himself might help him understand Emma--or damn them both.

Read: Why marriage survives

By the movie's end, the charming love story has devolved into a disorienting series of mind games. Maybe Charlie doesn't want to be seen by anyone as doing the wrong thing--whatever that even means. Yet some of his actions, like his spontaneous decision to cheat on his fiancee, come off as empty provocations. Instead, The Drama is most successful when it plays with conventional romance tropes to capture how off-putting modern courtship has become. During Charlie and Emma's meet-cute at a coffee shop, Charlie dashes over to Emma's seat when she steps away, snaps a quick photo of the book she's reading, then skims a summary so he can pretend he's read it. The scene wittily evokes app-driven dating: Here are two strangers, one of whom is wooing the other based on the shallow information he's acquired through clumsy sleuthing. Later, the couple has to pause their discussion of Emma's past to meet with their wedding photographer, Frances (Zoe Winters). Sensing the couple's unease, Frances turns their meeting into a practice shoot. What should be a chance for the two to loosen up, however, results only in forced smiles and awkward silences.

Watching Emma and Charlie's plans collapse into chaos, I was struck by how well their journey to their wedding day conjured the violence built into today's language of love and commitment. No one is merely "going steady" anymore; now it's about "matching each other's freak," as well as "ghosting" and "zombieing," "cuffing" and "love bombing." As tongue-in-cheek as these terms may be, they still sound somewhat alarming out of context--a dissonance The Drama captures through absurd, dreamlike flourishes. Charlie and Emma's growing fears about their impending ceremony start to overwhelm their thoughts: Emma pictures Charlie concocting an over-the-top plan to leave her. Charlie has a nightmare in which he finds the guests at his wedding reception dead.

I'm not convinced The Drama needed sequences like these, especially not when the film skims over Charlie's own history and speeds through its final act. But the overarching result is a movie that depicts love as an unsettling force and commitment as an eternal mystery. The climactic wedding, after all, is more distressing than celebratory: The DJ they'd hired at the last minute accidentally blares ear-splitting feedback noise. Charlie's new dress shoes leave his toes a bloodied mess. And worse, he gives a postnuptial speech that exposes his lingering uncertainty about Emma, horrifying everyone in the room. Even its closing scene toys with doubt: Charlie and Emma are shown reuniting after their disastrous reception, pretending to be strangers so that they can start over. Their reconciliation is sweet, but it also lays a trap. As viewers, we've spent too long watching them question each other to believe that playing a little pretend will fix everything between them. Yes, the couple is married, the drama is over, the credits have begun to roll. And yet.
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The Trump Administration Is Trying to Erase Its Own History

If a new legal opinion stands, Donald Trump will be on track to become one of the most poorly documented presidents ever.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 08 Apr 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.

Legal opinions tend to be dry, wordy, and intentionally vague. One issued by the Justice Department's Office of Legal Counsel earlier this month is none of these.

"You have asked whether the Presidential Records Act of 1978 ('PRA' or 'Act') is constitutional. We conclude that it is not," Assistant Attorney General T. Elliot Gaiser declares. The law, passed after Watergate, is designed to ensure a reliable and accessible public record. It makes presidential documents public by law, and governs how and when they must be preserved.

If the opinion stands, it will allow Trump to destroy the records of his administration's actions, or take records with him at the end of his term. Combined with alleged violations of PRA in his first term, this could make Trump the most poorly documented president since at least Richard Nixon, and perhaps going back even further. (As my colleague Henry Grabar writes, the actual library part of his planned presidential library is an afterthought at best.) Yet Trump's habit of making policy without deliberation, and often with stream-of-consciousness speeches and posts on social media, means that his administration is a paradox: simultaneously one of the most transparent and most opaque in American history.

The Office of Legal Counsel exists to issue sophisticated legal guidance to the White House, and in effect is frequently asked to provide justification for an administration's actions; perhaps the most infamous instance was the "Torture Memos," many produced by the OLC's John Yoo during the George W. Bush administration to justify the use of, well, torture during the War on Terror. And guessing why the Trump administration would want to be rid of PRA isn't difficult.

Trump and his aides have reportedly broken the law on many occasions. During his first term, he was reported to routinely tear up documents, despite staffers imploring him not to. (Some aides were tasked with painstakingly taping them back together to comply with the law.) In other cases, he flushed papers down toilets. Chief of Staff Mark Meadows reportedly fed documents into fireplaces at the end of the presidency. Trump's staffers then took boxes and boxes of surviving documents, many of them highly sensitive, when they left the White House. He refused to return them upon request from the federal government, then allegedly attempted to obstruct their recovery. According to photographs included in a federal indictment, Trump haphazardly stored documents in a Mar-a-Lago bathroom and a ballroom stage. Trump pleaded not guilty, and his election led to the case being dismissed, which meant he was never tried on charges of obstructing the investigation, but now he would like to erase the accusation entirely by eliminating PRA.

Former Special Counsel Jack Smith, who investigated the documents case, also believed that Trump wanted to use documents his team took from the White House to further his business interests, according to Democratic Representative Jamie Raskin, who obtained Smith's memo--in other words, stealing public records to make a private fortune. (Absurdly, Trump's Justice Department returned to Trump the documents that had been collected from Mar-a-Lago by the FBI.)

The Trump presidency is in some ways unusually transparent. The president takes questions from reporters regularly--sometimes in a gaggle, sometimes in cold calls on his phone. The president is temperamentally unable to keep his own counsel, to the point that French President Emmanuel Macron scolded him last week: "Perhaps you shouldn't talk every day." There's simply less policy process to be recorded in preserved documents, because Trump has drastically shrunk bodies like the National Security Council and replaced them with his id and instincts, chronicled in real time on Truth Social.

Yet if Trump is allowed to destroy or remove documents, the American Historical Association argues in a new lawsuit challenging the OLC opinion, historians "would be left with an incomplete historical record by which to professionally research, produce scholarship on, and teach U.S. history." They add, "Once lost, this information is irretrievable and thus the harm irreparable." The suit notes that federal courts rejected similar arguments about the law's constitutionality immediately after its enactment, when Nixon sued to block it.

The history of Nixon's presidential record also shows the value of the law, even long after a president leaves office. Nixon loyalists controlled the former president's library for years, and presented a whitewashed version of Watergate to the public. But the law required that the warts-and-all records be preserved, and when control of the library was finally wrested away and handed to Tim Naftali, a professional historian, in 2006, the library began presenting a more accurate account and providing access to historians, who have in turn presented more complete chronicles of Nixon's career.

Trump is the most corrupt and scandal-plagued president since Nixon; indeed, his fiascoes eclipse Nixon's, but many of them remain mostly or somewhat hidden, thanks in part to a much more acquiescent Republican Congress than the one Nixon had. In Watergate, the crimes were known; the question was, in the words of Senator Howard Baker Jr., "What did the president know and when did he know it?" With the Trump administration, the situation is perhaps the reverse: We know much about the president's stated motivations and beliefs, but we do not have a full accounting of what he and his aides have done. Keeping a record would allow the nation to fully understand his actions and their consequences--if not now, then at least later.

Related:

	Tim Naftali: The death of nonpartisan presidential history (From 2022)
 	The Trump Library symbolizes his presidency perfectly.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump made a deal that gives him nothing he wanted.
 	J. D. Vance is definitely against foreign election interference.
 	A new geopolitical reality is here.






Today's News

	President Trump agreed to a two-week cease-fire with Iran last night, pausing planned U.S. strikes. Iran released a 10-point cease-fire proposal that includes demands for U.S.-troop withdrawal, sanctions relief, and the right to nuclear enrichment, many of which conflict with Washington's position.
 	Iran said it would restrict ship traffic through the Strait of Hormuz during the cease-fire, requiring vessels to coordinate with its military and pay tolls, signaling that Tehran plans to maintain control over the key oil route.
 	Republicans won a Georgia special election, but the district shifted sharply toward Democrats, and liberal candidates secured another decisive victory in Wisconsin's Supreme Court race last night.
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The Literary Job AI Can't Replace

By Rebecca Ackermann

Nothing seems to make literary-minded people angrier than an author taking credit for writing they didn't do. A few weeks ago, Hachette canceled the U.S. release of a novel, Shy Girl, following a barrage of online accusations that it had been written with the unacknowledged help of AI ...
 The collective outrage overlooks a fact that the publishing industry acknowledged long before the rise of artificial intelligence: Not everyone with a great idea or unique story has the skill, experience, or time to write a book--or even a book review. Right now, AI tools are cheap and widespread, ready to tap in with a service that some people do need. But these models have been trained on uncompensated creative labor. They plagiarize. They lie, and they lie about lying. So instead, I'd like to make the case for a frequently maligned profession--one I've participated in--that rewards good writing, helps authors survive in an ever more challenging field, and allows remarkable perspectives to reach an audience they otherwise wouldn't. That's right: Ghostwriting is good, actually--when it's done by humans.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Charlie Warzel: An incredibly weird time to be alive
 	America looks like a paper tiger.
 	The forgotten war that Iran already won
 	What the astronauts see that Trump cannot
 	The David Frum Show: What it means to be American




Culture Break
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Watch. Scrubs has a sneakily radical vision of male friendship, Julie Beck writes.

Explore. The NBA isn't the same for everyone, Jemele Hill argues.

Play our daily crossword.



PS

Last month, I wrote about the many instances of waste, fraud, and abuse popping up across the Trump administration. One prime example was a $70 million jet that the Department of Homeland Security had leased and wanted to buy--supposedly for immigrant deportations, even though it included a luxe bedroom cabin. The purchase was too ostentatious even for Trump, and it reportedly played a role in Secretary Kristi Noem's ouster. But that doesn't mean the administration is letting the plane go. The Wall Street Journal reports today that the government will hold on to the jet, making it available to First Lady Melania Trump, among others. Noem, it seems, was more a symptom than a cause of the administration living the high life on taxpayer dollars.

-- David



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Literary Job AI Can't Replace

Ghostwriting is good, actually--when it's done by humans.

by Rebecca Ackermann

Wed, 08 Apr 2026




Nothing seems to make literary-minded people angrier than an author taking credit for writing they didn't do. A few weeks ago, Hachette canceled the U.S. release of a novel, Shy Girl, following a barrage of online accusations that it had been written with the unacknowledged help of AI. Last month, authors and journalists posted furiously about Grammarly's claim to offer LLM-based coaching from versions of living and deceased writers--without their participation, compensation, or even consent; the company behind the app ultimately pulled the feature.

The collective outrage overlooks a fact that the publishing industry acknowledged long before the rise of artificial intelligence: Not everyone with a great idea or unique story has the skill, experience, or time to write a book--or even a book review. Right now, AI tools are cheap and widespread, ready to tap in with a service that some people do need. But these models have been trained on uncompensated creative labor. They plagiarize. They lie, and they lie about lying. So instead, I'd like to make the case for a frequently maligned profession--one I've participated in--that rewards good writing, helps authors survive in an ever more challenging field, and allows remarkable perspectives to reach an audience they otherwise wouldn't. That's right: Ghostwriting is good, actually--when it's done by humans.

Ghostwriting has an undeservedly bad reputation. Even without AI, some readers feel betrayed if the name on a book's cover doesn't tell the whole story. When the actress Millie Bobby Brown put out a novel based on her grandmother's life with the help of a ghostwriter, people on X told her she should be ashamed. The sense of stolen valor isn't new: Thirty years ago, Hillary Clinton allegedly worked with a ghostwriter for her 1996 memoir, It Takes a Village--a move not uncommon for political figures. But the stigma was apparently so great that Clinton didn't acknowledge her collaborator's contributions to the book at all.

That said, the stigma has been fading. California Governor Gavin Newsom worked with a ghostwriter for his memoir, published in February. Many other public figures recognize the value of the profession and credit their ghostwriters in print. Demi Moore thanked hers, the New Yorker journalist Ariel Levy, at the start of the acknowledgements in her 2019 book, Inside Out. The cover of the 2020 memoir The Meaning of Mariah Carey credits both the singer and the Vibe and Essence editor Michaela Angela Davis. Clearly, that collaboration paid off: The book hit No. 1 on the New York Times best-seller list.

Read: Seven celebrities who published actually great memoirs 

Carey's memoir is a favorite of Claire Parker and Ashley Hamilton, who for five years hosted a podcast, Celebrity Memoir Book Club, for which they read more than 250 books. Not only do they have no problem with ghostwriting as readers or fans, they might prefer it. They thought Alec Baldwin's 2017 book, Nevertheless, which he wrote himself, was "preposterous." The pair also found Shania Twain's self-written memoir tough to get through, despite gripping real-life drama--a narrow escape from a violent parent; her husband's affair with her best friend. "Why would someone who rose to the top of their field in singing or acting also be incredibly capable with long-form narrative storytelling?" Hamilton told me. "It's really hard to do, and people spend years and years studying it."

Even autobiographies written entirely by their subjects have been edited, of course. No doubt some have been heavily edited. The lines between that work, ghostwriting, and co-authoring can be blurry. An author could come to a ghost with a full draft, or a co-author could start from a blank page. (Because of this fuzziness, the ghosts I spoke with only gave estimates of the number of books they've written, depending on how you'd count certain projects.)

What seems clear to me is that experts should hire experts, and everyone should get paid. When would-be writers use AI, tech companies and their investors profit. Ghostwriting, however, offers experienced writers a real living in an industry where a sustainable career often looks like a long-lost dream. According to a 2024 survey administered jointly by the Gotham Ghostwriters agency and the American Society of Journalists and Authors, one in three ghostwriters makes more than $100,000 in annual income from the work. Compare that with the median gross book-related income for authors published by the Big Five houses in 2022: about $15,000, according to an Author's Guild survey. Those numbers are stark, but of course fees vary per project. Julia Scheeres, who teaches memoir writing at Stanford's extension program and wrote her own best-selling memoir, tells me she charges an hourly rate of $150 for ghostwriting engagements that can last months or years. Caroline Cala, a writer based in New York who has ghostwritten about 10 books for actors, athletes, and businesspeople, told me she's had deals that "touched the six-figure range."

Read: Modern communication's big open secret

Many of these projects arrive presold to publishers, with the contract and timeline already worked out. Cala, who has written a series of middle-grade books under her own name, says that even when the rates are comparable to those for a personal project, ghostwriting feels like less of a gamble because the work isn't being done in hopes that an imprint will buy the book later. Corey Powell, who frequently collaborates with the science educator Bill Nye, appreciates that he can set his rate up front, based on the math of his own time and effort. And when the client is in tech, entertainment, or business, ghostwriters can try to tap into much deeper pools of money than those available in traditional publishing--and then use that cushion to fund their own work.

Ghostwriting may be threatened by LLMs, but these tools offer only a shadow of a shadow of the service a real-life writer and editor can provide. The ghostwriters I talked with feel that the best work always happens in very close collaboration with the named author, in an atmosphere of mutual respect for what each person brings to the table: the collaborator's skill with tone and narrative, the author's fluency in their own life and expertise. A good collaborator can also be a thoughtful sounding board and trusted adviser. "Every client I have ever worked with on a ghostwriting project has said, 'This is amazing. It feels a lot like therapy,'" Cala said. "I think that the human experience of sharing your stories and secrets with someone--whether they make it into the finished product or not--is something that cannot be replicated." That intimacy is not just a pleasant side effect: It produces great prose.

Caitlyn Alario, a poet who's worked on about 20 ghostwriting projects, recently lost a client to AI after five years of working with them on a memoir. The client was frustrated about the process and running out of money to pay Alario. But when she showed Alario the results of her experimentation with AI, Alario saw that the tool had completely distorted the client's voice, at times even inserting a cruel tone where the author had meant to sound funny. "I've never heard you talk about people this way," Alario told her. Scheeres also had a client try to use AI to make edits, but she reminded him that--at least for now--most traditional publishers won't buy a book that's been touched by the technology. As with most things, you get what you pay for.

When done well, ghostwriting can be a generative and respectful path to a sustainable livelihood for writers. And for anyone without literary talent or training, employing a guide, coach, therapist, and sparring partner--in other words, a human ghostwriter--will pay off in the form of a better book (which usually sells more copies). In a world drowning in AI slop and hot takes, careful craft matters. So please don't just ask ChatGPT. Hire a professional.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/2026/04/ghostwriting-good-ai-cant-replace/686729/?utm_source=feed
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Trump Made a Deal That Gives Him Nothing He Wanted

U.S. declarations of victory ring hollow.

by Nancy A. Youssef

Wed, 08 Apr 2026




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

President Trump said he went to war to ensure that Iran never acquired a nuclear bomb. The war ended--for now, at least--with a demonstration that Tehran possesses an arguably more powerful weapon of deterrence against future attacks, one that is cheaper to use, gives Iran enormous sway over the global economy, can bring in revenue, and can't be negotiated away: the Strait of Hormuz.

More than 12,000 U.S. missiles, bombs, and drones hit Iranian targets over the past five weeks, destroying the country's navy and much of its military infrastructure. Several of Iran's leaders and some 1,500 of its citizens were killed, including more than 170 who died in a strike on a girls' school that was the apparent result of errant targeting. But 12 hours after Trump threatened to destroy Iranian civilization and weeks after demanding Iran's "unconditional surrender," the United States agreed to a two-week cease-fire last night while settlement talks play out. Among the president's initial war goals--preventing Iran from having a nuclear weapon; eliminating its ballistic-missile capabilities; laying the ground for a popular overthrow of the regime; and eradicating Iranian proxies in the Persian Gulf--none have been met.

Instead, Iran agreed only to reopen the strait, a global waterway that operated freely before the war began, and on terms that could yield substantial financial rewards for the regime. The U.S. and Israeli military strikes may have damaged Iran's defenses. (Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth boasted today that Iran had suffered a "devastating military defeat.") But that, by itself, was not enough to extinguish Iran's ability to defend itself. Depending on the outcome of the negotiations over the next two weeks, the regime could actually be in a stronger strategic position than it was before the war. Iran may have lost every military battle, but the war appears to have ended on Tehran's terms. "Controlling the strait is now Iran's vital strategic asset. It's more important than their nuclear program," Vali Nasr, a professor of international affairs and Middle East studies at Johns Hopkins University's School of Advanced International Studies, told me. By midday, Iran said it had stopped ships from transiting the strait because Israel launched a heavy barrage of attacks on Lebanon that killed and wounded hundreds, underscoring Tehran's leverage. Iran also launched strikes at U.S. allies in the Gulf. The cease-fire is, quite obviously, fragile. But Tehran's decision to announce that it was shutting down access to the strait suggested that the regime feels confident enough to keep defending its proxies, not to disavow them following the U.S. and Israeli bombardment.

Iran has said it will charge a toll for any ships seeking to access the strait. Trump has conceded that negotiations, which are set to resume in Islamabad later this week, will center at least in part on Iran's control over the waterway--and has suggested that the U.S. could try to get in on the profits. Jonathan Karl of ABC News reported that during an interview this morning, Trump told him, "We're thinking of doing it as a joint venture; it's a way of securing it--also securing it from lots of other people."

How does a nation under constant bombardment from some of the world's most sophisticated weapons come out with a strategic advantage? What the U.S. lacked--and Iran held on to consistently--were clear aims. Over the course of the 39-day conflict, Trump offered various, often contradictory, explanations for why he was conducting the war and the effects of the strikes. On the first day of the war, according to Trump's telling, the U.S. sought regime change. But that goal quickly receded when Iran replaced its slain leader with his even more hard-line son amid no sign of a popular uprising. Trump then said in a March 30 social-media post that regime change had happened anyway, claiming that new and more reasonable leaders had been installed, even though the regime was very much intact. Eliminating nuclear-weapons development sites, which Trump previously claimed had been obliterated by strikes last June, was at one point put forward as the main reason for the war. But then Trump declared that the sites were so covered in rubble, they were inaccessible anyway. Trump also repeatedly said that the U.S. had already won, but then didn't explain why he also predicted in a prime-time address last week that the war would go on for another two to three weeks.

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

Iran's control of the strait, which carries about one-fifth of the world's oil, ultimately became the most contentious issue. Trump called on NATO allies and other nations to assist in opening the strait, which they declined to do. He then insisted that the United States would leave the strait's opening to others after American troops came home, because the U.S. was energy self-sufficient. Then, in his prime-time address, he suggested that the strait would "naturally" open after the war. By Easter, Trump was sounding desperate for Iran to do only one thing: He said on social media that those "crazy bastards" must open the "Fuckin' Strait" or risk annihilation.

Iran, by contrast, consistently said it had two aims: for the regime to survive and to be compensated for damages from the war. Both aims, the regime discovered, could be achieved by asserting dominance over the strait and by striking U.S. forces and America's Gulf allies with plentiful, cheap drones.

Until this war, Iran found other ways to exert its influence that did not depend on the strait, retired Admiral James Foggo, the dean of the Center for Maritime Strategy, told me. The regime worked largely through its proxies across the region: Hamas in Gaza, Hezbollah in Lebanon and Syria, the Houthis in Yemen, and militias in Iraq. Those proxies, at least until the U.S. assassination of Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps Commander Qassem Soleimani in 2020, "were pretty effective," Foggo said. But Soleimani's death weakened Iran's regional reach, as did the Israeli-led wars in Gaza and Lebanon. The collapse of President Bashar al-Assad's regime didn't help, because Syria was a longtime Iranian client. Widespread protests inside Iran that began in December, and lasted for weeks until they were brutally suppressed, further eroded the regime's grip. By the time the U.S. and Israel attacked on February 28, Iran's government was at its lowest point in years--and looking for a way to rebuild.

Read: The real intelligence failure in Iran

As the war began, the Hudson Institute, a Washington, D.C.-based think tank, conducted a previously planned war game commissioned by the U.S. Navy. The exercise asked, in part: How could the U.S. reopen the Strait of Hormuz, if Iran closed it, employing autonomous systems--platforms or vehicles that use technology rather than human control? Under this scenario, Iran chose to close the strait to help Russia in an imagined conflict in Eastern Europe, forcing Europe to bear economic pain and allowing Russia to gain new buyers of its oil. The hypothesis was that Iran would need a strong incentive or provocation to close the strait, a nuclear option of sorts.

The Hudson Institute exercise concluded that Iran could close the strait easily and cheaply, and the U.S. would find its reopening challenging and risky. The military operation required to make passage safe for ships could take weeks, the exercise found. A monthslong military mission would then be required to maintain access. The exercise found that as soon as the United States sent autonomous systems to clear mines, Iranian forces would retaliate, slowing the operation. Over a matter of weeks, the U.S. could create a path for ships but would then need destroyers and drones to keep the route open.

"The expectation was not that we would win," Bryan Clark, a senior fellow at the institute and a retired Navy officer, told me of the U.S. position in the exercise. "The expectation is that we would get the strait open, and then we would have to continuously defend it."

Before the war began, up to 135 ships traveled through the strait daily, carrying oil from Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and Iraq--as well as vital supplies for the global fertilizer industry. Only 20 miles wide at its narrowest point, the strait is a geographical choke point for essential global exports.

After last year's U.S. and Israeli strikes against Iran's nuclear program, the Iranian Parliament voted to close the strait--but never officially did. It effectively closed around March 2, when Iranian fast boats, drones, and missiles harassed ships, leading shipping companies and their insurers to conclude that the risk of transit was too great. Brent crude prices, which stood at roughly $73 a barrel shortly before the war, rose to a peak of almost $120--and were predicted to reach $150 a barrel if the strait remained closed. The spike dealt a massive blow to the world's economic fortunes.

As the war progressed, Iran negotiated transit fees with specific countries, charging as much as $2 million for one ship's safe passage. Whether that toll remains in place may be decided in the talks between the U.S. and Iran. The cease-fire, in theory, removes some of the economic leverage that helped Iran benefit from the strait's closure: If there is no threat of strikes, shipping companies may not be willing to pay for transit, particularly as oil prices fall. (They declined 15 percent overnight.) Still, Iran clearly intends to keep control. Under the cease-fire terms the regime put forward, safe transit must be negotiated with the Iranian army. If Iran maintains the existing fee, the regime could collect up to $90 billion a year, equivalent to roughly one-fifth of its GDP--revenue that didn't exist before the conflict. The Financial Times reported today that Iran is proposing a payment of $1 per barrel of oil passing through the strait. The regime wants to be paid in cryptocurrency.

Talks will determine whether the war is really over. This morning, Reuters reported that Iran had attacked Saudi Arabia's pipeline, which bypasses the strait. But Trump appears ready to move on: The president is scheduled for a visit to China in mid-May, and November's midterm elections are looming. U.S. allies in the Gulf and in Europe are left to bemoan the lasting negative impact of the war and question U.S. guarantees of future security.

Every element of the talks brokered by Pakistan will be delicate, but the future of the strait perhaps most of all. The U.S. incentive is to lower gas prices and stabilize the global economy. Iran will seek to gain a reward for surviving the war intact against two of the world's most powerful militaries--or at least keep the fees already secured during the war. "From Iran's perspective, it is both strategically dangerous and a bad idea to let the strait open without some kind of accommodation for economic relief," Richard Nephew, an expert on nuclear weapons and sanctions at the Washington Institute for Near East Policy, told me. This morning, Trump said on social media that he would work closely with Iran and begin discussions on sanctions relief. He also said he would impose a 50 percent tariff on exports to the United States from any country that supplied Iran with weapons. Compared with the threat of civilizational erasure, this seemed like a threat Iran could live with.

From the May 2026 issue: Someday in Tehran

In their 2017 book, Nuclear Weapons and Coercive Diplomacy, Matthew Fuhrmann and Todd S. Sechser explored whether nuclear threats prevent attacks. They found that nations on the cusp of acquiring nuclear weapons--as Trump asserted was the case for Iran--are in a uniquely dangerous position. Such nations are short of developing a nuclear weapon, so they cannot provide a credible nuclear deterrent. But the fact that they are close motivates foes to strike. This has been a recurring dynamic for Iran. Yet over the course of this war, Tehran discovered that a deterrent already exists that can shock the world's economy and force a cease-fire with the world's superpower. It was always right there, winding its way along the Iranian coast toward the Arabian Sea.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national-security/2026/04/iran-strait-hormuz-us-trump-nuclear-weapons/686726/?utm_source=feed
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Claude Mythos Is Everyone's Problem

What happens when AI can hack everything?

by Matteo Wong

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




For the past several weeks, Anthropic says it secretly possessed a tool potentially capable of commandeering most computer servers in the world. This is a bot that, if unleashed, might be able to hack into banks, exfiltrate state secrets, and fry crucial infrastructure. Already, according to the company, this AI model has identified thousands of major cybersecurity vulnerabilities--including exploits in every single major operating system and browser. This level of cyberattack is typically available only to elite, state-sponsored hacking cells in a very small number of countries including China, Russia, and the United States. Now it's in the hands of a private company.



On Tuesday, the company officially announced the existence of the model, known as Claude Mythos Preview. For now, the bot will be available only to a consortium of many of the world's biggest tech companies--including Apple, Microsoft, Google, and Nvidia. These partners can use Mythos Preview to scan and secure bugs and exploits in their software. Other than that, Anthropic will not immediately release Mythos Preview to the public, having determined that doing so without more robust safeguards would be too dangerous.



For years, cybersecurity experts have been warning about the chaos that highly capable hacking bots could usher in. As a result of how capable AI models have become at coding, they have also become extremely good at finding vulnerabilities in all manner of software. Even before Mythos Preview, AI companies such as Anthropic, OpenAI, and Google all reported instances of their AI models being used in sophisticated cyberattacks by both criminal and state-backed groups. As Giovanni Vigna, who directs a federal research institute dedicated to AI-orchestrated cyberthreats, told me last fall: You can have a million hackers at your fingertips "with the push of a button."

Read: Chatbots are becoming really, really good criminals

Still, Mythos Preview appears to represent not an incremental change but the beginning of a paradigm shift. Until recently, the biggest advantage of AI-assisted hacking was not ingenuity, per se, so much as speed and scale. These bots could be as good as many human cybersecurity experts, but not necessarily better--rather, having an army of 1 million virtual, tireless hackers allows you to launch more attacks against more targets than ever before. Even Anthropic reports that its current state-of-the-art, public model, Claude Opus 4.6, was significantly less capable at autonomously finding cyber exploits. But Mythos Preview is different. According to Anthropic, the bot has been able to find thousands of software bugs that had gone undetected, sometimes for decades, a sophistication and speed of attack previously thought by many to be impossible. The model has found a nearly 30-year-old vulnerability in one of the world's most secure operating systems. The Anthropic researcher Sam Bowman posted on X that he was eating a sandwich in the park when he got an email from Mythos Preview: The bot had broken out of the company's internal sandbox and gained access to the internet.



The exact capabilities of Mythos Preview are hard to judge, because Anthropic has not released the model. Identifying a vulnerability is not the same as being able to exploit it undetected--in the same way that a robber can have the keys to a bank but still needs to deal with security cameras. And Anthropic surely stands to benefit from its opaque announcement: The company can claim to have developed an ultra-advanced model, while also appearing to act responsibly by preventing the worst-case cybersecurity scenarios. Indeed, the decision to not release Mythos Preview bolsters Anthropic's self-styled image as the AI industry's good guy. (Anthropic did not immediately respond to emailed questions about Mythos Preview.)



Of course, a move can be both strategic and conscientious. Should what Anthropic shared be remotely accurate, it heralds a troubling future. Anthropic has a tool that "could damage the operations of critical infrastructure and government services in every country on Earth," Dean Ball, a former AI adviser to the Trump administration, wrote this week. The ability to defend against such cyberattacks is integral to the basic functioning of society. And the ability to launch such attacks is integral to modern warfare. Anthropic may have just scaled its way into becoming a major geopolitical force.



Perhaps more concerning than the reported capabilities of Mythos Preview is that other companies are not far behind. OpenAI is reportedly set to release its own similarly powerful model to a select group of companies. It's very possible, even likely, that Google DeepMind, xAI, and AI firms in China are next. How scrupulous they will be is less clear. Even cheaper or open-source AI models from smaller companies could soon enable this sort of hacking--which would unsettle the basic security and privacy that undergirds the modern internet.



Hacking bots are not the only domain through which a handful of AI companies are gaining tremendous influence. The technology has become crucial to military operations. Even as the Pentagon has engaged in a public feud with Anthropic, Claude was reportedly used in the bombing of Iran and, before that, the Venezuela raid in January. Last month, the Department of Defense signed a contract with OpenAI that very likely allows the government to use the firm's AI systems to enable unprecedented surveillance of U.S. citizens. (OpenAI has maintained that the Pentagon agreed not to use its products for domestic surveillance.) At the same time, bots from OpenAI, Anthropic, Google DeepMind, and beyond are becoming infrastructure: used by nearly all of the world's biggest businesses, schools, health-care systems, and public agencies. This is a large part of the reason that Iran has struck or threatened to strike Amazon and OpenAI data centers in the Middle East--the facilities are high-impact targets on par with the oil fields that Iran has also targeted. Meanwhile, so much money is pouring into the AI boom that these companies are functionally holding the global economy hostage.



In other words, AI companies are remaking the world. Consider how Elon Musk's network of Starlink satellites has allowed him to repeatedly tip the scales in Russia's invasion of Ukraine. Generative AI offers even more possibilities. These companies can or could soon have the capability to launch major cyberattacks, conduct mass surveillance, influence military operations, cause huge swings in financial and labor markets, and reorient global supply chains. In theory, nothing governs these companies other than their own morals and their investors. They are developing the power to upend nations and economies. These are the AI superpowers.
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Is Schoolwork Optional Now?

Education is on the verge of becoming fully automated.

by Lila Shroff

Fri, 10 Apr 2026




William Liu is grateful that he finished high school when he did. If the latest AI tools had been around then, he told me, he might have been tempted to use them to do his homework. Liu, now a sophomore at Stanford, finished high school all the way back in 2024. "I have a younger sibling who is just graduating high school," he said. "Our educational experience has been vastly different, even though we're just two years apart."





By the time Liu graduated, ChatGPT was already causing chaos in the classroom. But the automation of school is intensifying. If at first teachers worried about students using chatbots to write essays, now new agentic tools such as Claude Code are allowing students to outsource even more of their work to the machines. Need to take an online math quiz? Write a biology-lab report? Create a PowerPoint presentation for history class? AI can do all of this and more. One high schooler recently told me that he struggles to think of a single assignment that AI wouldn't be able to do for him.





As a measure of just how good AI has become at schoolwork, consider a new bot called Einstein. Several weeks ago, the tool went viral with big claims: "Einstein checks for new assignments and knocks them out before the deadline," a website advertising the bot explained. All that a student had to do was hand over their credentials for Canvas, the popular learning-management platform, and Einstein promised to do the rest. No matter the task, the bot was game: Einstein boasted that it could watch lectures, complete readings, write papers, participate in discussion forums, automatically submit homework assignments. If a quiz or a final exam was administered online, Einstein was happy to do that too.





When I first came across Einstein, I was skeptical: Flashy AI demos have a way of overpromising and under-delivering. So I decided to test the tool out for myself. Because I'm not a college student, I enrolled in a free online introductory-statistics class. The course website explained that the class was self-paced and that it could help undergraduates, postgraduates, medical students, and even lecturers build up basic statistical knowledge. I set the bot loose, and in less than an hour, Einstein had worked through all eight modules and seven quizzes. There were some hiccups--the bot took one quiz 15 times--but it ultimately earned a perfect score in the class. As for me? I hardly so much as read the course website.


Read: AI agents are taking America by storm

Einstein was designed to provoke. Its creator, Advait Paliwal, a 22-year-old tech entrepreneur, told me that he'd released the bot as a way of alerting educators as to just how good AI is at schoolwork. "You can blame me," he said. "But this is happening right now, and more people need to know about what's to come." (He has previously said that he designed Einstein's landing page by prompting AI to make a website "that people would get angry over.") Almost immediately after releasing Einstein, Paliwal started receiving emails from professors chastising him for creating a tool seemingly designed to perpetuate academic fraud. He took down the bot after he received multiple cease-and-desist letters, including one from Canvas's parent company.





To Paliwal, the backlash missed the point: "If I didn't post about this, someone would have used the same technology and hidden it from the professors," he said. "It's actually better that they know that this exists, and they can correctly prepare for what's to come." The tool also, of course, gave Paliwal a moment of viral fame. Nevertheless, Einstein does seem to be an indicator of where AI in the classroom is headed. The latest bots have massive context windows, meaning that students can feed in mountains of course content such as syllabi, lecture slides, and practice exams. Today's agentic tools can complete all kinds of tasks, such as participating in online discussion forums and taking notes on recorded lectures without student intervention. According to one analysis, the percentage of students middle-school age or older who self-reported using AI for help with homework climbed by 14 points from May to December of last year.





Amid all of this, Silicon Valley is doubling down on its push to integrate AI into schools. In the lead-up to final exams last spring, nearly every major AI firm offered college students free (or heavily discounted) access to their paid chatbots. Now the tech industry is offering students cheap access to their agentic tools. Last summer, Anthropic announced "Claude Builder Clubs"--an initiative in which students paid by the AI company host workshops and hackathons on their campuses. In exchange for membership in those clubs, students are given free access to Claude Code. A few weeks ago, OpenAI announced that it would be offering college students $100 worth of credits for Codex, its agentic coding tool.





The students affiliated with the AI companies, at least, say that the more powerful bots are helping them with their studies. Thor Warnken, an Anthropic ambassador and a biology major at the University of Florida, told me that he has designed what is effectively a personalized Khan Academy. When he takes a practice test--say, in organic chemistry--he feeds his completed work into Claude. He then asks the bot to find patterns in his errors and make new practice problems based on them. "The first practice question will be super easy, and the next one will get a little harder and a little harder, until it gets super hard," he explained. Liu, who also serves as an ambassador for Anthropic, similarly said that the bot has made for a "fantastic" study partner. When he has questions during large lectures, he asks Claude, which has access to his course materials, and the bot explains concepts in real time; previously, those questions might have gone unanswered.


Read: The AI takeover of education is just getting started

Instructors, as I have previously written, are also using plenty of AI. Canvas recently introduced a new AI teaching agent designed to save instructors time on "low educational value tasks" such as organizing online-course modules and adjusting assignment due dates. "Faculty are using AI tools both for instructional purposes, for building course materials, but they're also starting to play around with generative AI to actually grade and assess the learning," Marc Watkins, a researcher at the University of Mississippi who studies AI and education, told me. He gave a hypothetical: "I could set my agent up, open it up in my course, go out on campus to walk across campus to get a cup of coffee at Starbucks," he said. By the time he returned, 15 minutes later, all of the essays would be graded, and "bespoke personal feedback" would be sent out to each student. AI can save teachers time--that same grading takes him 10 or 12 hours, Watkins estimated--but in the process, the technology threatens the relationship between students and teachers that is core to education. "That's really scary," he said.





Most people I spoke with seemed unhappy with the current trajectory of bots in the classroom. Even as growing numbers of students are using the technology, a majority believe that the more they use AI for classwork, the more it will harm their critical-thinking skills. Natalie Lahr, a Barnard sophomore studying history and political science, doesn't use the technology "unless it's something that's asked of me by a professor," she told me, "and even in that case, I'm generally quite opposed." In one particularly "anti-AI radicalizing" experience, Lahr met with a tutor at the college's writing center to get help on an essay. According to Lahr, that tutor copy-pasted her essay prompt into the popular AI tool Perplexity and gave Lahr the AI-generated outline. "That was basically the end of our session," Lahr said. "I had a crashout about that afterwards because I was like, Why am I even here?"





Some educators are worried about "a fully automated loop"--as the Modern Language Association put it last fall--in which AI-generated assignments are completed and graded by AI agents. Instructors have taken to analyzing students' Google Docs history to make sure they are typing responses live instead of pasting in text from a bot. But of course, an AI work-around exists for that too: A new suite of human-typing simulators promises to generate text to make it look as if a student is writing in real time when, really, the work is being done by AI.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/04/ai-agents-school-education/686754/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Great Travel Meltdown of 2026

Airports are suffering a perfect storm of actual problems and passenger anxieties.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Fri, 10 Apr 2026




The Great Travel Meltdown of 2026 started taking shape at the end of February. At first, the U.S. war against Iran forced the cancellation or rerouting of many flights to the Middle East; then the blockage of the Strait of Hormuz drove up the price of jet fuel and threatened to cause crises for the major airlines. Though the two-week cease-fire announced last night may reopen the strait, prices are unlikely to rebound immediately.

Separately, large numbers of TSA workers started staying home after a protracted budget fight in Congress left them working without pay for weeks on end. Airport-security lines snaked into terminal basements or out their front doors. President Trump deployed ICE agents at the nation's major airports, and although TSA workers are now receiving back pay, the funding situation isn't yet resolved.

Getting somewhere by plane has always been an onerous proposition. If you search the phrase travel chaos on Google News, you will find that headlines about "travel chaos" reoccur in batches about every six months, going back to the beginning of time. But as a result of recent, tragic world events, the state of consumer aviation seems to be deteriorating at a rapid pace. Now Americans with travel plans would like to know exactly how worried they should be, and exactly how worried everyone else already is.

I'm one of the worriers. I've been planning to go to Barcelona for my honeymoon this summer. I've already read two books about the Spanish Civil War and just started a pretty dry one about the finances of the city's famous football team. Last week I watched my fiance spend every Capital One point in his account on our basic-economy flights, because the Google Flights trend line showed the fare for our trip going up, up, up, and headed off the chart.

Read: The golden age of flying wasn't all that golden

So I've been in the forums--mostly on Reddit. People there are fretting about the known problems as well as interesting new ones that they came up with themselves. They're worried, for instance, that an airline might decide to charge them an additional fuel fee upon arrival at the airport, and they don't want to listen when someone replies, in an effort to be helpful, "Sounds illegal." They're worried about successfully flying to Japan but then getting stuck there by a fuel crisis that hits its peak with really, really bad timing (for them personally). In one thread, a commenter stated without explanation that "there is also a slim chance that events outside of our control will make people want to avoid air travel by this summer." Okay!

Forum members rarely bother to acknowledge the insensitivity of stressing out over the effects of a distant war on your own summer vacation. But once in a while, someone's post will push things just a little too far: It's okay to worry that you won't get to take a trip that you really care about, but it's not okay to worry that if too many flights are canceled as a result of a distant war, you may lose your hard-earned gold status on the Australian airline Qantas.

Ominous reports of airlines' crisis-management efforts have been attracting incredible attention. For many, the first big moment in this story was a March 20 memo from United Airlines CEO Scott Kirby that was sent to employees and then published on the company website--the type of thing an ordinary person would never read in ordinary times. According to the memo, jet-fuel prices had more than doubled since the start of the war. (Other sources have different numbers, showing that it had not quite doubled at that time.) Kirby presented this as a major challenge for the company--United might end up spending an extra $11 billion annually on fuel--but also, somehow, as a manageable one. "Demand remains the strongest we've ever seen," Kirby wrote. He added that he was typing his note while listening to his son cheer during a college-basketball game, which he found inspiring. "There's a part of me that can't help but feel United is playing offense right now with potentially big rewards at the end."

Maybe for an airline CEO, higher prices are their own reward. The travel experts I spoke with for this story said that summer flights will be really expensive. Airlines used to hedge against spikes in jet-fuel prices with preemptive financial maneuvers, but they don't do this so much anymore. Now when fuel prices go up, they just raise fares for passengers instead. Some airlines have added fuel surcharges to the cost of each ticket (though this will be assessed at booking, not when you get to the airport). United Airlines is among those carriers that have raised the fees for checked bags, presumably to make up for some of its increased costs. Alli Allen, a travel adviser, told me via email that prices seemed to be escalating "by the minute!" Recently, she looked at flights for a client, found the price to be too high, and checked back 30 minutes later in the hope that maybe it had dropped. Instead she found that it had gone up by $300.

Read: Flying is weird right now

Clint Henderson, a writer and an editor for the popular website The Points Guy, said the same. "I think it's going to cost a lot more for most people to travel this summer," he told me. "Whether you're using points and miles or cash, they're all going to be higher." He also expected the travel experience to be stressful, especially if TSA workers end up missing any more paychecks. Although news outlets, airlines, and the TSA itself (through the MyTSA app) offer tools to track security wait times, they can still be difficult to predict. Henderson said that he'd gone to check out the Atlanta airport at the height of the TSA-payment crisis and saw travelers facing an hour-and-a-half wait; then he went back the next day, and it was five minutes. "If this goes on, obviously it would be a disaster for the summer travel season." When I asked him to rate the potential for chaos on a 10-point scale, he said he would give it a nine. (Take it from a points guy!)

Henderson said The Points Guy website's official recommendation is that people book all travel for the year right now, even if it seems expensive, because conditions may only worsen over time. To avoid long lines, he also suggested flying out of smaller airports on Tuesday, Wednesday, or Sunday. The other travel trips that I accrued from emailing travel agents and industry bloggers will not impress you. They said to try to sign up for TSA PreCheck or apply for Global Entry, to show up at the airport early, and to bring snacks with you.

Travelers may be complaining, fretting, and catastrophizing, but so far, at least, they are doggedly proceeding with their plans. Airlines report that people are paying the higher ticket prices, and that the industry is seeing record levels of revenue. If Americans can go to Europe this summer, they will go to Europe this summer. And Europe (plus people from many other places) will come here. More than 1 million international travelers are expected to attend the World Cup. Matches will be held in several of the cities that have had the longest security lines, including Houston and Atlanta, and the final will be hosted in the New York-New Jersey area, which is home to the worst airport in America.

A new, more aggressive and pervasive form of travel chaos may yet ensue. In the meantime, though, behaviors are unchanged. Despite the rising prices, the spectacular security lines, and all of the rumored airport inconveniences, "we've seen very little evidence that people are canceling or toning down their summer travel plans," Henderson said. "I'm constantly shocked by Americans' insatiable demand for travel."
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The Banality of MAGA-fication

A new book by an unremarkable Republican accidentally illuminates the devolution of the party.

by Jonathan Chait

Fri, 10 Apr 2026




From the vantage point of a decade ago, Donald Trump's current command over the Republican establishment today would be difficult to fathom. Even after he dispatched his rivals in the 2016 primary, the presidential nominee remained persona non grata. That year's Republican National Convention filled its programming with second-raters (Scott Baio gave a prime-time speech), while Ted Cruz and other speakers refused to endorse Trump onstage; National Review famously published a special issue denouncing him. When outliers such as Jeff Sessions and Chris Christie straggled into his camp, their betrayal provoked mockery and outrage.

The party elites withheld their support for Trump due to concerns over his corruption, his affection for dictators and dictatorships, and his general unfitness for office. Those worries were borne out. And yet, nearly all of the party's members have abandoned their qualms and fallen in line with a president who did every destructive thing they predicted. Why on earth would they do that?

John Tillman's new book, The Political Vise, helps illuminate this still very unsettling question. Tillman is a mid-level, mainstream Republican operative who has worked mostly at the state level. The arguments he produces are shallow and largely familiar. But the very banality of the author and his reasoning are what make the book interesting as a source text: It reveals how traditional Reaganite Republican foot soldiers (and National Review, which gave the book a thumbs-up) made their peace with a figure they once found so repulsive.

"The Vise" is the organizing metaphor for Tillman's argument, in which he posits that the American left has gained quasi-permanent control of American politics. Although his metaphor is original, the underlying case is not. Numerous conservatives have employed other conceits to illustrate the left's supposed control of American life: "The Cathedral," the "long march through the institutions," the "Flight 93 election," and so on.

All of those constructs serve the purpose of imagining the Democrats not as a rival coalition with opposing policies but as a unified, impersonal force that is always on the precipice of totalitarian control. This desperate situation leaves Republicans with no choice but to destroy that which threatens to destroy them. And if the instrument of destruction available to them is an imperfect vessel, so be it.

Read: An anatomy of the MAGA mind

Tillman has run a conservative pressure group in Illinois working for traditional party goals--lowering taxes, fighting unions, being tough on crime. He remains slightly uncomfortable about Trump, conceding that the president's "pugnacious demeanor often made it easy for his enemies to rally against him" and that he "has not always behaved like a perfect gentleman" with women.

But Tillman also believes that the 2020 election was unfair. Conservative complaints about that election come in two broad categories. The strong version is Trump's claim that the election was stolen through fraudulent ballots. The weaker version holds that the election was "rigged" by social media, liberalized mail-in balloting, and other stratagems, even if the vote count was technically correct. Tillman expresses openness to both theories. "We may never know the full extent of the manipulations that took place before, during, and after the 2020 election," he writes. He justifies the January 6 attacks ("Without excusing violence, I note that when you squeeze ordinary Americans in a Vise, not all of them will comply with your demands") and decries the sentencing of the rioters as excessive. "The Progressive Political Vise," he asserts, using Trumpian-style capitalization rules, "worked to crush anyone who dared question the outcome of the 2020 presidential election."

Tillman approvingly quotes Lenin's call for his followers to seize the "commanding heights." The difference, according to him, is that, unlike Lenin's Communist revolution, the right-wing revolt will empower people who are good. "Those of us who love liberty can once again take control of the culture," he writes, in a phrase brimming with Orwellian irony. (Any culture controlled by a political faction is, by definition, not at liberty.)

So how did a prosperous midwestern Republican proceed from wanting lower taxes to justifying a coup attempt? One answer is that the electoral failure of his traditional Republican positions has bred a suspicion of democracy. At one point, Tillman complains that "bureaucrats have worked hard to entrench Medicare," and at another, he blames "the Vise" for stopping George W. Bush's 2005 attempt to privatize Social Security.

The reality is that Medicare and Social Security enjoy fervent public support. The conservative movement has never accepted the legitimacy of those programs, but rather than recognize that public opinion has made them unassailable, it has turned against democracy itself. For better or worse, the failure to eliminate popular social benefits means that the political system is working as designed. Yet Tillman, like many other conservatives, attributes decades of frustration to shadowy forces.

A second explanation for this extremist drift is that the conservative movement has shut out information sources that challenge its own biases, sealing itself into a radicalization silo. Tillman dismisses mainstream media such as The New York Times and The Washington Post as partisan propaganda, boasting that "I laugh out loud" when anybody tells him that they trust those outlets' reporting. Tillman relies on sources such as the late cartoonist Scott Adams, a prolific social-media poster known for endorsing conspiracy theories.

Read: The intellectual edgelords of the GOP

The effects of this unhealthy information diet upon Tillman's critical-thinking skills leap off every page. He is, in particular, impervious to internal contradictions. "To keep the masses at heel," he writes, liberals "warn constantly of an existential peril that is always just about to overtake our government." Elsewhere, he warns of his opponents' ... existential peril: "We live in the period of greatest risk to our republic since the Civil War. The radicalized progressive left aims to apply the power of the Political Vise to subjugate those Americans who dissent from their worldview."

Tillman urges politicians to "accept that your message didn't carry the day and take responsibility for the loss," but the only application he can find for this lesson in recent politics is the Democratic Party's failure to accept the results of the 2016 election with sufficient grace. He casually cites Trump's "record-high popularity" without bothering to explain what he means by that. (Trump's approval rating at its best moments has never come close to the peak levels of Barack Obama, Ronald Reagan, and both George H. W. and George W. Bush.)

During one rant against cancel culture and its pernicious tendency to smear the innocent, Tillman brings up Joseph McCarthy as a prime example of a person whose reputation was unfairly destroyed. (That McCarthy's most important contribution to reputation destruction might not be as a victim of it seems not to have occurred to him.)

The preface of the book is a George Orwell quote: "The Party seeks power entirely for its own sake. We are not interested in the good of others; we are interested solely in power, pure power." It is supposed to be self-apparent that Tillman is describing the Democrats. Yet his book's central point is that Republicans must recognize the Democrats' ruthlessness and, as he writes, "cultivate that ruthlessness in ourselves." Orwell's perhaps most famous observation is that would-be despots employ their opponents' abuses as propaganda to justify their own, turning themselves into the thing they decry. To this lesson, as to so many ironies screaming out from his prose, Tillman appears oblivious.

Although The Political Vise has little value as analysis, it offers a harrowing glimpse into how ordinary partisanship, when trapped for too long in an airless chamber of propaganda, metastasizes into outright authoritarianism. Tillman has taken the time to chronicle his own journey from a traditional Republican to a mouthpiece for an administration that aspires to lock up its foes, shut down independent media, and beat peaceful protesters.

The horror story of a man transforming into a monster is a familiar genre. So is the how-to guide. Rarely does a reader come across a work that manages to be both.
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Vance's 'Fraud Czar' Title May Come Back to Haunt Him

The vice president's ambitious new focus comes with some baggage.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 09 Apr 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.


Vice President Vance is having a busy month. He may facilitate negotiations with Iran in Pakistan this weekend--part of the White House's attempt to maintain the fragile cease-fire in the Middle East. But he's also got his eye on domestic issues as the administration's "fraud czar."

Vance has been the face of the White House's effort to combat fraud since earlier this year, but Trump reiterated the title in a Truth Social post last weekend. "His focus will be 'EVERYWHERE,'" he wrote, "but primarily in those Blue States where CROOKED DEMOCRAT POLITICIANS" have allegedly "had a 'free for all' in the unprecedented theft of Taxpayer Money."

In January, Vance announced that the White House was establishing a new division for national fraud enforcement, with its own assistant-attorney-general position. It was a response to a series of child-care-fraud scandals throughout Minnesota--some of which were unearthed during the Biden era but were reinvestigated by Department of Justice prosecutors toward the end of last year. Trump formalized Vance's new commitments last month, signing an executive order to create the Task Force to Eliminate Fraud, which the vice president now chairs. If Trump's announcement last week is any indication, Vance's job is to focus mostly on blue-state fraud--which, given the fact that fraud is an issue across both Democrat- and Republican-led states, risks restricting the effects of the project.

As laid out in the March executive order, Vance will be focusing specifically on benefits fraud: the crime of claiming benefits for social services that you don't actually qualify for. (It's a real phenomenon, but despite some of the administration's rhetoric, reducing it won't do much to chip away at the federal deficit.) The Trump administration has tried to address this issue through legislation (for example, the One Big Beautiful Bill Act changed eligibility requirements for food stamps) and through targeted enforcement efforts such as DOGE, a far-reaching initiative to trim the fat across the federal government. DOGE's progress was hard to track: Its website saw repeated overstatements, deletions, and contradictions about the state of the agency's work. The department ultimately failed in its mission. Despite shutting down several government agencies, DOGE actually ended up leading to more federal spending, rather than less.

As presidential administrations direct their DOJs to address fraud, they sometimes convene task forces to bolster that work, as Joe Biden, Barack Obama, and George W. Bush also did. And federal governments don't carry out this work alone: State-level operations across the country play a role in reducing fraud too. But Trump's administration has at times used claims of fraud as political cover--an excuse to withhold funding from its political opponents on the state level. These sorts of targeted cuts have focused largely on blue states, whose immigrant communities often become scapegoats.

According to federal data, benefits fraud can happen at similar levels in both Republican- and Democrat-led districts. But in response to the Minnesota fraud scandal, the Department of Health and Human Services attempted to freeze more than $10 billion in funding for five blue states in January, apparently fearing that taxpayer dollars aren't safe under Democrats' control. (A district court has since blocked the move.) The same month, CBS News reported that Russell Vought, the director of the Office of Management and Budget, had directed "nearly all" federal agencies to report the funding they were providing to certain blue states--the idea being to combat any potential "improper and fraudulent use of those funds."

As the Trump administration conjures up political narratives from its anti-fraud efforts, it is also actively undermining the work of enforcement: In the early days of his second term, Trump fired many of the watchdogs who were searching for perpetrators throughout the country. According to federal data, those investigators were responsible for digging up more than $50 billion in fraud in the 2024 fiscal year.

The anti-fraud task force has already begun its work, and its success or failure will rest squarely with Vance. Trump's Truth Social post last week was timed with the arrests of eight alleged fraudsters who the FBI has said siphoned more than $50 million from Medicare with "sham hospice care facilities." There's an irony here in the fact that Trump has granted clemency to several fraudsters convicted of crimes in a similar vein. Among them are Joseph Schwartz, who stole about $38 million via his nursing-home empire; Lawrence Duran, who pleaded guilty to co-orchestrating a $205 million Medicare-fraud scheme; and Paul Walczak, a former nursing-home executive who didn't pay his taxes. Walczak was pardoned after his mother reportedly attended a Trump fundraising dinner, where guests were asked to pay $1 million to attend.

Vance will likely put a positive spin on the outcomes of his term as fraud czar, whatever those outcomes may be over the next three years. But he'll have to answer to tougher critics on the campaign trail in 2028, should he choose to run. That's what happened to Kamala Harris, who in 2024 had to confront questions about another title that was bestowed upon her: "border czar." Republicans were eager to highlight failures in the Biden administration's immigration policy, and the title on Harris' resume made her an easy target.

Because the premise of Vance's fraud mission--that Democrats are uniquely permissive of social-services fraud--is false, his potential results are limited. If Americans aren't happy with what he achieves, he might come to regret his new title.

Related:

	J. D. Vance is definitely against foreign election interference.
 	J. D. Vance learns what Mike Pence already knows.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	1979 is the year that explains Donald Trump.
 	Claude Mythos is everyone's problem.
 	Pete Hegseth is trying to resegregate the military, Adam Serwer argues.
 	States are learning the wrong lesson from the "Mississippi miracle."




Today's News

	Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said that Israel would keep striking Hezbollah in Lebanon, despite Iran stating earlier today that the strikes threatened the war's cease-fire.
 	First Lady Melania Trump delivered remarks refuting what she described as false allegations about her ties to the sex offender Jeffrey Epstein.
 	Ship traffic in the Strait of Hormuz has not risen since the cease-fire in Iran was announced; Iran is still mandating that ships get its permission before passing through.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Artemis II is part of a series of missions to establish a permanent base on the lunar south pole. What will we do with the moon when we get there for good? Stephanie Bai explores.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



Scientists Are Finally Unlocking a Cancer Treatment's Full Potential

By Katherine J. Wu

By the time Fabian Muller met the patient at the center of his newest research paper, he was fairly certain that an experimental treatment was her last hope. The patient, a 47-year-old mother of two, had for years been battling three severe autoimmune diseases, all of which were triggering her body to attack components of her blood. Her doctors had made nine separate attempts to treat her conditions, but none of them had worked ...
 In recent years, [Muller] and his colleagues have made a name for themselves pioneering experimental CAR-T cell treatments--a type of personalized immunotherapy originally developed for cancer--against a variety of autoimmune diseases, with promising early results. Small studies of CAR-T, as well as early results from several ongoing clinical trials, show that many people with autoimmune disease go into remission after treatment; some patients are now years out from CAR-T cell therapy and remain in good health without the help of any drugs. Muller hopes that this latest patient--the most complex autoimmune case to receive the treatment to date--will soon be able to say the same.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	What China just learned from the Iran war
 	Reasons to be hopeful in Iran
 	The state that could decide Trump's gerrymandering war
 	The Artemis astronauts are studs, Sally Jenkins writes.




Culture Break


U.S. General Services Administration



Reminisce. The New Deal-era murals that adorn the walls of the Wilbur J. Cohen Federal Building offer important lessons about patriotism, propaganda, and beauty, Judith Shulevitz writes. What will happen to them if the government sells the building?

Read. The Oyster Diaries, Nancy Lemann's first new novel in more than 20 years, is a return, yet again, to New Orleans and its eccentricities.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai 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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Ye Wants Your Forgiveness. So What?

The former Kanye West is making his bid to rejoin mainstream culture--with mixed results.

by Spencer Kornhaber

Fri, 10 Apr 2026




When canceled became a common label applied to basically anyone who'd done anything to offend anyone, it had many unfortunate effects. One was rolling transgressions as serious as sexual assault and as trivial as accidentally not being nice to a fan (maybe) into one bucket of misbehavior. Another was implying that society was run, more than ever, by mob rule. The truth is that the age of consensus has ended, and even the canceled can continue their careers by pitching themselves directly to the public--which is how, for example, the allegedly disgraced Morgan Wallen became the most popular man in country music.

Another consequence was making collective judgment seem cruelly irreversible. Cancel culture, as many a podcaster has ranted over the past decade, offers no obvious path to redemption. Examples of people expressing sincere apologies, changing their behavior, and winning forgiveness have been rare. Transgressors who've returned to public life, such as President Trump, have mostly offered denials of wrongdoing and worn their cancellation as a badge of honor.

So when Ye (formerly Kanye West) placed an ad in The Wall Street Journal in January apologizing to "those I've hurt," it was genuinely surprising. A decade ago, after spending years defining the sound of 21st-century hip-hop, Ye began to alienate portions of his listenership by going MAGA. But he remained a bankable celebrity--in a lucrative partnership with Adidas--until 2022, when he went all in on anti-Semitism. He took to shouting out Hitler, selling swastika T-shirts, and otherwise preaching about how Jews control everything and must be stopped. Record labels, brands, and many fans distanced themselves from him.

