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        Why America Needs More Public Pools
        Olga Khazan

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.My husband often hears me say that all I need to be happy is a sunny day and a pool. (He would argue that I don't say this so much as I whine it.) No matter how bad a day I'm having, if I can squeeze in just 10 minutes coursing through the water, watching the dappled sun reflect off my arms, life feels bearable again. When I dive my head underwater, I feel temporarily ...

      

      
        The Strength You Gain by Not Taking Offense
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Unless you inhabit a hermit cave with no internet access, you'll know that we live in the Age of Offense. With high levels of polarization and innumerable ways to broadcast one's every thought to strangers far and wide, it is easier than ever to lob insults and to denigrate ideological foes. Not surprisingly, according to a 2024 Pew Research Center study, 47 percent of Americans believe that peop...

      

      
        You Can Change Your Personality
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThe guest on this episode of Radio Atlantic would not describe herself as "fun at parties," but at least she knows it. "I've never really liked my personality," wrote Olga Khazan in 2022, "and other people don't like it either." A few years ago, Khazan set out to change her personality, a task many people think is impossible. As Khazan explains, in the late 1800s, William James, who is considered the father of modern psyc...

      

      
        The Hollowness of This Juneteenth
        Vann R. Newkirk II

        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.Five years ago, as the streets ran hot and the body of George Floyd lay cold, optimistic commentators believed that America was on the verge of a breakthrough in its eternal deliberation over the humanity of Black people. For a brief moment, perhaps, it seemed as if the "whirlwinds of revolt," as Martin...

      

      
        The Future of the HPV Vaccine Is Up in the Air
        Katherine J. Wu

        Until last week, the future of vaccination for human papillomavirus, or HPV, in the United States seemed clear.For several years, a growing body of evidence has suggested that just a single dose of the vaccine may be as effective as two are, offering decades of protection against the virus, which is estimated to cause roughly 700,000 cases of cancer each year. More than 50 other countries have already adopted the one-dose schedule, and many experts hoped that the U.S. might follow suit this year....

      

      
        The Trojan Horse Will Come for Us Too
        Thomas Wright

        I stopped using my cellphone for regular calls and text messages last fall and switched to Signal. I wasn't being paranoid--or at least I don't think I was. I worked in the National Security Council, and we were told that China had compromised all major U.S. telecommunications companies and burrowed deep inside their networks. Beijing had gathered information on more than a million Americans, mainly in the Washington, D.C., area. The Chinese government could listen in to phone calls and read text ...

      

      
        The Atlantic Announces Staff Writers Quinta Jurecic, Toluse Olorunnipa, and Nancy Youssef
        The Atlantic

        As The Atlantic continues a major expansion of its editorial staff, today editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg is announcing the hires of Quinta Jurecic, Toluse Olorunnipa, and Nancy Youssef as staff writers.

Nancy is joining from The Wall Street Journal where she was a national security correspondent; Toluse joins from The Washington Post, where he was a national political reporter and previously served as White House bureau chief; and Quinta has been a contributing writer for The Atlantic and seni...

      

      
        The Medical Device That's Become a MAHA Fixation
        Olga Khazan

        To hear some of them tell it, the companies selling continuous glucose monitors have stumbled upon a heretofore unknown quirk of human biology. Seemingly healthy people, many of these companies argue, have "glucose imbalances" that need to be monitored and, with dietary vigilance, eradicated. Millions of people are going through life eating bananas, not knowing that their blood sugar is rising with every bite. This must be stopped.To this end, the companies market the continuous glucose monitor, ...

      

      
        Democrats Need More Hobbies
        David Litt

        For most of my adult life, I worked in and around Democratic politics, and my hobby was work. Then, in 2022, I started taking surf lessons and got hooked. In April of 2023, and again last December, I took a trip to an outdoor wave pool in Waco, Texas.If you want to meet the voters who swung toward Donald Trump and put him back in the White House, you could do worse than the hot tub at Waco Surf. I went there with my pickup-truck-driving, Joe Rogan-superfan brother-in-law, and from the moment we a...

      

      
        The Three Dramatic Consequences of Israel's Attack on Iran
        Eliot A. Cohen

        "Battles are the principal milestones in secular history," Winston Churchill observed in his magisterial biography of the Duke of Marlborough in 1936. "Modern opinion resents this uninspiring truth ... But great battles, won or lost, change the entire course of events, create new standards of values, new moods, new atmospheres, in armies and in nations, to which all must conform." So it was then, and so it is today.Iran's war with Israel is rooted in the Islamic Republic's inveterate hostility to t...

      

      
        The Democrats Must Confront Their Gerontocracy
        Helen Lewis

        Last week, something happened that is extremely rare in Washington, D.C., but completely normal outside of it: People openly described an octogenarian as frail and overdue for retirement. The subject of discussion was Eleanor Holmes Norton, the District of Columbia's nonvoting congressional delegate, who turned 88 on Friday. Recently, several D.C. figures have questioned her ability to serve.Beverly Perry, a senior adviser to Mayor Muriel Bowser, went on the record to say that it was "hard" for H...

      

      
        Trump's Trouble With Tulsi
        David A. Graham

        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.Back in March, Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard delivered a view of Iran to the House Intelligence Committee that was in line with Trump-administration policy: hostile toward Tehran, but also skeptical of the need for American intervention. Unfortunately for her, though, things have chang...

      

      
        The Entire Internet Is Reverting to Beta
        Matteo Wong

        A car that accelerates instead of braking every once in a while is not ready for the road. A faucet that occasionally spits out boiling water instead of cold does not belong in your home. Working properly most of the time simply isn't good enough for technologies that people are heavily reliant upon. And two and a half years after the launch of ChatGPT, generative AI is becoming such a technology.Even without actively seeking out a chatbot, billions of people are now pushed to interact with AI wh...

      

      
        Isn't Trump Supposed to Be Anti-War?
        Tyler Austin Harper

        Donald Trump returned to office as president in January with both democratic legitimacy and a mandate to accomplish what he'd promised during his campaign. One of his promises was clear, consistent, and unmistakable: to put "America First" by ending our involvement in risky and expensive overseas conflicts. Yet Trump's recent support for Israel's escalating attacks on Iran--and his intimations that the United States may become directly involved in the conflict--suggests that he is well on the way t...

      

      
        The Magic Realism of Zohran Mamdani
        Michael Powell

        Zohran Mamdani is a left-wing daydream of a New York City mayoral candidate. He's young--33--and proudly socialist. His campaign ads call to mind a mashup of TikTok clips and hip-hop videos. The graphics look like something from the zany 1960s Batman TV series. He is a character in these ads, walking into the picture at odd angles on street corners and shawarma stands, and popping up to chat with taxi drivers.You'd need to have a crabbed spirit not to admire Mamdani's inventiveness, charisma, and c...

      

      
        Why Would the Trump Family Want to Run a Phone Company?
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        The Trumps are doing phones now. This week, the Trump Organization announced its own cellphone service called Trump Mobile, as well as a gold-colored smartphone called the T1, which will purportedly be manufactured in the United States and retail for $499. It is available for preorder now and will supposedly ship in August or September, though one reporter who attempted to buy the device was left feeling unsure: His card was charged $64.70 instead of the full $100 down payment, and he was never a...

      

      
        The New Danger in Trump's Washington: Honoring Federal Employees
        Russell Berman

        In some ways, last night's Sammie awards--also known as the Oscars for federal employees--proceeded just as they do every year. In a packed auditorium a few blocks from the White House, government luminaries handed out medals to some of the nation's most talented civil servants, recognizing groundbreaking research, major improvements in customer service, and top-notch stewardship of taxpayer money.The ceremony, however, was unusual in one respect: Hardly any of the honorees took the stage to accept...

      

      
        What Comes Next for Iran?
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum urges an end to wishful thinking about Iran, and a focus instead on the regime's threatening words and murderous actions.Then David is joined by the Carnegie Endowment scholar Karim Sadjadpour for an urgent conversation about the internal decay of Iran's theocracy. They discuss the survival instincts of Supreme Leader Ali Ayatollah Khamenei, the regime's ob...

      

      
        A Provocative Argument About What Creates Serial Killers
        Sarah Weinman

        Caroline Fraser grew up in an area defined by unexpected, stochastic bursts of brutality. By the time she was a teen, in the 1970s, she knew of multiple people in and around her Mercer Island, Washington, community who'd died violently: Some were murdered; others had killed themselves. Intimate-partner violence was often a factor. So, too, was the floating bridge connecting the island to Seattle, where accidental deaths happened at an alarming rate. There was menace and dread in her own home as w...

      

      
        The Fear Coursing Through State Capitols
        Elaine Godfrey

        News of the tragedy unfolded in the group chat: Two Minnesota state lawmakers and their spouses had been shot in their homes overnight by a man allegedly impersonating a police officer. One of those lawmakers was the former House Speaker Melissa Hortman, someone everyone in the group chat knew.Allison Russo, the Ohio House minority leader, stood on a street in downtown Columbus on Saturday morning, reading text messages about the shootings aloud to a few of her colleagues who were standing nearby...

      

      
        The Tesla Brain Drain
        Patrick George

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Before DOGE, there was Twitter. In 2023, Elon Musk seemed too distracted by his latest venture to run the world's most valuable car company. Tesla was faltering as he focused on remaking (and renaming) the social-media network. So at Tesla's investor-day event in Austin that March, Musk responded with a rare show of force. He was joined onstage by a cadre of more than a dozen of the company's top executives, ...

      

      
        Why Isn't Russia Defending Iran?
        Hanna Notte

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Iran is suffering blow after blow, and Russia, its most powerful supporter, is apparently not prepared to do much of anything about it.Not long ago, backing the West's least-favorite power in the Middle East had its uses. In prosecuting his war of attrition in Ukraine, Vladimir Putin has made confrontation with the West the organizing principle of his foreign policy. In that context, edging closer to Iran a...

      

      
        The Master of the White-Knuckle Narrative
        Cullen Murphy

        William Langewiesche, whose extraordinary body of white-knuckle narrative reporting from all parts of the globe appeared in these pages over a period of decades, died earlier this week at the age of 70. He had been living with a debilitating cancer for several years but continued to plan new projects and to write. His straightforward optimism and ambition, in the face of long odds, are what brought him to The Atlantic in the first place. In the spring of 1991, he sent to our offices a two-part, 2...

      

      
        The Democratic Party Slides Into Irrelevance
        David A. Graham

        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 past weekend marked a high for opposition to Donald Trump, and another low for the opposition party.From Chula Vista, California, to Portland, Maine, and from Bellingham, Washington, to Key Largo, Florida, Americans demonstrated against the president, in "No Kings" protests scheduled to coincide wi...

      

      
        The MAGA Coalition Has Turned on Itself
        Isaac Stanley-Becker

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.The MAGA movement usually displays remarkable unity in attacking the left. But Israel's military assault on Iran has splintered President Donald Trump's coalition, as rival factions fight over the true meaning of an "America First" foreign policy.Right-wing figures have descended into vicious debate over whether the White House should take a more active role in Israel's bombardment of Iran--one that, with Am...
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Why America Needs More Public Pools

Clean, swimmable water shouldn't be something only the rich can access.

by Olga Khazan




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


My husband often hears me say that all I need to be happy is a sunny day and a pool. (He would argue that I don't say this so much as I whine it.) No matter how bad a day I'm having, if I can squeeze in just 10 minutes coursing through the water, watching the dappled sun reflect off my arms, life feels bearable again. When I dive my head underwater, I feel temporarily hidden from my problems, as if nothing can find me down there.

Pools are so important to me that in 2020, one of my biggest concerns was whether the pandemic would prevent public pools from opening. I couldn't bear to watch a whole swimming season pass me by. (In defense of my screwed-up priorities, this was before I had kids.)

That may seem melodramatic, but for decades, experts have argued that pools are essential for mental, physical, and social health. Swimming has been shown to boost moods; it routinely ranks among people's favorite forms of exercise. When I interviewed Bonnie Tsui, the author of Why We Swim, she told me that being in water gives you "the feeling of both being buoyed and being embraced." The pressure of the water combined with the release of gravity does something uniquely salubrious to our brains. Sure, you can get this same zing from an ocean or a lake, but not everyone lives near one of those. A pool is a bit of backyard magic, a chance to find transcendence in the everyday.

For decades, writers have been documenting the wonders of pools in our pages. In 1967, Leonard Conversi described how his swimming lessons left him flabbergasted by "unanticipated ease, when the world seems to divide before us like a perforation and the body feels itself inebriate, or falling." However, after Conversi did a "jig of triumph" at the end of the diving board, he was asked to leave the swimming club and find "an organization more suited to your needs and temperament." Conversi was unfazed: "To have learned to breathe while moving in an alien element is to have begun to master the secret of animal life."

Even people who aren't sun-seekers can recognize the salutary effect of immersion. In 2006, the journalist Wayne Curtis traveled to the thermal pools of Iceland and noted that "stepping into thermal waters is like stepping into Oz: life changes from the black-and-white of imminent hypothermia to a lustrous, multidimensional world of color and warmth." The pools are a social hub in Iceland; people gather there with their friends and kids. Sounds heavenly.

This idea, that pools can be a "third place" for people to meet and chill, has existed for decades. In a 1952 call for cities to revitalize themselves, the developer William Zeckendorf suggested building parks with swimming pools as one way to keep urban workers from fleeing to the suburbs:

I visualize these fun centers as consisting of a tremendous dance hall, bowling alleys, skating rinks, merry-go-rounds for the children, a swimming pool for the children and one for the adults too--in short, a happy, functionally designed center for dancing and exercise and entertainment ... People would feel that their city is a great place to live in, not a great place to get away from.


His entreaty serves as a somewhat tragic companion piece to one that Yoni Appelbaum, an Atlantic deputy executive editor, wrote a decade ago. Starting in the 1920s, pools did become the kinds of recreation hot spots that Zeckendorf hailed--until they began to desegregate in the '50s. Rather than continue to use public pools, which welcomed all races, some suburbanites retreated to private club pools, such as the one at the center of a racist incident in McKinney, Texas--the town where I went to high school and where my parents still live. During a party at a private-subdivision pool in 2015, teens who allegedly didn't live in the community showed up, someone called the police, and an officer tackled a young Black girl to the ground, pinning her with both knees on her back. (The officer was placed on administrative leave and then resigned; the McKinney police chief said that the department's policies didn't "support his actions." A grand jury later declined to bring criminal charges against him.)

Public pools have been "frequent battlefields" of racial tension, Appelbaum wrote. "That complicated legacy persists across the United States. The public pools of mid-century--with their sandy beaches, manicured lawns, and well-tended facilities--are vanishingly rare." Many public pools have become neglected and underfunded, usurped by private pools funded by HOA fees.

I say we start the backlash to this backlash: in the spirit of Zeckendorf, dig up some unused parking lots and fallow fields, and open public pools again. Though this would be a resource-intensive endeavor, it would be worth it. Take it from the famed New York City urban planner Robert Moses: "It is no exaggeration to say that the health, happiness, efficiency, and orderliness of a large number of the city's residents, especially in the summer months, are tremendously affected by the presence or absence of adequate bathing facilities." This summer and in the hot, hot summers to come, America needs pools--for everyone.



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 Strength You Gain by Not Taking Offense

We all face uncivil behavior or insulting comments at times, but you can choose how to react.

by Arthur C. Brooks




Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.

Unless you inhabit a hermit cave with no internet access, you'll know that we live in the Age of Offense. With high levels of polarization and innumerable ways to broadcast one's every thought to strangers far and wide, it is easier than ever to lob insults and to denigrate ideological foes. Not surprisingly, according to a 2024 Pew Research Center study, 47 percent of Americans believe that people saying things that are "very offensive" to others is a major problem in the country today, whereas only 11 percent say it is not a problem. (The remainder says it is a minor problem.)

You might conclude that the solution is for people to stop offending others--good luck with that!--but consider another statistic in the same poll: A larger percentage of Americans (62 percent) says another big problem is "people being too easily offended by things others say." These are not at all mutually exclusive findings; they suggest that we are simultaneously too offensive and too thin-skinned.

The second issue, however, is the one on which I wish to focus, because, for most people, being too easily offended is worse for one's own quality of life than being obnoxiously rude. So instead of spending your efforts trying to stamp out what you find offensive, you should work on being less offended in the first place.

Arthur C. Brooks: The bliss of a quieter ego

The foundational study on the psychology of taking offense--one still frequently cited today--was written in 1976 by the psychologist Wolfgang Zander. He argued that we get offended in three stages: First, we identify when we're insulted or harshly contradicted; second, we assess how extreme the offense is; finally, we respond emotionally or in some behavioral way. Say, for example, a colleague at work says in a meeting, in front of your boss, that your latest proposal is stupid. You identify this as a contradiction of your ideas; you assess this as mildly annoying; you decide to register your unhappiness in an appropriate manner with your colleague after the meeting.

I chose this example because research has found that such a negative judgment from another person is precisely what we typically deem most offensive. Scholars in 2018 showed in a survey of 129 people that 73 percent of cases of offense-taking was for threats to dominance or competence. The other 27 percent of instances related to attacks on goodwill or appearance. This reminded me that someone on social media once called me a bald guy who writes bad columns. The first part reminded me of something I don't love, but it didn't offend me--hey, the truth is the truth--but the second part stung a little.

People react to offenses in different ways. That same study found that women, when offended, are more likely than men to experience sadness and bitterness, whereas men are more likely to experience pride (manifested as indignation) and anger. Another study found that when an offense is highly hurtful, the most common reaction is acquiescence, which might involve tearfulness or even apologizing. When an offense is less hurtful, the most common reaction is to laugh or ignore it.

However we react, our response can be less under our conscious control than is perhaps implied by the example that I gave of Zander's three-stage process. That's because an offense triggers parts of our ancient brain, notably the limbic system, which indicates a threat. The workings of this strong primal structure raise the possibility of more-drastic action: fighting, verbally or physically.

Here, too, reactions differ by gender. Males are more likely than females to respond to an offense with aggression, including violence. Fortunately, this outcome is unusual for either sex because the brain's executive center--the prefrontal cortex--inhibits the amygdala's fight response. The way this works in practice is that when someone says something offensive, you initially feel furious (limbic system), but then you tell yourself Don't freak out (prefrontal cortex), and you manage to act calmly.

As you may have noticed, some people exhibit more effective inhibition than others. Scholars have shown that the likelihood of a violent response to an offense is far higher among people with substance-use disorders--especially when that condition is paired with mental illness. By the same token, men convicted of violent crimes have been shown to have weaker-than-average connectivity between the amygdala and prefrontal cortex when they face a personal insult.

The point of describing the neurological and psychological mechanisms that underpin taking offense is that knowledge is power. If you know what's happening to you when you feel offended, that's the first step toward controlling how you respond.

Arthur C. Brooks: The beauty that moral courage creates

Naturally, life is happier if you're not being offended. One strategy is to try avoiding anyone who might offend you and put up barriers against any exposure to them. If this involves curating your friendships to shun someone who's liable to hurt your feelings repeatedly, that's fine. But if taking measures against being offended means shutting down free speech on your college campus, that is less likely to go well for you or serve your purpose.

Those techniques involve trying to control your environment, but the more you try to expand the scope of that control, the less effective and the more costly it will become for you and others. Better by far to control yourself--by learning to be less offended. The studies I mentioned above suggest several strategies to do just that and help you live more happily as a result.

1. Laugh it off.
 Remember that when an offense is not grave, the most common reaction is to ignore it or laugh. This is a very good option because it makes you the judge of how severe the offense is, rather than cede that judgment to some outside arbitrator. You don't have to laugh in a defiant, bitter way; on the contrary, you can usually effectively neutralize another's jab with self-deprecating humor. (I'm bald? Tough but fair.) Doing so can actually raise your self-esteem. Scholars have also shown that, especially if you are a team leader, this kind of joke can actually increase others' trust in you and boost their perception of your effectiveness. You can imagine how this could work in business or in sports, but you can use the same tactic to maintain your position in other situations.

2. Use your prefrontal cortex.
 I teach my business-school students that the most important management job they have is self-management--to understand their emotions and act independently of them. Admittedly, this skill is harder for some people than others, but we can all improve with determination and practice. Many techniques for activating your brain's executive center exist: prayer, journaling, meditation. If you're facing an interaction with a troublesome person, I'd recommend reading this passage from the Stoic classic Meditations, by Marcus Aurelius:

It is the privilege of human nature to love those that disoblige us. To practice this, you must consider that the offending party is of kin to you, that ignorance is the cause of the misbehavior, and the fault is involuntary, that you will both of you quickly be in your graves; but especially consider that you have received no harm by the injury, for your mind is never the worse for it.


3. Tune out the offense-making machines.
 You can't eliminate all offense from your life, but you certainly don't have to go looking for it. Yet that is effectively what you're doing when you consume a lot of controversial, limbic-system-triggering media content. If you are spending an inordinate amount of time reading political opinions or watching cable-news talking heads, for example, you are probably outraged constantly--even more so if you are very online as well. One way to feel less aggrieved about what other people are saying or posting is simply to cut all that out of your life: Turn off the TV; delete the app.

Arthur C. Brooks: A defense against gaslighting sociopaths

One more aspect of offense-taking is worth considering, especially in today's contentious ideological environment. A novel recent experiment tested participants for whether they were more prosocial or more pro-self (a way to test for narcissistic tendencies). The researchers then randomly administered electric shocks to 5 percent of participants, and offered a monetary reward to those who got one. Payment was on the honor system, though, so the researchers paid up when participants said they'd received a shock, whether it was true or not. The high pro-self participants were by far the most likely to lie, saying they'd been shocked when they hadn't, and take the money.

Surprising, right? Not really. Scholars have noted that people with a "proclivity to be offended" tend to be poor performers at work and prone to all kinds of counterproductive behavior. Such prickly people are very likely to be narcissists, because their offense-taking is driven by an overweening sense of entitlement and an unwillingness to overlook any sleight; they may even feign being offended--shocked, even--to gain advantage.

So, of course, you should be sensitive and empathetic if you see others being harmed around you. But especially when the hurt is nothing more than a speech act, also consider that being offended may not be reliable evidence of true offensiveness. It might instead be evidence that a person who claims to be offended is not acting in good faith.
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You Can Change Your Personality

It's really hard.

by Hanna Rosin




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

The guest on this episode of Radio Atlantic would not describe herself as "fun at parties," but at least she knows it. "I've never really liked my personality," wrote Olga Khazan in 2022, "and other people don't like it either." A few years ago, Khazan set out to change her personality, a task many people think is impossible. As Khazan explains, in the late 1800s, William James, who is considered the father of modern psychology, developed a theory that a person's personality is set in plaster around age 30. James himself was depressive and neurotic, and he suffered from what he called "soul-sickness." Thankfully, he was also incorrect. Later research showed that people can, in fact, shift even core parts of their personality, if they work at it systematically.

After consulting with the experts on personality plasticity and then setting a deadline, Khazan put herself through an intense experiment intended to make herself more likeable, to herself and others. Her evaluations were not soft and subjective but numerical; Khazan tested and scored herself on a range of key personality traits at the beginning and end of the experiment. In this episode, Khazan and I talk about two of those traits: extroversion and neuroticism. Khazan shares how for her book Me, But Better, she dragged herself to improv classes and meditation lessons, and how having a baby threw a kink in her experiment.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: There is one thing I really don't like about myself. I mean, there are several, but I'm only going to tell you about this one right now. It can be the most beautiful day--like springtime, cherry blossoms every direction you look--and immediately, instinctively, my mind will scan for the one thing wrong. Like, Gross! There's pollen all over that car.

I have definitely tried over the years to do this or that to counteract it, like cultivate a more positive mindset or start my day by saying three things I'm grateful for. But I think there's just a part of me that thinks, Well, that's just how Hanna is, like there's some core of Hanna Rosin, whether it's genetic or epigenetic or learned, that will always scan for the negative.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic, and today we're talking about personality--what it is and whether it's something you can actually change.

Olga Khazan: So, many decades ago, William James did come up with this theory that personality is sort of set like plaster at age 30, and it never softens again after age 30.

Rosin:  That's staff writer Olga Khazan. And the William James she's talking about is considered the father of American psychology. But his view of personality doesn't hold up to modern scrutiny.

Khazan: There wasn't a whole lot of research on personality or psychology. It just wasn't really a developed science. So when researchers started doing more modern studies about this, what they found, after following the same group of people for decades and decades, is that most people actually do change, and if they do stuff to try to change, they kind of change even faster.

Rosin: Like me, Olga had things about her personality that she wished she could change. And when she learned that it's not so set in stone, she thought she'd give it a try. She made it a monthslong project, an experiment. And she wrote about it in a new book called Me, But Better.

[Music]

Rosin: So I love this idea. I find it very inspiring, as I'm sure a lot of people do. Why did you start it? Like, obviously, there were things about yourself that you didn't like--which there are things about all of us that we don't like, but what was it in your case?

Khazan: Yeah, so on top of not liking certain things about myself, something that I noticed is that I just wasn't very happy, and I wasn't enjoying my life to the extent that I thought that I could.

So what started this was I had just a really rough day. I was in Miami in December, so definitely nothing to complain about environment-wise. I had to go get professional photos taken for our job, and I had to get a haircut before the photos were taken. And so I go; I book a hair appointment. This haircut is terrible. It's probably one of the worst haircuts I've ever gotten in my life.

Rosin: Details. Details. Was it a bang problem?

Khazan: It wasn't a bang problem. Okay, I try to emphasize every time I get my hair cut that my hair does not take layers well. And they always do layers, despite what I explicitly said. And maybe I need to just be more straightforward about it. But anyway--so there was like a mushrooming effect because of the attempt at layers.

Rosin: (Laughs.) I'm sorry. I'm sorry, yeah.

Khazan: (Laughs.) Anyway, so I'm leaving the hairstylist's. I'm like, Oh my God. I look terrible. I had to go directly to the photo session, where I got professional photos taken that looked really bad, in my opinion, and then I had to, right away, drive on to the grocery store to get a bunch of groceries for dinner that night.

And as I was driving, I went the wrong way and got stuck on this island that cruise ships launch from. Then, once I recovered from that, I got to the grocery store, and as I was leaving, my shopping cart locked. And I had to drag the shopping cart across the parking lot to my car. And while this all was happening, my boss was Slacking me edits on a story. So I do these edits sitting in this hot car. I drive on, I get back to the Airbnb, and I just freak out.

Like, I honestly just had a meltdown--not a panic attack, but crying, chugging wine, just screaming, like, I hate everyone. And I settled down, eventually, and I was sort of like, Why do I react so badly to things that are kind of minor? Honestly, just even recounting that day as a new parent, I'm kind of like, Eh, so. That's bad, but that's not that bad.

And I kind of realized that it was my personality that was making days like that worse than they had to be, that was undermining my happiness in those moments.

Rosin: Okay, I just wanna question that for one second: First of all, I'm sorry you had that day. It sucks, and I understand you just want to be frustrated. Like, you don't wanna be screaming and crying. You don't want to have a breakdown. You just wanna be casually frustrated. I think a lot of people, when they are sad or they feel unhappy, the traditional route is: See a shrink. Get on meds. You know--whatever--journal.

I don't think that I would have thought, Okay, it's my actual personality. Like, to look at yourself, break your personality down, I mean, it's interesting. It was an interesting response you had, and I'm wondering how you even knew in that moment to look at yourself and think, Oh, it's my personality.

Khazan: Yeah, so, actually, seeing a shrink and taking medication do change your personality, also.

Rosin: Interesting!

Khazan: And that is to say that personality change is kind of the root of a lot of different types of personal growth and self-improvement. So what I was kind of describing just now is a high level of neuroticism, which I did have.

And so bringing that down is personality change. And one way to do that is through therapy and medications. But I think kind of beyond just neuroticism, I was also just kind of unhappy with other parts of my life. Like, I honestly just didn't socialize much. I kind of reflexively didn't socialize.

I didn't have a lot of friends, which to me was a different thing than neuroticism. And then I kind of just was really snippy with my boyfriend at the time--my husband now--and honestly, would get in a lot of fights with my friends, which is, like, this other trait called "agreeableness."

So I don't know. It felt more, like, all-encompassing than just the I need to handle my stress better.

Rosin: Right. Okay. So you've been mentioning some of the main traits that you outline in your book. Can you just lay out the different components so we can follow you through this experiment?

Khazan: So there's five traits that make up personality, and we all have these five traits inside of us. And they can be remembered with the acronym OCEAN.

So it's o for "openness to experiences," which is like creativity and imaginativeness; c for "conscientiousness," which is like being on time, being super organized, being really diligent; e for "extroversion," so being sociable, cheerful, active; c for "agreeableness," which is being warm and empathetic and trusting; and n for "neuroticism," which is being neurotic, being anxious and depressed.

Rosin: Okay. So that's how you started to break your own problems down. Like, there's this bucket, that bucket, that bucket. We won't do the whole OCEAN of personality, but I really want to talk about a few that interest me the most. Maybe we'll start with extroversion, because being outgoing is a common goal.

Lots of people say, Oh, I want to have more friends, particularly post-pandemic. How extroverted were you at the start of this process?

Khazan: Let me look up my exact score.

Rosin: Oh, there were scores?

Khazan: Yes!

Rosin: Okay, so you actually get a number.

Khazan: Yeah, when you take the personality test I was taking, you do get a number.

Rosin: That's a little brutal.

Khazan: Yeah. Oh, okay--I scored in the 23rd percentile, which is very low, especially when it came to being friendly or cheerful.

Rosin: Uh-huh. Interesting. Okay. (Laughs.) When you first got that number, how did that feel?

Khazan: I was like, That checks out.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Uh-huh. You weren't surprised. Okay. So how did you go about this? Like, that's the kind of thing where someone would say, Okay, well, I'm just not that extroverted, and one road would be acceptance: I'm just not that extroverted. I'm going to stay home and watch TV a lot. 

Khazan: Yeah, and I did that road for a long time. So one kind of interesting twist here is that when psychologists take a bunch of introverts and they tell them, Go out and act like extroverts for a few minutes. Go socialize. Go hang out. And then they come back and they're like, How do you feel? They actually say they feel happier. And they also say they feel more like themselves.

Rosin: Something about your saying that makes me nervous. I think it's just because of the Susan Cain book Quiet, where we've come to appreciate the power of introverts, you know? What do you say about that?

Khazan: So yeah, I really, really liked the book Quiet, and I really like Susan Cain personally. I just think that there are benefits for introverts to occasionally act like extroverts. I think it's okay to still identify as an introvert and to appreciate all of the perks that come with that, but to also occasionally be able to at least try on this more outgoing personality trait.

Rosin: So when you set out to try and change this part of yourself, you know, raise your score--we'll just put it that way, concretely--were you saying to yourself, I want to change Olga and make Olga not an introvert? Or, I want to try on extraversion sometimes, like a costume? Or, I want to change my score? Like, what was your goal?

Khazan: My goal was to change my score, so to be more extroverted. I didn't think it would work well enough to make me an extrovert. In the end, I think my latest test that I took did put me technically in the extrovert category. But I didn't think that it would work that well.

Rosin: Okay. So how did you do it?

Khazan: I signed up for a bunch of activities and went to them. I signed up for improv comedy, a sailing club, a bunch of meetups. And I threw a party at my house for the first time.

Rosin: Wow. And all the while, just so people understand what this kind of experiment is like, in case they want to try it, are you uncomfortable? Like, surely, you're going against your, what you initially called, natural inclinations.

Khazan: So I ended up doing improv for about eight months or so. And probably for the first six months, every time I went, I felt this overwhelming sense of dread. Like, you almost wish that you could get in a car accident on the way there so that you wouldn't have to go.

Rosin: That is extreme. I totally sympathize. I understand. Yeah.

Khazan: Like, is there any way to get out of this? Any way? Like, Please, God, don't make me go. Like, I have extreme stage fright. And so you get there, and you're all sitting in a circle, and then at some point you get up, and you just start doing improv with the other people who are there.

Rosin: And the reason it helps you become extroverted is because it's relational. Like, you have to be deeply attuned to this total stranger. You have to be on the stage. You have to perform. Like, it just forces you into actions that are extroverted.

Khazan: Oh, yes, and it makes you become way more comfortable with chaos because everyday conversation is chaotic, but improv is even more chaotic than that.

Rosin: Right. And then, so let's say the 20th time you're going to improv class, does the initial dread fade, or it's always that cycle?

Khazan: I think, over time, it did fade, but even before it completely went away naturally, I would start to feel it, and I would kind of tell myself, like, No, you're gonna be fine. It's just improv. It's okay--you're gonna feel good after. You know, it's very similar to how I talk to my son now. It's like, No, you like this formula. This is the good kind. (Laughs.)

Rosin: That's so funny. So this is tricky to understand. So by the end, you're doing it with a little bit less dread. You're still talking yourself into it. You're able to do it, so you're not avoiding it; you're doing it. You're, at times, enjoying it, but it's still not your natural inclination.

Khazan: So I would say it's not to do improv, but it's to connect with other people when I'm feeling down. Like, if I'm feeling isolated and withdrawn, I don't feel like the solution is just to spend more time by myself. I feel like it's to connect with others and sort of get out of my head a little.

Rosin: But that actually seems revolutionary. Like, if you think of one of our largest problems now, which is lack of connection, the idea that you can actually work at it, you know, approach it like a project and change it slowly, such that what you got--okay, maybe you're not going to be on SNL, so that's not your destiny--but what does change is that you don't go deeper into yourself when you are feeling whatever you're feeling. Like, you seek some kind of connection. And research does show that that's healthy.

Khazan: Yeah, and that's kind of the science behind why extroverts tend to show up as happier. They kind of just spend a lot of time around other people, and other people tend to make us happy, even though we can all think of times when other people have not made us happy.

But, you know, I'm really glad I did that before having a baby, because I think that my approach to new motherhood would have been totally different otherwise and much more isolating if I hadn't done this experiment to see, Okay, actually, being around others and connecting socially, and even in a way that's silly and doesn't totally make sense is, like, still a good thing.

Rosin: Oh, that's amazing. What's your extroversion score now?

Khazan: Right now, my extroversion--it says it's very high.

Rosin: Very high. So it went from very low to very high.

Khazan: Yes, it's not in the top 10 percent. I would say it's probably, like--I don't know--60th percentile now.

Rosin: I know, but you're getting all ambitious now. Like, you want to be in the top ten percent.

Khazan: I didn't get into the Harvard of extroversion. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Exactly. (Laughs.)

Khazan: But yeah.

Rosin: That's amazing. Okay. Very, very impressed. And I feel like people should try it.

[Music]

Rosin: So that was extroversion--the e in OCEAN. After the break, Olga takes us through another section of her book: the n--the negative, nervous, capital-n "Neurotics."

[Break]

Rosin: Okay. Let's move on to the second trait that I want to talk about, which is neuroticism, the n of OCEAN. That is one that I think many people would like to change about themselves, myself included. What did your starting point there look like?

Khazan: I think I scored higher than, like, literally everyone else on earth.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Khazan: Oh, I was in the 94th percentile.

Rosin: So you did get into the Harvard of neuroticism.

Khazan: Yes. Yeah. Yeah, I'm graduating.

Rosin: Excellent. And we're laughing, but the feeling--I mean, everyone's version of neurotic is different, but can you talk a little bit about your own version? Like, what is it that bothered you about your neuroticism?

Khazan: So I was basically always anxious. Like, there just wasn't a time when I wasn't anxious. I was constantly thinking about stuff in the future that could go wrong, or stuff in the past that did go wrong, and, like, Why did I allow it to go wrong? When good things would happen, there was no living in the moment or appreciating the good thing.

It was, like, onto the next thing that could go wrong. Or like, Oh, this sunset is great, but the one yesterday was better. You know, like on vacation, we would get to some beautiful attraction or landmark of some kind, and I'd be like, Okay, what's next?

Rosin: Right.

Khazan: That kind of thing. Yeah.

Rosin: So you started out with Harvard-level, high-baseline neuroticism. This one is hard to face, I will say, so what was your process of trying to change it?

Khazan: So I followed this one study that's been done on personality change, but a lot of those suggestions were, like, a lot of gratitude journaling--and I did do that--but a lot of it was also meditation.

Rosin: Ugh.

Khazan: --which, I know.

Rosin: Is there anything else?

Khazan: I know. I was, like, Seriously? I was diving so deep into the psychology. Is there something where I can, like, walk backwards for a mile and be cured?

Rosin: You know how there are headlines sometimes that are like: "This is the One Thing You Need to Do." It's always meditation. So I'm like, You're not surprising me in this headline.

Khazan: Yes, yes. Yeah, it's always meditation. It was indeed meditation. So it was a meditation class that I took. It was, like, kind of like Buddhism for Dummies--like, during the day, we would all gather and they would do this PowerPoint with kind of very basic Buddhist ideas.

And then, we had to meditate for 45 minutes a day.

[Music]

Rosin: As beginners?

Khazan: Yes.

Rosin: That's an intimidating amount of time.

Khazan: It was really, really, really hard. I honestly don't think I could do it with a kid now. I don't really have 45 minutes anymore. But I think if people are trying this at home, I think they should start with way less, because it can feel so daunting that you're like, Why even bother? You know? And there's a lot of meditations out there that I also found effective that are much shorter, like 10 or 15 minutes.

Rosin: So you, starting out as the person with high neuroticism, face meditation as a person who sees meditation all over the culture, so there's already a barrier to entry. So how do you slide into that one? Because I actually understand the benefits of meditation; I just also understand the cultural ubiquity of meditation and, thus, the resistance to it, you know? So how do you sneak your way in so that it's helpful?

Khazan: Yeah, so I basically was, like, dragged kicking and screaming. And unlike with improv, I didn't enjoy it at any point. So we would have these phone calls with our meditation teacher to see how things were going, and basically all my phone calls were all about how much I hated meditation.

Rosin: Which is maybe neurotic, like--

Khazan: I'm not doing it right. I was like, Can I listen to music? Can I listen to a podcast? Can I wash the dishes? She's like, No, you need to be there and, like, sit with whatever comes up. And whatever stuff she said, I was like, That doesn't make any sense.

We had an all-day meditation retreat, where all we did was meditate all day. It was, like, the worst day of my life. I hated it so much, like--oh my God. And they were--at one point I think they got frustrated with me, because they're like: You sound like you're striving, and you're not supposed to strive in meditation.

And I was like, Yeah, of course I'm striving. So, yeah, it was just so hard and so painful. And it worked.

Rosin: Whoa! Okay, so can you describe how the turn happened? I think many people would want to know.

Khazan: So I don't think there ever was a turn. I sort of hated it all the way through the retreat. And then I took the test not long after the retreat. And my neuroticism had actually fallen so much that it was considered low. It was in the 39th percentile.

Rosin: Wait--you went from 97 percent to low?

Khazan: Yeah, I no longer scored, like, extremely high or whatever it was. But I will say, it was mostly because of a change in my depression score. Like, so I have really, really high anxiety, and I also had high depression, and my depression went down by a lot, and my anxiety also went down a little but not by as much.

Rosin: And what do you attribute that to? I mean, that's amazing. Like, you know, going down on depression or anxiety is fantastic. So what do you attribute it to? Do you attribute it to the meditation or to the act of focusing on yourself for some amount of time so that you're taking your depression seriously, or what was it?

Khazan: So two-part answer here. One is that--so this class that I took called MBSR has gone head-to-head with the antidepressant Lexapro, and it actually works, allegedly, as well as Lexapro. So there is kind of precedent for it bringing down anxiety and depression.

And I think the answer--maybe it was the meditation just working in the background, like sweeping away the cobwebs or whatever without me noticing. You know, because you're supposed to just let your thoughts pass like clouds or whatever. But I think the more kind of immediately efficacious thing was that these Buddhism for Dummies lessons were very helpful for me.

Even though I thought they were kind of stupid, I found them really helpful. And in particular, my meditation teacher would always say, Things happen that we don't like. And I realized that I was someone who was very filled with self-blame for things not going the way they were, quote-unquote, "supposed" to go.

Like getting stuck in traffic--I would get this overwhelming rage at myself whenever I was stuck in traffic. And it was--it's traffic. Like, you know, there's nothing you can do about it. But I realized that I had this, I don't know, wrong image of other people's lives as perfect because they manage them perfectly, and that I'm the only one who can't.

And for some reason, this, like, PowerPoint-focused Buddhism class helped me get rid of some of that.

Rosin: I believe everything the Buddhists say. I have never found any of it unhelpful. It's always incredibly helpful if I can just get myself to sit down and pay attention.

Khazan: Yes.

Rosin: Okay, so basically, this experiment was successful for you.

Khazan: Yes, yes.

Rosin: And when did you do it?

Khazan: I did this right before I got pregnant.

Rosin: All right. So that's an important marker. So that would be, like, two years ago you did this experiment. Now what has stayed with you about it?

Khazan: S I will say that right after I had Evan, my scores got all--like, I'm looking at my graphs of my scores, and there's like a huge dip on all of them right after the baby came, because postpartum depression can affect all these things. Also, you're not socializing, you're not being nice, you're not being conscientious, you're not showering in that immediate postpartum period.

So they all crashed and burned right after the baby came. But I actually just recently took the tests again. You know, he's 1-year-old now, and I just took them again, like, a month ago. And they actually went back up--not quite to the level as they were when I was doing the book, but back up for the most part, I would say, across all the traits.

And I think that's just because I've been able lately to get back more into some of what I was doing for the book, not all of them.

Rosin: Interesting. Okay. So how you're using this in your life, this whole experiment that you did, is: First of all, it convinced you that you can change things about elements of your personality. You know that to be true now. And so you have these markers, and they essentially serve as goals.

And if you're finding yourself to be unhappy, then you can work on one or another of these goals. Like, it just allows you to be more self-aware, notice things about yourself. And it gives you some very concrete tools to fix it.

Khazan: Yeah, that's how I see it. And that's--I mean, Nate Hudson, the researcher whose work kind of forms the backbone of the book, he really describes personality traits as tools. Like, they help you get what you want in life. Which is why I kind of shy away from the, like, Don't change your personality if you like yourself, because, you know, I liked myself before, and I like myself now. But now I feel like I know how to get more out of life.

Rosin: That's really, really interesting. You wouldn't have minded yourself if you'd been a somewhat isolated mother who didn't see that many mothers.

Khazan: Yeah, I don't think I would've. You know, I think I would have had a much lonelier and more stressful postpartum experience. I think I would have just thought that's what it is like.

Rosin: Like, that's Olga's version of parenting, and that's okay. Like, you wouldn't have hated yourself for it.

Khazan: Yeah, exactly. But instead what I did is I joined this new-moms group, and in general I just have made more of a point of reaching out to other new moms, and just kind of getting together as much as possible, or even just keeping in touch over WhatsApp or whatever--sharing experiences or just, like, What the hell is this? Is this normal? That type of stuff.

That has honestly made it so much less bad, I think, and less isolating. Like, I wouldn't say that I have a village, but it's just nice to not feel like you're the only person in the world who's ever had a baby.

Rosin: Yeah. So you have the advantage of going into motherhood with all of this understanding of personality. Have you found yourself talking about your son or thinking about your son with some of this research in mind?

Khazan: Yeah, you know, Evan is very smiley, and he's just very happy. He smiles very easily. He smiles at people he knows and likes. And my parents tell me that I was not like that. (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.) Thanks, Mom. Yeah.

Khazan: So the way I talk about it, I'm like, Oh, he gets that from my husband, Rich. And I don't know. I'm just like, I really--sorry, I'm trying not to choke up.

Rosin: That's okay.

Khazan: I really, like, want to not mess that up for him. Like, I want to--I don't know. Sorry.

Rosin: No, that's okay. You want to keep him happy.

Khazan: Yeah, not keep him happy, but I hope that that continues. I don't know.

Rosin: Yeah. No, I thought you were going somewhere different. I thought what you were going to say is, I don't want to think about his personality as fixed. Like, I want to allow him--like, if he wants to be unhappy, or if he wants to be a different way, or throw a temper tantrum, that's okay. Like, I will keep in mind that we can, you know, move towards a goal later.

But I think what you're saying is more simple and beautiful, and I appreciate that. I'm sorry that your mom was--it was like when my mom used to tell me how much cuter my brother was than me as a baby, every single time we look at baby pictures.

Khazan: Lovely.

Rosin: Yeah. Well, Olga, thank you so much. I feel like this will inspire a lot of people to try it. So thank you so much for writing it down.

Khazan: Yeah, absolutely. Thanks so much for having me on.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. We had engineering support from Rob Smierciak and fact-checking by Genevieve Finn. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

Listeners, if you like what you hear on Radio Atlantic, remember you can support our work and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to The Atlantic at TheAtlantic.com/listener.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Hollowness of This Juneteenth

The holiday was always an implicit warning that what had been done could be done again.

by Vann R. Newkirk II




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.


Five years ago, as the streets ran hot and the body of George Floyd lay cold, optimistic commentators believed that America was on the verge of a breakthrough in its eternal deliberation over the humanity of Black people. For a brief moment, perhaps, it seemed as if the "whirlwinds of revolt," as Martin Luther King Jr. once prophesied, had finally shaken the foundations of the nation. In 2021, in the midst of this "racial reckoning," as it was often called, Congress passed legislation turning Juneteenth into "Juneteenth National Independence Day," a federal holiday. Now we face the sober reality that our country might be further away from that promised land than it has been in decades.

Along with Memorial Day and Martin Luther King Jr. Day, Juneteenth became one of three federal holidays with explicit roots in Black history. Memorial Day was made a national observance in 1868 to honor soldiers felled during the Civil War, and was preceded by local celebrations organized by newly freed Black residents. The impetus for MLK Day came about with King's assassination exactly a century later, after which civil-rights groups and King's closest associates campaigned for the named holiday. Memorial Day and Martin Luther King Jr. Day both originated in times when the Black freedom struggle faced its greatest challenges. Juneteenth--an emancipation celebration popularized during Reconstruction--was codified during what purported to be a transformation in America's racial consciousness.

But, like its predecessors, Juneteenth joined the federal-holiday ranks just as Americans also decided en masse that they were done with all that. The 1870s saw the radical promise of Reconstruction give way to Jim Crow; the 1960s gave way to the nihilism and race-baiting of the Nixonian and Reaganite years. In 2024, the election of Donald Trump to a second term signaled a national retreat from racial egalitarianism. In his first months as president, he has moved the country in that direction more quickly than many imagined he would.

Trump has set fire to billions of dollars of contracts in the name of eliminating "DEI," according to the White House. His legislative agenda threatens to strip federal health care and disaster aid for populations that are disproportionately Black. The Department of Defense has defenestrated Black veterans in death, removing their names from government websites and restoring the old names of bases that originally honored Confederate officers. The Federal Aviation Administration plans to spend millions of dollars to investigate whether recruiting Black air-traffic controllers (among other minority groups) has caused more plane crashes. The Smithsonian and its constituents have come under attack for daring to present artifacts about slavery and segregation. Books about Black history are being disappeared from schools and libraries. The secretary of education has suggested that public-school lessons about the truth of slavery and Jim Crow might themselves be illegal.

There were, perhaps, other possible outcomes after 2020, but they didn't come to pass. The Democratic Party harnessed King's whirlwinds of revolt to power its mighty machine, promising to transform America and prioritize racial justice. Corporations donned the mask of "wokeness"; people sent CashApp "reparations" and listened and learned. But the donations to racial-justice initiatives soon dried up. The party supported a war in Gaza that fundamentally undercut any claim to its moral authority, especially among many young Black folks who felt kinship with the Palestinians in their plight. When DEI emerged as a boogeyman on the far right, many corporate leaders and politicians started to slink away from previous commitments to equity. Democratic Party leadership underestimated the anti-anti-racism movement, and seemed to genuinely believe that earned racial progress would endure on its own. The backlash that anybody who'd studied history said would come came, and the country was unprepared.

Trump and his allies spend a lot of time talking about indoctrination and banning DEI. But by and large, the campaign against "wokeness" has always been a canard. The true quarries of Trump's movement are the actual policies and structures that made progress possible. Affirmative action is done, and Black entrance rates at some selective schools have already plummeted. Our existing federal protections against discrimination in workplaces, housing, health care, and pollution are being peeled back layer by layer. The 1964 Civil Rights Act might be a dead letter, and the 1965 Voting Rights Act is in perpetual danger of losing the last of its teeth. The Fourteenth Amendment itself stands in tatters.

Five years after Democratic congresspeople knelt on the floor in kente cloth for nearly nine minutes, the holiday is all that really remains. This puts the oddness of today in stark relief. The purpose of Juneteenth was always a celebration of emancipation, of the Black community's emergence out of our gloomy past. But it was also an implicit warning that what had been done could be done again. Now millions of schoolchildren will enjoy a holiday commemorating parts of our history that the federal government believes might be illegal to teach them about.

I once advocated for Juneteenth as a national holiday, on the grounds that the celebration would prompt more people to become familiar with the rich history of emancipation and Black folks' agency in that. But, as it turns out, transforming Juneteenth into "Juneteenth National Independence Day" against the backdrop of the past few years of retrenchment simply creates another instance of hypocrisy. What we were promised was a reckoning, whatever that meant. What we got was a day off.
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The Future of the HPV Vaccine Is Up in the Air

One of the most effective vaccines available was going to become more accessible--until RFK Jr. dismissed the CDC's advisory committee.

by Katherine J. Wu




Until last week, the future of vaccination for human papillomavirus, or HPV, in the United States seemed clear.



For several years, a growing body of evidence has suggested that just a single dose of the vaccine may be as effective as two are, offering decades of protection against the virus, which is estimated to cause roughly 700,000 cases of cancer each year. More than 50 other countries have already adopted the one-dose schedule, and many experts hoped that the U.S. might follow suit this year.



The decision rests, primarily, on the deliberations of the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, a vaccine-advisory committee to the CDC. ACIP was initially expected to put to a vote, as early as next week, the questions of HPV-vaccine dosing and, simultaneously, whether to strengthen the recommendations that advise vaccination starting at 9 years of age. Several experts told me that they had tentatively expected both motions to pass, making HPV vaccination easier, cheaper, and quicker. The HPV vaccine is one of the most powerful vaccines ever developed: It is unusual among immunizations in that it durably prevents infection and disease at rates close to 100 percent. If it was deployed more widely, "we could see the end of cervical cancer," Kirthini Muralidharan, a global-health expert and HPV-vaccine researcher at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, told me.



That was before Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the nation's health secretary, abruptly dismissed all 17 members of ACIP. Among their replacements--each apparently handpicked by Kennedy--are several researchers who have spread misinformation about vaccines or been embroiled in litigation against vaccine manufacturers; at least one of the new members has exaggerated the harms of the HPV vaccine specifically. Now the anticipated votes on the vaccine, among other immunizations, have been removed from the proposed agenda for ACIP's coming meeting, leaving the fate of the vaccine far murkier.



ACIP has, for decades, been one of the world's most respected expert panels on vaccines. The group's charter is to rigorously evaluate the evidence on the immunizations that the FDA has green-lighted. The advice it gives the CDC then helps devise the official immunization schedule that guides how insurers cover vaccines, how states mandate immunizations in schools, and how primary-care physicians advise their patients. Only under the rarest of circumstances has a CDC director rejected the committee's advice. Effectively, the members of ACIP "decide who gets the vaccine, at what age, and how many doses," Noel Brewer, a vaccine expert and health-behavior researcher at UNC Gillings School of Global Public Health, who served on ACIP until last week, told me.



The group's rigorous, data-driven approach is a primary reason the HPV-dosing strategy has yet to change. In particular, the committee was awaiting formal results from a large clinical trial in Costa Rica that has been comparing dosing strategies in adolescent girls. So far, the data, recently presented at a cancer conference, suggest that one dose is just as effective as two, the current CDC-backed regimen. Earlier this year, the ACIP working group focused on HPV vaccines was leaning toward supporting the dose drop, Brewer, who was part of that group, told me. The proposal to routinely recommend the vaccine as early as 9 years of age, he added, seemed likely to pass, too. (Currently, the CDC allows for HPV vaccination as early as 9 years of age, but only actively recommends it starting at 11 years of age.)



Those amendments to HPV-vaccination guidelines would make the shot simpler to get, for a wider range of children--which could dramatically increase its uptake, Gretchen Chapman, a health-psychology researcher at Carnegie Mellon University, told me: "The more you can make getting vaccinated easy and convenient, the higher vaccination rates will be." Only about 60 percent of 13-to-17-year-olds in the U.S. are up-to-date on their HPV shots--a gap that public-health experts consider a major missed opportunity. That the shot can almost perfectly prevent infection and disease for decades is "like the fantasy we have of vaccines," Brewer told me. Its rock-solid protection "just keeps rolling."



But the new ACIP may see matters differently. Kennedy has yet to fill the committee's roster, but his initial picks include individuals who appear to have a beef with HPV immunization. One member, Vicky Pebsworth, co-wrote an analysis detailing adverse events following HPV vaccination for an anti-vaccine organization, which she serves on the board of. Another new member, Martin Kulldorff, provided expert testimony in cases against the drugmaker Merck over its Gardasil vaccine, the only HPV shot available in the U.S., and received thousands of dollars from plaintiffs who accused the company of downplaying the vaccine's risks. (A judge in North Carolina overseeing one of those cases ruled in favor of Merck; another, in Los Angeles, is going to trial later this year.) And Kennedy, an environmental lawyer, has himself been instrumental in organizing the litigation campaign against Merck--and has described Gardasil as "the most dangerous vaccine ever invented." (Under pressure from senators, Kennedy has said that he will relinquish any proceeds from these lawsuits to his son.) He has also falsely claimed that the HPV vaccine--which data show has dramatically reduced rates of cervical cancer in the U.S. and elsewhere--"actually increases the risk of cervical cancer." (HHS, the CDC, Pebsworth, and Kulldorff did not respond to a request for comment.)



At some point, the current ACIP might see fit to soften the existing guidelines, or even advise the CDC to remove the vaccine recommendations for certain groups. If it does, those decisions could prompt insurers to stop covering the vaccines, or disincentivize health-care providers from offering them to families. The committee could also remove the vaccine from the Vaccines for Children program, which provides shots to kids whose parents cannot afford them. (An initial agenda for the ACIP meeting scheduled to start on Wednesday initially included a recommendation vote for the HPV vaccine, as well as a vote on its status in Vaccines for Children; those items no longer appear in the CDC's draft agenda.)



A few of the experts I spoke with raised the possibility that this new ACIP might still amend the HPV-vaccine recommendation to a single dose, but with a different rationale: not because the members are swayed by the data on its effectiveness, but because they'd support any option that cleaves a vaccine dose from the immunization schedule. Kennedy, too, seems likely to back such a move. "Any window to roll back the number of times a child receives a vaccine injection? He's going to push for," Alison Buttenheim, a behavioral scientist at Penn Nursing, told me.



The net effect might at first seem the same: Fewer doses of the HPV vaccine would be on the schedule. But the reasoning behind a decision can matter just as much as the end result. Robert Bednarczyk, an epidemiologist and vaccine researcher at Emory University's Rollins School of Public Health, pointed out that, although much of the evidence so far has pointed toward one dose being enough, the case isn't yet a slam dunk: Some of the trials investigating the  single-dose strategy are using different formulations of Gardasil, or non-Gardasil brands, which may perform differently. (The Costa Rica trial, notably, does include the same Gardasil recipe used in the U.S.) And some experts still wonder if the protection offered by a single shot may fade faster than a double-dose regimen--a more challenging aspect of vaccine protection to assess without many years of follow-up. If that's the case, prematurely dropping the second dose could later force the U.S. to add a shot back into the vaccine schedule--a confusing message that could erode trust. The last thing the country needs now is "another hit to public confidence around vaccines," Bednarczyk said.



How Kennedy and his allies publicly justify these choices, then, matters quite a bit. Vaccines, on the whole, are now being billed by the government not as vital, lifesaving tools, but as unnecessary risks, deserving of additional scrutiny. Of the multitude of vaccines on the childhood-immunization schedule, many people already see HPV "as the troublesome one," Brewer told me. Its ability to prevent cancer has been underemphasized; some critics have stoked unfounded fears that, because the vaccine guards against a sexually transmitted virus, it will increase promiscuity. And unlike other vaccines recommended in the early adolescent years, such as the meningococcal vaccine and the Tdap booster--which are required by most or all states for entry into secondary school--HPV is mandated for preteens in only a handful of jurisdictions.



All of these pressures make the vaccine more vulnerable to being rejected, Chapman told me. And should Kennedy's new vaccine team openly discard HPV doses primarily for the sake of dropping a shot, that could set a precedent--for removing other vaccines from the schedule, in part or entirely.
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The Trojan Horse Will Come for Us Too

The wars in Ukraine and the Middle East offer Americans a glimpse into the battles of the future--and a warning.

by Thomas Wright




I stopped using my cellphone for regular calls and text messages last fall and switched to Signal. I wasn't being paranoid--or at least I don't think I was. I worked in the National Security Council, and we were told that China had compromised all major U.S. telecommunications companies and burrowed deep inside their networks. Beijing had gathered information on more than a million Americans, mainly in the Washington, D.C., area. The Chinese government could listen in to phone calls and read text messages. Experts call the Chinese state-backed group responsible Salt Typhoon, and the vulnerabilities it exploited have not been fixed. China is still there.