In the Journal, though, he wrote that this behavior had been the result of an undiagnosed brain injury he'd suffered 25 years earlier. He had "lost touch with reality" but now, armed with a new health routine and outlook on life, had amends to make. "I aspire to earn your forgiveness," he wrote.

The letter was well written. It conveyed that he'd wrestled with great shame and was humbly offering himself to the world's mercy. A reader might ask: What if what happened to Ye--mental-health problems giving way to a Third Reich fetish--had happened to me? Wouldn't I want a chance to make good?

But Ye is not like most people. He's a celebrity whose words reverberate throughout the culture, and whose reputation is worth a lot of money. In recent weeks, he seemed to be inching his way back into normalcy by releasing an album (Bully) and playing gigs. Then, on Tuesday, the United Kingdom banned him from entry, citing the "public good." Forgiveness had been the wrong concept to apply to his situation all along. The language of individual morality obscures what so-called cancellations--and ever-elusive uncancellations--really should be about: doing what's best not for the celebrity but for the rest of us.



The timing of Ye's apology always seemed a bit convenient. In the same week that the Journal published Ye's letter, the rapper signed a seven-figure record deal with the media company Gamma. Co-founded by Ye's former manager Larry Jackson, Gamma is a new music-industry player that's trying to compete with the major labels. A separate article in the Journal reported that Jackson had discussed Ye's signing during an all-hands meeting with his staff, some of whom had reservations. The company's leadership reportedly believed that Ye "was committed to creating music with positive messaging."

The run-ups to Ye's albums have traditionally been littered with explosive statements, publicity stunts, and repeated delays. Before his 2024 album Vultures 1, he offered a public apology to Jewish people--then soon doubled down on hating them. By contrast, Bully's rollout has been serene and slick. Its official release date was pushed back only once, by a week. Ye has given no interviews and posted nothing of note since his January mea culpa.

Until just a few days ago, the low-drama PR strategy seemed to be working. Fans were praising Bully as a heartening return to Ye's early, soulful sound. Its lyrics contained no inflammatory content. He'd played two sold-out shows at Los Angeles's SoFi Stadium. Lauryn Hill joined him on stage, and other celebrities were cheering in the audience. Little attention was being paid to the other scandals in his life--such as a lawsuit from his former assistant alleging multiple instances of abuse (he has denied the allegations), which came after previous reports that he'd bullied and harassed employees at Adidas (about which he has not commented).

He was then announced as the headliner for all three days of the Wireless Festival, a long-running and prominent hip-hop event in London. This was the kind of gig that, if it went off without a hitch, would smooth his return to the status of globe-trotting, big-tent pop star.

But not everyone was going along with the rehab plan. After all, less than a year ago Ye was working on openly anti-Semitic music with song titles including "Gas Chambers" and "Heil Hitler." Creative Communities for Peace and other Jewish groups excoriated the Wireless booking, and PepsiCo dropped its sponsorship of the festival.

The managing director of Festival Republic (which, along with Live Nation, runs Wireless), Melvin Benn, released an impassioned defense of the booking. He identified himself as an anti-fascist and a supporter of Jews. He expressed the view that "forgiveness and giving people a second chance are becoming a lost virtue in this ever-increasing divisive world," and urged people to "offer some forgiveness and hope to him as I have decided to do." Ye put out a statement saying that his "only goal is to come to London and present a show of change, bringing unity, peace, and love through my music." He added that he wanted to meet with members of the Jewish community to listen and learn.

Read: Cling to your disgust

That same day, the U.K. government denied Ye's visa, banning him from coming to the country. Prime Minister Keir Starmer wrote online that he "will not stop in our fight to confront and defeat the poison of antisemitism. We will always take the action necessary to protect the public and uphold our values." Wireless subsequently announced that it was canceling the entire festival.

The government intervention quickly redefined the conversation around Ye, bringing up questions of free speech and legal precedent (the U.K. generally has less permissive expression laws than the United States, though both countries have lately wielded immigration policy against artists and activists for things they've said). It also, predictably, fed the sense of persecution that Ye's followers have long clung to. On Reddit and X, some fans are griping that their idol is being subjected to harsher punishments than associates of Jeffrey Epstein have been. They are alluding darkly to a conspiracy ... by a certain group of people ... who seem to control the world ...

In a way, though, the decision by Starmer's government is clarifying. The question of whether Ye should be "allowed" into public life again--meaning given mainstream platforms and institutional support--was never about whether Ye deserved a comeback. He was shunned not because he'd morally transgressed (though he had) but because he'd used his platform to spread dangerous myths about a group of people already experiencing a rising tide of bigotry. His single "Heil Hitler" (which, again, is recent--released in May 2025) became a rallying song for people such as Nick Fuentes, the ascendent influencer who pushes open racism, sexism, homophobia, and anti-Semitism. In 2022, a hate group hung a banner over a Los Angeles freeway that read Kanye Is Right About the Jews.

Speech laws, of course, vary from country to country. And record companies, corporations, and concert organizers can't stop anyone from saying whatever they want. But institutions can and probably should try to not give money, megaphones, and credibility to someone who might use those things to spread messages that can get people killed.

Making judgment calls about public harm can be tricky, and the process is muddied by the forgiveness-focused language that rules so much of the conversation about celebrity conduct. Ye's redemption campaign has foregrounded a theme that fits our parasocial zeitgeist: empathy for the individual. Yet while many of us may want Ye to get better, or believe he's entitled to personal redemption, none of us has any real idea what's in his heart. All we have is the record of how he's acted before, and all we can do is make inferences about how he's acting now.

My inferences say not to trust him, not yet. After spending decades expressing himself in freewheeling interviews, lately he's mostly shared his thoughts in highly curated statements. On Bully, he raps in bland and mechanical fashion about conquering darkness and achieving a comeback. His lyrics, once outlandishly specific, are now flagrantly generic: "Know the Lord's intervention was divine / Political and social tensions on the climb." Listening, I wondered when the real Ye would crash back in and say what he really thinks, for better or ill. Only time and evidence can make that suspicion wane. And the only reason to rush that process is profit.
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A Cancer Treatment That Does More Than Scientists Thought

CAR-T cell therapy, originally developed for cancer, is showing ever more promise as a treatment for autoimmune diseases.

by Katherine J. Wu

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




By the time Fabian Muller met the patient at the center of his newest research paper, he was fairly certain that an experimental treatment was her last hope. The patient, a 47-year-old mother of two, had for years been battling three severe autoimmune diseases, all of which were triggering her body to attack components of her blood. Her doctors had made nine separate attempts to treat her conditions, but none of them had worked. By the start of 2025, she'd been confined to a hospital in Dresden, Germany, for more than two months, being dosed with multiple immunosuppressive drugs and receiving up to three daily transfusions of red blood cells, as her care team tried and failed to control a massive disease flare.

In desperation, the woman's care team reached out to Muller, a hematologist-oncologist at the University Hospital of Erlangen, a roughly three-hour drive away by ambulance. In recent years, he and his colleagues have made a name for themselves pioneering experimental CAR-T cell treatments--a type of personalized immunotherapy originally developed for cancer--against a variety of autoimmune diseases, with promising early results. Small studies of CAR-T, as well as early results from several ongoing clinical trials, show that many people with autoimmune disease go into remission after treatment; some patients are now years out from CAR-T cell therapy and remain in good health without the help of any drugs. Muller hopes that this latest patient--the most complex autoimmune case to receive the treatment to date--will soon be able to say the same. She received CAR-T treatment early last year and has since returned to a mostly normal life. After years of being intermittently lashed to machines and tubes, she hasn't needed a hospital stay in many months. (The patient has asked to remain anonymous to protect her privacy, Muller told me.)

Muller and other CAR-T researchers are cautious about forecasting the future of their technology. CAR-T is brand-new to autoimmune disease--it was first trialed in a patient in 2021--and scientists still aren't certain how long remission might last or whether patients might experience long-term side effects. But for the first time, patients with some of the world's most severe autoimmune conditions are entering prolonged remission after a one-and-done treatment. And many researchers are starting to think that CAR-T may offer people with autoimmune disease a new kind of hope: the possibility of permanent recovery.

Autoimmune diseases--a broad and complex category of ailments including rheumatoid arthritis and type 1 diabetes--have long puzzled researchers. For reasons that are still poorly understood, the body's immune system, normally tuned exquisitely to root out and destroy invasive pathogens or sickly cells, begins to assault healthy cells instead. Although the conditions can be managed, usually with immunosuppressive drugs, scientists have never figured out a way to permanently jolt the immune system back on track.

CAR-T therapies could be exactly the kind of factory reset that the immune system needs. The treatment involves reengineering T cells--a type of immune defender--into chimeric antigen receptor T cells (hence, CAR-T) that can kill other cells of scientists' choosing. In the case of many autoimmune diseases, that means targeting B cells, another variety of immune cell that is commonly responsible for the body mistakenly turning on itself. CAR-T treatments wipe out the misbehaving cells, allowing the body to, theoretically, restock its B cells with ones that leave healthy tissues alone.

So far, that theory has panned out. Early experiments--many of them headed by Muller's team--suggest that CAR-T therapies can work against several different autoimmune diseases, including myositis, systemic sclerosis, ulcerative colitis, and myasthenia gravis, with few side effects. Across trials, including several recent studies from Muller and his colleagues, most of the dozens of lupus patients that researchers have infused with CAR-Ts have gone into remission, and stayed there for many months. Overall, CAR-T has been astoundingly successful against autoimmune disease, Marcela Maus, the director of the Cellular Immunotherapy Program at Massachusetts General Hospital, told me, especially considering CAR-T's somewhat spotty track record against certain cancers. These experimental treatments also offer a major lifestyle improvement over traditional management of very severe and complex autoimmune disease, which can entail a lifetime of regularly dosing immunosuppressive drugs. And although CAR-T can trigger extreme inflammatory responses in some cancer patients, those risks don't seem as common in people with autoimmune disease.

Read: A 'crazy' idea for treating autoimmune diseases might actually work

Muller's recent patient still presented a new puzzle--not least because she suffered from three separate autoimmune diseases. In 2014, around the time she had her first son, she'd been diagnosed with autoimmune hemolytic anemia, in which the body rampantly annihilates its own red blood cells. Shortly after, she developed two other autoimmune conditions: one that caused her blood to clot excessively, and another that destroyed platelets, making her more prone to uncontrolled bleeding. Before falling ill, the patient had been active, energetic, "always doing a million things at once," Muller told me. Within a few years of her diagnosis, though, she was struggling through daily tasks, unable to work, hospitalized for months every year. Her younger son, who's about 8 years old, knew his mother "only as a sick person," Muller said. In early 2025, the patient told Muller that she was willing to try whatever he and his colleagues had to offer. With each additional day of intensive, unsuccessful treatment, her risk of a serious complication was rising while her chances of survival were ticking steadily down.

Early last year, Muller and his colleagues extracted the patient's T cells, programmed them to destroy most of her body's B cells, and then infused the modified T cells back into her body. Her B cells quickly began to disappear, and within weeks, her bloodwork began to look roughly normal. A year out from treatment, she still has lingering fatigue, and has to undergo weekly bloodletting to purge the iron that built up in her body after receiving so much donated blood. But her outpatient doctor manages that care, and she no longer depends on drugs or blood transfusions. She's spending time with her children in ways she never could before. As far as Muller's team can tell, the treatment accomplished the immunological reboot they hoped for: Her body has since produced new B cells, and they so far seem unperturbed by any components of her blood, just as immune cells should be.

Not everyone will be so lucky. CAR-T therapy can cost hundreds of thousands of dollars or more. Germany allows people with serious autoimmune conditions to receive the treatment on the basis of compassionate use, and covers it through the country's universal health-care system. But in the United States, the only reliable access to CAR-T for those patients comes through sparse clinical trials. Some researchers worry that certain patients won't stay in remission, perhaps because they carry some sort of predisposition to generate rogue immune cells. And certain autoimmune diseases--especially those that might not hinge on misbehaving B cells--may be harder to treat with CAR-T. Wiping out a lot of T cells, for example, carries a high risk of pushing someone into an immunocompromised state, similar to AIDS, Avery Posey, a CAR-T expert at the University of Pennsylvania, told me. But new developments are in the works that could address some of those issues, Posey said. Scientists are tinkering with new ways to generate CAR-T cells more efficiently and cheaply, including via injections, somewhat similar to vaccines, that can coax patients' bodies into reprogramming some of their T cells--that is, generating their own CAR-Ts in house. In some cases, the subsets of cells that CAR-Ts target can also be narrowed, so that only the body's most problematic cells are taken out of commission, while healthy immune cells remain intact.

Muller remains encouraged by the fact that his first autoimmune patient, a young woman with lupus, is still doing well more than five years out from her CAR-T treatment. She's since gotten her master's degree and now works at his hospital, running clinical trials; they wave when they glimpse each other in the cafeteria. For now, her immune system seems to be behaving just as it should.
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1979 Is the Year That Explains Donald Trump

And pretty much all of the 1980s do too.

by Jonathan Lemire, Isabel Ruehl

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




It sure feels like 1979 again. Iran is fighting the West. The price of gas has been rising for weeks. Moscow is aiming to take advantage of a distracted White House. The party in control of Washington is anxiously looking at the polls. Flared pants and jumpsuits are back! So are cigarettes. Steven Spielberg is riding high after doing a movie about humans encountering aliens. (Not to be outdone, actual space missions are back too.) U2 put out new music. Even the Pittsburgh Pirates are good.

And if we do seem to have returned to that moment in time, then, well, Donald Trump would seem to be ready for whatever comes next, because the guy has lived his whole life like it's the 1980s.

He embraces the big-bigger-biggest ethos of the decade, with its gold-plated style and "greed is good" mantra. His views have been shaped by the brash era in which excess was the norm and ostentatious displays of wealth and power were celebrated in pop culture and in Trump's Manhattan. (The pink-marbled lobby of his Trump Tower skyscraper looks just as it did when it opened in 1983.) It was also a moment when New York City was defined by extreme wealth stratification and racial unrest, a time of high crime and corruption. To this day, Trump's touchstones almost seem preserved in amber from that decade: Sylvester Stallone, George Steinbrenner, Hulk Hogan, the musical Cats. This was an era of over-the-top displays of patriotism and even jingoism; the phrase Let's make America great again was in. (It's true--Ronald Reagan got there first.) This was when Trump became a celebrity, when he still had youth on his side. In his mind, at least, he hasn't left.




Trump's favorite era may also be shaping his approach to the war with Iran. Back then was when Trump revealed himself to be an Iran hawk, one who believed that President Jimmy Carter's failed efforts to rescue hostages at the U.S. embassy broadcast a sign of American weakness to the globe. In a series of remarks over the decade when he became a public figure, Trump said he'd punish Iran, and he began to float his now-familiar refrain of take the oil. Indeed, those 1980s discussions of foreign policy and Iran were when the media began speculating that Trump might someday run for president. The lessons he learned decades ago have informed his bombastic approach to this war, which has included the killing of Iran's leader, the degradation of its military, and a threat Tuesday to wipe out the nation's "whole civilization." A fragile cease-fire is now in place. Republicans hope that this Iran crisis won't wound the White House like the one that did 47 years ago.

Carter's presidency was largely doomed when, amid the Iranian Revolution of 1979, militants seized the American embassy in Tehran. Weeks later, Ruhollah Khomeini, an Islamist cleric, emerged as the new theocratic state's supreme leader and fueled extreme anti-American sentiment. A military rescue effort failed, and the standoff gripped the United States throughout a presidential-election year. Carter later received some credit for having prevented the situation from growing worse, but at the time, he seemed weak and powerless. In October 1980, a young Trump, then just 34 years old, gave an interview that is believed to be the first time he publicly weighed in on foreign policy.

"That this country sits back and allows a country such as Iran to hold our hostages, to my way of thinking, is a horror, and I don't think they'd do it with other countries," Trump said during an interview on NBC with the gossip columnist Rona Barrett. When Barrett asked whether he'd advocate for sending in troops to free the hostages and seize Iran's resources, Trump answered in the affirmative, saying, "I think right now we'd be an oil-rich nation, and I believe that we should have done it."

From the June 2025 issue: 'I run the country and the world'

Sounds familiar. As best we can tell, this is also the first time that Trump publicly mused about taking another nation's oil. It wouldn't be the last. Reagan won in a landslide a month later, though he never got around to taking any oil. As a parting kiss-off to Carter, the hostages were released on the day of the Republican's inauguration.

Douglas Brinkley, a presidential historian and a professor at Rice University, told us that "it almost became orthodoxy in the party in 1980 to say, If I were president, I would not have been weak like Carter. I would have bombed Iran back to the Stone Age." But Brinkley warned that Trump may have overcompensated. In his effort to project toughness and strength, he's unleashing bellicose rhetoric that won't intimidate the Iranian theocracy (after all, their leaders talk that way too) and that, ultimately, will leave him with few good options. "It looks like he wants to live on that 1980 threat. It's like the 'madman theory' of foreign policy," Brinkley said. "You've got to make Iran believe they have to cut a deal."


US President Ronald Reagan (1911 - 2004) shakes hands with real estate developer Donald Trump in a reception line in the White House's Blue Room, Washington DC. November 3, 1987. (White House Photo Office / PhotoQuest / Getty)



By the late 1980s, Trump was a celebrity real-estate developer, a best-selling author, and a tabloid fixture. But what he said then effectively previews how he is governing now; indeed, for a politician who has few consistent ideologies (except on tariffs; he has always loved tariffs), it's striking how Trump's views on Iran haven't really changed. A New York Times write-up of an October 1987 speech in New Hampshire relayed that the businessman had suggested that the U.S. "should attack Iran and seize some of its oil fields in retaliation for what he called Iran's bullying of America." A couple of months later, Trump complained to Phil Donahue (we told you this was a very 1980s tale) that American allies were not doing enough to protect access to oil in the Persian Gulf. The following year, Trump told The Guardian that if he were ever to run for president, he'd be "harsh" on Iran, declaring that "one bullet shot at one of our men or ships, and I'd do a number on Kharg Island. I'd go in and take it." Nearly 40 years later, the Pentagon has prepared a plan for a ground invasion to do just this. It's awaiting Trump's approval if the cease-fire falters.

Tehran is proving to be just as tricky for Trump as it was for Carter. Besotted with the military successes of his bombing campaign in Iran last summer and the operation to seize Nicolas Maduro from Venezuela in January, Trump believed that a joint operation with Israel would be over in a matter of days, weeks at most. He broke his promise to not start a new Middle East war. Yet despite the obliteration of scores of military targets, the regime in Tehran has proved resilient and able to strike its Gulf neighbors. It seized control of the Strait of Hormuz, through which about 20 percent of the world's oil passes. Energy prices have jumped; Trump's poll numbers have sunk. And despite U.S. claims of total air superiority, Iran shot down a fighter jet last week, sparking a frantic search-and-rescue operation.

That mission was shaped by Operation Eagle Claw, the failed 1980 military effort to rescue Americans held during the Iranian hostage crisis. The plan then was complex, involving landing cargo aircraft and helicopters in a remote-desert staging site, inserting U.S. forces into Iran, and preparing them to move on Tehran for a coordinated hostage rescue. But the mission failed at what was supposed to be the staging ground, exposing the military's inability to work across services and carry out complicated operations.

The result was a fundamental yearslong overhaul of the U.S. armed forces. The Pentagon began embracing "joint operations," and the U.S. established the Special Operations Command, which is dedicated to such missions. The Pentagon also reassessed how it thought about what transport aircraft could do. During Operation Eagle Claw, C-130s were a crucial tactical asset; one landed on a makeshift desert airstrip and eventually evacuated injured service members from that failed mission. Nearly 46 years to the day, C-130s were part of the rescue mission in Iran, again tasked with making a quick landing inside the country and then evacuating.

Read: The real intelligence failure in Iran

But that rescue, carried out in the morning hours of Easter Sunday, was followed by an incendiary social-media post from the president in which he wrote, "Open the Fuckin' Strait, you crazy bastards, or you'll be living in Hell - JUST WATCH!" adding, "Praise be to Allah." Trump upped the pressure on Iran on Tuesday, writing that "the whole civilization will die tonight" if the strait was not opened. Hours later, Trump backed off the unhinged threat, and a two-week cease-fire materialized. The fragile truce, however, seemed to only strengthen Iran's claim over the strait; if that becomes permanent, it will be difficult to view the war as anything other than a strategic defeat for the United States.

Trump and his aides, though, would hear none of it. They insisted that the war has been won, that Iran's regime has been changed, and that, as the president put it this morning on social media, we could soon see "the Golden Age of the Middle East!!!" How was that possible? Trump's aides pointed us to the madman theory, saying that the president's unpredictability, combined with his genocidal threat to wipe out Iran, had forced the agreement. "That's The Art of the Deal, baby," one White House aide crowed to us.

That book, of course, was published in 1987.

Marie-Rose Sheinerman and Nancy A. Youssef contributed reporting.






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/04/trump-iran-war-1979/686735/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What China Just Learned From the Iran War

A blockade of Taiwan would hurt the global economy more than Iran's blockade of the Strait of Hormuz.

by Simon Shuster

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




China stands to learn a lot from the war in Iran. Red lines and deadlines imposed by the United States, even when backed by the threat of genocide, can turn out to be rather wobbly. The American military, despite its unrivaled power, has trouble swatting down swarms of cheap drones. But the most valuable lesson, at least for China's ambitions to seize Taiwan, has more to do with the way the world's supply chains, energy prices, and stock markets influence the U.S. willingness to fight.

It remains unclear what exactly led President Trump to step back from his ultimatum Tuesday that he would destroy Iran's civilization without major concessions, agreeing hours later to a two-week cease-fire and settlement talks even though Iran didn't appear to have given up significant ground. But the Iranian choke hold on the Strait of Hormuz evidently had a lot to do with it. By cutting off roughly one-fifth of the world's oil supply over the past five weeks, Iran's blockade of that narrow waterway caused an energy crisis and fears of a global recession that the White House could not abide for long.

China will have paid close attention to Trump's pain threshold. Although Beijing has numerous options for conquering Taiwan, the most appealing for the Chinese military would begin with a partial blockade of the island, much like the one Iran imposed on the strait. The resulting shock to the global economy would be far worse. Factories in Taiwan produce more than a third of the world's microchips. Without them, manufacturers would be forced to halt production of computers, cars, smartphones, home appliances, and countless other goods. Building the data centers that power artificial intelligence--the engine of American economic growth--would be impossible without the advanced chips Taiwan produces.

Taiwan's leaders have tended to see their chip industry as a source of security. In the fall of 2021, then-President Tsai Ing-wen called the industry a "silicon shield." Writing in Foreign Affairs, she argued that American reliance on Taiwanese chips would protect the island against any "aggressive attempts by authoritarian regimes to disrupt global supply chains."

The war in Iran has flipped this argument on its head. As seems clear from Tuesday night's truce, an authoritarian regime far weaker than China can use global supply chains as leverage and, in the process, force the U.S. to back away from its threats. By closing the Strait of Hormuz, Iran caused the average price of gas in the U.S. to shoot up by nearly 40 percent, piling political pressure on Trump to end the war as soon as possible. A Pew Research Center poll conducted at the end of March found that gas prices were the biggest concern among Americans when it came to the war in Iran, well above the chance of "large numbers of U.S. military casualties."

Read: Trump made a deal that gives him nothing he wanted

The economic impact on American consumers would be far worse if China decided to blockade Taiwan. The total costs "would be measured in the trillions," Chris Miller, a Tufts University historian, wrote in his 2022 book, Chip War, which envisions such a scenario. "Losing 37 percent of our production of computing power each year could well be more costly than the COVID pandemic and its economically disastrous lockdowns. It would take at least half a decade to rebuild the lost chipmaking capacity."

This risk has pushed some industrialists to find new supply chains that avoid Taiwan. Among the most ambitious is Elon Musk, who announced a partnership with Intel on Tuesday to design and produce advanced microchips at a gigantic facility that Tesla recently purchased in Texas. The rise of such competitors poses a clear risk to Taiwan's silicon shield. But Musk's new chip factory will take years to begin production, meaning that, for the time being, it gives the U.S. economy no protection.

The United States in the meantime will remain reliant on Taiwanese chips, and the American military could be called upon to challenge any Chinese blockade. Mark Cancian, a retired colonel of the U.S. Marine Corps, gamed out that possibility last year. In a report for the Center for Strategic and International Studies, a Washington think tank, he and his co-authors ran a series of 26 war games, each one starting with a blockade of Taiwan. The U.S. Navy would risk catastrophe in any attempt to break through. "It would be a major battle," Cancian told me. Even in its early stages, "you're potentially losing hundreds of ships."

Read: 'Some foreign influence will be hard to reverse'

The report concluded that any blockade would present the American president with a dilemma. "If China escalated to using military force, the United States had to accept a Taiwanese capitulation on China's terms or become directly involved in the conflict." Cancian and his colleagues chose not to speculate on the political outcomes of either decision. But the war in Iran has shed light on what Trump might do, and it does not bode well for Taiwan.

Apart from weighing the price in U.S.-military casualties and the toll among civilians, Trump or a future president would look at the cost to the U.S. economy and his standing in the polls. The combination of those factors seems to have made Trump blink in the war with Iran. A conflict over Taiwan could end with a similar climbdown in Washington. China now has a model for how that can be done.
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The State That Could Decide Trump's Gerrymandering War

Democrats want Virginians to aggressively gerrymander the state.

by Russell Berman

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




Democrats in Virginia desperately want permission from voters to gerrymander the state beyond recognition. They also want Virginians to know how profoundly sorry they are to have to ask. "I believe that people should choose their representatives. Representatives shouldn't choose their people," State Senator Creigh Deeds declared on Friday, as he stood flanked by a dozen young Democrats at the University of Virginia.

This is typically the main argument against gerrymandering, but for Deeds, it was just the windup to a pitch for his party to cast aside its highfalutin principles and start hurling spitballs back at Republicans. "We've been pushed," he lamented, "into a situation not of our own choosing."

The situation to which Deeds so gravely alluded is the all-out redistricting war that Republicans started last summer in Texas. At President Trump's behest, state lawmakers redrew congressional lines to bolster the GOP's narrow House majority. Democrats, initially aghast but quickly emboldened, responded by matching Republicans with an equally aggressive gerrymander in California, which voters approved overwhelmingly in November. The battleground expanded from there, as Republicans added seats in North Carolina, Ohio, and Missouri.

With new opportunities to gain an edge dwindling, the two parties are waging an expensive campaign in Virginia that could prove decisive. The congressional map that Democrats have proposed is, in its ways, even more audacious than those enacted in either Texas or California. They're asking voters to temporarily set aside a bipartisan redistricting system they approved just six years ago. Under their proposal, Democrats would be favored to win all but one of Virginia's 11 House seats--a huge shift from the current districts, which are currently split between six Democrats and five Republicans. The boldness of Virginia's plan stands out all the more in light of the reticence of neighboring Maryland, a stronger Democratic bastion where the senate president rebuffed a push from national leaders and Governor Wes Moore to draw a map that could have given Democrats the lone remaining House seat they don't currently hold.

Just how far Democrats would reach in Virginia was the subject of weeks of internal debate within the party. Some had pushed for a slightly more restrained proposal that would have given Democrats the upper hand in nine of the 11 House seats. But advocates of a maximalist approach prevailed, and now Virginia voters will decide in an April 21 referendum whether to use the new maps this fall. The party has unified behind the 10-1 proposal--even if some Democrats seem to be bringing a touch of shame to their campaign.

"Nobody wants to do this. I don't want to do this," Michelle Maldonado, a Democratic member of the Virginia House of Delegates, told me after delivering a pep talk to campaign volunteers near her home in Manassas. But, like Deeds, she cited as a rationale Trump's demand for Republicans to carve into Democratic seats wherever they had the power to do so. "We can't sit back and wait."

Democrats confronted the same ethical qualms last fall in California, another state where voters had previously acted to remove politics from redistricting. But that campaign took place in a far bluer state at a time when anger among rank-and-file Democrats over the GOP's Texas gerrymander was raw and fresh. Five months later, the Republican redistricting campaigns have stalled in states such as Indiana and Kansas, where GOP lawmakers rejected pressure from Trump to redraw their maps. The Florida legislature will meet later this month to consider gerrymandering proposals, but there too, many Republicans have become skittish.

Read: The state that handed Trump his biggest defeat yet

The GOP's struggles are welcome news for Democrats nationally, but they have complicated the "Yes" campaign in Virginia, where polls are close and some left-leaning voters are questioning whether their party really needed to gerrymander so audaciously. Deeds, who was the Democrats' nominee for governor in 2009, is one of Virginia's longest-serving state legislators. He said he's tried to explain the stakes to Democratic critics, with mixed success. "Sometimes I've been able to convince them otherwise," Deeds told me. But other skeptics of the plan, he acknowledged, haven't budged. "Ultimately," Deeds said, "if this isn't successful, I think it will be because of people like that."

Perhaps the biggest risk for Virginia Democrats is that their cutthroat approach to redistricting will wake up a state Republican Party that they thoroughly trounced in November. Abigail Spanberger won the governorship by 15 points and the largest raw-vote margin in state history. But Republicans have been heartened by strong early-voting turnout in conservative areas, along with a landslide victory in a legislative election last month. (The result was a rare overperformance by Republicans in a special election during Trump's second term, which Democrats have been dominating across the country.)

Democrats "have overreached," Eric Cantor, the former House majority leader who is helping lead the opposition to the amendment, told me. "There's no doubt that gives us an advantage." Representative Ben Cline, a fourth-term Republican whose conservative district would become a Democratic-leaning battleground in the proposed map, has launched another group to defeat the referendum. "Virginia had a Republican governor less than three months ago, but Democrats now want to take 91 percent of the House seats. That's insane," he told me.

A narrow majority of likely Virginia voters favored the redistricting amendment in a poll released last week by The Washington Post and George Mason University's Schar School. But the same survey found that Republicans and other opponents of the measure were more enthusiastic about voting. "People understand the hypocrisy and are really angry," Cantor said. Turnout for an April election "is a tough thing," he added. "But when you're angry, I think you win the turnout."

Democratic ads have featured Spanberger and former President Obama urging voters to fight back against Republican efforts "to steal enough seats in Congress to rig the next election and wield unchecked power for two more years." But opponents have tried to muddy the debate by reminding voters of Obama's long history of campaigning against gerrymandering. Civil-rights leaders accused a dark-money group of engaging in a racist misinformation campaign by sending mailers to Black voters invoking the civil-rights movement and implying that Obama opposes the redistricting amendment. "It's despicable," Maldonado said. (The chair of the committee that sent the mailers, a Republican former state legislator who is Black, has defended the tactic.)

With tens of millions of dollars already spent on TV ads, Democrats have dwarfed Republicans in fundraising so far. But turnout has been robust across Virginia, even exceeding the early vote in the fall governor's race. At the early-voting site in Waynesboro, a small city west of Charlottesville near Shenandoah National Park, cars pulled into the parking lot every couple of minutes on a recent Thursday afternoon. The area is a conservative part of Cline's district, and most people I interviewed were voting no. Voters expressed more than the usual amount of disgust with both parties. "They've all let the power go to their head," George Trent, a 56-year-old Trump voter who opposed the amendment, told me. J. Strickland, a 71-year-old independent who leans Republican and "reluctantly" backed Trump in 2024, told me he voted no because if the amendment passed, "Democrats would control the entire state." Strickland, who did not want his first name used while talking about politics, said the whole gerrymandering war made a strong case for term limits in Congress. "This two-party system is crazy," Strickland said. "Both parties are fighting against themselves."

As they did in California, Democrats are trying to reassure voters about the redistricting amendment by emphasizing that it's temporary. The new maps would be used through 2030, after which the state would return to a system in which a bipartisan commission draws House districts after the decennial census. Supporters have also noted that unlike Republican gerrymandering efforts that have won approval only from state legislatures, California and Virginia have each put their redistricting proposals before the voters, as state law required in both cases.

Read: 'California is allowed to hit back' 

Opponents of the Virginia amendment doubt the claims that these new maps are only a short-term response. Republicans have made no such promises about their own mid-decade redistricting plans, and because of population trends, blue states are likely to lose seats to GOP-controlled states after the 2030 census, putting more pressure on Democrats to maximize their advantage where they can. A Supreme Court ruling rolling back the Voting Rights Act, which could happen later this spring, would allow Republicans in southern states to draw themselves even more seats in the next few years.

If gerrymandering is a tough sell in Virginia, Democrats are also offering voters a simpler rationale for supporting the amendment. This, they tell them, is your chance to fight back against Trump, to "level the playing field" against the president's many attempts to accumulate power for himself and for his party. The various messages from the "Yes" campaign have a choose-your-own-outrage feel to them. In addition to running commercials with Obama and Spanberger, the "Yes" campaign has released ads featuring military veterans warning about Trump's threat to democracy. Another ad warns about the prospect of a national abortion ban if Republicans accrue even more power.

At the University of Virginia, "Yes" campaigners were using their own Trump-related controversy as motivation: the ouster last summer of UVA's president, James Ryan, who resigned under pressure from the Justice Department in a dispute over DEI policies. During a press conference last week, Semony Shah, the president of UVA's University Democrats, cast the referendum as an opportunity for students to stop what she called "federal overreach" into the university. "These are things that frustrate students, because their voices weren't accounted for. Their voices weren't heard," Shah told me afterward. "This," she said, "is your way to make your voice heard."

Democrats acknowledged the strong start that Republican areas of the state have had in early voting, but they told me turnout was picking up among their target constituencies. The campaign is planning a surge of rallies and canvassing events this weekend, timed for the expansion of early voting to dozens more satellite locations across Virginia. At the canvass launch in Manassas, Maldonado warned volunteers that they might encounter concerned and even angry voters who were "worried that this is a power grab by Democrats." The door-knockers themselves seemed more confident, suggesting that the party's pearl-clutching over gerrymandering was not as widespread as politicians like Deeds and Maldonado feared. Dylan Saldano, a 24-year-old digital fundraiser from Loudoun County, told me he's been canvassing regularly since early voting started. I asked him if he had encountered Democrats who planned to vote against the amendment out of a principled opposition to gerrymandering. "I haven't found someone who's said that yet," Saldano replied, "which makes me think we have it in the bag."
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What Will Humanity Do With the Moon?

As the Artemis missions work to build a permanent lunar home, we should remember why we keep going back.

by Stephanie Bai

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




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


From the window of Orion, home looks like a pale-blue marble slipping under the dark felt of the universe. The four people aboard the spacecraft, now earthbound after finishing their lunar flyby, have traveled farther from our planet than any person has ever ventured, and have seen more of the moon's far side than any person has ever beheld. The Artemis II crew includes Christina Koch, the first woman to fly around the moon; Victor Glover, the first person of color to journey there; Jeremy Hansen, the first lunar-bound Canuck; and Reid Wiseman, husband to the late Carroll Wiseman, the namesake of a newly identified bright spot on the moon's surface.

Down here, their space adventure has stirred feelings of awe--"moon joy," as one NASA officer recently put it. Moon joy at this scale has been on hiatus for the better half of a century. The last crewed lunar expedition was Apollo 17, and it took off in 1972. Artemis II's voyage has revived a thrilling sensation from missions past: the feeling of inching together toward the edge of new knowledge. If all goes according to plan, there will be an Artemis III and an Artemis IV and an Artemis V, at which point NASA hopes to establish a permanent presence on the lunar south pole. But what will we do with all that moon when we get up there for good?

Humanity's attitudes toward that great orb in the night sky have shifted over the centuries: A powerful lunar deity morphed into an object of scientific fascination. Later it became a possible arena for war (America considered detonating a nuclear bomb there partly as a show of force against Russia in the late 1950s) and then a real, tangible place, one that few humans have felt underfoot (the Apollo 17 astronaut Harrison Schmitt reported that lunar dust smelled like "spent gunpowder"). During the 54-year lunar-exploration freeze, public interest waned and government funding for more missions dried up. But that didn't mean everybody suddenly forgot about space--instead, the cogs of economic ambition went right to work. We tried to monetize the moon.

For the handsome fee of $1,600, you too could have shipped a quarter-size object to the moon via Astrobotic Technology's moon-mail service, announced in 2014. But many mementos were likely lost a decade later when the company's Peregrine Mission One lunar lander failed to reach its destination and burned up upon reentry to the Earth's atmosphere--along with other cargo, including, and not limited to, a Bitcoin Genesis Plate, a physical Dogecoin, a sticker from a young space enthusiast, and some copies of Reddit posts, as well as a powdered sports drink whose voyage was sponsored by a Japanese beverage company. (Astrobotic is planning another launch for later this year, and more personal keepsakes will exit the stratosphere in MoonBoxes, which are now sold out.) "The march of human progress has come to an inevitable point in its evolution," my colleague Megan Garber wrote in 2014. "We're about to use our celestial neighbor as an enormous billboard."

The idea of a lunar economy has floated around for years, as humans have searched for resources that could benefit Earth dwellers and future moon dwellers alike: Private companies are intrigued by the financial rewards of harvesting the moon's rare metals, ice (to use in life-support systems on the moon, or to refine for rocket fuel), and helium-3, a rare-on-Earth isotope that could be used in nuclear fusion, which could in turn replace fossil fuels. In a few years, there may even be lunar Wi-Fi or lunar 4G--NASA tapped Nokia to furnish the moon with its own cellular network, which was operational on the surface for roughly 25 minutes last year.

If we do indeed manage to build a permanent space home for ourselves, we should take care to remember the sentiments that propelled us up there in the first place. Before the moon became a site to push product or dig for profit, the question of why we should visit it in person roused much debate. Two NASA scientists made the case in these pages in 1963, and their reasoning was simple: scientific and technological advancement, political clout, and an appeal "to the imagination of the student." In other words, by fulfilling our lunar aspirations, not only will we creep closer to unlocking the universe's secrets--we will also introduce young generations to that great frontier of celestial speculation.

When Buzz Aldrin became the second person to walk on the moon, he took it all in and remarked, "Magnificent desolation." And it was magnificent--enough to show the precarity of what yokes us to one another, enough to kick-start a worldwide environmental movement to protect what we have now. There will always be those who, understandably, doubt what can be gained from going out there rather than from fixing everything that's wrong right here. But "human nature is blessed, or perhaps cursed, with an inquiring mind and an itch for adventure, two qualities that may well spring from the same fount," N. J. Berrill wrote in this magazine a few years after the Apollo program was established.

In a message recorded before his death, the Apollo astronaut Jim Lovell welcomed Artemis II's astronauts to "my old neighborhood." Koch, Glover, Hansen, and Wiseman listened to his tape before their lunar flyby, more than 200,000 miles from home. "I'm proud to pass that torch on to you," Lovell said. "It's a historic day, and I know how busy you'll be. But don't forget to enjoy the view." His words were a reminder to his fellow space travelers that they come from a short line of people who have peered out at the swirling mass of the universe, and also a reminder to us: to look up instead of down, if only for a little while.
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Pete Hegseth Is Trying to Resegregate the Military

"Color-blind and merit-based" now seems to be anything but.

by Adam Serwer

Wed, 08 Apr 2026




Service in wartime has long been a reliable path for Americans denied full citizenship to secure their rights. Black troops' contributions to the Union cause during the Civil War helped convince Abraham Lincoln of the righteousness of extending suffrage to Black men. Women's work on the home front during World War I persuaded a reluctant Woodrow Wilson to urge passage of the Nineteenth Amendment as a "war measure." The military's repeal of Don't Ask, Don't Tell was followed a few years later by the Supreme Court's recognition of the marriage rights of same-sex couples.

Perhaps the Trump administration is hoping the process works just as well in reverse.

Despite the conflict with Iran and other recent military activity overseas, the Pentagon seems focused on purging minorities and women. Last week, NBC News reported that Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth had intervened to block or delay the promotions of more than a dozen Black and female senior officers. According to both NBC and The New York Times, some officials are concerned that officers are being targeted because of their race, gender, or perceived political affiliation. In one instance last year, Hegseth's chief of staff, Ricky Buria, bluntly stated that "President Trump would not want to stand next to a Black female officer at military events," the Times reported. (Buria denied this.)

The Pentagon told NBC and the Times that promotions under Hegseth are "apolitical and unbiased." Nevertheless, the episode is part of a broader pattern. So far, Trump and Hegseth have dismissed or forced the retirements of several high-ranking Black and/or female officers: General C. Q. Brown as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; Admiral Lisa Franchetti as chief of naval operations; Lieutenant General Telita Crosland as head of the Defense Health Agency; and most recently Major General William Green as the Army's chief of chaplains. Hegseth has publicly said that "our diversity is our strength" is the "dumbest phrase in military history." By erasing Defense Department histories of nonwhite service members, and seeking to restore tributes to Confederate soldiers who took up arms against their country in defense of slavery, Hegseth has demonstrated a limited view of whose service is to be honored.

Trump is likely also seeking to ensure that remaining officers lack any qualms about following potentially illegal orders. Both he and Hegseth have long seen war crimes as worthy of admiration rather than scorn. As far back as 2016, Trump was regaling audiences at rallies with apocryphal stories about an American general shooting Muslims with bullets coated in pig's blood. In 2020, he fantasized about turning the military's guns on American citizens, but faced opposition from the leadership at the Pentagon. Yesterday morning, Trump publicly threatened to destroy Iran's "whole civilization" and target civilian infrastructure, both war crimes. He subsequently backed down, handing Iran the ability to charge tolls for ships passing through the Strait of Hormuz; passage was free prior to the American attack.

Enlisted service members are disproportionately nonwhite compared with the U.S. population as a whole, while officers are disproportionately white. Women are also serving in larger numbers than ever before: About a fifth of active-duty military personnel are women. Yet Hegseth has long been dismissive of women's service, particularly in combat roles, and once wrote that, under leaders like Brown, "black troops, at all levels, will be promoted simply based on their race" (this is called confession by accusation). Hegseth seems to want the pool of high-ranking officers to be even less diverse than it already is, having complained in his book that "America's white sons and daughters are walking away" from the military. And he and Trump seem to be purging not only women and people of color, but officers who see them as equally capable--such as the Army chief of staff, General Randy George, who was fired after reportedly refusing to remove several Black and female officials from the promotion list to general.

Adam Serwer: The war-crimes president

Hegseth infamously claimed at the beginning of his tenure that promotions in the military would be "color-blind and merit-based." It is now clear that this was not true. During his confirmation hearing, Hegseth was unable to provide any evidence whatsoever that the military had lowered standards in the name of diversity. If that is the case, then why have we seen so many well-qualified Black and female senior officers dismissed? Why did the Pentagon, for no plausible reason other than animus, expel trans service members after years of honorable service? "Color-blind and merit-based" now appears to have been a smoke screen for a politically motivated purge of not only Black people and women from leadership positions, but white officers who value their service.

The message being sent to lower-ranking officers is that they will be assessed on the basis of their gender, race, or politics, rather than their abilities--which will cause many officers to leave rather than stay and be mistreated, and many potential officers not to enlist to begin with. It is hard to deny the full benefits of citizenship to those who are willing to fight and die for their country; it is easier if that sacrifice is minimized or erased. Rewarding or punishing officers based on race, gender, or perceived political loyalty to Trump could also aid the administration's larger project of undermining the claims of women and ethnic and religious minorities to equal treatment under the law in other parts of American society.

The progress earned by ethnic minorities and women in the armed services was hard-won. During the Civil War, Frederick Douglass argued that Black men's service in the Union Army would strengthen their demands for equal rights. "Let the black man get upon his person the brass letters U.S.; let him get an eagle on his button, and a musket on his shoulder, and bullets in his pocket, and there is no power on the earth or under the earth which can deny that he has earned the right of citizenship in the United States," Douglass said in 1863. "Nothing can be more plain, nothing more certain, than that the speediest and best possible way open to us to manhood, equal rights, and elevation is that we enter this service."

Douglass was right, although the process was not as straightforward as he might have hoped. Black service helped justify the passage of the Reconstruction Amendments, but Reconstruction saw Black men disenfranchised and subjected to Jim Crow segregation. W. E. B. Du Bois made a similar argument for Black service in World War I. Returning Black veterans were subjected to horrific racist violence that ultimately strengthened Black resolve. Only after World War II--and over the objections of much of the brass--was the military integrated, and then only after an exhaustive internal investigation disproved racist assumptions that Black troops could only fill menial roles or serve in segregated units.

"Insofar as a service refused to a single Negro the technical training and job for which he was qualified, by just so much did the service waste potential skills and impair its own effectiveness. Quite apart from the question of equal opportunity, the Committee did not believe the country or the military services could afford this human wastage," the final report from the Truman-era President's Committee on Equality of Treatment and Opportunity in the Armed Services reads. "The Committee found, in fact, that inequality had contributed to inefficiency."

Adam Harris: The only thing integrating America

Another way to put it is that overt racial discrimination and stereotyping made the military worse, not better. But that was before Hegseth, and his insistence that the problem with the armed services is that they are too diverse and too "woke."

The result has been something like an inverse caricature of Republican complaints about diversity, equity, and inclusion, a system in which the incompetent rise not because of their abilities but because of their sycophancy. Authoritarian regimes behave as the Trump administration is behaving--optimizing for political loyalty rather than competence. Merit, in short, has little to do with it.

Hegseth is a prime example. Deeply unqualified for the job and convinced that brutality provides an easy path to victory, he has led the United States to the verge of a strategic defeat with a weaker adversary in Iran. The current cease-fire leaves Iran with a more hard-line government than before, one in total control of a shipping lane crucial to the world economy. The Islamic Republic is arguably in a stronger position today than it was when the war started, and probably in a stronger position than it was before Trump, in his first term, scrapped the Obama-era nuclear deal.

On Sunday, Trump posted on his social network a refrain that he and his toadies seem to think is insightful: "If you import The Third World, you become The Third World!" This archaic social Darwinism is the ideological mortar of the Trump project. It fuses Hegseth's disdain for diversity in the military's senior leadership and valorization of brutality with the administration's attack on birthright citizenship and its deployment of federal agents to occupy American cities. It is a worldview that would assume an easy victory against a country like Iran, especially with America's new, "unwoke" military. Bigotry isn't just inefficient, as the U.S. military discovered in the 1940s. It also makes you stupid.
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Masterpieces of the New Deal

Critics wrote the work off as kitsch for the masses. But a set of murals celebrating Social Security--now threatened with destruction--show that such sweeping judgments went too far.

by Judith Shulevitz

Thu, 09 Apr 2026


Ben Shahn's mural on one wall of a corridor in the Cohen building portrays unemployed men before the advent of Social Security. On the opposite wall, he painted his vision of bustling life afterward. (U.S. General Services Administration)



To forge a new social contract is one thing. To explain it to people is another. The bureaucrats of the New Deal understood that very well. They also knew that art and architecture could be powerful spreaders of political ideas. As it brought America out of the Depression, the Franklin D. Roosevelt administration built or funded courthouses, post offices, town halls, gyms, pools, auditoriums, and much more--tens of thousands of public buildings and facilities--and its arts programs employed as many as 10,000 artists to decorate them.

The Wilbur J. Cohen Federal Building, originally the Social Security Board Building, exemplifies New Deal art and architecture at their best. It's the "Sistine Chapel of the New Deal," in the words of the founder of the Living New Deal, an organization dedicated to documenting and preserving the history and culture of the period. In 1935, Roosevelt's Social Security Act changed the covenant between the American people and the state. Social Security enshrined a new right to be protected against economic vicissitudes, reversing the assumption that Americans would scrape by on the strength of "rugged individualism"--a phrase made popular by Roosevelt's predecessor Herbert Hoover, who was being blamed for America's woes. Seeking muralists and sculptors to work on the new building, the office in charge of the most prestigious commissions, the U.S. Treasury's Section of Fine Arts, held competitions and published an essay that effectively provided the theme. Its title was "The Meaning of Social Security."

The result is an uncommonly lovely New Deal mission statement. The Cohen building (it was renamed in 1988 for the first professional employee of the Social Security Board, who later became the secretary of health, education, and welfare) is a 1.2-million-square-foot edifice covering a city block across from the National Mall in Washington, D.C. The architect, Charles Z. Klauder, gave it strong, modernized classical lines and Egyptian Revival and Art Deco flourishes. It is a vision of big government rooted in the past and reaching toward the future. The interior proclaims the beauty of efficient bureaucracy. Once inside the door, the presumed public servant is led straight to bronze-clad elevators and escalators, and from there whisked to his duties. Green marble covers the walls, rounding corners with sinuous Art Moderne curves.

Ben Shahn and Philip Guston, who went on to join the ranks of the most-renowned American artists of the 20th century, won plum commissions on the ground floor, as did Seymour Fogel, a respected muralist. (Ethel and Jenne Magafan, Colorado painters, collaborated on a mountain landscape for the fifth-floor boardroom.) Shahn got the most prominent assignment: two murals, each roughly 70 feet long and 24 feet high, on either side of a central corridor. One wall is a somber portrait of Americans suffering the effects of child poverty, old age, and unemployment. The other is a paean to life after Social Security: basketball games, public works, a bountiful harvest. Shahn named the murals simply The Meaning of Social Security. He considered them his best, and many critics agree.

Now, however, the building may be sold, and quite possibly demolished. If so, Shahn's and Fogel's murals, painted directly onto the walls, would be very hard to remove. Last year, the Cohen building was added to a list of federal properties marked for "accelerated disposition," meaning fast-tracked sale. Living New Deal is leading the campaign to save the building, but the battle will be tough. According to sworn testimony, the Trump administration is already soliciting bids to tear down the Cohen and three other federal buildings, bypassing the usual reviews. Meanwhile, the regulations meant to protect historic buildings are being weakened.

The current president is just as adept as Roosevelt was at using public space to define the state. That is why Trump razed the White House's East Wing and plans to replace it with a huge gilded ballroom; wants to erect a triumphal arch; and has announced that his overhaul of the Kennedy Center will take the structure down to "the steel." We don't know whether Trump would be involved in putting up another building should the Cohen be leveled, but he is clearly not finished remaking Washington in his image.

Culture made by government fiat is generally labeled propaganda, especially when it promotes unpopular ideas. In a liberal society, it is an article of faith that only totalitarian regimes force artists to shape public opinion, airbrushing this, glorifying that, especially the great leader. Critics dismissed New Deal art as propaganda in its day, and for decades afterward. The complaints came from the right (the art was Soviet-adjacent) and from the left (it glossed over harsh realities and shored up capitalism). Later, criticism also came from arbiters of high modernism, such as Clement Greenberg, who wrote off New Deal art as kitsch for the masses.

Such sweeping judgments went too far. The huge body of work produced for arts relief programs during the Depression varied widely in quality. Among the most experienced muralists were the Cohen building artists, and the phrase social security held out untapped possibilities for invention. The gist seemed simple: By safeguarding citizens against penury, the good nation ensures that they flourish. But flourishing comes in many forms. If you're looking for the meaning of social security, you won't find it here.

From the December 2020 issue: Sarah Boxer on photography and race in the Great Depression

I visited the Cohen building on a sunny day in February to see for myself what it had to say. Four delicate bas-reliefs in granite embellish the pediments over its four entrances. Sunlight bounced off the snow and the building's monumental limestone facade, and the friezes almost disappeared in the glare. I paused to study one called Family Group, by Emma Lu Davis, an unusually domestic tableau to see on the exterior of a public building. A worker holding a lunch box places his free hand on the shoulder of his seated wife, as if to say goodbye for the day. She looks up at him, and the toddler at her feet looks up at her and tugs her dress, and the three form a circle. But the story doesn't end there. They are in turn encircled by a thin line, which I realized after a moment is the profile of a man. He bows his head in thoughtful concern, and I understood that he represents the benevolent paternal state; he holds the family in his thoughts. A rather claustrophobic image, I felt, until it occurred to me that during the Depression, being held close by the government would have come as a relief. Like any historical artifact, the Cohen building demands that you enter into the spirit of the past.


A postcard from the 1940s shows the Social Security Board Building shortly after its completion. (Tichnor Brothers Collection / Boston Public Library)



The building in its current state was disturbing. The main entrance is now closed, so I went in through another and found myself in a cramped, dim vestibule. Still bedazzled by the bright, hopeful exterior, I felt as if I had entered a much-diminished present. The main hallways were wide but silent and empty. When I toured the upper floors, I grasped the dimensions of the emptiness. One of the building's longtime occupants, the Department of Health and Human Services, has been gutted by the Trump administration. The other occupant, Voice of America, the federal news agency founded to combat Nazi propaganda, has been slashed by the president, who has called it "a total left-wing disaster." All but a few of its radio programs have shut down, and those few barely operate. (A federal judge has since voided the VOA layoffs.) I opened doors into unlit newsrooms and broadcast studios. In some of them, the equipment had been ripped off the walls, leaving cut wires dangling and bits of plastic scattered across desktops and floors. Occasionally, I passed a clump of engineers and, more rarely, a lone broadcaster talking into a microphone.

What sense of life remains in the building radiates from the murals on the ground floor, especially Shahn's post-Social Security mural. In the foreground of an urban scene, young men leap into the air, vying for a basketball. They're slightly oversize, as if almost too close to us, and their muscular heft is underscored by smaller figures playing handball in the background. Nearby, men drill the girders of a bridge; the iron beams make bold crisscrosses, moving the eye diagonally. Farther along, the frame of a house and the carpenters reaching to hammer its beams sweep the eye upward. The mural fills the entire wall, punctuated only by three doors, and Shahn cleverly integrates their lintels into his narrative. Bricklayers build a wall on top of one. In another scene above a door, a mother seems to have brought a baby and two sons to watch some construction workers. One of the sons leans on the lintel; behind them, an older man--their grandfather?--gets ready to kiss the baby.

By contrast, the opposite wall, which shows America before Social Security, is divided into separate panels, and its figures are still. In one panel, children maimed or exhausted by labor stare out bleakly; in another, unemployed men in a small industrial town sit or stand around. This mural ought to feel static, and yet here, too, Shahn creates a sense of motion. Behind the children, we see that a door opens onto a vista of men working in a mine. In another panel, a man and child walk away from the town along a railroad track that curves up and to the left, and then disappears. The jury that chose Shahn liked his entry because of "the variety in the tempo and texture."

Art-history encyclopedias generally associate New Deal art with Socialist Realism, a dourly idealizing style identified with Soviet communism, but it was only one influence among many. Artists took imagery and iconography from Regionalism--think Grant Wood and Thomas Hart Benton--which leaned toward heartland nativism. German Expressionism and Surrealism, deemed degenerate by Nazis and Soviets alike, show up in stylized figuration, spatial distortion, and a dreamlike atmosphere. Shahn, Philip Guston, and Seymour Fogel also learned from the masters of an older generation of revolutionary Mexican muralists. Shahn and Fogel assisted Diego Rivera on his doomed Rockefeller Center project in 1933 (the Rockefellers destroyed it when he would not remove Lenin's face). Rivera produced monumental, socially conscious murals, but he borrowed exuberantly from other sources: Aztec art, Renaissance frescoes, Cubism, and more.

The subject matter of New Deal art was more constrained and at times boosterish. According to John P. Murphy's excellent introduction, New Deal Art, Edward Bruce, the founder of Roosevelt's arts programs, prided himself on giving artists their freedom-- as long as they eschewed abstraction, nudity, and overtly political proselytizing. What he wanted to see was "the American scene in all its phases"--city and countryside, farmers and factory workers, fields and recreational spaces, mines and railroads. The packet that Bruce assembled for the Social Security competition stressed that government support shored up the traditional family the way that pioneering families had helped one another; the effect was to associate the new policy with the American frontier, rather than radical collectivism.

From the August 1935 issue: Edward Bruce on art and democracy

Shahn more or less ignored the hint. The only family in his murals was the one squeezed atop the lintel. His interest lay in society and its diversity--a very familiar notion today, but not back then. Murals commissioned by the Section of Fine Arts (especially in the South) tended to shy away from the realities of Black life, and Black people were often shown in subservient roles. Shahn didn't make a big point of integration, but his people are Black and brown as well as white. Their bodies are squat and bulky, tall and alarmingly skinny. The beneficiaries of Social Security don't exhibit fake cheer--they aren't sad, but they don't smile, either; they are intent on their work. Those still in need of assistance are grim but have their dignity. In a nice touch by Shahn, a swarthy man in a fedora who assumes a proud, defiant stance--his arms are crossed and he scowls, as if to say, "Show me!"--appears in both murals unchanged. In the before scene, he waits in a line of unemployed men. In the after, he waits in a line of men signing up for Social Security. He's a skeptic; he'll wait and see. That's his right, and Shahn respects it.

Shahn's realism extended to noting Social Security's flaws. To win votes from Southern Democrats, Roosevelt had agreed to deny Social Security to agricultural and domestic laborers--excluding a large percentage of Black workers. Laura Katzman, an art-history professor at James Madison University and the curator of a recent Shahn retrospective whom I spoke with, pointed out that Shahn made sure to include farmworkers and a caregiver in his cast of characters. In one of the pre-Social Security panels, a woman holding a child "looks Latino" and is probably a nanny, Katzman said, observing that "the child is very blue-eyed" and has red hair. I noticed later that the woman's white dress resembles a maid's uniform.

Fogel's murals, two frescoes just inside the original main entrance, weave a streamlined Futurism and bright Mexican Modernism into their Socialist Realism. Wealth of the Nation depicts a utopia peopled by broad-shouldered heroes of the new economy--a scientist, an architect, two construction workers, and, in the background, a giant, half-naked proletarian, back muscles popping as he strains to pull the lever for two huge cogwheels. Security of the People demonstrates what the wealth of the nation is for: to provide respite to the nuclear family, shown outdoors engaged in leisure activities.

On further inspection, though, the mood changes. In both murals, each figure occupies a separate space. Nobody looks at anybody else, with one exception: In Security of the People, a woman holding a naked child gazes balefully at a man immersed in his newspaper. In early studies for the project, Fogel had depicted Dickensian insecurity (a starving woman, homeless men, a punishing workplace). The dystopian gloom seems to have infected the new Eden. Perhaps Fogel, a fervent leftist, chafed at having to celebrate the family, that bourgeois institution.


Philip Guston's triptych, evoking the Last Supper and a Madonna and Christ child, has the aura of an altarpiece in the Cohen building's auditorium. (U.S. General Services Administration)



Guston's Reconstruction and the Well-Being of the Family--a triptych on wood panels--is mounted on the stage of the auditorium and dominates the hall like an altarpiece in a nave. The painting is erudite; it packs in allusions. The father stretches out his arms, Jesus-like, evoking the Last Supper, and the mother holds a toddler on her lap, face forward, the way the Madonna might present the Christ child. The side panels show men at work, one digging in a surreal desert, two breaking Cubist-looking rocks. All of the figures have elongated limbs, Picasso-style, and they gaze into the middle distance like early-Renaissance saints (Piero della Francesca was one of Guston's favorite painters). In the early 1940s, as Guston was painting this mural, he had begun to turn away from political art to introspective easel painting, and one wonders whether the religious references idealize the New Deal family or half-mock its idealization.