Telecommunications systems aren't the only ones compromised. China has accessed enormous quantities of data on Americans for more than a decade. It has hacked into health-insurance companies and hotel chains, as well as security-clearance information held by the Office of Personnel Management.

The jaded response here is All countries spy. So what? But the spectacular surprise attacks that Ukraine and Israel have pulled off against their enemies suggest just how serious such penetration can become. In Operation Spiderweb, Ukraine smuggled attack drones on trucks with unwitting drivers deep inside of Russia, and then used artificial intelligence to simultaneously attack four military bases and destroy a significant number of strategic bombers, which are part of Russia's nuclear triad. Israel created a real pager-production company in Hungary to infiltrate Hezbollah's global supply chains and booby-trap its communication devices, killing or maiming much of the group's leadership in one go. Last week, in Operation Rising Lion, Israel assassinated many top Iranian military leaders simultaneously and attacked the country's nuclear facilities, thanks in part to a drone base it built inside Iran.

Read: Ukraine's warning to the world's other military forces

In each case, a resourceful, determined, and imaginative state used new technologies and data to do what was hitherto deemed impossible. America's adversaries are also resourceful, determined, and imaginative.

Just think about what might happen if a U.S.-China war broke out over Taiwan.

A Chinese state-backed group called Volt Typhoon has been preparing plans to attack crucial infrastructure in the United States should the two countries ever be at war. As Jen Easterly put it in 2024 when she was head of the Cyber and Infrastructure Security Agency (CISA), China is planning to "launch destructive cyber-attacks in the event of a major crisis or conflict with the United States," including "the disruption of our gas pipelines; the pollution of our water facilities; the severing of our telecommunications; the crippling of our transportation systems."

The Biden administration took measures to fight off these cyberattacks and harden the infrastructure. Joe Biden also imposed some sanctions on China and took some specific measures to limit America's exposure; he cut off imports of Chinese electric vehicles because of national-security concerns. Biden additionally signed a bill to ban TikTok, but President Donald Trump has issued rolling extensions to keep the platform functioning in the U.S. America and its allies will need to think hard about where to draw the line in the era of the Internet of Things, which connects nearly everything and could allow much of it--including robots, drones, and cloud computing--to be weaponized.

China isn't the only problem. According to the U.S. Intelligence Community's Annual Threat Assessment for this year, Russia is developing a new device to detonate a nuclear weapon in space with potentially "devastating" consequences. A Pentagon official last year said the weapon could  pose "a threat to satellites operated by countries and companies around the globe, as well as to the vital communications, scientific, meteorological, agricultural, commercial, and national security services we all depend upon. Make no mistake, even if detonating a nuclear weapon in space does not directly kill people, the indirect impact could be catastrophic to the entire world." The device could also render Trump's proposed "Golden Dome" missile shield largely ineffective.

Americans can expect a major adversary to use drones and AI to go after targets deep inside the United States or allied countries. There is no reason to believe that an enemy wouldn't take a page out of the Israeli playbook and go after leadership. New technologies reward acting preemptively, catching the adversary by surprise--so the United States may not get much notice. A determined adversary could even cut the undersea cables that allow the internet to function. Last year, vessels linked to Russia and China appeared to have severed those cables in Europe on a number of occasions, supposedly by accident. In a concerted hostile action, Moscow could cut or destroy these cables at scale.

Read: How Israel executed its surprise assault on Iran

Terrorist groups are less capable than state actors--they are unlikely to destroy most of the civilian satellites in space, for example, or collapse essential infrastructure--but new technologies could expand their reach too. In their book The Coming Wave, Mustafa Suleyman and Michael Bhaskar described some potential attacks that terrorists could undertake: unleashing hundreds or thousands of drones equipped with automatic weapons and facial recognition on multiple cities simultaneously, say, or even one drone to spray a lethal pathogen on a crowd.

A good deal of American infrastructure is owned by private companies with little incentive to undertake the difficult and costly fixes that might defend against Chinese infiltration. Certainly this is true of telecommunications companies, as well as those providing utilities such as water and electricity. Making American systems resilient could require a major public outlay. But it could cost less than the $150 billion (one estimate has that figure at an eye-popping $185 billion) that the House of Representatives is proposing to appropriate this year to strictly enforce immigration law.

Instead, the Trump administration proposed slashing funding for CISA, the agency responsible for protecting much of our infrastructure against foreign attacks, by $495 million, or approximately 20 percent of its budget. That cut will make the United States more vulnerable to attack.

The response to the drone threat has been no better. Some in Congress have tried to pass legislation expanding government authority to detect and destroy drones over certain kinds of locations, but the most recent effort failed. Senator Rand Paul, who was then the ranking member of the Senate Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs and is now the chair, said there was no imminent threat and warned against giving the government sweeping surveillance powers, although the legislation entailed nothing of the sort. Senators from both parties have resisted other legislative measures to counter drones.

The United States could learn a lot from Ukraine on how to counter drones, as well as how to use them, but the administration has displayed little interest in doing this. The massively expensive Golden Dome project is solely focused on defending against the most advanced missiles but should be tasked with dealing with the drone threat as well.

Meanwhile, key questions go unasked and unanswered. What infrastructure most needs to be protected? Should aircraft be kept in the open? Where should the United States locate a counter-drone capability?

After 9/11, the United States built a far-reaching homeland-security apparatus focused on counterterrorism. The Trump administration is refocusing it on border security and immigration. But the biggest threat we face is not terrorism, let alone immigration. Those responsible for homeland security should not be chasing laborers on farms and busboys in restaurants in order to meet quotas imposed by the White House.

The wars in Ukraine and the Middle East are giving Americans a glimpse into the battles of the future--and a warning. It is time to prepare.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Announces Staff Writers Quinta Jurecic, Toluse Olorunnipa, and Nancy Youssef




L to R: Quinta Jurecic, Toluse Olorunnipa, Nancy Youssef



As The Atlantic continues a major expansion of its editorial staff, today editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg is announcing the hires of Quinta Jurecic, Toluse Olorunnipa, and Nancy Youssef as staff writers.
 
 Nancy is joining from The Wall Street Journal where she was a national security correspondent; Toluse joins from The Washington Post, where he was a national political reporter and previously served as White House bureau chief; and Quinta has been a contributing writer for The Atlantic and senior editor at Lawfare.
 
 Below is the staff announcement about Nancy, Toluse, and Quinta:

Dear everyone,
 
 I'm writing to share the news that three excellent journalists are joining our team as staff writers: Quinta Jurecic, Toluse Olorunnipa, and Nancy Youssef. The Atlantic continues to be the premier destination for the most talented journalists in America, and the addition of these three extraordinarily talented writers simply underscores this point.
 
 First, Quinta: Quinta's byline is actually a familiar one to you and to our readers; as a contributing writer here for the past several years, she's produced some of the most incisive coverage of the Trump years of anyone in journalism. Quinta was one of the people I looked to in the early days of the first Trump term to try to make sense of it all, and she delivered, time and time again. (Her Atlantic archive is a rich source of analysis and wisdom for those seeking to understand our political moment.)
 
 Quinta is sharp, quick, and extremely adept at translating difficult concepts of law and governance into illuminating stories for the general reader. She is currently a fellow at the Brookings Institution, and a senior editor at Lawfare, for which she previously served as managing editor. Quinta will be joining us at the Wharf.
 
 Next, Tolu, a Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter known for his thoughtfulness, brilliant writing, and years of experience covering politics at the highest level. He is equally at home questioning presidents in the Oval Office as he is documenting the impact of their decision-making on the people they ostensibly serve. He joins us from The Washington Post, where he has been a national political reporter and the paper's White House bureau chief. Before joining the Post, Tolu did stints at Bloomberg News and The Miami Herald.
 
 Tolu is the co-author of His Name is George Floyd: One Man's Life and the Struggle for Racial Justice, which won the 2023 Pulitzer Prize for Nonfiction, the Dayton Literary Peace Prize, and was a finalist for the National Book Award, the Los Angeles Times Book Award, and the J. Anthony Lukas Prize. Tolu will be based at the Wharf.
 
 And now, Nancy: Nancy is a fearless and experienced reporter with a great knowledge of the Middle East. She was based in Baghdad during the Iraq War and later in Cairo, where she covered the broader Muslim world. Her reporting from Iraq focused on the everyday experience of Iraqis and how the U.S.'s military presence reshaped the country's social and political dynamics.
 
 Nancy comes to us from The Wall Street Journal, where she developed a reputation both as a scoop artist and as a tenacious leader among Pentagon and national security reporters. Before joining the Journal, she was a reporter at Buzzfeed News, the Daily Beast, McClatchy Newspapers, the Detroit Free Press, and the Baltimore Sun. Nancy will also be based at the Wharf.
 
 Please join me in welcoming them to The Atlantic.
 
 Best wishes,
 
 Jeff


The Atlantic has announced a number of new hires this year, including managing editor Griff Witte; staff writers Isaac Stanley-Becker, Tyler Austin Harper, Nick Miroff, Ashley Parker, Alexandra Petri, Missy Ryan, Michael Scherer, Jamie Thompson, Josh Tyrangiel, and Caity Weaver; and senior editors Jenna Johnson and Dan Zak. Please reach out with any questions or requests.
 
 Press Contact: Anna Bross The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com
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The Medical Device That's Become a MAHA Fixation

The continuous glucose monitor is emblematic of the movement's emphasis on self-reliance.

by Olga Khazan




To hear some of them tell it, the companies selling continuous glucose monitors have stumbled upon a heretofore unknown quirk of human biology. Seemingly healthy people, many of these companies argue, have "glucose imbalances" that need to be monitored and, with dietary vigilance, eradicated. Millions of people are going through life eating bananas, not knowing that their blood sugar is rising with every bite. This must be stopped.

To this end, the companies market the continuous glucose monitor, or CGM, a quarter-size sensor that takes a near-constant measure of the glucose in the fluid between a person's cells. Once inserted into an arm, the sensor allows the wearer to monitor their blood-sugar levels on a phone app for $80 to $184 a month. Doing so allows you to "see the impact of what you eat" (according to the start-up Lingo), to "motivate behavior change and encourage healthier choices" (according to another called Levels), and to "personalize your approach" to weight loss, because "everyone's journey is different" (according to Nutrisense).

The gadgets have been revolutionary for many people with diabetes--previously the main available device for measuring blood sugar required users to prick their fingers multiple times a day. Many insurers cover CGM prescriptions for diabetics; they can pick up the devices at the pharmacy just as they would blood-test strips. But when I asked a half dozen experts whether people who don't have diabetes should wear CGMs, I got a resounding "Meh." "It's a free country. People can pay money for whatever they feel like doing," David Nathan, a diabetes expert at Harvard, told me. "But from a medical point of view, I am personally unconvinced that they lead to any health benefit."

Relying on a Harvard diabetes expert to give you diabetes advice, however, goes against the general ethos of the "Make America Healthy Again" movement, many of whose members have been heavily promoting CGMs in recent months, including to people who don't have diabetes. Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of Health and Human Services, talked them up in an April CBS interview as "extraordinarily effective in helping people lose weight and avoid diabetes." At his Senate confirmation hearing, before becoming Food and Drug Administration commissioner, Marty Makary said glucose monitors help people "learn about what they're eating." Casey Means, the wellness influencer whom President Donald Trump nominated for surgeon general, has said that more Americans should use CGMs too. (As it happens, she is a co-founder of Levels.) "I believe CGM is the most powerful technology for generating the data and awareness to rectify our Bad Energy crisis in the Western world," Means wrote in her best-selling book, Good Energy. (Bad Energy is her term for the metabolic dysfunction that she believes to be at the root of many chronic health problems.)

Read: How Ivermectin became right-wing aspirin

The devices are emblematic of the self-reliance that characterizes the MAHA movement. "The Casey Means's of the world," Alan Levinovitz, a James Madison University religion professor who has studied alternative health, told me in an email, "are using the rhetoric of naturalness as a way of telling people they can have complete control and expertise over their own health--which is the natural way to be healthy, rather than outsourcing that wisdom to top-down elites." Indeed, one of the chapters of Good Energy is titled "Trust Yourself, Not Your Doctor." (Means did not respond to a request for comment.)

CGMs appear to have trickled into MAHA world from the Joe Roganosphere, helped along by the fact that the devices, which in the past had been prescribed mainly to diabetics, were made available last year for purchase over the counter--that is, by anyone. Five years ago, Paul Saladino, a doctor who promotes an "animal-based diet," said on Rogan's podcast, "This is the kind of stuff that really tells you about your metabolic health. There's no way to lie with a continuous glucose monitor." Since then, CGMs have been endorsed on popular wellness podcasts such as Andrew Huberman's Huberman Lab and Dave Asprey's The Human Upgrade, and by pop-health doctors such as Peter Attia and Mark Hyman, the latter of whom called the CGM "a gadget that has completely changed my life." A wellness influencer known as the Glucose Goddess said that although they may not be for everyone, CGMs can be "a pretty incredible tool to start to connect what you're eating with what's actually happening inside of your body," and offers a guide to them on her website. Gwyneth Paltrow, the empress of Goop, was recently spotted wearing one.

Sun Kim, a Stanford endocrinologist, told me that a few years ago, "I was literally contacted by a start-up almost every month who wanted to incorporate a CGM" into their products. Of course, some CGM companies do specialize in people who have diabetes and need around-the-clock monitoring. But Kim and others I spoke with told me they suspect that, to boost sales, CGM manufacturers are trying to expand their potential-customer base beyond people living with diabetes to the merely sugar-curious.

Jake Leach, the president of Dexcom, maker of the over-the-counter CGM Stelo, told me via email, "Stelo was originally designed for people who have Type 2 diabetes not using insulin and those with prediabetes, however, given the broad accessibility of this device, we are encouraged to see people without diabetes interested in learning more about their glucose and metabolic health." A spokesperson for Dexcom pointed out to me that most people with prediabetes are undiagnosed. Fred St. Goar, a cardiologist and clinical adviser for Lingo, told me in a statement that CGMs can be beneficial for nondiabetics because "understanding your body's glucose is key to managing your metabolism, so you can live healthier and better."

Scant research exists on how many nondiabetic people are buying CGMs, but anecdotally, some providers told me that they are seeing an uptick. Nicola Guess, a University of Oxford dietician and researcher, said that "10 years ago, no, I never saw anyone without diabetes with a CGM. And now I see lots." Mostly, she said, they're people who are already pretty healthy. In this sense, CGMs are an extension of the wearables craze: Once you have an Oura Ring and a fitness tracker, measuring your blood sugar can feel like the next logical step of the "journey."

Should people who aren't diabetic wear one of these? Health fanatics who have $80 a month to burn and want to see how various foods affect their blood sugar are probably fine to wear a CGM, at least for a little while. Spoiler: The readout is probably just going to show that eating refined carbs--such as white bread, pasta, and sweets--at least temporarily raises blood sugar to some degree.

Read: What going 'wild on health' looks like

Normal glucose patterns for nondiabetic people tend to vary quite a bit from meal to meal and day to day. Most nondiabetics' blood-sugar readings will typically fall within the "normal" range of 70 to 140 milligrams per deciliter. But many healthy people will occasionally see spikes above 140, and scientists don't really know if that's a cause for concern. ("Great question" is a response I heard a lot when I asked.) In the studies he's worked on, Kevin D. Hall, a former National Institutes of Health nutrition scientist, has found that even in tightly controlled settings, people's blood-sugar levels respond very differently to the same meal when eaten on different occasions. Given all these natural deviations, a CGM may not be able to tell you anything especially useful about your health. And CGMs can be less accurate than other types of blood-sugar tests. In another study, Hall and his co-authors stuck two different brands of CGM on the same person, and at times, they provided two different blood-sugar readings. The conclusion, to Hall, was that more research is needed before CGMs can be recommended to nondiabetics.

What's more, blood sugar depends on sleep, stress, and exercise levels, and whether any given meal includes protein or fat. If you notice a spike after eating a banana, the banana might not be the reason. It might be the four hours of sleep you got the previous night, because sleep deprivation can affect the hormones that influence blood sugar. As a result, Guess said, "a CGM cannot tell you whether a single food is right for you"--though some CGM enthusiasts make this promise. (A CGM can help you "learn your reaction to individual foods and meals," Means has written.)

For some people, tracking data does help nudge them toward healthier behaviors. If you get a clear readout from a CGM that your blood sugar has risen after you've eaten refined carbs, and it moves you to eat fewer refined carbs, that's not necessarily a bad thing. But researchers haven't found evidence yet that nondiabetic people eat better after wearing a CGM. And if you know how to read a CGM, you probably already know what a healthy diet looks like. You could just eat it. Anne Peters, a diabetes researcher at the University of Southern California, told me, "You could just not wear it at all and tell yourself to eat more vegetables and a more plant-based diet and eat healthy, lean protein."

Many of the biohackers who talk up CGMs also promote a low-carb, protein-heavy diet that would include a T-bone more readily than a Triscuit. (Asprey, the man behind The Human Upgrade, recommends putting butter in coffee.) The potential downside of glucose monitoring is that people who are (perhaps needlessly) alarmed by their CGM data will swap out healthy carbs such as fruit and whole grains for foods that are less healthy--butter, for example, or bacon and red meat. Those foods don't make an impact on blood sugar, but they can affect other markers of health, such as cholesterol and body fat. Eat a stick of butter, and your CGM will probably show a flat, pleasant line. But your arteries may protest.

I noticed these perverse incentives myself during my pregnancy, when I had gestational diabetes and wore a CGM to manage my blood sugar. A bowl of heart-healthy oatmeal would cause my blood-sugar reading to soar to an unacceptable 157, but a piece of cheesecake--with loads of fat balancing out the sugar--would keep it safely under my goal level of 135. At the time, I wanted to eat whatever kept my blood sugar low, for the sake of my baby. But few dieticians would advise healthy people to eat cheesecake instead of oatmeal every morning.

Read: How Joe Rogan remade Austin

Glucose, after all, is just a small part of the picture of human health. "Waist circumference, blood pressure, LDL cholesterol, resting heart rate--they are much better measures of how healthy someone is than glucose," Guess said. And watching a real-time readout of your blood glucose can become an obsession of sorts--not an entirely harmless one. "Something being a waste of time is a net harm," Guess told me. "There is something unethical to me about filling people's heads with worries that never come to pass."

Many of the researchers I spoke with said that if you are concerned you might have diabetes or prediabetes, you could just get an A1c blood test at your annual physical. Like a CGM, it, too, measures blood sugar, but much more cheaply and without requiring you to wear a device all the time. And if it shows that you're at risk of developing type 2 diabetes, you could do what doctors have suggested doing for decades now: Eat a diet rich in vegetables and lean proteins, and get some exercise most days. ("Duh," Nathan said.)

One way for Kennedy and others in the Trump administration to find out if CGMs do all they say they do would be to fund studies on whether CGMs are helpful, and for whom. Quite the opposite is happening. Hall recently left Trump's NIH because he believed he was being censored when speaking about the results of studies that conflicted with Kennedy's views, and Nathan's diabetes-prevention study was recently frozen by the Trump administration. So far, the administration has ended or delayed nearly 2,500 NIH grants, including some related to researching blood glucose. If the Kennedy-led HHS department truly would like to make America healthy again, it could stop defunding the people studying Americans' health.
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Democrats Need More Hobbies

A party of political junkies will struggle to win.

by David Litt




For most of my adult life, I worked in and around Democratic politics, and my hobby was work. Then, in 2022, I started taking surf lessons and got hooked. In April of 2023, and again last December, I took a trip to an outdoor wave pool in Waco, Texas.

If you want to meet the voters who swung toward Donald Trump and put him back in the White House, you could do worse than the hot tub at Waco Surf. I went there with my pickup-truck-driving, Joe Rogan-superfan brother-in-law, and from the moment we arrived, he couldn't have felt more at home, and I couldn't have felt more out of place.

At first I couldn't put my finger on what, exactly, made me feel like the odd man out. But I soon developed a theory: The great divide between us is that I constantly think about politics and they do not.

Two surf trips are hardly statistically significant. But research corroborates my wave-pool hunch: Democrats are becoming the party of political junkies; Republicans, the party of people who would rather think about anything else. And there are more of the latter than there are of the former.

Read: What we lose when we're priced out of hobbies

Last November, a poll from Data for Progress asked voters how much attention they paid to news about the election. Among voters who answered "none at all," just 32 percent supported Kamala Harris. Among those who paid a great deal of attention to politics, Harris's support shot up to 52 percent. Similarly, according to the research firm Catalist, Harris improved on Joe Biden's 2020 margins among so-called super voters--people who voted in each of the four most recent elections--by a percentage point. The good news for Democrats is that by definition, these voters turn out consistently. The bad news is that the rest of the electorate moved toward Trump by 10 points.

The Democratic Party's candidates, donors, staff, and voters are thus caught in a contradiction. Americans' obligation to engage politically--always present in a democracy--has never been greater. President Trump is trampling our system of checks and balances, dismantling our government and institutions, pitting the military against protesters, and putting all Americans at greater risk of disease and natural disaster. These are serious times, and serious measures, including collective action such as the "No Kings" protests that took place this past Saturday, are warranted.

Yet the best hope for defeating authoritarianism remains the ballot box. And to win elections, Democrats have to win back at least some voters who have no interest in becoming more politically engaged. The party is going to need another way to reach people--and perhaps that path goes through activities other than politics.

Democrats used to do more to put their hobbies on display. The party's most recent two-term presidents were a saxophone-playing Rhodes Scholar and a pickup-basketball-playing former editor of the Harvard Law Review. I wrote speeches for the latter and can say from experience that President Barack Obama's sports-guy-in-chief persona was not an act. Standing backstage, watching the president ad-lib about the Bears or Bulls, I often got the sense that he found talking rosters or playoff games far more enjoyable than diving into the details of the day's policy announcement. The voters in the audience usually felt the same way.

Today's Democrats aren't completely somber. I attended last year's convention in Chicago, where "Joy" was a campaign slogan and a guest appearance by Lil John turned the roll call into a 23,000-person party. But that's actually a symptom of the problem, not a solution. Democrats focus on making politics fun, when the real question is whether they can have fun outside of politics. Faking hobbies, or trying desperately to appear relatable, won't cut it. It's got to be real.

In that respect, the party has taken a giant step backwards during the Trump era. Biden's age and limited schedule didn't just make it harder for him to command the bully pulpit; it meant Americans got fewer chances to see him enjoying himself outside work. In 2020, Harris launched a YouTube cooking show, but it was scrapped by the time she became vice president, and it never returned.

In Harris's case, I suspect her campaign worried that women candidates who share too much about their hobbies are quick to be branded as unserious. It's a valid concern. But so, unfortunately, is its opposite. Women candidates who share too little will be branded as being motivated solely by personal ambition. Besides, Democrats now struggle to have fun in public regardless of gender. Make a mental list of the most likely 2028 nominees--JB Pritzker, Gretchen Whitmer, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Pete Buttigieg, Cory Booker. How many of them have a single identifiable interest outside of their job?

It's not just candidates. The more that donors and staff surround themselves with people who are into politics, the easier it becomes to ignore the fact that most Americans aren't. Critics have mocked every detail of the donor retreats that bring together strategists, funders, and influencers in attempts to create "the Joe Rogan of the left." But the biggest flaw with these gatherings is baked into the premise: There will never be a Joe Rogan of the left, because there was never a Joe Rogan of the right. Rogan rose to prominence as a mixed-martial-arts color commentator. According to the fan site jrelibrary.com, he went 1,169 episodes before recording his first interview with a sitting elected official, and even now, his catalog lists just 19 episodes (out of more than 2,300) under the "Politicians" category.

Read: How hobbies infiltrated American life

Building progressive political media networks is important for those opposed to Trump. Progressive podcasts and news sites are where people who are deeply engaged in politics can stay informed, discuss strategy, and build both on- and offline communities. But to win over people who aren't already political junkies--say, even a small fraction of Rogan's audience--it's important to recognize that his political credibility comes in large part from the fact that he doesn't think of himself as political. The same is true of nearly all the other "manosphere" hosts who powered Trump's reelection. Andrew Schulz and Theo Von are comedians. Dave Portnoy talks sports and reviews pizza. Jordan Peterson focuses on self-help. The Nelk Boys do pranks. Each of them followed the same path: focusing first on interests, then issues, and only years later turning to elections.

These hosts have something else in common: The media they use to reach people are all relatively new. In prose writing, where gravitas is still valued, Democrats maintain a cultural advantage. But in media that prioritize fun over seriousness--podcasts, YouTube, TikTok, memes, or any other format you were never assigned as homework--conservatives dominate.

What can the anti-Trump opposition do to reverse this trend? Although governor-hosted podcasts are an interesting experiment, what the party needs are channels that build audiences by being purely entertaining and then, on rare occasions, bring on candidates as guests. The Harris campaign was smart to land an interview with Call Her Daddy, and I suspect some newly launched podcasts, such as Good Hang With Amy Poehler, will be similarly sought-after for appearances as the primaries approach. Look at the comedian Ian Fidance parrying a MAGA heckler, or Ricky Velez's brutally accurate assessment of Biden's age. These stand-ups don't bill themselves as Democrats. In fact, I would guess they find Democrats cringe inducing. Which is why, if they were ever to take a Rogan-like political turn, their endorsement might actually move the needle.

Democrats should also double down on their last remaining cultural edge--traditional celebrities such as Taylor Swift and Beyonce, who both endorsed Harris in 2024. When celebrities endorse a candidate on social media, they reach millions of voters who might not otherwise consume much political content. Even though the Swift and Beyonce endorsements were clearly not enough, the strategy still holds promise. The challenge for Democrats is how to get even more exposure to that audience. Imagine, in 2026 or 2028, entertainers from across genres and fandoms lending their platforms to long, personal conversations that get past campaign talking points and allow candidates to connect directly with their fans. It would be the kind of opportunity to reach disengaged voters that no TV ad or well-attended rally could replace.

Republicans might not have their normal-guy advantage for long. Having taken over the political establishment, they risk losing their place as the party of people who don't like politics. President Trump is determined to inject government into every corner of American life. J. D. Vance is a walking "How Do You Do, Fellow Kids?" meme. Stephen Miller is many things, but chill isn't one of them.

Democrats, in other words, have an opportunity to become the party of fun again. The moment is far too serious for them not to seize it.
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The Three Dramatic Consequences of Israel's Attack on Iran

Great battles, won or lost, change the entire course of events.

by Eliot A. Cohen




"Battles are the principal milestones in secular history," Winston Churchill observed in his magisterial biography of the Duke of Marlborough in 1936. "Modern opinion resents this uninspiring truth ... But great battles, won or lost, change the entire course of events, create new standards of values, new moods, new atmospheres, in armies and in nations, to which all must conform." So it was then, and so it is today.

Iran's war with Israel is rooted in the Islamic Republic's inveterate hostility to the Jewish state. It has consisted of multiple campaigns, including terror attacks against Jewish communities abroad (Argentina in 1994, for example) and missile salvos aimed at Israel (including from Lebanon and Iran itself last year). But three great events--the smashing of Hezbollah, the Syrian revolution that overthrew the Iranian-aligned regime, and now a climactic battle waged by long-range strikes and Mossad hit teams in Tehran--are changing the Middle East. We are living through the kind of moment that Churchill described.

Israel's current campaign is built around two realities often missed by so-called realists: first, that the Iranian government is determined to acquire nuclear weapons and cannot be deterred, bought off, or persuaded to do otherwise, and second, that Israel reasonably believes itself to be facing an existential threat.

When I served as counselor of the State Department during the second Bush administration, I had, among other keepsakes on my desk, an Iranian banknote picked up in Dubai. When I held it up to the light, I could see the sign of an atom superimposed over a map of Iran, with its nucleus roughly over Natanz, site of the major Iranian centrifuge hall. The banknote was a symbol of the determination that successive American governments chose to ignore, preferring to negotiate with a regime whose bad faith and malevolence were plain for those willing to see. The Iranian regime was happy to delay and temporize, but its destination was clearly visible in the expanding overt and covert programs to enrich uranium, design warheads, and develop delivery systems.

Equally visible was Tehran's desire to destroy Israel. It takes a particular kind of idiocy or bad faith to disregard the speeches, propaganda, and shouts of "death to Israel." The Israeli lesson learned from the previous century--and, indeed, the Jewish one learned over a much longer span of time--is that if someone says they want to exterminate you, they mean it. And so Israel has acted in ways that have had three dramatic consequences.

The first is the emergence of a distinct mode of warfare, already apparent in some of Ukraine's operations in Russia, that combines special operations with precision long-range strikes. Special operations are nothing new--the British secret services of the time played a role in a nearly successful bomb plot against Napoleon. But the innovation is combining large-scale and systematic use of assassinations and sabotage with nearly simultaneously precision strikes. Similar techniques helped decapitate Hezbollah's leadership and devastate its middle ranks while smashing its arsenals, but Israel's campaign against Iran is on an altogether different scale.

This mode of warfare will not work everywhere, but in this case Israeli special operations helped neuter Iran's defenses and kill many of its senior leaders and nuclear scientists. The sobering lesson for the United States is that others can, at some point, do this to us more easily than we might be able to use these methods against a country like China. It is, in any event, part of the new face of war.

The second is the way that the wars that began with Hamas's attack on Israel on October 7, 2023, have reshaped the Middle East. Iran's position had been drastically weakened through the loss of its proxy forces in Lebanon and Syria, and now this current round of attacks has the potential to jeopardize the Iranian regime itself.

The Iranian regime has delivered only misery and repression to its people. In return it was once offered religious and revolutionary zeal, which has been largely replaced by cynicism and hatred of the leadership. It had, and has now lost, imperial reach throughout the Middle East and beyond. The very last thing it offered was the prestige of its pursuit of nuclear weapons--weapons that Westerners may view with horror, but that others in the world (think India and Pakistan, for example) value quite differently. After losing all of these achievements to its own brutality and incompetence, as well as Israeli hit squads and fighter-bombers, all that the regime has left are its mechanisms of repression. Ultimately, those will not suffice to sustain it.

Israel (and for that matter the United States) does not overtly aim at overthrowing the regime; neither has the intention of invading the country in the manner of Iraq in 2003. But a form of regime change may come--possibly through public upheaval, or just as likely through the rise of some strongman, probably from the military or security services, who will take Iran in a different direction. Perhaps such a strongman will lead Iran to some dark new place. But he could also proceed along the lines of Mohammed bin Salman, the Saudi crown prince, denouncing and disposing of some of the current elite on charges of treachery, incompetence, and corruption to consolidate his power, and then acting as a dictatorial modernizer. That would be the first step on a much better path for Iran and the rest of the world.

The Western world has reason, as German Chancellor Friedrich Merz recently said, to be grateful to Israel for doing the "dirty work" of smashing Iran's nuclear program, because a nuclear-armed Iran would be a menace not just to Israel but to the wider Middle East and to the West. Which brings us to the third great shift in moods and atmospheres, the characteristically over-the-top, bellicose rhetoric of Donald Trump.

At first the American government hastened to distance itself from the Israeli attacks, in a swift and now rather embarrassing statement by Secretary of State Marco Rubio. But over time the president, communicating through explosive statements on Truth Social, began using the first-person plural in talking about the Israeli attacks, celebrating the American military hardware used in the attack, threatening worse to come, musing about killing the supreme leader of Iran, and clearly contemplating finishing the job of destroying the Iranian nuclear complex by sending B-2 bombers to deliver 15-ton GBU-57 penetrating bombs on the deeply subterranean Fordow facility.

This has aroused consternation among some of his core supporters, such as Tucker Carlson (dismissed by the president as "kooky") and Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, and required the dispatch of Vice President J. D. Vance to quiet the protests of the isolationist, and in some cases borderline anti-Semitic, wing of the MAGA movement.

Trump's turnaround is less surprising when one considers his political gifts, among them a feral instinct for weakness. He is a politician who is willing to kick opponents when they are down, and enjoys doing just that. He senses, far better than most of his advisers and experts, just how weak Iran is. No doubt as well, he delights in the opportunity to punish the regime that plotted to assassinate him in 2024.

And he has aspirations to be not a warlord, much though he delights in military bluster and show, but a kind of peacemaker. He understands that a different kind of Iran--if not a democratic one, then a tamed dictatorship--would be open for deals, and he would gladly make them. He has engaged more with the Persian Gulf in recent years than with any other part of the world, and sees opportunities there. He believes that the price would be low, and although the Israelis have done the heavy lifting, he will get the credit from them and others for the finishing touches.

Trump has undoubtedly already authorized various forms of support to Israel's campaign. He may or may not order the dropping of GBU-57s on Fordow. But he has, in any case, supported actions that are doing far more than those of any of his predecessors to eliminate a threat that has already killed American soldiers and civilians as well as many others, and that would be infinitely worse if left unchecked. Much as it may pain his critics to admit it, in this matter he is acting, if not conventionally, then like a statesman of a distinctively Trumpian stamp.
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The Democrats Must Confront Their Gerontocracy

The party needs a polite way to usher politicians toward retirement.

by Helen Lewis




Last week, something happened that is extremely rare in Washington, D.C., but completely normal outside of it: People openly described an octogenarian as frail and overdue for retirement. The subject of discussion was Eleanor Holmes Norton, the District of Columbia's nonvoting congressional delegate, who turned 88 on Friday. Recently, several D.C. figures have questioned her ability to serve.

Beverly Perry, a senior adviser to Mayor Muriel Bowser, went on the record to say that it was "hard" for Holmes Norton "to navigate the political waters as she has in the past." Holmes Norton dismissed concerns about her age and, for good measure, also said that she was planning to run for another term. "I don't know why anybody would even ask me," the Democrat added, to which anyone outside of American politics would surely respond: because you're older than nylon stockings and the ballpoint pen!

Read: Biden's age wasn't a cover-up. It was an observable fact.

To a degree that seems bizarre to me as an outsider, the American party system, particularly on the Democratic side, defers to incumbents. (Since the 2022 midterm election, eight members of Congress have died in office. All of them were Democrats.) But in Holmes Norton's case, something unusual has occurred: People close to her have continued to express concern about her ability to serve, and, even more unusually, have done so under their own names. "As her friend and someone who deeply admires her, I've made my peace with recommending to her that I think this is her final term," the Democratic strategist Donna Brazile told The New York Times. The candor of Perry, Brazile, and others allowed the media to report forthrightly about Holmes Norton's decline--her forgetting names, communicating in broken sentences, and struggling to read prepared remarks or recognize long-standing colleagues.

Eventually, the delegate put out a more ambivalent statement, saying that "through thoughtful discussions with my friends, family and closest advisers, I'm still considering my options for the next election cycle."

In fact, even a moment's deliberation would tell Holmes Norton that her constituents would be best served by her gracious retirement--as would American democracy. People worry about seeming heartless, or disrespectful, when they note the inevitable effect of time on senior politicians, particularly those who were trailblazers in their youth. Sadly though, the decisions of elderly and sick politicians have demonstrable consequences: Last Thursday, Republican cuts to overseas aid and public broadcasters passed in the House by just two votes. Three elderly Democrats have already died in this congressional session. If your favorite NPR show disappears from the airwaves, then go ahead and blame the Republicans. But spare a moment to regret the choices of the late Gerry Connolly of Virginia, Raul Grijalva of Arizona, and Sylvester Turner of Texas.

Why is Holmes Norton's story prompting such frank public discussion? Two words: Joe Biden. D.C. Councilmember Brooke Pinto told The Washington Post that she was going on the record because she had read Original Sin by Jake Tapper and Alex Thompson, a painful account of former President Biden's decision to run for reelection in 2024 despite his advanced age. "We need to speak up," she said.

Amen, sister. After reading that book, I can see why online liberals are so keen to change the subject by complaining that relitigating the Biden age controversy was a distraction from the real abuses of Donald Trump. If I wanted people to vote for the Democrats again, I wouldn't want them reading Original Sin either.

Read: The congressman who saw the truth about Biden

Yes, a few figures on the left emerge with some credit: Dean Phillips, a former member of Congress who attempted a primary challenge against Biden despite knowing he would get crushed; George Clooney, for writing an op-ed voicing what elected Dems were too chicken to say after the disastrous June 2024 debate; and Nancy Pelosi and Barack Obama, for belatedly wielding the hatchet. But overall, the entire party comes off as stale and rotten, unable to advance its goals because it's tiptoeing around the vanity of its politicians.

The entire premise of the Democrats' election pitch--democracy is on the ballot; this is the most important election of our lifetimes; the United States is at one minute to midnight before an authoritarian takeover--was compromised by the fact that senior Democrats with their own presidential ambitions stayed silent in the belief they could just run in 2028 instead. Their mouths were saying: We're heading for fascism. But their brains were calculating: I'll just sit this one out. That selfish careerism went right to the top. At some point, Biden--or his advisers--began to see his interests and the country's as indivisible. Only he could beat Trump. Kamala Harris wasn't up to it. He had earned the right to run again.

A similar sentiment can be found in Holmes Norton's response to an Axios reporter who asked her in 2023 whether she would step aside to mentor a new generation. "That never happens," she said. "People who retire don't go to training someone else." This might be literally true, but it is also infinitely depressing. Where's the sense of being part of a political movement, something larger than yourself? Where's the sense of there being a torch to pass on, rather than you personally clinging on to power for as long as possible? This is the kind of self-aggrandizement that ends with people talking about themselves in the third person.

When the origins of America's gerontocracy are discussed, the usual example is Strom Thurmond, the South Carolina Republican senator who died in 2003 at 100 only six months after retiring from public office. But the rot really set in with the PR campaign for Ruth Bader Ginsburg staying on the Supreme Court despite her advancing age and pancreatic-cancer diagnoses. Instead of facing massive public pressure from Democrats to retire before Obama left office, the liberal justice was rewarded with cutesy interviews about her workout program and indomitable spirit. When I watched Ginsburg's personal trainer solemnly doing push-ups by her casket in 2020, I didn't feel moved. I felt annoyed. The mythology of the wizened, unbowed feminist icon, the Notorious RBG, came at a high cost for American women a few years later, when an emboldened 6-3 conservative majority overturned Roe v. Wade. What was presented as perseverance and stamina--or even as a feminist act of judicial girlbossery--now looks like narcissism. The court needs me. No other Democratic appointee will do.

To its credit, Original Sin describes Biden's deterioration with empathy. One of the terrible side effects of aging is the sense of the world slipping away from you, of your diminishing relevance and irresistible slide into oblivion. (As I'm writing this, Arthur Brooks's tragic and sobering article on career peaks has returned to the top of The Atlantic's most-read list, for the umpteenth time.) People see the denial that this decline can provoke in their parents before experiencing it themselves. Throughout Original Sin, Democratic strategists, members of Congress, and staffers confide to the authors that Biden's memory lapses and freezes reminded them of their mom or dad, and the subsequent struggle to get them into residential care.

In politicians--most of whom thrive on attention, importance, and buzz--that defiance is magnified. No one goes gentle into that good night, when the dying of the light also means no longer getting good tables at fashionable restaurants or reporters flatteringly soliciting your thoughts. Original Sin trots through the many, many recent instances of elderly politicians whose allies hid their deterioration from outsiders. The most incredible story remains that of Kay Granger, an 81-year-old Republican from Texas, who missed six months of votes in Congress before she was eventually discovered in an assisted-living facility last December. Her family had put her there without notifying her constituents or the media. She has "dementia issues," her son said.

Onlookers often assume that such situations are the result of a conspiracy of silence by the media. In Granger's case, the more banal explanation is that local newspapers, which might once have covered bread-and-butter votes of local representatives, have been hollowed out or closed. No one knew where she was because almost no one was paying attention. In Biden's case, the facts were out there for anyone who cared to look. Several outlets--notably Axios and The Wall Street Journal--did report on his decline before the summer debate. But reporters were faced by denials from Biden's inner circle and silence from other Democrats, who feared that they would ruin their careers by publicly stating the obvious. Because no one could see a way to force him out of the race, the story went nowhere.

For months, I've been puzzling over the fact that Britain, where I live, does not have the same gerontocracy problem in its Parliament as the U.S. does in Congress. One answer is surely that we have a prime minister chosen from the lower house, and they can be removed from office without their party losing power. That makes regicide less costly; a British Biden would be handed his gold watch and farewell card without the issue becoming existential for his fellow party members.

Also, Britain has an appointed second chamber rather than an elected one. The average age in the House of Lords is 70, and the oldest member has reached 100. But the Lords sees itself as a revising body--by convention, it does not vote down law proposals that were contained in the governing party's election manifesto--and has traditionally been the destination for retired politicians looking to use their expertise and wisdom, free from the constraints of campaigning and constituency work. "There's a joke in the Lords that people here are post-ambitious," Ayesha Hazarika, a 49-year-old who joined the chamber when she was made a baroness last year, recently told me.

Read: An autopsy report on Biden's in-office decline

American politics would benefit enormously from an institution like the House of Lords--an emeritus track for those who are not vigorous enough for frontline politics anymore but not ready for a quiet retirement either. As it stands, older politicians in the U.S. face a cliff edge. Either they are still holding office, even if in name only, or they are nobody at all.

In the absence of that emeritus track, what America needs are stronger parties that are able to exert influence on their members for the greater good. The Democrat and Republican establishments are clearly now ghostly shadows of what they once were. Worn away by money and polarization, they are useless husks. The Republicans cower in the face of Trump's bullying, and the Democrats lack the killer instinct necessary to eject frail and faltering liabilities. Just about the only person I could imagine having the skill and force to change the Democratic Party's culture is Nancy Pelosi. She is 85.
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Trump's Trouble With Tulsi

The president appointed an intelligence chief who resents the intelligence community as much as he does. But reality is setting in.

by David A. Graham




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.


Back in March, Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard delivered a view of Iran to the House Intelligence Committee that was in line with Trump-administration policy: hostile toward Tehran, but also skeptical of the need for American intervention. Unfortunately for her, though, things have changed in the past three months.

"Iran continues to seek to expand its influence in the Middle East," Gabbard said. Nevertheless, she said, the U.S. Intelligence Community (IC) "continues to assess that Iran is not building a nuclear weapon and Supreme Leader Khomeini has not authorized the nuclear-weapons program that he suspended in 2003." (Presumably she was referring to Ali Khamenei and not his long-dead predecessor, Ruhollah Khomeini.)

That may have been President Donald Trump's view in March too, but this week, Trump told reporters that Iran is on the verge of getting a nuclear bomb. When asked about Gabbard's testimony, Trump dismissed it. "I don't care what she said," he said. "I think they were very close to having one."

This kind of harsh dismissal of American intelligence was a hallmark of Trump's first term in office. Shortly before his inauguration, he compared intelligence agencies to Nazis, and somehow things got worse from there. He infamously sided with Russia's Vladimir Putin rather than the intelligence community on the question of Russian interference in the 2016 election, accused former officials of treason, and reportedly clashed with DNI Dan Coats over his unwillingness to take his side in political conflicts.

That problem was supposed to be solved in his second term. Rather than choose someone like Coats, a former senator who had experience with intelligence, or his successor, John Ratcliffe, who claimed he did, Trump nominated Tulsi Gabbard, a former Democratic member of Congress who had endorsed him for president. (Ratcliffe, having proved his loyalty to Trump in the first term, was named CIA director.)

Gabbard shared a few things with Trump: an odd affinity for Putin's government, and a public stance of opposing American intervention. But above all, her qualification for the job was that she, like Trump, bore a huge grudge against the intelligence agencies, making her an ideal pick in his Cabinet of retribution.

Now the limits of this approach to appointments are coming into view. Gabbard's beef with the IC was her sense that it was too belligerent and interventionist, especially with regard to her pals in places such as Syria and Russia; she was also angry because she had reportedly been briefly placed on a government watch list for flying. Gabbard opposes foreign wars, and it appears that she doesn't want intelligence to implicate her friends overseas. But when the intelligence points against American intervention, as it does with Iran, she is happy to stand behind it despite her skepticism of the analysts.

Trump, by contrast, doesn't want the intelligence to complicate his choices at all. The president was fine with the IC assessment from earlier this year, when his line was that he opposed wars and would keep the United States out. But now that he has made a quick shift from trying to restrain Israel from striking Iran to demanding Iran's "UNCONDITIONAL SURRENDER"--a baffling demand of a country with which the U.S. is not at war--and contemplating American attacks, the conclusion that Iran isn't that close to a bomb is a real hindrance.

Politico reports that Trump was annoyed by a video Gabbard posted earlier this month in which she warned about "political elite and warmongers" risking nuclear war, and she was reportedly excluded from a Camp David meeting. (The White House has insisted that all principals are on the same page, though Trump's dismissive comments about Gabbard earlier this week are telling.) Cutting out the DNI at a crucial moment like this is an unusual choice, though the role has never been well defined: Although it was created to sit atop the U.S. intelligence agencies and coordinate among them, officials such as the director of the CIA have often wielded more power.

Trump's saber-rattling has created rifts within the MAGA coalition, as my colleagues Jonathan Lemire and Isaac Stanley-Becker reported yesterday. In reality, Trump was never the dove that he made himself out to be. He has consistently backed American involvement overseas. During the 2016 election, he claimed that he had been against the Iraq War from the start, placing the idea at the center of his campaign even though there is no evidence for it. As president, he escalated U.S. involvement in Syria, backed the Saudi war in Yemen and vetoed Congress's attempt to curtail it, and--in one of his major foreign-policy successes--assassinated Iranian General Qassem Soleimani. Throughout his first term, he treated the troops as a political prop.

These tendencies have become more pronounced in his second term, though Trump's favorite places to send troops remain within national borders: in the streets of Los Angeles or parading through Washington, D.C. He launched a series of major strikes against Yemen's Houthi rebels, despite the misgivings of his dovish vice president, and then abruptly stopped them when it became clear that no easy victory was forthcoming. This is the crux of the matter with Iran too. Although he may be hesitant about American involvement overseas, Trump loves displays of strength. He sees one in Israel's attacks on Iran, and he wants in on the action.

Whether the MAGA doves believed Trump really was one of them or simply hoped they could persuade him in the moment is something only they can answer. But his actions this week show that his real resentment was not toward intervention or even intelligence itself. It was toward anything and anyone who might restrain his caprices.

Related:

	Isn't Trump supposed to be anti-war?
 	The thing that binds Gabbard, Gaetz, and Hegseth to Trump






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The Tesla brain drain
 	The David Frum Show: What comes next for Iran?
 	Why would the Trump family want to run a phone company?




Today's News

	The Federal Reserve will hold interest rates steady. Earlier today, President Donald Trump called Fed Chair Jerome Powell "stupid" and contemplated installing himself at the Reserve.
 	Trump said that he "may" or "may not" strike Iran, adding that "nobody knows" what he's going to do.
 	The Supreme Court upheld Tennessee's ban on gender-affirming care for transgender minors.




Evening Read
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The Dumbest Phone Is Parenting Genius

By Rheana Murray

When Caron Morse's 9-year-old daughter asked for a smartphone last year, her reaction, she told me, was unambiguous: "A hard hell no." Morse is a mental-health provider in the Portland, Maine, public-school system, and she was firmly against smartphones, having seen how social media and abundant screen time could shorten students' attention spans and give them new anxieties. But she wanted her children to have some independence--to be able to call friends, arrange playdates, and reach out to their grandparents on their own. She also needed a break. "I was so sick," she said, "of being the middle person in any correspondence."
 So when her daughter turned 10, Morse did get her a phone: a landline.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why isn't Russia defending Iran?
 	The magic realism of Zohran Mamdani
 	The fear coursing through state capitols
 	The new danger in Trump's Washington: honoring federal employees
 	The master of the white-knuckle narrative




Culture Break
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Read. In her new book, Murderland, Caroline Fraser offers a provocative argument about what creates serial killers.

Listen. Clifton Chenier changed music history. On the centennial of his birth, musicians from across genres are paying homage to the King of Zydeco, Reya Hart writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.
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The Entire Internet Is Reverting to Beta

The AI takeover is changing everything about the web--and not necessarily for the better.

by Matteo Wong




A car that accelerates instead of braking every once in a while is not ready for the road. A faucet that occasionally spits out boiling water instead of cold does not belong in your home. Working properly most of the time simply isn't good enough for technologies that people are heavily reliant upon. And two and a half years after the launch of ChatGPT, generative AI is becoming such a technology.



Even without actively seeking out a chatbot, billions of people are now pushed to interact with AI when searching the web, checking their email, using social media, and online shopping. Ninety-two percent of Fortune 500 companies use OpenAI products, universities are providing free chatbot access to potentially millions of students, and U.S. national-intelligence agencies are deploying AI programs across their workflows.



When ChatGPT went down for several hours last week, everyday users, students with exams, and office workers posted in despair: "If it doesnt come back soon my boss is gonna start asking why I havent done anything all day," one person commented on Downdetector, a website that tracks internet outages. "I have an interview tomorrow for a position I know practically nothing about, who will coach me??" wrote another. That same day--June 10, 2025--a Google AI overview told me the date was June 18, 2024.



For all their promise, these tools are still ... janky. At the start of the AI boom, there were plenty of train wrecks--Bing's chatbot telling a tech columnist to leave his wife, ChatGPT espousing overt racism--but these were plausibly passed off as early-stage bugs. Today, though the overall quality of generative-AI products has improved dramatically, subtle errors persist: the wrong date, incorrect math, fake books and quotes. Google Search now bombards users with AI overviews above the actual search results or a reliable Wikipedia snippet; these occasionally include such errors, a problem that Google warns about in a disclaimer beneath each overview. Facebook, Instagram, and X are awash with bots and AI-generated slop. Amazon is stuffed with AI-generated scam products. Earlier this year, Apple disabled AI-generated news alerts after the feature inaccurately summarized multiple headlines. Meanwhile, outages like last week's ChatGPT brownout are not uncommon.



Digital services and products were, of course, never perfect. Google Search already has lots of unhelpful advertisements, while social-media algorithms have amplified radicalizing misinformation. But as basic services for finding information or connecting with friends, until recently, they worked. Meanwhile, the chatbots being deployed as fixes to the old web's failings--Google's rush to overhaul Search with AI, Mark Zuckerberg's absurd statement that AI can replace human friends, Elon Musk's suggestion that his Grok chatbot can combat misinformation on X--are only exacerbating those problems while also introducing entirely new sorts of malfunctions and disasters. More important, the extent of the AI industry's new ambitions--to rewire not just the web, but also the economy, education, and even the workings of government with a single technology--magnifies any flaw to the same scale.

Read: The day Grok told everyone about "white genocide"

The reasons for generative AI's problems are no mystery. Large language models like those that underlie ChatGPT work by predicting characters in a sequence, mapping statistical relationships between bits of text and the ideas they represent. Yet prediction, by definition, is not certainty. Chatbots are very good at producing writing that sounds convincing, but they do not make decisions according to what's factually correct. Instead, they arrange patterns of words according to what "sounds" right. Meanwhile, these products' internal algorithms are so large and complex that researchers cannot hope to fully understand their abilities and limitations. For all the additional protections tech companies have added to make AI more accurate, these bots can never guarantee accuracy. The embarrassing failures are a feature of AI products, and thus they are becoming features of the broader internet.



If this is the AI age, then we're living in broken times. Nevertheless, Sam Altman has called ChatGPT an "oracular system that can sort of do anything within reason" and last week proclaimed that OpenAI has "built systems that are smarter than people in many ways." (Debateable.) Mark Zuckerberg has repeatedly said that Meta will build AI coding agents equivalent to "mid-level" human engineers this year. Just this week, Amazon released an internal memo saying it expects to reduce its total workforce as it implements more AI tools.



The anomalies are sometimes strange and very concerning. Recent updates have caused ChatGPT to become aggressively obsequious and the Grok chatbot, on X, to fixate on a conspiracy theory about "white genocide." (X later attributed the problem to an unauthorized change to the bot, which the company corrected.) A recent New York Times investigation reported several instances of AI chatbots inducing mental breakdowns and psychotic episodes. These models are vulnerable to all sorts of simple cyberattacks. I've repeatedly seen advanced AI models stuck in doom loops, repeating the same sequence until they manually shut down. Silicon Valley is betting the future of the web on technology that can unexpectedly go off the rails, melt down at the simplest tasks, and be misused with alarmingly little friction. The internet is reverting to beta mode.



My point isn't that generative AI is a scam or that it's useless. These tools can be legitimately helpful for many people when used in a measured way, with human verification; I've reported on scientific work that has advanced as a result of the technology, including revolutions in neuroscience and drug discovery. But these success stories bear little resemblance to the way many people and firms understand and use the technology; marketing has far outpaced innovation. Rather than targeted, cautiously executed uses, many throw generative AI at any task imaginable, with Big Tech's encouragement. "Everyone Is Using AI for Everything," a Times headline proclaimed this week. Therein lies the issue: Generative AI is a technology that works well enough for users to become dependent, but not consistently enough to be truly dependable.

Read: AI executives promise cancer cures. Here's the reality.

Reorienting the internet and society around imperfect and relatively untested products is not the inevitable result of scientific and technological progress--it is an active choice Silicon Valley is making, every day. That future web is one in which most people and organizations depend on AI for most tasks. This would mean an internet in which every search, set of directions, dinner recommendation, event synopsis, voicemail summary, and email is a tiny bit suspect; in which digital services that essentially worked in the 2010s are just a little bit unreliable. And while minor inconveniences for individual users may be fine, even amusing, an AI bot taking incorrect notes during a doctor visit, or generating an incorrect treatment plan, is not.

AI products could settle into a liminal zone. They may not be wrong frequently enough to be jettisoned, but they also may not be wrong rarely enough to ever be fully trusted. For now, the technology's flaws are readily detected and corrected. But as people become more and more accustomed to AI in their life--at school, at work, at home--they may cease to notice. Already, a growing body of research correlates persistent use of AI with a drop in critical thinking; humans become reliant on AI and unwilling, perhaps unable, to verify its work. As chatbots creep into every digital crevice, they may continue to degrade the web gradually, even gently. Today's jankiness may, by tomorrow, simply be normal.
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Isn't Trump Supposed to Be Anti-War?

Getting the U.S. involved in the conflict between Israel and Iran would cut against one of his most consistent campaign promises.

by Tyler Austin Harper




Donald Trump returned to office as president in January with both democratic legitimacy and a mandate to accomplish what he'd promised during his campaign. One of his promises was clear, consistent, and unmistakable: to put "America First" by ending our involvement in risky and expensive overseas conflicts. Yet Trump's recent support for Israel's escalating attacks on Iran--and his intimations that the United States may become directly involved in the conflict--suggests that he is well on the way to betraying his anti-war mandate.

Trump has repeatedly pitched himself as a peace candidate during his political career. In 2016, he ran to Hillary Clinton's left on foreign policy, arguing that she was "trigger happy" and that foreign adventurism "has produced only turmoil and suffering and death." Trump returned to this message in his most recent race. He came out of the gate at his first campaign stops in 2023 by promising to restore peace after, he claimed, then-President Joe Biden had brought the world "to the brink of World War III." When Kamala Harris took up the mantle for the Democrats, Trump warned his rallygoers that, if she was elected, their "sons and daughters will end up getting drafted to go fight for a war in a country that you've never heard of."

His claims were dubious and hyperbolic, but in both of his successful campaigns, Trump correctly recognized what many pundits, politicians, and liberals failed to see: The Democratic Party establishment's foreign-policy positions are out of step with the views of most Americans. A Pew Research survey released in April found that a majority of Americans (53 percent) do not believe that the U.S. has a responsibility to help Ukraine in its conflict with Russia. According to a March poll from The Associated Press-NORC Center for Public Affairs Research, strong majorities of Americans say they want a cease-fire in both the Ukraine-Russia (61 percent) and Israel-Palestine conflicts (59 percent); a May poll by the University of Maryland found that an even stronger majority of Americans prefers negotiation with Iran (69 percent) over striking its nuclear facilities (14 percent).

Read: How Biden made a mess of Ukraine

Biden's presidency was historically unpopular for any number of reasons, but an important one was his focus on wars in Europe and the Middle East while issues such as immigration and inflation roiled the country. Although Trump's bombs-away militarism during his first term was far from dovish, one of his few unambiguously positive accomplishments was that he managed to avoid entangling American troops in any new large-scale conflicts. His anti-war rhetoric and no-big-wars track record, combined with Harris's refusal to break with Biden on foreign policy, her embracing of endorsements from the Iraq War-associated Cheneys, and her identification of Iran (rather than Russia or China) as the United States' greatest adversary, seem to have led many Americans to view Trump as the candidate more likely to pursue peace. By clear margins, voters trusted Trump over Harris to handle foreign conflicts. Were he to turn around and now involve the country in just the sort of war he's spent years decrying, he would join his predecessor in allowing international imbroglios to derail the domestic agenda that he was elected, for better or worse, to enact.