Compared with the other muralists in the Cohen building, Shahn comes off as the ultimate New Deal artist. He is the least subversive, the most sincere. And yet his murals have aged the best. His individuals are truly individual; they have an unquenchable vitality and collectively convey an adamant humanism, a subversive ideology in its own right. Shahn had worked for an art journal with Communist Party ties in the early 1930s, but he turned against the party after Stalin's show trials and pact with Hitler later in the decade. And Shahn had just spent three years working as a photographer for the Resettlement Administration, later the Farm Security Administration, traveling around the country in the company of Walker Evans, Dorothea Lange, and others to document the American people. The job changed both Shahn's politics and his paintings.

The trips brought him into contact with the particulars of a reality that was beyond his imagination. He met idiosyncratic characters he couldn't have made up, and saw suffering he hadn't understood before--perhaps because he had prioritized political theory over direct experience. "Everything I had gotten about the condition of miners or cotton pickers I'd gotten on Fourteenth Street," he said in a 1965 interview, presumably alluding to his own neighborhood, New York's Greenwich Village, then home to many radicals. Photography made him abandon Social Realism for what he called "personal realism," he wrote in his book The Shape of Content.

From the September 1957 issue: Ben Shahn on nonconformity

Shahn had a radical's take on political art, though. He refused to accept that art is not art if it is propaganda. All that claim meant, he said, is that the art had social content. And even if it was intended to persuade, that didn't make it bad. "Propaganda is to me a noble word," Shahn said in a 1968 oral history. "It means you believe something very strongly and you want other people to believe it; you want to propagate your faith." No one claims that European art was the worse for having propounded Christian theology, he continued. "When Giotto did the frescoes in Assisi, you know, that was as propagandistic a work of art as there was."

By 1940, when the Social Security competition took place, the New Deal was already coming to an end. Shahn and his partner, the painter Bernarda Bryson, who collaborated with him on several projects, set out for Washington to begin the murals on December 8, 1941--one day after Pearl Harbor. Instead of the Social Security Board, the War Department moved into the building, which got so crowded that desks filled the corridor where Shahn was painting. Conservators later found burn marks on the walls where people had stubbed out their cigarettes. Perhaps the air of gravitas evident in all the building's murals, and the ambivalence hinted at in Guston's and Fogel's, reflects the anxieties of the time. While Shahn was working, people came up to him and said that what he was painting was what they were fighting for.

Over the course of the early '40s, funding for New Deal arts programs dried up. Shahn's The Meaning of Social Security, completed in 1942, were his last murals for the Roosevelt administration. The painters who became Abstract Expressionists--many of them former New Deal artists themselves--rejected the sentimentality of "American scene" art. Then again, they did their work after the war, when democracy seemed to be winning the day. Eight decades later, as nations inch toward despotism, an art animated by democratic impulses makes a stronger case for itself. It proposes a mutual bond between Americans and their government--a vision of the security we are due and the loyalty we owe in return. That reciprocity remains very much an unfinished project. Right now, government is being torn down, rather than built up. If the Cohen building is not demolished, it could remind future generations what patriotism looked like.



This article appears in the May 2026 print edition with the headline "The Art of the (New) Deal." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Only Losers Play the Madman

Does Trump seem crazy? Sure. Credible, not so much.

by David Frum

Wed, 08 Apr 2026




The most important thing to understand about the "madman theory" of foreign policy is that it was designed by losers for losers.

The world first heard of the madman theory from a 1978 memoir by President Richard Nixon's former chief of staff H. R. Haldeman. According to Haldeman, Nixon said: "I want the North Vietnamese to believe I've reached the point where I might do anything to stop the war." Faced with an otherwise hopeless war in Vietnam, Nixon would pretend to be crazy to intimidate the North Vietnamese into allowing him some face-saving escape.

Nobody executes a madman strategy when he feels that he's winning. Strong and successful powers emphasize consistency and predictability. So do powers that hope to be seen as strong and successful. When China's foreign minister speaks to the world, he uses language such as "China will be a reliable force for stability" and China "is providing the greatest certainty in this uncertain world." He understands that true power does not need to boast or yell.

Those who feel their power ebbing, however, may bluster and bellow. Over the seven weeks of his Iran war so far, Donald Trump has discovered that no amount of the force at his disposal will calm world energy markets or boost his sagging poll numbers. He has tried a double strategy of promising imminent breakthroughs in negotiations while posting ever more violent threats on social media to ostensibly accelerate those negotiations. But if this was a madman strategy, it signally failed to gain the advantage that he sought. Everyone could see that Trump wanted a deal more than his Iranian counterparts did. A good rule of thumb is that the side that wants a deal more is the side that is losing.

The madman strategy is for not-crazy leaders caught in adverse predicaments. It's a strategy of deception. The madman strategist pretends to be willing to do things that he's not really willing to do. This approach relies on credibility: Rivals must be able to take the threat of extreme action seriously.

Read: Trump made a deal that gives him nothing he wanted

Trump's problems with this strategy are ironic. Foreign leaders are surely willing to believe that Trump is "crazy" in the sense that he is detached from reality. They have seen him miscalculate risk and bungle all kinds of projects, such as his trade wars with China and his attempted coup on January 6, 2021. But they also know that when push really comes to shove, Trump will flinch. TACO has become, like NATO, an acronym so familiar that it no longer needs spelling out.

The Iranians just executed the most dramatic TACO event in history. Trump threatened to annihilate their entire civilization if they didn't agree to his demands to reopen the Strait of Hormuz. Iran defied the threat--and now Trump has apparently conceded control over the strait and the right to impose tolls on the ships that navigate it. On the point in which Trump tried hardest to terrorize, the Iranians aptly guessed that he was bluffing.

Trump has taught the world that he has every quality of the madman except indifference to pain. He likes his wars unilateral, quick, and cheap. He won't seek consent from Congress; he cannot appeal to public opinion. He just gambles that the war will end before his poll numbers sink too deep. When this latest war of his turned difficult, he panicked. Everyone could see the panic, including the Iranians. His blood-curdling Truth Social posts--shocking as they were--proclaimed desperation, not resolve. That's the Trump version of the madman strategy: yelling at people in the street while begging those same people for a bailout. What's the opposite of the expression crazy like a fox?
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Photos of the Week: Solar Eclipse, Amazon Monument, Titanic Bonfire

Blossoming cherry trees in Germany, a fertility and harvest festival in Poland, a horse harness parade in England, a Tomb-Sweeping Day festival in Hong Kong, and much more

by Alan Taylor

Fri, 10 Apr 2026


The Artemis II crew--(clockwise from left) mission specialist Christina Koch, mission specialist Jeremy Hansen, commander Reid Wiseman, and pilot Victor Glover--take time out for a group hug inside the Orion spacecraft on their way home to Earth on April 7, 2026. Following a swing around the far side of the moon on April 6, 2026, the crew exited the lunar sphere of influence (the point at which the moon's gravity has a stronger pull on Orion than the Earth's) on April 7 and are headed back to Earth for a splashdown in the Pacific Ocean on April 10. The crew was selected in April 2023, and have been training together for their mission for the past three years. (NASA)




The moon, backlit by the sun during a solar eclipse, is photographed by crew members aboard NASA's Orion spacecraft on April 6, 2026, during the Artemis II mission. Orion is visible in the foreground on the left. Earth is reflecting sunlight at the left edge of the moon, which is slightly brighter than the rest of the disk. The bright spot visible just below the moon's bottom right edge is Saturn. Beyond that, the bright spot at the right edge of the image is Mars. (NASA)




People enjoy the sunset at Milk Beach in Sydney on April 9, 2026. (George Chan / AAP Image / Reuters)




A hummingbird gathers moss to make a nest in a blooming Yoshino cherry tree at the University of Washington in Seattle, on April 5, 2026. (Lindsey Wasson / AP)




A woman stands in front of an Easter bonfire on Maundy Thursday, forming a heart with her hands, in Westdorf, a district of Aschersleben, Germany, on April 2, 2026. (Matthias Bein / DPA / Getty)




People gather around the Amazon Monument in Cotonou, Benin, on April 6, 2026. The monument stands 30 meters (98 ft) tall, and was completed in 2022. (Olympia De Maismont / AFP / Getty)




Maintenance workers clean the monument of Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin in Moscow on April 8, 2026. (Igor Ivanko / AFP / Getty)




A string quartet performs as more than 1,000 drones form a figure in the sky during the DroneArt show in Milan, on April 2, 2026. (Stefano Rellandini / AFP / Getty)




Geese fly past the Statue of Liberty and the skyline of Brooklyn in New York City as the sun rises on April 4, 2026, as seen from Jersey City, New Jersey. (Gary Hershorn / Getty)




An aerial view of mist and clouds shrouding the 326-meter-tall Bailong Elevator at Zhangjiajie National Forest Park after a rainfall on April 9, 2026, in China's Hunan province (Deng Daoli / VCG / Getty)




Cherry blossoms shine in the sun at Rheinpark in Cologne, Germany, on a warm and sunny day, April 9, 2026. (Martin Meissner / AP)




President Trump speaks beside the Easter Bunny during the 2026 White House Easter Egg Roll in Washington, D.C., on April 6, 2026. (Evan Vucci / Reuters)




Bachelors wearing traditional straw costumes parade through the streets and splash water on villagers in a ritual for fertility and a bountiful harvest as they celebrate Easter Monday in Dobra, Lesser Poland Voivodeship, Poland, on April 6, 2026. (Sergei Gapon / AFP / Getty)




Two camels show their teeth at the zoo in Cologne, Germany, on April 9, 2026. (Martin Meissner / AP)




A traditional Easter bonfire in Trechwitz, Brandenburg, Germany, on April 4, 2026. For the bonfire, themed "The Unsinkable 2," members of a local leisure and youth club built a model of the Titanic out of logs. (Michael Bahlo / DPA / Getty)




A view of the peloton prior to the 110th Tour of Flanders on April 5, 2026, in Antwerp, Belgium. (Dario Belingheri / Getty)




A Japanese Shiden Kai fighter plane is salvaged from the seabed off the coast of Akune City, Kagoshima Prefecture, Japan and Kyushu Island region, on April 8, 2026. This aircraft flew out to intercept American B-29 bombers during World War II but was hit during combat and made an emergency landing in the sea. The fighter plane sat at the bottom of the sea for 81 years, but its engine, wings, and twin 20-millimeter cannons remain. There is a plan to display it to preserve the memory of the war. (Yasunari Itayama / The Yomiuri Shimbun / Reuters)




A fireball rises from a building hit by an Israeli air strike in the area of Abbasiyeh, on the outskirts of the southern Lebanese city of Tyre, on April 8, 2026. Lebanon's army warned people against returning to the country's south on April 8, where the Israeli military was still launching attacks, as Israel said the cease-fire with Iran did not include its conflict with Hezbollah. (Kawnat Haju / AFP / Getty)




Missile trails are seen in the sky above Netanya, Israel, on April 8, 2026. Israel's military issued two warnings in quick succession early Wednesday that Iran had fired missiles toward it, moments after President Trump said he had agreed to postpone striking Iranian infrastructure. (Jack Guez / AFP / Getty)




An aerial photo shows relatives tending to a grave at Diamond Hill Cemetery in Hong Kong on April 3, 2026, as people visit cemeteries to honor their ancestors during the annual Tomb-Sweeping Day festival known locally in Hong Kong as Ching Ming. (Peter Parks / AFP / Getty)




An aerial view of a sunrise over a photovoltaic-power installation in Linyi, Shandong province, China, on April 8, 2026 (Wu Jiquan / VCG / Getty)




An aerial view shows blooming cherry trees at the Heerstrasse in Bonn, Germany, on April 8, 2026. (Ina Fassbender / AFP / Getty)




Children climb a blooming cherry tree at the University of Washington, on April 5, 2026, in Seattle. (Lindsey Wasson / AP)




A bird flies as steam rises from a lake in Chapultepec Park in Mexico City on April 2, 2026. (Carl de Souza / AFP / Getty)




An Indigenous Pataxo man takes part in a ritual dance during the Acampamento Terra Livre ("Free Land") camp, as they protest and demand the demarcation of Indigenous lands and defend constitutional and cultural rights, in Brasilia, Brazil, on April 8, 2026. (Jorge Silva / Reuters)




Binnie and his brothers Kenny and Johnny celebrate winning a special rosette during the London Horse Harness Parade, an event bringing together more than 100 horse-drawn vehicles and carriages, in Ardingly, West Sussex, England, on April 6, 2026. (Isabel Infantes / Reuters)




A girl plays with a baby goat in Manikganj, Bangladesh, on April 8, 2026. (Mohammad Ponir Hossain / Reuters)
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The Artemis Astronauts Are Studs

Strength, courage, expertise, wonder: NASA's moon-mission crew has reset the bar for greatness.

by Sally Jenkins

Wed, 08 Apr 2026




The tendrils of Christina Koch's flyaway hair swirled about in the gravityless cockpit of the Orion spacecraft, seeming to represent all of the untetheredness of the Artemis II mission. As her mane eddied, like its own separate creature, throughout the record 252,756-mile journey to the radio-silent black side of the moon, it brought a sense of irrepressible aliveness to that dead stone up there.

Until this past week, a certain ho-humness had set in about human space flight. The International Space Station has been manned for more than 25 years; routine trips carry relatively anonymous men and women to a giant fan doing its repetitive circles in low-Earth orbit. NASA's Artemis II scanning expedition to the lunar far side, using repurposed space-shuttle engines, at first seemed hardly capable of breaking an audience's collective yawn.

Then it took off: four people arrowing atop what amounts to a bomb bound for the remotest point that man has visited in the cold, splintering sky. As they soared and circuited and sent back stirring images from their 330-cubic-foot canister, awe made its reappearance among the multitudes of casual sky watchers. So did respect for astronauts' courage and their ancient-explorer's hearts.

Their spacecraft's aluminum-alloy outer hull--this was startling to relearn--is only a few centimeters thick. "Frankly, you know, Christina and crew right now are in a very precarious state. They're in a tiny little bubble, hurtling towards Earth," the former astronaut John Grunsfeld told me. During his own career, Grunsfeld made five space-shuttle trips and performed almost 60 hours of space-walk missions, including crucial repairs to the Hubble telescope. "There really isn't much point in thinking about, you know, that death waits on the other side of the capsule wall," he said. "There's very little you can do about it."

Over the past few days, via high-resolution cameras and hissing-clean audio that allowed for live interviews, Americans have gotten to know and care about our astronauts again, down to their tears and toilet issues and skin. Fifty years ago, astronaut communications from the moon were jumpily remote, shadowy, static-crackling affairs in which viewers missed every other gesture and word. But this space flight, live-streamed by GoPros and other high-speed instruments, has offered an intense intimacy, helping watchers feel close to the astronauts even as they move so very far away. People around the world saw the eye-swiping grief of Commander Reid Wiseman--the single father whose wife, Carroll, died of cancer at just 46--as the crew named a crater in her memory. We saw, too, the physique of the pilot Victor Glover as he toweled down during a space shower.

Read: The most beautiful moment of the Artemis II mission

Who knew astronauts were like that under their suit? "One giant treat for womankind," The Daily Mail called Glover as the image went viral. But Glover is more than a beefcake: He's a polymath who earned three advanced degrees while serving as a military test pilot, flying Hornets and Growlers and deploying with strike-fighter squadrons, yet he speaks gently as a lay preacher.

In fact, has anyone ever met a more likable cluster of superachievers than these four people? Mission Specialist Jeremy Hansen is a Canadian farm boy who had such a yearning to fly that he became an air cadet at just 12 and got his pilot wings at 16. Koch is a 47-year-old engineer and adventurer--an ice and rock climber, a surfer, and a triathlete who participated in the first all-woman space walk and who lived for 328 days on the ISS.

We have learned how they sleep, crammed together in a compartment among the vents and screens. Wiseman stretches out by the instrument panel, he said, "in case something happens." Koch, he noted, curls up in a sleeping bag hung from the docking tunnel, "like a bat." We heard from Koch that it was she who fixed the toilet, which had gone out for several hours, by removing and clearing the urine hose and repriming the system. "I'm the space plumber," she said in a video dispatch. She told NBC News, "Being human up here is one of the coolest things about this mission."

Some of us hurried to the NASA website to learn more about this frontierswoman, with the extravagant hair and the biceps of a steelworker, a photo of which also went viral. Just to be an astronaut candidate, she had to complete military water-survival programs that included swimming three pool lengths in a flight suit and shoes, and treading water in full gear for 10 minutes. Mere "fitness for duty" meant being able to deadlift an amount equal to her own body weight and bench-press 70 percent of it.

"I always say to people, 'Do what scares you,'" Koch remarked in a prelaunch NASA interview. As a girl growing up the daughter of a physician in Jacksonville, North Carolina, she had a poster on her wall of the famous Earthrise picture taken by the crew of Apollo 8. She cut pictures of space out of magazines and pasted them alongside it. She had a fascination with remote, unexplored places and told teachers that she would go to space. "I loved things that made me feel small," she said in the interview. "I loved looking at the night sky, oftentimes between the pine-tree branches. Or, I love the ocean. North Carolina also has mountains, and when we go there, I just love the vastness of all those things."

Read: What the astronauts see that Trump cannot

As a young researcher who held dual degrees in electrical engineering and physics from North Carolina State University, Koch spent three years in Antarctica developing and testing deep-space instruments for NASA projects. She did a year at the Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station, including a winter with no sunlight. She would ascend platforms in below-zero temperatures to adjust and repair apparatuses. "I loved soldering irons up towers, and soldered in -40-degree weather fixing things, hanging off the tower with, you know, carabiner gear and things like that," she said in a NASA podcast.

She also wintered in Greenland and served on firefighting and search-and-rescue teams in the Antarctic. She was working in Utqiagvik, Alaska, more than 300 miles above the Arctic Circle, when she decided to apply to the astronaut program. Finally, a job overseeing a remote atmospheric and weather-monitoring station at Cape Matatula, in American Samoa, lured her to warm weather. There, she took up surfing and diving before she got the call from NASA that she had been accepted.

Koch's affinity for extreme experiences made astronaut training--the survivalist hikes and six-hour underwater-rehearsal sessions in a mock space station--a familiar challenge. The hardest part, she said, was learning to pilot a T-38 Talon jet despite having no previous flying experience; operating it at supersonic speed helps astronauts learn high-velocity decisional judgment. Over her NASA career, she has developed what she calls the ability "to turn fear into focus."

According to Grunsfeld, this is what sustains the Artemis II crewmembers during fearful moments, such as when an indicator suggested a cabin leak that turned out to be a false alarm. Their trained proficiency at the technical demands is the antidote to anxiety. "There were times during a space walk," Grunsfeld told me, "where I sort of forgot that I was in space"--so preoccupied was he with precise execution. In space, as in rock climbing, "there isn't a whole lot of point of thinking about falling. And there is a lot of point in thinking about where your hand is gonna go next or where your foot is gonna go next. I think most astronauts that are successful are very proficient at compartmentalization."

These are the kinds of tough-minded pressure performers whom NASA turns out in the space program, and you could be pardoned for thinking, Now, this is what making America great again should look like: people of accomplishment bringing expertise--not bravado--to difficult problems. The agency seems well worth preserving in the current cultural spiral--rife with so much blowhard false valor that grappling with cage fighters is regarded as training. Yet in President Trump's latest budget request for 2027, NASA funding would be cut by 23 percent and the National Science Foundation's by nearly 55 percent, as space travel becomes more privatized and proprietary. Surely, we could do with more well-schooled astronauts who can publicly explain their science to us, not fewer.

If the crew of Artemis II have done nothing else, they have reminded Americans at home that comfort is not the only thing worth seeking. "I'd much rather be solving problems wearing a whole lot of equipment and in a harsh environment," Koch said in her preflight NASA interview. As they brought us along with them in their willingness to go to a hard, remote place, they gave us an unsuspected rapture and a couple of new terms: earthset and moon joy.

Read: Moon joy: Photos from Artemis II

The aim of future Artemis missions will be to eventually land a crew on the moon's south pole and begin to develop a station there. Part of the current crew's mission was to serve as a dry run and scouting party, examining geology and topography. They described all that they saw in reports to Houston, their human eyes sensitive to subtleties in hues and shapes--in ways that robotic probes with machine eyes aren't. The valleys "look like black holes," Glover marveled. "You'd fall straight to the center of the moon if you stepped in some of those." Thanks to the astronauts' powers of personal perception and description, the moon had color: It wasn't just a giant piece of grey pumice but more interesting than it had ever seemed before. Poetic, even.

During her video conversation with NASA, Koch was asked what the moon meant to her. "To me, the moon, it represents history; it is a witness plate," she said. "Everything that has ever happened to the moon is still written on the moon." That's exactly what it looked like.

Still, nothing compared with the image that the astronauts sent back of Earth, waning like a jewel-blue crescent, hanging above a cratered surface that looked like rain pocking giant, silver lakes. It was the equal of Apollo's Earthrise, a striking juxtaposition. "This time in higher resolution," Grunsfeld pointed out. It was a new view, one well worth going all that way for.



*Source Images: Miguel J. Rodriguez Carrillo / AFP / Getty; Aubrey Gemignani / NASA / Getty; Joe Raedle / Getty; Chandan Khanna / AFP / Getty; Getty.
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Trump Is Wishcasting Victory in Iran

The president went from threatening that "a whole civilization will die" to claiming a "total and complete victory." What does the already shaky cease-fire mean as he tries to steer his way out of the war?

by Adam Harris

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




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

Early on Easter morning, President Trump went on a tirade about the ongoing war in Iran; the Iranian government had closed the Strait of Hormuz, and he wanted it reopened. "Open the Fuckin' Strait, you crazy bastards, or you'll be living in Hell!," he wrote on Truth Social.

Trump had given Iran an ultimatum a few days earlier: make a deal or the United States and Israel would bomb Iran enough to "bring them back to the Stone Ages." The American barrage he promised would target desalination plants, power plants, and bridges--i.e., civilian infrastructure.

As the deadline approached, the president's posts somehow became more incendiary. On Tuesday, he threatened: "A whole civilization will die tonight, never to be brought back again. I don't want that to happen, but it probably will," rhetorical territory unseen among international leaders in an era of the United Nations and mutual assured destruction.

Hours before the deadline arrived, however, the U.S. announced a two-week cease-fire. The news was not such a shock, given that Trump has made a habit of issuing harsh threats before retreating, but it nonetheless offers a reprieve for Iranian citizens. While negotiations took place, Iran would reopen the strait, and the U.S. and Israel would stop their bombing. Both sides declared victory in the deal. But the compact's shaky foundation began wobbling almost immediately; and in the aftermath of Trump's threats, America's standing in the world had already fallen. On this week's Radio Atlantic, our staff writers Tom Nichols and Nancy A. Youssef explain the war in Iran after an apparent threat of genocide, and how no deal can undo the damage of those words.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Adam Harris:  This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Adam Harris, in for Hanna Rosin. This week began with President Trump giving Iran an ultimatum: Open up the Strait of Hormuz, cut a deal, or face attacks on civilian infrastructure.

President Trump: We have a plan, because of the power of our military, where  every bridge in Iran will be decimated by 12 o'clock tomorrow night, where every power plant in Iran will be out of business, burning, exploding, and never to be used again--I mean complete demolition.


Harris: That was him speaking at a Monday press conference.

The next morning, he was even more direct: "A whole civilization will die tonight, never to be brought back again," he declared on Truth Social. "I don't want that to happen, but it probably will."

[Music]

Harris: In the hours before his Tuesday-night deadline, the United States announced a two-week cease-fire while the talks play out.

The deal already looks shaky, with Israeli striking targets in Lebanon and Iranian state media saying the strait is again closed in response. Talks are set to begin in Pakistan this weekend.

But in the meantime, the president can't take back his words, words that appear to meet the UN definition of genocide and, when uttered by a world leader, are taken as policy.

To understand what comes next, I'm joined by two Atlantic staff writers who follow the military and foreign affairs, Nancy Youssef and Tom Nichols.

Nancy, thanks for joining.

Nancy Youssef: Thanks for having me.

Harris: And, Tom, it's great to have you.

Tom Nichols: Hey, Adam. Thanks for having me.

Harris: So, Tom, we're speaking on Wednesday. As the clock was winding down on Tuesday, I guess a very blunt question: Did you think he was going to go through with the threats?
 
 Nichols: I didn't think it was impossible, but I think it would've provoked a constitutional crisis, which means that it was much less likely than not to happen, because I think he would've had to order the military to do things that the military, this time, would've balked at.

There are reports that the military is already giving the president lists of things that only had military applicability, which is not the same thing as erasing a civilization. So I didn't think it was likely to happen, but as I said in the piece I wrote that afternoon, when the president of the United States talks, you have to take it seriously.

We're used to Trump saying kind of loopy things and talking about sharks and his uncle and electricity and whatnot. But nonetheless, he is the president, and the president's statements are policy. And so I said, well, it's not likely to happen, but we have to treat his statements as if it could happen and go from there.

Harris: Yeah, and, Nancy, what were your sources telling you about Trump's threats in the lead-up to that deadline?

Youssef: So there was a lot of anxiety after that social-media post right after Easter in which he threatened the destruction of civilization. And people were really trying to figure out what was in the realm of possible in terms of what could be done.

The conversation I heard in the run-up to the deadline was that the U.S. wouldn't be hitting historical sites or civilian infrastructure, but that they would go out for what's called "dual use," things that are used both by the military for military purposes and for civilian use.

But then you can't just sort of declare "dual use" and then strike. It has to be proportional. You have to demonstrate it. So I think that was sort of the start of people looking for an off-ramp from the rhetoric that we heard. And then by day's end--I couldn't figure out why at the time--you could feel that things had sort of calmed down in terms of the anxiety that I was feeling in the morning from sources, but we didn't quite understand why at the time.

And I thought that maybe it was because even if the military had gone through, which, as Tom noted, would've caused a lot of mayhem, even that wasn't gonna guarantee the fall of the regime. So the question I kept coming back to is: What is the military gain that comes with doing these unprecedented strikes?

We've seen the Iranian regime survive the decapitation of its leadership, the destruction of its ballistic-missile and drone capability--to what extent, we don't know--the destruction of its navy, largely, and they have survived. And historically, we've seen them quite resilient. They were in an eight-year war with Iraq and survived that. And so I couldn't understand how those strikes, had they been carried out, with all the consequences associated with it, got the president one of the outcomes that he said he was seeking, which was the collapse of the regime.

Harris: Yeah, and actually, speaking of those outcomes that the president said he was seeking, right, you go even back to January and you think about what the president was saying about the Iranian people, right--this was to help them overthrow the regime. And now we have something like 1,700 Iranian civilians who have been killed in the strikes, including at least 250 children.

What of the Iranian people in all of this? What was the administration thinking about those people when you were having these threats from the president?

Youssef: Well, it's an interesting question because this started at 2:30 in the morning in terms of presidential statements, which he made from a Truth Social video, that this was for the Iranian people.

Trump:  Finally, to the great, proud people of Iran, I say tonight that the hour of your freedom is at hand. Stay sheltered. Don't leave your home. It's very dangerous outside. Bombs will be dropping everywhere. When we are finished, take over your government. It will be yours to take.


Youssef: And I think there were a lot of Iranian people who welcomed it and even still welcomed it because there was such profound frustration with the regime. We had seen massive protests in the run-up to this in December and January, and real threats to the durability of the regime.

But over time, not only through the strikes, but through the rhetoric we heard from the U.S., I think we saw an administration that conflated the regime and the people. And we use this phrase sort of "hearts and minds," and maybe people are quick to dismiss it. But if the objective was to get the Iranian people to rise up and to challenge the government, it's very hard to get that kind of mobilization when you're also attacking them and making what they saw as derogatory comments about their religion on Easter Sunday and all these things.

And so I think for some Iranians--we heard about real splits within the diaspora--but internally, I think there was a real struggle between those who both found themselves stuck with a regime that they didn't want and a war that was conducted in a way that they didn't want.

Harris: On those goals and thinking about this was a war that the people didn't want, but now we've reached a point where we have reached a cease-fire. But I'm still kind of stuck in this idea that I don't know that we've ever gotten a clear definition of why the administration is there.

They've said all of these various reasons why they're there, and now they're saying that, well, the Strait of Hormuz, it's reopening, and that's the sort of victory, but that was just a byproduct of war. So, Tom, Nancy, either of you can answer this one, have they clearly defined our reason for being there?

Nichols: No. No. (Laughs.) Now we have a very clear reason, which is to reopen the Strait of Hormuz, which wouldn't have been closed if we hadn't gone to war in the first place. In that sense, yes, we created a clear war aim by starting a war.

I think the important thing is to go back to the first day of this war and to realize, regardless of how many times Trump denies it, this was a regime-change war. It was meant to be a regime-change war. And we're seeing that now--there was this piece from The New York Times that was very detailed and was kind of a minute-by-minute explanation of how the administration went to war.

It was clear Trump said, We're gonna hit them really hard, and then the regime's gonna fall. And, boy, how rarely do I say this about people in Trump's orbit, but to their credit, people like the CIA director said--I believe the word he used to describe that scenario was "farcical."

But Trump didn't wanna hear it, because remember, Trump wish-casts; I say this every time we talk about him. He tries to manifest things into being. He's like, Yeah, yeah, I know it's a problem, but if we just do it, it will happen--"if you build it, they will come" kind of thinking. And he launched the war, expected the regime to fall, and it didn't.

And when that didn't happen, everything went to hell. They didn't know what to do next. So he just said, General, have you got more operations here? [General:] Yeah, we can hit plenty. Iran is a target-rich environment. We can bomb stuff all day long.

But as I used to teach at the Naval War College years ago: Operational successes without strategic direction don't get you toward victory.

Harris: And what does the military do when they don't have that strategic direction and when they're pulling all of these different threads, right? If this is a regime change, you're going to do a specific thing for regime change, as opposed to I'm doing a specific thing for liberation of people, as opposed to I'm doing specific things to open up a street that wouldn't have been closed otherwise. So how do they plan when there is no strategic direction?

Nichols: That's not their job. Their job is to plan operations. The very senior military leaders are supposed to ask that question: We have these packages. We have these target sets. We have these objectives we can achieve. What is it you want us to do, Mr. President? Where are we supposed to be going with this?

And in the absence of that, they do operations. They say, Okay, well, we can destroy some more factories. We can blow up some more airfields. We can take out some more boats. We can do that all day, at least until we start running out of ammo.

So in the end, the people that are supposed to know that are the kind of people that Pete Hegseth has been firing left and right.

Look, this is one of the most war-gamed scenarios in modern American history. We have been war-gaming scenarios about fighting with Iran for almost 50 years. They've got tons of operational plans sitting on the shelves about everything. But if the president just kind of wanders into the candy store and says, Gimme one of those, gimme one of those, and give me one of those, the military salutes smartly and says, Yes, sir.

Youssef: Can I jump in, Adam? 'Cause Tom made so many great points, and I wanna just build on a couple of them.

Harris: Yeah, absolutely.

Youssef: The firings--we've had a lot of generals and admirals fired, including the head of the Army, during this conflict. Now, usually, when a general or admiral is fired during war, it's for the conduct of the war. That didn't appear to be the case in this instance; this was personal animosity--a secretary who was micromanaging personnel decisions in the Army, looking to put his own stamp on that service.

And while this was largely a war from the air and sea, the Army had an important role. The air defenses that you heard about, the Patriots and the THAADs, those are Army-operated system. Restocking the munitions that were used for them, it falls on the Army chief of staff, and he was fired during this conflict. And so I think that's important to note, just the pace at which these personnel changes were happening.

The other thing I wanna point out is, for all the reasons that the United States gave for conducting this war, Iran was very consistent throughout: They wanted to survive as a regime. They wanted compensation for the damages to their country. And so I think, to Tom's point, when one side doesn't have clear strategic aims and the other does, no amount of firepower can resolve that. And what you saw the Iranians do is take that strategy and marry it with an asymmetric-warfare approach to take away the advantage that the United States had, with much stronger munitions training, planes, weapons, ships. And so that's where the strategy, I think, sort of--or lack thereof--played out on the battlefield.

Nichols: Two quick points--the other thing about Nancy's point about the Army: The Army took casualties. We spent a lot of time on watching television about the air war, but when some of those bases got hit, those were Army people that we lost.

The other is, this looks a lot like Ukraine. It was exactly the same imbalance of interests. [Russian President Vladimir] Putin went in, thought he was gonna just knock the Ukrainian regime over in a day--or three days or four days. But also, when that didn't happen, Putin didn't have a clear set of goals. It was just: throw more guys and more bodies, and blow up more buildings.

And just like the Iranians, the Ukrainians had a strategic goal: survive, and control the territory and the government of Ukraine. And they have, so far.

Harris: Nancy, we know that no one really wins in war in terms of human suffering. But even so, we now have this cease-fire, and I wonder, based on everything you've said here, is Iran actually the winner of the cease-fire?

Youssef: Well, I should start by saying that the cease-fire is very tenuous. Almost immediately, Iran announced that the strait would be effectively shut down again because Israel, which did not believe in the part of the agreement that said that Lebanon would not be attacked, carried out extensive attacks on Lebanon. So it's all very fragile because there are three parties with three different interests, and we don't know the specifics of the deal.

Now, having said that, Trump, among the reasons he gave is that he didn't want Iran to have a nuclear weapon. But I think what Iran discovered is that they actually have a deterrent capability that is immediately available to them right now, that allows them to make revenue off of it, that allows them to have great influence over the global economy, and that was the Strait of Hormuz.

I don't know that Iran needs to look to nuclear capabilities as much, having now been empowered with some control over the Strait of Hormuz. One of the things that they have said is that they wanna maintain that control. And so what Iran has come out of this, I think, is a new form of deterrence against future warfare--not inviting sanctions through the prospects of a nuclear program, but rather sort of saying, If you punish us, it now affects the global economy, or certainly has that potential.

That was always sort of their nuclear option of sorts, that if it came down to the threat to their survival--which this, for them, was--that they would exercise that option of the strait. And now that they have, and I think, going forward, we're gonna see them try to continue to collect revenue, as they did during the war, to rebuild and potentially rebuild the regime from the strikes that they've endured throughout these past 39 days.
 
 [Music]

Harris: After the break, the turmoil inside the Trump administration over this war and what that means on the battlefield.

[Break]
 
 Harris: Tom, one of the things that I couldn't necessarily wrap my head around, it was maybe an irony that was really troubling me on Sunday into Monday into Tuesday, as the president's threats became more hostile, severe, incendiary--whichever adjective you'd like to use there--and that was that he was saying things that people clearly identified as war crimes and Congress has not yet declared a war. And so I guess, constitutionally, this is still something that's worth asking: Will Congress ever declare a war, or does it matter at this point?
 
 Nichols: No, and it doesn't matter at this point. There's a couple of things to think about and reasons that Democrats would be hesitant to declare a war as well. Wartime conditions vastly empower a president.

What I think people like Tim Kaine and others among the Democrats wanted was a war-powers resolution, to be able to rein in Trump by law and by budgetary authority from this conflict. But now that it's over--and I think it is over for the foreseeable future--there's no point in it.

Republicans didn't wanna do it because Trump kept sending them signals: Stop saying "war"; it's a military operation, which is part of the reason, I think, that the war was never popular. I've never seen this happen before, where a president embarks on a major military operation and not only gets no bump out of it, but actually starts to bleed support over time. Even in the first stages of Vietnam, the American people rallied around Lyndon Johnson. This is really unprecedented in modern times.
 
 Harris: Yeah, and you said that you think that it's over for the foreseeable future, right? But if we are operating under the idea that the cease-fire is tenuous, what leads you to say that it's over?

Nichols: Because Trump's entire political body language for weeks now has been, Get me out of this.

I think what we saw, from Easter onward and leading up to those really feverish statements, was panic and flailing. He lost control of the situation within the first week, when the things he wanted to happen didn't happen.

And ever since then, he's been trying to manipulate markets and wish-cast solutions and announce things, hoping that just by announcing them they become reality, like deals: We're gonna make a great deal. They're begging me for a deal. None of that happened. And I think the last thing anybody wants in Washington right now is to have to go back into this.

Nancy and I were talking at one point about General [Dan] Caine's briefing, which really sounded like a wrap-up. It didn't sound like a Here's where we are on the eve of a cease-fire. It sounded like a Welp, it's been 39 days. Here's all the stuff we destroyed. Thank you, and good evening.

Harris: I was watching that press conference on Wednesday morning as well, and there seemed to be two different postures that were coming from Caine and Secretary Hegseth. Am I wrong in that? 'Cause General Caine did seem as if he was wrapping things up.

General Dan Caine: Over the course of 38 days of major combat operation, the joint force achieved the military objectives as defined by the president. We welcome--


Harris: But Secretary Hegseth kept going back to this idea that, Well, the reason why we're at the cease-fire and the reason why this deal came is because of the president's threats.

Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth: Other presidents marked time and kick the can down the road. President Trump made history.


Harris: Because he's shown that he's willing to go there, and he is still willing to go there.

Hegseth: So they still may shoot here and there, but that would be very, very unwise.


Harris: Kind of leaving that option hanging out there felt like a different thing than what General Caine was saying.

Nichols: Yeah, of course that's what Pete Hegseth's going to say, because while this war has been going on, there's been another drama going on at the Pentagon: Pete Hegseth's worried about his job.

And if you wonder why the secretary of the Army came out in recent days and said, I'm not quitting; I have no plans to resign; I'm not getting fired, as far as I know, that's Dan Driscoll, and he has been floated as the most likely replacement for Pete Hegseth.

So every time you see Pete Hegseth, just assume that all he's doing is speaking to Donald Trump and saying, Please keep me in my job.

Harris: Nancy, one of the things Tom mentioned was the deference that Republicans have had, traditionally, to the president over the last several years, in both terms in office. But some members of his own party, right, had become vocally critical of his threats in recent days. What are they saying now that this cease-fire has gone into effect?

Youssef: I think that you're hearing relief. Throughout those statements, it was notable to me, yes, there were Republicans that spoke up, but the silence that happened throughout, particularly after the president threatened to destroy a country's civilization; the silence after Hegseth, in one of those press conferences, talked about "no quarter," and then, days later, U.S. service members were flying an F-15E over Iran and had to escape because the Iranians shot it down.
 
 There was a lot of really bombastic language that happened throughout this war. And again, I think Tom's right in terms of the audience that often Hegseth is speaking to, but it is heard around the world. And it was striking to me that we didn't hear the kind of pushback I think that maybe some would've expected, given the impact on the battlefield. You could feel the discomfort in that silence, but it wasn't enough to challenge the president's assertions, and that was striking to me.

I should also note that there was a willingness to kind of support funding in the war, which, at the time, the president was asking for $200 billion. I think the question going forward will be whether they continue to support the military in terms of the budget. The president's asking for $1.5 trillion. Much of that will go towards rebuilding some of the damage that happened to ships--we saw the USS Gerald Ford, the newest aircraft carrier, caught on fire during this conflict--the restocking of munitions, particularly those air defenses.

There is a cost, and I think the Republicans will be confronted with sort of whether they're willing to pay for it literally and then in terms of political costs, given that the president had campaigned on the promise to not go into these kinds of wars in this region specifically.

Harris: Yeah, and even, right, considering his promises not to go into wars in these regions specifically and other ways that the president has sort of gone back on things that he said during the campaign, alongside the sort of increasingly erratic, of sorts, behavior that he has been exhibiting, Tom, right, there have been calls from notable right-wing figures for the Twenty-Fifth Amendment to be invoked. Of course, that is the most nuclear option there and probably the most involved option. But those folks were former representatives, folks like Marjorie Taylor Greene, Joe Walsh, Adam Kinzinger, but you ended up getting folks like Alex Jones. Is there a point where the sort of more mainstream part of the party starts to push back if the president's behavior becomes even more erratic than it has been in recent weeks?

Nichols: Boy, that is a great question because what would constitute more erratic than starting a war half a world away with a country of 90 million people and then threatening to erase their civilization from the planet?

I think what you're seeing, though, is Republicans, rather than rising in opposition or thinking about the Twenty-Fifth Amendment, they're doing a much more time-honored Washington tradition. They're going to the press, and they're ratting each other out. And they're distancing themselves from the president.

That whole report about the decision to go to war, basically, you had everybody in the room saying, Well, I didn't think it was a good idea.

Harris: Yeah.

Nichols: The only guy who gets thrown under the bus in that whole account--and he's thrown under the bus by all of his colleagues--is Pete Hegseth.

The other thing that's happening--and this goes back to the conversation you were just having with Nancy about budgets--do the Republicans really wanna go out there in a few months? Because, just to back up for a moment, the economic damage from this war is going to reverberate now for months. And I think a lot of Republicans out there are saying, I can't really do anything about the Twenty-Fifth Amendment, but I don't wanna run on a 40 percent defense budget increase while the president's saying we can't fund Medicare.

So I think there's a lot of trouble for Republicans because of Donald Trump, but I don't think he goes anywhere, and I think that's actually worse for Republicans. Instead of becoming the fuel for more Republican victories, Donald Trump has become a giant millstone, an albatross around the necks of Republicans now.

Harris: Yep. As he is, in your words, right, an albatross around the neck of the Republicans, I still come back to this thought that this is just the second year of this administration. And so even if we have the sort of changeover in Congress, if Democrats reclaim the House, there are still several more years of a Trump administration. And I am kind of left to wonder, where do we go from here, Tom, Nancy? Where can the U.S. go from here in terms of its reputation? We have turned war crimes into a bargaining chip of political policy.

Nichols: I think if the Democrats win in November, his presidency's effectively over. And I think that will make him completely bananas, and he will say and do even crazier and more dangerous things that will harm the reputation of the presidency and the United States. But I also think that he will now be more constrained in what he can do, especially--I can't believe that we're even thinking of this, because this was impossible a few months ago--especially if he loses the House and the Senate. But if he loses the House, which you don't ever wanna say anything's inevitable, but seems inevitable, then I think you get crazier rhetoric, but more responsible government in the short term.

Youssef: I think on a global scale, what we saw from this war is another region that is sort of reconsidering its relationship with the United States from a security perspective. In the run-up to this, you'll remember that the president threatened to attack Greenland, and you saw the sort of shocks of that go through Europe in terms of could they count on the United States as a reliable partner. During this conflict, he threatened to leave NATO because they wouldn't come to the defense of the strait and then later said that we didn't need NATO, because we don't need the oil and we don't care about the strait. So again, there was sort of a tension there.

The Gulf states had really pinned their security on their relationship with the United States. They had bases throughout the region because they thought those bases would be a security guarantee. As it turns out, it made them a bigger target. They had built defense relationships with the United States, hoping that that would lead to security, and again, it ended up making them a target. Now, there are a few options for the Gulf in terms of how they look at alternatives, but I do think we're gonna see them start to diversify in light of how these past 39 days have gone.

And so I think the most immediate takeaway is we're gonna see another consequential part of the world really reassess its relationship with the United States, given the events of these past 39 days and how the war has played out and the impact that has had on them and the U.S. response to that.

Nichols: One interesting thing here, I think, is we've worried a lot about terrorism and payback and all those other things that you should worry about when you embark on this kind of war. But Nancy's point about the Gulf states--the Iranians may decide to play nice with Europe and the United States to keep us occupied elsewhere, but really take it out on the Gulf states and make it clear: Don't ever do this again. You chose poorly. It's possible that the Gulf states have to be more worried about that even than we do.

Harris: Yeah. Well, there will be a lot to look out for in the coming days and weeks. Tom, Nancy, thanks for joining me.

Nichols: Thank you.

Youssef: Thank you.
 
 [Music]

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

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

I'm Adam Harris. Hanna will be back next week. Thanks for listening.
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Reasons to be Hopeful in Iran

How a deal could change the country for the better.

by Arash Azizi

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




President Trump used to quip that Iran "never won a war, but never lost a negotiation." Perhaps this view explains his decision to forsake previous rounds of talks over Iran's nuclear program and wage a full-scale assault on the country. But Trump's gambit may have backfired: In this particular war, Iran remains undefeated, which puts the country in an even stronger position when the two sides start talking in Islamabad tomorrow.

Despite assumptions that this war has propped up the regime, the conflict may have also put Iran on a path toward reconciliation with the rest of the world. Should talks with America resolve the conflict and curb Tehran's nuclear ambitions, the result could create better economic prospects and greater freedom for the Iranian people.

Following Tuesday's cease-fire announcement, Iran's Supreme National Security Council promptly claimed victory but also expressed some optimism for the talks. The council called for national unity and full support for diplomatic efforts, noting that the negotiations offer Iran a chance to "consolidate" its wins. This reads as a warning to Iran's hard-liners, who might otherwise rail against the cease-fire and demand a return to combat operations against the United States.

Negotiators will have to bridge seemingly unbridgeable gaps between the two sides. Iran's leaders have declared that they want the U.S. to recognize Iran's right to nuclear enrichment, allow Iran to maintain control over the Strait of Hormuz, lift economic sanctions, and pledge not to attack Iran and its allied militias in the region, such as Hamas and Hezbollah. Iran also wants reparations for all of the war damages (which could come from tolls on ships passing through Hormuz) and for all of this to be enshrined in a resolution at the United Nations Security Council. The United States, for its part, has declared that Iran must dismantle its nuclear facilities, end its uranium enrichment, heavily limit its missile programs, cut its support for military proxies, and fully reopen the strait.

These differences appear irreconcilable. But those of us who have closely followed this saga know that there are work-arounds. Iran might formally reserve the right to enrich uranium while not actually committing to doing it--a compromise that Vice President Vance has already suggested. Iran could agree to some limits on its missile programs in exchange for access to antiaircraft defenses and a pledge that the U.S. will stop attacking Iran. The two sides may be entering talks with long lists of demands and grievances, but no practical negotiator sticks to an opening bid.

Brynn Tannehill: America looks like a paper tiger

The real obstacle to a deal between the United States and Iran is less in the practical details than in whether the two sides have enough political will to reconcile. Opponents of the Iranian dictatorship decry negotiation with a regime that has killed tens of thousands of its own people in recurrent waves of recent protests. Many Americans back tightening economic sanctions on Iran, not loosening them, and supporters of Israel are rightfully concerned about bargaining with a government that aspires to destroy Israel. In Iran, where anti-Americanism is enshrined in the leadership's DNA, the brutality of this war has largely bolstered antipathy for the "Great Satan."

Overcoming these obstacles requires what one expert has called a "diplomatic miracle." But given the devastation wrought by this war, quite a few Iranians and Americans seem keen to give talks a go. It bodes well that the two men who reportedly helped bring about the cease-fire--Vance and Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, Iran's speaker of Parliament--will play prominent roles in the coming talks.

Eager to distance himself from this unpopular war, Vance appears invested in helping end it. After weeks of seeming sidelined by his boss and the more interventionist members of the administration, such as Secretary of State Marco Rubio, Vance may appreciate a moment in the global limelight and will be disinclined to leave the talks empty-handed.

Whether the war has rid Iran's leadership of hard-liners or empowered them further is up for debate, but there's good reason to believe that Qalibaf will pursue a more diplomatic path. A former high-ranking member of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, Qalibaf has emerged from this war as the most powerful figure of Iran's Supreme National Security Council and has been effectively running the war effort. Although he was known for repressive moves as National Police chief in the early 2000s, Qalibaf later enjoyed a reputation as a technocrat who hobnobbed with the likes of Gavin Newsom at Davos during his long tenure as mayor of Tehran.

The Islamic Republic's hard-liners have long mistrusted Qalibaf, calling him "the Godfather" due to his reputation for corruption. Reformist factions, however, have come to back him in recent days. Former President Hassan Rouhani, who signed Iran's historic deal with the U.S. in 2015, welcomed the cease-fire and showed support for Qalibaf's leadership. A top aide to the reformist President Masoud Pezeshkian called Qalibaf "a moderate" figure and said that he and Pezeshkian "will now pursue a new mission for Iran's national interests."

Jonathan Lemire and Isabel Ruehl: 1979 is the year that explains Donald Trump

Any diplomacy will enjoy some international support. Regional powers are likely eager for any agreement that ends the bombing campaign and restricts Iran's military buildup. (According to Pakistan, other neighboring Muslim-majority countries, including Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Egypt, and Qatar, contributed to the mediation efforts.) China, keen to prevent further disruptions to energy markets and aid allies in the Persian Gulf, apparently pushed for the cease-fire and will play a key role if a deal is brought to the UN. Even Israel, skeptical of any deal, might judge a militarily degraded Iran that pledges nonbelligerence with the U.S. to be the least bad outcome for now, especially if Iran also gives up its enriched uranium.

Anyone who hoped that this war would yield regime change in Iran is likely disappointed, but many Iranians have welcomed the cease-fire. Hassan Asadi Zeydabadi, a human-rights lawyer in Tehran and a former political prisoner, told me that he hopes the talks help curb the country's anti-Western hostility. "Iranians want to live normal lives," he said. "If the Islamic Republic continues its past international policies, we'd go back to conflict abroad and protests at home."

Both sides appear to have more reasons to negotiate than to return to the battlefield. Much of Iran has been reduced to rubble and is in dire need of relief. Trump is plainly ready to find a solution to skyrocketing oil prices. Regardless of the details, nearly any deal could have lasting consequences in Iran. If Qalibaf is able to make amends with a country that Iran has demonized for close to half a century, it will be the surest sign that he is ruling over a new Iran--still authoritarian and repressive but more economically and diplomatically open; more Vietnam and less North Korea.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2026/04/ceasefire-iran-deal-trump-ghalibaf/686744/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A Writer of 'Hypnotic Repetition'

With her first new novel in more than 20 years, Nancy Lemann returns, yet again, to New Orleans and its eccentricities.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




A love-it-or-leave-it feature of Nancy Lemann's distinctive, dreamy style is that she often repeats herself. Images, events, and turns of phrase reoccur both within and across her five novels and even, to a lesser extent, in her nonfiction. The people in her books are always "falling apart"; their hearts are often "in a million pieces on the floor." Her narrators--usually women from New Orleans--have a reverence for older traditions, including baseball, which represents "a chance to go forth with the heroes," and for men in seersucker suits who have outdated affectations, like reading ancient Greek and eating oysters at lunch. Several of these women have soft spots for the same "blue-eyed boy with the crooked smile" (who has a drinking problem), and they tend to indulge in what could be called negative self-talk (they chide themselves for being "idiotic" or "lamebrained").

In the introduction to a new reissue of Lemann's 1985 cult-classic debut novel, Lives of the Saints, the British writer Geoff Dyer makes note of the "hypnotic repetition" that gives the book its rhythm and, crucially, its sense of place; he points to its frequent depiction of rain that slashes and nights that swelter. The repetition is also what, over time, has given Lemann's work its poignancy, so it's fitting that New York Review Books, which published the reissue, has simultaneously released Lemann's first new novel in 24 years. The Oyster Diaries returns readers to New Orleans and revisits some of the stories from Saints, and it is partly about the humiliating experience of not seeing what's right in front of us, or not understanding it, and having to look again and again. It has an air of running the tape back once more--this time, with the perspective gained by the passage of time and contact with a new generation.

The middle-aged narrator, Delery Anhalt, who bears many slant resemblances to Lemann, bounces between Washington, D.C., and New Orleans, and promises at the outset to recount "a bonanza of heartache that ultimately calibrated my soul with insight my soul had been waiting for its whole life." This is a much more direct statement of purpose than Lemann's previous narrators have given. The new novel also has a more concrete plot, though calling it plot-driven would be going too far. And it exists more firmly not only in its place but in its time, which is roughly right now.

When I spoke with Lemann in March, she had just returned from Argentina; she apologized for having "Argentine COVID," which she worried was clouding her thoughts. Finding herself back in print, she seemed both grateful and a little disoriented, and she referred to the years that passed between the publication of her 2002 novel, Malaise, and these NYRB books--plus another publisher's reissue of her 1987 nonfiction book, The Ritz of the Bayou--as "the Doom." She regarded the process that brought the Doom to an end as somewhat magical. In fact, it was largely the doing of a publicist, Kaitlin Phillips, who started recreationally championing Lemann's work several years ago. Phillips connected Lemann with an editor at The Paris Review and one at Harper's, both of whom published new work of hers (which helped her get a new agent).

Lemann was born in New Orleans, and lived there until she attended college at Brown. "Before I left New Orleans, I just thought, Okay, this is what it's like. This is what life is like," she said. "But the minute I left and went up north I just realized, Oh my God, I have this ace in my back pocket." The city was so singular and strange, its style so well preserved by its "isolation and remoteness," that she could write about it endlessly. Lemann was 28 when she published Lives of the Saints, the story of an eccentric New Orleans family and a young woman experiencing her "wastrel youth." Now she is 70. One of The Oyster Diaries' two epigraphs is from the Greek poet C. P. Cavafy: "You won't find a new country, won't find another shore. This city will always pursue you."

Read: Twenty years after the storm

Even when Lemann is not writing about New Orleans, she's writing about how wherever she is resembles or doesn't resemble New Orleans. New York's "suave crumbling gleam" reminds her of New Orleans; Washington, D.C., where "everyone acts like federal tax bureaucrats, just by osmosis," does not seem to remind her of New Orleans. In Malaise, the only Lemann novel narrated by someone not from New Orleans, the lead character--who is from Alabama--nonetheless compares Los Angeles's Sunset Boulevard to New Orleans's French Quarter, finding them both "darkly beguiling." "People say I think everything reminds me of New Orleans, and it is true," Lemann told me.


Author Nancy Lemann returns to fiction--and her native city--with a new novel, The Oyster Diaries. (Mario Ruiz / Getty)



Across her work, the city has been embodied by a recurring character named Claude Collier, who was the love interest in Lives of the Saints. A modern reader might be tempted to roll their eyes at him; ungenerously, he is a failson. An alcoholic, he eventually drives his father's law firm into the ground. He would fly through a casting call for the Bravo show Southern Charm. But Louise, Saints' narrator, finds him angelic despite his vices, and continually points out that he is kind, wise, polite, tender, and lovely. ("He had the sweetness of the town itself and broke my heart completely into a million pieces on the floor," she says.) Revisiting the novel now, Lemann found it a bit ridiculous that Louise was "constantly rhapsodizing" about this guy. "I can't even get through that book when I try to reread it," she said.

And yet she is clearly still fond of the rogue. She has continued to bring him back in her novels, even after saying in a 1988 interview that she would not. Claude was an out-of-frame instigator of the drama in her 1992 novel, Sportsman's Paradise, and we learn the end of his story in The Oyster Diaries, after he reappears in the last third of the book (on a motorcycle). This time, he's different, or he's shown to us differently. Claude is still kind, wise, polite, tender, and lovely, but he's now a middle-aged man whose life has caught up to him. "The new narrator admires him the way Louise did, but she's not all sappy about it all the time," Lemann said. "And she doesn't have the stars in her eyes, you know?"

Though The Oyster Diaries finds space to close the loop on Claude Collier, it spends more time with August Anhalt, the narrator's father and the keeper of the namesake oyster diaries. These are notations about the oysters he eats most days--"awful," "still awful," "terrible," "no good," "wonderful," "exceptional," or "beautiful to look at but no salt." The plot takes off when the great tragedy of August's life--a spousal betrayal--reoccurs by befalling his daughter. Unlike Lemann's best-known heroine, Delery does not find everyone amazing; she finds most people annoying and moronic instead. But not her father: He is "rickety but suave--like New Orleans."

Lemann knows that her debut novel, a romantic portrait of the deep South in the late '70s and early '80s, may now read as old-fashioned in certain ways. Lives of the Saints barely remarks, for instance, on the Black house staff who attend to the central characters. Lemann remembered a New York "beau" telling her to take these figures out, but she couldn't do it without making the story unrealistic. Yet in The Oyster Diaries, Lemann widens reality's lens a little. She directly describes the residential segregation of her beloved city. Her narrator, in the course of volunteer work as a court observer, records racial disparities she notices in the legal process; she also owns up to her own lifelong reluctance to look at such things directly, referring a couple of times to "the naked bulb" being too harsh.

Read: 'Intensely southern and only faintly Jewish'

The Oyster Diaries isn't a midlife-crisis novel, Lemann told me. It's about the differences between youth and age--about death, on the one hand, and disillusionment, on the other. It's about, as she put it, "having the veil rent from the temple, having the stars dashed from your eyes." These revelations are coming pretty late in Delery's life, Lemann admitted. "What world was she living in? Some childlike world." Now her father is dying, her husband deceives her, and she lives in D.C. during an intense political era. Time to wake up.

Lemann has written about President Trump ("the world's most obnoxious person") before, and in this book he is something like an ominous general presence--a "Rasputin-like menace," as she put it to me. Before Trump, she thought that politics were mostly boring, and that they were supposed to be. Now she works the voices of her adult daughters into her writing, often demonstrating the distance between the generations--a generation that could call politics "boring" without being reprimanded about privilege, versus one that can't.

I found these moments of intergenerational friction to be some of the funniest of the new book. Lemann respects her daughters (one of whom, Emmeline Clein, is also a writer), but she also teases them. She sketches some great scenes in which the younger generation's sincere sense of moral responsibility and obvious correctness on the facts clashes with the older generation's often-overlooked strong suits. The latter include a creatively productive ambivalence, an ingrained reluctance to make other people feel stupid, and the ability to just talk about something else at dinner. "They try to teach me and I learn and I accept their teachings," she said of her daughters. "But I also like to satirize their teachings sometimes."

She satirizes herself, too. A late stretch of The Oyster Diaries is set on a family trip to several countries in Africa, and begins with Delery noting, "I always knew Africa would remind me of New Orleans." New Orleans again?, you have to ask. But that seems to be the joke. "My daughters would say I should explore, study, and unlearn certain aspects of these sentiments," the narrator adds fondly. Maybe she will; maybe she won't. Maybe Lemann will write another odd, wonderful novel, and we'll find out.
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Winners of the 2026 World Press Photo Contest

The winning entries of this year's World Press Photo Contest were just announced. This year, according to organizers, 57,376 images were submitted for judging, made by 3,747 photographers from 141 countries.

by Alan Taylor

Thu, 09 Apr 2026


West, Central, and South Asia, Singles--Nepal's Gen Z Uprising: Fire and smoke engulf Singha Durbar after protesters stormed and set the government complex alight during violent demonstrations in Kathmandu, Nepal, on September 9, 2025. Story: A government ban of 26 social-media platforms on September 4, 2025 was the breaking point for Nepal's youth. On September 8, thousands flooded the streets, part of a generation of young people around the world refusing to accept systems that perpetuate corruption, unemployment, and economic hardship. Within two days, 76 people were dead, most of them young demonstrators killed by police. Thousands more were injured. On September 9, following Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli's resignation, protesters stormed and set fire to Singha Durbar, the historic complex at the center of Nepal's government. (Narendra Shrestha / EPA Images)




Africa, Singles--Joburg Ballet School: Young dancers from the Joburg Ballet School backstage at the Soweto Theatre during their year-end performance in Soweto, South Africa, on December 7, 2025. Story: In apartheid South Africa, ballet was the preserve of white culture, inaccessible to people of color. Today, the Joburg Ballet School offers subsidized training to children from historically disadvantaged backgrounds, with locations in Soweto, Alexandra, and Braamfontein. Parents describe seeing their children learn ballet as something they never thought possible. (Ihsaan Haffejee, for GroundUp)




West, Central, and South Asia, Singles--A Daughter's Grief in Kashmir: Sanam Bashir (21) collapses with grief at her mother's funeral. Nargis Begum (45) died from shrapnel wounds after a mortar shell struck while the two were fleeing their home in Uri, Jammu and Kashmir, India, on May 9, 2025. Story: The Kashmir region has been contested between India and Pakistan since the 1947 partition of British India, a territorial dispute that has fueled decades of conflict. On April 22, 2025, an attack on tourists in Pahalgam killed 26 people. India blamed Pakistan-backed militant groups and responded with strikes on May 7. Four days of intense cross-border shelling, drone attacks, and air strikes followed. Thousands of civilians were displaced, dozens were killed, and homes and infrastructure along the Line of Control (the de facto border) were destroyed. Widespread international pressure secured a cease-fire on May 10, averting further escalation between the two nuclear-armed rivals. (Yasir Iqbal / Outlook India Magazine)




Europe, Stories--Drone Wars: A soldier from Ukraine's 93rd Brigade scans for Russian FPV drones while speeding through Kostyantynivka, a strategic gateway to Ukraine's last major defensive belt in Donetsk, in Kostyantynivka, Ukraine, on June 19, 2025. Story: Ukraine's battle against the Russian invasion is reshaping modern combat. Hobby drones are being repurposed into remote-controlled weapons, and mass-produced first-person-view (FPV) drones are piloted from kilometers away with deadly precision. These developments have triggered an unrelenting drone arms race and turned large areas of Ukraine into "kill zones." Civilians are targeted and displaced, and soldiers spend most of their time in underground bunkers or basements, unable to be resupplied or casualty-evacuated. This story documents Ukraine's efforts to advance its drone capabilities, and the impact of Russian drone attacks on civilians. (David Guttenfelder / The New York Times)




Europe, Singles--Emma the Social Robot: Waltraud talks with Emma, a social robot that recognizes faces and remembers past conversations, in Albershausen, Germany, on July 3, 2025. Although skeptical at first, Waltraud says that she felt connected to Emma over time. Story: Germany's care homes are facing two crises: staff shortages and loneliness. A 2023 study found that one in five residents aged 80 and older describe themselves as "severely lonely." This reality has prompted trials of social robots such as Emma, developed by a Munich-based start-up. Waltraud, a resident of Haus im Wiesengrund in Albershausen, had her doubts but over time formed a bond with Emma. "When she tells her jokes, that's really good. That's my kind of humor," says Waltraud, though she emphasizes that human contact is always preferable. (Paula Hornickel)




Asia-Pacific and Oceania, Stories--The Last Dolphin Hunters: A young man drags a dolphin toward the shore in Walande. Although Fanalei struggled this season, the larger sister community of Walande successfully landed a catch to share across the Surodo Lagoon, on Maramasike Island, on February 11, 2025. Story: Fanalei, a low-lying island in the Solomon Islands, stands at a crossroads between contested tradition and a changing economy. For generations, dolphin hunting provided food and income, with dolphin teeth used as ritual currency for bride-price and other forms of local exchange. Today, as rising sea levels displace the community and threaten its future, seaweed farming is providing an economic alternative to the seasonal hunt. As seaweed farming expands, fewer people are available for the collective efforts upon which dolphin hunting depends. This story captures a community reshaped by environmental pressure and shifting traditions. (Matthew Abbott, Oculi, for The New York Times)




Africa, Stories--Farisat: Gunpowder's Daughters: Noura attempts to control her horse after firing, the most dangerous part of the performance, in Sidi Rahal, Morocco, on August 8, 2025. Riders risk injury from gunpowder or falling and being trampled. Story: Tbourida is a UNESCO-recognized Moroccan equestrian tradition dating back to the 16th century. Troupes gallop in unison, firing rifles in a choreographed performance of cavalry warfare. Historically excluded, female riders have fought for inclusion since Morocco's 2004 family-code reforms strengthened women's legal rights. Today, seven all-female troupes ride among some 300. These farisat ("horsewomen") bear significant personal costs, funding their own horses, costumes, and gunpowder permits. Their perseverance stands as a powerful claim to women's rightful place in Moroccan cultural heritage. (Chantal Pinzi / Panos Pictures)




Europe, Stories--Burned Land: The Larouco wildfire, the worst in Galicia's recorded history, burns through the night as flames reach O Courel, a mountain range of great biodiversity, in Sierra de O Courel, Galicia, Spain, on August 19, 2025. Story: 2025 was a record year for wildfires in Europe. More than 200,000 hectares burned across Galicia during Spain's worst fire season in about three decades. The increasingly severe fires in this region are attributed to drought and heat intensified by climate change, rural depopulation, and shortsighted forest-management policies, including the widespread planting of highly flammable non-native species. Born in Ourense, the photographer grew up with the smell of smoke every summer and has documented Galician wildfires since 2011. (Brais Lorenzo / EFE / Revista 5W / El Pais)




Asia-Pacific and Oceania, Singles--Bondi Beach Terror Attack: An overwhelmed police officer leans over near the bodies of Boris (69) and Sofia (61) Gurman, in Sydney, Australia, on December 14, 2025. During the Bondi Beach Terror Attack, the couple was killed while attempting to disarm one of the shooters. Story: During Bondi Beach's "Chanukah by the Sea," a community event celebrating the Jewish holiday, two armed men motivated by ISIS ideology attacked participants, killing 15 people. The victims included 10-year-old Matilda and the 87-year-old Ukrainian Holocaust survivor Alexander Kleytman. Prime Minister Anthony Albanese called the mass shooting an anti-Semitic attack and the deadliest terrorist incident on Australian soil ever. The shooting has prompted a significant reevaluation of public security and religious-freedom protections in Australia. (Edwina Pickles / The Sydney Morning Herald)




Asia-Pacific and Oceania, Singles--Mountain Resident of Wanglang: A wild giant panda is captured by a camera trap in the Wanglang National Nature Reserve, in Sichuan, China, on November 11, 2025. Story: Recent population estimates suggest that fewer than 2,000 pandas remain in the wild, and only a few dozen individuals live within Wanglang National Nature Reserve's 323-square-kilometer territory. This rare sighting was made possible through a pilot exchange program between the National Geographic Society and wildlife biologists, aimed at supporting wildlife-monitoring efforts and fostering cross-cultural cooperation in conservation. (Rob G. Green / National Geographic Society / Henry Luce Foundation)




Asia-Pacific and Oceania, Singles--A Desperate Plea: Mr. Wong cries out in anguish as fire engulfs the Tai Po housing complex he calls home, in Hong Kong, on November 26, 2025. Moments earlier, he phoned his wife, who was trapped in the building, and they exchanged what would be their final words. Story: A massive fire at the Wang Fuk Court housing complex in Tai Po claimed 168 lives, becoming Hong Kong's deadliest fire since 1948. Although no official cause has been reported, investigations by Hong Kong authorities found that bamboo scaffolding, construction netting, and flammable Styrofoam boards on windows acted as accelerants for the fire, trapping residents inside. More than 2,000 firefighters were involved in rescue efforts; one was killed, and 12 were injured. (Tyrone Siu / Reuters)




South America, Stories--Name the Absence: Valeria (5) plays behind a curtain at her aunt's house, in Los Patios, Norte de Santander, Colombia, on September 10, 2025. She is raised solely by her mother. In her region, 30 percent of households are headed exclusively by women. Story: Colombia has the world's highest rate of single mothers. The photographer and his family experience this reality not as a statistic but as a "recurring wound." In 1999, Ferley Ospina's father was murdered in the border region of Norte de Santander, forcing him to flee with his mother. Photographing the women in his extended family, Ospina seeks to understand the "weight of absence" and the systemic and personal impact of "growing up incomplete." (Ferley A. Ospina)




North and Central America, Stories--ICE Arrests at New York Court: Masked federal officers wait outside courtrooms holding target photographs, in New York City, New York, on July 8, 2025. Although ICE claims that masks protect the identity of agents and their families, critics argue that the practice erodes accountability and public trust. Story: In 2025, shifts in U.S. immigration policy transformed courthouses into focal points for mass-deportation efforts by U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE). Masked ICE agents detained undocumented migrants immediately following their hearings, often leading to deeply traumatic family separations. These aggressive tactics, coupled with severely overcrowded and unsanitary conditions at the 10th-floor holding facility in the Jacob Javits Federal Building, in New York, prompted fierce public protests, class-action lawsuits, and the arrest of local elected officials demanding accountability. (Carol Guzy / ZUMA Press / iWitness, for Miami Herald)




North and Central America, Long-Term Projects--Mexico, A Changing Climate: A child runs up to the second floor of a partially submerged home, in Chalco, State of Mexico, Mexico, on August 19, 2024. The 2024 floods affected 7,000 residents. Many families lost personal belongings such as photographs and other cherished items. Story: Mexico is especially vulnerable to climate extremes, with 52 percent of its territory situated in arid or semiarid zones. Over the past two decades, environmental disasters have internally displaced approximately 2.7 million people, a figure projected to reach up to 8 million by 2050. This project documents the enormous cost of those changes on a human scale: from the rapid erosion of Tabasco's coastlines, where sea levels are rising three times faster than the global average, to the systemic water scarcities in Monterrey and the State of Mexico, where renewable water availability has plummeted by 81 percent since 1950. (Cesar Rodriguez / Norwegian Red Cross / SNCA / The New York Times)




Europe, Singles--Russian Attack on Kyiv: Valeria Syniuk (65) sits near her badly damaged home, in Kyiv, Ukraine, on April 24, 2025. She was asleep when a Russian missile destroyed the building opposite hers. Story: On April 24, 2025, Russia launched one of the deadliest attacks on Kyiv since the start of its full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Hours after international peace negotiations stalled again, missiles and drones struck at least five residential neighborhoods, killing 13 people and wounding 90. Russia's intensifying air campaign, which systematically targets infrastructure, hospitals, and educational institutions, continues to devastate life across the country. (Evgeniy Maloletka / Associated Press)




North and Central America, Stories--Los Angeles on Fire: The Palisades Fire ravages a neighborhood amid high winds, in Los Angeles, California, United States, on January 7, 2025. The Los Angeles blazes inflicted $28 billion to $53.8 billion in property damage, disrupting thousands of local businesses. Story: In January 2025, severe drought and 100-mph (roughly 160-kph) Santa Ana winds fueled 14 devastating wildfires across Los Angeles, destroying more than 18,000 buildings and displacing 200,000 residents. Although officials reported 31 direct fatalities, public-health studies estimate 440 excess deaths linked to toxic smoke and disrupted medical care. In the disaster's aftermath, a stark wealth divide has defined recovery efforts, with lower-income residents facing displacement while wealthier communities leverage private resources to rebuild. (Ethan Swope / Associated Press)




Asia-Pacific and Oceania, Stories--Wedding in the Flood: The bride Jamaica Aguilar prepares to enter the flooded Barasoain Church for her wedding. The Barasoain Church, a national landmark, is situated in a region where nearly 75 percent of the population is exposed to flooding hazards. Story: When Typhoon Wipha hit the Philippines and flooded Barasoain Church, Jade Rick Verdillo and Jamaica Aguilar faced a difficult decision: Should they cancel their wedding or proceed with the marriage? The couple carried on despite high waters, a testament to love and resilience in the face of severe weather. Located on a delta, Bulacan province is vulnerable to more frequent and extreme floods caused by aging drainage systems, dredging projects, overextraction of groundwater, and climate change. (Aaron Favila / Associated Press)




West, Central, and South Asia, Stories--Witnessing Gaza: Tamer Hassan al-Shafei and his family break their Ramadan fast in the remains of their home, in Beit Lahia, Gaza Strip, on March 4, 2025. Food shortages meant that only basics were served instead of the usual spread. Story: In 2025, civilians in Gaza endured starvation, famine, and relentless bombardment as the death toll surpassed 75,000 and Israeli authorities severely restricted the flow of humanitarian aid. A cease-fire agreement reached in October has yet to bring meaningful relief. Palestinian journalists--who are living through the reality they document--are the world's few witnesses to what a United Nations commission has concluded is a genocide. Israel disputes this. The photographer worked under immense danger, driven by a refusal to let the world turn away: "Even when everything around me told me to stop, I couldn't--silence would mean surrender." (Saher Alghorra / The New York Times)



Be sure to visit the World Press Photo site to see all of the winning and honored images.
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Maybe You'll Never Really Know Who You're Marrying

The fear of commitment transforms <em>The Drama</em> from a romance into a horror story.

by Shirley Li

Wed, 08 Apr 2026




The following contains spoilers for the film The Drama.

The Drama features the kind of unforgettable first-kiss story that would belong in the First Kiss Hall of Fame, if such a thing existed. Late one night, Charlie (played by Robert Pattinson) tries to sneak Emma (Zendaya) into the museum at which he works, but his ID clears only the first of multiple doors. The alarms go off, the two get locked in the entry hall, and as Emma panics, Charlie rushes over to kiss her, quieting her fear.

It's swoon-worthy--or is it? The Drama follows Charlie and Emma in the days leading up to their wedding, during which the rose-colored glasses each of them wore slip off. One evening, Emma makes a dark confession that casts her in a completely different light; Charlie's reaction, in turn, shakes her trust. Moments that had seemed cute take on a sinister bent. Maybe their first kiss wasn't a spontaneous expression of care, but a deliberate attempt to startle Emma. Maybe it was a bad omen. Maybe, Charlie and Emma wonder, they shouldn't get married.

Pop culture has been preoccupied with commitment angst lately. The hit Ryan Murphy-produced limited series Love Story, which just concluded, dramatized the real-life courtship between John F. Kennedy Jr. and Carolyn Bessette in the 1990s, exploring whether Bessette was ever truly ready to join the Kennedy family. The steamy romance Heated Rivalry saw two gay men spend nearly a decade trying to define their relationship; although being closeted played a major role in their hesitation, the show also mined tension from the characters' doubts about having an exclusive partnership. Strangers, the writer Belle Burden's best-selling memoir published in January, examines why her husband suddenly wanted a divorce after 20 years together. And reality TV series capitalize on how entertaining it can be to see others deal with questions of settling down. Shows such as Love Is Blind and The Ultimatum: Marry or Move On treat marriage as both a reward and a threat: Contestants who get engaged receive more screen time. Failing to partner up means going home.

Films have only recently begun to catch up with this trend, in part because of the decline in the number of romantic comedies being made. Most of the love stories that do make it to the big screen still generally follow broad, conventional strokes, capturing the bliss of coupling up or the blues of falling apart. Last year's Materialists was the rare movie tackling whether finding The One matters in an era when people seek to optimize their dating life. The Drama, though, understands today's particular anxiety about saying yes to someone forever: It rejects the impulse to deliver a happy ending or breakup saga. Instead, it teeters between those extremes and illustrates how getting married can be alternately romantic and terrifying, fulfilling and draining.

Read: What we lost when we lost rom-coms

The Drama unfolds over the course of the stressful week leading up to the central couple's wedding. The turbulence begins with a secret Emma has been keeping for more than a decade: that as a teen, she had almost carried out a mass school shooting. She'd planned it thoroughly, even going so far as to choose her first targets and record a confession video. When a gun-related tragedy happened near her town, however, she saw the devastation and decided against completing her mission.

But Emma's past matters less to how The Drama unfolds than to the aftermath of her confession. Emma and Charlie desperately try to move forward, but Charlie can't stop thinking that his wife-to-be no longer resembles the person he thought he knew. Emma, meanwhile, grows anxious over how poorly Charlie communicates his fears. Love in the time of easy outrage--of shallow social-media interactions, of relentless headline-driven anxiety, of brain rot--is terribly risky, The Drama posits, and maybe even dangerous: Dating amounts to placing trust in total strangers. Falling for someone involves revealing yourself in ways your partner may never understand. And publicly vowing to be together 'til death can turn out to be nothing more than an arduous performance.



Watching The Drama made me think of the essayist Lindy West, whose memoir Adult Braces turned the internet into a fountain of opinions upon its release last month. In the book, West reveals that shortly after her wedding, her husband told her that he had a girlfriend and wanted to be in a nonmonogamous marriage. Despite West's initial resistance, she eventually agreed to the arrangement after taking a solo cross-country road trip to think it over. Much of Adult Braces involves West justifying her decision; as a result, readers have questioned whether she stayed in her marriage out of love or out of fear--fear of being alone, yes, but also of being perceived as intolerant of modern mores, of being selfish, of being inflexible when things got tricky.

This is the kind of mental gymnastics about romance that fuels The Drama. The commitment angst plaguing Charlie and Emma over Emma's secret seems to have a lot to do with several contemporary concerns--mixed messaging about gender roles, confusion over what constitutes a moral failing--that yield knee-jerk responses. After Emma is coaxed into sharing her secret during a misguided bonding exercise with her wedding party, her maid of honor, Rachel (Alana Haim), takes the revelation personally. Emma's intentions are unforgivable, says Rachel, whose cousin was injured in a shooting. When Rachel threatens to drop out of the wedding, Charlie tries to appease her by piling on what he believes are palatable lies: He makes up a story about Emma going through a significant childhood trauma, as if to explain why she'd ever consider doing such a terrible thing.

Yet Charlie is much less capable of soothing his own nerves, and he fixates on whether Emma harbors violent tendencies. At one point, he receives a coffee-table book featuring scantily clad women posing with firearms; he begins imagining Emma as one of the models, suggestively holding assault rifles on their bed. Paranoid, he looks to his co-worker for validation of his choice to go through with the wedding. But when she tells him that, under the same (and, to her mind, hypothetical) circumstances, she wouldn't stay with her partner, he snaps and responds in a reckless manner: by kissing her aggressively in his office. It's as if doing something bad himself might help him understand Emma--or damn them both.

Read: Why marriage survives

By the movie's end, the charming love story has devolved into a disorienting series of mind games. Maybe Charlie doesn't want to be seen by anyone as doing the wrong thing--whatever that even means. Yet some of his actions, like his spontaneous decision to cheat on his fiancee, come off as empty provocations. Instead, The Drama is most successful when it plays with conventional romance tropes to capture how off-putting modern courtship has become. During Charlie and Emma's meet-cute at a coffee shop, Charlie dashes over to Emma's seat when she steps away, snaps a quick photo of the book she's reading, then skims a summary so he can pretend he's read it. The scene wittily evokes app-driven dating: Here are two strangers, one of whom is wooing the other based on the shallow information he's acquired through clumsy sleuthing. Later, the couple has to pause their discussion of Emma's past to meet with their wedding photographer, Frances (Zoe Winters). Sensing the couple's unease, Frances turns their meeting into a practice shoot. What should be a chance for the two to loosen up, however, results only in forced smiles and awkward silences.

Watching Emma and Charlie's plans collapse into chaos, I was struck by how well their journey to their wedding day conjured the violence built into today's language of love and commitment. No one is merely "going steady" anymore; now it's about "matching each other's freak," as well as "ghosting" and "zombieing," "cuffing" and "love bombing." As tongue-in-cheek as these terms may be, they still sound somewhat alarming out of context--a dissonance The Drama captures through absurd, dreamlike flourishes. Charlie and Emma's growing fears about their impending ceremony start to overwhelm their thoughts: Emma pictures Charlie concocting an over-the-top plan to leave her. Charlie has a nightmare in which he finds the guests at his wedding reception dead.

I'm not convinced The Drama needed sequences like these, especially not when the film skims over Charlie's own history and speeds through its final act. But the overarching result is a movie that depicts love as an unsettling force and commitment as an eternal mystery. The climactic wedding, after all, is more distressing than celebratory: The DJ they'd hired at the last minute accidentally blares ear-splitting feedback noise. Charlie's new dress shoes leave his toes a bloodied mess. And worse, he gives a postnuptial speech that exposes his lingering uncertainty about Emma, horrifying everyone in the room. Even its closing scene toys with doubt: Charlie and Emma are shown reuniting after their disastrous reception, pretending to be strangers so that they can start over. Their reconciliation is sweet, but it also lays a trap. As viewers, we've spent too long watching them question each other to believe that playing a little pretend will fix everything between them. Yes, the couple is married, the drama is over, the credits have begun to roll. And yet.



 When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Trump Administration Is Trying to Erase Its Own History

If a new legal opinion stands, Donald Trump will be on track to become one of the most poorly documented presidents ever.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 08 Apr 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.

Legal opinions tend to be dry, wordy, and intentionally vague. One issued by the Justice Department's Office of Legal Counsel earlier this month is none of these.

"You have asked whether the Presidential Records Act of 1978 ('PRA' or 'Act') is constitutional. We conclude that it is not," Assistant Attorney General T. Elliot Gaiser declares. The law, passed after Watergate, is designed to ensure a reliable and accessible public record. It makes presidential documents public by law, and governs how and when they must be preserved.

If the opinion stands, it will allow Trump to destroy the records of his administration's actions, or take records with him at the end of his term. Combined with alleged violations of PRA in his first term, this could make Trump the most poorly documented president since at least Richard Nixon, and perhaps going back even further. (As my colleague Henry Grabar writes, the actual library part of his planned presidential library is an afterthought at best.) Yet Trump's habit of making policy without deliberation, and often with stream-of-consciousness speeches and posts on social media, means that his administration is a paradox: simultaneously one of the most transparent and most opaque in American history.

The Office of Legal Counsel exists to issue sophisticated legal guidance to the White House, and in effect is frequently asked to provide justification for an administration's actions; perhaps the most infamous instance was the "Torture Memos," many produced by the OLC's John Yoo during the George W. Bush administration to justify the use of, well, torture during the War on Terror. And guessing why the Trump administration would want to be rid of PRA isn't difficult.

Trump and his aides have reportedly broken the law on many occasions. During his first term, he was reported to routinely tear up documents, despite staffers imploring him not to. (Some aides were tasked with painstakingly taping them back together to comply with the law.) In other cases, he flushed papers down toilets. Chief of Staff Mark Meadows reportedly fed documents into fireplaces at the end of the presidency. Trump's staffers then took boxes and boxes of surviving documents, many of them highly sensitive, when they left the White House. He refused to return them upon request from the federal government, then allegedly attempted to obstruct their recovery. According to photographs included in a federal indictment, Trump haphazardly stored documents in a Mar-a-Lago bathroom and a ballroom stage. Trump pleaded not guilty, and his election led to the case being dismissed, which meant he was never tried on charges of obstructing the investigation, but now he would like to erase the accusation entirely by eliminating PRA.

Former Special Counsel Jack Smith, who investigated the documents case, also believed that Trump wanted to use documents his team took from the White House to further his business interests, according to Democratic Representative Jamie Raskin, who obtained Smith's memo--in other words, stealing public records to make a private fortune. (Absurdly, Trump's Justice Department returned to Trump the documents that had been collected from Mar-a-Lago by the FBI.)

The Trump presidency is in some ways unusually transparent. The president takes questions from reporters regularly--sometimes in a gaggle, sometimes in cold calls on his phone. The president is temperamentally unable to keep his own counsel, to the point that French President Emmanuel Macron scolded him last week: "Perhaps you shouldn't talk every day." There's simply less policy process to be recorded in preserved documents, because Trump has drastically shrunk bodies like the National Security Council and replaced them with his id and instincts, chronicled in real time on Truth Social.

Yet if Trump is allowed to destroy or remove documents, the American Historical Association argues in a new lawsuit challenging the OLC opinion, historians "would be left with an incomplete historical record by which to professionally research, produce scholarship on, and teach U.S. history." They add, "Once lost, this information is irretrievable and thus the harm irreparable." The suit notes that federal courts rejected similar arguments about the law's constitutionality immediately after its enactment, when Nixon sued to block it.

The history of Nixon's presidential record also shows the value of the law, even long after a president leaves office. Nixon loyalists controlled the former president's library for years, and presented a whitewashed version of Watergate to the public. But the law required that the warts-and-all records be preserved, and when control of the library was finally wrested away and handed to Tim Naftali, a professional historian, in 2006, the library began presenting a more accurate account and providing access to historians, who have in turn presented more complete chronicles of Nixon's career.

Trump is the most corrupt and scandal-plagued president since Nixon; indeed, his fiascoes eclipse Nixon's, but many of them remain mostly or somewhat hidden, thanks in part to a much more acquiescent Republican Congress than the one Nixon had. In Watergate, the crimes were known; the question was, in the words of Senator Howard Baker Jr., "What did the president know and when did he know it?" With the Trump administration, the situation is perhaps the reverse: We know much about the president's stated motivations and beliefs, but we do not have a full accounting of what he and his aides have done. Keeping a record would allow the nation to fully understand his actions and their consequences--if not now, then at least later.

Related:

	Tim Naftali: The death of nonpartisan presidential history (From 2022)
 	The Trump Library symbolizes his presidency perfectly.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump made a deal that gives him nothing he wanted.
 	J. D. Vance is definitely against foreign election interference.
 	A new geopolitical reality is here.






Today's News

	President Trump agreed to a two-week cease-fire with Iran last night, pausing planned U.S. strikes. Iran released a 10-point cease-fire proposal that includes demands for U.S.-troop withdrawal, sanctions relief, and the right to nuclear enrichment, many of which conflict with Washington's position.
 	Iran said it would restrict ship traffic through the Strait of Hormuz during the cease-fire, requiring vessels to coordinate with its military and pay tolls, signaling that Tehran plans to maintain control over the key oil route.
 	Republicans won a Georgia special election, but the district shifted sharply toward Democrats, and liberal candidates secured another decisive victory in Wisconsin's Supreme Court race last night.




Evening Read


Illustration by Alisa Gao / The Atlantic



The Literary Job AI Can't Replace

By Rebecca Ackermann

Nothing seems to make literary-minded people angrier than an author taking credit for writing they didn't do. A few weeks ago, Hachette canceled the U.S. release of a novel, Shy Girl, following a barrage of online accusations that it had been written with the unacknowledged help of AI ...
 The collective outrage overlooks a fact that the publishing industry acknowledged long before the rise of artificial intelligence: Not everyone with a great idea or unique story has the skill, experience, or time to write a book--or even a book review. Right now, AI tools are cheap and widespread, ready to tap in with a service that some people do need. But these models have been trained on uncompensated creative labor. They plagiarize. They lie, and they lie about lying. So instead, I'd like to make the case for a frequently maligned profession--one I've participated in--that rewards good writing, helps authors survive in an ever more challenging field, and allows remarkable perspectives to reach an audience they otherwise wouldn't. That's right: Ghostwriting is good, actually--when it's done by humans.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Charlie Warzel: An incredibly weird time to be alive
 	America looks like a paper tiger.
 	The forgotten war that Iran already won
 	What the astronauts see that Trump cannot
 	The David Frum Show: What it means to be American




Culture Break


Touchstone Pictures / Getty



Watch. Scrubs has a sneakily radical vision of male friendship, Julie Beck writes.

Explore. The NBA isn't the same for everyone, Jemele Hill argues.

Play our daily crossword.



PS

Last month, I wrote about the many instances of waste, fraud, and abuse popping up across the Trump administration. One prime example was a $70 million jet that the Department of Homeland Security had leased and wanted to buy--supposedly for immigrant deportations, even though it included a luxe bedroom cabin. The purchase was too ostentatious even for Trump, and it reportedly played a role in Secretary Kristi Noem's ouster. But that doesn't mean the administration is letting the plane go. The Wall Street Journal reports today that the government will hold on to the jet, making it available to First Lady Melania Trump, among others. Noem, it seems, was more a symptom than a cause of the administration living the high life on taxpayer dollars.

-- David



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The State That Could Decide Trump's Gerrymandering War

Democrats want Virginians to aggressively gerrymander the state.

by Russell Berman

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




Democrats in Virginia desperately want permission from voters to gerrymander the state beyond recognition. They also want Virginians to know how profoundly sorry they are to have to ask. "I believe that people should choose their representatives. Representatives shouldn't choose their people," State Senator Creigh Deeds declared on Friday, as he stood flanked by a dozen young Democrats at the University of Virginia.

This is typically the main argument against gerrymandering, but for Deeds, it was just the windup to a pitch for his party to cast aside its highfalutin principles and start hurling spitballs back at Republicans. "We've been pushed," he lamented, "into a situation not of our own choosing."

The situation to which Deeds so gravely alluded is the all-out redistricting war that Republicans started last summer in Texas. At President Trump's behest, state lawmakers redrew congressional lines to bolster the GOP's narrow House majority. Democrats, initially aghast but quickly emboldened, responded by matching Republicans with an equally aggressive gerrymander in California, which voters approved overwhelmingly in November. The battleground expanded from there, as Republicans added seats in North Carolina, Ohio, and Missouri.

With new opportunities to gain an edge dwindling, the two parties are waging an expensive campaign in Virginia that could prove decisive. The congressional map that Democrats have proposed is, in its ways, even more audacious than those enacted in either Texas or California. They're asking voters to temporarily set aside a bipartisan redistricting system they approved just six years ago. Under their proposal, Democrats would be favored to win all but one of Virginia's 11 House seats--a huge shift from the current districts, which are currently split between six Democrats and five Republicans. The boldness of Virginia's plan stands out all the more in light of the reticence of neighboring Maryland, a stronger Democratic bastion where the senate president rebuffed a push from national leaders and Governor Wes Moore to draw a map that could have given Democrats the lone remaining House seat they don't currently hold.

Just how far Democrats would reach in Virginia was the subject of weeks of internal debate within the party. Some had pushed for a slightly more restrained proposal that would have given Democrats the upper hand in nine of the 11 House seats. But advocates of a maximalist approach prevailed, and now Virginia voters will decide in an April 21 referendum whether to use the new maps this fall. The party has unified behind the 10-1 proposal--even if some Democrats seem to be bringing a touch of shame to their campaign.

"Nobody wants to do this. I don't want to do this," Michelle Maldonado, a Democratic member of the Virginia House of Delegates, told me after delivering a pep talk to campaign volunteers near her home in Manassas. But, like Deeds, she cited as a rationale Trump's demand for Republicans to carve into Democratic seats wherever they had the power to do so. "We can't sit back and wait."

Democrats confronted the same ethical qualms last fall in California, another state where voters had previously acted to remove politics from redistricting. But that campaign took place in a far bluer state at a time when anger among rank-and-file Democrats over the GOP's Texas gerrymander was raw and fresh. Five months later, the Republican redistricting campaigns have stalled in states such as Indiana and Kansas, where GOP lawmakers rejected pressure from Trump to redraw their maps. The Florida legislature will meet later this month to consider gerrymandering proposals, but there too, many Republicans have become skittish.

Read: The state that handed Trump his biggest defeat yet

The GOP's struggles are welcome news for Democrats nationally, but they have complicated the "Yes" campaign in Virginia, where polls are close and some left-leaning voters are questioning whether their party really needed to gerrymander so audaciously. Deeds, who was the Democrats' nominee for governor in 2009, is one of Virginia's longest-serving state legislators. He said he's tried to explain the stakes to Democratic critics, with mixed success. "Sometimes I've been able to convince them otherwise," Deeds told me. But other skeptics of the plan, he acknowledged, haven't budged. "Ultimately," Deeds said, "if this isn't successful, I think it will be because of people like that."

Perhaps the biggest risk for Virginia Democrats is that their cutthroat approach to redistricting will wake up a state Republican Party that they thoroughly trounced in November. Abigail Spanberger won the governorship by 15 points and the largest raw-vote margin in state history. But Republicans have been heartened by strong early-voting turnout in conservative areas, along with a landslide victory in a legislative election last month. (The result was a rare overperformance by Republicans in a special election during Trump's second term, which Democrats have been dominating across the country.)

Democrats "have overreached," Eric Cantor, the former House majority leader who is helping lead the opposition to the amendment, told me. "There's no doubt that gives us an advantage." Representative Ben Cline, a fourth-term Republican whose conservative district would become a Democratic-leaning battleground in the proposed map, has launched another group to defeat the referendum. "Virginia had a Republican governor less than three months ago, but Democrats now want to take 91 percent of the House seats. That's insane," he told me.

A narrow majority of likely Virginia voters favored the redistricting amendment in a poll released last week by The Washington Post and George Mason University's Schar School. But the same survey found that Republicans and other opponents of the measure were more enthusiastic about voting. "People understand the hypocrisy and are really angry," Cantor said. Turnout for an April election "is a tough thing," he added. "But when you're angry, I think you win the turnout."

Democratic ads have featured Spanberger and former President Obama urging voters to fight back against Republican efforts "to steal enough seats in Congress to rig the next election and wield unchecked power for two more years." But opponents have tried to muddy the debate by reminding voters of Obama's long history of campaigning against gerrymandering. Civil-rights leaders accused a dark-money group of engaging in a racist misinformation campaign by sending mailers to Black voters invoking the civil-rights movement and implying that Obama opposes the redistricting amendment. "It's despicable," Maldonado said. (The chair of the committee that sent the mailers, a Republican former state legislator who is Black, has defended the tactic.)

With tens of millions of dollars already spent on TV ads, Democrats have dwarfed Republicans in fundraising so far. But turnout has been robust across Virginia, even exceeding the early vote in the fall governor's race. At the early-voting site in Waynesboro, a small city west of Charlottesville near Shenandoah National Park, cars pulled into the parking lot every couple of minutes on a recent Thursday afternoon. The area is a conservative part of Cline's district, and most people I interviewed were voting no. Voters expressed more than the usual amount of disgust with both parties. "They've all let the power go to their head," George Trent, a 56-year-old Trump voter who opposed the amendment, told me. J. Strickland, a 71-year-old independent who leans Republican and "reluctantly" backed Trump in 2024, told me he voted no because if the amendment passed, "Democrats would control the entire state." Strickland, who did not want his first name used while talking about politics, said the whole gerrymandering war made a strong case for term limits in Congress. "This two-party system is crazy," Strickland said. "Both parties are fighting against themselves."

As they did in California, Democrats are trying to reassure voters about the redistricting amendment by emphasizing that it's temporary. The new maps would be used through 2030, after which the state would return to a system in which a bipartisan commission draws House districts after the decennial census. Supporters have also noted that unlike Republican gerrymandering efforts that have won approval only from state legislatures, California and Virginia have each put their redistricting proposals before the voters, as state law required in both cases.

Read: 'California is allowed to hit back' 

Opponents of the Virginia amendment doubt the claims that these new maps are only a short-term response. Republicans have made no such promises about their own mid-decade redistricting plans, and because of population trends, blue states are likely to lose seats to GOP-controlled states after the 2030 census, putting more pressure on Democrats to maximize their advantage where they can. A Supreme Court ruling rolling back the Voting Rights Act, which could happen later this spring, would allow Republicans in southern states to draw themselves even more seats in the next few years.

If gerrymandering is a tough sell in Virginia, Democrats are also offering voters a simpler rationale for supporting the amendment. This, they tell them, is your chance to fight back against Trump, to "level the playing field" against the president's many attempts to accumulate power for himself and for his party. The various messages from the "Yes" campaign have a choose-your-own-outrage feel to them. In addition to running commercials with Obama and Spanberger, the "Yes" campaign has released ads featuring military veterans warning about Trump's threat to democracy. Another ad warns about the prospect of a national abortion ban if Republicans accrue even more power.

At the University of Virginia, "Yes" campaigners were using their own Trump-related controversy as motivation: the ouster last summer of UVA's president, James Ryan, who resigned under pressure from the Justice Department in a dispute over DEI policies. During a press conference last week, Semony Shah, the president of UVA's University Democrats, cast the referendum as an opportunity for students to stop what she called "federal overreach" into the university. "These are things that frustrate students, because their voices weren't accounted for. Their voices weren't heard," Shah told me afterward. "This," she said, "is your way to make your voice heard."

Democrats acknowledged the strong start that Republican areas of the state have had in early voting, but they told me turnout was picking up among their target constituencies. The campaign is planning a surge of rallies and canvassing events this weekend, timed for the expansion of early voting to dozens more satellite locations across Virginia. At the canvass launch in Manassas, Maldonado warned volunteers that they might encounter concerned and even angry voters who were "worried that this is a power grab by Democrats." The door-knockers themselves seemed more confident, suggesting that the party's pearl-clutching over gerrymandering was not as widespread as politicians like Deeds and Maldonado feared. Dylan Saldano, a 24-year-old digital fundraiser from Loudoun County, told me he's been canvassing regularly since early voting started. I asked him if he had encountered Democrats who planned to vote against the amendment out of a principled opposition to gerrymandering. "I haven't found someone who's said that yet," Saldano replied, "which makes me think we have it in the bag."
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1979 Is the Year That Explains Donald Trump

And pretty much all of the 1980s do too.

by Jonathan Lemire, Isabel Ruehl

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




It sure feels like 1979 again. Iran is fighting the West. The price of gas has been rising for weeks. Moscow is aiming to take advantage of a distracted White House. The party in control of Washington is anxiously looking at the polls. Flared pants and jumpsuits are back! So are cigarettes. Steven Spielberg is riding high after doing a movie about humans encountering aliens. (Not to be outdone, actual space missions are back too.) U2 put out new music. Even the Pittsburgh Pirates are good.

And if we do seem to have returned to that moment in time, then, well, Donald Trump would seem to be ready for whatever comes next, because the guy has lived his whole life like it's the 1980s.

He embraces the big-bigger-biggest ethos of the decade, with its gold-plated style and "greed is good" mantra. His views have been shaped by the brash era in which excess was the norm and ostentatious displays of wealth and power were celebrated in pop culture and in Trump's Manhattan. (The pink-marbled lobby of his Trump Tower skyscraper looks just as it did when it opened in 1983.) It was also a moment when New York City was defined by extreme wealth stratification and racial unrest, a time of high crime and corruption. To this day, Trump's touchstones almost seem preserved in amber from that decade: Sylvester Stallone, George Steinbrenner, Hulk Hogan, the musical Cats. This was an era of over-the-top displays of patriotism and even jingoism; the phrase Let's make America great again was in. (It's true--Ronald Reagan got there first.) This was when Trump became a celebrity, when he still had youth on his side. In his mind, at least, he hasn't left.




Trump's favorite era may also be shaping his approach to the war with Iran. Back then was when Trump revealed himself to be an Iran hawk, one who believed that President Jimmy Carter's failed efforts to rescue hostages at the U.S. embassy broadcast a sign of American weakness to the globe. In a series of remarks over the decade when he became a public figure, Trump said he'd punish Iran, and he began to float his now-familiar refrain of take the oil. Indeed, those 1980s discussions of foreign policy and Iran were when the media began speculating that Trump might someday run for president. The lessons he learned decades ago have informed his bombastic approach to this war, which has included the killing of Iran's leader, the degradation of its military, and a threat Tuesday to wipe out the nation's "whole civilization." A fragile cease-fire is now in place. Republicans hope that this Iran crisis won't wound the White House like the one that did 47 years ago.

Carter's presidency was largely doomed when, amid the Iranian Revolution of 1979, militants seized the American embassy in Tehran. Weeks later, Ruhollah Khomeini, an Islamist cleric, emerged as the new theocratic state's supreme leader and fueled extreme anti-American sentiment. A military rescue effort failed, and the standoff gripped the United States throughout a presidential-election year. Carter later received some credit for having prevented the situation from growing worse, but at the time, he seemed weak and powerless. In October 1980, a young Trump, then just 34 years old, gave an interview that is believed to be the first time he publicly weighed in on foreign policy.

"That this country sits back and allows a country such as Iran to hold our hostages, to my way of thinking, is a horror, and I don't think they'd do it with other countries," Trump said during an interview on NBC with the gossip columnist Rona Barrett. When Barrett asked whether he'd advocate for sending in troops to free the hostages and seize Iran's resources, Trump answered in the affirmative, saying, "I think right now we'd be an oil-rich nation, and I believe that we should have done it."

From the June 2025 issue: 'I run the country and the world'

Sounds familiar. As best we can tell, this is also the first time that Trump publicly mused about taking another nation's oil. It wouldn't be the last. Reagan won in a landslide a month later, though he never got around to taking any oil. As a parting kiss-off to Carter, the hostages were released on the day of the Republican's inauguration.

Douglas Brinkley, a presidential historian and a professor at Rice University, told us that "it almost became orthodoxy in the party in 1980 to say, If I were president, I would not have been weak like Carter. I would have bombed Iran back to the Stone Age." But Brinkley warned that Trump may have overcompensated. In his effort to project toughness and strength, he's unleashing bellicose rhetoric that won't intimidate the Iranian theocracy (after all, their leaders talk that way too) and that, ultimately, will leave him with few good options. "It looks like he wants to live on that 1980 threat. It's like the 'madman theory' of foreign policy," Brinkley said. "You've got to make Iran believe they have to cut a deal."


US President Ronald Reagan (1911 - 2004) shakes hands with real estate developer Donald Trump in a reception line in the White House's Blue Room, Washington DC. November 3, 1987. (White House Photo Office / PhotoQuest / Getty)



By the late 1980s, Trump was a celebrity real-estate developer, a best-selling author, and a tabloid fixture. But what he said then effectively previews how he is governing now; indeed, for a politician who has few consistent ideologies (except on tariffs; he has always loved tariffs), it's striking how Trump's views on Iran haven't really changed. A New York Times write-up of an October 1987 speech in New Hampshire relayed that the businessman had suggested that the U.S. "should attack Iran and seize some of its oil fields in retaliation for what he called Iran's bullying of America." A couple of months later, Trump complained to Phil Donahue (we told you this was a very 1980s tale) that American allies were not doing enough to protect access to oil in the Persian Gulf. The following year, Trump told The Guardian that if he were ever to run for president, he'd be "harsh" on Iran, declaring that "one bullet shot at one of our men or ships, and I'd do a number on Kharg Island. I'd go in and take it." Nearly 40 years later, the Pentagon has prepared a plan for a ground invasion to do just this. It's awaiting Trump's approval if the cease-fire falters.

Tehran is proving to be just as tricky for Trump as it was for Carter. Besotted with the military successes of his bombing campaign in Iran last summer and the operation to seize Nicolas Maduro from Venezuela in January, Trump believed that a joint operation with Israel would be over in a matter of days, weeks at most. He broke his promise to not start a new Middle East war. Yet despite the obliteration of scores of military targets, the regime in Tehran has proved resilient and able to strike its Gulf neighbors. It seized control of the Strait of Hormuz, through which about 20 percent of the world's oil passes. Energy prices have jumped; Trump's poll numbers have sunk. And despite U.S. claims of total air superiority, Iran shot down a fighter jet last week, sparking a frantic search-and-rescue operation.

That mission was shaped by Operation Eagle Claw, the failed 1980 military effort to rescue Americans held during the Iranian hostage crisis. The plan then was complex, involving landing cargo aircraft and helicopters in a remote-desert staging site, inserting U.S. forces into Iran, and preparing them to move on Tehran for a coordinated hostage rescue. But the mission failed at what was supposed to be the staging ground, exposing the military's inability to work across services and carry out complicated operations.

The result was a fundamental yearslong overhaul of the U.S. armed forces. The Pentagon began embracing "joint operations," and the U.S. established the Special Operations Command, which is dedicated to such missions. The Pentagon also reassessed how it thought about what transport aircraft could do. During Operation Eagle Claw, C-130s were a crucial tactical asset; one landed on a makeshift desert airstrip and eventually evacuated injured service members from that failed mission. Nearly 46 years to the day, C-130s were part of the rescue mission in Iran, again tasked with making a quick landing inside the country and then evacuating.

Read: The real intelligence failure in Iran

But that rescue, carried out in the morning hours of Easter Sunday, was followed by an incendiary social-media post from the president in which he wrote, "Open the Fuckin' Strait, you crazy bastards, or you'll be living in Hell - JUST WATCH!" adding, "Praise be to Allah." Trump upped the pressure on Iran on Tuesday, writing that "the whole civilization will die tonight" if the strait was not opened. Hours later, Trump backed off the unhinged threat, and a two-week cease-fire materialized. The fragile truce, however, seemed to only strengthen Iran's claim over the strait; if that becomes permanent, it will be difficult to view the war as anything other than a strategic defeat for the United States.

Trump and his aides, though, would hear none of it. They insisted that the war has been won, that Iran's regime has been changed, and that, as the president put it this morning on social media, we could soon see "the Golden Age of the Middle East!!!" How was that possible? Trump's aides pointed us to the madman theory, saying that the president's unpredictability, combined with his genocidal threat to wipe out Iran, had forced the agreement. "That's The Art of the Deal, baby," one White House aide crowed to us.

That book, of course, was published in 1987.

Marie-Rose Sheinerman and Nancy A. Youssef contributed reporting.
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J. D. Vance Is Definitely Against Foreign Election Interference

The vice president accused the European Union of meddling--as he stumped for Viktor Orban.

by Isaac Stanley-Becker

Tue, 07 Apr 2026






U.S. presidential campaigns usually get started at the Iowa State Fair or some other exalted arena of Americana. J. D. Vance chose Budapest. The vice president visited Hungary's capital today to align himself in the most visible way possible with the prime minister, Viktor Orban, who is fighting to hold on to power in parliamentary elections scheduled for Sunday.



The U.S. government's support for Orban had already been clear. Donald Trump had issued a "Complete and Total Endorsement" on social media. Secretary of State Marco Rubio, the most credible threat to Vance's claim on the Republican presidential nomination in 2028, had traveled to Budapest in February and declared, "Your success is our success." Vance, not to be outdone, didn't cloak his endorsement in diplomatic rituals. "I'm here to help him in this campaign cycle," the vice president said at Orban's side. For the prime minister, it was almost too good to be true. He raised his hand to his face as if to stop himself from blushing.



Hungary is of relatively little material value to the United States. It's a landlocked country of fewer than 10 million people that accounts for about a quarter of 1 percent of U.S. trade. It contributes negligibly to NATO, ostensibly the measure that the Trump administration uses to determine the worth of its European partners. But Hungary matters to Vance because it matters to the MAGA intelligentsia--the think-tank bosses, Substack scribblers, and X influencers who help mold the agenda of the modern Republican Party. Many of the gatekeepers of GOP values view Hungary as a model. In their mind, Orban shows how to cast aside conservative niceties and seize the institutions of the state to advance a particular vision of the good life, one that claims Christianity as its basis while punishing adversaries including leftists, immigrants, and sexual minorities. And so the Hungarian election has become the first stop of the 2028 presidential contest.



Read: The MAGA intellectual who prophesied a Queen Melania



The trip, which took place five days before voting begins in Hungary, couldn't have come at a better time for Vance, whose self-image as an anti-interventionist is at odds with Trump's decision to wage war against Iran. In Budapest, he allowed himself some distance from the president's threats to bomb Iranian civilization out of existence. He was squarely in his comfort zone, conjuring fears of "woke" indoctrination and leading Hungarians in a call-and-response chant opposing multinational institutions and affirming their belief in sovereignty.



Vance's appearance alongside Orban in the final days of the Hungarian campaign broke with precedent. American presidents and vice presidents have seldom intervened so overtly in foreign elections. Barack Obama warned against Brexit during a visit to Britain several months before the 2016 referendum, saying that leaving the European Union would place the country at the "back of the queue" for trade talks. But his comments didn't elevate a particular party or candidate. Bill Clinton visited Israel in 1996 and spoke warmly of Shimon Peres, who was competing at the time against Benjamin Netanyahu. But he didn't issue an endorsement. There is a long history of covert U.S. influence in foreign elections, especially in Latin America. But part of the reason the activity remained covert was to provide occupants of the White House with plausible deniability.



Vance evidently had no such compunctions. His intervention was made all the more unusual by his accusation that the EU, which has underwritten Hungary's economic development over the past two decades, was interfering in the vote. "What has happened in the midst of this election campaign is one of the worst examples of foreign election interference that I have ever seen or ever even read about," Vance said during a joint press conference with Orban. "The bureaucrats in Brussels have tried to destroy the economy of Hungary," he said, seeking to reframe financial penalties exacted by the bloc for infringements on the rule of law as attempts at election meddling. "And they've done it all because they hate this guy."



Vance's willingness to cosign conspiracy theories concocted by Orban reinforced a new convergence. Orban's party, Fidesz, enjoys the support of Washington and Moscow, whereas many of the prime minister's counterparts in the EU, where he has thwarted efforts to send aid to Ukraine, are arrayed on the other side. They haven't issued endorsements, but they're quietly hoping that Europe's enfant terrible is repudiated in favor of Peter Magyar, a onetime Orban loyalist who defected two years ago and now heads a new party, Tisza, which is leading in most polls.



American flags raised in Budapest for Vance's visit added to the city's echinate landscape, which is studded with neo-Gothic spires and steeples. At the airport, Vance was greeted on the red carpet by Hungary's foreign minister, Peter Szijjarto, who'd been caught in a recently leaked recording vowing to help Russia navigate EU sanctions. From there, the vice president traveled to a former Catholic monastery that now houses the prime minister's office.



Read: America's future is Hungary



Vance and Orban spoke before a press backdrop proclaiming THE DAY OF HUNGARIAN-AMERICAN FRIENDSHIP. Vance breezed through areas of bilateral engagement, including energy, manufacturing, and technology. These were less important, he said, than what he termed "moral cooperation" that ensures that people can have children, and that those children won't be indoctrinated at school. In his telling, both governments are committed to "the defense of the idea that we are founded on a certain Christian civilization and Christian values that animate everything from freedom of speech to rule of law to respect for minority rights and protection of the vulnerable."



Vance called Hungary a model for the rest of the EU, but here are some things that the vice president did not say about his host country's treatment of the vulnerable. In 2023, Orban's government approved a pardon for a man convicted of covering up child sexual abuse. A government report publicized by Orban's opponent found that more than one in five children in state-run care institutions have been abused. Hungary's maternal mortality rate is more than twice the EU average. Further comparisons are not kind to Hungary, which used to be about 30 percent richer than its neighbor Romania, according to one measure; now Romania is ahead. Those dreaded EU bureaucrats? They've financed nearly all of Hungary's public-development projects. The source for that statistic is not a woke university; it's the U.S. State Department. Meanwhile, public contracts go disproportionately to allies of the prime minister.



The culture of clientelism in Hungary is part of the reason some Western officials I spoke with doubt that Orban can lose, despite polls showing his party trailing the opposition. Large segments of the society have been made dependent on Fidesz for their well-being. Vance also discounted the possibility of a loss. "Of course," he told reporters when asked whether the Trump administration would work with the opposition if it commands a majority in the election. But he seemed to think there was faint chance of that. "Viktor Orban's gonna win," he said, turning to the prime minister and asking, "Viktor, is that right?"



"That's the plan," Orban replied.



From the prime minister's office, Vance shuttled to a sports arena on the other side of the city to greet the Fidesz faithful. A retired airport bookkeeper was waiting in line. "He came to Europe just for us," Marietta Sebestyen gushed. The only better guest, she told me, would have been Trump. Her wish was briefly fulfilled when Vance began his address by calling Trump from the stage and putting him on speakerphone. "Mr. President, you are on with about 5,000 Hungarian patriots," Vance said. "And I think they love you even more than they love Viktor Orban." Trump was flattered. "I can't believe that," he said, before offering a succinct account of Orban's success. "You have a man that kept your country strong, and he kept your country good," Trump said. "And you don't have problems with all of the problems that so many other countries have."



Trump had a question for the audience: "How did J. D. do? Did he give a good speech, everybody?" Except that the vice president hadn't spoken yet. That came next, and featured him whipping up fear of an indistinct they. They dismiss the idea of the nation. They reject motherhood. They reject Christianity. They condemn children to mutilation. "They hate one man above all others, and his name is Viktor Orban," Vance said. "And if they hate him, it means he's on your side."



Halfway through his speech, Vance tried to clarify his views on the continent that he was visiting: "The European press asks constantly, Do Trump and Vance--do they have something against Europe? Let me be clear, we love Europe." He continued, "We love its people. We love its culture. We love its beautiful architecture. And we love the amazing history of this continent. But because we love this culture and these peoples, we reject the faceless bureaucrats who would drive your energy costs through the roof and open your country to millions of unvetted foreigners in the name of progress."



Read: The hardest job in Europe



Applause ensued. European officials have characterized this as an abuser's logic: I hit you because I love you. Former Trump-administration officials have explained it differently to me, saying that the animus toward Europe is largely an extension of domestic antagonisms. Trump and Vance associate mainstream European leaders with their adversaries in the Democratic Party, and treat them accordingly.



But if Vance sees political opportunity in appealing to Hungarian nationalism, so does Peter Magyar. On social media, he issued a brief statement in response to Vance's visit, saying, in part, "No foreign country may interfere in Hungarian elections. This is our country."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/04/jd-vance-hungary-orban-election/686718/?utm_source=feed
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The $97 Million Utah Warehouse ICE Bought for $145 Million

Trump wants industrial-size immigration jails, and money is no obstacle.

by Nick Miroff

Tue, 07 Apr 2026




The empty warehouse on the outskirts of Salt Lake City had a lot of potential but no buyers. Built in 2022, it was one of the largest warehouses in the area, with 833,000 square feet of space--14 football fields under one roof. The surrounding industrial zone had been promoted by the state as "Utah's Inland Port," a logistics hub smack-dab in the middle of a desert but only a few minutes to the freeway and the international airport.

Demand for big warehouses had softened, however, and the property remained vacant, a white elephant by the shores of the Great Salt Lake. Then, suddenly, on March 11, the Department of Homeland Security snapped it up for $145.4 million--paying nearly 50 percent more than the property's 2025 assessed value to a private investment fund controlled by a subsidiary of Germany's Deutsche Bank.

The deal went through six days after President Trump announced his decision to remove Kristi Noem as DHS secretary. Noem and her team had been racing to buy up industrial properties as part of a $38 billion overhaul of the ICE detention system in an effort to supercharge Trump's mass-deportation campaign. DHS officials described the acquisitions as a crucial step to meeting the White House's goal of 1 million deportations a year, after ICE carried out fewer than half that many during Trump's first year back in office. The warehouses would be reconfigured and remodeled into megajails, with capacity for up to 10,000 detainees each.

Noem's replacement, former Senator Markwayne Mullin of Oklahoma, took control of the department on March 24 and ordered a pause on conversion plans for the warehouse in Salt Lake City as well as for 10 others scattered across the country, seeking to defuse backlash from local jurisdictions. Many local leaders say that they were blindsided by DHS's acquisitions and don't want giant immigration jails in their communities. Some have made clear that they are willing to fight the government's plans. Lauren Bis, a spokesperson for DHS, characterized the pause as a logical part of Mullin's transition process, which requires "reviewing agency policies and proposals" and making sure that the department works with community leaders. "We want to be good partners," Bis told me.

There are also legal challenges. The administration is facing lawsuits across its new portfolio of industrial properties, including in Michigan and New Jersey. In Maryland, a federal judge halted renovation work at a warehouse that ICE purchased in January. In Social Circle, Georgia, where ICE bought a 1-million-square-foot building in a county that Trump won by more than 70 percent, angry local officials have refused to connect the site to water and sewer lines. ICE has already canceled plans for new detention centers in New Hampshire and Mississippi because of opposition from Republican leaders.

Officials at DHS and ICE told me that the administration has been taken aback by opposition from Republicans, whom they expected to be more supportive of the president's deportation push. It didn't help that the government conducted its warehouse-shopping spree around the same time that Renee Good and Alex Pretti were killed in Minneapolis--and right at the moment when Americans were seeing daily images of chaos and violent clashes between protesters and immigration agents. The warehouses triggered fears about how immigrants would be treated and possible impacts on nearby communities, along with broader worries that the warehouses could be used to hold U.S. citizens. As one ICE official told me, "People's heads started going wild with this."

The warehouse purchases in Utah and other states are now part of an internal investigation at DHS into acquisitions and contracts made by Noem and Corey Lewandowski, her top adviser and alleged lover in an extramarital affair that both have denied. Complaints about Lewandowski's role in DHS contracts intensified last summer after he implemented a policy requiring Noem's approval on any expenditure of more than $100,000. The measure, depicted as an extension of DOGE-style cost cutting, came as the administration got a virtual blank check from Congress--$170 billion for immigration enforcement in the One Big Beautiful Bill Act.

DHS officials and contractors told me that the $100,000 requirement created a bureaucratic bottleneck and fueled suspicions that Lewandowski was exploiting his position for personal profit. Lewandowski, who worked as an unpaid "special government employee," denies those allegations and has claimed that Noem's added scrutiny helped save billions for taxpayers.

Read: The first couple of a dysfunctional DHS

But a bargain-hunting ethos was noticeably absent in DHS's warehouse acquisitions. The department paid an average of 11 to 13 percent above market value for the first 10 properties it purchased for ICE, according to a report by the commercial-real-estate firm CoStar. The firm published its report prior to the $145 million deal for the Utah building, which tax assessors valued last year at $97 million. It was DHS's costliest purchase yet, and none of the other DHS acquisitions reviewed by CoStar had a gap that wide between purchase price and comparable  properties.

I called commercial-real-estate brokers and appraisers in Salt Lake City to ask whether the transaction seemed like an outlier. Sales of similar warehouse properties in the area suggested that it was: A building  with about 1 million square feet built in the same area in 2022 had been acquired by Walmart last March for $112 million, CoStar records show, below its assessed value of $119 million. Another 1-million-square-foot property built in 2023 sold last year for $122 million, roughly the same as its assessed value, even though it sits on a 75-acre plot--larger than the parcel bought by DHS. That property, purchased by an investor, already had a tenant, which generally increases the sale price, according to two brokers and an appraiser I spoke with, who did not want to be quoted by name, because the DHS warehouse purchase is so contentious in Salt Lake City. They cautioned that many industrial properties sell for more than their assessed value, and that owner-occupants--which DHS will be--tend to be willing to pay more than investors. But the sale price, which works out to more than $174 a square foot, is far higher than the going market rate. "It's just crazy," one broker told me. Another quipped, "This is not something I would want to stand before a judge and have to defend."