The Trump administration is sending mixed signals about its plans. Although the president has suggested that the United States may get involved in the clash between Israel and Iran, other officials quietly insist the U.S. won't become an active participant unless Iran targets Americans. As for Israel's claims that Iran is months away from creating a nuclear weapon--claims that Israeli officials have repeated since the early 2000s--the U.S. intelligence community, including Trump's director of national intelligence, Tulsi Gabbard, dispute that these plans are under way. The president appears unmoved, telling reporters, "I don't care" what Gabbard said about Iran's nuclear program. "I think they were very close to having one," Trump insisted.

Americans have rejected the path to war at the ballot box again and again in the past decade and a half, ever since Barack Obama burst onto the campaign trail in 2007 with a speech in which he called the Second Gulf War "a tragic mistake" and invoked "the families who have lost loved ones, the hearts that have been broken, and the young lives that could have been." Trump has innumerable faults, many of them disqualifying, but he has also grasped better than many politicians that the American people are exhausted by decades of pro-war, world-policing foreign policy. Trump promised something different, something voters very much wanted: a focus on issues at home rather than conflicts abroad that might drag the United States into another disastrous war.
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The Magic Realism of Zohran Mamdani

The socialist New York mayoral candidate's proposals don't hold up to serious scrutiny. Will that matter?

by Michael Powell




Zohran Mamdani is a left-wing daydream of a New York City mayoral candidate. He's young--33--and proudly socialist. His campaign ads call to mind a mashup of TikTok clips and hip-hop videos. The graphics look like something from the zany 1960s Batman TV series. He is a character in these ads, walking into the picture at odd angles on street corners and shawarma stands, and popping up to chat with taxi drivers.

You'd need to have a crabbed spirit not to admire Mamdani's inventiveness, charisma, and championing of working-class New Yorkers. A two-term state assemblyman of no great accomplishment, he has upended the field in the June 24 Democratic Party primary, leaving better-credentialed opponents behind. He now runs a vigorous second in independent polls behind former Governor Andrew Cuomo and has formed alliances with lower-ranking rivals that benefit him most of all. But Mamdani's candidacy also has a quality of magic realism, a campaign exuberantly disconnected from actual government budgets and organizational charts. His promises are grand: Freeze rents. Free municipal buses. Free day care for all New Yorkers ages six weeks to 5 years.

And, my personal favorite: cheap groceries.

How would he pay for his most ambitious plans? Tax the rich and major corporations.

Writing in In These Times, the author Bhaskar Sunkara sounded enraptured: "We need more democratic socialists who can do what Mamdani can do," Sunkara wrote. "Communicate complex ideas clearly, relate to ordinary people without pandering and present a vision that feels achievable rather than utopian."

Reading this, I rolled my eyes. Mamdani is a clever politician who can wink at his base--a new Marist poll of likely primary voters shows him a strong favorite among those under 45 and those who are "very liberal"--even as he flirts with less ideologically driven followers. Who, after all, objects to frozen rents and free buses? He grasps that New York City, like so many of this nation's big Democratic-run cities, has grown oppressively expensive, culturally liberal, and economically royalist. Two-bedroom apartments rent for $6,000 a month in upper-middle-class neighborhoods, while one-bedroom apartments in what used to be working-class areas go for $3,500. The top 1 or 2 percent rule while the majority of New Yorkers scramble.

Read: New York is not a democracy

But few of Mamdani's policy and funding proposals weather scrutiny. And that calls into question what might happen to his socialist political project should he end up overseeing a $112 billion city government with about 306,000 employees, and dealing with a president who would revel in using a left-wing New York mayor as a pinata. Perhaps Mamdani would be forced to moderate--and quickly--in office. He has promised to hire very smart people; that could help, although very smart, alas, is not universally synonymous with competent.

And his very smart aides might struggle, for instance, to make his housing proposals work. Mamdani has promised to create 200,000 units of new publicly subsidized, rent-stabilized housing and to fast-track projects consisting entirely of below-market-rate units. His campaign website claims that previous administrations relied "almost entirely" on the zoning code to encourage affordable housing. This is not so. For 40 years, New York has run the nation's most ambitious and successful affordable-housing program, which rebuilt great swaths of the city using billions of dollars in municipal investment. Zoning changes to allow more housing construction are of recent vintage.

"Zohran and his advisers don't know history and don't have the slightest grasp of the numbers," a former top city housing official told me. (He asked not to be identified because he still works with the city on affordable-housing projects.) Mamdani himself has proposed to triple the amount of money spent on housing in the city's capital plan, pushing overall costs toward $100 billion over 10 years, which overshadows the estimated cost of his rivals' plans. And he proposes to accomplish this with union labor, which the city's Independent Budget Office found would add 23 percent to overall costs.

Meanwhile, Mamdani's proposal to freeze rent in rent-stabilized units ignores fundamental problems: Landlords of much of the city's rent-stabilized housing stock--including a number of respected nonprofit groups--cannot afford maintenance costs and debt service, the watchdog Citizens Budget Commission wrote recently. Because expenses are growing faster than rents in older buildings, many are "teetering on the edge of a 'death spiral.'"

I reached out to Mamdani's campaign for comment on these issues and have not yet heard back. His supporters seem unbothered by the obvious holes in his proposals. His tax increases sound righteous, a socialist holding the wealthy to account. But the state legislature and governor would have to sign off, and that is a very distant possibility.

Former Governor David Paterson once represented Harlem in the state assembly, and he opposed neither higher taxes nor social spending. But Paterson recognizes the line between ambition and fantasy. Mamdani doesn't. "You understand exactly what he's saying," Paterson told Politico last month. "The problem is: Nobody told him there's no such thing as Santa Claus."

Mamdani has gained traction in no small part because the front-runner in this primary race is Cuomo, a double-espresso politician whose rivals on the left attack him as corrupt and in the thrall of conservative real-estate and financial lobbies. That caricature ignores that Cuomo was a successful and liberal governor. He rebuilt bridges and roads and subway tunnels, and gave a makeover to LaGuardia Airport, previously a dump. He turned the dream of gay marriage into law, championed abortion rights, and banned fracking. Under pressure from then-Mayor Bill de Blasio, he brought expanded prekindergarten to many corners of the state. He made state-university tuition free for full-time students from families with incomes of less than $125,000, passed legislation that protected tenants against large rent increases, and raised the minimum wage.

Michael Powell: How it all went wrong for Eric Adams

My accounting here will set some liberal friends to shuddering, so let me add caveats: Cuomo can be devious and vindictive as a matter of blood sport; as the secretary of Housing and Urban Development, he reportedly passed out copies of Machiavelli's The Prince to aides. In Albany, he cut deals with political bosses and wreaked vengeance on opponents. He made a grievous error in the desperate early days of the pandemic. At that time hospitals were overwhelmed by the sheer number of COVID patients, and Cuomo required nursing homes to readmit medically stable elderly patients who had tested positive. The health-news site STAT News reported that these transfers were not the primary driver of nursing-home COVID deaths. But certainly some nursing-home residents got infected and died as a result--and Cuomo's administration hid the data. "Ethicists said that Cuomo's conduct stands out not because the policy he put in place was especially egregious, but because he obscured public health data for political gain," STAT News reported.

Cuomo stepped down as governor after being accused of multiple cases of sexual harassment--allegations that he largely denies today. And he has dodged and weaved to avoid the press and its questions during this campaign.

From Cuomo's history, some conclude that he's interested only in power and preserving the status quo--in contrast with Mamdani, who has framed himself as a tribune of the forgotten and the poor. The latest Marist poll showed Mamdani gaining among Latinos in particular; until recently, his support was strongest among white Democrats. But polls continue to point to an unsettling irony for the left: Mamdani outperforms with men and college-educated voters, while Cuomo finds his deepest well of support among Black and low-income voters. Cuomo draws 49 percent of the vote from New Yorkers making $50,000 or less; Mamdani draws 14 percent.

Although Mamdani still trails Cuomo by 10 points in Marist's estimate of the final vote count, he has surged since the pollster's previous report in mid-May. He is now marching about the city in the company of Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, who has endorsed him. So has Senator Bernie Sanders. But transmuting socialist dreams into electoral victory is a tricky business, and governing by those principles could prove trickier still.
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Why Would the Trump Family Want to Run a Phone Company?

The latest celebrity branding craze might be budget cellular plans.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




The Trumps are doing phones now. This week, the Trump Organization announced its own cellphone service called Trump Mobile, as well as a gold-colored smartphone called the T1, which will purportedly be manufactured in the United States and retail for $499. It is available for preorder now and will supposedly ship in August or September, though one reporter who attempted to buy the device was left feeling unsure: His card was charged $64.70 instead of the full $100 down payment, and he was never asked to provide a shipping address.



What other details do you need? "Trump Mobile is going to revolutionize kind of, you know, cellphones," Eric Trump, the president's son and an executive for the Trump Organization, said on Fox Business. According to Trump Mobile's Terms of Use page, its service will be "powered by" Liberty Mobile, which itself runs on T-Mobile and uses the clever tagline "Let Freedom Ring." Other marketing materials confuse the issue by suggesting that Trump Mobile works with all three major carriers. The phone plan will cost $47.45 a month, which is somewhat expensive for this type of service but makes sense numerologically with Trump's brand (47th and 45th president).



To be clear, Trump is not building out his own networking infrastructure. Trump Mobile will be a mobile virtual network operator (or MVNO). These essentially buy service from major providers such as T-Mobile and AT&T at a discounted, wholesale rate, and then sell that service to customers who are comfortable with making various compromises in exchange for a much lower bill than they'd have with the mainstream carriers. This is about the extent of the available details. The Trump Organization did not return my request for additional information about where the phone would be made and by whom, nor did it answer my question about whether the phone currently exists physically. (The images on the website appear to be not photographs, but questionable mock-ups--the camera is depicted without a flash, as noted by The Verge.) I also asked the Trump Organization whether the Trump family faces a conflict of interest in entering an industry that is regulated by the Federal Communications Commission, an agency led by presidential appointees; no response.



But I was most interested in my unanswered question about why the Trump Organization would want to be involved in the telecom industry at all. To some extent, the answer is obvious: The Trumps are involved in such a sprawling array of moneymaking endeavors, it would make more sense to ask whether there are any they would not consider trying. They've done quite a bit in the tech sector already, between NFTs, memecoins, a social-media platform, and other fascinating ventures.

Read: The Trump sons really love crypto

Still, the choice is curious, if only because operating a cellphone service seems so boring and unglamorous. It's also funny timing: Last week, the actors Jason Bateman, Will Arnett, and Sean Hayes, who co-host the super-popular podcast SmartLess, announced SmartLess Mobile, a discount phone plan that also relies on T-Mobile. That move was not well explained by its participants, either. In an interview with People about the move, Bateman said twice that most people listen to podcasts on phones, and therefore the telecom industry is a logical one for podcasters to enter. "It just kind of organically shaped into something that really made sense for us to try," he added.



Did it?



The celeb phone companies remind me, a little, of the ISP that David Bowie launched in 1998, which for $19.95 a month offered "full uncensored" internet access, Bowie-themed chat rooms, and a coveted "@davidbowie.com" email address. That service lasted for eight years, which is pretty impressive, but it was more of a highly laborious artistic experiment and act of fan service than an effort to maintain and profit from digital infrastructure long term.



Today's businesspeople appear to be more directly inspired by the actor Ryan Reynolds's fortuitous investment in Mint Mobile, another MVNO, which sold for more than $1 billion in 2023. What they're doing is a step further than what he did, because they're not just investing in an existing phone company: The Trump Organization and the SmartLess guys are putting their names on something new. The question, then, is: Why would phone companies suddenly appeal to the type of people who might otherwise put their names on bottles of tequila or pickleball paddles or what have you?



I emailed Steffen Oefner, a vice president at Magenta Telekom, the Austrian iteration of T-Mobile (MVNOs are more common in Europe), to ask him. "Interessent point," he replied. "One answer is ... because they can." The MVNO industry now has a number of middleman companies that will do the work of negotiating with a network and then allow brands or influencers to simply put their name on a ready-made product, he explained. Setting up an MVNO is significantly cheaper than it was 10 years ago. "We do expect more celebrity brands or fan-base MNVOs to appear in the mobile market," he said. To add to my list, he gave the example of LariCel, a phone company in Brazil affiliated with the actor Larissa Manoela (who has more than 53 million followers on Instagram), which refers to its customers as LariLovers.



After reviewing the list of personalities who appeared at a recent MVNO conference held in Vienna, I found James Gray of Graystone Strategy, which consults with clients in the MVNO space. He agreed with Oefner about the ease of starting an MVNO and also pointed to the invention of digital SIM cards, or eSIMS, which enable people to switch to a new phone plan instantly, without having to wait for a little piece of plastic to be shipped to them. "Now we're in a digital world," he said.

Read: The Trump posts you probably aren't seeing

This general point had multiple implications. Previously, he said, companies such as T-Mobile would have preferred to partner with retail companies or banks, enticing new customers by offering them special deals on products or services they were already using. Today, a digital brand such as that of "an influencer or someone running a podcast" can also sell a service, maybe by saying that it represents their values or that it comes with access to a community. "Trump would be a relatively famous brand," he noted. As another example, he pointed to FC Barcelona, which recently started offering an MVNO called Barca Mobile to its many, many super-enthusiastic fans as a way to be even more intensely involved with the club (while also receiving cheap phone service).



The SmartLess guys are pitching their new venture by saying that a lot of people currently pay for more cellphone data than they actually use, given that they are actually connected to Wi-Fi most of the time (suggesting, I suppose, a customer base that is often either at home or in an office). The Trump plan will offer roadside assistance and access to a telehealth service (suggesting, I suppose, a customer base that is older or generally accident-prone). In the U.S., other politics-themed MVNOs also already exist--the California-based Credo Mobile puts some of its profits into left-wing causes, while the Texas-based Patriot Mobile puts some of its profits into right-wing causes. (The latter identified itself as a trailblazer of "the Red Economy" in a press release congratulating Trump Mobile on its launch.)



Gray concluded that the appeal of the phone business to the celebrities was obvious. "The difference between this and, say, a celebrity vodka is this is recurring revenue," he told me. "People sign up and they pay a subscription to you every month." (That was also the case with Rihanna's underwear membership, though people did eventually get upset about it.) And of course, he's right--that is the big difference. That is why a famous person would want to run a phone company. We're in a digital world now. How lucky.
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The New Danger in Trump's Washington: Honoring Federal Employees

Can recognition for outstanding work suddenly be a bad thing?

by Russell Berman




In some ways, last night's Sammie awards--also known as the Oscars for federal employees--proceeded just as they do every year. In a packed auditorium a few blocks from the White House, government luminaries handed out medals to some of the nation's most talented civil servants, recognizing groundbreaking research, major improvements in customer service, and top-notch stewardship of taxpayer money.

The ceremony, however, was unusual in one respect: Hardly any of the honorees took the stage to accept their awards. Instead, they stayed at their seats, away from the cameras. Public recognition of their good work in Donald Trump's government, organizers feared, could cost them their jobs.

Such is the climate of fear that has pervaded the federal workforce during the second Trump administration, which has moved to shut down entire agencies, shrink the government through mass layoffs and inducements to quit, and crack down on dissent. The Partnership for Public Service, the nonprofit that awards the Sammies, was determined to hold the ceremony, but it did not want to put its honorees in additional jeopardy. "The sensitivity is real," Max Stier, the partnership's CEO, told me. "We did not want to see them harmed in any way for being recognized for their work." At least one federal employee who organizers wanted to honor was told by supervisors to not accept the award, Stier said. He called the administration's assault on the civil service "a five-alarm fire."

Past Sammie ceremonies--the awards' full name is the Samuel J. Heyman Service to America Medals--have hardly been controversial. Administrations of both parties have participated in the black-tie event since its debut in 2002, sending Cabinet secretaries and other high-ranking officials to serve as presenters and laud the achievements of their underlings. TV-news stars including CBS's John Dickerson and PBS's Judy Woodruff have taken turns as emcees. (The selection committee this year included Nicholas Thompson, CEO of The Atlantic.) The evening is the one night a year when largely unheralded public servants are feted.

For many years, the nonprofit partnership operated inside the Washington establishment. It has remained studiously nonpartisan and worked closely with every presidential transition since George W. Bush, including, initially, the first Trump campaign. But the escalation of Trump's attacks on federal employees has forced the partnership to take up a post, somewhat uncomfortably, in the opposition. Stier has fought the president's efforts to convert thousands of nonpartisan civil servants into political appointees, a shift that he says would revive the discredited "spoils system" of 19th-century America. In turn, Trump allies have labeled Stier "a Democrat activist" because of his past work as a lawyer in the Clinton administration. He was also on Bill Clinton's defense team when the president was impeached over his affair with Monica Lewinsky, then a White House intern.

Read: The Oscars, but for federal employees

The first Trump administration took part in the Sammies, but Stier said the partnership did not reach out this time around. "All the signals were that they were undermining excellence" rather than recognizing or honoring it, he said. "Therefore we did not believe we could do that." As a result, the event felt at times like a reunion of a government in exile. Although the ceremony did include a taped appearance by a former George W. Bush chief of staff, Joshua Bolten, former Democratic officials were overrepresented. At one point, a former Barack Obama chief of staff, Denis McDonough, spoke alongside Jeff Zients, who was Joe Biden's most recent chief of staff. At another, one of Obama's Treasury secretaries, Timothy Geithner, appeared with Biden's, Janet Yellen.

The Sammies usually take place in September, with a smaller event in the spring to announce finalists. But Stier decided to move up the celebration this year. He wasn't sure how many of the honorees would still be working for the federal government in September. "We need the public to understand that this is urgent," Stier said. "We cannot operate under the same timeline, because the destruction is happening so quickly."

To guard against reprisal, the honorees sat in the audience and stood when their names were called, rather than appearing onstage to talk about their work in acceptance speeches. (The ceremony will air on some PBS stations next month.) The partnership appeared torn between recognizing the recipients publicly--none of their identities were hidden--and protecting them from any punishment if officials in the Trump administration objected to their remarks or believed they were making a political statement by standing in a literal spotlight. Although the partnership has traditionally been eager to make honorees available for interviews, a spokesperson this year said some were reluctant to speak publicly "given the current environment."

I did talk with Dr. Laura Cheever, who received a Sammie for her decades of work managing federal programs combatting and treating HIV/AIDS. She retired in December--it was "long-planned," she told me. She was now freer to speak, but she said she might have been at risk had she stayed, because she had signed a letter stating that recipients of federal HIV/AIDS money should be able to provide gender-affirming care to their clients--a position at odds with the Trump administration's moves to block transgender-health services.

Cheever told me she thought the partnership's efforts to shield its honorees from retaliation were necessary. Inside the government, she said, "people are working aggressively not to call attention to themselves or the work that they're doing. They're just trying to do their work."

Read: Federal workers are facing a new reality

This year's awards honored achievements across a wide swath of the government, many in areas targeted by DOGE or threatened by cuts Trump has proposed to Congress. An employee with the all-but-defunct USAID, Kathleen Kirsch, was recognized for leading efforts to help Ukraine rebuild its energy infrastructure after attacks by Russia. The IRS's Maya Bretzius received a medal for reducing wait times in the agency's call center. "Thanks, Maya, for making calls to the IRS a little less, shall we say, taxing," McDonough joked in his speech. Others won awards for speedily cutting checks for COVID-era relief during the first Trump administration as well as for recovering fraudulent payments.

Trump's name was not uttered during the hour-long program. But before and after the ceremony, the pall cast by his cuts to the workforce dominated. Attendees commiserated over the intrusions of DOGE and a job market suddenly stuffed with fired federal workers or those looking for a way out of the government. One attendee described a "heaviness" in his Virginia neighborhood, a suburb populated by federal workers who either had lost their jobs or feared losing them. A cancer scientist told me about research he had worked on for decades that was now at risk of losing funding. "There's just sort of a miasma of concern that overrides everything else," Cheever said, describing morale among her friends who are still in the government. "It's like walking on eggshells all the time, which is just not a very comfortable place to be."

One Sammie honoree did take the stage last night--the federal employee of the year, Dave Lebryk. But his award, too, carried reminders of a civil service under siege. Lebryk was recognized for his many years as the Treasury Department official responsible for the government's payment system. Under both Republican and Democratic administrations, he oversaw trillions of dollars in annual disbursements--including the regular checks that go to Social Security recipients and veterans--while maintaining the security of a system that contains confidential information for millions of Americans. Lebryk has even seen the gold at Fort Knox. "It really does exist. It's there," he quipped during his speech.

But in late January, he ended his 35-year career in government, resigning rather than hand over access to Treasury's sensitive payment system to Elon Musk's lieutenants at DOGE. That act of resistance helped to explain his Sammie medal, as well as his willingness to publicly accept it: The federal employee of the year is, in fact, no longer a federal employee.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/06/federal-employees-trump-doge-sammie-awards/683222/?utm_source=feed
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What Comes Next for Iran?

Karim Sadjadpour on how the Islamic Republic is losing its grip, and what might come next

by David Frum
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On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum urges an end to wishful thinking about Iran, and a focus instead on the regime's threatening words and murderous actions.

Then David is joined by the Carnegie Endowment scholar Karim Sadjadpour for an urgent conversation about the internal decay of Iran's theocracy. They discuss the survival instincts of Supreme Leader Ali Ayatollah Khamenei, the regime's obsession with martyrdom and repression, the true cost of the Islamic Republic's nuclear ambitions, and the disconnect between the revolutionary slogans of the state and the aspirations of Iranian society.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome back to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. I had a slightly different plan for the podcast this week, but the startling news of the Israeli airstrike on Iran beginning on the night of Friday, the 13th, upended plans. And so I've had to improvise something. And I want to thank our friends here at the Royal Hotel in Picton, Ontario, for making their boardroom space available to me.

I will be speaking today to Karim Sadjadpour, a scholar at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace and the author of the closest study we have on the thought of the supreme leader of Iran. But before I speak to him, I want to offer some preliminary thoughts of my own about the situation unfolding. These are not thoughts on the military situation; I am no kind of military expert in any way. We're recording 36 hours in advance, so the situation may well be changed.

We know a lot about the internal politics of Israel because it's such an open society. We know a little bit less about the politics of the society on the receiving end of the Israeli exchange, the Islamic Republic of Iran, and that's what I'm going to talk about with Karim: How is all this affecting the Iranians? What can we expect? What can we hope for? And before we get to that dialogue, I want to offer some preliminary thoughts.

Now, I am in no way any kind of Iran expert or even amateur. I don't speak the language. I've never been to the country. I once had an opportunity to go; I was invited by an international businessman who was closely connected to one of the leading families in the clerical regime, and he wanted to invite me to come in and meet some of the figures. This was at a time in my life when I had a kind of outsized notoriety as a figure in Iran politics because I ghostwrote a speech for President George W. Bush that became important. And I got credited or blamed or demonized as that figure. And I said, I would love to go. I'd be really interested to come in. How confident are you that I'll be able to leave on time, and not 10 years later? And he assured me he was really, on the whole, quite confident. And that was not good enough, and so I declined to make the trip. I didn't want to end up chained to a radiator for the next decade.

But here are the preliminary thoughts I want to offer. American policy to Iran, as long as I've been paying attention to it, has veered back and forth between two competing ideas or hopes about what Iran might be. One of them has been the hope that cooperation with the Islamic Republic of Iran is at hand. We heard a lot of that hope just after the 9/11 attacks, where some diplomats like Ryan Crocker, who was then, I think, ambassador--to I forget where; he was a special diplomat--said he had worked out a deal with the Iranians to help in Afghanistan. The Obama administration had vast hopes of cooperation with the Islamic Republic.

And those hopes always come to grief because, it turns out, the people who have staged regular marches chanting "Death to America" are not actually all that interested in cooperating with the United States. And the hopes that repeatedly appear--we saw them in 2009, when President Obama declined to help the Green Revolution in Iran, and in 2015, when he tried to reach a diplomatic agreement with Iran to constrain its nuclear-weapons force--those hopes come a cropper.

But there's another hope that also has been disappointed again and again, and that is the hope that we're on the verge of some kind of transformational breakthrough--regime change in Iran. Repressive regimes can be very powerful, and especially those that come to power not by a coup but by a kind of mass revolution that brought the Islamic regime to Iran in 1979. They have staying power. It doesn't mean they're going to be here forever. Every one of those regimes sooner or later collapses, and perhaps collapse will come this week or next month or next year. Who knows? But it is a dangerous thing to put too much stock in.

I think there's a real chance that when the Islamic regime in Iran changes, it may not change to something much nicer than what's there now. It may change into a more traditional authoritarian regime that gives up some of its more ambitious hopes in order to consolidate power. That's what happened to Cuba after Fidel Castro. The Castro regime is still there; it's just not a revolutionary regime anymore. It's a criminal regime, but it keeps power by being less aggressive toward the world around it.

It could also be a terrible bloodbath. We have, I think, a distorted idea of revolution from the happy experience of the revolutions in the northern part of Central Europe in 1989. The crowds come out. The leaders run away. The flags are waved. The people cheer. And a transition that is more or less peaceful begins. Revolutions against terrible regimes can often be terribly bloody. Terrible regimes inflict a terrible blood price on their society. And there's a lot of payback that may be coming. The regime change in Iran may turn out to be a very, very bloody business, and a very protracted business that doesn't end soon.

All of this is speculative--guesswork, really. I think the thing we ought to be thinking about, and this is the thing I think that the Israelis have in mind, is not the future of Iran--not what will happen inside Iran, not guesswork about the transformation--but attention careful to the capabilities of that regime joined to its expressed intentions. We know that Iran had capabilities that were almost on the verge of nuclear breakout. And, of course, it expresses its intentions in every way we can see and hear, not just by its chants of "Death to America," "Death to Israel," but by its backing for terrorist regimes, terrorist groupings all over the planet. And not just in the region--Iran still has the blood on its hands from attacks in Argentina on the Jewish community center there; they killed dozens and dozens of people in two separate attacks in the early 1990s. Iran has attempted terror operations in the United States and elsewhere in the developed world.

We know their intentions. We know their capabilities. That's the thing we have to focus on, and not our hopes or our fears, or our imaginings, or our beliefs, or our opinions, or our guesses about the way of the future. I'll be talking more about that in this dialogue.

I want to say one last thing, which is: Conflict is a reality of human existence. It's a terrible reality. It's a reality. And we have to be prepared and meet for it, and we have to sometimes anticipate it and try to avert the worst by acting more decisively in the present. But those necessary actions are not any kind of enthusiasm for conflict. No one wants to see conflict. No one wants to see human suffering. But it doesn't go away because you choose not to believe it or postpone it later for other people to deal with after you.

This problem of the Iranian nuclear weapon has been postponed for a long time. I think we've now reached the point where it can be postponed no longer. And I think we all have to hope for a decisive resolution, as rapid a resolution as possible. It's past the point of a peaceful resolution. But it can still be a stable and successful resolution--stable and successful not just for the people who are threatened by the Iranian nuclear weapon, but by the millions of Iranians who are oppressed and taxed and stolen from in order to fund the weapon that they don't want and that will do them no good.

Iran is the center of a great and historic civilization. Persia has been the great cultural exporter of the whole central Asian region, from Istanbul to Delhi. For hundreds of years, if you had a new poem, a new recipe, a new way of dressing, probably it originated in Persian; it came out to you. The game of chess is Persia's gift to the world--one of its many--along with a great poetic tradition. This is a society that has been cut off from its birthright and that has been cut off from its future, from its capability to contribute to humanity. Perhaps we will live to see that potential realized and that great connection to its great past revived. In any case, we can hope.

I turn now to my conversation with my friend Karim Sadjadpour of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. Thank you all for watching.

[Music]

Frum: I'm joined today by Karim Sadjadpour, who is one of the most sought-after experts in all of Washington on the topic of the internal development of Iran, the author of a 2009 book about Iran's supreme leader that is a classic that is much consulted in the field, son of the Iranian diaspora, a native of the great state of Michigan. I'm delighted to welcome Karim to the show. Thank you so much for joining us today.

Karim Sadjadpour: It's wonderful to be with you, David. Thanks for inviting me.

Frum: Let's first state that we are recording this on the morning of Monday after the opening of the air war by Israel inside Iran. There will be a little bit of a lag between the time we record and time that this posts. So there may be some events that we're unaware of. Forgive us for that. I don't think we're going to talk much about the strictly military events. Those are amply covered by people closer to the scene. I want to talk more about the situation inside Iran.

Let's begin first by recalling your book about the supreme leader. What kind of man do you take him for? He was more vigorous, obviously, when you wrote about him. What's the mentality of the leadership in Iran?

Sadjadpour: Well, I'm sure you remember that wonderful book by Eric Hoffer that came out in the '50s called The True Believer, and Ayatollah [Ali] Khamenei is a true believer. He's someone who is now the "last of the Mohicans." He is the last of the first-generation revolutionaries, the revolutionaries from 1979, and he's someone who is committed to the principles of the revolution. In fact, we call them hardliners. They call themselves principleists, and that means, as I said, they're loyal to the principles of the revolution.

And what are those principles? I think at this point, you can distill it to three big ideas: "Death to America," "Death to Israel," and the mandatory hijab--the veiling of women, which Ayatollah Khamenei called the flag of the Islamic Revolution. And so Khamenei is committed to those principles, and he has internalized some of the thoughts of the great philosophers like Tocqueville and Machiavelli, which is that the greatest danger for any bad government is when it tries to reform itself. He took the lessons of Gorbachev's attempts to reform the Soviet Union to heart, and said that didn't prolong the shelf life of the Soviet Union; it hastened its collapse. And for that reason, he's, on one hand, a very earnest believer in these revolutionary principles, but he also believes that if he were to change those principles, it would actually hasten the Islamic Republic's collapse.

So he's now 86 years old. He's not going to change his worldview. But the final thing I'd say here, David, is that Khamenei is arguably the longest-serving autocrat in the world, right? He came to power as president in the early '80s He has been supreme leader since 1989. So if my math is correct, that's about 36 years he's been supreme leader. He hasn't left the country since 1989.

And I'll just say, you know, in conclusion, you don't get to be the longest-serving autocrat in the world if you're a gambler. So he has very good survival instincts. And, you know, as Hannah Arendt once said many years ago, even "the most radical revolutionary [will become] a conservative the day after the revolution," because you suddenly have something you want to preserve. So he's, up until now, had good survival instincts, and we'll see, you know, how he gets himself out of what's probably been the greatest bind in his political career.

Frum: Well, one of the great gambles that this regime has taken is the gamble on a nuclear program. Becoming a nuclear state is a very hazardous undertaking. A lot can go wrong on the way there. Once you're there, like Pakistan, you get the ability to commit terrorism without fear of consequence or, like Russia, the ability to commit aggression without fear of consequence. But on the way there, you can end up like--remember the Argentine dictators had a nuclear program in the '90s, and that led to the collapse of their regime? The South African apartheid regime had a nuclear-weapons program. Collapse of regime.

A lot of people become much more interested in collapsing your regime if you are on the way to a nuclear program. So you have this terrible zone of danger, and the Iranians seem now to be in that zone of danger. In your assessment, which do they care about more as preservationists: preserving the nuclear program or preserving the regime? Can those be separated?

Sadjadpour: I think they can, in that what's obviously paramount for them is their own survival. And we should emphasize that if you contrast this regime to the previous government in Iran--the monarchy, the shah--that was a government which had a very close relationship with the United States, with the West. Many of its political and military elite had studied overseas. And so when things got bad for that government, many of them could remake their lives in Los Angeles or London or Bethesda. Whereas this Iranian regime is deeply isolated, one of the only friends they had was the Syrian government, which collapsed last fall. So for that reason, they have these survival instincts, and they've shown themselves able to make tactical compromises, including in the nuclear domain, when their survival is at stake.

Now, the challenge that he has, Ayatollah Khamenei, is he's now in this situation in which the parameters are: If he feels that if he doesn't retaliate--if he doesn't show any strength--he loses his face. And he loses face not only externally, but also internally. And every dictator wants to be feared by its own population. So if he doesn't respond strongly, he loses face. If he responds too strongly, he could lose his head. And so he's in these very tight parameters at the moment, and he's long believed that if you compromise under threat and you compromise under pressure, that doesn't alleviate the pressure--it actually signals that the pressure is working and invites even more of it. And so that's why I say he's in a very difficult bind these days.

Frum: Is this how they see it? I mean, they look like they've been completely--they look like fools. They look penetrated. They look helpless. They look defensive. They look as unintimidating as possible. That's a dangerous way for a dictatorship to look. And their enemies look effortlessly superior over them. And the regime also seems to be projecting a lot of fear, because there's this question of: Can the Israelis do anything about the nuclear installation under that big mountain?

But everyone seems to take for granted that the United States could, if it would. And all the Iranians can do is hope that the Americans choose not to. They have no levers of power against the United States. Their retaliatory terror weapon, Hezbollah, has been taken from their hands, and although we're told there are hunter-killer teams prepositioned all over the Western world, after the last few days, those kinds of claims of Iranian fearsomeness look a lot less credible than they used to do.

How does that redound on a dictatorship like this, where you just look like--you look defeated?

Sadjadpour: So you're right that if we look in virtually every realm--militarily, intelligence, financially, technologically, diplomatically--Iran is outmatched in every sense by Israel. There was a very good piece in [Monday's] Wall Street Journal about how Israel has established total air dominance over Iran. And so there's no doubt that in this head-to-head conflict, Iran is going to lose.

The question is: What comes next once the dust starts to settle? I think for the Israelis, they want two outcomes from this war. They want to significantly degrade and set back Iran's nuclear program. As you alluded to, the big question mark will be: What happens to that deep underground facility in Fordo, and do the Israelis have the wherewithal to damage it badly, or would that require Donald Trump's intervention? That's one big question. But the other big question as the Israelis have also defined it is that: How does this impact the stability of the Iranian regime? And how does this impact the future of the supreme leader?

We've had so much discussion in the United States about President Biden's cognitive and physical abilities during his presidency. I mean, in Iran, you have an 86-year-old supreme leader, as we talked about, Khamenei, whose only education was in the seminaries of Qom seven decades ago now. He doesn't have the wherewithal to be leading this very high-tech, military, financial, technological war. But what happens to his leadership, and what is likely to happen to the system?

There's a possibility that it could transition into a system, a government whose organizing principle is no longer the revolutionary ideology of 1979, but the national interests of Iran. That certainly is a possibility, but there's also a danger, David, as you alluded to earlier, that you could have some more aggressive military commanders come to power who also take the same lesson you did, which is that the regimes which didn't have nuclear weapons--[Muammar] Qaddafi's Libya, [Saddam Hussein's] Iraq, Ukraine when it gave up its nuclear weapons after the collapse of the Soviet Union--they all were vulnerable to external intervention. Whereas regimes like North Korea, which had the nuclear weapons, provided themselves a cloak of immunity.

So Israel, no doubt they've tactically--this war, they will prevail. The question is, strategically, six months to a year from now, what is this due to the nature of the regime and the nuclear program?

Frum: So we hear the phrase regime change a lot. I think to those of us of a certain age, that conjures up memories of 1989, where at least in the northern part of Central Europe--East Germany, Hungary, the Czech and Slovak Republics--the process was bloodless. The crowds came into the streets, the leaders resigned or went away, and there was a rapid transition to a Western-oriented system, and everybody 20 years later is much more prosperous. And you have some nostalgic extremists, but really, these are successful societies.

So that's the model of regime change that I think we all want to imagine. But of course, revolutions tend to be, usually, much bloodier affairs. And even in Eastern Europe, there was the case of Romania, where hundreds died. So Iran must be riddled. When you think about the number of people who have been prisoners, the number of women who have been abused, the number of families that have lost loved ones to the Revolutionary Forces--when that regime's power breaks, you could be looking at a very, very bloody confrontation, where maybe there isn't a transition of power. Maybe there's just bloodshed for a long time, until some Napoleon Bonaparte figure emerges at the top.

Sadjadpour: So there's a piece that I'm preparing for Foreign Affairs for later in the year about Iran's potential--five potential futures for Iran. And they do vary dramatically, right?

There's the bloodless-coup option. There's something that could be more violent. The challenge we have at the moment is: You have a regime which has very limited popular support. I would put it at, at most, perhaps 20 percent, most likely lower than that. Let's say 15 percent of society. Just to take a step back for a second, this is a regime which is not only politically authoritarian, but it's also an economic basket case and socially authoritarian. So they not only--you know, a lot of places they're just dictatorships, but you're allowed to pursue economic advancement or you're allowed to at least watch what you want, or drink what you want, or eat what you want. This is a regime which--it polices your private activities, as well. So it has very few redeeming qualities. But the challenge is that they may not have much in terms of the breadth of their support. But they do, up until now--their support does have some depth, meaning that the Revolutionary Guards, the Basij militia have shown themselves willing to go out and continue to kill and die for the cause.

And there was a book which came out about a decade ago, which was based off of an article in the Journal of Democracy, which I believe it was called "The Durability of Revolutionary Regimes," and essentially made the argument that revolutionary governments--meaning those authoritarian regimes that are borne out of a revolution, whether it was the Soviet Union, Cuba--tend to be more durable than just your run-of-the-mill dictatorship because there is an organizing principle that helps the security forces cohere. You're not just killing and staying in power to enrich one man and his family.

And so that's a big question. You know, because you have a society--as I said, perhaps 80, 85 percent of society--that is opposed to the regime, but at the moment, they're unarmed. They're unorganized. They're leaderless, and I say this to their credit, not to the detriment: It's a regime which believes in martyrdom, but a society which doesn't believe in martyrdom. We're trying to separate mosque and state, not join it, which is distinct from a lot of the Arab opposition movements.

And so in some ways, the portrait I'm painting, David, is: I see light at the end of the tunnel in Iran, but there's no tunnel at the moment, you know, for people to get from where they are to where they want to go.

Frum: Is there gonna be any, do you think--or do you expect any kind of rally around the flag effect, which is: We hated the regime, but now the Israelis are bombing us, so we rally to our leaders because at least they're ours?

Sadjadpour: I don't think so. I think what tends to happen in these situations is that people's existing political disposition is simply accentuated. So if prior to this Israeli bombing, you were a supporter of the regime, a defender of the regime, and you blame everything on America and Israel, you obviously have much more ammunition to hold those views. And if prior to this, you were an opponent, a critic of the regime, and say that this is a regime which has never prioritized the security and well-being of the Iranian people, there's far more evidence to continue to support that view.

But how that plays out in practical terms--up until now, what we've seen is that those supporters of the regime are willing to go out into the streets and show off that support, whereas the opponents of the regime, whenever they've done that, they've been brutalized. And so that dynamic hasn't yet changed.

Frum: We see these clips circulating on social media of Iranian soccer fans booing any mention of Palestine, of people amending their paths so they do not step on the flag of the United States when it's painted on the sidewalk. So those obviously have great currency in our world. It's we want to believe is going on. Are we kidding ourselves, or is there some fondness or attachment or fantasy about the outside world?

Sadjadpour: No, I think that's right that, after having lived under a repressive theocracy for 46 years, it's a society which is desperate to be part of the outside world and to have--I think people recognize that Iran will never fulfill its enormous potential as long as its national slogan is "Death to America, and death to Israel." That's not a winning slogan. So I think that's right. People are patriotic, they're prideful, and I think they recognize that, prior to the revolution, when Iran did have a good relationship with the United States, the country's status was so much better. So I don't think we're being delusional about the nature of Iranian society.

But this is, as I said, kind of a lesson I've repeatedly come to see, which is that leadership is so important. And there's a huge popular demand for change in Iran, but we haven't yet seen a supply of an opposition leadership, which can, as I said, lead people from where they are now to where they want to go.

Frum: Why did the regime want an atomic bomb or a nuclear bomb so, so badly? We tend to take it for granted. It's an obvious thing. You're trying to terrorize the neighbors--of course, you want a nuclear weapon. But it's very risky to go from here to there. And it is the nuclear weapon that involved them with a conflict with Israel, whereas without a nuclear weapon, they could easily dominate all of their Arab neighbors, and Afghanistan to the east.

Why did they make this choice? It was made a long time ago, and it's been persisted in, in the face of tremendous difficulties--sabotage in both the United States and Israel. Why bother? Why not concentrate on building up the strength of your Hezbollah arm, for example, and having a less-confrontational approach that would allow you to maximize your power in a more endearing way?

Sadjadpour: So their nuclear program has really been, now, a six-decade odyssey. Obviously, it was started during the time of the shah, and after the revolution, the revolutionaries shut down the program. They said pursuing a nuclear program is un-Islamic. And at that time, if you recall, Chernobyl had happened, Three Mile Island. And so nuclear power was out of vogue. It was after the--

Frum: But under the shah, it was a civilian nuclear program.

Sadjadpour: Well, even under the shah, it was a program in which I think they were hedging. It was obviously cloaked in a civilian guise. Even the shah himself, I think, wanted to keep his options open. But during the time of the shah, they had access to elite technology. It was American companies that were providing Iran that technology. Obviously, things shut down. The revolutionaries shut it down. And after the Iran-Iraq war, when they realized it was a country which was largely friendless, very few allies, they started to restart the program. Then in the late '80s, the Pakistani nuclear scientist A. Q. Khan provided them some of the intelligence to try to build it.

But I think the challenge they've always had is that, as you said, it's such a deeply unpopular regime, and it actually has been for quite a long time that there's been so many, not only Iranian civilians, but also regime insiders who have been willing to collaborate with, whether it's U.S. intelligence, Israeli intelligence, to out elements of the program. And they've always--certainly in the last decade, since the program was exposed to the public in the early 2000s, just before the Iraq War--they've tried to maintain this facade that it's a nuclear-energy program, right?

The reality is that this is a program which has cost the nation--if you want to measure it, both in terms of sunk costs, but also ancillary costs and opportunity costs in terms of sanctions and lost oil revenue--the price tag is, I think a conservative estimate, at least $500 billion, considering how much oil revenue and oil production Iran has lost. And that's for a program which barely provides just over 1 percent of Iran's energy needs. And it hasn't provided a deterrent either. So it's really been a colossal failure to have spent this much time and money on a nuclear program which neither provides you energy nor deterrence.

But just on this point, David, it's possible that a conclusion that some of the Revolutionary Guard commanders are reaching is not that Iran shouldn't have pursued a nuclear program, but it may be possible the conclusion they may draw is that they shouldn't have pursued the program so deliberately, that instead of this marathon approach of inching towards nuclear-weapons capability, they should have tried to sprint out and done what North Korea has done, which they have this cloak of immunity.

Frum: The sprint out? Is that going to be a feasible thing? You quote this program--it's not exactly a positive program--"Death to America, death to Israel" it, it sounds pretty negative. But "Death to America" is just a slogan and a fantasy. "Death to Israel" is something that you can imagine, actually, a nuclear-armed Iran could achieve. And since the Israelis are not going to agree to be done to death, the slogan "Death to Israel" means: War with Israel before we become a nuclear power.

I mean, chess was invented in Iran. If you play the chess moves out three--Well, we tell them we want a nuclear weapon in order to murder all of them. We start developing a nuclear weapon. They've got one already. They've got a better air force. We don't. What's going to happen here? How did they not see that the logic of this was: They get hit very hard by a temporarily superior enemy before they can achieve the thing that can realize their fantasy of annihilation?

Sadjadpour: Well, I always remember something you told me over lunch, David. It was almost 20 years ago now. You probably don't remember, but you said, You can enrich uranium, and you can call for Israel to be wiped off the map, but you can't do both at the same time.

Frum: (Laughs.)

Sadjadpour: And that proved to be prophetic, your words there. And, you know, one thing I want to emphasize is that we really need to distinguish between the ideological objectives of the Islamic Republic of Iran and the national interests of Iran, which in my view are two totally separate things that are at odds with one another, right?

Because from the perspective of the national interests of Iran, Israel and Iran actually have complimentary state interests, right? Israel is a technological power. Iran is an energy power. That was a source of great cooperation prior to the revolution. There's a millennia, you know, thousands of years of history there of a Persian-Jewish affinity. Iran, to this day--although it's dwindling--their Jewish community has one of the longest continuously inhabited Jewish communities in the world. So this ethos of "Death to Israel" does not reflect the national interests of Iran. And obviously, "Death to America"--any state which is trying to advance the national interest in security of its people, the last thing you want to do is gratuitously pick a fight with the world's greatest economy and superpower. So you're right to say that this was always going to be a losing game if you're the Islamic Republic.

But as I said, going back to what was said earlier, starting with Ayatollah Khomeini and then Ayatollah Khamenei, their worldview has always been driven by revolutionary principles, not the national interests of Iran.

Frum: Well, the national interest--and this is maybe a point that Americans don't appreciate enough--is Iran is the center of a great cultural zone and a long, continuous cultural tradition. It's like the France of Asia. It's the place where the food was invented. It's the place where the poetry was invented. It was the place where the fashions were invented. If you were an important person anywhere from Istanbul to Delhi, your idea of a luxurious, elegant life was probably based on an idea that started in what is now Iran. And that zone stretches into what is now Afghanistan, stretches into what is now Uzbekistan, stretches into what is now Russian central Asia, stretches of course into what is now Iraq, stretches a little bit into what is now Syria. But only at very maximum moments had ever come to touch the Mediterranean.

It was always looking in the other way, and that's the zone of the great Persian language and all its many affiliates. And you would think that a sort of a Persian Iran would be looking north and east, not westward. And this religious fervor that has gripped this regime also seems to be not, again, consistent with the long-standing religious traditions of Shiite Iran, which were never all that interested in going all the way to the Mediterranean.

Sadjadpour: Yeah, I'm a big believer--who said the quote that all history is biography? And Kissinger has observed that before he was in government, he didn't think that the individual mattered that much in history. After he served in government, he reached the exact opposite conclusion, which is that the individual shaped history.

And in the case of Iran, we're still living in the Iran of Ayatollah Khomeini. He was the one that essentially invented this ideology. The Islamic Republic was an essay that he wrote in exile in Najaf in 1970. And when you go back to Khomeini's writings, he was someone who--it's not an exaggeration to say--he was deeply anti-Semitic. He was obsessed with Israel, and when he talked about Israel, it wasn't just about Israelis. He would talk very--you know, at that time, I think now the modern Iranian officials have realized that they shouldn't use that language, and they use Zionists--but he didn't do that then. And so that's obviously profoundly shaped the character of the Islamic Republic.

And you're absolutely right that if you look at where Iran has invested its political and financial capital over the last four or five decades--Lebanese Hezbollah they've spent billions; Hamas; Palestinian Islamic Jihad; Houthis in Yemen; Shia militias in Iraq; and Iran's axis, what they call their axis of resistance. It was essentially five failing or failed states.

And now that we're on the topic, David, I remember in around 2008, I was at one of these track-two diplomacy conferences in Europe, and I was seated next to a senior Iranian official, and I asked him after this dinner, I said, Think of all the money that Islamic Republic has spent over the decades on Hezbollah and Hamas and Islamic Jihad. At that time, it was billions. Since then, it has spent tens of billions. Think of all the--how Iran could have spent that money on sending abroad and educating these Palestinians and Lebanese Shiites and how much better off those societies would be now. Even vis-a-vis Israel, you could say you're educating these folks and advancing them economically. 

And I'll never forget his response. He looked at me and he said, Well, what good would that have done for Iran? And I said, What do you mean? He said, Do you think, had we sent these people abroad to become doctors and lawyers and engineers, that they're going to want to come back and fight for Hezbollah and Hamas and Islamic Jihad? No. They're going to remain professionals. And so it just kind of occurred to me what a cynical strategy Iran has had for the Middle East.

And I kind of think of the region as: There's two kinds of actors in this region. There's those who aspire to be falcons and those who are vultures, right? You have some countries that they're in the business of trying to build things, you know? They want soaring societies, cities, economies. And then you have Iran and its proxies, and they're not in the business of building. They're in the business of destroying, and they prey on the misery of others. The problem, though, is that--this was my big takeaway from a Fulbright I did; I spent a year in Lebanon in the early 2000s, in Beirut--that it takes decades to build things, and it takes weeks to destroy them. And so that, unfortunately, that strategy, that resistance strategy, has proven effective up until now--I should say, it did until last November, last fall.

Frum: Last thought on this: It does seem like there's a strange convergence between people in the region and people in the West. The people in the region say, We don't care what happens to us so long as we can blame it on somebody else. And the people in the West will say, So long as we can find someone, some reason to blame things on ourselves, we don't care what happens to the people in question, and that there's this craving for blame and accusation that becomes a motor that just crushes the lives of potentially productive others. It is an interesting exercise to go to the World Bank or IMF site and look at the chart of Iranian growth through the 1970s, and say, If this had continued, where would Iran be today? And by my crude math, it'd be a country as wealthy as Portugal or Spain.

Sadjadpour: Yeah, what a lot of Iranians will tell you is that if you look at GDP in around 1978, '77--just a year or so before the revolution--Iran, Turkey, and South Korea were at the same level. And what's happened five decades after just shows you all the difference that vision and leadership makes. And so I say this is a regime which aspires to be like North Korea, and you have a society which aspires to be like South Korea.

Frum: Yeah. Well, one more of those comparisons of this: As people are marking the extraordinary achievements of Poland this year, the point is made that in 1990, Poland was as poor as Iran, and today Poland is as rich as Japan.

But another way to put that is: In 1990, Iran was as rich as Poland was then--why couldn't Iran be as rich as Poland is now if they'd made other kinds of choices? But the implications of this are very unsettling for a lot of people because the answer is: Well, the correct answer to your economic-development strategy is to align with the United States, open your markets, have free markets, have capitalism, get out of the military-ambition business. And there are a lot of people, and not just the Iranian leadership, but a lot say that that's not the path. We don't want to admit that the neoliberals were right.

Sadjadpour: Well, I think the other thing, David, is that, on one hand, I say that this is a regime whose priority is not the national interests of Iran. So they're not interested in advancing people's economic well-being and security, but at the same time, they're deeply interested in staying in power.

David, you were friends with Christopher Hitchens, as well, right?

Frum: Indeed, I was, and he was once a judge at an Iranian film festival. He was able to get into Iran, which is kind of amazing. They must have made some clerical error or something.

Sadjadpour: Yeah, he had a deep interest in Iran, and so he used to have these salon dinners at his home in Kalorama. And one night--I was living close to him at that time, and he kindly invited me and--one of the guests that evening was the actor Sean Penn. Sean Penn was, at that time, very interested in Iran and had just made a visit to Iran himself. And he asked me a pretty simple question, which is, Why does the United States have this problem with Iran? Why don't we just normalize relations with Iran? And I said, That's not a unilateral choice that we can make. I agree. It's in the U.S. national interest to normalize relations, but you can't force a regime which needs you as an adversary to normalize. And he said something which always stayed with me. He had just come from Havana. And he said, Fidel always jokes that if America were to remove the embargo, he would do something provocative the next day to get it reinstated, because he understood that his power is best preserved in this closed bubble.

And that very much is true about the current leaders of the Islamic Republic, which is that they fear normalization with the United States, in some ways more than they fear continued cold war with the United States, because they understand that if you crack open Iran to the forces of international capitalism and civil society, it's much more difficult to preserve the rule of a theocracy, who's led by a guy who thinks he is the Prophet Muhammad's representative on Earth. That's not a winning model. And so they thrive in isolation.

Frum: And isolation may be what they're going to get. Last question, and then I will thank you for your time: How optimistic should Americans be about their ability to have any influence on the outcomes in Iran?

Sadjadpour: You know, it's an important question, and invariably what we've seen in the Middle East over the last two decades is that our ability to shape outcomes in the region is somewhat limited.

I would say that there are more things that we could be doing right now which we're not doing. I'll give you one example. So one of the things that President Trump did in his first weeks in office is they shut down Voice of America. And you could argue, Voice of America is not that relevant in a lot of other contexts, but in the Iranian context, it still was able to reach many tens of millions of Iranians. And it's true: The product needed to be updated and reformed to be made for a great television network. But that's one way in which it is a huge tool we have in our toolkit. The regime was obsessed with Voice of America. And rather than at least getting some concessions from them for shutting it down, we did it for free. I think they've now realized that this was a mistake and we need this communication tool with the Iranians. And so we've somewhat backed some of those employees.

But I think the biggest impact we can have is in terms of media and communication, because one of the other things that the regime tends to do during times of crisis is to shut off the internet. They want to prevent people from communicating with the outside world. And so that's actually a technology, frankly, which--you know, Starlink and Elon Musk, that would be a very important factor in inhibiting the regime's ability to shut down communications between Iranians, and between Iranians and the outside world. So there are things we can do, but ultimately, the future of Iran is going to be decided inside Iran.

Frum: Well, as I often express, speaking on the internet, on Twitter, one of my great hopes in life is to someday embark on an art and archeology tour of the wonders of Persian civilization. I hope I'll live to see that and that it will be possible in an open Iran to rediscover firsthand, with one's own eyes, not just in a museum but in the place, the extraordinary achievements of this amazing civilization that has self-darkened itself so unnecessarily and with such loss, not just for the people of Iran-Persia, but for the world.

Thank you so much for joining us today. What a pleasure to have you. Bye-bye.

Sadjadpour: Thank you, David. It's great to be with you.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks to Karim Sadjadpour for joining on such short notice. I appreciate his scholarly and his personal insights into these urgent questions that we're discussing about Iran and peace in the region.

Thanks to our friends at the Royal Hotel here in Picton, Ontario, for making space available to us.

If you enjoy the program, I hope you'll share it, subscribe, and like, but make others aware of it too. That really strengthens our ability to bring content to you. And the best support you can give this program is to subscribe to The Atlantic, where you will see my work and that of so many of my friends and colleagues who work so hard to achieve information that is, as the saying goes, "of no party or clique."

Thank you for watching. I hope to see you next week here on The David Frum Show.

[Music]

Frum: This episode of The David Frum Show was produced by Nathaniel Frum and edited by Andrea Valdez. It was engineered by Dave Grein. Our theme is by Andrew M. Edwards. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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A Provocative Argument About What Creates Serial Killers

In her new book, <em>Murderland</em>, Caroline Fraser argues that the rise of these criminals has deep roots in the release of industrial waste.

by Sarah Weinman




Caroline Fraser grew up in an area defined by unexpected, stochastic bursts of brutality. By the time she was a teen, in the 1970s, she knew of multiple people in and around her Mercer Island, Washington, community who'd died violently: Some were murdered; others had killed themselves. Intimate-partner violence was often a factor. So, too, was the floating bridge connecting the island to Seattle, where accidental deaths happened at an alarming rate. There was menace and dread in her own home as well, thanks to her father.

Even after Fraser left, she found that she couldn't shake thoughts of the violence. She was captivated by the sheer number of serial killers running amok in the Pacific Northwest in the 1970s and '80s. Why, she wanted to know, did there seem to be so many men, born during or just after World War II, killing scores of women--frequently strangers to them--in brutal, compulsive ways?

Men such as the Green River Killer, the Happy Face Killer, and the I-5 Killer operated mainly in Washington and Oregon, burglarizing homes, menacing hitchhikers, raping co-eds, and dumping bodies. Only when they were caught were faces put to those nicknames: Gary Ridgway, Keith Jesperson, Randall Woodfield, and their ilk became subjects of widespread fascination and horror. Today, those men--the Ted Bundys of the world, to name the most famous example--remain valuable grist for the dozens of true-crime books, podcasts, and documentaries put out each year.

Read: Mindhunter probes America's obsession with serial killers

When Fraser, a Pulitzer Prize-winning biographer, began looking into the project that would become her new book, Murderland, which is both a memoir of growing up during the serial-killing era and a unique investigation into its potential causes, she found a "rising tide of inconceivable deviance," she writes. It was localized to a specific time and place, and reproduced almost nowhere else in the country, without a larger explanation. And to Fraser's frustration, even in the 21st century, true-crime chroniclers mostly didn't probe the possibility of a systemic explanation for all of this death.

But Fraser had an idea, one she'd not seen explored. When she was young, and when these men were terrorizing her region, industrial smelters were extracting elements such as iron, copper, lead, aluminum, and zinc from ores. Those plants were also pumping out continuous plumes of toxic vapors, releasing lead and arsenic into the environment. During the years that the smelters operated, these elements were present in the air; even after the passage of the Clean Air Act in 1963 and the establishment of the Environmental Protection Agency in 1970, their airborne assaults were only beginning to taper off. Fraser kept finding threads between environmental catastrophe and murder, and in Murderland, she makes the unconventional argument that the rise of serial killing has deep roots in the creation of industrial waste. The connection isn't as far-fetched as it may appear.

Data bear out the relationship between elevated lead presence and increased crime rates. A 2022 meta-analysis of two dozen papers provided more evidence for the connection, and noted that exposure to lead, a neurotoxin, might amplify aggressive and impulsive behaviors. Once its harms were fully understood, leaded gasoline, a major source of exposure, was phased out beginning in 1973; it was fully out of use by 1996. New lead paint and lead pipes were also banned in the 1970s and '80s. In 1994, a study published in the Journal of the American Medical Association found that the mean blood lead levels of those aged 1 to 74 declined 78 percent from 1976 to 1991. Children born after these interventions had less exposure than those raised in the decades before.