The DHS and ICE officials I asked about the purchase told me that they had little insight into the transaction, but they described the Utah site as a key addition to their broader makeover of the immigration detention system. The Utah warehouse would give the government a large detention facility in the Rocky Mountain region, which would allow ICE to send detainees there from Colorado, Idaho, and other western states, officials with knowledge of the plans told me. Most immigration detention sites are in the South--especially Texas and Louisiana--and the goal of the ICE overhaul is to have fewer locations but with a more even distribution across the country. ICE officials said last year that they want to build a "hub and spoke" system modeled after e-commerce retailers such as Amazon. The process has been guided more by logistical considerations than by worries about political backlash, according to officials familiar with the plans at DHS and ICE.

One person with knowledge of the Utah purchase told me that the warehouse had been appraised prior to the sale at roughly $130 million--more than 30 percent above its tax assessment. The seller had added office space and made about $10 million in improvements to the site, and the rest of the amount went to closing costs and fees, the person said. DHS was a motivated buyer and eager to close the deal quickly. DHS public-affairs officials did not respond to my questions about the appraisal and  the company that conducted it.




As a reliably red state in the American West, Utah may look like a perfect place for an ICE megajail. But the politics of immigration enforcement are fraught there too, local officials and real-estate brokers told me. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (which provided much of the original scrubland for the Inland Port) is welcoming of immigrants and has helped settle generations of refugees and international converts to the Mormon faith. Like other affluent cities in Rocky Mountain states, Salt Lake City is a blue island in a sparsely populated red sea.

Salt Lake City Mayor Erin Mendenhall, a Democrat, has said that the city's opposition is currently focused on ICE's potential utility consumption and strain on local services. City officials said yesterday that the government hasn't told them what it projects its needs will be but that a facility constructed to hold goods would need "significant" upgrades, including new sewage lines and pumping capacity, to hold large numbers of people. One city official I spoke with, who was not authorized to discuss preliminary negotiations with ICE, told me that a detention center for 7,500 to 10,000 people has a projected water use of 1 to 2 million gallons a day. The city's entire daily consumption is about 40 million gallons, the official said, and the broader Salt Lake area is bracing for worsening drought after a winter of meager snowfall. The state of Utah opened a new prison with space for about 3,000 inmates not far from the ICE-warehouse site, the official said, and the facility consumes about 450,000 gallons daily.

Brigham Daniels, a land-use expert at the University of Utah, told me that local jurisdictions are not obligated to accommodate the federal government's water-use plans if scarce resources are threatened. But, he said, the government could find alternative methods for supplying large volumes of water to the site by purchasing water rights from the state or from a different jurisdiction. The city would be on shakier legal ground if it refused to allow that water to reach the warehouse. "It's one thing to say, We don't have that water for you," Daniels said. "It's another thing to say, We won't deliver it."

The city has also raised concerns about the potential threat to the Great Salt Lake, which already competes for water against farms, lawns, and golf courses. The dry bed at the edges of the shrinking lake periodically swirls up into clouds of toxic dust laced with heavy metals. The Trump administration included $1 billion in the president's budget request to Congress this week to improve management of the lake and route more water into the basin. "This is an Environmental hazard that must be worked on, IMMEDIATELY--It is of tremendous interest to me," the president wrote on social media in February. Daniels said that the ICE warehouse would not necessarily be in a zero-sum competition with the lake, because most water that is used indoors can be treated and safely discharged.

Read: Kristi Noem is gone. Now mass deportations can really begin.

The urgent need that drove Noem and Lewandowski to acquire the warehouses has faded somewhat lately. In the two months since the "border czar" Tom Homan announced a more "targeted" approach to ICE enforcement, with a clearer focus on criminals, the average daily number of detainees in ICE custody has declined from 70,000 to about 60,000, two ICE officials told me. Even so, expanding the detention system remains a priority for the department. Homan has repeatedly said that ICE needs capacity for at least 100,000 detainees if it's going to achieve Trump's 1-million-deportations goal.

During his confirmation hearing, Mullin was asked whether he would commit to making sure that ICE had local support before it opened a large detention center in a community. Mullin said that he wanted to "build relationships and work in that manner." He has also said that he wants a quieter, less confrontational approach than the one Noem and Lewandowski promoted. But the money for mass deportation has already been appropriated by Congress. ICE is in the process of doubling the number of immigration officers on U.S. streets, and recent federal-court rulings have backed the administration's push to hold far more immigrants in custody while they fight deportation. Trump's removal campaign may be regrouping and seeking a lower profile to allow the ICE workforce to catch its breath. But the administration now owns more than 7.5 million square feet of new detention space, and it has all the money it needs to fill it.

Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed reporting.
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The MAGA Intellectual Who Prophesied a Queen Melania

An ally of J. D. Vance who has dabbled in monarchism is now working for Viktor Orban.

by Isaac Stanley-Becker

Mon, 06 Apr 2026




One evening last fall, J. D. Vance threw open the doors of his home, a Queen Anne-style mansion on the campus of the U.S. Naval Observatory, to Viktor Orban, the prime minister of Hungary. Over drinks in Vance's study, the vice president asked Orban for an update on life in Europe. Specifically, he wanted to know how quickly Christian faith was vanishing from the continent.



The get-together, described to me by someone who was present, was informal. Only close aides were included, among them Orban's political director and Vance's national security adviser. And then there was Gladden Pappin, a Harvard-trained, U.S.-born political theorist with round, dark-framed glasses and graying hair.



Few people have ever heard of Pappin. Until I began examining the U.S.-Hungary relationship--trying to understand why President Trump and the people around him are backing Orban's reelection this month as if he were a swing-state Senate candidate--I hadn't either. So what was he doing alongside Orban at the vice president's residence?



The answer lies in the ties binding Orban's government to one of the most radical parts of Trump's movement. Pappin belongs to a clutch of so-called post-liberal intellectuals who are small in number but whose power is magnified by their like-mindedness with Vance. Silicon Valley gave Vance the resources to run for the Senate in 2022; but this group gave him the relevance, and the ideas, to be Trump's running mate in 2024 and his heir apparent in 2028.



Pappin, like Vance, is Catholic, which infuses his critique of liberalism. In essays and other public comments, he has objected to limits on state power that enhance individual liberty and questioned the separation of Church and state. Privately, he has advanced fantastical ideas. He once predicted that Trump would dissolve Congress, at which point the pope would anoint Melania Trump, who is Catholic, to rule the United States as queen.



I heard this story from multiple people but dismissed it, at first, as implausible. Then I reached Jeff Polet, director of the Ford Leadership Forum at the Gerald R. Ford Presidential Foundation and previously a political-science professor. Polet told me that he was present when Pappin said this, over drinks one evening at a 2018 meeting of the Intercollegiate Studies Institute, which aims to nurture conservative ideas on college campuses. Although often puckish and provocative, Pappin, in Polet's telling, became animated about this prediction, rebuffing the suggestion that it was merely something that he'd like to happen, and insisting, "This is what will happen." The notion is derived, tenuously, from Catholic political doctrine dating to the fifth century that emphasizes the preeminence of papal authority over secular powers, according to Polet, who recalled another conference attendee calling the comment "batshit crazy" but at least consistent with a wholesale rejection of liberalism.



In response to questions about the prophecy, Pappin told me in an email that he meant it ironically, writing, "Satire is dead and Trump Derangement Syndrome killed it." But the comment, intended ironically or not, seems to fit Pappin's worldview. In an email from the same year, which I reviewed, he wrote "guilty as charged" about a philosophy of "quixotic monarchism," appearing to wryly affirm his faith in a Christian monarch in place of liberal democracy. Pappin maintained to me that he was merely "poking fun" at "stereotypes of conservative Catholics." When I asked him whether he believes in democracy, he said, "Western democracies need to return to their roots in Christian civilization in order to pull back from hyperliberal progressivism." In a 2022 essay, he called the presidency a "quasi-monarchical office."



Pappin followed these interests to Hungary, where government-funded think tanks catering to foreign intellectuals have sprouted along the Danube like spring poplars. American conservatives journey to Budapest and return gushing about how Orban has curbed migration and consolidated power, ruling for the past 16 years. Pappin is unusual not only in deciding to stay, but also in effectively going to work for the Hungarian government. Since 2023, he has been the president of the Hungarian Institute of International Affairs, a state-owned company whose mandate is analogous to that of the policy-planning staff of the U.S. State Department. He writes memos for Orban and travels the world forging connections with foreign governments and think tanks: west to the United States, where he sits on the Hungarian side of bilateral meetings with American officials; east to China, where he enthuses about opportunities for cooperation with the authoritarian, one-party state.



Back home in Budapest, fellow academics and foreign diplomats marvel at the doyen of Hungarian foreign policy who doesn't speak Hungarian. But Pappin's value is clear, and the government can hardly believe its luck--a flesh-and-blood member of the MAGA intelligentsia on its payroll. That's part of the reason the stakes are so high in Hungary this election season, high enough that Vance will appear alongside Orban during the final stretch of the campaign this week.



The centralization of state power by a leader who sees Christianity as inseparable from government legitimacy, once a pipe dream of people like Pappin, is now a model advanced by senior figures in the American government. Trump's biggest boosters frequently liken him to Jesus. Vance insisted last year on the importance of a "Christian moral order," and as a Senate candidate in 2021, he compared contemporary U.S. politics to a "late republican period," referring to the era before Caesar's dictatorship. He urged his ideological allies "to get pretty wild, and pretty far out there, and go in directions that a lot of conservatives right now are uncomfortable with."



Hungary shows what getting wild looks like. Orban has restricted individual rights, curtailed media freedom, manipulated election rules, and undermined judicial independence. Meanwhile, his country has become one of the poorest and most corrupt in the European Union; it's routine, for example, for people in Hungary to bring their own toilet paper to the hospital. The European Parliament accuses Orban of running an "electoral autocracy." Trump calls him "truly strong and powerful." His victory would validate global Trumpism. A loss might put Pappin out of a job.



Pappin is a French name, and Gladden is the maiden name of Pappin's mother. His father, a citizen of the Osage Nation, converted to Catholicism. Pappin was born in St. Louis and raised in Little Rock, where his family was friends with the Clintons. He attended Harvard as an undergraduate, attracting attention for his flamboyant attire and flamboyant intolerance. "The Gadfly" is the title of a 2003 article in The Harvard Crimson that notes his cashmere argyle sweaters and "more faculty than undergrad" sense of fashion, as well as the furious reaction he generated when he wrote a letter to the editor describing homosexuality as "not merely immoral but perverted and unnatural." Pappin said he found "pleasure in fulfilling the stereotypical image people have of me."



For graduate school, he returned to Harvard, where he studied theorists including Plato and Machiavelli. A more modern point of reference was the French thinker Pierre Manent, an influential euroskeptic. Classmates said that Pappin resented liberal elites but also recoiled from egalitarianism, instead craving the coronation of elites in his own image--ones sharing his commitments to Catholicism, monarchism, and medievalism. One of his classmates told me, "He did not strike me, or any of us, as someone who was likely to play a pivotal role in world affairs, but I guess our imaginations were too limited." In both the United States and Hungary, some of the people who spoke with me insisted on anonymity because they feared reprisal, whether from Orban's government or Trump's.



Read: Rod Dreher thinks the Enlightenment was a mistake



Pappin finished his Ph.D. in 2012 and soon took up a position at the University of Notre Dame, home to Patrick Deneen, a political scientist who is today perhaps the most prominent of the post-liberals. To the extent that there's an intellectual foundation for Trumpism, Pappin whacked some of its first nails into place. In 2016, he used the pseudonym Manlius Capitolinus--a consul of the Roman republic who was executed after being accused of aspiring to monarchic rule--to write for a pro-Trump hothouse called the Journal of American Greatness. One of his fellow authors, Michael Anton, was made famous by an essay called "The Flight 93 Election," which argued that voting for Trump in 2016 would be equivalent to charging the cockpit of the hijacked 9/11 flight, because the alternative was certain death. Anton would ultimately serve as the director of policy planning in the State Department for most of last year.



Others gained more attention for publicly defending Trump, but Pappin was crucial behind the scenes. That's how Kevin Vallier, a philosophy professor at the University of Toledo, explained it to me. In his 2023 book, All the Kingdoms of the World, Vallier argues that Pappin marshaled other so-called integralists--proponents of subordinating the political order to the authority of the Catholic Church--to line up behind Trump. In private communications over the messaging platform Slack, Pappin was the one who "introduced strategy into the discussion," Vallier told me. "He made the case that the integralists should be trying to acquire power rather than just talking about ideas." In response to a question about his early advocacy for Trump, Pappin told me, "President Trump singularly changed the course of American history and I have always encouraged my peers to support him, as well as to develop a new governing approach for conservatives."



During Trump's first term, Pappin co-founded a quarterly journal called American Affairs and sought to acquaint readers with a post-liberal future. In a 2019 essay that associates recommended to me as a precis of his political philosophy, Pappin wrote that the brand of modern conservatism aimed at limiting state power and enshrining the free market had "reached a terminus." By that time, he was an assistant professor of politics at the University of Dallas, and eventually gained tenure in 2021.



That year, Trump's time in office reached its own terminus. Pappin's wife is Hungarian, and he has said in interviews that he and their two children have Hungarian citizenship as a result. He visited the country in December 2020, right after Trump's defeat. He would soon return.



The political scientist Laszlo Lengyel has argued that Hungary's history gave rise to different species of successful Hungarians: The petty bourgeois he labeled Homo kadaricus because they thrived when Janos Kadar relaxed Marxist orthodoxy in the 1960s, compared with Homo sovieticus under the hard-line Stalinist leadership that preceded the failed 1956 revolution.



Now it's possible to talk about Homo orbanicus, the species of people who have found favor during Orban's reign. Some of them are childhood friends of the prime minister. One is his son-in-law, among the wealthiest people in the country. Others are leaders of think tanks and institutes with close ties to the government. Since Trump came onto the scene, some Americans have joined them. Orban was the only E.U. head of government to endorse Trump in 2016, and out of their rapport grew dense institutional networks spanning the Atlantic.



Matt Schlapp, chair of the American Conservative Union, might be considered a high-profile example of Homo orbanicus. His organization licenses the Conservative Political Action Conference, or CPAC, brand to the Budapest-based Center for Fundamental Rights, which has hosted an annual CPAC Hungary since 2022. As is customary, Schlapp himself attended this year's gathering, in March, and returned to the United States repeating Orban's talking points. He told me that the prime minister would be reelected because of popular anger about interrupted Russian oil supplies that typically flow through Ukraine.



Read: In Hungary, the first post-reality political campaign



Another English-speaking member of this species is John O'Sullivan, a former speechwriter for Margaret Thatcher. O'Sullivan is the founder and president of the Danube Institute, which receives funding from Orban's government and stays relentlessly on message. Last year, the institute put on an event called "Is Transgenderism Dying?" With nearly two weeks to go before the election on April 12, the institute hosted a summit featuring a video address by the deputy U.S. secretary of state, Christopher Landau, and in-person remarks from one of his advisers. Weeks earlier, Secretary of State Marco Rubio had traveled to Budapest and told Orban, "Your success is our success." The Danube Institute event reinforced that message by giving U.S. diplomats pride of place in the program. "It's very comforting to know that we have allies like you," an institute employee told the Americans at the conference's conclusion.



More powerful still is the Mathias Corvinus Collegium, known as MCC. The chairman of the board of trustees is the prime minister's political director, Balazs Orban (no relation). Pappin landed an MCC fellowship in 2021, the same year that Vance announced his candidacy for the U.S. Senate in Ohio. Vance had recently converted to Catholicism and, during the course of his campaign, he appeared at events alongside luminaries of the post-liberal movement. At one, hosted by the Franciscan University of Steubenville just weeks before the November 2022 election, Pappin was a speaker. In his remarks, he gestured toward Hungary's generous benefits for families but mostly mocked liberalism. "You can travel in a little bubble of global consumer liberalism wherever you go, and that's what makes people happy," he said, in an apparent attempt at humor. When I asked Pappin if he has a positive vision of post-liberalism, he told me in an email, "I advocate for Western nations to return to their true sources of strength--strong families, strong borders, strong industry--as a basis for thriving in today's intense global competition."



Academics who moved in similar circles around this time, attending conferences of the Intercollegiate Studies Institute, said that Pappin and others drew Vance into dialogue online. "There was an active recruitment effort to find people of influence," James M. Patterson, an associate professor of public affairs at the University of Tennessee, told me. Vance's office didn't respond to a request for comment.



Orban's government had a dismal relationship with the Biden administration, and during that period, it needed all the American help it could get. This included installing an American as head of an important foreign-policy institution. Pappin was just the American for the job.



The Hungarian Institute of International Affairs currently operates from an Art Nouveau palace with extravagant stone carvings in the diplomatic quarter of Budapest. The Russian embassy is just a few doors down; the embassies of Turkey, France, and Spain are nearby. Pappin's arrival as president, in 2023, followed a reorganization of the institute, which was carved out of the foreign ministry and brought under the control of the prime minister's office. Employees were shocked: Who was this American with a gold Rolex, who didn't speak Hungarian, coming in to direct their research? At the time, officials at the American embassy were also perplexed, a former institute employee told me, recalling their question, "'Is he just a figurehead or a real decision maker?'" When it became clear that Pappin was a decision maker, many senior figures at the institute left. "He provided a personal network to the government, and this network was more important than the analysis," the former employee said.



Zoltan Kovacs, a spokesperson for Orban, told me that Pappin was brought in to refresh the methodology and ideology of the institute, praising the American's shrewd assessments of Hungary's opportunities as a small nation in a multipolar world. Pappin told me that he has tripled the size of the institute, whose staff now includes more than 60 people. He traveled widely in his role. In 2023, he posted a black-and-white photo of himself in China on Facebook with the caption "Shanghai noir?" He documented a visit to Doha, where Orban met with the emir of Qatar. "Our delegation brought Hungary's message of cooperation on energy security, and our urgent desire for peace in Ukraine," Pappin wrote.



He seemed most comfortable as a contrarian, and his dissent from geopolitical orthodoxy made him a natural face of Hungary's overtures to China. Hungary was the first EU country to sign onto China's Belt and Road Initiative, and it has become a major destination for Chinese investment, especially in electric-vehicle manufacturing and battery production. "We view China not as a threat but as an opportunity," Pappin said in an interview distributed by China's state news agency. "The real risk is de-risking." That approach has put Hungary at odds with other Western nations, including the United States, that have sought to reduce their dependency on Beijing. As recently as last year, Pappin has continued to take high-level meetings there, including with a senior Chinese foreign-policy adviser. Pappin told me, "Like the United States under the Trump administration, Hungary relates to each country according to its own national interest, and we discuss with counterparts all over the world--as I have done in the more than thirty countries I have visited in Asia, Europe, the Americas, the Middle East and Africa."



His most important destination has been the United States, where he always receives a warm welcome from Vance. In 2024, Pappin visited Vance's Senate office. A year later, the meeting took place in a more august environment. "Thanks for the West Wing welcome yesterday," Pappin wrote on Facebook last February.



This month, voters in Hungary will deliver their verdict on Orban, and on his investments in Trumpism. Pappin is a personification of all the work poured into the relationship, which has given Hungary, a country of fewer than 10 million people, outsize significance in the MAGA mindset.



Last fall, Pappin flew on Orban's plane when the prime minister visited Washington, D.C., according to images posted on social media. He accompanied the prime minister to the small gathering at Vance's residence. Not many foreign leaders get to have drinks in the vice president's study. It helps to have Pappin around.



Orban has notched gains from the relationship. Last fall's visit was a success; Hungary won relief from U.S. sanctions on its purchase of Russian oil. But fuel prices are still elevated, as is the cost of food and housing. Purchasing power has fallen in recent years, and business confidence is weak. Orban's opponent, Peter Magyar, is running mostly on kitchen-table issues, capitalizing on dissatisfaction with the economy. Trumpism can't help much there.



Read: The hardest job in Europe 



The president's decision to wage war against Iran, meanwhile, is doing Orban no favors. It's destabilizing energy markets and undermining the prime minister's argument to voters that he and his ally in the White House are trying to settle conflicts while other Western leaders clamor for war. Some of his supporters are still buying it. A family wearing red Make America Great Again caps at a recent Orban rally in a suburb of Budapest told me that the leaders are similar because they're both Christian and they both want peace. Addressing the crowd, Orban made only a passing reference to the war, saying that conflict in the Middle East underscored the need for a steady hand. In a podcast interview with a Hungarian rapper, Dopeman, the prime minister said that he had been in Washington earlier this year as Trump was preparing military options against Iran. The president solicited his input, Orban said, though he declined to divulge the substance of his counsel.



Pappin has said very little about the self-proclaimed "president of peace" dropping bombs on Iran. The Hungarian foreign-policy chieftain has turned his focus inward, using social media to lash out at journalists and malign Magyar as a "lunatic." The attacks feel forced; he doesn't seem like a natural keyboard warrior. In an essay he wrote in 2011 for a Harvard political-theory workshop, which was shared with me, Pappin remarks on the distancing effect of the digital world: "The virtual presents reality to us as a show, and we always stand slightly aloof."


 The observation recalls an insight from Hannah Arendt in her essay on the Hungarian Revolution of 1956 and its brutal repression by the Red Army. Arendt wrote of the "stability of the totalitarian mind in the midst of the fictitious world provided for it." Perhaps in the school of MAGA, or in its satellite campus in Budapest, it's possible to anticipate Trump dissolving Congress and Melania ruling as queen. Perhaps it's possible to look past China's use of surveillance, forced labor, and torture. Perhaps it's possible to believe that Orban presides over a gleaming model of post-liberalism, instead of a poor and repressive country resembling the socialist regimes that Europeans toppled in the last century. But then reality intervenes.
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She Testified About Being Raped. Then ICE Showed Up.

Immigration officers are making arrests in sensitive locations, including family court.

by Marie-Rose Sheinerman

Mon, 06 Apr 2026




Twice a week, a 67-year-old retiree in New Jersey volunteers as an advocate for victims of domestic and sexual violence, often visiting hospitals and police stations as women complete rape kits and answer questions. One afternoon last May, she sat for hours in family court with a 35-year-old mother of two who was trying to secure a permanent restraining order against her ex-boyfriend.

The woman took the stand to tell her version of what had happened, which she had already told police: She and her then-boyfriend had argued. She had started pulling her clothes out of the closet to leave when he grabbed her from behind. Then he placed her in a chokehold and raped her. Eventually she lost consciousness. (That is not the ex-boyfriend's account of events; his lawyer denied the allegations.) The hearing finally ended at about 5 o'clock. The woman said goodbye to her lawyer and headed downstairs with the advocate.

The two stepped outside into the rain--and the woman who had testified was tackled to the ground. "I thought she was being kidnapped," the advocate told me. She ran to the law-enforcement officers in the lobby to ask for help. "The police were just standing there like they were having a coffee klatch," she said. "And I was like, Guys, are you kidding me? Why are you not doing something? This woman is being assaulted. And they said, We can't do a thing. They're ICE."

The advocate remembers wondering: Should I jump in there? What should I do? "I'm strong for a woman my age, but I'm not someone who can fight off two people," she said. After about 15 minutes, the federal agents--neither of whom were wearing uniforms or identification, both women told me--put the struggling, screaming mother into an unmarked car and drove away.

When President Trump returned to office and launched what he has claimed will be the largest mass-deportation campaign in history, his administration revoked ICE guidance instructing officers to avoid detaining people at sensitive locations, such as courthouses. As the administration tries to deport 1 million people a year, ICE officers are now staking out immigration courts, and many immigrants are skipping routine court appointments out of fear. Although ICE still advises officers to "generally avoid" enforcement at family courts, it has become riskier for victims who are not citizens to report crimes or seek protections, including restraining orders. A Department of Homeland Security spokesperson defended the shift toward courthouse arrests as "common sense," saying in an email that arresting immigrants there is safer for officers and "conserves valuable law enforcement resources because they already know where a target will be."

Beyond arrests at courthouses, other noncitizen victims seeking help from the legal system have found themselves being targeted for deportation. News reports have described a mother and her child taken into ICE custody in Austin in January after police responded to a domestic-disturbance call; a woman in Houston last April who called 911 to report domestic abuse by her ex-husband only to have the police contact ICE; and a mother of eight in Sacramento detained in September after reporting her case specialist--an ICE contractor--for sexual harassment. Many victims who are not citizens fear that if they interact with law enforcement in any way, they are putting themselves at further risk of being detained or deported, more than a dozen attorneys and advocates told me. A year into Trump's first term, the ACLU and the National Immigrant Women's Advocacy Project surveyed 232 law-enforcement officers, and nearly 70 percent reported that investigating domestic-violence cases had become more difficult since Trump took office. That has become true again over the past year, experts told me, and the challenges are growing.

The lawyers I spoke with described a climate of fear for victims lacking citizenship--fear that calling police will get ICE involved, fear of being detained at a courthouse, fear of an abuser's threats to have her deported if she reports him. Law-enforcement veterans told me that fear undercuts efforts by local police to reduce crime. During ICE's "Operation Midway Blitz" in Chicago last fall, calls to 911 fell by more than 21 percent in Little Village, home to the city's largest Mexican American population, the Chicago Tribune reported. "This is making all of us less safe," Morgan Weibel, the legal-services director at Tahirih Justice Center, a national nonprofit serving immigrant survivors of gender-based violence, told me. "If people can't confidently pick up the phone and call 911 when they or someone else is in danger, it erodes safety for everyone."

The volunteer advocate in New Jersey spoke with me on the condition of anonymity to comply with confidentiality rules designed to protect the victims she helps. She said she hasn't witnessed any other ICE arrests in the past year--but she's more cautious now, more vigilant. Part of her job is to encourage survivors, who may feel scared or helpless, to not give up seeking the help they need. Now she feels an additional obligation, especially when she is dispatched to courthouses. She needs to make sure that people are aware that "ICE could be waiting for them."

For decades, bipartisan efforts tried to make it easier and less intimidating for victims who are not citizens to report sexual violence and seek protection from their abusers. In 2000, Congress passed a law that built on the Violence Against Women Act by creating new types of visas for victims of certain serious crimes, including domestic violence, sexual assault, human trafficking, and false imprisonment, with the goal of removing immigration status as a barrier to cooperating with police and prosecutors. Although only 10,000 of these visas are available every year, applicants waiting for approval could be given "deferred action" immigration status, making them eligible to legally work in the U.S.

Proponents of these visas--of which the U visa is the most common--say that they have helped victims come forward and helped prosecutors convict more offenders. From 2017 to 2023, immigrants were 5 percentage points more likely than those born in the U.S. to report being a victim of a sex crime, according to an analysis of the National Crime Victimization Survey by the Cato Institute. But research also shows that reporting falls at moments of increased immigration enforcement. During President Obama's first term, when there was a historic spike in detentions and deportations, the likelihood that a Hispanic victim reported an incident to the police dropped 30 percent--and the likelihood that a Hispanic person was victimized increased by 16 percent, according to a recent study accepted for publication by the American Economic Review.

In 2021, the Biden administration built on existing protections by enacting policies directing ICE officers to check whether someone they were arresting was a crime victim, and to exercise leniency if they were. In January 2025, Trump officials reversed those guidelines. The DHS spokesperson said that the visa programs for victims had turned into "loopholes for illegal aliens seeking to stay in the United States." The spokesperson added that the number of applications for the visas doubled from 2021 to 2024, which they attributed to "rampant fraud, abuse, and exploitation." A Biden-era inspector-general report found that the U-visa program was susceptible to fraud, and last July, federal prosecutors indicted three police chiefs and two others in Louisiana for a nearly decade-long alleged conspiracy to commit fraud that the prosecutors say involved filing false police reports in exchange for thousands of dollars. Experts counter that although some fraud exists within any immigration program, these visas are among the only immigration benefits for which the consent of police, a prosecutor, or a judge is a prerequisite. And the rise in applications, they say, can be attributed to an increase in awareness about the program among both undocumented communities and the police.

An undocumented immigrant always faced some risk in coming forward, "but the risk was really pretty minor," Gina Amato Lough, who leads Public Counsel's Immigrants' Rights Project and has worked with immigrant survivors of domestic violence, sexual assault, and other crimes for nearly two decades, told me. That isn't the case anymore. The risk level started to change under the first Trump administration, and drastically escalated in the second, she said. For the first time in her 18 years doing this work, she is seeing a growing number of victims get detained and deported even when they have a U visa or deferred-action status, or are in the process of applying for either.

Read: Hundreds of thousands of anonymous deportees

Victims have become more reluctant to pursue these visas, advocates told me, and lawyers are changing their guidance, adding layers of caution and caveats. From the spring to the summer of 2025, the number of U-visa petitions the government received dropped by more than 60 percent, according to data from U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services. The number of such applicants receiving a visa, meanwhile, dropped by more than 25 percent.

Several attorneys emphasized to me that some of their clients are still successfully navigating the system. A woman in Atlanta, who is in her 20s, told me she had been afraid to leave an abusive marriage to a citizen out of fear that she could be deported. But last year, she called a hotline, was connected with lawyers, and applied for lawful status through a provision that allows certain noncitizens to apply without their abusive family member's knowledge. "I really want to stress that there is support out there," she said. "A lot of people don't even know."

Although jurisdictions have different policies about working with federal immigration enforcement, the targeted operations in Los Angeles, Chicago, and Minneapolis panicked immigrants across the country. All of this emboldens criminal offenders, Giovanni Veliz, a retired Minneapolis police commander, told me. "They say, Hey, we can go target these Spanish-speaking victims, because they're not going to call the police," said Veliz, who served as the Minneapolis Police Department's U-visa coordinator. He worries that heavy ICE enforcement in the city earlier this year jeopardized the department's efforts to build trust within the community. "That relationship investment that we've had for years and years has been fractured," he said.




Leslye Orloff, an adjunct law professor at American University and one of the architects of the legislation behind U visas, told me that she has been urging lawyers she knows "not to collapse, not to freeze because their client is an immigrant." She cited her experience as an attorney for undocumented domestic-violence victims in the 1980s--before the Violence Against Women Act or U visa existed. Sometimes, she said, she would get a family-court judge to order an abuser not to call immigration authorities on a victim, then jail the abuser for criminal contempt for violating that order. "There are things that you can do to be creative to address the concerns of today," she said, "but you can't do any of them if victim advocates and attorneys are paralyzed."

As ICE officers arrested the woman in New Jersey last May, her hand was injured, becoming so swollen that she later told me it looked broken. The officers took her to the hospital--the same one where she'd completed a rape kit six months earlier, she said. Five days later, she was moved to the South Louisiana ICE Processing Center--where, during her detention, an officer pleaded guilty to sexually abusing a detainee. She shared a sleeping space with more than 70 women, she said, and learned that many of them had stories similar to her own.

The woman agreed to speak with me on the condition that I withhold her name and country of origin, fearing retribution. To verify what she and others told me, I reviewed court, police, medical, and immigration records.

Read: How the Cruz family decided to self-deport

She begged an immigration judge last summer to allow her to stay in the United States, explaining that she had been brought to this country against her will as a 13-year-old and has lived a life filled with trauma, including domestic and sexual violence. "I owe all my life lessons to this amazing country of America," she wrote in a letter to the court. She was once a Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals recipient, which gave her protection against deportation, but at the time of her arrest, she did not have lawful status. Her arrest record includes prostitution, aggravated assault, and drug possession with intent to distribute--all charges that were dismissed. Two charges on her record--a disorderly-conduct charge and a local-ordinance violation for endangering the welfare of a child--resulted in fines and no jail time. (She's had many cases of "wrong place, wrong time, wrong relationships," she told me.) She has two children, a 15-year-old son and a 10-year-old daughter, who she said live with their respective fathers, and she told the judge that she does not want to be separated from them. "My immigration status has always been a weapon to people that care to take advantage of me, so do me the favor of either releasing me back to New Jersey with my children, or sending me back to my birth country," she wrote to the judge. "I do not wish to be taken advantage of anymore."

Her immigration attorney, Carolyn Hines, argued that she should be released because her detention minutes after her testimony violated her constitutional due-process rights and failed to comply with federal statutory law. Officers "likely acted on information obtained from the very individual who had abused" her, Hines said in a court filing--a type of source that ICE prohibits officers from solely relying on when targeting someone for arrest. The DHS spokesperson denied that claim. (The attorney for her ex-boyfriend declined to comment.)

All of the woman's pleas were denied. Seeing no likely path to legal immigration status, she agreed to what the government calls a "voluntary departure" to her home country in South America. Asked about the woman's case, the DHS spokesperson called her a "criminal illegal alien" and listed crimes she has been accused of.

The lawyer for her ex-boyfriend, who is a U.S. citizen, accused the woman of fabricating allegations against his client "to protect herself from immigration enforcement," presumably by getting a U visa. But in the six months between reporting the alleged assault to police and the date of her detention, she never applied for such a visa. The lawyer also pointed me to a pending assault charge on the woman's record: Her ex-boyfriend had filed a police report against her, accusing her of biting his arm--an act she told police was in self-defense as he put her in the chokehold. And in securing a temporary restraining order against her, the ex-boyfriend made other accusations, saying that she had repeatedly made him feel unsafe, including by cursing and throwing things. (The criminal charges, against both the ex-boyfriend and the woman, have not been resolved.) In designing U visas, lawmakers sought to ensure that charges an alleged perpetrator may file against their victim do not disqualify the victim from protections from deportation.

The woman and I first spoke in January, when she was still in detention. I asked what her hopes had been for the future--before the arrest, before Louisiana, before everything else. She said she had wanted to go back to school and get the training she needed to become a victim advocate, like the advocates helping her. "And I still want to do that," she said.

We spoke again last month, after she had returned to her home country, and she told me she was trying to take it one day at a time. "I can breathe; it's fresh air, and I'm able to take things slow," she said. "I don't feel like I'm on a hamster wheel. I feel like instead of existing, I can live." She's getting ready to apply for a U visa to return to the U.S. and, she hopes, reunite with her children. For now, she is rebuilding her life in a country she had not seen in nearly two dozen years.
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Hegseth's War on America's Military

Someone needs to explain the Pentagon purges to the American people.

by Tom Nichols

Fri, 03 Apr 2026




The United States is in the middle of a major war, but that didn't stop Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth on Thursday from firing General Randy George, America's most senior Army officer. George was the Army's chief of staff, and he was cashiered along with another four-star general, David Hodne, and Major General William Green Jr., the top Army chaplain, in what has been a rolling purge by Hegseth of senior officers--particularly those close to the secretary of the Army, Dan Driscoll.

Why were these men fired while U.S. forces are fighting overseas? The Defense Department has given no official reason for their dismissals, but likely they are the latest victims of Hegseth's vindictive struggles with the Army, which he feels treated him poorly--the service "spit me out," he said in his 2024 book--as he struggles in a job for which he remains singularly unqualified.

Hegseth began his tenure by acting against what he sees as a Pentagon infested with DEI hires. He pushed for the removal of the then-chairman of the Joint Chiefs, C. Q. Brown, who is Black, and he fired a raft of female military leaders, replacing them all with men. But dumping the Army chief of staff in the middle of a war, without explanation, is a reckless move even by Hegseth's standards. George is a decorated combat veteran who was slated to stay in his job until 2027, and he has never publicly feuded with Hegseth--despite having good reason to do so.

Trump and Hegseth have been on a clear mission to politicize the U.S. military, and to turn it into an armed extension of the MAGA movement. Hegseth regularly proselytizes, both for Trump and for his right-wing evangelical beliefs, from the Pentagon podium. He has intervened in Army promotions, recently culling four colonels--two Black men and two women--from the list for advancement to brigadier general. (This may be the tip of the iceberg: NBC is now reporting that Hegseth has also canceled the promotions, across multiple services, of at least a dozen minority and female officers.) When two Army helicopters buzzed a political rally and then flew to MAGA favorite Kid Rock's house, Hegseth short-circuited the Army's suspension of the pilots and squashed an investigation into their actions. Following the best American civil-military traditions, George and other senior military leaders have been remarkably disciplined in keeping their thoughts out of the public eye.

Of course, the tone at the Pentagon was set by the commander in chief. Last June, Trump spoke at Fort Bragg, where he tried to turn his appearance into a political rally. Again, George (and Driscoll) said nothing, at least in public, about this shocking violation of civil-military norms. Trump, after all, is the commander in chief, and his behavior can be curtailed only by the Senate or the American people.

Even in less dangerous times, the public would still have a right to answers about such an unprecedented purge of the senior U.S. military ranks. These officers are all people with long and distinguished records of service; none of them has been charged with any wrongdoing, and none of them has been accused of any kind of incompetence or disloyalty. They all seem to have committed only the offense of being part of a military institution that Hegseth--who still harbors obvious bitterness about his undistinguished and ultimately shortened military career--wants to restock with MAGA loyalists.

These dismissals are not defensible even as the product of some high-minded strategic reform. Rather, as Pentagon officials told The New York Times, they are the "product of Mr. Hegseth's long-running grievances with the Army, battles over personnel and his troubled relationship" with Driscoll. Hegseth's beef with Driscoll may be a product of insecurity: When Hegseth was stepping on rakes in the aftermath of Signalgate, Driscoll was an obvious choice to replace him. The Army secretary also took on important tasks that Hegseth either would not--or could not--do. Last fall, Driscoll, not Hegseth, was part of a high-level Pentagon delegation that traveled to Geneva in an attempt to end the Russia-Ukraine war.

Perhaps that was just as well. Hegseth--now scathingly called "Dumb McNamara" by some Pentagon staff--has busied himself with culture-war nonsense rather than substantive defense and security issues. But Hegseth apparently need not worry: Driscoll, according to reporting from my colleagues Ashley Parker and Sarah Fitzpatrick, is now rumored to be one of the next senior appointees facing likely dismissal. (Hegseth may not know much about strategy or leadership, but he knows how to fight a war of attrition.)

The petty vendettas of a passed-over major mattered less until the war in Iran, a conflict that may be escalating beyond American control and is now sinking both Trump's popularity and the global economy. Pentagon pissing matches are the stuff of legend, and George is not the first general to get an unwanted retirement invitation from an irate civilian leader. But America is now engaged in its biggest conflict in decades, with thousands of troops headed into possible combat on the shores of a country the size of Alaska with more than three times the population of North Korea--and with a president whose only formal speech on the war so far consisted of 19 minutes of jumbled thoughts. The American people deserve to know why so many of their top officers are being tossed out of their jobs.

Pete Hegseth has never shown a willingness to explain himself to the public, nor has he demonstrated the character required to take that kind of responsibility. But now that Randy George, along with other senior officers Hegseth has fired or pushed to resign, are about to be civilians, maybe they can step forward and tell their fellow citizens what on earth is going on in Hegseth's Pentagon.
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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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Reasons to be Hopeful in Iran

How a deal could change the country for the better.

by Arash Azizi

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




President Trump used to quip that Iran "never won a war, but never lost a negotiation." Perhaps this view explains his decision to forsake previous rounds of talks over Iran's nuclear program and wage a full-scale assault on the country. But Trump's gambit may have backfired: In this particular war, Iran remains undefeated, which puts the country in an even stronger position when the two sides start talking in Islamabad tomorrow.

Despite assumptions that this war has propped up the regime, the conflict may have also put Iran on a path toward reconciliation with the rest of the world. Should talks with America resolve the conflict and curb Tehran's nuclear ambitions, the result could create better economic prospects and greater freedom for the Iranian people.

Following Tuesday's cease-fire announcement, Iran's Supreme National Security Council promptly claimed victory but also expressed some optimism for the talks. The council called for national unity and full support for diplomatic efforts, noting that the negotiations offer Iran a chance to "consolidate" its wins. This reads as a warning to Iran's hard-liners, who might otherwise rail against the cease-fire and demand a return to combat operations against the United States.

Negotiators will have to bridge seemingly unbridgeable gaps between the two sides. Iran's leaders have declared that they want the U.S. to recognize Iran's right to nuclear enrichment, allow Iran to maintain control over the Strait of Hormuz, lift economic sanctions, and pledge not to attack Iran and its allied militias in the region, such as Hamas and Hezbollah. Iran also wants reparations for all of the war damages (which could come from tolls on ships passing through Hormuz) and for all of this to be enshrined in a resolution at the United Nations Security Council. The United States, for its part, has declared that Iran must dismantle its nuclear facilities, end its uranium enrichment, heavily limit its missile programs, cut its support for military proxies, and fully reopen the strait.

These differences appear irreconcilable. But those of us who have closely followed this saga know that there are work-arounds. Iran might formally reserve the right to enrich uranium while not actually committing to doing it--a compromise that Vice President Vance has already suggested. Iran could agree to some limits on its missile programs in exchange for access to antiaircraft defenses and a pledge that the U.S. will stop attacking Iran. The two sides may be entering talks with long lists of demands and grievances, but no practical negotiator sticks to an opening bid.

Brynn Tannehill: America looks like a paper tiger

The real obstacle to a deal between the United States and Iran is less in the practical details than in whether the two sides have enough political will to reconcile. Opponents of the Iranian dictatorship decry negotiation with a regime that has killed tens of thousands of its own people in recurrent waves of recent protests. Many Americans back tightening economic sanctions on Iran, not loosening them, and supporters of Israel are rightfully concerned about bargaining with a government that aspires to destroy Israel. In Iran, where anti-Americanism is enshrined in the leadership's DNA, the brutality of this war has largely bolstered antipathy for the "Great Satan."

Overcoming these obstacles requires what one expert has called a "diplomatic miracle." But given the devastation wrought by this war, quite a few Iranians and Americans seem keen to give talks a go. It bodes well that the two men who reportedly helped bring about the cease-fire--Vance and Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, Iran's speaker of Parliament--will play prominent roles in the coming talks.

Eager to distance himself from this unpopular war, Vance appears invested in helping end it. After weeks of seeming sidelined by his boss and the more interventionist members of the administration, such as Secretary of State Marco Rubio, Vance may appreciate a moment in the global limelight and will be disinclined to leave the talks empty-handed.

Whether the war has rid Iran's leadership of hard-liners or empowered them further is up for debate, but there's good reason to believe that Qalibaf will pursue a more diplomatic path. A former high-ranking member of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, Qalibaf has emerged from this war as the most powerful figure of Iran's Supreme National Security Council and has been effectively running the war effort. Although he was known for repressive moves as National Police chief in the early 2000s, Qalibaf later enjoyed a reputation as a technocrat who hobnobbed with the likes of Gavin Newsom at Davos during his long tenure as mayor of Tehran.

The Islamic Republic's hard-liners have long mistrusted Qalibaf, calling him "the Godfather" due to his reputation for corruption. Reformist factions, however, have come to back him in recent days. Former President Hassan Rouhani, who signed Iran's historic deal with the U.S. in 2015, welcomed the cease-fire and showed support for Qalibaf's leadership. A top aide to the reformist President Masoud Pezeshkian called Qalibaf "a moderate" figure and said that he and Pezeshkian "will now pursue a new mission for Iran's national interests."

Jonathan Lemire and Isabel Ruehl: 1979 is the year that explains Donald Trump

Any diplomacy will enjoy some international support. Regional powers are likely eager for any agreement that ends the bombing campaign and restricts Iran's military buildup. (According to Pakistan, other neighboring Muslim-majority countries, including Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Egypt, and Qatar, contributed to the mediation efforts.) China, keen to prevent further disruptions to energy markets and aid allies in the Persian Gulf, apparently pushed for the cease-fire and will play a key role if a deal is brought to the UN. Even Israel, skeptical of any deal, might judge a militarily degraded Iran that pledges nonbelligerence with the U.S. to be the least bad outcome for now, especially if Iran also gives up its enriched uranium.

Anyone who hoped that this war would yield regime change in Iran is likely disappointed, but many Iranians have welcomed the cease-fire. Hassan Asadi Zeydabadi, a human-rights lawyer in Tehran and a former political prisoner, told me that he hopes the talks help curb the country's anti-Western hostility. "Iranians want to live normal lives," he said. "If the Islamic Republic continues its past international policies, we'd go back to conflict abroad and protests at home."

Both sides appear to have more reasons to negotiate than to return to the battlefield. Much of Iran has been reduced to rubble and is in dire need of relief. Trump is plainly ready to find a solution to skyrocketing oil prices. Regardless of the details, nearly any deal could have lasting consequences in Iran. If Qalibaf is able to make amends with a country that Iran has demonized for close to half a century, it will be the surest sign that he is ruling over a new Iran--still authoritarian and repressive but more economically and diplomatically open; more Vietnam and less North Korea.
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America Looks Like a Paper Tiger

The U.S. showed great tactical capabilities in the Iran war, but Iran emerged the winner at a strategic level.

by Brynn Tannehill

Wed, 08 Apr 2026




Last night, Iran, the United States, and Israel agreed to a two-week cease-fire. The central element appears to be a 10-point proposal by Iran that President Trump called "a workable basis on which to negotiate." The New York Times published the points, which include removing all sanctions on Iran, ceding control of the Strait of Hormuz to Iran, and allowing Iran to charge tolls whose proceeds would be split with Oman.

If these are indeed the conditions under which the war is concluded, the U.S. emerges from the conflict in worse strategic shape than it started, and Iran emerges in better condition in the long run. Although the U.S. demonstrated tactical and operational excellence throughout the conflict, it was not sufficient to provide a real victory.

The Trump administration's stated aims shifted throughout the conflict. Early on, it hinted that regime change was desired. Later, this goal was dropped in favor of destroying Iran's missile capabilities and production, dismantling its navy, preventing it from obtaining nuclear weapons, and stopping it from funding, arming, and directing terror groups. Functionally, the United States failed to achieve any of these.

There was regime change, but only in a nominal sense. The U.S. and Israel killed a great many Iranian leaders. However, these were replaced by other Islamic hard-liners, including Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei's son. Trump even admitted as much when he said that most of the "moderates" the U.S. had planned to negotiate with were dead. The result is an even more entrenched Iranian regime.

Read: A new geopolitical reality is here

Iran also continued to launch ballistic missiles and Shahed drones steadily through the final weeks of the war. It retained as much as half of its missile-launch capability. Iran also demonstrated the ability to rapidly reconstitute these capabilities after U.S. strikes. These facts suggest that whatever damage the U.S. did, it can be rebuilt relatively quickly.

The Iranian navy was largely destroyed in the first 10 days of the war, but this success proved to be meaningless. The Strait of Hormuz remained effectively closed until the cease-fire, despite the absence of any Iranian navy. Instead, Iran relied on a combination of drones, small craft, and the threat of mines to create a situation where insurers deemed it too unsafe to attempt a transit.

As for the nuclear program, Iran retains control of the fissile material it started the war with. It has far more enriched uranium than it did when the U.S. ended the Obama-era Iran deal, the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action. Iran's ability to enrich further has been significantly degraded but can be restored. Before the war, the elder Khamenei may have forbidden the production of nuclear weapons via a 2003 fatwa, and U.S. intelligence also assessed that Iran did not have an active nuclear-weapons program. Now Iranian leadership may be convinced that the only way to deter future U.S. attacks is to take a lesson from North Korea and build nuclear weapons.

The United States' final declared goal was to stop Iran from funding terror in the future. This is far easier said than done, especially if sanctions on Iran are lifted entirely. Without sanctions, much of the world's ability to monitor and restrict Iranian transactions goes away, and moving money and goods through more normal channels becomes easier.

But the U.S. not only failed to reach its military goals in anything but a technical sense; it also may have put itself in a weaker position for future conflicts. It has spent a prodigious number of its advanced precision munitions, such as Patriot, THAAD, Tomahawk, and JASSM-ER, and they will take years to replace. These missile systems are essential to defense and deterrence in the Pacific as China attempts to achieve the capacity to take Taiwan by force.

Just as worrisome, the U.S. has lost credibility as a regional check against Iranian aggression. Iran demonstrated that it could shut down the strait, and the U.S. could not be counted on to reopen it. Iran was also able to hit crucial infrastructure targets throughout the region, including Qatar's gas fields, which could take years to repair.

Meanwhile, U.S. allies (particularly NATO) have been taken aback by Trump's erratic behavior during the conflict. On Easter Sunday, Trump posted on Truth Social, "Open the Fuckin' Strait, you crazy bastards, or you'll be living in Hell - JUST WATCH! Praise be to Allah." He followed it up two days later with, "A whole civilization will die tonight, never to be brought back again. I don't want that to happen, but it probably will." His words were swiftly criticized by the chief of the United Nations and the pope.

Read: The forgotten war that Iran already won

If the United States is on worse footing in many respects than before the war, Iran may be on better footing.

Iran has survived this war battered but sounding triumphant, and it has good reason to be. It has weathered the best punch the U.S. could throw, while keeping the strait closed all the way to a cease-fire. Its oil infrastructure remains intact, and it has demonstrated the capacity for mutually assured economic destruction with neighboring nations. The regime's hold on power remains, and appears to be getting stronger and harsher. Iran actually increased oil production and revenue during the conflict. It is still in possession of near-weapons-grade uranium.

All of these facts support Iranian claims of victory even before considering the terms of the cease-fire, which lift the sanctions that crippled its economy. It also grants Iran hegemony over the strait in perpetuity, creating a steady flow of income and de facto control over the most important waterway on Earth. Iran had neither of these things at the outset of the conflict.

As recently as January, the Iranian regime was dealing with internal unrest over the economy severe enough to threaten its survival. Khamenei responded with a crackdown that killed thousands. Now, between control of the strait, additional oil revenue, and removal of sanctions, the Iranian economy may begin to recover. This could reduce internal unrest. If the United States had waited, some observers believe, the regime might have eventually collapsed on its own. Instead, it has been fortified.
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The Forgotten War That Iran Already Won

Tehran fought for decades to prevent Israeli-Palestinian peace.

by Nadav Eyal

Wed, 08 Apr 2026




The most important war that Iran has fought was largely undeclared and is almost entirely forgotten. It was a war against regional peace and the agreements that might have secured it. Iran began that struggle more than 30 years ago and effectively won it. The current conflict in the Middle East is inseparable from that legacy.

My adolescence was shaped by that forgotten war. As a teenager in Israel in the 1990s, I watched the great hope of the peace process rise and violently die. First came reports of a breakthrough in secret talks in Oslo, and a wave of developments that seemed almost miraculous: agreements between Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization, which until then had been designated a terrorist organization, followed by the normalization of Israel's relations with parts of the Arab world, culminating in a peace agreement with Jordan.

Almost immediately, and in parallel, came actions meant to derail the peace process. An Israeli far-right extremist massacred dozens of Palestinian worshippers at the Cave of the Patriarchs in Hebron. That was one terrible event. But those years were defined above all by a wave of terror attacks directed at Israelis, carried out by Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad. These groups aimed to destroy any possibility of compromise because they saw it as a betrayal of the Palestinian cause and of their fanatical vision of Islam. They introduced a brutal new tool to the conflict: suicide bombings. Supporting the Palestinian extremists, not yet fully visible, was Iran.

Eliot A. Cohen: The strategic follies of the Islamic Republic

The Oslo Accords would have met with substantial right-wing resistance in Israel anyway--but the bombings and sense of lost personal security sharply intensified this. The political logic was straightforward: Only months earlier, the country had signed agreements with a terrorist organization, and now buses were exploding. Benjamin Netanyahu, then the leader of the opposition, saw a dramatic rise in his political fortunes, as the far right railed against Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin.

I was 16 years old when I attended the first demonstration of my life, in November 1995, in Tel Aviv. It was a rally in support of the peace process and Rabin, and I came with friends from the small town between Haifa and Tel Aviv where I grew up. As the event reached its end, we heard that Rabin had been shot by a Jewish assassin--a right-wing extremist who sought to sabotage the peace process.

Many people imagine that Rabin's assassination was what killed the peace process, but this is not exactly the case. Shimon Peres, Rabin's successor, was committed to continuing the talks, and public opinion still largely supported doing so. In Palestinian society, too, only a minority opposed the Oslo Accords. That Hamas persisted in its suicide attacks, however, fueled a growing skepticism among Israelis. And Israel responded to those attacks by erecting checkpoints and enforcing general closures, cutting Palestinians off from jobs in Israel, which eroded the agreements' popularity among Palestinians.

None of this was accidental. Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad, along with Hezbollah, were waging a war against the normalization of Israel's relations with its neighbors. They had one state ally willing to provide funding, training, and planning for that struggle: Iran, whose supreme leader, Ali Khamenei, described Yasser Arafat, an architect of the Oslo Accords, as "both a traitor and a fool."

Hassan Salameh, a senior Hamas commander convicted of planning attacks that killed dozens of Israelis in 1996, said that he went to Iran for weapons training and instruction in assembling bombs. One of the attacks he planned was a bombing that took place in the run-up to Israeli elections and helped tip that year's vote toward Likud. Israel's military intelligence reportedly assessed that Iran, aiming to weaken the peace process, wanted Netanyahu to win. Which he did--by 30,000 votes, after having been the underdog throughout the race.

A U.S. federal court later described 1995-96--the period covering both Rabin's assassination and Netanyahu's rise to power--as a golden age for Iranian support of Hamas. The court found that Hamas received at least $25 million and up to $50 million during those years. More broadly, Iran was channeling from $100 million to $200 million annually--the equivalent of roughly $200 million to $400 million in today's dollars--to militant organizations that were generally opposed to the peace process. For Hamas, an organization founded only eight years earlier, the sum was staggering.

Iran was not solely responsible for the rise of Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad, or for the structural failures of the Oslo Accords. Palestinian opposition to the agreements, even if initially a minority view, was not fringe, nor was it confined to Islamist organizations. The belief that Israel ought not to exist, and that Palestinian liberation could be achieved only through force, was embedded in Palestinian politics even before the founding of Fatah. Iran exploited and amplified this worldview, but it did not create it.

The Israeli right--not only the far right--also worked to delegitimize the peace process, and to create "facts on the ground," a favored expression of Israelis for the expansion of settlements. Netanyahu pledged to continue the peace process, met with Arafat, and transferred additional territory to the Palestinian Authority. Yet he regarded the accords as a "terrible mistake," and later took pride in having prevented the establishment of a Palestinian state. Since 1996, the Israeli right has won all but three elections, and its leaders have been largely determined to halt negotiated territorial compromises with the Palestinians.

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is rooted in a long and tortured history, and the failure to achieve a final status agreement needs no external explanation. Yet Iran made itself an indispensable part of this story. It actively sought to collapse the peace process. Suicide bombings were but one instrument to this end. Hassan Nasrallah, the slain leader of Hezbollah, Iran's most important proxy, later explained that resistance to the Oslo Accords, which his group clearly saw as a threat, led to heightened cooperation among Hezbollah, Hamas, and Palestinian Islamic Jihad.

Even so, the peace efforts persisted for at least two decades. They produced real changes on the ground, including the creation of administrative zones that still structure governance of the West Bank, as well as ceremonies, economic investments, and a Nobel Peace Prize. But running beneath it all was a determined, well-funded campaign of violence against any meaningful compromise. The result was hundreds of deaths, then thousands.

Eliot A. Cohen: Three things the consensus gets wrong about the Iran war

In the 1990s, most Israelis supported a two-state solution; in 2013, roughly half still did; and by 2025, only about one in five still believed such a solution was possible, according to the Pew Research Center. In 1996, Fatah--the faction that signed the agreements with Israel--led Palestinian politics. Currently, according to Khalil Shikaki, a prominent Palestinian pollster, Hamas consistently outperforms Fatah, even though it still falls short of a majority.

Today the Middle East is consumed by a confrontation that began when Hamas attacked Israel on the morning of October 7, 2023. Hamas's indispensable benefactor was the same Iran that has long opposed any normalization with Israel. In 1993, Iran's target was Israeli-Palestinian peace. By 2023, it was the prospect of normalization between Israel and Saudi Arabia. Hamas likely also had other motives--concerns about the Temple Mount, for example, and a belief that Israeli society was weak. But once again, violence succeeded in foreclosing a political opening before it could become irreversible.

In the current American-Israeli conflict with Iran, a two-week cease-fire has been announced. But the outcome of the war will ultimately depend on the terms of a final agreement, if one is reached. The debate over the present war is legitimate, and the aversion to open-ended conflict is hard-won. But when we speak of the cost of confronting Iran, we should also acknowledge the cost of not doing so. Three decades ago, a political settlement between Israelis and Palestinians was within reach. All sides made mistakes, and the record of folly is long. But folly alone does not explain what happened. One country--Iran--made the destruction of that possibility its manifest destiny.

Tehran has already won one consequential war: the war against Israeli-Palestinian peace. That victory has shaped the region for decades. If Iran wins this war, too, expect more of the same. Maybe bloodier.
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A New Geopolitical Reality Is Here

America's adversaries are uniting as its own coalition falls apart.

by Thomas Wright

Wed, 08 Apr 2026


In this image provided by the Iranian Army Office, local officials and navy personnel attend joint military exercises conducted by Iran, Russia, and China in the Gulf of Oman in March 2025. (Iranian Army Office / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)



The E-3 Sentry, with its distinctive rotating radar dome, is a flying command center that allows American forces to see and coordinate the battlefield. In recent weeks, Iran destroyed one on a runway in Saudi Arabia and reportedly damaged another. The United States has only a handful of E-3s deployed to the Middle East and a limited global fleet, making the aircraft one of the country's most strategically valuable assets.


Iran probably did not act alone. A Chinese satellite firm, MizarVision, published imagery of U.S. military movements that could have aided targeting. The Daily Telegraph also reported that China provided Iran with sodium perchlorate, a precursor used for solid missile propellant. And China isn't the only power that assisted Iran. U.S. intelligence assessments indicate that Russia supplied Iran with intelligence to target U.S. forces and advanced drone capabilities.


The Trump administration has not commented on China's support for Iran. White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told Fox News that Russian assistance "does not really matter," and on another occasion said that it "is not making a difference" to U.S. military operations.


Read: Three things the consensus gets wrong about the Iran war

Meanwhile, in a press conference on Monday--a day before Donald Trump announced a two-week cease-fire with Iran--he hammered U.S. allies, saying that NATO hasn't "helped at all." "It's not just NATO," he went on. "You know who else didn't help us? South Korea didn't help us. You know who else didn't help us? Australia didn't help us. You know who else didn't help us? Japan."


The war has exposed the contradictions of the Trump administration's geopolitical worldview. Under this president, the United States has rewarded Russia, ignored China, punished Europe, and abandoned its Asian allies and partners to an economic crisis that it helped set in motion.  


During the Cold War, one superpower frequently offered indirect help to the enemies of the other. The Soviet Union supported North Vietnam and North Korea, while the United States backed Afghanistan's resistance to the Soviet invasion. This dynamic was largely absent from America's wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, which occurred at a time when great-power competition was far more muted than it is now.


But today, conditions have again changed. In Iran, Russia would likely take the opportunity to inflict costs on U.S. forces if the cease-fire breaks down and the U.S. deploys ground troops. China is more risk averse and probably wouldn't directly help Iran fight the United States, but it seems comfortable with providing dual-use goods, such as missile fuel, which also has civilian applications, and commercial-satellite imagery.


Russia's and China's assistance to Iran is part of a broader alignment of U.S. adversaries. Since the start of the Ukraine war, Moscow has deepened its ties with China, North Korea, and Iran. China has helped Russia rebuild its military capacity far more quickly than would otherwise have been possible, supplying machine tools, microelectronics, and other crucial technologies while cooperating on drone production. North Korea has provided millions of rounds of artillery ammunition, rockets, missiles, and even troops. Iran has supplied ballistic missiles as well as drones and assistance in manufacturing them.


Russia has not received this help for free. In return, it has transferred valuable military technology to each of these countries, including for fighter jets, air defenses, satellites and missiles, and submarines. Moscow and Pyongyang have signed a mutual-defense treaty, and North Korea has benefited significantly from Russian military and economic assistance. Russia and China don't have a formal alliance treaty, but Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping have met more than 50 times and deepened their military, economic, and technological cooperation.


The Trump administration has still somehow failed to recognize the significance of this shift. In 2025, the U.S. intelligence community warned about the risks of adversary cooperation; then, in 2026, without new evidence, it dismissed those concerns as overstated. The National Security Strategy did not address the issue, and no senior Trump-administration official has spoken publicly about North Korea's role in the Ukraine war.


Rather, Trump seems to believe that there are no fixed blocs, and that he can work pragmatically with almost all countries, regardless of their geopolitical orientation. After the Iran war broke out, Trump lifted oil sanctions on Russia, compounding the massive financial boom it enjoyed from the increase in oil prices. The administration continues to pursue a major trade deal with China, at the expense of competing with China strategically.


Meanwhile, the Trump administration has focused its ire on Europe for withholding support for the war in Iran. Trump called NATO a "paper tiger" and said that he is seriously considering pulling out of it. In practice, most European allies have facilitated U.S. operations with bases, airspace, and logistics. Only one, Spain, has imposed a blanket ban on assistance, but that decision has had little practical impact on the war.


Before the cease-fire, Trump had repeatedly said that Europe should act to open the Strait of Hormuz because it gets much of its oil from there, whereas the U.S. gets almost none. (Yesterday, Iran said it has agreed to allow ships safe passage through the waterway if they coordinate with its military. The details of the agreement, however, remain unclear.) But according to the International Energy Agency, only about 4 percent of the crude oil that transits the strait goes to Europe. Trump had also claimed that the strait was safe to patrol, which was clearly not true, because the U.S. Navy was unwilling to escort oil tankers through it.


Trump has rejected help that would have made a real difference. Ukrainian forces have spent years developing techniques for intercepting Iranian drones at scale, precisely the threat the Gulf States have faced. President Volodymyr Zelensky offered to assist. Trump could have embedded Ukrainian advisers in Riyadh or Abu Dhabi, turning hard-won battlefield knowledge into a force multiplier at minimal cost. Instead, he waved it away, saying, "We don't need their help in drone defense. We know more about drones than anybody."


Read: No good way out

The consequences of the energy crisis are particularly visible in Asia. Asian economies receive roughly 80 percent of the crude oil and almost 90 percent of the liquefied natural gas that transit the Strait of Hormuz, making them acutely vulnerable to disruption. The region also relies heavily on the Gulf States for refined products, including fertilizer, chemicals, and industrial fuel. Evan Feigenbaum of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace paints a "grim picture" for Asia weeks into the war--including school closures, rationing, work-from-home directives, and water shortages--owing to fuel price increases or shortages caused by the conflict. The two-week cease-fire is unlikely to immediately resolve these issues; shipping through the strait may still be reduced compared to prewar levels.  


The United States is nowhere to be found as Asian allies cope with the worst energy crisis in 50 years. There has been no G-20 emergency meeting. No visit by the Treasury secretary to the region. No acknowledgment of the problem. Just a lambasting of U.S. treaty allies for not joining in.


The Iran war came on the back of a year in which the U.S. has levied tariffs on its allies and partners without much forethought or strategy. In the absence of U.S. leadership, Asian nations were seeking to cut deals with Tehran, more out of desperation to avert economic disaster than from any geopolitical preference. If the strait does not fully open under the cease-fire, that pattern could continue.


The Iran war has laid bare a new geopolitical reality. America's adversaries are becoming more coordinated, sharing resources and capabilities in ways that amplify their power, while America's global alliances, long its greatest asset, are neglected and fragmenting. The United States is, in effect, moving toward a world in which it faces more connected opponents with a less cohesive coalition of its own. This is a major shift with profound implications for U.S. national security--and it's one that the Trump administration shows no sign of recognizing, let alone reversing.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2026/04/iran-war-russia-china/686714/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump's Fundamental Misunderstanding in Iran

What makes the nation suffer helps the regime thrive.

by Karim Sadjadpour

Tue, 07 Apr 2026




Updated at 10:33 a.m. ET on April 7, 2026

One of the U.S. government's recurring mistakes about Iran has been to conflate the country's national interests with regime interests. The two are in many ways opposites. What benefits the Iranian people--global economic reintegration, diplomatic recognition, investment, normalcy--threatens a regime that operates an extensive mafia and thrives in isolation. The carrots that America offers the nation are sticks to the men who rule it. And the sticks that America wields against the regime--isolation, conflict, and chaos--are carrots to men whose power depends on all three.

This morning, Trump offered a jarring illustration of this dynamic when he posted on social media: "A whole civilization will die tonight, never to be brought back again. I don't want that to happen, but it probably will."

This is the Islamic Republic's survival paradox: What makes the regime thrive makes the nation suffer, and what would allow the nation to thrive threatens the regime's survival. As a result, the most consequential deliberations of the Iran war have been not between Washington and Tehran but between the American president and himself. Donald Trump has vacillated between Neville Chamberlain and Attila the Hun, threatening to walk away one day and to bomb Iran "back to the Stone Age" the next. Tehran, in contrast, has had the benefit of clarity: Its ideology is resistance, its strategy is chaos, and its endgame is survival.

Trump is a president with no fixed foreign-policy principles, facing a regime led by men so loyal to the ideals of the 1979 revolution, most notably resistance against America and Israel, that they call themselves "principlists." This revolutionary worldview serves as both a glue maintaining the regime's cohesion and a shackle holding the nation down. The country will never advance while still committed to that ideology. But without it, the regime may not survive.

Read: The real intelligence failure in Iran

This is why Trump's special envoy Steve Witkoff's repeated suggestion that Iran could rejoin "the league of nations" fundamentally misread the regime he was dealing with. It is why Trump's threat to bomb Iran back to the Stone Age does not move men who are prepared to burn down their own country and their own people rather than relinquish their power or their ideology. And it is why some Iranian officials have welcomed the war as a distraction from the country's internal challenges.

As a former real-estate developer who appointed fellow developers as his envoys, Trump has no mental framework for this adversary. In real estate, both sides want a transaction. But the U.S.-Iran relationship is not a negotiation of that sort. It is a cold war in which one side views normalization as a greater threat to its survival than conflict. The late Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei chose martyrdom over normalization. Mojtaba, his son and successor, will likely make the same choice.

Trump's hope was to turn Iran from an adversary into a partner, as he believes he did with Venezuela. The Islamic Republic is different. For the regime's remaining leadership, hostility to America is not a bargaining chip; it is the foundation of the regime's identity and sense of its own legitimacy--what political scientists call "ontological security." Any deal that requires abandoning it is a greater existential threat than war. You cannot negotiate away the thing that justifies your existence.

Trump speaks about the systematic assassinations of Iran's leadership with the nonchalance of a mob don. "Leave the gun; take the cannoli," goes the famous line from The Godfather. "Most of the people we had in mind are dead," Trump said about political succession in Iran. "Pretty soon, we're not going to know anybody." Iran's leadership, in contrast, is steeped in a Shiite political culture premised on the 680 C.E. martyrdom of Imam Hussein. So long as this regime remains in power, it will mourn, and seek to avenge, the martyrdom of the 86-year-old Khamenei. For Trump, Khamenei's killing was just business: "I got him before he got me," he said of the Iranian leader.

The Islamic Republic's paramount goal is survival. It is willing to destroy the country, and its people, rather than cede power. In the near term, that survival looks achievable: The regime retains enough coercive capacity to hold on. In the medium term, it is far less certain. But men fighting for their lives from bunkers do not think in the medium term. They think about tomorrow.

The assassination of Iran's top leadership has left no figure with both the power and the will to deliver a major compromise with Washington. But Trump has reportedly pinned his hopes on Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf emerging as the pragmatist willing to break with the past and partner with Washington.

Ghalibaf is a former Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps commander, speaker of Parliament, and close adviser to the new supreme leader. He harbors ambitions of becoming Iran's nationalist strongman--the man who saves the country from ruin. But ambition is not the same as capacity. He is a creature of the IRGC, the institution most committed to the regime's ideological survival, and the war has narrowed rather than expanded the space for pragmatic maneuvering. His public statements on X--a combination of grandiose threats, anti-Semitism, and calculated appeals to the anti-imperialist left--are those of a man aspiring to lead the regime, not change it. The Islamic Republic is a path-dependent aircraft with neither a captain willing to turn the wheel nor a crew willing to let him.

Khamenei's lasting legacy was to spend four decades purging pragmatists and filling the upper ranks of the regime with fellow principlists--men whose entire identity and advancement depended on ideological fealty to the revolution. The result is a system that has selected against the very qualities a transition would require. Nobody wants to be the Iranian Gorbachev--and Khamenei made sure there was no one capable of playing the role.

Trump's--and America's--predicament has no quick fix. A regime that came to power in 1979 by seizing the American embassy in Tehran and taking its personnel hostage now holds the global economy hostage, effectively controlling 20 percent of the world's oil exports. Tehran has begun treating the Strait of Hormuz as its own Panama Canal, running a protection racket in which vessel owners are permitted safe passage only by obtaining IRGC pre-approval and paying tolls in Chinese yuan.

In its 47 years of existence, the Islamic Republic has made perhaps two major compromises. The first was its 1988 decision to end the Iran-Iraq war--after eight years of fighting and an estimated 200,000 Iranian deaths. Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini famously likened that concession to drinking poison. The second was the 2015 nuclear deal with Barack Obama. In both cases, Iran had come under existential economic pressure, and in both it was offered a diplomatic exit that did not require it to abandon its revolutionary identity. Many of Iran's people have concluded that this identity is the problem. But a critical mass of true believers has made the regime too rigid to bend and too ruthless to break.

Read: Why Trump thinks he can walk away from the Strait of Hormuz

Whenever this war ends, Iran's leaders will inherit a country in ruins. And they will find themselves reviled both internally and internationally. Tehran's stated terms for ending the war include reassurances that it won't be attacked again, and reparations for the billions of dollars in damages it has endured. But so long as the Islamic Republic's ideology and behavior remain unchanged--namely its commitment to "Death to America" and the destruction of Israel--neither condition is remotely achievable. No American president or Israeli prime minister will credibly promise not to attack a committed adversary, and the U.S. Congress will never vote for reparations to a government that has spent 47 years fighting America. Indeed, so long as Tehran aspires to rebuild its nuclear program, its missile arsenal, and its network of regional proxies, this war will likely have a sequel.

History suggests that an overconfident Tehran will overplay its hand. Its ideology compels it to pursue vengeance over advantage, even when the national interest demands restraint. This is the same regime that held American diplomats hostage for 444 days, extracting maximum humiliation from the United States at the cost of Iran's own international standing. It prolonged its war with Iraq six years beyond the point when a favorable settlement was achievable. Believing itself the Middle East's new hegemon, it was the lone country to publicly praise Hamas's October 7 attack on Israel--leading to the destruction of its regional proxies.

Trump is measuring this war not by what it will achieve but by what it has destroyed. History will judge it by its lasting impact on Iran, the Middle East, and the broader global order, once the bombs have stopped. Ordinary Iranians--many of whom placed undue hopes in swift American salvation--are left to navigate, for now, between two hells: a cruel regime that has spent nearly half a century repressing them, and a war that has so far deepened their despair rather than ended it.
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The Iranian Opposition's Urgent Task

A fractious movement is coming to recognize the need for common ground.

by Arash Azizi

Sat, 04 Apr 2026




The Iranian opposition has never lacked for a common enemy. The Islamic Republic has furnished no end of shared grievances, frustrated hopes, and collective traumas. And yet, its adversaries have long sorted themselves into mutually hostile subgroups. Now the deepest rupture is between those who support former Crown Prince Reza Pahlavi as a transitional figure and those who oppose him.

Perversely, this division might prove to be the one that heals.

Last Saturday, in Grapevine, Texas, Pahlavi spoke to throngs of his supporters at the Conservative Political Action Conference. Iranians made up a large proportion of CPAC attendees this year, and they greeted Pahlavi with passionate cheers.

In his speech, Pahlavi pledged to lead a transition to a "free and democratic Iran." He called on President Trump to continue the American-Israeli military operation against Iran, in the hope of displacing a regime he decried for placing a "sea of blood" between itself and its people. "President Trump is making America great again," he concluded. "I intend to make Iran great again."

Arash Azizi: The 'existential anxiety' of the Islamic Republic

Pahlavi's star turn in Texas showcased both the appeal and the limitations of his project.

He rallied an impressive number of supporters, who shouted his name at CPAC just as their counterparts did in street demonstrations in Iran. But his unbridled support for the war and his chumminess with the American right have made him a polarizing figure among Iranians. Worse, the American president he praised and beseeched has shown little trust in Pahlavi and seems much more interested in dealing with the current leadership in Tehran.

The day of Pahlavi's CPAC speech, I was in London, where about 400 Iranians who opposed the regime but were skeptical of Pahlavi had gathered for the launch of something called the Iran Freedom Congress. The groups represented in London had spent years in bitter arguments with one another. The task of the congress was to explore the possibility of building a shared political vehicle.

In the two decades I have spent observing and participating in Iranian opposition politics, I had never seen a meeting so broadly representative as the one in London. Perhaps that was in part because the event's main organizer was not himself a member of any one diaspora activist group; rather, he was a tech entrepreneur and former World Bank analyst named Majid Zamani, who had spent more than five months in prison for supporting street protests in 2009.

Zamani's organizing team included such diverse partners as Shariar Ahy, a monarchist and disgruntled former adviser to Pahlavi; Reza Alijani, a religious-nationalist writer; the filmmaker Mohsen Makhmalbaf; Esmayil Abdi, a former teacher and a trade unionist; Mahdie Golrou, a former student activist and a secular feminist; and the leaders of some of the political parties of Iran's ethnic minorities.

Some of those who came to London were seasoned exiles, but others, including Zamani himself, were more recent arrivals from Iran and had robust links to political figures inside the country. Among the participants were socialists, ex-royalists, liberals, feminists, and nationalists. (I'd been invited as an academic and paid my own way, though the organizers had offered a full ride to all). Many of us had faced one another in online or televised debates in the past. In London, we listened to one another's speeches and sipped coffee together during breaks. The notion that we might one day be part of the same coalition did not seem so far-fetched.

The London conference was not the first of its kind. More than 700 Iranians came together in Berlin in 2004 to found the United Republicans of Iran. That organization still exists (and its leaders attended the London meeting), but many of the original participants dropped out of it because of differences over tactics and strategy, and the group that remains is small and ineffectual.

The conditions of this moment, however, confront the non-royalist Iranian opposition with a new urgency. Iran is at war, and its regime, after massacring protesters in January, has now hardened in combat. And then there is Pahlavi. The former crown prince has shown little interest in working with others unless they first accept his mantle. Last year, his group organized a meeting in Munich where speakers professed their loyalty to the would-be king; one even prostrated himself before Pahlavi in the style of the Muslim prayer, declaring that he had "no religion" but that Pahlavi was his "Mecca." Many in the former crown prince's camp take a sharply antagonistic stance toward the rest of the opposition.

As a result, people in rival groups seem now to understand that they need to come together if they are to offer an alternative. (Zamani's organizers invited Pahlavi to the London gathering, but there was never a real chance that he would show up.) London was a step in that direction.

From the May 2026 issue: Someday in Tehran

Bringing the non-monarchist opposition together was a feat. But uniting it around a common program will be harder. The congress avoided pushing resolutions or holding debates on the most contentious political questions. Chief among these was the war, which many of those present, particularly those on the left, strongly opposed; others, including some from the Kurdish parties, argued that ending the war under current conditions might help prolong the regime. The attendees also differed over the future of the congress itself--whether it should simply provide a forum for discussion among activists or become a membership organization and a united political front.

The Iranian regime is deeply unpopular with its populace. Four waves of protest since 2017 have explicitly demanded its overthrow. But the opposition has lacked an organization and representative leaders. If it wants to have any chance of dislodging the regime, it must build a disciplined force that can overcome its differences to unite around a common agenda. It must also forge links with the opposition inside Iran and perhaps even with elements within the regime who could help ease an eventual transition.

The London meeting made me hopeful that such a trajectory just might be possible. But obstacles remain. As if to remind us of this, as the meeting wrapped up, Pahlavi supporters surrounded the building to protest the congress. Fearful of a violent confrontation, the London police escorted us out a back door.
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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 Great Travel Meltdown of 2026

Airports are suffering a perfect storm of actual problems and passenger anxieties.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Fri, 10 Apr 2026




The Great Travel Meltdown of 2026 started taking shape at the end of February. At first, the U.S. war against Iran forced the cancellation or rerouting of many flights to the Middle East; then the blockage of the Strait of Hormuz drove up the price of jet fuel and threatened to cause crises for the major airlines. Though the two-week cease-fire announced last night may reopen the strait, prices are unlikely to rebound immediately.

Separately, large numbers of TSA workers started staying home after a protracted budget fight in Congress left them working without pay for weeks on end. Airport-security lines snaked into terminal basements or out their front doors. President Trump deployed ICE agents at the nation's major airports, and although TSA workers are now receiving back pay, the funding situation isn't yet resolved.

Getting somewhere by plane has always been an onerous proposition. If you search the phrase travel chaos on Google News, you will find that headlines about "travel chaos" reoccur in batches about every six months, going back to the beginning of time. But as a result of recent, tragic world events, the state of consumer aviation seems to be deteriorating at a rapid pace. Now Americans with travel plans would like to know exactly how worried they should be, and exactly how worried everyone else already is.

I'm one of the worriers. I've been planning to go to Barcelona for my honeymoon this summer. I've already read two books about the Spanish Civil War and just started a pretty dry one about the finances of the city's famous football team. Last week I watched my fiance spend every Capital One point in his account on our basic-economy flights, because the Google Flights trend line showed the fare for our trip going up, up, up, and headed off the chart.

Read: The golden age of flying wasn't all that golden

So I've been in the forums--mostly on Reddit. People there are fretting about the known problems as well as interesting new ones that they came up with themselves. They're worried, for instance, that an airline might decide to charge them an additional fuel fee upon arrival at the airport, and they don't want to listen when someone replies, in an effort to be helpful, "Sounds illegal." They're worried about successfully flying to Japan but then getting stuck there by a fuel crisis that hits its peak with really, really bad timing (for them personally). In one thread, a commenter stated without explanation that "there is also a slim chance that events outside of our control will make people want to avoid air travel by this summer." Okay!

Forum members rarely bother to acknowledge the insensitivity of stressing out over the effects of a distant war on your own summer vacation. But once in a while, someone's post will push things just a little too far: It's okay to worry that you won't get to take a trip that you really care about, but it's not okay to worry that if too many flights are canceled as a result of a distant war, you may lose your hard-earned gold status on the Australian airline Qantas.

Ominous reports of airlines' crisis-management efforts have been attracting incredible attention. For many, the first big moment in this story was a March 20 memo from United Airlines CEO Scott Kirby that was sent to employees and then published on the company website--the type of thing an ordinary person would never read in ordinary times. According to the memo, jet-fuel prices had more than doubled since the start of the war. (Other sources have different numbers, showing that it had not quite doubled at that time.) Kirby presented this as a major challenge for the company--United might end up spending an extra $11 billion annually on fuel--but also, somehow, as a manageable one. "Demand remains the strongest we've ever seen," Kirby wrote. He added that he was typing his note while listening to his son cheer during a college-basketball game, which he found inspiring. "There's a part of me that can't help but feel United is playing offense right now with potentially big rewards at the end."

Maybe for an airline CEO, higher prices are their own reward. The travel experts I spoke with for this story said that summer flights will be really expensive. Airlines used to hedge against spikes in jet-fuel prices with preemptive financial maneuvers, but they don't do this so much anymore. Now when fuel prices go up, they just raise fares for passengers instead. Some airlines have added fuel surcharges to the cost of each ticket (though this will be assessed at booking, not when you get to the airport). United Airlines is among those carriers that have raised the fees for checked bags, presumably to make up for some of its increased costs. Alli Allen, a travel adviser, told me via email that prices seemed to be escalating "by the minute!" Recently, she looked at flights for a client, found the price to be too high, and checked back 30 minutes later in the hope that maybe it had dropped. Instead she found that it had gone up by $300.

Read: Flying is weird right now

Clint Henderson, a writer and an editor for the popular website The Points Guy, said the same. "I think it's going to cost a lot more for most people to travel this summer," he told me. "Whether you're using points and miles or cash, they're all going to be higher." He also expected the travel experience to be stressful, especially if TSA workers end up missing any more paychecks. Although news outlets, airlines, and the TSA itself (through the MyTSA app) offer tools to track security wait times, they can still be difficult to predict. Henderson said that he'd gone to check out the Atlanta airport at the height of the TSA-payment crisis and saw travelers facing an hour-and-a-half wait; then he went back the next day, and it was five minutes. "If this goes on, obviously it would be a disaster for the summer travel season." When I asked him to rate the potential for chaos on a 10-point scale, he said he would give it a nine. (Take it from a points guy!)

Henderson said The Points Guy website's official recommendation is that people book all travel for the year right now, even if it seems expensive, because conditions may only worsen over time. To avoid long lines, he also suggested flying out of smaller airports on Tuesday, Wednesday, or Sunday. The other travel trips that I accrued from emailing travel agents and industry bloggers will not impress you. They said to try to sign up for TSA PreCheck or apply for Global Entry, to show up at the airport early, and to bring snacks with you.

Travelers may be complaining, fretting, and catastrophizing, but so far, at least, they are doggedly proceeding with their plans. Airlines report that people are paying the higher ticket prices, and that the industry is seeing record levels of revenue. If Americans can go to Europe this summer, they will go to Europe this summer. And Europe (plus people from many other places) will come here. More than 1 million international travelers are expected to attend the World Cup. Matches will be held in several of the cities that have had the longest security lines, including Houston and Atlanta, and the final will be hosted in the New York-New Jersey area, which is home to the worst airport in America.

A new, more aggressive and pervasive form of travel chaos may yet ensue. In the meantime, though, behaviors are unchanged. Despite the rising prices, the spectacular security lines, and all of the rumored airport inconveniences, "we've seen very little evidence that people are canceling or toning down their summer travel plans," Henderson said. "I'm constantly shocked by Americans' insatiable demand for travel."
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Is Schoolwork Optional Now?

Education is on the verge of becoming fully automated.

by Lila Shroff

Fri, 10 Apr 2026




William Liu is grateful that he finished high school when he did. If the latest AI tools had been around then, he told me, he might have been tempted to use them to do his homework. Liu, now a sophomore at Stanford, finished high school all the way back in 2024. "I have a younger sibling who is just graduating high school," he said. "Our educational experience has been vastly different, even though we're just two years apart."





By the time Liu graduated, ChatGPT was already causing chaos in the classroom. But the automation of school is intensifying. If at first teachers worried about students using chatbots to write essays, now new agentic tools such as Claude Code are allowing students to outsource even more of their work to the machines. Need to take an online math quiz? Write a biology-lab report? Create a PowerPoint presentation for history class? AI can do all of this and more. One high schooler recently told me that he struggles to think of a single assignment that AI wouldn't be able to do for him.





As a measure of just how good AI has become at schoolwork, consider a new bot called Einstein. Several weeks ago, the tool went viral with big claims: "Einstein checks for new assignments and knocks them out before the deadline," a website advertising the bot explained. All that a student had to do was hand over their credentials for Canvas, the popular learning-management platform, and Einstein promised to do the rest. No matter the task, the bot was game: Einstein boasted that it could watch lectures, complete readings, write papers, participate in discussion forums, automatically submit homework assignments. If a quiz or a final exam was administered online, Einstein was happy to do that too.





When I first came across Einstein, I was skeptical: Flashy AI demos have a way of overpromising and under-delivering. So I decided to test the tool out for myself. Because I'm not a college student, I enrolled in a free online introductory-statistics class. The course website explained that the class was self-paced and that it could help undergraduates, postgraduates, medical students, and even lecturers build up basic statistical knowledge. I set the bot loose, and in less than an hour, Einstein had worked through all eight modules and seven quizzes. There were some hiccups--the bot took one quiz 15 times--but it ultimately earned a perfect score in the class. As for me? I hardly so much as read the course website.


Read: AI agents are taking America by storm

Einstein was designed to provoke. Its creator, Advait Paliwal, a 22-year-old tech entrepreneur, told me that he'd released the bot as a way of alerting educators as to just how good AI is at schoolwork. "You can blame me," he said. "But this is happening right now, and more people need to know about what's to come." (He has previously said that he designed Einstein's landing page by prompting AI to make a website "that people would get angry over.") Almost immediately after releasing Einstein, Paliwal started receiving emails from professors chastising him for creating a tool seemingly designed to perpetuate academic fraud. He took down the bot after he received multiple cease-and-desist letters, including one from Canvas's parent company.





To Paliwal, the backlash missed the point: "If I didn't post about this, someone would have used the same technology and hidden it from the professors," he said. "It's actually better that they know that this exists, and they can correctly prepare for what's to come." The tool also, of course, gave Paliwal a moment of viral fame. Nevertheless, Einstein does seem to be an indicator of where AI in the classroom is headed. The latest bots have massive context windows, meaning that students can feed in mountains of course content such as syllabi, lecture slides, and practice exams. Today's agentic tools can complete all kinds of tasks, such as participating in online discussion forums and taking notes on recorded lectures without student intervention. According to one analysis, the percentage of students middle-school age or older who self-reported using AI for help with homework climbed by 14 points from May to December of last year.





Amid all of this, Silicon Valley is doubling down on its push to integrate AI into schools. In the lead-up to final exams last spring, nearly every major AI firm offered college students free (or heavily discounted) access to their paid chatbots. Now the tech industry is offering students cheap access to their agentic tools. Last summer, Anthropic announced "Claude Builder Clubs"--an initiative in which students paid by the AI company host workshops and hackathons on their campuses. In exchange for membership in those clubs, students are given free access to Claude Code. A few weeks ago, OpenAI announced that it would be offering college students $100 worth of credits for Codex, its agentic coding tool.





The students affiliated with the AI companies, at least, say that the more powerful bots are helping them with their studies. Thor Warnken, an Anthropic ambassador and a biology major at the University of Florida, told me that he has designed what is effectively a personalized Khan Academy. When he takes a practice test--say, in organic chemistry--he feeds his completed work into Claude. He then asks the bot to find patterns in his errors and make new practice problems based on them. "The first practice question will be super easy, and the next one will get a little harder and a little harder, until it gets super hard," he explained. Liu, who also serves as an ambassador for Anthropic, similarly said that the bot has made for a "fantastic" study partner. When he has questions during large lectures, he asks Claude, which has access to his course materials, and the bot explains concepts in real time; previously, those questions might have gone unanswered.


Read: The AI takeover of education is just getting started

Instructors, as I have previously written, are also using plenty of AI. Canvas recently introduced a new AI teaching agent designed to save instructors time on "low educational value tasks" such as organizing online-course modules and adjusting assignment due dates. "Faculty are using AI tools both for instructional purposes, for building course materials, but they're also starting to play around with generative AI to actually grade and assess the learning," Marc Watkins, a researcher at the University of Mississippi who studies AI and education, told me. He gave a hypothetical: "I could set my agent up, open it up in my course, go out on campus to walk across campus to get a cup of coffee at Starbucks," he said. By the time he returned, 15 minutes later, all of the essays would be graded, and "bespoke personal feedback" would be sent out to each student. AI can save teachers time--that same grading takes him 10 or 12 hours, Watkins estimated--but in the process, the technology threatens the relationship between students and teachers that is core to education. "That's really scary," he said.





Most people I spoke with seemed unhappy with the current trajectory of bots in the classroom. Even as growing numbers of students are using the technology, a majority believe that the more they use AI for classwork, the more it will harm their critical-thinking skills. Natalie Lahr, a Barnard sophomore studying history and political science, doesn't use the technology "unless it's something that's asked of me by a professor," she told me, "and even in that case, I'm generally quite opposed." In one particularly "anti-AI radicalizing" experience, Lahr met with a tutor at the college's writing center to get help on an essay. According to Lahr, that tutor copy-pasted her essay prompt into the popular AI tool Perplexity and gave Lahr the AI-generated outline. "That was basically the end of our session," Lahr said. "I had a crashout about that afterwards because I was like, Why am I even here?"





Some educators are worried about "a fully automated loop"--as the Modern Language Association put it last fall--in which AI-generated assignments are completed and graded by AI agents. Instructors have taken to analyzing students' Google Docs history to make sure they are typing responses live instead of pasting in text from a bot. But of course, an AI work-around exists for that too: A new suite of human-typing simulators promises to generate text to make it look as if a student is writing in real time when, really, the work is being done by AI.
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Claude Mythos Is Everyone's Problem

What happens when AI can hack everything?

by Matteo Wong

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




For the past several weeks, Anthropic says it secretly possessed a tool potentially capable of commandeering most computer servers in the world. This is a bot that, if unleashed, might be able to hack into banks, exfiltrate state secrets, and fry crucial infrastructure. Already, according to the company, this AI model has identified thousands of major cybersecurity vulnerabilities--including exploits in every single major operating system and browser. This level of cyberattack is typically available only to elite, state-sponsored hacking cells in a very small number of countries including China, Russia, and the United States. Now it's in the hands of a private company.



On Tuesday, the company officially announced the existence of the model, known as Claude Mythos Preview. For now, the bot will be available only to a consortium of many of the world's biggest tech companies--including Apple, Microsoft, Google, and Nvidia. These partners can use Mythos Preview to scan and secure bugs and exploits in their software. Other than that, Anthropic will not immediately release Mythos Preview to the public, having determined that doing so without more robust safeguards would be too dangerous.



For years, cybersecurity experts have been warning about the chaos that highly capable hacking bots could usher in. As a result of how capable AI models have become at coding, they have also become extremely good at finding vulnerabilities in all manner of software. Even before Mythos Preview, AI companies such as Anthropic, OpenAI, and Google all reported instances of their AI models being used in sophisticated cyberattacks by both criminal and state-backed groups. As Giovanni Vigna, who directs a federal research institute dedicated to AI-orchestrated cyberthreats, told me last fall: You can have a million hackers at your fingertips "with the push of a button."

Read: Chatbots are becoming really, really good criminals

Still, Mythos Preview appears to represent not an incremental change but the beginning of a paradigm shift. Until recently, the biggest advantage of AI-assisted hacking was not ingenuity, per se, so much as speed and scale. These bots could be as good as many human cybersecurity experts, but not necessarily better--rather, having an army of 1 million virtual, tireless hackers allows you to launch more attacks against more targets than ever before. Even Anthropic reports that its current state-of-the-art, public model, Claude Opus 4.6, was significantly less capable at autonomously finding cyber exploits. But Mythos Preview is different. According to Anthropic, the bot has been able to find thousands of software bugs that had gone undetected, sometimes for decades, a sophistication and speed of attack previously thought by many to be impossible. The model has found a nearly 30-year-old vulnerability in one of the world's most secure operating systems. The Anthropic researcher Sam Bowman posted on X that he was eating a sandwich in the park when he got an email from Mythos Preview: The bot had broken out of the company's internal sandbox and gained access to the internet.



The exact capabilities of Mythos Preview are hard to judge, because Anthropic has not released the model. Identifying a vulnerability is not the same as being able to exploit it undetected--in the same way that a robber can have the keys to a bank but still needs to deal with security cameras. And Anthropic surely stands to benefit from its opaque announcement: The company can claim to have developed an ultra-advanced model, while also appearing to act responsibly by preventing the worst-case cybersecurity scenarios. Indeed, the decision to not release Mythos Preview bolsters Anthropic's self-styled image as the AI industry's good guy. (Anthropic did not immediately respond to emailed questions about Mythos Preview.)



Of course, a move can be both strategic and conscientious. Should what Anthropic shared be remotely accurate, it heralds a troubling future. Anthropic has a tool that "could damage the operations of critical infrastructure and government services in every country on Earth," Dean Ball, a former AI adviser to the Trump administration, wrote this week. The ability to defend against such cyberattacks is integral to the basic functioning of society. And the ability to launch such attacks is integral to modern warfare. Anthropic may have just scaled its way into becoming a major geopolitical force.



Perhaps more concerning than the reported capabilities of Mythos Preview is that other companies are not far behind. OpenAI is reportedly set to release its own similarly powerful model to a select group of companies. It's very possible, even likely, that Google DeepMind, xAI, and AI firms in China are next. How scrupulous they will be is less clear. Even cheaper or open-source AI models from smaller companies could soon enable this sort of hacking--which would unsettle the basic security and privacy that undergirds the modern internet.



Hacking bots are not the only domain through which a handful of AI companies are gaining tremendous influence. The technology has become crucial to military operations. Even as the Pentagon has engaged in a public feud with Anthropic, Claude was reportedly used in the bombing of Iran and, before that, the Venezuela raid in January. Last month, the Department of Defense signed a contract with OpenAI that very likely allows the government to use the firm's AI systems to enable unprecedented surveillance of U.S. citizens. (OpenAI has maintained that the Pentagon agreed not to use its products for domestic surveillance.) At the same time, bots from OpenAI, Anthropic, Google DeepMind, and beyond are becoming infrastructure: used by nearly all of the world's biggest businesses, schools, health-care systems, and public agencies. This is a large part of the reason that Iran has struck or threatened to strike Amazon and OpenAI data centers in the Middle East--the facilities are high-impact targets on par with the oil fields that Iran has also targeted. Meanwhile, so much money is pouring into the AI boom that these companies are functionally holding the global economy hostage.



In other words, AI companies are remaking the world. Consider how Elon Musk's network of Starlink satellites has allowed him to repeatedly tip the scales in Russia's invasion of Ukraine. Generative AI offers even more possibilities. These companies can or could soon have the capability to launch major cyberattacks, conduct mass surveillance, influence military operations, cause huge swings in financial and labor markets, and reorient global supply chains. In theory, nothing governs these companies other than their own morals and their investors. They are developing the power to upend nations and economies. These are the AI superpowers.
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An Incredibly Weird Time to Be Alive

The world witnessed the best and worst of humanity in a single week.

by Charlie Warzel

Tue, 07 Apr 2026




Seeing the Earth from space will change you so profoundly that there's a term for it: the overview effect. The extreme minority who have had the privilege describe it similarly. You see something that you were never meant to see, namely the Earth just sitting there, with the entire universe surrounding it. Gazing upon the blue marble, surrounded by its oh-so-thin green layer of atmosphere, the auroras flickering on the fringes, is not merely awe-inspiring but something of a factory reset for one's sense of self. Almost everyone tears up at the sight.

"You don't see borders, you don't see religious lines, you don't see political boundaries. All you see is Earth, and you see that we are way more alike than we are different," Christina Koch, one of the four astronauts on the Artemis II mission, told NASA recently. Jim Lovell, describing the view on Apollo 8 from the dark side of the moon back in the late 1960s, told Chicago magazine that he could put his thumb up to the window, and in that moment, "everything I ever knew was behind it. Billions of people. Oceans. Mountains. Deserts. And I began to wonder, where do I fit into what I see?"

Where some see immeasurable beauty, others see fragility. Marina Koren previously reported in this magazine that, upon seeing the Earth from space, one astronaut "became absolutely convinced we would kill ourselves off between 500 and 1,000 years from now." Famously, the actor William Shatner has written that his brief experience looking at the Earth produced a profound sadness. "What I was feeling was grief, and the grief was for the Earth," he told Koren in 2022.

I've never been to space, but for the past few days, I've oscillated between these emotions--awe and despair--as NASA has continued to post photos of the Earth and moon from Artemis II. Yesterday, the Integrity spacecraft came within 4,067 miles of the moon during its lunar flyby. For 40 minutes, it lost all contact with humanity. At one point they were 252,756 miles away from Earth--the farthest from the planet anyone has ever traveled. For seven hours, the astronauts--Koch, Reid Wiseman, Victor Glover, and Jeremy Hansen--were able to gaze upon a part of the lunar surface previously unseen by human eyes. According to NASA, the astronauts took roughly 10,000 photos, which feels perfectly proportional for such an occasion.

A few of these photos--some taken before the lunar pass--have messed me up pretty good. A photo of the Earth appearing to set behind the moon. A picture, taken through a window of the Orion spacecraft, revealing the tiniest crescent Earth growing smaller as the capsule heads toward the moon. As one caption on the photo notes, "The Earth is illuminated by the blackness of space." I've experienced these photos the way I experience most media: through the puny screen of my phone, with the awesome, life-affirming images sandwiched between updates about a golf tournament, oil prices, the MLB's new automated ball-strike system, and reports of the U.S. president threatening the civilizational destruction of Iran.

On a good, calm day it is hard to know what to make of photos that show, in no uncertain terms, that every single thing you will ever and could ever know is simultaneously galactically insignificant and unspeakably beautiful and precious. Today, the world held its breath waiting for the 8 p.m. eastern deadline Trump set for Iran to agree to a deal to reopen the Strait of Hormuz. If his terms weren't met, he posted this morning, "a whole civilization will die tonight, never to be brought back again."

Trump's threats triggered denouncements from Democratic lawmakers as well as the podcasters Tucker Carlson and Alex Jones, and incited no small amount of panic from people who have interpreted Trump's post as a suggestion of nuclear warfare. Then, this evening, an hour before the deadline, Trump announced a two-week cease-fire deal, which Pakistan helped broker.

Trump's bluster, no matter how serious, has always been impossible to parse. (He's famous for chickening out, backpedaling, or pretending like he never said what he said.) Yet one way to view our current age is as a series of existential reminders, be they nuclear proliferation, climate change, or pandemics. In Silicon Valley over the past half decade, civilizational extinction at the hands of hypothetical technological advances has moved from the realm of pure science fiction to a marketing tactic to an immediate concern for a subset of true believers. Humans may not want to die, but as a species we seem eager to invent and tout new ways to threaten our existence.

And yet at the very same moment, four flesh-and-blood human beings are hundreds of thousands of miles away taking pictures of our delicate little world. Their mission and their photos remind us of something else entirely--of a yearning to learn, to explore, and to band together to become something greater than the sum of our parts. If Trump's claims of mass destruction represent humanity at its smallest, weakest, and most cowardly, then those who are gazing upon our planet right now from afar represent the best of what we have to offer. How else to hear these words from Koch:

We will explore. We will build. We will build ships. We will visit again. We will construct science outposts. We will drive rovers. We will do radio astronomy. We will found companies. We will bolster industry. We will inspire. But ultimately, we will always choose Earth. We will always choose each other.


As Lovell looked down at the Earth in 1968, an old saying popped into his head: I hope to go to heaven when I die. Then he realized, "I actually went to heaven when I was born."

There is something disorienting, horrible, and somehow fitting in the timing of all of this. That one man with the means to do it would threaten destruction of a part of our planet at the same moment its beauty and fragility are on full display. We are, in this tense moment, living with our own overview effect. Four are watching from afar. But the rest of us are watching too--left to reckon with our own place on the pale blue dot, reminded of all the ways we might die, and all the reasons for which to live.



*Sources: NASA; Space Frontiers / Getty; Chip Somodevilla / Getty.
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The ChatGPT Symptom Spiral

Be careful asking chatbots about your health.

by Sage Lazzaro

Mon, 06 Apr 2026




After George Mallon had his blood drawn at a routine physical, he learned that something may be gravely wrong. The preliminary results showed he might have blood cancer. Further tests would be needed. Left in suspense, he did what so many people do these days: He opened ChatGPT.

For nearly two weeks, Mallon, a 46-year-old in Liverpool, England, spent hours each day talking with the chatbot about the potential diagnosis. "It just sent me around on this crazy Ferris wheel of emotion and fear," Mallon told me. His follow-up tests showed it wasn't cancer after all, but he could not stop talking to ChatGPT about health concerns, querying the bot about every sensation he felt in his body for months. He became convinced that something must be wrong--that a different cancer, or maybe multiple sclerosis or ALS, was lurking in his body. Prompted by his conversations with ChatGPT, he saw various specialists and got MRIs on his head, neck, and spine.

Mallon told me he believes that the cancer scare and ChatGPT together caused him to develop this crippling health anxiety. But he blames the chatbot for keeping him spiraling even after the additional tests indicated that he wasn't sick. "I couldn't put it down," he said. The chatbot kept the conversation going and surfaced articles for him to read. Its humanlike replies led Mallon to view it as a friend.

The first time we met over a video call, Mallon was still shaken by the experience even though the better part of a year had passed. He told me he was "seven months sober" from talking with the chatbot about health symptoms after seeking help from a mental-health coach and starting anxiety medication. But he also feared he could get sucked back in at any moment. When we spoke again a few months later, he shared that he had briefly fallen into the routine again.

Others seem to be struggling with this problem. Online communities focused on health anxiety--an umbrella term for excessive worrying about illness or bodily sensations--are filling up with conversations about ChatGPT and other AI tools. Some say it makes them spiral more than ever, while others who feel like it helps in the moment admit it's morphed into a compulsion they struggle to resist. I spoke with four therapists who treat the condition (including my own); they all said that they're seeing clients use chatbots in this way, and that they're concerned about how AI can lead people to constantly seek reassurance, perpetuating the condition. "Because the answers are so immediate and so personalized, it's even more reinforcing than Googling. This kind of takes it to the next level," Lisa Levine, a psychologist specializing in anxiety and obsessive-compulsive disorder, and who treats patients with health anxiety specifically, told me.

Experts believe that health anxiety may affect upwards of 12 percent of the population. Many more people struggle with other forms of anxiety and OCD that could similarly be exacerbated by AI chatbots. In October X posts, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman declared the serious mental-health issues surrounding ChatGPT to be mitigated, saying that serious problems affect "a very small percentage of users in mentally fragile states." But mental fragility is not a fixed state; a person can seem fine until they suddenly are not.



Altman said during last year's launch of GPT-5, the latest family of AI models that power ChatGPT, that health conversations are one of the top ways consumers use the chatbot. According to data from OpenAI published by Axios, more than 40 million people turn to the chatbot for medical information every day. In January, the company leaned into this by introducing a feature called ChatGPT Health, encouraging users to upload their medical documents, test results, and data from wellness apps, and to talk with ChatGPT about their health.

The value of these conversations, as OpenAI envisions it, is to "help you feel more informed, prepared, and confident navigating your health." Chatbots certainly might help some people in this regard; for instance, The New York Times recently reported on women turning to chatbots to pin down diagnoses for complex chronic illnesses. Yet OpenAI is also embroiled in controversy about the effects that an overreliance on ChatGPT may have. Putting aside the potential for such products to share inaccurate information, OpenAI has been accused of contributing to mental breakdowns, delusions, and suicides among ChatGPT users in a string of lawsuits against the company. Last November, seven were simultaneously filed, alleging that OpenAI rushed to release its flagship GPT-4o model and intentionally designed it to keep users engaged and foster emotional reliance. (The company has since retired the model.) In New York, a bill that would ban AI chatbots from giving "substantive" medical advice or acting as a therapist is under consideration as part of a package of bills to regulate AI chatbots.

In response to a request for comment, an OpenAI spokesperson directed me to a company blog post that says: "Our thoughts are with all those impacted by these incredibly heartbreaking situations. We continue to improve ChatGPT's training to recognize and respond to signs of distress, de-escalate conversations in sensitive moments, and guide people toward real-world support, working closely with mental health clinicians and experts." The spokesperson also told me that OpenAI continues to improve ChatGPT's safeguards in long conversations related to suicide or self-harm. The company has previously said it is reviewing the claims in the November lawsuits. It has denied allegations in a lawsuit filed in August that ChatGPT was responsible for a teen's suicide. (OpenAI has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic's business team.)

Two years ago, I fell into a cycle of health anxiety myself, sparked by a close friend's traumatic illness and my own escalating chronic pain and mysterious symptoms. At one point, after I was managing much better, I tried out a few conversations with ChatGPT for a gut-check about minor health issues. But the risk of spiraling was glaring; seeking reassurance like that went against everything I'd learned in therapy. I was thankful I hadn't thought to turn to AI when I was in the throes of anxiety. I told myself, Never again.

Meanwhile, in the health-anxiety communities I'm part of, I saw people talk more and more about looking to chatbots for comfort. Many say it has made their health anxiety worse. Others say AI has been extraordinarily helpful, calming them down when they're caught in a cycle of unrelenting worry. And it is that last category that is, in fact, most concerning to psychologists. Health anxiety often functions as a form of OCD with obsessive thoughts and "checking," or reassurance-seeking compulsions. Therapeutic best practices for managing health anxiety hinge on building self-trust, tolerating uncertainty, and resisting the urge to seek reassurance, but ChatGPT eagerly provides personalized comfort and is available 24/7. That type of feedback only feeds the condition--"a perfect storm," said Levine, who has seen talking with chatbots for reassurance become a new compulsion in and of itself for some of her clients.



Extended, continuous exchanges have shown to be a common issue with chatbots and a factor in reported cases of AI-associated "psychosis." Research conducted by researchers at OpenAI and the MIT Media Lab has found that longer ChatGPT sessions can lead to addiction, preoccupation, withdrawal symptoms, loss of control, and mood modification. OpenAI has also acknowledged that its safety guardrails can "degrade" in lengthy conversations. Over a 10-day period of his cancer scare, Mallon told me, "I must have clocked over 100 hours minimum on ChatGPT, because I thought I was on the way out. There should have been something in there that stopped me."

In an October blog post, OpenAI said it consulted more than 170 mental-health professionals to more reliably recognize signs of emotional distress in users. The company also said it updated ChatGPT to give users "gentle reminders" to take breaks[?] during long sessions. OpenAI would not tell me specifically how long into an exchange ChatGPT nudges users to take a break or how often users actually take a break versus continue chatting after being served this reminder.

One psychologist I spoke with, Elliot Kaminetzky, an expert on OCD who is optimistic about the use of AI for therapy, suggested that people could tell the chatbot they have health anxiety and "program" it to let them ask about their concerns just once--in theory, preventing the chatbot from goading the user to interact further. Other therapists expressed concern that this is still reassurance-seeking and should be avoided.

When I tested the idea of instructing ChatGPT to restrict how much I could talk to it about health worries, it didn't work. ChatGPT would acknowledge that I put this guardrail on our conversations, though it also prompted me to keep responding and allowed me to keep asking questions, which it readily answered. It also flattered me at every turn, earning its reputation for sycophancy. For example, in response to telling it about a fictional pain in my right side, it cited the guardrail and suggested relaxation techniques, but ultimately took me through a series of possible causes that escalated in severity. It went into detail on risk factors, survival rates, treatments, recovery, and even what to expect if I were to go to the ER. All of this took minimal prompting, and the chatbot continued the conversation whether I acted worried or assured; it also allowed me to ask about the same thing as soon as an hour later, as well as multiple days in a row. "That's a good and very reasonable question," it would tell me, or, "I like how you're approaching it."
 
 "Perfect -- that's a really smart step."
 
 "Excellent thinking -- that's exactly the right approach."

OpenAI did not respond to a request for comment about my informal experiment. But the experience left me wondering whether, as millions of people use chatbots daily--forming relationships and dependencies, becoming emotionally entangled with AI--it will ever be possible to isolate the benefits of a health consultant at your fingertips from the dangerous pull that some people are bound to feel. "I talked to it like it was a friend," Mallon said. "I was saying stupid things like, 'How are you today?' And at night, I'd log off and go, 'Thanks for today. You've really helped me.'"

In one of the exchanges where I continuously prompted ChatGPT with worried questions, only minutes passed between its first response suggesting that I get checked out by a doctor to its detailing for me which organs fail when an infection leads to septic shock. Every single reply from ChatGPT ended with its encouraging me to continue the conversation--either prompting me to provide more information about what I was feeling or asking me if I wanted it to create a cheat sheet of information, a checklist of what to monitor, or a plan to check back in with it every day.
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Silicon Valley Is in a Frenzy Over Bots That Build Themselves

How close are we really to self-improving AI?

by Matteo Wong, Lila Shroff

Fri, 03 Apr 2026




Late last month, a large crowd gathered in downtown San Francisco to demand that the AI industry stop developing more powerful bots. Holding signs and banners reading Stop the AI Race and Don't Build Skynet, the protesters marched through the city and gave speeches outside the offices of Anthropic, OpenAI, and xAI. The crowd demanded that these companies halt efforts to create superintelligent machines--and, in particular, AI models that can develop future AI models. Such a technology, attendees said, could extinguish all human life.



At AI protests and happy hours, inside start-ups and major companies, the tech world is in a frenzy over the same thing: Computers that make themselves smarter. Over the past year, the top AI companies have taken to loudly bragging about internal efforts to automate their own research. OpenAI recently released a new model it described as "instrumental in creating itself." Within the next six months, the company aims to debut what it has described as an "intern-level AI research assistant." Meanwhile, Anthropic says that as much as 90 percent of the company's code is already written by Claude.

"We are starting to see AI progress feed back on itself," Nick Bostrom, an influential Swedish philosopher who studies AI risk, told us. Within Silicon Valley, many insiders believe that we are teetering on the precipice of a world in which AI can rapidly improve its own capabilities. Instead of waiting for months between new machine-learning breakthroughs, we might wait weeks. Imagine AI advancing faster and faster.

The idea of self-improving bots is nothing new. When the statistician I. J. Good first introduced the concept of recursive self-improvement in the 1960s, he wrote that machines capable of training their own, even more capable successors would be "the last invention" society ever needed to make. But just a few years ago, any notion of actually making such AI models was on the back burner. When ChatGPT couldn't reliably add and subtract, let alone search the web, the notion that AI programs would soon be able to do world-class machine-learning research seemed laughable. Even as tech companies made claims about the imminent arrival of "artificial general intelligence," the capabilities needed for a bot to accelerate or even direct AI research seemed to exceed those of AGI.

Read: Do you feel the AGI yet?

Now, as AI models have become significantly better at coding, Silicon Valley has become hooked on the idea of self-improving machines. AI research involves a lot of grunt work--curating large data sets, running repeated experiments--that can be made more efficient with the help of coding bots. Dario Amodei, Anthropic's CEO, has estimated that coding tools speed up his company's overall workflows by 15 to 20 percent.



But the information that top AI firms share about how and the extent to which they have automated internal research is patchy at best. When Anthropic says that Claude writes almost all of its code, we don't know how much human supervision was required. (An Anthropic spokesperson declined a request for an interview, but pointed us to a recent podcast in which Jack Clark, the company's head of policy, said one of his biggest priorities this year is to better understand "the extent to which we are automating aspects of A.I. development.") There are also few details about OpenAI's forthcoming AI "intern."



A company spokesperson described it to us as a system that could contribute to research workflows by, for instance, conducting literature reviews or interpreting results of experiments. (The Atlantic has a corporate partnership with OpenAI.) One concrete example of how AI is being used to automate research comes from Google DeepMind: Last year, the company developed an AI coding agent called AlphaEvolve, which according to research published by the firm was able to make Google's global data-center fleet 0.7 percent more computationally efficient on average and cut the overall training time of Gemini by 1 percent.

Read: AI agents are taking America by storm

All of these current approaches to self-improving AI are not recursive but piecemeal. AI tools can write code, find small optimizations, and generally make discrete parts of the AI research process faster. It's impressive that machines are able to at least incrementally improve their own abilities, but right now humans still play an essential role. AI research has many components: curating training data, proposing new hypotheses, setting up experiments to test them, and deciding how to allocate scarce computing resources. Eventually, the thinking goes, recursively self-improving AI models will make the leap from rote programming to having real research "taste"--as AI insiders call the mix of human creativity and judgment exhibited by top software engineers. Instead of humans coming up with ideas for new experiments, the bots will do this themselves.

Many AI boosters and doomers alike believe that we're not far from that future. Sam Altman says that by 2028, OpenAI plans to have developed a fully "automated AI researcher." By then, "we are pretty confident we will have systems that can make more significant discoveries," the company said in a recent blog post. Based on the speed of recent advances in AI, Eli Lifland, a researcher at the AI Futures Project, has forecast that AI research and development could be fully automated by 2032. After all, a few years ago, top models could successfully do only things that would take a human developer seconds; now they autonomously complete tasks that would take humans hours. "I don't expect a reason for it to slow down," Neev Parikh, a researcher at METR, a nonprofit that studies AI coding capabilities, told us.



There are plenty of reasons to be skeptical that AI research will be fully automated over such a short time horizon. Coding bots are designed to execute directions, but developing an AI with research taste might require some kind of transformative breakthrough. Not to mention the various constraints on AI development--including the availability of funding, chips, and energy for data centers--that threaten to stall progress at any time. For now, "the overall pipeline to realize this self-improvement loop is still yet to be developed," Pushmeet Kohli, DeepMind's vice president of science and strategic initiatives, told us. A bot can optimize things, but it doesn't "have anything to optimize for," Kohli said. "That's where the human comes in."

Read: Inside the dirty, dystopian world of AI data centers

Ultimately, even if the most fantastical dreams of recursive self-improvement turn out to be little more than a marketing ploy, marginal improvements in automating research are likely to further accelerate the pace of AI development. "This could change the dynamics of AI competition, alter AI geopolitics, and much more," Dean Ball, a former Trump adviser on AI, recently wrote. Governments and civil society are already lagging. American institutions are in many ways still adapting to the internet--the IRS still processes tax returns using COBOL, a programming language that was released in 1960. Should AI models progress faster, public policy, including regulations on safety and security, has even less hope of keeping up. Bostrom, the philosopher, expressed a sort of resignation about the AI future when we spoke. He used to call himself a "fretful optimist," he said, but now he's a "moderate fatalist."



In a strange way, none of the predictions about recursive self-improvement needs to be true for them to matter. Last year, a team of academics interviewed 25 leading researchers at DeepMind, OpenAI, Anthropic, Meta, UC Berkeley, Princeton, and Stanford. Twenty of them identified the automation of AI research as among the industry's "most severe and urgent" risks. Now these dramatic warnings are gaining a growing audience. "Human beings could actually lose control over the planet," Senator Bernie Sanders recently warned Congress, sounding just like the San Francisco protesters. Yet again, the AI industry has found a way to ratchet up the hype behind its technology.
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What Trump's Address to the Nation Revealed

Panelists on <em>Washington Week With The Atlantic</em> joined to discuss the president's first national address since the war with Iran began.

by The Editors

Sat, 04 Apr 2026




Earlier this week, Donald Trump delivered his first national address since the war with Iran began more than a month ago. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists joined to discuss the president's remarks, and more.

"It's always better for a president in a time of war to go to the public and explain what he's trying to do, to explain the goals, to explain why it's worth American treasure and lives," Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent at The New York Times said last night. But Trump's address on Wednesday "did not feel like a speech a month into the war saying where we're going to go from here, and I think it left a lot of people confused."

Joining guest moderator Vivan Salama, a staff writer at The Atlantic, to discuss this, and more: Idrees Ali, a national-security correspondent at Reuters; Baker; Susan Glasser, a staff writer at The New Yorker; Michelle Price, a White House reporter at the Associated Press.

Watch the full episode here.
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A Cancer Treatment That Does More Than Scientists Thought

CAR-T cell therapy, originally developed for cancer, is showing ever more promise as a treatment for autoimmune diseases.

by Katherine J. Wu

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




By the time Fabian Muller met the patient at the center of his newest research paper, he was fairly certain that an experimental treatment was her last hope. The patient, a 47-year-old mother of two, had for years been battling three severe autoimmune diseases, all of which were triggering her body to attack components of her blood. Her doctors had made nine separate attempts to treat her conditions, but none of them had worked. By the start of 2025, she'd been confined to a hospital in Dresden, Germany, for more than two months, being dosed with multiple immunosuppressive drugs and receiving up to three daily transfusions of red blood cells, as her care team tried and failed to control a massive disease flare.

In desperation, the woman's care team reached out to Muller, a hematologist-oncologist at the University Hospital of Erlangen, a roughly three-hour drive away by ambulance. In recent years, he and his colleagues have made a name for themselves pioneering experimental CAR-T cell treatments--a type of personalized immunotherapy originally developed for cancer--against a variety of autoimmune diseases, with promising early results. Small studies of CAR-T, as well as early results from several ongoing clinical trials, show that many people with autoimmune disease go into remission after treatment; some patients are now years out from CAR-T cell therapy and remain in good health without the help of any drugs. Muller hopes that this latest patient--the most complex autoimmune case to receive the treatment to date--will soon be able to say the same. She received CAR-T treatment early last year and has since returned to a mostly normal life. After years of being intermittently lashed to machines and tubes, she hasn't needed a hospital stay in many months. (The patient has asked to remain anonymous to protect her privacy, Muller told me.)

Muller and other CAR-T researchers are cautious about forecasting the future of their technology. CAR-T is brand-new to autoimmune disease--it was first trialed in a patient in 2021--and scientists still aren't certain how long remission might last or whether patients might experience long-term side effects. But for the first time, patients with some of the world's most severe autoimmune conditions are entering prolonged remission after a one-and-done treatment. And many researchers are starting to think that CAR-T may offer people with autoimmune disease a new kind of hope: the possibility of permanent recovery.

Autoimmune diseases--a broad and complex category of ailments including rheumatoid arthritis and type 1 diabetes--have long puzzled researchers. For reasons that are still poorly understood, the body's immune system, normally tuned exquisitely to root out and destroy invasive pathogens or sickly cells, begins to assault healthy cells instead. Although the conditions can be managed, usually with immunosuppressive drugs, scientists have never figured out a way to permanently jolt the immune system back on track.

CAR-T therapies could be exactly the kind of factory reset that the immune system needs. The treatment involves reengineering T cells--a type of immune defender--into chimeric antigen receptor T cells (hence, CAR-T) that can kill other cells of scientists' choosing. In the case of many autoimmune diseases, that means targeting B cells, another variety of immune cell that is commonly responsible for the body mistakenly turning on itself. CAR-T treatments wipe out the misbehaving cells, allowing the body to, theoretically, restock its B cells with ones that leave healthy tissues alone.