Now consider the sharp drop in violent crime, particularly murder, in the country's most populated metro area, New York City, starting in the 1990s, after a terrifying peak of 2,245 murders in 1990. As of this writing, there have been 112 murders in all five boroughs in 2025, the lowest number in city history, according to the New York City Police Department. Two generations of NYC children have grown up with minimal lead presence in city apartment buildings, and academics such as the Amherst College economics professor Jessica Wolpaw Reyes have argued that lower levels of lead exposure in childhood correlate to reduced criminality.

Read: The poisoned generation

Setting up a tripartite structure of murder, industrial history, and memoir is a complicated task. Fraser comes close to pulling it off, as Murderland is wonderfully propulsive and hard to put down. But in casting about for a grand unified theory connecting serial murder to a larger environmental phenomenon, Fraser falls into a trap I've taken to calling the "Bundy Problem": Whenever he's present in a story, even if the focus turns elsewhere, he dominates it; the abominable details of his myth, such as the sheer number of his victims and the enraging failures of law enforcement, take up all the available air. Bundy is the malware of narrative. By focusing on him, Fraser relegates her thesis about the damage done by pollution to the background. More important, Bundy's actual victims, the dozens of women and girls whose lives he snuffed out, grow ever dimmer.



"Welcome to the crazy wall," Fraser announces in the book's introduction. She compares her investigation to the trope of crime obsessives or TV detectives who stew over a board full of clues and ephemera, pushing "pins into wall maps, trying to find the pattern, to analyze, to snatch a cloud and pin it down." At best, they may come up with the culprit; at worst, they tumble into the dark realm of conspiracy theory. Fraser is ready to show her work, piecing together her collection of pictures, timelines, and surveys "until the whole thing resembles a graph of sheer lunacy, a visual eruption of obsession."

Fraser, most recently the author of a biography of Laura Ingalls Wilder, which won a Pulitzer, seems an unlikely candidate to spend years of her life marinating in the granular minutiae of serial killers. But she has explored facets of violence and narrative in several essays published by The New York Review of Books, including two on Joyce Carol Oates and a separate 2021 article, "Murder Is My Business," on the state of true crime (full disclosure: She included my 2020 anthology, Unspeakable Acts, in her article). That last essay, Fraser acknowledges, "proved essential in contemplating" the project that became Murderland.

Fraser doesn't believe it's a coincidence that would-be serial murderers grew up near industrial sites expelling heavy metals. Ted Bundy, the author's main case study, was born in 1946 to an unwed mother with uncertain paternity and raised in the Skyline neighborhood of Tacoma, Washington, as leaded-gas fumes wafted through the streets. Gary Ridgway, the future Green River Killer, was born three years after Bundy and resided a couple of miles from the Seattle-Tacoma International Airport, where highway and jet-fuel vapors mixed with the lead-loaded air. Even the cross-country-traveling serial murderer Israel Keyes, not born until 1978, had a childhood connection to a remaining industrial plant in the Colville, Washington, area.

The author lays much of the blame at the feet of two Gilded Age families: the Rockefellers and the Guggenheims. The Rockefellers made their money in oil, and the Guggenheims in mining; they would later both own (and fight for control of) the profitable American Smelting and Refining Company, later known as ASARCO. ASARCO ended up all over the country, but Tacoma proved particularly attractive for its potential access to minerals. For nearly a century, a smokestack hundreds of feet high shot lead and arsenic into the sky.

But the dangers of smelting weren't unknown. In 1913, the chemist Frederick Gardner Cottrell wrote: "The problem of smelter smoke is entirely distinct from that of ordinary city smoke." Components such as zinc, sulfur dioxide, lead, and arsenic, he continued, "cannot be simply 'burnt up.'" Instead, they linger in the air, are absorbed into the bloodstream, make their way into the soil, and get passed down from mothers to fetuses. Those living in proximity to a smelter plant were experiencing a slow-motion health disaster. Fraser writes about how ASARCO, like tobacco companies, attempted to downplay the dangers. By the 1970s, the company's claims strained credibility.

At the same time, a seeming plague of serial murder was reaching an apex. Fraser juxtaposes the rise and fall of smelting with Bundy's escalating spree of crimes, characterizing each murder he committed not only as an individual act of abrupt violence, but also as one part of a wider system of senselessness. The story ought to be, she argues, that the oligarchs who saw opportunity and profit in an industry that would sicken scores of Americans also created an even more disturbing by-product in the form of these murders. But although Fraser does her damnedest to avoid it, Bundy repeatedly steals focus from the muck of smelter waste. Perhaps it's inevitable that systemic, slow-motion violence feels less dramatic than individuals killing individuals: After all, these men actively chose, sometimes again and again, to end another person's life. The fumes are certainly easier to ignore or deny than the visceral, immediate violence of serial murder--which is much rarer, and yet, for many, much more frightening.



Fraser works tirelessly to make her correlations convincing. Her anger at environmental destruction, at men's capacity to hate and murder women in wholly novel ways, and at the indifference of American society is clear. But even though I was carried along by the narrative, I wondered if adding "a light dusting from the periodic table on top of all that trauma" truly offered the explanation she sought.

Read: America's peace wave

Other factors may have played a role in the overall reduction of crime rates since lead was phased out of American daily life: increased police presence in major cities; the growing sophistication of detecting and matching DNA evidence; surveillance, with cameras--in pockets, on buildings--absolutely everywhere. And different social-impact theories have also been put forward: The economists John Donohue and Steven Levitt have connected legalized abortion with lower crime rates, for example. The serial-killing era, which saw more than 100 of these murderers acting simultaneously in a given year, is firmly in the rearview mirror, and rates of other violent acts have trended downward since the mid-1990s.

The Bundy Problem may help explain why Americans perceive modern crime rates, especially rape and murder, as sky-high--an understanding not rooted in reality. Male-on-female violence is, undeniably, a continuing scourge. But culturally, we tend to ignore its most common manifestations--60 percent of murdered women are killed by an intimate partner or family member--in favor of the vivid image of girls menaced by outwardly charming but secretly sinister figures, such as Bundy. This is not a formula that allows us to consider how the misogyny that animated many of the serial killers of the 20th century was encouraged or shared by their wider culture.

Even Fraser fails to account for this: If elevated lead levels caused the violence, why did it remain skewed along gender lines? (From 1900 to 2010, 88.6 percent of all serial killers, and more than 90 percent of those in the United States, were male; just over 51 percent of their victims, however, were female, though white women were the most likely group to be murdered.) She doesn't fully pursue that question. Nor does she satisfactorily answer why, if industrial pollution was nationwide, there was a serial-killing cluster specifically in the Pacific Northwest.

Perhaps my own crazy wall is different. It posits that people who end up killing and people who don't aren't initially that much different from one another, and a confluence of random and semi-random events--broken homes, sexual trauma, poverty--might contribute to future violence, but also might not. My wall craves narrative but also knows that human behavior can be mystifying, and that attempting to make order from chaos is doomed to fail.

There is value in seeing a bigger picture, and I'm glad to have followed the threads that Fraser unspooled. But there is equal, if not greater, value in accepting what we don't, and can't, know. And if the horrific uptick in serial killing remains an unexplained phenomenon, yet fewer women and girls today suffer from this unspeakable violence, then I can live with that.
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The Fear Coursing Through State Capitols

An assassination in Minnesota has given legislators a fresh awareness of their own vulnerability.

by Elaine Godfrey




News of the tragedy unfolded in the group chat: Two Minnesota state lawmakers and their spouses had been shot in their homes overnight by a man allegedly impersonating a police officer. One of those lawmakers was the former House Speaker Melissa Hortman, someone everyone in the group chat knew.

Allison Russo, the Ohio House minority leader, stood on a street in downtown Columbus on Saturday morning, reading text messages about the shootings aloud to a few of her colleagues who were standing nearby. Russo hadn't known Hortman well, but the two shared a bond as midwesterners, Russo said, and both belonged to an informal group of Democrats in state leadership positions--women who regularly shared advice and stories with one another. When word of Hortman's death came through, "we were all devastated," Russo told me. "The brutality of it is just shocking."

Russo and her Ohio colleagues were about to start marching in the Columbus Pride parade. While they walked, Russo smiled and waved, but she was thinking of Hortman. Russo felt exposed. Her mind whirred. Were her children safe? Was she? Russo and her colleagues found themselves scanning the crowd along the parade route, which suddenly felt less like a jubilant celebration and more like the perfect setting for an ambush.

On top of all the usual factors involved with serving in elected office, personal safety has suddenly become a much more urgent consideration, lawmakers told me. That's perhaps especially true for politicians at the state and local levels, who typically have no budget for personal security and, until this past weekend, might not have thought of themselves as prominent enough to be targeted. The killings in Minnesota have given many of them a fresh awareness of their own vulnerability.

The shootings, which resulted in the deaths of Hortman and her husband, Mark, and the hospitalization of State Senator John Hoffman and his wife, Yvette, continue a series of attacks against American politicians. The examples have begun to stack up--most recently, the arson at Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro's Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, home and, before that, the two assassination attempts against Donald Trump.

Read: The Minnesota suspect's radical spiritual world

Lawmakers at all levels recognize that their jobs are, by definition, public-facing--that they answer to their neighbors and community members, that their decisions will always prompt public disagreement and criticism. Most of them, especially women and people of color, also expect to field a certain degree of social-media harassment throughout their terms in office. But for many legislators, the threat of physical violence has, until recently, felt distant. "I've received threats--everyone has--from all sides of the aisle," Harry Niska, a Republican state representative from Minnesota, told me. He even got a message from someone online after the assassination of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson, warning that something similar could happen to him. But Hortman's killing "brings things home in a different way," Niska said.

Officials have responded to the shootings by ramping up security. Lawmakers in Ohio told me that Governor Mike DeWine ordered the highway patrol to increase its presence near state lawmakers' homes. In North Dakota, officials removed private addresses from legislators' biographies online. But to some, it all felt insufficient. "It's almost hard to think of what security measures could be implemented to prevent something like this," Niska told me. 

The Minnesota attacks happened in private homes, and it's not financially feasible for every state and local government to provide security for all of its lawmakers. State legislators I spoke with this week in Ohio, Minnesota, Iowa, and New Hampshire said they're considering personally investing in alarm systems and cameras at their homes. John Wills, the speaker pro tempore of the Iowa House of Representatives, told me that he installed security equipment around his home five years ago when he noticed a rise in political violence. Wills always keeps his head "on a swivel," he said, just as he did during his years in the military.

In Ohio, State Senator Casey Weinstein posted on Facebook this week that he was struggling with the news of Hortman's death. "I'm worried for my family. I worry I'm putting them in harm's way by being in office. It's a terrible feeling," he wrote. Weinstein regularly hosts public events in his driveway, and he has one--a "Democracy and Donuts Drive Thru"--scheduled for Saturday. He still plans to hold it, but it'll be the first such event with hired security, he told me.

Many of the lawmakers I spoke with told me that they've had to explain these added layers of security to their children. Russo gave her teenagers, who'd seen the news about Hortman's murder, a few reminders: Don't ever leave the garage door open, and don't open the front door for anyone you don't know. Explaining the violence to her 8-year-old daughter was more difficult. "I said that a bad person came and hurt someone that I knew, and that that person has a job that is like my job," Russo said. She reminded her daughter that "we're safe in our home," but told her she should alert a grown-up if she sees someone she doesn't recognize acting strange in the neighborhood.

Read: What the Josh Shapiro attack reveals

Sharon Carson, the president of the New Hampshire Senate, was the only one of the lawmakers I spoke with who told me that she does not spend time considering the possibility of violence affecting her legislative activities. "I've always believed that the day you become afraid of your constituents is the day you need to leave politics," Carson said.

Lawmakers from both parties worry that targeted violence could have long-term consequences, including deterring people from getting into politics. "I hope that it doesn't cause us as representatives to pull back," Niska said, "and I hope it doesn't drive too many good people out of public office." Leaders of the groups Run for Something, EMILY's List, and Emerge, all of which recruit and train Democratic candidates, told me they are hearing more and more from elected officials and would-be candidates about concerns for their family's physical safety. In 2023, Run for Something released a new "safety checklist" for candidates to follow and corresponding safety training about how to set up P.O. boxes for privacy, create evacuation plans for district offices and events, de-escalate conflict, and scrub personal data from the internet. The group has also worked with candidates on campaign events, advising them to be thoughtful about entry and exit points and to share addresses only with confirmed guests. "After Trump's assassination attempt, a lot of candidates asked, 'Am I safe?'" Run for Something's executive director, Amanda Litman, told me. "We've been really honest with people that we will do everything we can, but we can't guarantee anything."

Run for Something and similar groups haven't yet experienced a drop in interest, Litman and other organizers said. That's a good thing, Russo told me, because people who turn to violence over political disagreement "want to silence you with fear." For now, she and other state lawmakers will carry on in spite of that fear.
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The Tesla Brain Drain

The future of the struggling car company rests on Elon Musk more than ever before.

by Patrick George




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


Before DOGE, there was Twitter. In 2023, Elon Musk seemed too distracted by his latest venture to run the world's most valuable car company. Tesla was faltering as he focused on remaking (and renaming) the social-media network. So at Tesla's investor-day event in Austin that March, Musk responded with a rare show of force. He was joined onstage by a cadre of more than a dozen of the company's top executives, all to signal that even if he was extremely busy, Tesla was run by a world-class team: "We've obviously got significant bench strength here," Musk said. Sure enough, Tesla closed out 2023 with the best sales it's ever had.



Musk is in bad need of a similar comeback right now as he returns from Washington to focus on his struggling car company. In recent months, Tesla sales have plummeted as the chain-saw-wielding, far-right centibillionaire has turned off traditionally liberal electric-car buyers. The MAGA faithful never stepped up to take their place, and they're less likely to do so now that the Trump-Musk bromance is over. Musk has other problems: Tesla created the modern electric car as we know it, but now the automaker is falling behind the competition while Musk is more focused on AI and robots than selling cars. And on top of everything else, the One Big Beautiful Bill Act working its way through Congress could cost Tesla billions each year.

This time around, however, Musk can't lean on that aforementioned bench even if he wants to. Something similar to DOGE's steep staffing cuts has been playing out at Tesla. About a third of the executives who stood onstage with him two years ago have left Tesla or been ousted. Many other high-profile company leaders have resigned. Just since April, Tesla has lost its head of software engineering, head of battery technology, and head of humanoid robotics. Tens of thousands of rank-and-file employees left last year amid waves of mass layoffs. At the end of the day, Tesla is the Musk show: The company is the biggest source of his wealth, and is core to his reputation as a tech genius. Now, after all of the pivots and attrition, the future of Tesla rests singularly on Musk more than it ever has.

Read: The Tesla revolt

To longtime Tesla chroniclers such as myself, the chaotic, rapid-fire cuts that defined Musk's tenure at DOGE felt familiar from the very beginning. The playbook was pioneered at Tesla. When Musk took over as CEO in 2008, Tesla was a start-up struggling to build its first car. His early infusions of personal cash, ruthless approach to cost cutting, and, in his words, "hardcore" work environment are widely credited with getting the automaker up and running. He has a famous approach to any type of problem: Get rid of preconceived notions, tear everything down, and rebuild from there. If things break, so be it. They can probably be repaired later on. At one point, the company got rid of the traditional turn-signal switch on some cars before later putting them back. (Tesla and Musk did not respond to my requests for comment.)



For a long time, the strategy worked. In the span of a decade, Tesla rose from a start-up to an auto giant worth more than Ford, Toyota, and GM combined--despite selling just a fraction of the cars its rivals did. That's why investors still back Musk today. He's made them a lot of money before, so if things get bad, he's the man to figure it out, right? Musk himself has helped promulgate the idea that he has all the answers. At one point, he said he would personally start approving some of his employees' expenses amid a "hardcore" round of cost cutting. "He has always been the kind of person who says, 'I am the only one who can do this,'" Sam Abuelsamid, an auto-industry analyst at the research firm Telemetry, told me. In 2018, when I was the editor in chief of the auto publication Jalopnik, Tesla's now-defunct communications team frantically admonished us for reporting that Doug Field, the company's top engineer, had left the company. He was merely the top vehicle engineer, a spokesperson said. Musk--despite not being trained as an engineer--was the top engineer.

Read: Elon and the genius trap

In 2019, an analysis from the financial firm Bernstein put Tesla's executive-turnover rate at nearly double the average of comparable Silicon Valley companies; the number was "dramatically higher" among Musk's direct reports as well. Layoffs and firings have sometimes felt more mercurial than anything else. Consider the team behind Tesla's charging network. In June 2023, I wrote that Tesla's fast and reliable "Superchargers" were its secret weapon; other automakers had begun building cars using Tesla's proprietary charging port to give their customers Supercharger access. About a year later, Tesla laid off the entire 500-person team. Many of the staffers were later rehired and returned, but not all: Rebecca Tinucci, Tesla's head of charging, left for good. The Supercharger network has grown since then, though not without a period of chaos for the automaker and the entire car industry that bet on it. The cuts to Tesla's charging workforce were part of a bigger reduction in headcount last year: Within the first six months of 2024, Tesla had shed nearly 20,000 employees, according to internal data viewed by CNBC. And Tesla's latest quarterly SEC filing, released in April, boasts of "a $52 million decrease in employee and labor costs" compared with last year. (In reporting this story, I reached out to roughly a dozen current and former Tesla staffers. None would talk with me on the record.)



Last year's layoffs, Musk said, were designed to position the company for its "next phase of growth." Based on everything he's said so far, that means AI. He has promised that robots and driverless cars will eventually deliver "a trillion dollars of profit a year." Several top executives and engineers have resigned after they reportedly clashed with Musk on his pivot. This month, Tesla is tentatively set to launch its long-awaited robotaxi service in Austin, starting with what Musk has said will be "10 to 12" self-driving Teslas that can also be remotely operated by humans if needed. In other words, the company has a long way to go before it's anywhere close to something like a driverless Uber. For now, the company still makes its money from selling cars, and Tesla has lost many of the smart people who helped create what was once an innovative automotive juggernaut. Musk still does have several long-standing deputies at the company, including Tom Zhu, a senior vice president who previously led Tesla's operations in China, and Lars Moravy, who leads vehicle engineering. But the departures put more pressure on Musk: He doesn't have the workforce he once did to build to make groundbreaking electric vehicles.



The silver lining for the future of electric vehicles is that these former Tesla staffers are fanning out to the rest of the car industry. Take Field, the former head Tesla engineer (or "head vehicle engineer," in Tesla's telling). He now leads advanced vehicle software at Ford, as well as a program tasked with making an affordable EV. Tinucci, the former head of Tesla's charging team, is now overseeing Uber's shift to electric vehicles. "I think we'll see kind of a Tesla diaspora," Kristin Hull, the founder of Nia Impact Capital, an investment firm with a stake in Tesla, told me. "The rest of the world is catching up. And I think that's also playing a part in why the talent is moving on." (Field and Tinucci didn't respond to requests for comment.)



Musk's detractors might easily fall into schadenfreude. His actions might finally be catching up with him. But if Tesla continues to slide, there will be ramifications beyond Musk and his investors simply losing money. Tesla remains one of the very few companies outside of China that is making money by selling electric cars, which makes it uniquely capable of making a super-affordable EV. Every day that goes by without cheaper options, Americans who might be inclined to go electric are instead buying gas-burning cars that could be on the road for a decade or more. Meanwhile, other carmakers have spent years racing to build cleaner cars in large part to keep up with Tesla. Without the company's continued dominance, it's easy to see a heavily polluting industry fall back on old habits. The risk is particularly high right now as the Trump administration is betting big on fossil fuels.

Whether Tesla can rebound will test something truly scarce--not Musk's wealth but the faith that others have in him. Musk has already alienated people on the left and right, but many people still fiercely believe in his ability to make them rich. At some point, even they might start to vanish.
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Why Isn't Russia Defending Iran?

Backing the most anti-Western Middle Eastern power was convenient until it wasn't.

by Hanna Notte


Iranian and Russian flags are pictured before a news conference at the Vahdat Hall in downtown Tehran, Iran, on June 10, 2025. (Morteza Nikoubazl / NurPhoto / Getty)



Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.





Iran is suffering blow after blow, and Russia, its most powerful supporter, is apparently not prepared to do much of anything about it.

Not long ago, backing the West's least-favorite power in the Middle East had its uses. In prosecuting his war of attrition in Ukraine, Vladimir Putin has made confrontation with the West the organizing principle of his foreign policy. In that context, edging closer to Iran and its partners in the "Axis of Resistance" made sense.

Tehran was also an important supplier: It delivered Shahed drones for Russian use in Ukraine at a moment when these were particularly crucial to Moscow's war-fighting capacity. Then came the October 7 Hamas attack on Israel, followed by Israel's brutal war in Gaza. Leaning into pro-Palestinian and anti-Western sentiment allowed Russia to score points with global public opinion.

But dynamics that initially seemed to benefit Russia quickly became a strategic headache. First, Israel devastated Iran's partners Hamas and Hezbollah; then, in April and October 2024, Iran attacked Israel directly with strikes that yielded only minimal damage, suggesting that Iran's missile capabilities were not all that formidable. Israel retaliated, impairing Iran's missile production and air defenses, including its Russian-made S-300 missile systems. Suddenly, Iran looked weak, and Russia had a choice: It could shore up its Middle Eastern ally, or it could cut its losses in a troubled region.

That Moscow could not or would not intervene decisively on behalf of its anti-Western partners in the Middle East became obvious in December 2024, when Syrian rebels ousted Bashar al-Assad, Russia's longtime ally. Iran and Russia continued to cooperate in areas such as electronic warfare and satellite development, and they even signed a strategic-partnership treaty in January. But Russia declined to give Iran the support it would have needed--say, advanced fighter jets or sophisticated air defenses--to deter or better defend itself against further Israeli attacks.

Read: 'This war is not helping us'

The truth is that Russia has always had limits as to how far it would go in supporting Iran. The Kremlin's obsessive anti-Western agenda elevated the Islamic Republic's importance as a partner, but Putin still has other interests in the region--a long-standing, if complicated, relationship with Israel and a need to coordinate with OPEC on oil prices, for instance--and so remained mindful of Israeli and Gulf State red lines when it came to defense cooperation with Iran. What's more, Russia was never going to risk military entanglement on behalf of its partner, especially not while it has had its hands full closer to home.

Finally, Russia may no longer have much appetite for cooperating with Western states in curbing the spread of nuclear weapons, but it has never wanted Iran to cross the nuclear threshold. The Kremlin takes American warnings on this score seriously and has sought to avoid U.S. military action against Iran. And it has never wished for Iran to acquire the global status that nuclear weapons would confer--among other reasons, because Moscow knows that it would lose leverage over a nuclear Iran.

Russia stands to gain some advantages from a protracted war between Iran and Israel. The fighting would torpedo President Donald Trump's attempts to broker a nuclear deal with Iran--making the United States look weak and highlighting its inability to keep Israel on a leash. Oil prices would stay elevated, especially if Iran were to close the Strait of Hormuz. This would relieve some pressure on Russia's state finances. U.S. missile interceptors--and world attention--would be diverted from Ukraine to the Middle East. Sure, Iran would have to stop sending Russia weapons for an indefinite period. But Russia has already succeeded in localizing the production of Iranian-designed drones and sources the components from elsewhere.

Still, Iran's humiliation at the hands of a U.S. ally can hardly please Russia's leaders. Israel has already claimed freedom of movement in the skies over Iran. Russia may also worry that a long war in Iran could destabilize the South Caucasus (Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia), where Russia has interests but for which it has had precious little bandwidth during the war in Ukraine. Nor would Moscow welcome unrest that hastens the end of the Iranian regime.

A cornered Iran could also lash out, leave the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, or dash for the bomb, laying bare the limits of Moscow's leverage over Tehran. Russia would probably like to avoid having Iran go nuclear--but it would also prefer not to see the U.S. sweep in with military action that further weakens Iran.

Read: What Trump knew about the attack against Iran

On Saturday, Putin congratulated Trump on his birthday and offered to support U.S. efforts to negotiate with Iran (he had made a similar offer in early March). Ever since the inauguration, Moscow has been signaling its appetite to work with Washington on geopolitical dossiers--in part to stall on a Ukraine cease-fire. Iran presents a rare opportunity for Putin to return to the stage of great-power diplomacy by negotiating an issue of global consequence. The question is: What can Russia bring to the table?

A defenseless Iran will not respond well to Russian sticks, and in any case, Moscow is unlikely to take a punitive approach to Tehran. Russia may not have shown up as Iran's knight in shining armor, but the two countries are still partners, and they are fundamentally united in an anti-Western agenda. Russia also has few meaningful carrots to offer Iran at this point and will be cautious about providing military equipment in a moment when Israel is systematically destroying it. And Putin is not someone who likes to openly side with what appears to be the losing party.

Russia can potentially play a practical role in a future agreement, having offered to remove Iran's highly enriched uranium and convert it into civilian-reactor fuel for Tehran. But Russia's technical schemes cannot bridge what is a fundamental political divide between a U.S. administration that insists on zero enrichment and an Iran that views such a demand as a call to surrender.

Strategically isolated and acutely vulnerable, Iran will be even more distrustful of the United States than it was before Israel's attack, and it will want Russia involved for at least the appearance of balance. But Russia has little influence over the outcome of the war, Iran's next steps, or Washington's decision as to whether it will engage militarily.

When it comes to shaping events far from Russia's borders, Moscow is only so interested and only so able, particularly given its deep investment in the war in Ukraine. Having anti-Western partners in the Middle East serves its purpose. But no one should hold their breath waiting for Russia to come to the rescue of Iran.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/06/russia-iran-israel-defense/683214/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Master of the White-Knuckle Narrative

Remembering William Langewiesche, who died this week at age 70

by Cullen Murphy


William Langewiesche, photographed by Mark Schafer in 2008 (Photograph by Mark Schafer)



William Langewiesche, whose extraordinary body of white-knuckle narrative reporting from all parts of the globe appeared in these pages over a period of decades, died earlier this week at the age of 70. He had been living with a debilitating cancer for several years but continued to plan new projects and to write. His straightforward optimism and ambition, in the face of long odds, are what brought him to The Atlantic in the first place. In the spring of 1991, he sent to our offices a two-part, 20,000-word account of his experiences in the Sahara--a blend of natural history, travelogue, black humor, and adventure story, rendered in deceptively simple prose that possessed an irresistible force. The envelope from Langewiesche arrived out of the blue, along with a cover letter reading "Enclosed are two pieces on Algeria." Within a few months, that submission, virtually unchanged, became an Atlantic cover story, "The World in Its Extreme."

Over the next 15 years, Langewiesche contributed a score of major articles to The Atlantic: On Pakistan's development of atomic weapons. On tensions along the U.S.-Mexico border. On a catastrophic ferry sinking in the Baltic. On the anything-goes legal regime governing ships on the high seas. One particular specialty was flying. His father, Wolfgang, had been a legendary pilot--he was the author of the classic book Stick and Rudder--and Langewiesche flew small planes professionally (air taxis, air ambulances, cargo planes) while in college at Stanford and afterward, supporting himself while he began writing for aviation magazines. For many years, he supplemented his income by teaching pilots how to fly in the worst possible weather, taking off with one of his students only when the radar had lit up with danger.

One of Langewiesche's gifts was the ability to translate technical minutiae into a gripping yarn. He could recount the arcane details of how an airplane makes a turn in a way that evoked the raptures of dance. His description of the job of air-traffic controller may have encouraged many readers to start taking the train. Langewiesche investigated aviation disasters of every kind, whether the nosedive of Valujet 592 or the incineration of the space shuttle Columbia. He won a National Magazine Award for one of his aviation investigations--into the crash of EgyptAir 990--during an extraordinary run that saw him named as a finalist for the award virtually every year for a decade. He would win another National Magazine Award for his reconstruction of a massacre at the hands of American forces in Haditha, Iraq.

Langewiesche's access to the world of expertise--engineers, historians, nuclear scientists, forensic investigators, other pilots--ran deep, but he was no armchair analyst or globe-spinning litterateur. After 9/11, he spent six months among the workers at Ground Zero to report on the grim, complex task of finding remains and removing debris, on most days venturing deep into the smoldering pile. (His three sequential Atlantic cover stories on the subject in 2002 became the book American Ground.) Langewiesche made many trips to Iraq for the magazine, covering all aspects of the war and producing a cover story about the surreal, hothouse American world inside Baghdad's fortified Green Zone. For his much later cover story about the mysterious disappearance of Malaysia Airlines Flight 370--the magazine's most-read article in 2019--he traveled along the rim of the Indian Ocean, stopping wherever he heard that fragments of wreckage had washed ashore. Fluent in French, he embedded with the French Foreign Legion on a mission to Guyana. A single day on such an assignment would exhaust most people. He was with them for a month.