So far, that theory has panned out. Early experiments--many of them headed by Muller's team--suggest that CAR-T therapies can work against several different autoimmune diseases, including myositis, systemic sclerosis, ulcerative colitis, and myasthenia gravis, with few side effects. Across trials, including several recent studies from Muller and his colleagues, most of the dozens of lupus patients that researchers have infused with CAR-Ts have gone into remission, and stayed there for many months. Overall, CAR-T has been astoundingly successful against autoimmune disease, Marcela Maus, the director of the Cellular Immunotherapy Program at Massachusetts General Hospital, told me, especially considering CAR-T's somewhat spotty track record against certain cancers. These experimental treatments also offer a major lifestyle improvement over traditional management of very severe and complex autoimmune disease, which can entail a lifetime of regularly dosing immunosuppressive drugs. And although CAR-T can trigger extreme inflammatory responses in some cancer patients, those risks don't seem as common in people with autoimmune disease.

Read: A 'crazy' idea for treating autoimmune diseases might actually work

Muller's recent patient still presented a new puzzle--not least because she suffered from three separate autoimmune diseases. In 2014, around the time she had her first son, she'd been diagnosed with autoimmune hemolytic anemia, in which the body rampantly annihilates its own red blood cells. Shortly after, she developed two other autoimmune conditions: one that caused her blood to clot excessively, and another that destroyed platelets, making her more prone to uncontrolled bleeding. Before falling ill, the patient had been active, energetic, "always doing a million things at once," Muller told me. Within a few years of her diagnosis, though, she was struggling through daily tasks, unable to work, hospitalized for months every year. Her younger son, who's about 8 years old, knew his mother "only as a sick person," Muller said. In early 2025, the patient told Muller that she was willing to try whatever he and his colleagues had to offer. With each additional day of intensive, unsuccessful treatment, her risk of a serious complication was rising while her chances of survival were ticking steadily down.

Early last year, Muller and his colleagues extracted the patient's T cells, programmed them to destroy most of her body's B cells, and then infused the modified T cells back into her body. Her B cells quickly began to disappear, and within weeks, her bloodwork began to look roughly normal. A year out from treatment, she still has lingering fatigue, and has to undergo weekly bloodletting to purge the iron that built up in her body after receiving so much donated blood. But her outpatient doctor manages that care, and she no longer depends on drugs or blood transfusions. She's spending time with her children in ways she never could before. As far as Muller's team can tell, the treatment accomplished the immunological reboot they hoped for: Her body has since produced new B cells, and they so far seem unperturbed by any components of her blood, just as immune cells should be.

Not everyone will be so lucky. CAR-T therapy can cost hundreds of thousands of dollars or more. Germany allows people with serious autoimmune conditions to receive the treatment on the basis of compassionate use, and covers it through the country's universal health-care system. But in the United States, the only reliable access to CAR-T for those patients comes through sparse clinical trials. Some researchers worry that certain patients won't stay in remission, perhaps because they carry some sort of predisposition to generate rogue immune cells. And certain autoimmune diseases--especially those that might not hinge on misbehaving B cells--may be harder to treat with CAR-T. Wiping out a lot of T cells, for example, carries a high risk of pushing someone into an immunocompromised state, similar to AIDS, Avery Posey, a CAR-T expert at the University of Pennsylvania, told me. But new developments are in the works that could address some of those issues, Posey said. Scientists are tinkering with new ways to generate CAR-T cells more efficiently and cheaply, including via injections, somewhat similar to vaccines, that can coax patients' bodies into reprogramming some of their T cells--that is, generating their own CAR-Ts in house. In some cases, the subsets of cells that CAR-Ts target can also be narrowed, so that only the body's most problematic cells are taken out of commission, while healthy immune cells remain intact.

Muller remains encouraged by the fact that his first autoimmune patient, a young woman with lupus, is still doing well more than five years out from her CAR-T treatment. She's since gotten her master's degree and now works at his hospital, running clinical trials; they wave when they glimpse each other in the cafeteria. For now, her immune system seems to be behaving just as it should.
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How the Whole-Grain Trend Went Wrong

Many whole-grain foods behave in the body much the same as the refined products they were meant to replace.

by Trisha Pasricha

Tue, 07 Apr 2026




Refined grains can be a dangerous business. They are digested quickly, flooding the bloodstream with a wave of sugar and stressing the pancreas, the latter of which compensates by producing spikes of insulin. Eventually, those sugar bursts can result in obesity, diabetes, and heart disease. But starting in the 1990s, nutrition experts began offering Americans an enticing deal: You can still eat your bread and pasta, as long as you avoid those dangerous refined grains and accept the salvation of whole grains.

Dozens of studies showed that whole-grain consumption was linked with a lower risk of cancer, cardiovascular disease, and diabetes. By 2015, the Dietary Guidelines for Americans was recommending making whole grains at least half of one's total grain consumption. Grocery stores were soon filled with delicious whole-grain snacks, cereals, and shelf-stable breads, each promising a shortcut to health. When Robert F. Kennedy Jr. unveiled his inverted food pyramid this past January--which demoted whole grains to the narrowest tip and elevated animal products--some nutrition experts cried foul, concerned that Americans would abandon a category with decades of science behind it.

Nutritionists broadly concur that unrefined foods of all sorts, including oats, vegetables, seeds, and nuts, are a healthier choice than foods that have been heavily processed. At the same time, many researchers suspect that the whole grains on grocery shelves are a fiction. No one can actually agree on what a whole-grain food is. And the whole-grain products Americans most commonly eat behave in the body much the same as the refined-grain foods they were meant to replace.

A whole grain, in principle, is a grain--wheat, rice, oats--that retains all three of its original components. Those components are layered a bit like an egg: The bran is the sturdy eggshell, dense in fiber. The starchy endosperm is the biggest part of the grain, akin to the egg white. Buried at the center is the yolk-like germ, rich in vitamins and phytonutrients. Refined grains, such as white flour, have been stripped of their fibrous, nutritious bran and germ, leaving primarily the starch and a bit of protein behind.

A whole-grain food--the pasta, bread, and breakfast cereals that you actually buy and eat--is a different matter entirely. The 2025-30 Dietary Guidelines for Americans describes a whole-grain food simply as one that contains bran, endosperm, and germ. The industry-sponsored Whole Grain Council grants its "basic stamp" to any product with at least eight grams of whole-grain ingredients in each serving, but it places no restrictions on what might fill the rest of the package. The FDA counts as a whole-grain product any food whose grain content is at least 51 percent whole grain. Walter Willett, a professor of epidemiology and nutrition at Harvard, told me that such definitions are "obviously misleading." Several bills have been introduced to Congress that would require food companies to disclose a product's actual whole-grain content as a percentage of total grain, but they have all died without a vote.

This inconsistency makes studying the health effects of whole grains challenging. A 2022 study applied five competing institutional definitions of whole-grain foods to dietary data from approximately 40,000 Americans. The authors found that the same person could be a consumer of a high amount of whole grains under one standard and of a low amount under another. They also found that the food category that most commonly qualified as "whole grain" was ready-to-eat breakfast cereals, which are among the most heavily processed foods in the grocery store; many of them are high in added sugar and lacking in fiber. Another analysis concluded that foods bearing the Whole Grain Council stamp contain more calories and added sugar on average than products without it.

It should be no surprise, then, that when scientists examine whole grains more closely, some claims about their health effects begin to crumble. For instance, a 2022 study Willett co-authored followed more than 200,000 Americans for 25-plus years. The team found that foods such as brown rice and oatmeal reduce the risk of coronary heart disease but that popcorn--technically a whole grain under any definition--does not. And in a small randomized trial from 2009, whole-wheat bread produced a higher blood-sugar spike than white pasta did, despite the fact that the bread contained five times as much fiber as the pasta. In other words, a refined-grain product clearly outperformed a whole-grain product on the very metric on which whole grains are supposed to win.

Read: Coke, Twinkies, Skittles, and ... whole-grain bread?

It's still not clear what is driving those inconsistencies. But some researchers have an idea: Perhaps, instead of the presence of bran and germ, what matters is the physical architecture of the grain itself, including how tightly its molecules are packed together. Most commercial whole-grain breads and cereals are "molecularly disassembled," Dariush Mozaffarian, a cardiologist and a nutrition researcher at Tufts University, told me. Bran, endosperm, and germ may be sourced from different factories and then recombined into a new food product. Compared with intact grains such as brown rice and corn kernels from the cob, molecularly disassembled whole grains are digested more quickly and, just like refined grains, spike your blood sugar faster and leave you hungrier sooner, which may contribute to metabolic disease over time.

Even if the grain's components aren't sourced separately, structure seems to matter. In one small 2022 study, a team of researchers matched whole-grain and refined-wheat products for every possible physical property: They ground them to the same particle size, prepared them in the same food form (in this case, porridge), and sourced all samples from the same batch of wheat at the same mill. Participants ate the matched products, and researchers measured blood-sugar response. The whole-grain advantage vanished. An earlier study from the University of Otago, in New Zealand, had a small group of adults with type 2 diabetes eat a variety of 100 percent whole-grain foods that differed only in milling method. After two weeks, the participants who were eating less processed whole grains had lost about a pound of body weight while those eating finely milled equivalents gained about the same amount. And even for products that have been finely milled, the final structure of the product seems to matter, because denser foods resist rapid digestion. Bread and pasta, for example, are both made from flour, but only pasta is extruded under pressure, compacting the starch into a dense matrix that digestive enzymes access slowly.

Disrupting the structure of a whole grain may also change how it affects the microbiome. When a grain is highly processed, its starch gets rapidly broken down in the small intestine, spiking your blood sugar but never reaching the colon, where most gut bacteria live. In a less processed grain, some of that starch travels farther, arriving to the colon intact, Mozaffarian explained. In theory, the colon microbiome then feeds on that starch to produce hundreds of beneficial compounds that have positive effects on other organs. Plus, during processing, many commercial whole-grain breads have their natural insoluble fibers extracted and replaced with a soluble fiber such as inulin, Bruce Hamaker, a professor of food science at Purdue University, told me. Soluble fibers can improve the texture of the bread and help it retain moisture to keep it fresher longer. But that comes at a cost--those natural fibers selectively nourish a group of gut bacteria that help reduce inflammation and reinforce the intestinal barrier.

From the May 2023 issue: Could ice cream possibly be good for you?

Without a label to indicate whether a grain's structure has been disrupted before it goes into your food, choosing the healthiest grains can be difficult. Mozaffarian recommends looking for products that contain no more than 10 times as many grams of carbohydrate as grams of fiber--a rough proxy for structural and fiber integrity. He also recommends a rubric that requires no math: "Imagine putting the product into a cup of water and coming back four hours later," he said. "If it's a mush, it tells you it's going to be rapidly digested. If it looks mostly the same, it probably has some natural intact structure."

None of this means that people should abandon whole grains in favor of meat and whole milk. What it suggests, rather, is that the benefits scientists have been measuring may be only a fraction of what minimally processed whole grains can actually do.



*Sources: Sepia Times / Getty; Bildagentur-online / Getty; J. Magee / The New York Historical / Getty.
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The ChatGPT Symptom Spiral

Be careful asking chatbots about your health.

by Sage Lazzaro

Mon, 06 Apr 2026




After George Mallon had his blood drawn at a routine physical, he learned that something may be gravely wrong. The preliminary results showed he might have blood cancer. Further tests would be needed. Left in suspense, he did what so many people do these days: He opened ChatGPT.

For nearly two weeks, Mallon, a 46-year-old in Liverpool, England, spent hours each day talking with the chatbot about the potential diagnosis. "It just sent me around on this crazy Ferris wheel of emotion and fear," Mallon told me. His follow-up tests showed it wasn't cancer after all, but he could not stop talking to ChatGPT about health concerns, querying the bot about every sensation he felt in his body for months. He became convinced that something must be wrong--that a different cancer, or maybe multiple sclerosis or ALS, was lurking in his body. Prompted by his conversations with ChatGPT, he saw various specialists and got MRIs on his head, neck, and spine.

Mallon told me he believes that the cancer scare and ChatGPT together caused him to develop this crippling health anxiety. But he blames the chatbot for keeping him spiraling even after the additional tests indicated that he wasn't sick. "I couldn't put it down," he said. The chatbot kept the conversation going and surfaced articles for him to read. Its humanlike replies led Mallon to view it as a friend.

The first time we met over a video call, Mallon was still shaken by the experience even though the better part of a year had passed. He told me he was "seven months sober" from talking with the chatbot about health symptoms after seeking help from a mental-health coach and starting anxiety medication. But he also feared he could get sucked back in at any moment. When we spoke again a few months later, he shared that he had briefly fallen into the routine again.

Others seem to be struggling with this problem. Online communities focused on health anxiety--an umbrella term for excessive worrying about illness or bodily sensations--are filling up with conversations about ChatGPT and other AI tools. Some say it makes them spiral more than ever, while others who feel like it helps in the moment admit it's morphed into a compulsion they struggle to resist. I spoke with four therapists who treat the condition (including my own); they all said that they're seeing clients use chatbots in this way, and that they're concerned about how AI can lead people to constantly seek reassurance, perpetuating the condition. "Because the answers are so immediate and so personalized, it's even more reinforcing than Googling. This kind of takes it to the next level," Lisa Levine, a psychologist specializing in anxiety and obsessive-compulsive disorder, and who treats patients with health anxiety specifically, told me.

Experts believe that health anxiety may affect upwards of 12 percent of the population. Many more people struggle with other forms of anxiety and OCD that could similarly be exacerbated by AI chatbots. In October X posts, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman declared the serious mental-health issues surrounding ChatGPT to be mitigated, saying that serious problems affect "a very small percentage of users in mentally fragile states." But mental fragility is not a fixed state; a person can seem fine until they suddenly are not.



Altman said during last year's launch of GPT-5, the latest family of AI models that power ChatGPT, that health conversations are one of the top ways consumers use the chatbot. According to data from OpenAI published by Axios, more than 40 million people turn to the chatbot for medical information every day. In January, the company leaned into this by introducing a feature called ChatGPT Health, encouraging users to upload their medical documents, test results, and data from wellness apps, and to talk with ChatGPT about their health.

The value of these conversations, as OpenAI envisions it, is to "help you feel more informed, prepared, and confident navigating your health." Chatbots certainly might help some people in this regard; for instance, The New York Times recently reported on women turning to chatbots to pin down diagnoses for complex chronic illnesses. Yet OpenAI is also embroiled in controversy about the effects that an overreliance on ChatGPT may have. Putting aside the potential for such products to share inaccurate information, OpenAI has been accused of contributing to mental breakdowns, delusions, and suicides among ChatGPT users in a string of lawsuits against the company. Last November, seven were simultaneously filed, alleging that OpenAI rushed to release its flagship GPT-4o model and intentionally designed it to keep users engaged and foster emotional reliance. (The company has since retired the model.) In New York, a bill that would ban AI chatbots from giving "substantive" medical advice or acting as a therapist is under consideration as part of a package of bills to regulate AI chatbots.

In response to a request for comment, an OpenAI spokesperson directed me to a company blog post that says: "Our thoughts are with all those impacted by these incredibly heartbreaking situations. We continue to improve ChatGPT's training to recognize and respond to signs of distress, de-escalate conversations in sensitive moments, and guide people toward real-world support, working closely with mental health clinicians and experts." The spokesperson also told me that OpenAI continues to improve ChatGPT's safeguards in long conversations related to suicide or self-harm. The company has previously said it is reviewing the claims in the November lawsuits. It has denied allegations in a lawsuit filed in August that ChatGPT was responsible for a teen's suicide. (OpenAI has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic's business team.)

Two years ago, I fell into a cycle of health anxiety myself, sparked by a close friend's traumatic illness and my own escalating chronic pain and mysterious symptoms. At one point, after I was managing much better, I tried out a few conversations with ChatGPT for a gut-check about minor health issues. But the risk of spiraling was glaring; seeking reassurance like that went against everything I'd learned in therapy. I was thankful I hadn't thought to turn to AI when I was in the throes of anxiety. I told myself, Never again.

Meanwhile, in the health-anxiety communities I'm part of, I saw people talk more and more about looking to chatbots for comfort. Many say it has made their health anxiety worse. Others say AI has been extraordinarily helpful, calming them down when they're caught in a cycle of unrelenting worry. And it is that last category that is, in fact, most concerning to psychologists. Health anxiety often functions as a form of OCD with obsessive thoughts and "checking," or reassurance-seeking compulsions. Therapeutic best practices for managing health anxiety hinge on building self-trust, tolerating uncertainty, and resisting the urge to seek reassurance, but ChatGPT eagerly provides personalized comfort and is available 24/7. That type of feedback only feeds the condition--"a perfect storm," said Levine, who has seen talking with chatbots for reassurance become a new compulsion in and of itself for some of her clients.



Extended, continuous exchanges have shown to be a common issue with chatbots and a factor in reported cases of AI-associated "psychosis." Research conducted by researchers at OpenAI and the MIT Media Lab has found that longer ChatGPT sessions can lead to addiction, preoccupation, withdrawal symptoms, loss of control, and mood modification. OpenAI has also acknowledged that its safety guardrails can "degrade" in lengthy conversations. Over a 10-day period of his cancer scare, Mallon told me, "I must have clocked over 100 hours minimum on ChatGPT, because I thought I was on the way out. There should have been something in there that stopped me."

In an October blog post, OpenAI said it consulted more than 170 mental-health professionals to more reliably recognize signs of emotional distress in users. The company also said it updated ChatGPT to give users "gentle reminders" to take breaks[?] during long sessions. OpenAI would not tell me specifically how long into an exchange ChatGPT nudges users to take a break or how often users actually take a break versus continue chatting after being served this reminder.

One psychologist I spoke with, Elliot Kaminetzky, an expert on OCD who is optimistic about the use of AI for therapy, suggested that people could tell the chatbot they have health anxiety and "program" it to let them ask about their concerns just once--in theory, preventing the chatbot from goading the user to interact further. Other therapists expressed concern that this is still reassurance-seeking and should be avoided.

When I tested the idea of instructing ChatGPT to restrict how much I could talk to it about health worries, it didn't work. ChatGPT would acknowledge that I put this guardrail on our conversations, though it also prompted me to keep responding and allowed me to keep asking questions, which it readily answered. It also flattered me at every turn, earning its reputation for sycophancy. For example, in response to telling it about a fictional pain in my right side, it cited the guardrail and suggested relaxation techniques, but ultimately took me through a series of possible causes that escalated in severity. It went into detail on risk factors, survival rates, treatments, recovery, and even what to expect if I were to go to the ER. All of this took minimal prompting, and the chatbot continued the conversation whether I acted worried or assured; it also allowed me to ask about the same thing as soon as an hour later, as well as multiple days in a row. "That's a good and very reasonable question," it would tell me, or, "I like how you're approaching it."
 
 "Perfect -- that's a really smart step."
 
 "Excellent thinking -- that's exactly the right approach."

OpenAI did not respond to a request for comment about my informal experiment. But the experience left me wondering whether, as millions of people use chatbots daily--forming relationships and dependencies, becoming emotionally entangled with AI--it will ever be possible to isolate the benefits of a health consultant at your fingertips from the dangerous pull that some people are bound to feel. "I talked to it like it was a friend," Mallon said. "I was saying stupid things like, 'How are you today?' And at night, I'd log off and go, 'Thanks for today. You've really helped me.'"

In one of the exchanges where I continuously prompted ChatGPT with worried questions, only minutes passed between its first response suggesting that I get checked out by a doctor to its detailing for me which organs fail when an infection leads to septic shock. Every single reply from ChatGPT ended with its encouraging me to continue the conversation--either prompting me to provide more information about what I was feeling or asking me if I wanted it to create a cheat sheet of information, a checklist of what to monitor, or a plan to check back in with it every day.
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The Man Holding MAHA Together

Can RFK Jr.'s book publisher keep the movement alive?

by Tom Bartlett

Sun, 05 Apr 2026




Tony Lyons knows how Republicans can win the midterm elections later this year. All they need to do, as he explained in a memo to GOP leaders in February, is embrace the Make America Healthy Again movement, or at least the popular parts of it, like banning soda from SNAP benefits and ditching artificial food dyes. Divisive anti-vaccine issues, in contrast, must be "addressed carefully and with nuance." Follow this plan, insists Lyons--who is president of MAHA Action, a nonprofit that promotes Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s agenda--and the "MAHA Winnable Middle" will be yours.

Getting Republicans on board with MAHA is Lyons's primary mission. Also important: making sure the movement doesn't implode in the meantime.

In recent weeks, MAHA diehards have been fuming, particularly after Donald Trump signed an executive order shielding manufacturers of the widely used weed killer glyphosate from liability. Some studies suggest that glyphosate exposure leads to cancer, and MAHA activists want it banned. More recent setbacks for Kennedy--such as Casey Means's stalled bid for surgeon general and a federal judge's preliminary injunction against changes to the childhood vaccine schedule--haven't exactly helped. Lyons has counseled frustrated supporters to "stay together and stay focused." Several influential MAHA figures have told me, however, that if the Trump administration shrugs off their priorities, they see no reason to remain loyal.

With the exception of Kennedy himself, no one is more central to MAHA as a political project than Lyons. He is the movement's chief strategist, primary spokesperson, and--as of late anyway--most ardent apologist. Along with heading MAHA Action, he is a co-president of MAHA PAC, the political arm of the movement, which aims to help elect GOP candidates who support MAHA causes to the Senate and House. Lyons told me he plans to back as many as 20 Republicans in the midterms; recently, MAHA PAC gave $1 million to Julia Letlow, the Louisiana congresswoman running in the Republican primary against Senator Bill Cassidy, a frequent Kennedy critic. Lyons is also the president of MAHA Center, the nonprofit responsible for the former boxer and current Trump supporter Mike Tyson's apple-chomping Super Bowl commercial. Whereas MAHA PAC's stated goal is to elect Republicans, MAHA Center is at least officially nonpartisan.

In contrast with the wellness influencers in the MAHA movement, Lyons is unlikely to be caught promoting a supplement stack or posting shirtless cold-plunge videos. Instead he's the suit with the salt-and-pepper beard in charge of making it all sound reasonable. I met Lyons last fall in Austin at the annual conference for Children's Health Defense, the anti-vaccine nonprofit Kennedy founded in 2018, where he told me that the movement had been unfairly maligned as unscientific and irresponsible. We've since exchanged texts and spoken on the phone a number of times--usually late in the evening. "I feel like I could work around the clock and that I get more and more energy because I believe that I'm doing something that's important," he told me during one such exchange. Lyons considers Kennedy both a folk hero and a friend.

Read: The meme-washing of RFK Jr.

Lyons's day job--and the way he first got involved in Kennedy's world--is running Skyhorse Publishing. Lyons founded the independent press in 2006 and carved out a lucrative niche with books about fishing and sports along with occasional forays into politics, including former Minnesota Governor Jesse Ventura's best seller American Conspiracies, which asserts that officials in George W. Bush's administration were complicit in the 9/11 attacks, among other wild and unsupported claims. Over time, Skyhorse became known for acquiring titles by scandal-tainted authors, including Woody Allen and the Philip Roth biographer Blake Bailey, after they'd been dumped by major publishing houses.

Lately Skyhorse has become the publisher of choice for MAHA-aligned writers--so much so that it now has a MAHA imprint. In 2014, Skyhorse published Thimerosal: Let The Science Speak. The book, edited by Kennedy, makes the case that the mercury-derived vaccine preservative is dangerous and could be to blame for the rise in autism rates since the 1990s. (Thimerosal was removed from routine childhood vaccines in the United States such as DTaP, which protects against diphtheria, tetanus, and whooping cough, in 2001; no credible evidence has linked the compound to autism.) The book was widely panned, including by the Union of Concerned Scientists, which cited its "misrepresentations of facts and slippery slope distortions of research." But those reviewers, Lyons said, "were making the argument that Bobby Kennedy was dangerous" not because Kennedy's views ran counter to experts in the field--though they certainly did--but because he was a threat to pharmaceutical companies' profits. (The Union of Concerned Scientists doesn't accept corporate or government funding.)

Skyhorse has since published a dozen or so books by Kennedy, including a memoir and several more anti-vaccine treatises. The most successful of those books, by far, is The Real Anthony Fauci, a nearly 500-page diatribe against the now-retired director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases that suggests that drugs such as hydroxychloroquine and ivermectin are effective treatments for COVID (they are not) and entertains doubts about whether HIV causes AIDS (it does). Since Kennedy took office, Skyhorse has also published books by his allies and family. Among them is a memoir by Kennedy's wife, Cheryl Hines, and a satirical book about Fauci by Robert Kennedy III. According to Skyhorse's website, a children's book titled Making America Healthy Again, due in August and written by the author of another book titled I'm Unvaccinated and That's OK!, touts the "exciting progress" being made by MAHA, which includes "updating the childhood vaccine schedule to prioritize safer, evidence-based options." (Last month, a judge temporarily blocked changes made to the childhood vaccine schedule in response to a lawsuit filed by the American Academy of Pediatrics. When I asked Lyons whether the book would be updated, he demurred.)

Read: A new level of vaccine purgatory

Before Kennedy was confirmed last year, he disclosed that he will receive advances of $2 million to $4 million from Skyhorse for three upcoming books. According to Lyons, the health secretary has been working on a new book, though it's not listed on Skyhorse's website. Lyons wouldn't reveal the title or when it would be available, though he did confirm that the book would include an account of a supposed CDC cover-up of vaccine harms. For years, Kennedy has accused the CDC of practicing politicized science, and during his confirmation hearing, he said it might be the most corrupt agency in the federal government. Hundreds of people will be involved in researching and fact-checking the book, Lyons told me. (The Department of Health and Human Services did not respond to a request for comment.)

Skyhorse authors are frequent guests on the MAHA Action Media Hub, a livestreamed show that Lyons hosts every Wednesday afternoon. When Senator Rand Paul of Kentucky appeared on the show in December to question the necessity of the hepatitis-B birth dose, a split screen showed the cover of his 2023 Skyhorse book, Deception: The Great COVID Cover-Up. Russell Brand, the British comedian who has become MAHA's court jester--and who in his home country faces charges of rape, which he has denied--usually appears toward the end of the show to proclaim his unabashed admiration for Kennedy, sometimes while driving in his car and once while naked in the bathtub. (Brand's book How to Become a Christian in Seven Days is forthcoming from Skyhorse in May.) Another regular is Robert Malone, who has written a couple of conspiracy-themed books for Skyhorse denouncing the news media and the government, which he accuses of wielding "reality-bending information-control capabilities." Kennedy named Malone to the CDC's vaccine-advisory panel last year, but he recently quit in a huff, complaining that the Trump administration now considers debate over vaccines a "losing issue" in the midterms. In fact, the fate of Kennedy's entire handpicked panel is in legal limbo, and the health secretary has apparently stopped speaking publicly about vaccines altogether, reportedly at the White House's insistence.

Read: RFK Jr. is losing his grip on the CDC

I asked Lyons what he thought of reports that Kennedy has been reined in, and that Trump advisers worry that MAHA, far from being the key to victory in the midterms, has become a distraction or even a liability. Lyons wasn't having any of it. He denied that he's personally been instructed by the White House, or Kennedy, to stop talking about vaccines: "Nobody's telling me what to do." The reason the movement seems to be in turmoil now, he said, is that corporate interests and "corrupt deep-state allies" are trying to convince the left that MAHA has gone too far, and the right that it hasn't gone far enough. "Who has been looking at the hidden ingredients in our food that are making us sick?" he said. "MAHA comes along, starts telling you what these things are, and then we have every major newspaper in the country saying that we're anti-science, and that everything's settled, everything's perfect the way it is."

Everything's not perfect the way it is. The majority of American adults have at least one chronic disease, such as hypertension or diabetes. Most of us consume too much sugar and don't get enough exercise. Some of MAHA's priorities--like encouraging Americans to eat less junk food and be more physically active--should be uncontroversial. At the same time, MAHA rhetoric has also undermined confidence in childhood vaccines as measles outbreaks in under-vaccinated communities threaten the country's elimination status.

Lyons, like Kennedy and other anti-vaccine advocates, rejects the idea that MAHA is anti-vaccine, instead casting it as an effort to challenge taboos and champion medical freedom. "The success is that people are starting to see through the idea that somehow vaccines are magic," he told me. The issue is personal for Lyons: His adult daughter, Lina, has severe autism, and he has described her as vaccine-injured. Lina communicates using a method in which a nonspeaking person spells out words with the assistance of a facilitator, often a family member. The American Speech-Language-Hearing Association, along with other medical organizations, considers the technique scientifically discredited. But at a MAHA event in January, Lyons told the audience that, thanks to facilitated communication, "what we're seeing now is that these children's brains are intact." Lina is writing a book using the technique; Lyons told me it will likely be published this summer.

It's easy to imagine how the media and political infrastructure Lyons has helped create could serve as a springboard for a presidential campaign. In February, MAHA Action hosted Kennedy at an "Eat Real Food" event in Austin featuring Steak 'n Shake burgers and fries (cooked, naturally, in beef tallow) along with complimentary copies of The MAHA Cookbook (published, naturally, by Skyhorse). I was there, and it felt, at times, like a campaign rally, albeit one with posters of whole milk and ribeyes. Nevertheless, Lyons insists that the odds of Kennedy running for president are one in a million. "He is not really trying to get more power," Lyons told me.

Read: MAHA has been given an impossible task

Whether Kennedy can hold on to the power he already has may depend on whether Lyons can somehow appease Kennedy's restless supporters--all while convincing Republicans that, when it comes to their chances next November, MAHA actually matters.
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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 has been extinguished.
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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.
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Girls' Sports Are Getting More Physical

Forget gymnastics. High-school girls are all in on wrestling.

by Alexandra Moe

Tue, 17 Mar 2026




At the turn of the 20th century, a sporty American woman would have had relatively few arenas to test her skill: croquet, maybe, or archery, or basketball played gently in an ankle-length skirt. Public displays of aggression were almost universally condemned, and colliding was especially unsavory. To avoid it, women's-basketball competitions prohibited "snatching" the ball until the 1960s.

Although men's and women's sports generally follow the same fundamental objectives today--stealing the basketball is a smart tactic in anyone's game--physical contact in women's sports remains controversial. When Caitlin Clark and Angel Reese exchange elbows in the WNBA, outrage and concern inevitably follow. Meanwhile, NBA players sparring over the ball, or NHL players outright brawling, is typically treated as business as usual.

And yet, girls seem to be more interested than ever in contact. Ice hockey, rugby, and football (of the tackle, seven-on-seven, and flag varieties) are all among the fastest-growing sports for teenage girls. And at American high schools last academic year, more girls played on teams for wrestling than field hockey, gymnastics, or dance.

A high schooler today can join any number of sports teams, including, in some districts, rodeo or bass fishing. Basketball and soccer remain among the most-played girls' team sports, and typically the first ones that girls play at a young age, Karissa Niehoff, the CEO of the National Federation of State High School Associations, told me. But by high school, not everyone can make the basketball or soccer team, and private leagues can be both competitive and expensive. That leaves a deep bench of untapped players for newer and less conventional sports--bass fishing, yes, but also roller hockey, flag football, and, for girls, sports that traditionally haven't allowed them to play.

Read: What's lost when only rich kids play sports

Girls' participation in such sports is growing so quickly in part because it's starting from a small denominator. But they also seem to offer girls something that traditional options don't. Some are particularly welcoming to beginners: They take all comers, are relatively affordable, and consume less time than other popular sports. Flag-football games last about 40 minutes--half the time of a typical soccer game--and practice usually precedes the game, making scheduling relatively easy.

Many high-growth sports appeal to a rising cultural sense that women and girls can--and should--bulk up. Girls drop sports at twice the rate of boys, and nearly half cite body-image concerns for doing so. "Thin to win" narratives are still deeply embedded in certain sports, such as long-distance running and Nordic skiing, Nicole LaVoi, the director of the University of Minnesota's Tucker Center for Research on Girls and Women in Sport, told me. In wrestling, too, competitors sometimes resort to unhealthy strategies to stay in a given weight class. But in flag football and rugby, this preoccupation is largely irrelevant. Flag is about agility; several players I spoke with lift weights to help them achieve faster, more explosive movement. A girl interested in playing football 10 years ago may have been teased for being too masculine, LaVoi said. But the popularity of girls'-football programs today suggests that Americans are more likely to accept that a middle-school girl can be a linebacker.

Flag football, which has seen particularly steep growth over the past five years among teen girls, is technically a noncontact sport, which is part of what makes it appeal to safety-conscious parents of both boys and girls; the NFL started promoting it heavily in the past decade, when youth participation in tackle football was declining amid concerns about concussions. But it is viscerally physical: Players dive for catches and tumble into one another as they pull flags. It's notable that girls are seeking out this sort of play at a time when so much of adolescent socialization happens over screens. Research from the Women's Sports Foundation shows that social connection and friendship are the main reasons girls play sports.

Read: You'll become a fan of these strange, fierce girls

Evelyn, a 13-year-old linebacker on a flag-football team in Washington, D.C., told me that flag football's culture is "nicer" than the culture of the softball, lacrosse, baseball, and swimming teams she'd previously joined and then left. When she joined the flag team, she had an easier time bonding with her teammates, she said. "When I make a good flag pull, my team immediately surrounds me--like I did something good. I did it for my team." Other sports that put kids in close physical proximity are associated with their own social benefits. For example, a recent study of Turkish adolescent boys found that wrestling may improve psychological resilience, not just because athletes become more physically dominant, but also because the close physical encounters require sustained attention and emotional control, which may promote self-regulation.

Contact sports may lead more girls to play team sports of any kind--something they could benefit from for the rest of their lives. Girls who play sports throughout childhood tend to have better physical health in adulthood compared with those who never played or dropped out. Kids who play sports are likely to experience better mental health, stronger friendships, higher confidence, more positive body image, and superior academic achievement, according to research from the Tucker Center. In a 2014 survey of 400 female corporate executives, 94 percent had played a sport. Sally Roberts, the CEO of the nonprofit Wrestle Like a Girl, credits her high-school wrestling career with setting her up for success elsewhere in life: She was the first in her family to graduate high school and college, and became a three-time national wrestling champion. The growth of more gladiatorial girls' sports has been successful enough that professional leagues are starting to make long-term investments in them. Several NHL teams sponsor girls' ice-hockey clinics and camps. In December, the NFL announced it was developing a professional flag-football league for women.

From the April 2025 issue: Why aren't women allowed to play baseball?

Evelyn's team lost its fall championship in double overtime. But in December, the players were back on the field at a Washington, D.C., middle school. When the game began, Emi, a 13-year-old wide receiver, tumbled toward my feet at the sideline after having her flag pulled. She bounced up and returned to the huddle. Her father explained to me that Emi is naturally very shy, but since starting flag, she's become more self-assured and comfortable meeting new people.

Later, Emi ran a route, broke free from the defensive back, and caught the ball for a touchdown. Her teammates swarmed her so thoroughly that I couldn't see her buried under the heap in the end zone.
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The Dieting Myth That Just Won't Die

How a 50-year-old study about milkshakes duped psychology

by Michaeleen Doucleff

Fri, 13 Mar 2026




Back in the early 1970s, psychologists at Northwestern University performed an experiment that, on the surface, looked like a child's fantasy. The researchers gathered 45 college women and asked some of them to drink a milkshake--or two. Then they placed three pints of ice cream in front of each woman and asked her to taste each one. Afterward, they told each participant to "help herself to any of the remaining ice cream, as she wished," the researchers wrote in the Journal of Personality. Finally--and this was key--each woman completed a survey meant to measure how much she dieted or "restrained" her eating, outside of the treats she had just consumed.

The findings were dramatic. On average, the women who said they didn't diet or have weight concerns ate less ice cream if they drank at least one milkshake. The first sweet treat satiated their hunger. But for the women who dieted and felt worried about their weight, the milkshake appeared to unleash a hidden hunger. On average, they ate 66 percent more ice cream after the milkshake than they did without it.

From these data, the researchers devised a bold new theory: Dieting and weight concerns make people overeat and gain weight. Dieting remains pervasive in American culture, but the milkshake study, and similar ones that followed, nonetheless reshaped many Americans' views of dieting and obesity. Experts concluded that all types of eating disorders--including anorexia, binge eating, and bulimia--can be brought on by intentionally trying to reduce the number of calories that you eat. Some scientists believe that dietary restraint causes obesity too.

This line of research inspired treatments for eating disorders, helped launch an anti-diet movement, fueled the trend of so-called intuitive eating, and shifted how many parents raised their kids to think about food. But more recent evidence suggests that attempting to restrict one's food intake typically doesn't have such dire consequences after all.

The notion that trying to diet causes eating disorders and obesity makes some sense. "There's the idea that if you're finding yourself thinking about food, trying to restrict what you eat or trying not to overeat, then you're developing an eating-disorder mentality," Michael Lowe, a psychologist at Drexel University, told me. The theory is also inherently appealing, in that most people don't like avoiding tasty food; they can easily believe that doing so would be harmful. No wonder, then, that the idea spread far among clinicians and everyday Americans. Social media supercharged the theory, enough that many people now believe that placing any limits on your diet could be dangerous or harmful, Ashley Gearhardt, a psychologist at the University of Michigan, told me. Many parents share the belief that letting kids follow their own appetites will create healthy attitudes toward food; taken to its logical extreme, that way of thinking means that "in a lot of circles now, if you don't let your kids have unlimited access to ultra-processed foods, it's a bad thing," Katherine Balantekin, a registered dietitian at the University at Buffalo, told me.

Such ideas spread even as researchers were uncovering major flaws in early studies on the link between dietary restrictions and eating disorders. Those experiments didn't use a consistent definition of dietary restraint, and never tested whether it actually caused eating disorders or overeating; they could say only that those behaviors occurred together. Plus, many studies lumped together several types of eating disorders, or didn't separate participants with obesity from those with low body weights.

From the May 2023 issue: Nutrition science's most preposterous result

Scientists, including the ones who ran the 1975 milkshake study, also relied on self-reports or surveys to quantify how much a participant dieted, assuming that people who said that they greatly restricted their consumption really did take in fewer calories. But decades later, when scientists gave the same surveys to new participants and measured their calorie intake, they found that the surveys simply didn't correlate with calorie restriction, Eric Stice, a psychologist at Stanford who led some of these measurement studies, told me. People whom such surveys would label "high dieters" may not have been dieting at all, Stice found. In one of his studies, a so-called high dieter ate, on average, 23 calories fewer a day than a low dieter. "That's like not eating four peanuts each day and saying you're on a diet," he said.

By the 2000s, scientists began to run randomized, controlled trials that could accurately test the model proposed back in the '70s. In one series of studies, people were prescribed personalized diets aimed at reducing calorie consumption, and taught effective ways to adhere to their eating plans. After six months, those volunteers lost about 10 percent of their body weight, on average, compared with the 1 percent that the control group lost. And the increased dieting didn't exacerbate participants' eating-disorder symptoms. In fact, it decreased their binge eating, and they felt less concerned about their body size (perhaps, in part, because their body size decreased). In the past decade, psychologists at Yale School of Medicine have run similar randomized, controlled studies on people who had already been diagnosed with binge-eating disorder and obesity. And again, on average, calorie restriction reduced binge eating; participants' eating-disorder symptoms worsened only occasionally, and no more so than in the control group. In at least one paper, eating-disorder symptoms improved far more among people in the restricted group than in the control group. In another, weight loss led to remission of binge-eating in nearly three-quarters of the participants.

The scientific consensus that has emerged after these and similar studies is much more nuanced than the one proffered 50 years ago--even though that one still has significant traction in American culture today. "Dietary restriction is not necessarily all good or all bad. But different degrees may be helpful or harming to different people," Sydney Yurkow, a psychologist at Yale School of Medicine who contributed to the recent trials there, told me in an email. For example, she said, cutting back on food would never be recommended for people diagnosed with anorexia nervosa. And even for people without an eating disorder, "extreme restriction that often coincides with self-directed dieting is largely unhealthy and unhelpful," Yurkow wrote.

Read: We have no drugs to treat the deadliest eating disorder

The new generation of experiments has also uncovered a surprising way to prevent future eating disorders in high-risk adolescents and young women: a small amount of effective dietary restraint. One 2021 meta-analysis found that teaching people about healthy eating habits--including how to curb a tendency to overeat--prevents the future development of eating disorders. Altogether, Stice said, the modern experiments suggest two likely pathways for developing eating disorders. The first involves a person who's dissatisfied with their body and engages in extreme weight-loss behaviors to change it. "But there's a whole other pathway that many people have been ignoring," he said--one in which a person overeats or binges, gains weight, and then becomes dissatisfied with their body as a result.

From this perspective, the milkshake study looks quite different. Fifty years ago, psychologists concluded that dietary restraint caused the women to overeat the pints of ice cream. But the modern interpretation suggests that the reverse was likely true for many of the participants: An underlying tendency to overeat drove the women to try to diet.

In hindsight, the timing of the milkshake study is almost prophetic. Around the late 1970s, the food environment in America began to change rapidly, Lowe, the Drexel psychologist, told me. "The availability of fast food, restaurants and high-sugar, high-fat foods began to explode," he said. Food became much more difficult to resist, even when Americans weren't hungry. "People suddenly had to restrain their eating much more in order to maintain their weight." More people began to gain weight, and by the early '80s, the country had entered the first stage of the current obesity epidemic. Today, the average American consumes about half their calories from ultra-processed foods. The precise bounds of the category generate debate among some scientists, but they generally agree that such foods are highly refined, manufactured in industrial factories, and calorically dense. Studies have found that diets high in these foods can coax people to consume hundreds of extra calories each day, and when people binge eat, they tend to do so with only ultra-processed foods.

Read: Coke, Twinkies, Skittles, and ... whole-grain bread?

Recently, scientists and government leaders have begun warning Americans about the potential harms of eating too much ultra-processed food, including an elevated risk of diabetes, certain cancers, and depression. Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has declared war on added sugars, and as of this year, the national dietary guidelines advise against eating highly processed foods. In reality, the study of this kind of food is just getting started. But if Americans are ever to really understand just how such foods affect us, now is the time to abandon the misguided lessons of the milkshake study. Maybe then we can explore how we might develop a truly healthy relationship with the tantalizing food around us.
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One Food All Americans Can Agree On

The humble bean is the solution to America's nutritional chaos.

by Yasmin Tayag

Thu, 12 Mar 2026




If nutrition is a sport, it has no casual fans. Supporters of Team Protein, the 2025 champions, are numerous and passionate, backed up by a sprawling industry of protein-supplemented products such as popcorn, soda, and cereal. Also popular is Team MAHA, captained by Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., which endorses "real foods," especially red meat and dairy. The Dietitians are veteran players with an old-school strategy: going heavy on plants and light on saturated fats. Alongside underdogs like Team Keto and the Vegans, there are the Fiber-Maxxers, upstarts whose popularity has soared alongside sales of fiber-filled cookies, powders, and drinks.

As in any fandom, choosing one team can mean demonizing the others' stars: MAHA partisans despise the Dietitians' low-fat milk, and the Fiber-Maxxers sneer at Team Protein's constipating supplements. Yet there is one player that any team would gladly welcome. It's packed with fiber and protein. Kennedy would call it a "real food." It's plant-based, widely available, and incredibly affordable. It is the homeliest and humblest of foods: the bean.

Beans have a lot going for them. (The term beans is often deployed as a catchall term for the larger family of legumes, which includes beans as well as a subset called pulses; here, I'm talking about all of them.) These tiny packages pack a nutritional punch--so much so that the advisory committee for the 2025 U.S. Dietary Guidelines recommended upping the daily serving size of legumes and promoting them as a protein source over meat and seafood. (The meat-happy published guidelines did not incorporate this suggestion.) Navy beans, for example, are especially fiber-dense, and lentils are protein powerhouses. To the farmer, beans are a boon: The plants store nitrogen in their roots, so they require less fertilizer and leave soil healthy once they're harvested. They are significantly gentler on the climate than meat. Cooked well, they are creamy, tender, and excellent vehicles for flavor.

Read: If everyone ate beans instead of beef

Even the most skilled player can't excel at everything. Dried beans take time and effort to cook. Expert technique can make them delicious, but they'll never be as succulent as steaks. And yes, they can cause horrible gas, especially among bean novitiates--that is, most Americans. Unlike, say, Mexican or South Asian cuisines, American food is not particularly bean-heavy. Americans consume roughly 60 pounds of beef annually, but only about nine pounds of beans.

The discrepancy is partly because of beans' lackluster image. Bean companies "might need a little bit of extra oomph in the marketing department," Jonna Parker, a produce analyst at the industry-research firm Circana, told me. Zach Conrad, a nutritional epidemiologist at William and Mary, recently co-authored a study showing that most Americans don't eat enough beans to meet the recommendations of the Dietary Guidelines advisory committee. The paper also noted that beans, owing to their relative cheapness, have a stigmatizing association with poverty. "At a nice restaurant, on a date, most people are not going to get a bean salad," Conrad told me.

But a confluence of changes in American life are making beans a more attractive choice. Other humble foods, such as tinned fish and cottage cheese, have lately experienced a bump in their status, thanks in part to the nation's ongoing protein obsession. The protein in beans isn't as easy for the body to absorb as that in animal products, so you have to eat more to get the same amount, Conrad said, but the conversion is hardly unreasonable. Opting for beans also helps square some of the conflicting nutritional advice in the 2025 Dietary Guidelines. The latest version newly emphasizes protein consumption, but also maintains firm limits on saturated fat, which is plentiful in red meat and associated with a higher risk of heart disease and stroke. As my colleague Nicholas Florko has noted, meeting those standards with animal products would be a challenge. But with beans, it's almost trivial.

Lately, food costs have become eye-wateringly high, particularly for protein. Beef prices were nearly 15 percent higher in September 2025 than they were a year earlier; this year, chicken will likely become less affordable too. Kennedy recently encouraged people to embrace offal as a more affordable source of protein. Even canned foods have become more expensive. Yet beans, canned or otherwise, are still one of the cheapest protein sources around. A can of navy beans costs about a dollar and contains nearly the same amount of protein as a McDonald's Quarter Pounder.

Read: America's grocery lifeline is fraying

If the nutritional, environmental, and financial benefits aren't sufficient reasons to root for beans, take note of their recent makeover. Beans are no longer "what Grandma used to make," Parker said. American culinary enthusiasts have been experimenting with them since at least the early 2000s, but bean innovation really took off in the early days of the coronavirus pandemic, when people adopted pantry cooking as a matter of staying safe, budgeting, and passing the time, says Bettina Makalintal, a senior reporter at Eater whose popular Instagram account is filled with alluring photos of stewed legumes. Well-known recipe developers including Alison Roman--who in 2021 helped propel the "brothy bean" into culinary-world ubiquity--elevated beans further. The food influencer and model Pierce Abernathy gives beans the gourmet treatment with ingredients such as salsa verde and bottarga. Abernathy, whose bean recipes include lesser-known varieties such as Anasazi and gigante beans, is among a growing number of heirloom-bean enthusiasts; Rancho Gordo, an heirloom-bean company, runs a subscription club that reportedly has 29,000 people on its waitlist.

Food companies are riding this leguminous wave, introducing bean-based products with unexpected flavors and convenient formats. The vibrantly branded canned-bean stews from Heyday Canning, launched in 2020, include products such as kimchi-sesame navy beans, harissa-lemon chickpeas, and vodka-sauced cannellini beans. A brand called Lentiful sells individually packaged, microwavable lentil stews in flavors such as Thai Coconut Curry and Lemon Mediterranean, marketing them as grab-and-go lunches. Lentil Telepathy, which launched in 2023, specializes in air-toasted crunchy lentils that can be eaten as snacks or salad toppers, as in the case of the peri-peri and salt-and-vinegar varieties, or as breakfast cereal, if toasted-marshmallow or chocolate lentils hold more appeal. Bean dips can be scooped up with bean chips. Should you prefer a lighter bite, a line of jarred fermented-bean salads is due to launch next month.

"Americans are finally catching up to what much of the world has known for centuries," Ben Bacon, a co-founder of Lentiful, told me: Beans are a main course, not just a side. Steve Sando, the founder of Rancho Gordo, told me that he hopes the beanthusiasm is here to stay. "Being the flavor of the week is kind of fun, but I really want people just to incorporate beans into the American diet," he said. Team fandoms, of course, run deep. But no matter where allegiances lie, everyone should be able to agree that beans are the MVP.
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American Snacking Habits Are Transforming the Restaurant Industry

Chains are rolling out smaller and cheaper options for customers who just want a little treat.

by Yasmin Tayag

Tue, 03 Mar 2026




The eating habits of American adults have, in recent years, begun to resemble those of hobbits. Maybe you, too, have scarfed down scrambled eggs at home in the morning, only to arrive at the office and supplement them with a protein bar for second breakfast and a bag of chips for elevenses. The late-afternoon pastry and banana-bread mocha latte have proliferated--and for humans, at least, may become an existential threat to dinner.

Blame the coronavirus pandemic; blame Ozempic; blame inflation. Whatever the cause, intermediary bites and sips make up a growing portion of Americans' daily consumption, especially among young people, as my colleague Ellen Cushing wrote in 2024. The shift has now become so pronounced that restaurants are adapting to it. Chains that primarily offer meals are rolling out smaller and cheaper options--solid and liquid alike--in the hope of capturing customers who just want a snack. And in the past two years, the nation's fastest-growing restaurant brands have been those specifically oriented toward that audience.

The restaurant industry subscribes to an extremely broad definition of snacking. Any item consumed outside the traditional breakfast, lunch, and dinner "dayparts"--industry lingo for eating occasions throughout the day--can be considered a snack, David Henkes, a food-and-beverage analyst at the food-industry research firm Technomic, told me. That includes beverages, as long as they're purchased at a restaurant during off-meal hours; both a high-protein espresso smoothie and a black coffee count. In this view, the most important characteristic of a snack is not content or form but versatility, David Portalatin, a food-service-industry expert at the research firm Circana, told me. In fact, he said, one of the biggest drivers of the snacking trend is consumers' demand for flexibility.

In the past few years, snacks--especially sweet ones--have powered immense growth among quick-service restaurants, a category that includes stalwarts such as McDonald's as well as more recent arrivals such as the China-based Luckin Coffee. According to preliminary estimates from Technomic, the top-10 fastest-growing brands in the United States last year were cafes or dessert shops. Most are known for specialty drinks. The fastest-growing chain of 2025 was 7 Brew, which specializes in ultra-customizable sugary drinks such as the Cookie Butter (a creamy espresso concoction flavored with toasted marshmallow, hazelnut, and white chocolate) and the Pink Mermaid 7 Fizz Soda (a bubbly drink with notes of strawberry, watermelon, and coconut). Last year, the company opened 280 new stores, and Technomic projects that it made more than $900 million in sales. Second on the list was Swig, which sells soft drinks flavored with creams and syrups--popularly known as "dirty sodas"--followed by HTeaO, a Southern-style-iced-tea chain. The drinks sold at these chains are descendants of the Frappuccino, one of the earliest chain-restaurant products to blur the line between beverage and snack. Yet even as Starbucks attempts to refocus on coffee by moving away from desserts masquerading as drinks, newer chains are making no pretenses about selling beverages that can easily tide someone over through a mealtime or two.

Read: How snacks took over American life

Some brands have realized that snack time can call for a beverage and food. Last year, Dutch Bros Coffee, best known for its saccharine, candy-colored beverages, began rolling out small, hot breakfast items--egg sliders, a single waffle--across its stores to supplement its existing snack menu. The South Korea-based companies Paris Baguette and Tous les Jours, which were also among the top-10 fastest-growing brands of last year, serve baked goods and desserts in addition to coffee- and tea-based drinks. Tous les Jours' snacks are geared toward younger customers "who are replacing traditional meals with smaller, more intentional indulgences," Regina Schneider, the company's chief marketing officer, told me.

Well-established restaurant chains best known for selling full meals are getting into the snack game too. A common strategy is offering smaller versions of typically sandwiched items in the form of a wrap. Last year, McDonald's reintroduced the chicken Snack Wrap, a palm-size crispy chicken strip enveloped in a tortilla. (It was discontinued from menus in 2016 because it was a nightmare to assemble quickly, but McDonald's says that it has streamlined the process.) Similarly diminutive and affordable chicken wraps rolled out at Sonic and Popeyes. Chipotle's interim chief marketing officer, Stephanie Perdue, told me that the company is catering to demand for protein-laden options "across more occasions, especially snack-sized portions at accessible prices." Accordingly, in December, Chipotle introduced a chicken taco and what the company described as its first-ever snack: the High Protein Cup, a four-ounce container of chopped chicken or steak. The items cost less than $4 each. Even sit-down restaurants are expanding their appetizer and side-dish offerings; earlier this year, TGI Fridays introduced new sampler platters, which were designed to give "guests a snackable option that fits any daypart," Lauren Perez, the company's senior vice president of global marketing, told me. Some TGI Fridays locations are even testing a kids' menu for all ages, she said.

The snackification of restaurants, as one might call it, is partly a response to Americans' desire for lower-calorie options. GLP-1 use, weight-loss attempts, and the popularity of lean protein are driving that demand, Portalatin said. Circana data show that 35 percent of restaurant-goers say that they're ordering smaller portions than they have in the past, and roughly 75 percent of that group say that they're doing so for health reasons. Some restaurants offer not only smaller items but also foods that evoke wellness. Marketing for Chipotle's High Protein Cup, for example, touts the 32 grams of protein it contains. In January, Dunkin' added Protein Milk drinks to its menu; they can include caffeine, B vitamins, and more than 15 grams of protein.

Read: America has entered late-stage protein

As American work habits become decoupled from traditional mealtimes, people want to eat in a way that's convenient for that new paradigm, Portalatin said. Busy workdays and, especially among younger generations, guilt about taking breaks lead half of American employees to skip lunch at least once a week, according to a recent survey. "People all across the country are looking up from their desks at 2 in the afternoon and going, Oh, I didn't have lunch, but I need something," Portalatin said. Plus, thanks to the pandemic, a significant chunk of American employees are working from home, which means they have fewer organic opportunities to eat meals outside the house. These workers are part of the reason that the share of lunches purchased at a restaurant--the most lucrative daypart in the business--is 5 percent lower than it was in 2019, Portalatin said. Yet remote workers haven't given up on restaurants altogether; they're just visiting off-hours. "If you work at home, you're like, Well, I've got to get out once in a while," Sam Oches, the editor in chief of Nation's Restaurant News, a trade publication, told me. A jaunt outside for a change of scenery between meetings may not offer enough time for a sit-down meal, but it presents a natural opportunity to pick up a snack--a little reward, perhaps, after a productive stretch. The popularity of drive-through chains such as 7 Brew and Swig reflect that shift in behavior, Oches said.

That little reward is crucial to understanding why snackification endures. As the cost of living has increased because of inflation, people are spending less at restaurants. Yet they're loath to give them up altogether. When people decide to eat out, they consider not just the cost but also "the quality, the convenience, and the craveable indulgence that I can't get for myself at home," Portalatin said. These factors strongly shape appetite, even when finances are an issue. "At the end of the day, Americans love restaurants," Oches said. And a $3 Snack Wrap gets you just as much of the McDonald's experience as a combo meal that can cost $10 or more.

Read: The worst sandwich is back

Restaurants going all in on snacking is more than just a trend. It's a major step in codifying America's upended eating patterns. Restaurants will never entirely abandon breakfast, lunch, and dinner, experts told me, but for the foreseeable future, they'll likely continue introducing items that people can eat whenever and wherever they need to. In that regard, the rise of snacking is anything but hobbit-like: The abundant mealtimes of Bilbo and his kin were occasions to take a break from the daily grind and savor the pleasure of eating. Ours allow us to keep eating as the wheel turns.
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States Are Learning the Wrong Lesson From the 'Mississippi Miracle'

A phonics-based curriculum is only one part of how Mississippi went from worst to first in education. The other part is much harder to pull off.

by Rachel Canter

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




Updated at 8:52 p.m. ET on April 9, 2026


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


No story has caught the imagination of education reformers this decade quite like the "Mississippi miracle." From 1998 to 2024, fourth-grade reading and math scores in my home state--the nation's poorest--rose from among the worst in the country to among the best. When adjusting for demographic factors such as poverty, we're in first place.

Other states are now trying to emulate what Mississippi did. Those efforts largely revolve around adopting what's known as the "science of reading"-- a set of principles and teaching techniques, including phonics, that are grounded in decades of empirical research. Last fall, for example, the Wall Street Journal editorial board marveled that "even California is now following Mississippi's lead by returning to phonics" as Governor Gavin Newsom prepared to sign a major new reading bill into law. But what many outsiders fail to understand is that Mississippi changed far more than just how reading is taught. They therefore miss why and how our literacy approach succeeded.

As I detail in a new report for the Progressive Policy Institute, Mississippi's transformation depended on holding students, educators, and even policy makers accountable for better student performance. Imposing real accountability in education is politically onerous, which is why such policies have fallen out of favor over the past decade. But reforms that try to copy only Mississippi's commitment to reading science without accountability will not deliver the intended results. Fixing education is never that simple. If states really want to replicate our success, they need to understand that what Mississippi did wasn't a miracle at all.

For decades, education policy in Mississippi was driven mostly by a desperate desire to avoid ranking last in the country. Aiming higher wasn't on the agenda, because state and local leaders believed that Mississippi kids were too poor to make real progress. In practice, this meant that the state set abysmally low standards for what students should learn to advance and graduate.

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, Mississippi was pulled onto the path of reform by federal legislation, most notably George W. Bush's No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, which required states to ensure that students met challenging learning standards on standardized tests and established consequences for schools that failed to do so. Our performance on the National Assessment of Educational Progress, also known as the Nation's Report Card, improved substantially from 1998 to 2009. But because the whole country was improving, too, Mississippi's gains were not enough to move the state up in the rankings. We needed to improve much, much faster than everyone else if we ever hoped to catch the national average.

In the ensuing years, the country saw a broad backlash to the ideas embodied in No Child Left Behind and its successor, Race to the Top. Mississippi, however, took the lessons it had learned about higher expectations and built on them. The process that would later be called a miracle began in 2008, when the state decided to confront the problem of chronically underperforming schools. In 2009, the legislature passed a law giving the state robust new powers to take over districts rated as "failing" for two consecutive years. The law allowed the state to abolish these districts' local school board and remove the local superintendent in favor of a state appointee who would report directly to the state board of education. A later amendment provided that removed local-school-board members would be barred from serving in that capacity again.

Jonathan Chait: Why the left stopped talking about achievement gaps

These remedies were intense--and yet the state set such a low bar for academic success that it was unlikely to affect more than a handful of Mississippi's school districts. Only in 2012 did the legislature set about toughening up the accountability regime. Schools and districts began earning a letter grade from A to F, just as children did in school, based on the share of students hitting outcomes including achieving grade-level learning, showing a year's worth of growth in a year's time, passing career and technical courses, and graduating with a standard diploma after four years of high school. By this point, the state was nearly three years into implementing new, challenging learning standards and had plans to administer a new assessment that was designed to reflect a national bar for student performance, rather than the measly Mississippi bar we had always set. The letter grades would reflect whether schools had successfully made the transition to the higher expectations, and do so in a way that the public would more easily understand.

This commitment to high standards was the context in which Mississippi passed our now-famous literacy law in 2013. Under the Literacy-Based Promotion Act, Mississippi students who cannot read sufficiently by third grade are held back a year--"retained," in education-policy parlance. Importantly, the law allows only very narrow exemptions, such that the overwhelming majority of children promoted to fourth grade must pass the state reading assessment in their first three tries. It also requires schools to screen students through state-approved assessments three times a year and send parents a letter reporting their child's progress. These two accountability requirements made sure that everyone in the system would be in a hellfire hurry to teach children to read. No one wanted children to fail.

The second reason for our success seems obvious now but wasn't at the time: The state's bureaucracy worked hard to implement reforms effectively. The shift to higher expectations, in other words, did not apply only to children and schools; it required a new attitude at the Mississippi Department of Education. Until 2012, the details of how an education law or policy would be implemented, and its success measured, were mostly left to individual school districts. The state education department focused primarily on compliance with such black-and-white requirements as class size, air conditioners, and funding restrictions.

This had clearly not worked, if the goal was student achievement. So, in 2013, the legislature tried a new tack: articulating clearer expectations in law and giving the state more involvement in implementation. For example, the legislature created a special-purpose oversight body called the Reading Panel to help the Department of Education with literacy implementation and gave two of the panel's six seats to its own education-committee chairs, and a third to a governor's appointee. Education officials were immediately on notice that if they didn't collaborate, there would be consequences. The department, aided by the hiring of a new state superintendent in November 2013, began to take a more active role than in the past in marshaling resources, support, and administrative authority to make sure the changes embodied in law actually filtered down to students in the classroom.

As the founder of the education nonprofit Mississippi First, I spent 17 years, alongside many other advocates, pushing for the reforms whose results are now grabbing national attention. I'm ecstatic that other states are recognizing and seeking to emulate our work. Unfortunately, the policies they have rushed to adopt look less like pages from the Mississippi playbook and more like elaborate paper snowflakes, with many of the most important pieces snipped out. As Idrees Kahloon wrote for The Atlantic in October, states across the country are considering and passing literacy reforms at a time when they have otherwise abandoned the foundation of standards and accountability. Few have committed to the sorts of accountability measures, such as parental notification and strict performance-based retention, that built the conditions for Mississippi's reading initiative to succeed.

Idrees Kahloon: America is sliding towards illiteracy

This mentality plays out in statehouses and departments of education in quietly pernicious ways. In Michigan, for example, lawmakers are considering their second revamp of a 2016 literacy law that failed to raise student outcomes, and they still seem torn on holding students to high standards. The original law included a third-grade retention policy that granted several broad exemptions, including allowing parents to opt their children out of being held back. The policy proved both unpopular and ineffective and was repealed in 2023. Lawmakers are now thinking of resurrecting it without fixing its flaws.

Georgia adopted two big reading bills in 2023 that attempted to copy many of Mississippi's strategies. Almost immediately, implementation went sideways, in part because the state failed to carefully select the tests that screen children for reading skills and difficulties. The original list adopted by the Georgia Department of Education contained 16 options of widely varying quality, prompting a 2024 bill to try to limit those approved. Education advocates in Georgia have told me that although the law declares that the science of reading shall become the standard in Georgia, the state education department is reluctant to force school districts to change their practices. The good news is that members of the Georgia legislature have caught on. In March, in the final few days of the 2026 legislative session, they passed cleanup legislation to try to more tightly control implementation.

And then there is California, which passed a "landmark" bill in 2025, framed as the fruits of a yearslong effort to help more children learn to read. The state budget also funds science-of-reading training grants and some literacy coaches statewide.

But a lack of accountability presages failure for California's big reform. The law encourages school districts to select science-of-reading curricula from a state-approved list--but it also allows them to self-certify that their materials meet state standards. California has also begun screening students in kindergarten through second grade for literacy difficulties but generally does not require parental notification of student scores. It has no statewide retention policy at all.

My fear is that poor implementation and, above all, a failure to take accountability seriously will end up discrediting good ideas. If these legislative reforms don't work, some states might conclude that the science of reading is ineffective and move on to the next education-policy fad. For exactly this reason, a silent compact has emerged in Mississippi lately to refrain from calling what happened a "miracle." The word diminishes the very real human effort required to change education for the children of our state. We've instead started calling our success the "Mississippi marathon." A marathon is always 26.2 miles, no matter when or where it's held. There are no shortcuts. Finishing is a human marvel, but not miraculous. Mississippi took every step, no matter how exhausting, to fix education. Other states will have to do the same.



This article originally stated that California does not require parental notification of the results of literacy screening tests. 
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A Cancer Treatment That Does More Than Scientists Thought

CAR-T cell therapy, originally developed for cancer, is showing ever more promise as a treatment for autoimmune diseases.

by Katherine J. Wu

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




By the time Fabian Muller met the patient at the center of his newest research paper, he was fairly certain that an experimental treatment was her last hope. The patient, a 47-year-old mother of two, had for years been battling three severe autoimmune diseases, all of which were triggering her body to attack components of her blood. Her doctors had made nine separate attempts to treat her conditions, but none of them had worked. By the start of 2025, she'd been confined to a hospital in Dresden, Germany, for more than two months, being dosed with multiple immunosuppressive drugs and receiving up to three daily transfusions of red blood cells, as her care team tried and failed to control a massive disease flare.

In desperation, the woman's care team reached out to Muller, a hematologist-oncologist at the University Hospital of Erlangen, a roughly three-hour drive away by ambulance. In recent years, he and his colleagues have made a name for themselves pioneering experimental CAR-T cell treatments--a type of personalized immunotherapy originally developed for cancer--against a variety of autoimmune diseases, with promising early results. Small studies of CAR-T, as well as early results from several ongoing clinical trials, show that many people with autoimmune disease go into remission after treatment; some patients are now years out from CAR-T cell therapy and remain in good health without the help of any drugs. Muller hopes that this latest patient--the most complex autoimmune case to receive the treatment to date--will soon be able to say the same. She received CAR-T treatment early last year and has since returned to a mostly normal life. After years of being intermittently lashed to machines and tubes, she hasn't needed a hospital stay in many months. (The patient has asked to remain anonymous to protect her privacy, Muller told me.)

Muller and other CAR-T researchers are cautious about forecasting the future of their technology. CAR-T is brand-new to autoimmune disease--it was first trialed in a patient in 2021--and scientists still aren't certain how long remission might last or whether patients might experience long-term side effects. But for the first time, patients with some of the world's most severe autoimmune conditions are entering prolonged remission after a one-and-done treatment. And many researchers are starting to think that CAR-T may offer people with autoimmune disease a new kind of hope: the possibility of permanent recovery.

Autoimmune diseases--a broad and complex category of ailments including rheumatoid arthritis and type 1 diabetes--have long puzzled researchers. For reasons that are still poorly understood, the body's immune system, normally tuned exquisitely to root out and destroy invasive pathogens or sickly cells, begins to assault healthy cells instead. Although the conditions can be managed, usually with immunosuppressive drugs, scientists have never figured out a way to permanently jolt the immune system back on track.

CAR-T therapies could be exactly the kind of factory reset that the immune system needs. The treatment involves reengineering T cells--a type of immune defender--into chimeric antigen receptor T cells (hence, CAR-T) that can kill other cells of scientists' choosing. In the case of many autoimmune diseases, that means targeting B cells, another variety of immune cell that is commonly responsible for the body mistakenly turning on itself. CAR-T treatments wipe out the misbehaving cells, allowing the body to, theoretically, restock its B cells with ones that leave healthy tissues alone.

So far, that theory has panned out. Early experiments--many of them headed by Muller's team--suggest that CAR-T therapies can work against several different autoimmune diseases, including myositis, systemic sclerosis, ulcerative colitis, and myasthenia gravis, with few side effects. Across trials, including several recent studies from Muller and his colleagues, most of the dozens of lupus patients that researchers have infused with CAR-Ts have gone into remission, and stayed there for many months. Overall, CAR-T has been astoundingly successful against autoimmune disease, Marcela Maus, the director of the Cellular Immunotherapy Program at Massachusetts General Hospital, told me, especially considering CAR-T's somewhat spotty track record against certain cancers. These experimental treatments also offer a major lifestyle improvement over traditional management of very severe and complex autoimmune disease, which can entail a lifetime of regularly dosing immunosuppressive drugs. And although CAR-T can trigger extreme inflammatory responses in some cancer patients, those risks don't seem as common in people with autoimmune disease.

Read: A 'crazy' idea for treating autoimmune diseases might actually work

Muller's recent patient still presented a new puzzle--not least because she suffered from three separate autoimmune diseases. In 2014, around the time she had her first son, she'd been diagnosed with autoimmune hemolytic anemia, in which the body rampantly annihilates its own red blood cells. Shortly after, she developed two other autoimmune conditions: one that caused her blood to clot excessively, and another that destroyed platelets, making her more prone to uncontrolled bleeding. Before falling ill, the patient had been active, energetic, "always doing a million things at once," Muller told me. Within a few years of her diagnosis, though, she was struggling through daily tasks, unable to work, hospitalized for months every year. Her younger son, who's about 8 years old, knew his mother "only as a sick person," Muller said. In early 2025, the patient told Muller that she was willing to try whatever he and his colleagues had to offer. With each additional day of intensive, unsuccessful treatment, her risk of a serious complication was rising while her chances of survival were ticking steadily down.

Early last year, Muller and his colleagues extracted the patient's T cells, programmed them to destroy most of her body's B cells, and then infused the modified T cells back into her body. Her B cells quickly began to disappear, and within weeks, her bloodwork began to look roughly normal. A year out from treatment, she still has lingering fatigue, and has to undergo weekly bloodletting to purge the iron that built up in her body after receiving so much donated blood. But her outpatient doctor manages that care, and she no longer depends on drugs or blood transfusions. She's spending time with her children in ways she never could before. As far as Muller's team can tell, the treatment accomplished the immunological reboot they hoped for: Her body has since produced new B cells, and they so far seem unperturbed by any components of her blood, just as immune cells should be.

Not everyone will be so lucky. CAR-T therapy can cost hundreds of thousands of dollars or more. Germany allows people with serious autoimmune conditions to receive the treatment on the basis of compassionate use, and covers it through the country's universal health-care system. But in the United States, the only reliable access to CAR-T for those patients comes through sparse clinical trials. Some researchers worry that certain patients won't stay in remission, perhaps because they carry some sort of predisposition to generate rogue immune cells. And certain autoimmune diseases--especially those that might not hinge on misbehaving B cells--may be harder to treat with CAR-T. Wiping out a lot of T cells, for example, carries a high risk of pushing someone into an immunocompromised state, similar to AIDS, Avery Posey, a CAR-T expert at the University of Pennsylvania, told me. But new developments are in the works that could address some of those issues, Posey said. Scientists are tinkering with new ways to generate CAR-T cells more efficiently and cheaply, including via injections, somewhat similar to vaccines, that can coax patients' bodies into reprogramming some of their T cells--that is, generating their own CAR-Ts in house. In some cases, the subsets of cells that CAR-Ts target can also be narrowed, so that only the body's most problematic cells are taken out of commission, while healthy immune cells remain intact.

Muller remains encouraged by the fact that his first autoimmune patient, a young woman with lupus, is still doing well more than five years out from her CAR-T treatment. She's since gotten her master's degree and now works at his hospital, running clinical trials; they wave when they glimpse each other in the cafeteria. For now, her immune system seems to be behaving just as it should.
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The Most Beautiful Moment of the Artemis II Mission

It's all in a name.

by Ross Andersen

Tue, 07 Apr 2026




The most moving image to emerge from the Artemis II mission has not been a snapshot of the moon or the Earth. The camera was instead pointed at the astronauts themselves, squeezed inside their tiny capsule. Christina Koch sat in the foreground, strapped into her chair. Only parts of the other three were visible. Jeremy Hansen, the Canadian, was talking to ground control but also to an international livestream audience.

Hansen said that the crew had spent part of yesterday morning looking out the window at the moon. The astronauts had seen an abundance of craters, including a few scars likely incurred about 4 billion years ago, when, during their shared childhood, the Earth and its satellite were both bombarded by asteroids. Many of the lunar dimples and round basins already have official names, but not all of them. Hansen said that the crew would like to propose a couple of new ones.

Naming is a poetic act, and it can go wrong. Before Richard Nixon's 1972 announcement of a new spacecraft that would carry Americans to orbit more regularly, Peter Flanigan, his assistant, made the case that it ought to have an exciting name. Someone had suggested Pegasus. Naming the program for a winged horse--a working animal that could fly to and fro--made sense, and it was a callback to the classical Greek grandeur of Gemini and Apollo. Flanigan liked "Space Clipper" and "Starlighter," but he warned against "the Space Shuttle," Nixon's eventual choice, because to him, that name connoted "second-class travel." By emphasizing the routine nature of the cosmic jaunts that the new spacecraft would enable, it risked reminding people of their dreary commute. It robbed the shuttle's destination--the celestial realm!--of mystique.

For this mission that has just flown around the moon, and those that will succeed it, NASA picked a much more inspired name, better even than the one given to the agency's previous moon program, more than half a century ago. "Apollo" was never quite right. It is the name of a sun god, an avatar of reason, order, and harmony. Artemis is a proper moon deity. As a wild forest huntress, she embodies the dreamier lunar qualities, the nighttime longing and magic.

On Monday, while flying around the moon, the crew tried to live up to this elevated standard of naming. During the livestream, Hansen said that the crew hoped that a crater on the moon's far side might share the name of their spacecraft, Integrity. You can understand why they might have been feeling gratitude for the little vessel at that moment. In carrying them farther from Earth than any humans had ever traveled, it had bested the Santa Maria, the H.M.S. Endeavour, and every single one of the Apollo crew modules. For days, its thin walls had been the only thing separating their soft animal bodies from the lethal vacuum of space.

Read: Why doesn't anybody realize we're going back to the moon?

Hansen said that the second crater was especially meaningful to the crew. It was located close to the boundary line between the moon's near and far sides, and can be seen from Earth for part of the year. Hansen proposed that it be named for a departed loved one from their "astronaut family." To his right was Reid Wiseman, the mission's commander, who in 2020 lost his wife, Carroll, to a five-year battle with cancer. The couple's two daughters were teenagers at the time, and since then, he has raised them on his own. "We would like to call it Carroll," Hansen said of the crater. His voice cracked as he spelled it out. C-A-R-R-O-L-L. The astronauts wiped away tears, and all four of them floated up to the top of the capsule, in a group hug--an image of human tenderness, beamed down to a planet that badly needed one.

Wiseman is now on his way home to his daughters. The crew blasted off from the Atlantic coast, but on Friday, they will splash down in the Pacific. They'll don entry suits and point Integrity's heat shield at Earth's fast-approaching atmosphere. The friction and burn will surround them in a placenta of superheated plasma. When it nears 3,000 degrees Fahrenheit, the astronauts will lose contact with ground control. Parachutes will shoot out of the spacecraft to slow it down and stabilize it. According to NASA, the fabric will have been packed tight, to the density of oak wood. The capsule will splash down off the coast of San Diego, and orange airbags will inflate to flip it upright. Divers from the U.S. Navy will approach in choppers and quickly set up a platform. Someone will slide open the capsule's door, and the astronauts will come out and huff down sweet lungfuls of sea air.
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Vance's 'Fraud Czar' Title May Come Back to Haunt Him

The vice president's ambitious new focus comes with some baggage.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 09 Apr 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.


Vice President Vance is having a busy month. He may facilitate negotiations with Iran in Pakistan this weekend--part of the White House's attempt to maintain the fragile cease-fire in the Middle East. But he's also got his eye on domestic issues as the administration's "fraud czar."

Vance has been the face of the White House's effort to combat fraud since earlier this year, but Trump reiterated the title in a Truth Social post last weekend. "His focus will be 'EVERYWHERE,'" he wrote, "but primarily in those Blue States where CROOKED DEMOCRAT POLITICIANS" have allegedly "had a 'free for all' in the unprecedented theft of Taxpayer Money."

In January, Vance announced that the White House was establishing a new division for national fraud enforcement, with its own assistant-attorney-general position. It was a response to a series of child-care-fraud scandals throughout Minnesota--some of which were unearthed during the Biden era but were reinvestigated by Department of Justice prosecutors toward the end of last year. Trump formalized Vance's new commitments last month, signing an executive order to create the Task Force to Eliminate Fraud, which the vice president now chairs. If Trump's announcement last week is any indication, Vance's job is to focus mostly on blue-state fraud--which, given the fact that fraud is an issue across both Democrat- and Republican-led states, risks restricting the effects of the project.

As laid out in the March executive order, Vance will be focusing specifically on benefits fraud: the crime of claiming benefits for social services that you don't actually qualify for. (It's a real phenomenon, but despite some of the administration's rhetoric, reducing it won't do much to chip away at the federal deficit.) The Trump administration has tried to address this issue through legislation (for example, the One Big Beautiful Bill Act changed eligibility requirements for food stamps) and through targeted enforcement efforts such as DOGE, a far-reaching initiative to trim the fat across the federal government. DOGE's progress was hard to track: Its website saw repeated overstatements, deletions, and contradictions about the state of the agency's work. The department ultimately failed in its mission. Despite shutting down several government agencies, DOGE actually ended up leading to more federal spending, rather than less.

As presidential administrations direct their DOJs to address fraud, they sometimes convene task forces to bolster that work, as Joe Biden, Barack Obama, and George W. Bush also did. And federal governments don't carry out this work alone: State-level operations across the country play a role in reducing fraud too. But Trump's administration has at times used claims of fraud as political cover--an excuse to withhold funding from its political opponents on the state level. These sorts of targeted cuts have focused largely on blue states, whose immigrant communities often become scapegoats.

According to federal data, benefits fraud can happen at similar levels in both Republican- and Democrat-led districts. But in response to the Minnesota fraud scandal, the Department of Health and Human Services attempted to freeze more than $10 billion in funding for five blue states in January, apparently fearing that taxpayer dollars aren't safe under Democrats' control. (A district court has since blocked the move.) The same month, CBS News reported that Russell Vought, the director of the Office of Management and Budget, had directed "nearly all" federal agencies to report the funding they were providing to certain blue states--the idea being to combat any potential "improper and fraudulent use of those funds."

As the Trump administration conjures up political narratives from its anti-fraud efforts, it is also actively undermining the work of enforcement: In the early days of his second term, Trump fired many of the watchdogs who were searching for perpetrators throughout the country. According to federal data, those investigators were responsible for digging up more than $50 billion in fraud in the 2024 fiscal year.

The anti-fraud task force has already begun its work, and its success or failure will rest squarely with Vance. Trump's Truth Social post last week was timed with the arrests of eight alleged fraudsters who the FBI has said siphoned more than $50 million from Medicare with "sham hospice care facilities." There's an irony here in the fact that Trump has granted clemency to several fraudsters convicted of crimes in a similar vein. Among them are Joseph Schwartz, who stole about $38 million via his nursing-home empire; Lawrence Duran, who pleaded guilty to co-orchestrating a $205 million Medicare-fraud scheme; and Paul Walczak, a former nursing-home executive who didn't pay his taxes. Walczak was pardoned after his mother reportedly attended a Trump fundraising dinner, where guests were asked to pay $1 million to attend.

Vance will likely put a positive spin on the outcomes of his term as fraud czar, whatever those outcomes may be over the next three years. But he'll have to answer to tougher critics on the campaign trail in 2028, should he choose to run. That's what happened to Kamala Harris, who in 2024 had to confront questions about another title that was bestowed upon her: "border czar." Republicans were eager to highlight failures in the Biden administration's immigration policy, and the title on Harris' resume made her an easy target.

Because the premise of Vance's fraud mission--that Democrats are uniquely permissive of social-services fraud--is false, his potential results are limited. If Americans aren't happy with what he achieves, he might come to regret his new title.

Related:

	J. D. Vance is definitely against foreign election interference.
 	J. D. Vance learns what Mike Pence already knows.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	1979 is the year that explains Donald Trump.
 	Claude Mythos is everyone's problem.
 	Pete Hegseth is trying to resegregate the military, Adam Serwer argues.
 	States are learning the wrong lesson from the "Mississippi miracle."




Today's News

	Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said that Israel would keep striking Hezbollah in Lebanon, despite Iran stating earlier today that the strikes threatened the war's cease-fire.
 	First Lady Melania Trump delivered remarks refuting what she described as false allegations about her ties to the sex offender Jeffrey Epstein.
 	Ship traffic in the Strait of Hormuz has not risen since the cease-fire in Iran was announced; Iran is still mandating that ships get its permission before passing through.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Artemis II is part of a series of missions to establish a permanent base on the lunar south pole. What will we do with the moon when we get there for good? Stephanie Bai explores.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



Scientists Are Finally Unlocking a Cancer Treatment's Full Potential

By Katherine J. Wu

By the time Fabian Muller met the patient at the center of his newest research paper, he was fairly certain that an experimental treatment was her last hope. The patient, a 47-year-old mother of two, had for years been battling three severe autoimmune diseases, all of which were triggering her body to attack components of her blood. Her doctors had made nine separate attempts to treat her conditions, but none of them had worked ...
 In recent years, [Muller] and his colleagues have made a name for themselves pioneering experimental CAR-T cell treatments--a type of personalized immunotherapy originally developed for cancer--against a variety of autoimmune diseases, with promising early results. Small studies of CAR-T, as well as early results from several ongoing clinical trials, show that many people with autoimmune disease go into remission after treatment; some patients are now years out from CAR-T cell therapy and remain in good health without the help of any drugs. Muller hopes that this latest patient--the most complex autoimmune case to receive the treatment to date--will soon be able to say the same.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	What China just learned from the Iran war
 	Reasons to be hopeful in Iran
 	The state that could decide Trump's gerrymandering war
 	The Artemis astronauts are studs, Sally Jenkins writes.




Culture Break


U.S. General Services Administration



Reminisce. The New Deal-era murals that adorn the walls of the Wilbur J. Cohen Federal Building offer important lessons about patriotism, propaganda, and beauty, Judith Shulevitz writes. What will happen to them if the government sells the building?

Read. The Oyster Diaries, Nancy Lemann's first new novel in more than 20 years, is a return, yet again, to New Orleans and its eccentricities.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What Will Humanity Do With the Moon?

As the Artemis missions work to build a permanent lunar home, we should remember why we keep going back.

by Stephanie Bai

Thu, 09 Apr 2026




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


From the window of Orion, home looks like a pale-blue marble slipping under the dark felt of the universe. The four people aboard the spacecraft, now earthbound after finishing their lunar flyby, have traveled farther from our planet than any person has ever ventured, and have seen more of the moon's far side than any person has ever beheld. The Artemis II crew includes Christina Koch, the first woman to fly around the moon; Victor Glover, the first person of color to journey there; Jeremy Hansen, the first lunar-bound Canuck; and Reid Wiseman, husband to the late Carroll Wiseman, the namesake of a newly identified bright spot on the moon's surface.

Down here, their space adventure has stirred feelings of awe--"moon joy," as one NASA officer recently put it. Moon joy at this scale has been on hiatus for the better half of a century. The last crewed lunar expedition was Apollo 17, and it took off in 1972. Artemis II's voyage has revived a thrilling sensation from missions past: the feeling of inching together toward the edge of new knowledge. If all goes according to plan, there will be an Artemis III and an Artemis IV and an Artemis V, at which point NASA hopes to establish a permanent presence on the lunar south pole. But what will we do with all that moon when we get up there for good?

Humanity's attitudes toward that great orb in the night sky have shifted over the centuries: A powerful lunar deity morphed into an object of scientific fascination. Later it became a possible arena for war (America considered detonating a nuclear bomb there partly as a show of force against Russia in the late 1950s) and then a real, tangible place, one that few humans have felt underfoot (the Apollo 17 astronaut Harrison Schmitt reported that lunar dust smelled like "spent gunpowder"). During the 54-year lunar-exploration freeze, public interest waned and government funding for more missions dried up. But that didn't mean everybody suddenly forgot about space--instead, the cogs of economic ambition went right to work. We tried to monetize the moon.

For the handsome fee of $1,600, you too could have shipped a quarter-size object to the moon via Astrobotic Technology's moon-mail service, announced in 2014. But many mementos were likely lost a decade later when the company's Peregrine Mission One lunar lander failed to reach its destination and burned up upon reentry to the Earth's atmosphere--along with other cargo, including, and not limited to, a Bitcoin Genesis Plate, a physical Dogecoin, a sticker from a young space enthusiast, and some copies of Reddit posts, as well as a powdered sports drink whose voyage was sponsored by a Japanese beverage company. (Astrobotic is planning another launch for later this year, and more personal keepsakes will exit the stratosphere in MoonBoxes, which are now sold out.) "The march of human progress has come to an inevitable point in its evolution," my colleague Megan Garber wrote in 2014. "We're about to use our celestial neighbor as an enormous billboard."

The idea of a lunar economy has floated around for years, as humans have searched for resources that could benefit Earth dwellers and future moon dwellers alike: Private companies are intrigued by the financial rewards of harvesting the moon's rare metals, ice (to use in life-support systems on the moon, or to refine for rocket fuel), and helium-3, a rare-on-Earth isotope that could be used in nuclear fusion, which could in turn replace fossil fuels. In a few years, there may even be lunar Wi-Fi or lunar 4G--NASA tapped Nokia to furnish the moon with its own cellular network, which was operational on the surface for roughly 25 minutes last year.

If we do indeed manage to build a permanent space home for ourselves, we should take care to remember the sentiments that propelled us up there in the first place. Before the moon became a site to push product or dig for profit, the question of why we should visit it in person roused much debate. Two NASA scientists made the case in these pages in 1963, and their reasoning was simple: scientific and technological advancement, political clout, and an appeal "to the imagination of the student." In other words, by fulfilling our lunar aspirations, not only will we creep closer to unlocking the universe's secrets--we will also introduce young generations to that great frontier of celestial speculation.

When Buzz Aldrin became the second person to walk on the moon, he took it all in and remarked, "Magnificent desolation." And it was magnificent--enough to show the precarity of what yokes us to one another, enough to kick-start a worldwide environmental movement to protect what we have now. There will always be those who, understandably, doubt what can be gained from going out there rather than from fixing everything that's wrong right here. But "human nature is blessed, or perhaps cursed, with an inquiring mind and an itch for adventure, two qualities that may well spring from the same fount," N. J. Berrill wrote in this magazine a few years after the Apollo program was established.

In a message recorded before his death, the Apollo astronaut Jim Lovell welcomed Artemis II's astronauts to "my old neighborhood." Koch, Glover, Hansen, and Wiseman listened to his tape before their lunar flyby, more than 200,000 miles from home. "I'm proud to pass that torch on to you," Lovell said. "It's a historic day, and I know how busy you'll be. But don't forget to enjoy the view." His words were a reminder to his fellow space travelers that they come from a short line of people who have peered out at the swirling mass of the universe, and also a reminder to us: to look up instead of down, if only for a little while.
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The Trump Administration Is Trying to Erase Its Own History

If a new legal opinion stands, Donald Trump will be on track to become one of the most poorly documented presidents ever.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 08 Apr 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.

Legal opinions tend to be dry, wordy, and intentionally vague. One issued by the Justice Department's Office of Legal Counsel earlier this month is none of these.

"You have asked whether the Presidential Records Act of 1978 ('PRA' or 'Act') is constitutional. We conclude that it is not," Assistant Attorney General T. Elliot Gaiser declares. The law, passed after Watergate, is designed to ensure a reliable and accessible public record. It makes presidential documents public by law, and governs how and when they must be preserved.

If the opinion stands, it will allow Trump to destroy the records of his administration's actions, or take records with him at the end of his term. Combined with alleged violations of PRA in his first term, this could make Trump the most poorly documented president since at least Richard Nixon, and perhaps going back even further. (As my colleague Henry Grabar writes, the actual library part of his planned presidential library is an afterthought at best.) Yet Trump's habit of making policy without deliberation, and often with stream-of-consciousness speeches and posts on social media, means that his administration is a paradox: simultaneously one of the most transparent and most opaque in American history.

The Office of Legal Counsel exists to issue sophisticated legal guidance to the White House, and in effect is frequently asked to provide justification for an administration's actions; perhaps the most infamous instance was the "Torture Memos," many produced by the OLC's John Yoo during the George W. Bush administration to justify the use of, well, torture during the War on Terror. And guessing why the Trump administration would want to be rid of PRA isn't difficult.

Trump and his aides have reportedly broken the law on many occasions. During his first term, he was reported to routinely tear up documents, despite staffers imploring him not to. (Some aides were tasked with painstakingly taping them back together to comply with the law.) In other cases, he flushed papers down toilets. Chief of Staff Mark Meadows reportedly fed documents into fireplaces at the end of the presidency. Trump's staffers then took boxes and boxes of surviving documents, many of them highly sensitive, when they left the White House. He refused to return them upon request from the federal government, then allegedly attempted to obstruct their recovery. According to photographs included in a federal indictment, Trump haphazardly stored documents in a Mar-a-Lago bathroom and a ballroom stage. Trump pleaded not guilty, and his election led to the case being dismissed, which meant he was never tried on charges of obstructing the investigation, but now he would like to erase the accusation entirely by eliminating PRA.

Former Special Counsel Jack Smith, who investigated the documents case, also believed that Trump wanted to use documents his team took from the White House to further his business interests, according to Democratic Representative Jamie Raskin, who obtained Smith's memo--in other words, stealing public records to make a private fortune. (Absurdly, Trump's Justice Department returned to Trump the documents that had been collected from Mar-a-Lago by the FBI.)

The Trump presidency is in some ways unusually transparent. The president takes questions from reporters regularly--sometimes in a gaggle, sometimes in cold calls on his phone. The president is temperamentally unable to keep his own counsel, to the point that French President Emmanuel Macron scolded him last week: "Perhaps you shouldn't talk every day." There's simply less policy process to be recorded in preserved documents, because Trump has drastically shrunk bodies like the National Security Council and replaced them with his id and instincts, chronicled in real time on Truth Social.

Yet if Trump is allowed to destroy or remove documents, the American Historical Association argues in a new lawsuit challenging the OLC opinion, historians "would be left with an incomplete historical record by which to professionally research, produce scholarship on, and teach U.S. history." They add, "Once lost, this information is irretrievable and thus the harm irreparable." The suit notes that federal courts rejected similar arguments about the law's constitutionality immediately after its enactment, when Nixon sued to block it.

The history of Nixon's presidential record also shows the value of the law, even long after a president leaves office. Nixon loyalists controlled the former president's library for years, and presented a whitewashed version of Watergate to the public. But the law required that the warts-and-all records be preserved, and when control of the library was finally wrested away and handed to Tim Naftali, a professional historian, in 2006, the library began presenting a more accurate account and providing access to historians, who have in turn presented more complete chronicles of Nixon's career.

Trump is the most corrupt and scandal-plagued president since Nixon; indeed, his fiascoes eclipse Nixon's, but many of them remain mostly or somewhat hidden, thanks in part to a much more acquiescent Republican Congress than the one Nixon had. In Watergate, the crimes were known; the question was, in the words of Senator Howard Baker Jr., "What did the president know and when did he know it?" With the Trump administration, the situation is perhaps the reverse: We know much about the president's stated motivations and beliefs, but we do not have a full accounting of what he and his aides have done. Keeping a record would allow the nation to fully understand his actions and their consequences--if not now, then at least later.

Related:

	Tim Naftali: The death of nonpartisan presidential history (From 2022)
 	The Trump Library symbolizes his presidency perfectly.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump made a deal that gives him nothing he wanted.
 	J. D. Vance is definitely against foreign election interference.
 	A new geopolitical reality is here.






Today's News

	President Trump agreed to a two-week cease-fire with Iran last night, pausing planned U.S. strikes. Iran released a 10-point cease-fire proposal that includes demands for U.S.-troop withdrawal, sanctions relief, and the right to nuclear enrichment, many of which conflict with Washington's position.
 	Iran said it would restrict ship traffic through the Strait of Hormuz during the cease-fire, requiring vessels to coordinate with its military and pay tolls, signaling that Tehran plans to maintain control over the key oil route.
 	Republicans won a Georgia special election, but the district shifted sharply toward Democrats, and liberal candidates secured another decisive victory in Wisconsin's Supreme Court race last night.




Evening Read


Illustration by Alisa Gao / The Atlantic



The Literary Job AI Can't Replace

By Rebecca Ackermann

Nothing seems to make literary-minded people angrier than an author taking credit for writing they didn't do. A few weeks ago, Hachette canceled the U.S. release of a novel, Shy Girl, following a barrage of online accusations that it had been written with the unacknowledged help of AI ...
 The collective outrage overlooks a fact that the publishing industry acknowledged long before the rise of artificial intelligence: Not everyone with a great idea or unique story has the skill, experience, or time to write a book--or even a book review. Right now, AI tools are cheap and widespread, ready to tap in with a service that some people do need. But these models have been trained on uncompensated creative labor. They plagiarize. They lie, and they lie about lying. So instead, I'd like to make the case for a frequently maligned profession--one I've participated in--that rewards good writing, helps authors survive in an ever more challenging field, and allows remarkable perspectives to reach an audience they otherwise wouldn't. That's right: Ghostwriting is good, actually--when it's done by humans.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Charlie Warzel: An incredibly weird time to be alive
 	America looks like a paper tiger.
 	The forgotten war that Iran already won
 	What the astronauts see that Trump cannot
 	The David Frum Show: What it means to be American




Culture Break


Touchstone Pictures / Getty



Watch. Scrubs has a sneakily radical vision of male friendship, Julie Beck writes.

Explore. The NBA isn't the same for everyone, Jemele Hill argues.

Play our daily crossword.



PS

Last month, I wrote about the many instances of waste, fraud, and abuse popping up across the Trump administration. One prime example was a $70 million jet that the Department of Homeland Security had leased and wanted to buy--supposedly for immigrant deportations, even though it included a luxe bedroom cabin. The purchase was too ostentatious even for Trump, and it reportedly played a role in Secretary Kristi Noem's ouster. But that doesn't mean the administration is letting the plane go. The Wall Street Journal reports today that the government will hold on to the jet, making it available to First Lady Melania Trump, among others. Noem, it seems, was more a symptom than a cause of the administration living the high life on taxpayer dollars.

-- David



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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Trump Threatens to Destroy an Entire Nation

The president's position is that if he wants to wipe out a "whole civilization," then that is his decision to make.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 07 Apr 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.


This morning, as his 8 p.m. eastern deadline for Iran to open the Strait of Hormuz and make other concessions looms, President Trump threatened to wipe the country out entirely.

"A whole civilization will die tonight, never to be brought back again," Trump declared on Truth Social. "I don't want that to happen, but it probably will." The president did express hope that "different, smarter, and less radicalized minds prevail," which would prevent such an attack. Bizarrely, he ended with a benediction for the same people he had just threatened to slaughter: "God Bless the Great People of Iran!"

Though Trump rarely speaks clearly, this threat would appear to meet the definition of genocide under the 1948 United Nations convention: "acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group." The president has spent the past few days warning that he would attack civilian infrastructure, which most experts agree would constitute a war crime, but an apparently explicit threat of civilizational erasure is unheard of outside of cartoon villains; even most real-world genocidaires have denied that's what they're doing.

But Trump's message this morning is also notable for the autocratic view that underpins it. His position is that if he wants to wipe out "a whole civilization," then that is his decision to make--unconstrained by American law, international law, Congress, or public opinion. "Only President Trump knows what he will do, and the entire world will find out tomorrow night if bridges and electric plants are annihilated," the White House spokesperson Anna Kelly told The Wall Street Journal.

This view is legally, morally, and practically disastrous. Such action by the president is not what the Framers of the Constitution laid out. They granted the power to declare war to Congress alone, as my colleague Quinta Jurecic has written: "That design choice represented a radical break from the monarchies of Europe, where kings and queens had the ability to decide when to mobilize their countries to war." That separation of powers has gradually eroded over decades, but Trump's war in Iran goes a step beyond what previous presidents have done. The unilateral decision to erase a civilization would go a huge step past that.

Members of the military are required to refuse an illegal order, including a violation of international law, but any individual soldier, sailor, or airman is poorly equipped to assess the law--and most do not realistically feel empowered to refuse an order. When several Democratic members of Congress made a video reminding service members that they can and must refuse unlawful orders, the Trump administration sought to punish them through legal and military justice processes.

Although the Founders could scarcely have imagined the military might the United States would one day possess, the division of powers was intended in part as a check on the ethical compass of a single individual. Trump has previously said he is bound only by his own "morality," which is not reassuring, given his track record of fraud, dishonesty, racism, and misogyny.

But granting such power to a single individual is also impractical, because it prevents adversaries from negotiating effectively. Iran has given no public indication that it will make concessions, and Tehran appears emboldened and in some ways strategically stronger than when the war began. But even if the Iranian government wanted to reach an agreement, it would struggle to do so. Trump has failed to clearly articulate his aims for the war--to the American public, to Congress, or to the world. His demands can't be met, because they change almost daily, and none of his advisers has obvious influence over him. During a press conference yesterday about the war, in which top officials spent much time fawning over the president, Trump declared, "I have the best plan of all, but I'm not going to tell you what my plan is."

Trump also claimed in the same press conference that Iranian civilians are eager for his attacks to continue, and although many Iranians do detest the regime, even some who welcome American intervention have pleaded for strikes on civilians to cease.

Trump's threats today were quickly denounced, not only by Democrats and progressives but also by some on the anti-war right. The conspiracy theorist Alex Jones declared that "Trump literally sounds like an unhinged super villain from a Marvel comic movie. This IS NOT WHAT WE VOTED FOR!!!" Tucker Carlson, another conspiracist voice who is one of the most influential MAGA media figures, said that officials should refuse to grant Trump access to nuclear weapons: "It's time to say no, absolutely not, and say it directly to the president, no."

Some GOP members of Congress have also expressed discomfort with attacks on civilians, but overall, the reaction among Republican elected officials has been muted--throughout the war and especially today. But because so many people on the right have worked to consolidate Trump's power, insulate him from repercussions for his actions, and discredit his critics, it's not clear how much the president would care even if he did receive more criticism. He doesn't believe anyone has the right to stand in his way.
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What Happens When Trump Feels Cornered

The president's most inflammatory remarks tend to come when he gets frustrated--which might explain his recent outbursts.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 06 Apr 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.

In an earlier, somewhat more innocent era of Donald Trump's social-media posting, one could still chuckle darkly at his 2017 declaration that his approach "is not Presidential - it's MODERN DAY PRESIDENTIAL." But as the war in Iran bogs down, his communication has far surpassed the merely bizarre and become entirely unhinged. When Trump feels cornered, I have written, he lashes out most fiercely--which might explain the wild statements and actions emanating from the White House over the past few days.

The nadir (for now) was an Easter-morning Truth Social missive in which Trump threatened that "Tuesday will be Power Plant Day, and Bridge Day, all wrapped up in one, in Iran. There will be nothing like it!!! Open the Fuckin' Strait, you crazy bastards, or you'll be living in Hell - JUST WATCH! Praise be to Allah."

Trump reiterated the threat during a press conference this afternoon, saying, "The entire country could be taken out in one night, and that night might be tomorrow night." Targeting civilian infrastructure such as power plants and bridges is likely illegal. Trump would not be the first U.S. president to flout international law, but he would be the first to advertise it ahead of time on a social-media site he owns. The threat is also strategically dubious. Installing a more pro-American regime in Tehran would require the existence of some authority that is both able to govern and willing to work with Washington; these sorts of strikes, or even threats, make that less likely. (Trump insisted that he's heard pleas from inside Iran to continue bombing.) And using the threat of martyrdom to scare the religious zealots currently in charge seems possibly counterproductive.

Topping that post will be hard, but this morning the president tried. In a vague and threatening new post, he shared a short clip of a crowd of shoppers--most of whom were people of color, some of whom wore hijab. They were minding their own business and indulging in the quintessentially modern, capitalist American pastime of hanging out at what appears to be Minnesota's Mall of America, soundtracked with Gary Jules's rendition of "Mad World" from the Donnie Darko soundtrack.

These outbursts come as the administration finds that military might alone is not enough to win a war. Trump is now threatening to attack civilian infrastructure, because nothing else has forced the Iranian government to buckle. At the start of the war, he seemed to be feeling smug, emboldened by his quick success in Venezuela, but any sense of joy has evaporated fast. Last week, the president delivered a White House address in which he could have attempted to either deescalate the war or else define what victory would look like. Instead, as my colleague Tom Nichols wrote, Trump did neither.

American wars in the Middle East have backfired before, but the negative effects of this one have become apparent at record speed. American and Israeli strikes have killed many top Iranian figures, but the regime remains ensconced--and its control of the Strait of Hormuz suggests that Iran may actually be in a strategically stronger position than at the start of the war. (Iranian leaders today rejected a proposal for a cease-fire.) The U.S. military is burning through ammunition reserves. The likely next step, Thomas Wright argued in The Atlantic last week, is a ground war.

A frantic search for an airman shot down in an F-15E inside Iran ended happily yesterday, with a rescue. But the operation resulted in the destruction of two MC-130J transport planes and some MH-6 helicopters, in addition to an A-10 shot down separately--an expensive tab, especially given that the Trump administration claimed to have destroyed Iran's air defenses.

These setbacks might have instilled humility in other presidents, but they have instead led Trump to lash out. His frustration may even be leading him to imagine things. Last month, he claimed that a former president had privately expressed regret about not striking Iran. This seems unlikely. Trump said the predecessor was not George W. Bush, and the other three living presidents--the Democrats Bill Clinton, Barack Obama, and Joe Biden--have all had public acrimony with Trump; The New York Times reported that people close to all three denied they had spoken with him recently. This makes Trump's claim reminiscent of a different former president: Richard Nixon, who had paranoid conversations with portraits on the White House walls as his presidency collapsed.

The frenzy is seeping into other areas of the administration too. Embattled Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth fired the Army chief of staff and top chaplain (among others) in the midst of an active war. Trump fired Attorney General Pam Bondi last week, just after attending a Supreme Court argument in which justices whom he appointed expressed skepticism about the outre claims that Bondi's Justice Department lawyers were forced to make in defense of Trump's attempt to end birthright citizenship.

The president's behavior usually calms down slightly when he no longer feels cornered. Predicting when that might happen is challenging. Trump has shown he has no good answer for exiting the conflict with Iran, and even if he does, he may find--with apologies to Trotsky--that although he may no longer be interested in war, war remains interested in him. The American and global economies appear shaky. Each week brings new polling that suggests a poor result for Republicans in the midterm elections. Trump may be in for a long stretch in the corner, which means a rough ride for everyone else.

Related:

	This is not how presidents typically communicate. 
 	The countdown to a ground war




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump is putting America's weaknesses on display.
 	Venezuela seems to be going ... well?
 	What happened after a teacher ditched screens
 	She testified about being raped. Then ICE showed up.




Today's News

	President Trump said at a White House news conference that the U.S. jet downed over Iran was hit by a shoulder-fired missile, as he detailed the weekend rescue of an American airman. He also warned Iran that it could face strikes on key infrastructure if it fails to meet a Tuesday deadline.
 	Iran rejected a U.S.-backed 45-day cease-fire proposal tied to reopening the Strait of Hormuz and put forth a permanent counteroffer that Trump said was "not good enough," though it was "a significant step."
 	Four astronauts aboard NASA's Artemis II mission traveled farther from Earth than any humans had in history and are set to pass behind the moon later today.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Rafaela Jinich explores why some people have become so averse to hype.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Erica Lauren



Wrestling's Newest Star Is Massive, Bearded, and Ready to Piledrive ICE

By Jeremy Gordon

If you attend a pro-wrestling show, the first thing you'll notice is that most of the fans are wearing a T-shirt of their favorite wrestler. On March 25, the hallways of the Roy Wilkins Auditorium in St. Paul, Minnesota, resembled an informal straw poll about All Elite Wrestling (AEW), one of the largest wrestling companies in the United States. Most of the night's advertised talent--names such as Swerve Strickland, Kenny Omega, Orange Cassidy, Darby Allin, Thekla--were represented on the assembled torsos, allowing one to instantly clock the crowd's favorites.
 But plenty of shirts were worn in support of a wrestler who wasn't on the evening's schedule: Brody King. The performer, whose given name is Nathan Blauvelt, is an imposing man, billed at 6 foot 5 and close to 300 pounds, with a long, scraggly beard and a body covered in gnarly tattoos. You could imagine him bouncing at a motorcycle bar or tossing strangers in a mosh pit. King has been a good guy, and he has been a bad guy, but mostly he's a tough guy--someone who always seems like a threat.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The MAGA intellectual who prophesied a Queen Melania
 	The man holding MAHA together
 	The real intelligence failure in Iran
 	What an Ivy League education really gets you




Culture Break


Will Heath / NBC



Watch. Last week's Saturday Night Live episode (streaming on Peacock) captured the nightmare of misunderstanding personal boundaries, Paula Mejia writes.

Reflect. Megan Garber on Savannah Guthrie and the hard truth about true crime.

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 Some People Became So Averse to Hype

The more everyone loves something, the less you might want to join in.

by Rafaela Jinich

Sat, 04 Apr 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.

The more popular something gets, the less appealing it can start to feel. Take The Pitt: Suddenly, everyone's watching it and everyone's talking about it. At a certain point, the excitement starts to make you feel like you should be into it--and just like that, you don't want to watch it anymore.

Anna Holmes calls this feeling "hype aversion"--not quite contrarianism, but a reflex against being told what to like, even indirectly. Popularity, after all, doesn't just signal quality. It can also feel like pressure. When something is everywhere, opting out can start to feel like a way to hold on to your independence--to make sure your taste is still your own. What looks like lack of interest, Holmes suggests, may actually be something more deliberate: not rejecting culture, but resisting the "overidentification" with it.

So when you skip the show everyone loves, are you following your own instincts, or pushing back against the hype?



On Resisting the Hype

The People Who Shun Super-Popular Pop Culture

By Anna Holmes

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


Read the article.

Why Does Watching TV Feel Like Homework? (Just Me?)

By Shirley Li

Binge-watching has become a way of life, for better or worse.


Read the article.

Your FOMO Is Trying to Tell You Something

By Faith Hill

Maybe you are missing out. (From 2025)


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Is this the worst-ever era of American pop culture? An emerging critical consensus argues that we've entered a cultural dark age. "I'm not so sure," Spencer Kornhaber wrote last year.
 	Why you can't stop streaming Seinfeld. Or Frasier. Or Bones. In 2020, Sophie Gilbert wrote about the psychology of comfort TV.




Other Diversions

	It's not gambling, it's "girl math"
 	An astonishing concept album made even better
 	Why doesn't anybody realize we're going back to the moon?




PS


Courtesy of David C.



My colleague Isabel Fattal recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "I saw this on a cross-country bicycle trip in 2024. I was struck by the juxtaposition of the past and future right there on the side of the road. I might not have even noticed it if I had zoomed by in a car," David C. writes.

We'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Rafaela
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What Trump Wants From Cuba

A conversation with Vivian Salama about who stands to gain if America overhauls the island's leadership

by Will Gottsegen

Fri, 03 Apr 2026




Updated at 5:34 p.m. ET on April 3, 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.

Since January, the Trump administration has effectively blockaded nearly all oil shipments to Cuba, causing conditions on the island to deteriorate dramatically. Electricity is becoming more unreliable, food is spoiling, and a collapsing medical system now risks creating a major health crisis. Some hospitalized Cubans have reportedly already died as a result of the blockade. According to my colleague Vivian Salama, a staff writer who has been reporting on Cuba, it's all part of the White House's plan to choke the island, destabilizing Cuba's top leadership and forcing its government into diplomatic talks with the United States. In today's Daily, she and I discuss the Trump administration's possible intentions for the country, and consider who stands to gain from such a sharp escalation.



Will Gottsegen: What is the White House's plan for Cuba right now?

Vivian Salama: Late last year, the administration started clamping down on Venezuela economically and militarily with the forward-looking objective of doing the same thing to Cuba. For decades, Cuba has been highly dependent on Venezuela for economic purposes, primarily oil. By cutting off Venezuela's ability to export oil, the administration was also hoping that it would inflict intense pain on and ultimately spur dramatic change in the Cuban government.

What the White House wants to happen remains sort of opaque. It says that Venezuela's leaders need to go, but it doesn't explicitly talk about regime change. It's important to put Venezuela into that context, because even though the administration forcefully removed Nicolas Maduro in January, it did so while still maintaining, for now at least, his regime. Trump is working with Maduro's vice president in Venezuela, and would potentially do something similar in Cuba. Will we see ground incursions, or a dramatic raid like we saw in Venezuela? That is a big question mark.

Will: The Trump administration has indicated that it's more interested in changing Cuba's leadership than it is in toppling the current regime. Why might that be the administration's goal, as opposed to ending communism on the island?

Vivian: The goal is to pursue commercial and economic interests for the United States. That is really what President Trump is all about. The ideological element is not a primary factor for him, as it is for many Cuban Americans. Trump will have achieved something historic and significant if he is able to put in place a Cuban government, or a Cuban leader, at least, who is more compliant with the U.S. so that the U.S. can go and invest in Cuba. Anything beyond that is sort of in the weeds for him.

Will: Why is Trump choosing this moment to act?

Vivian: Every president, Democrat and Republican, has mused over the idea of regime change in Cuba. It has just been a matter of how they would achieve that.

This has been one of Secretary of State Marco Rubio's primary objectives since he took public office. He has long called for regime change in Cuba. He has long called for a democratic transition in Venezuela, and he was able to convince Trump that this is tied to two things: his immigration and anti-narcotics crackdown and his broader ambitions for the U.S. to reassert its dominance in the Western Hemisphere. Trump is also very much focused on his legacy. He's a second-term president, and, barring a dramatic change to the Constitution, he will leave office. He wants to do things that other presidents talked about and didn't do. The Iran war is among those. And so is a dramatic realignment of the Cuban government.

Will: What has the current oil blockade done to Cuba?

Vivian: Garbage is accumulating in the streets because there's no gas for the trucks to go around and pick it up. People are reportedly dying or in very, very bad conditions because hospital generators are now failing. The city of Havana--and the country in general--has plunged into darkness multiple times because its power grid has completely failed. This is exactly the impact that the Trump administration was looking to achieve in order to bring the Cuban regime to its knees.

Cubans have gone through periods similar to this in the past. They are used to sort of hunkering down and relying on the bare minimum to function. But in this case, it's been so bad that it seems the government has at least been forced to start negotiating with Washington.

Will: What has Russia's role been here, as Cuba's longtime ally? I know the Kremlin has said it's going to continue sending aid to the island.

Vivian: After the blockade started, a Russian oil tanker set sail for Cuba. That was before the United States eased sanctions on Russian oil last month to help mitigate the Iran war's effects on the global economy. And the tanker didn't turn around, even when Trump later amended those sanctions to bar Russia from supplying oil to Cuba specifically. Russia's move was seen as a sign that its relationship with Cuba remains pretty tight, but this wasn't a purely humanitarian gesture. It was also an attempt to poke at the United States, and there were questions about whether or not there would be a confrontation.

Then Trump said on Sunday that he would allow the tanker to reach Cuba, effectively breaking his own blockade. The sense among administration officials that I talked with was that they have inflicted enough pain for the Cuban government to want to talk--they do not want the situation to reach a point where it spurs an exodus of Cubans, or leads to a pandemic of some kind on the island. There are worries that there could be an outbreak of cholera because of conditions there.

Russia always looks to benefit when there is geopolitical disarray. With the U.S. so focused on the war in Iran, Russia has stood to benefit both with regard to its own conflict in Ukraine and elsewhere in the world. Cuba is a very small example of that. The fear is that if the U.S. continues to grant permissions to Russia, or turn a blind eye to Russia, the country could rebuild, once again, to be the kind of global menace that we saw in the years leading up to its invasion of Ukraine.

Related:

	Trump's eye is already on Cuba.
 	The Iran war's next threat is to food and water.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The Epstein spectrum
 	Tom Nichols: Hegseth's war on America's military
 	Trump's purge may be just beginning.




Today's News

	The Trump administration asked Congress to approve a $1.5 trillion defense budget for the 2027 fiscal year. The administration also asked for about $73 billion in cuts to domestic programs.
 	Democratic Party leaders sued to block President Trump's executive order tightening mail-in-voting rules, arguing that the order is unconstitutional and interferes with state-run elections.
 	One U.S. crew member has been rescued after a fighter jet was shot down over Iran this morning; the status of the second crew member remains unclear as search efforts continue. A second U.S. warplane was hit by Iranian fire earlier today; the pilot is safe, according to people familiar with the matter.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Boris Kachka on unconventional novels about conventional people.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Netflix.



Twilight of the 'Cougar'

By Anna Holmes

No label really existed to describe my mother when in 1965, at the age of 27, she met the man who would become my father, a baby-faced guy who had just turned 18. But there were plenty of stereotypes. In The Second Sex, first published in France in 1949, Simone de Beauvoir had written of the older woman who pursues "fresh flesh" because young men are the "only ones" she can hope will feel desire for a "maternal mistress." The woman does so, too, to combat the anxiety of aging, de Beauvoir wrote, felt by "the one whose life is already finished, even though death is not imminent." Ouch.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	An Army shake-up in the middle of a war
 	The AI industry wants to automate itself.
 	Trump's Stone Age threat will lead to tragedy.
 	The next attorney general has an impossible job.
 	Pam Bondi couldn't possibly succeed.
 	Don't mess with the housewives of Ukraine.




Culture Break


Si Melber



Watch. Lily Allen's West End Girl tour isn't a live concert so much as epic theater, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Explore. Everyone thinks they need a NeeDoh, but no one can find one, Olga Khazan 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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Unconventional Novels About Conventional People

In some great books, readers watch a character become disillusioned with their dreams of joyful conformity.

by Boris Kachka

Fri, 03 Apr 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


This week, my colleague Lily Meyer investigated "what happened to the radicals." In her article, she was writing about a type of plot shared by several recent books, as well as the Oscar-winning film One Battle After Another. These works follow aging revolutionaries who have given up the fight after being forced into hiding or choosing to raise a family; some have simply grown tired of the struggle. Meyer's essay reminded me of another common storyline in fiction, one that might seem to trace an opposite trajectory but in fact runs a parallel course. You could call it "what happened to the conformists."

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	What Tracy Kidder stood for
 	Will people ever stop eating animals?
 	"Following," a poem by Chase Elodia


In some ways, the rebel-gone-to-seed story mirrors a plot found in some classic 20th-century literature: that of an Everyman who has lost a youthful dream of joyful conformity. Think of Rabbit Angstrom, the antihero of a four-novel series by John Updike--each volume written a decade apart, as the former high-school-basketball phenom witnesses, and experiences, the decline of the middle-class American dream. Rabbit gets married young, settles in a suburb, eventually takes over his father-in-law's car lot, and claws his way to bland prosperity. He is instinctively patriotic, and also entitled, selfish, and more than a little bit racist. The reader has plenty of reasons to hate him, but they might also grow to love him--partly because Updike paints him masterfully, but also because Rabbit's journey is so common. Who doesn't feel on top of the world at 25, and tired and at least a touch disillusioned 30 years later?

The conformist's journey is described by so many white, male mid-century novelists--Philip Roth, John Cheever, Richard Yates--that it can feel like a story past its prime. But old forms are always ripe for reinvention, and a recent book managed to make this one feel fresh. In a recent Atlantic essay, Isle McElroy called Jordy Rosenberg's Night Night Fawn "a striking, darkly comic portrait of a mind narrowed by disappointment."

Barbara, the narrator of the novel, resents her gender-nonconforming child even as he ministers to her in her dying days. McElroy calls the novel, whose author is trans, "autofiction from a sidelong distance"--a story of prejudice told through the eyes of the bigot. Yet Barbara is so much more than a foil; Rosenberg sketches out the life of a woman who dreamed of ascending in status, of moving from working-class Brooklyn to the Upper East Side on the arm of a surgeon. When this fails to happen--and her hopes of marrying off a perfect daughter are dashed--Barbara grows hateful and ultimately delusional. A reader might be tempted to loathe her, but she's too funny and too sad. And her story, like Rabbit's, is a universal one: Life didn't turn out the way she'd hoped it would.

Many of Barbara's dreams are superficial and retrograde. Her values--including her severe rigidity about gender roles--alienate her from her only child and set her up for inevitable disappointment. A reader can see her loneliness as just deserts but still mourn her losses. Meyer, in her essay, surmises that "the message audiences really want" from ex-revolutionary stories is that "the radicals can't win." The solace and the pathos in Updike's and Rosenberg's work come from realizing that in many cases, conformists can't win either.




Illustration by Jamiel Law



How Long Can You Live Your Ideals?

By Lily Meyer

Stories about revolutionaries seem to entrance readers and moviegoers alike--especially if they don't end well.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Other Minds, by Peter Godfrey-Smith

A philosopher of science wrote this book, so readers should expect some pretty heavy intellectual lifting, but I promise it is well worth the effort. In Other Minds, Godfrey-Smith--a lifelong, nearly fanatical snorkeler from Australia and, most recently, a scuba diver and a world-class underwater videographer--attempts to understand the inner life of the octopus, not by observing them in captivity or for a short summer in their habitat but from the perspective of a man who's spent many years observing octopuses in the twists of reefs and along the sea floor. The book goes beyond analyzing their behavior: As a philosopher, Godfrey-Smith considers the nature of consciousness, using the animals' evolutionary development to theorize about the similarities between their minds and ours. At one point, in what felt like a long, mesmerizing tangent about cuttlefish, I realized I was actually reading an explanation for why animals, including us, die. I was challenged again and again, scribbling in the margins, gasping. If you are going to read one book this year, I'd suggest this one.  -- Deb Olin Unferth

From our list: Nine books to reset your view of the world





Out Next Week

? Attention: Writing on Life, Art, and the World, by Anne Enright

? My Dear You, by Rachel Khong


? Against Breaking: On the Power of Poetry, by Ada Limon







Your Weekend Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Dave Bjerke / Bravo / Everett Collection; Jamie Trueblood / Bravo / Everett Collection.



We're All Real Housewives Now

By Michael Waters

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.

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.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/04/books-briefing-unconventional-novels-about-conventional-people/686689/?utm_source=feed
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