Langewiesche had no taste for manufactured drama. Real drama, he believed, could be found almost anywhere, in any story, if you looked deeply and patiently enough. Similarly, there was nothing overwrought about his prose. His sentences relied on ordinary words, but for all that possessed a pure and crystalline character that turned reading into compulsion. He rarely injected the first person into what he wrote, but the reader was treated to a seemingly omniscient perspective from right behind his eyes. And that perspective was earned. To ask Langewiesche how he knew a particular fact or how he knew what someone thought--the kind of thing fact-checkers and editors ask all the time--was to embark on an explanatory excursion that underscored how hard he worked for every morsel of insight.

A certain cast of mind characterizes Langewiesche's work for The Atlantic as well as for Vanity Fair and The New York Times Magazine. He was skeptical about most political and social institutions, not because they weren't needed but because they were fragile and self-serving. But he was not skeptical about knowledge and expertise, nor about the capacity of ordinary people to transcend circumstances and institutions with humanity and ingenuity. Those people peer out from between the lines of everything he wrote.










This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/06/william-langewiesche-obit/683210/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Democratic Party Slides Into Irrelevance

Why aren't these boom times for America's opposition party?

by David A. Graham




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 past weekend marked a high for opposition to Donald Trump, and another low for the opposition party.

From Chula Vista, California, to Portland, Maine, and from Bellingham, Washington, to Key Largo, Florida, Americans demonstrated against the president, in "No Kings" protests scheduled to coincide with Trump's military parade in Washington, D.C., on Saturday. The parade, desultory and poorly attended, set a striking contrast with the marchers, whom observers estimated to number in the millions. That would make Saturday's protests some of the largest in American history. Three of the biggest sets of U.S. demonstrations have taken place while Trump has been president, an indication of intense grassroots opposition toward him and his vision for the Republican Party.

So these ought to be boom times for America's other major party. But Democrats seemed almost entirely irrelevant last weekend. While many ordinary Americans engaged in the most kinetic kind of politics, the Democratic National Committee was splintering acrimoniously, and some of the party's most prominent leaders were busy attending a glitzy Hamptons wedding that brought together two venerable, aging dynasties: the Soros family and the Clinton political machine. Although Democratic officials attended and spoke at many of Saturday's rallies, the No Kings protests were not driven by the Democratic Party--which may have been one of the protests' strengths.

Not every Democratic politician is missing in action. California Governor Gavin Newsom, who spent recent months clumsily attempting to moderate his image by inviting MAGA figures on his podcast, now finds himself as the nation's foremost Trump foil. Minnesota Governor Tim Walz won praise for his handling of the response to the assassination of one state legislator and the wounding of another this past weekend. Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York have drawn huge crowds at rallies around the country.

As a whole, however, the Democratic Party seems unprepared and uninspired. Internally, the party is more consumed with relitigating 2024 than with looking toward 2026. It has no apparent leader: Barack Obama is apathetic, Joe Biden is obsolete, and Kamala Harris lost. The congressional leaders Chuck Schumer and Hakeem Jeffries are hapless, declaring red lines that they have no evident means or intent of enforcing. (Did they not learn their lesson from Obama's red-line follies?) That means de facto leadership falls to the DNC. The party elected a new chair, Minnesota's Ken Martin, in February, but Martin has so far failed to inspire or unify the party.

Martin's term has been most preoccupied with trying to manage David Hogg, the young gun-control activist who was elected DNC vice chair in February and then announced plans to spend millions backing primary challengers to sitting Democrats in safe seats. Challenging sitting officeholders isn't bad per se--in fact, it's often good for revitalizing politics--but for a top party official to be driving those seems to cut against the idea of a party organization.

Democratic leaders first tried to badger Hogg into giving up the plan, but he refused. Then they stumbled on a solution of sorts that got rid of Hogg but validated every stereotype of Democrats as obsessed with procedure, consumed by elaborate diversity rules, and generally incompetent. A woman who'd unsuccessfully run against Hogg for vice chair argued that the DNC had violated its own rules and unfairly benefited two male candidates. The DNC concluded that the challenge was correct; invalidated the election of Hogg and another vice chair, Malcolm Kenyatta; and ordered a do-over. Hogg opted not to run in the new election. Problem solved!

Along the way, however, audio in which Martin whined about how it had all affected him was leaked to Politico. "I'll be very honest with you," he said. "The other night, I said to myself for the first time, I don't know if I wanna do this anymore." Addressing Hogg, he went on: "I don't think you intended this, but you essentially destroyed any chance I have to show the leadership that I need to. So it's really frustrating."

No doubt, this has been unpleasant for Martin, but it's not encouraging that the guy Democrats chose to lead them as they take on a budding authoritarian is crumbling in the face of a 25-year-old activist with a relatively small war chest.

Then, on Sunday, reports surfaced that Randi Weingarten, the president of the American Federation of Teachers, and Lee Saunders, the president of the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees, had left the DNC; they complained that Martin was, in Weingarten's words, "not enlarging our tent and actively trying to engage more and more of our communities." Both had backed one of Martin's challengers for chairperson, and Weingarten had supported Hogg; before resigning, they'd been kicked out of seats on the powerful Rules and Bylaws Committee.

Weingarten is a lightning rod, and teachers unions are controversial among Democrats. But the DNC can hardly afford to lose the buy-in of major unions. Organized labor provides both funding and foot soldiers for Democratic candidates. This has long been true, but the situation is more fragile than ever, as Trump has made gains among union members and union leaders. In 2024, he was able to persuade both the Teamsters and the International Association of Fire Fighters to forgo endorsements altogether. Forget enlarging the tent--the DNC appears to be in danger of shrinking it.

The good news for Democrats is that the midterms are more than a year away, and the 2028 election is more than three years away--an eternity in politics. Trump can't figure out his position on even his signature issue of immigration, his administration is understaffed and underprepared, and public disapproval is strong; when he's been in office, voters have rejected him and his allies at the ballot box. But if anyone can figure out how to fumble the situation, it's the Democratic Party.

Related:

	Where is Barack Obama?
 	The real problem with the Democrats' ground game




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The MAGA coalition has turned on itself.
 	How ivermectin became right-wing aspirin
 	The Minnesota suspect's radical spiritual world




Today's News

	President Donald Trump called for Iran's "unconditional surrender" and issued a threat to Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, stating that Khamenei is "an easy target."
 	Trump left the G7 summit early yesterday and held a meeting about Iran today in the Situation Room with national-security officials.
 	Federal agents arrested Brad Lander, the New York City comptroller and mayoral candidate, as he tried to escort a migrant past ICE officers at an immigration courthouse. His office said that he was released several hours later, and the Manhattan U.S. attorney's office said that it was investigating his actions.
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The NBA's Parity Paradox

By Jemele Hill

If there were any truth to the running joke--or conspiracy theory--that the NBA rigs games so that big-market teams like the Los Angeles Lakers end up in the NBA Finals, then this year's matchup between the Oklahoma City Thunder and the Indiana Pacers would be disastrous for the league. In reality, NBA owners have gotten exactly what they wanted.
 Although television ratings are down, the NBA's plan to bring more parity to the league is working.


Read the full article.
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	When the military comes to American soil
 	The dumbest phone is parenting genius.
 	The perfect astronaut is changing.
 	Members of Iran's opposition want change.
 	Bill Cassidy blew it.
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Au revoir, cigarettes. As France bans cigarettes in most public places, it stands to lose a strong cultural signifier, Gal Beckerman writes.
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The MAGA Coalition Has Turned on Itself

And Donald Trump is caught in the middle.

by Jonathan Lemire, Isaac Stanley-Becker




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.





The MAGA movement usually displays remarkable unity in attacking the left. But Israel's military assault on Iran has splintered President Donald Trump's coalition, as rival factions fight over the true meaning of an "America First" foreign policy.

Right-wing figures have descended into vicious debate over whether the White House should take a more active role in Israel's bombardment of Iran--one that, with American help, could dismantle Tehran's nuclear program or even lead to regime change. Tucker Carlson, Steve Bannon, and other isolationist voices are demanding that Trump stay out of another Middle Eastern war. Sean Hannity, Mark Levin, and other more hawkish conservatives are making the case that there has never been--and may never again be--a better time to take on Iran. That same split has surfaced among Republicans on Capitol Hill. Senator Lindsey Graham and others are pushing Trump to help Israel destroy Tehran's nuclear program, a goal of American presidents dating back decades. Meanwhile, MAGA luminaries such as Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene have declared that further U.S. involvement would betray the president's "America First" ideals.

Both sides in MAGA world have furiously lobbied Trump in recent days, and the president is very aware of the competing interests in his base, a White House official and an outside adviser told us. Trump initially opposed Israel's plan to strike Iran last week. But after briefings from Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu as well as Trump's own staff, the president came around to staying out of Israel's way while helping it defend itself from Tehran's counterattack. Now that Israel's initial wave of strikes has proved a remarkable success, Trump has embraced the attacks, offering more support. He cut short his time at the G7 summit in Canada to return to Washington last night and ominously suggested that Tehran, a city of 10 million people, be evacuated immediately, sparking rumors that the U.S. was about to decisively enter the conflict.

The White House denied those reports and said that the U.S. military was remaining in a defensive posture. But part of Trump's thinking is that such threats may scare Iran back to the negotiating table, the White House official and two other administration officials told us. (We granted them and others interviewed for this story anonymity to discuss internal deliberations.) The president now believes that Israel's bombardment could push the Iranian regime, fearful for its survival, to re-engage with a U.S. proposal to abandon its nuclear-enrichment program, the officials said.

Trump will have to decide whether to fully join the conflict by authorizing the use of massive American bunker-buster bombs, of the sort needed to destroy Iran's underground facilities. One of the officials told us that the weapons are "leverage" for Trump, who hopes to revive talks in the days ahead. Another person familiar with the discussions surrounding Trump's hasty return from the G7 said defense officials were preparing options for the president.

"I'm not looking for a cease-fire. We're looking at better than a cease-fire," Trump told reporters on Air Force One on the flight back to Washington last night, adding that he wanted "a real end" to the conflict between Iran and Israel and a "complete give-up" by Iran of its nuclear ambitions. Trump has grown frustrated that the Iranians did not accept his administration's most recent offer for a deal. "But remember, Iran cannot have a nuclear weapon," Trump said. "It's very simple. We don't have to go too deep into it."

Read: What Trump knew about the attack against Iran

Vice President J. D. Vance, part of the GOP's isolationist wing, published a long post on X today that praised Trump's reluctance to commit American troops to combat and said, "People are right to be worried about foreign entanglement after the last 25 years of idiotic foreign policy." But the post read like a justification for potential military involvement, noting that Trump "may decide he needs to take further action to end Iranian enrichment. That decision ultimately belongs to the president."

Trump has pulled back from striking Iran before. In June 2019, after Iran's military shot down an American surveillance drone over the Strait of Hormuz, Trump authorized a retaliatory attack. But military officials were blindsided when, just minutes before the attack was to begin, the president called it off, citing potential Iranian casualties.

A few months later, after Trump ordered a drone strike that killed Iranian General Qassem Soleimani, the MAGA movement's fracture over Iran began to show. When Carlson hosted the 8 p.m. hour on Fox News, he advocated restraint in dealing with Iran and warned about the dangers of escalation. An hour later on the same network, Hannity struck a wildly different tone, reveling in Trump's strike and suggesting that Tehran could be hit with the full power of the American military.

Trump was close to both men, who each knew that often the best way to deliver a message to the commander in chief was through the televisions that he faithfully watched in the White House residence or in the private dining area off the Oval Office. That time around, in January 2020, Carlson's messaging on Fox over several days--and a private phone call with the president--won out: Trump decided not to ratchet up the standoff with Iran.

Just before Israel's attack last week, Carlson, who was terminated from Fox in 2023, went on social media and blamed conservative voices--including former colleagues and employers--for trying to stoke a war. "Who are the warmongers? They would include anyone who's calling Donald Trump today to demand air strikes and other direct US military involvement in a war with Iran," Carlson wrote in a post on X. "On that list: Sean Hannity, Mark Levin, Rupert Murdoch, Ike Perlmutter and Miriam Adelson. At some point they will all have to answer for this, but you should know their names now."

Carlson then appeared yesterday on Bannon's podcast to urge Trump to stay away from the conflict and "drop" Netanyahu. Carlson also suggested that the president was "complicit" in Israel's attacks, a charge that did not sit well with Trump when he was asked about it yesterday at the G7 summit. "I don't know what Tucker Carlson is saying," Trump said in response to a reporter's question. "Let him go get a television network and say it so people listen."

Carlson in particular has targeted Levin, who met with Trump last week and made the case that Iran was close to developing a nuclear weapon, one of the administration officials told us. After Carlson accused Levin on X of agitating for Trump to bomb Iran, the radio host hit back on his Friday show, saying, "You're a reckless and deceitful propagandist, and that's the best I can say. You promote anti-Semitism and conspiracy nuts. You slobber all over some of the most evil people on earth." (Levin also responded to Carlson on social media: "Hey thug. I never said to the President that American forces should bomb Iran. The leaker who is feeding you is a liar.")

Read: Iran's stunning incompetence

In Congress, Marjorie Taylor Greene used similar language to attack those pushing for U.S. involvement: "Anyone slobbering for the U.S. to become fully involved in the Israel/Iran war is not America First/MAGA," she wrote on X, adding that staying out of foreign entanglements is "what many Americans voted for in 2024." Trump, in an interview with The Atlantic last week, made clear he believes that he "decides" what "America First" means.

Some in Trump's orbit have pushed him to take advantage of Tehran's weakness at the moment; Tehran proxies Hamas and Hezbollah are badly diminished, and Israel managed to wipe out much of Iran's senior military leadership in its attacks over the past several days. Lindsey Graham, a longtime Iran hawk, has called on the president to aid Israel in recent days, and made a similar pitch on television last night. "Be all in, President Trump, in helping Israel eliminate the nuclear threat. If we need to provide bombs to Israel, provide bombs. If we need to fly planes with Israel, do joint operations," Graham said during an appearance--where else?--on Hannity's show. "But here's the bigger question: Wouldn't the world be better off if the Ayatollahs went away and were replaced by something better?"

Other members of the MAGA movement have taken sides, and not always predictably. Laura Loomer, the conspiracy theorist who has advised Trump on national security in the past, backed Levin. Charlie Kirk and Jack Posobiec have pushed diplomacy. A former U.S. official close to members of the current administration played down the war of words: "This is the battle of the podcast hosts." This person predicted that the competing influence efforts would ultimately have little sway on the president. "What Trump said is, 'It's my decision,'" the former official said. "I think that's right."

In a social-media post yesterday, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth said that he had ordered additional military assets sent to the Middle East, a move he said was intended to strengthen America's "defensive posture" and protect U.S. troops in the region. In recent days, the U.S. has moved guided missile destroyers closer to Israel and accelerated the previously planned movement of the aircraft carrier Nimitz from Asia to the Middle East. The Air Force has also dispatched a fleet of refueling aircraft to Europe, positioning them closer to the region. Trump posted on social media today, "We now have complete and total control of the skies over Iran"--the word we seemingly claiming partial ownership of an operation conducted by Israeli forces using some American-made equipment.

For months, Trump has been pushing for a diplomatic solution to the Iranian nuclear-enrichment crisis--a problem his critics believe he caused when, in 2018, he backed out of the agreement that had been brokered by Barack Obama. Trump's diplomatic envoy, Steve Witkoff, told confidants this spring he believed that a deal was possible; the administration's latest proposal would allow Iran to procure enriched nuclear fuel from outside the country but not to enrich it on Iranian soil. And Trump blocked Netanyahu from a strike on Iran in April. But the president's top advisers, including the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Air Force General Dan Caine, briefed him last week that Israel believed Iran was on the brink of developing a weapon and was determined to strike. Netanyahu delivered the same message in a call with Trump early last week, and Trump grew resigned to the strike, offering Israel limited military support--intelligence sharing, as well as American air-defense systems and a Navy destroyer to help shoot down incoming ballistic missiles--even as he still hoped for a diplomatic solution.

The U.S. intelligence community has assessed that Iran is not trying to build a nuclear weapon, and that Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei has not lifted the suspension he placed on the weapons program in 2003. But pressure from hard-line elements in the regime has built on him to change course so that Iran is better able to deter Israel and the United States. Khamenei has the final say on whether Iran builds a weapon. In congressional testimony in March, Trump's director of national intelligence, Tulsi Gabbard, shared the intelligence community's analysis, which has remained essentially the same for years. Experts have debated how quickly Iran could construct a nuclear device able to be delivered to a target of its choice. This morning, CNN reported that Iran is up to three years away from achieving that goal, according to U.S. intelligence analysis, a stark contrast with Israeli estimates.

Read: Israel's bold, risky attack

In his remarks aboard Air Force One after leaving the G7 meeting, Trump dismissed Gabbard's position altogether: "I don't care what she said. I think they were very close to having them," he said.

Instead, Trump has suggested that he might look elsewhere for guidance. This morning he posted a lengthy text he'd received from U.S. Ambassador to Israel Mike Huckabee, who said that God had spared Trump from last summer's assassination attempt in Butler, Pennsylvania, so he could become the "most consequential President in a century--maybe ever." Huckabee wrote that no president in his lifetime "has been in a position like yours. Not since Truman in 1945," an apparent reference to Harry Truman's decision to drop a pair of atomic bombs on Japan to end World War II.

"You did not seek this moment," Huckabee wrote. "This moment sought YOU!"

Shane Harris and Missy Ryan contributed reporting.
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The Three Dramatic Consequences of Israel's Attack on Iran

Great battles, won or lost, change the entire course of events.

by Eliot A. Cohen




"Battles are the principal milestones in secular history," Winston Churchill observed in his magisterial biography of the Duke of Marlborough in 1936. "Modern opinion resents this uninspiring truth ... But great battles, won or lost, change the entire course of events, create new standards of values, new moods, new atmospheres, in armies and in nations, to which all must conform." So it was then, and so it is today.

Iran's war with Israel is rooted in the Islamic Republic's inveterate hostility to the Jewish state. It has consisted of multiple campaigns, including terror attacks against Jewish communities abroad (Argentina in 1994, for example) and missile salvos aimed at Israel (including from Lebanon and Iran itself last year). But three great events--the smashing of Hezbollah, the Syrian revolution that overthrew the Iranian-aligned regime, and now a climactic battle waged by long-range strikes and Mossad hit teams in Tehran--are changing the Middle East. We are living through the kind of moment that Churchill described.

Israel's current campaign is built around two realities often missed by so-called realists: first, that the Iranian government is determined to acquire nuclear weapons and cannot be deterred, bought off, or persuaded to do otherwise, and second, that Israel reasonably believes itself to be facing an existential threat.

When I served as counselor of the State Department during the second Bush administration, I had, among other keepsakes on my desk, an Iranian banknote picked up in Dubai. When I held it up to the light, I could see the sign of an atom superimposed over a map of Iran, with its nucleus roughly over Natanz, site of the major Iranian centrifuge hall. The banknote was a symbol of the determination that successive American governments chose to ignore, preferring to negotiate with a regime whose bad faith and malevolence were plain for those willing to see. The Iranian regime was happy to delay and temporize, but its destination was clearly visible in the expanding overt and covert programs to enrich uranium, design warheads, and develop delivery systems.

Equally visible was Tehran's desire to destroy Israel. It takes a particular kind of idiocy or bad faith to disregard the speeches, propaganda, and shouts of "death to Israel." The Israeli lesson learned from the previous century--and, indeed, the Jewish one learned over a much longer span of time--is that if someone says they want to exterminate you, they mean it. And so Israel has acted in ways that have had three dramatic consequences.

The first is the emergence of a distinct mode of warfare, already apparent in some of Ukraine's operations in Russia, that combines special operations with precision long-range strikes. Special operations are nothing new--the British secret services of the time played a role in a nearly successful bomb plot against Napoleon. But the innovation is combining large-scale and systematic use of assassinations and sabotage with nearly simultaneously precision strikes. Similar techniques helped decapitate Hezbollah's leadership and devastate its middle ranks while smashing its arsenals, but Israel's campaign against Iran is on an altogether different scale.

This mode of warfare will not work everywhere, but in this case Israeli special operations helped neuter Iran's defenses and kill many of its senior leaders and nuclear scientists. The sobering lesson for the United States is that others can, at some point, do this to us more easily than we might be able to use these methods against a country like China. It is, in any event, part of the new face of war.

The second is the way that the wars that began with Hamas's attack on Israel on October 7, 2023, have reshaped the Middle East. Iran's position had been drastically weakened through the loss of its proxy forces in Lebanon and Syria, and now this current round of attacks has the potential to jeopardize the Iranian regime itself.

The Iranian regime has delivered only misery and repression to its people. In return it was once offered religious and revolutionary zeal, which has been largely replaced by cynicism and hatred of the leadership. It had, and has now lost, imperial reach throughout the Middle East and beyond. The very last thing it offered was the prestige of its pursuit of nuclear weapons--weapons that Westerners may view with horror, but that others in the world (think India and Pakistan, for example) value quite differently. After losing all of these achievements to its own brutality and incompetence, as well as Israeli hit squads and fighter-bombers, all that the regime has left are its mechanisms of repression. Ultimately, those will not suffice to sustain it.

Israel (and for that matter the United States) does not overtly aim at overthrowing the regime; neither has the intention of invading the country in the manner of Iraq in 2003. But a form of regime change may come--possibly through public upheaval, or just as likely through the rise of some strongman, probably from the military or security services, who will take Iran in a different direction. Perhaps such a strongman will lead Iran to some dark new place. But he could also proceed along the lines of Mohammed bin Salman, the Saudi crown prince, denouncing and disposing of some of the current elite on charges of treachery, incompetence, and corruption to consolidate his power, and then acting as a dictatorial modernizer. That would be the first step on a much better path for Iran and the rest of the world.

The Western world has reason, as German Chancellor Friedrich Merz recently said, to be grateful to Israel for doing the "dirty work" of smashing Iran's nuclear program, because a nuclear-armed Iran would be a menace not just to Israel but to the wider Middle East and to the West. Which brings us to the third great shift in moods and atmospheres, the characteristically over-the-top, bellicose rhetoric of Donald Trump.

At first the American government hastened to distance itself from the Israeli attacks, in a swift and now rather embarrassing statement by Secretary of State Marco Rubio. But over time the president, communicating through explosive statements on Truth Social, began using the first-person plural in talking about the Israeli attacks, celebrating the American military hardware used in the attack, threatening worse to come, musing about killing the supreme leader of Iran, and clearly contemplating finishing the job of destroying the Iranian nuclear complex by sending B-2 bombers to deliver 15-ton GBU-57 penetrating bombs on the deeply subterranean Fordow facility.

This has aroused consternation among some of his core supporters, such as Tucker Carlson (dismissed by the president as "kooky") and Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, and required the dispatch of Vice President J. D. Vance to quiet the protests of the isolationist, and in some cases borderline anti-Semitic, wing of the MAGA movement.

Trump's turnaround is less surprising when one considers his political gifts, among them a feral instinct for weakness. He is a politician who is willing to kick opponents when they are down, and enjoys doing just that. He senses, far better than most of his advisers and experts, just how weak Iran is. No doubt as well, he delights in the opportunity to punish the regime that plotted to assassinate him in 2024.

And he has aspirations to be not a warlord, much though he delights in military bluster and show, but a kind of peacemaker. He understands that a different kind of Iran--if not a democratic one, then a tamed dictatorship--would be open for deals, and he would gladly make them. He has engaged more with the Persian Gulf in recent years than with any other part of the world, and sees opportunities there. He believes that the price would be low, and although the Israelis have done the heavy lifting, he will get the credit from them and others for the finishing touches.

Trump has undoubtedly already authorized various forms of support to Israel's campaign. He may or may not order the dropping of GBU-57s on Fordow. But he has, in any case, supported actions that are doing far more than those of any of his predecessors to eliminate a threat that has already killed American soldiers and civilians as well as many others, and that would be infinitely worse if left unchecked. Much as it may pain his critics to admit it, in this matter he is acting, if not conventionally, then like a statesman of a distinctively Trumpian stamp.
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The Hollowness of This Juneteenth

The holiday was always an implicit warning that what had been done could be done again.

by Vann R. Newkirk II




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.


Five years ago, as the streets ran hot and the body of George Floyd lay cold, optimistic commentators believed that America was on the verge of a breakthrough in its eternal deliberation over the humanity of Black people. For a brief moment, perhaps, it seemed as if the "whirlwinds of revolt," as Martin Luther King Jr. once prophesied, had finally shaken the foundations of the nation. In 2021, in the midst of this "racial reckoning," as it was often called, Congress passed legislation turning Juneteenth into "Juneteenth National Independence Day," a federal holiday. Now we face the sober reality that our country might be further away from that promised land than it has been in decades.

Along with Memorial Day and Martin Luther King Jr. Day, Juneteenth became one of three federal holidays with explicit roots in Black history. Memorial Day was made a national observance in 1868 to honor soldiers felled during the Civil War, and was preceded by local celebrations organized by newly freed Black residents. The impetus for MLK Day came about with King's assassination exactly a century later, after which civil-rights groups and King's closest associates campaigned for the named holiday. Memorial Day and Martin Luther King Jr. Day both originated in times when the Black freedom struggle faced its greatest challenges. Juneteenth--an emancipation celebration popularized during Reconstruction--was codified during what purported to be a transformation in America's racial consciousness.

But, like its predecessors, Juneteenth joined the federal-holiday ranks just as Americans also decided en masse that they were done with all that. The 1870s saw the radical promise of Reconstruction give way to Jim Crow; the 1960s gave way to the nihilism and race-baiting of the Nixonian and Reaganite years. In 2024, the election of Donald Trump to a second term signaled a national retreat from racial egalitarianism. In his first months as president, he has moved the country in that direction more quickly than many imagined he would.

Trump has set fire to billions of dollars of contracts in the name of eliminating "DEI," according to the White House. His legislative agenda threatens to strip federal health care and disaster aid for populations that are disproportionately Black. The Department of Defense has defenestrated Black veterans in death, removing their names from government websites and restoring the old names of bases that originally honored Confederate officers. The Federal Aviation Administration plans to spend millions of dollars to investigate whether recruiting Black air-traffic controllers (among other minority groups) has caused more plane crashes. The Smithsonian and its constituents have come under attack for daring to present artifacts about slavery and segregation. Books about Black history are being disappeared from schools and libraries. The secretary of education has suggested that public-school lessons about the truth of slavery and Jim Crow might themselves be illegal.

There were, perhaps, other possible outcomes after 2020, but they didn't come to pass. The Democratic Party harnessed King's whirlwinds of revolt to power its mighty machine, promising to transform America and prioritize racial justice. Corporations donned the mask of "wokeness"; people sent CashApp "reparations" and listened and learned. But the donations to racial-justice initiatives soon dried up. The party supported a war in Gaza that fundamentally undercut any claim to its moral authority, especially among many young Black folks who felt kinship with the Palestinians in their plight. When DEI emerged as a boogeyman on the far right, many corporate leaders and politicians started to slink away from previous commitments to equity. Democratic Party leadership underestimated the anti-anti-racism movement, and seemed to genuinely believe that earned racial progress would endure on its own. The backlash that anybody who'd studied history said would come came, and the country was unprepared.

Trump and his allies spend a lot of time talking about indoctrination and banning DEI. But by and large, the campaign against "wokeness" has always been a canard. The true quarries of Trump's movement are the actual policies and structures that made progress possible. Affirmative action is done, and Black entrance rates at some selective schools have already plummeted. Our existing federal protections against discrimination in workplaces, housing, health care, and pollution are being peeled back layer by layer. The 1964 Civil Rights Act might be a dead letter, and the 1965 Voting Rights Act is in perpetual danger of losing the last of its teeth. The Fourteenth Amendment itself stands in tatters.

Five years after Democratic congresspeople knelt on the floor in kente cloth for nearly nine minutes, the holiday is all that really remains. This puts the oddness of today in stark relief. The purpose of Juneteenth was always a celebration of emancipation, of the Black community's emergence out of our gloomy past. But it was also an implicit warning that what had been done could be done again. Now millions of schoolchildren will enjoy a holiday commemorating parts of our history that the federal government believes might be illegal to teach them about.

I once advocated for Juneteenth as a national holiday, on the grounds that the celebration would prompt more people to become familiar with the rich history of emancipation and Black folks' agency in that. But, as it turns out, transforming Juneteenth into "Juneteenth National Independence Day" against the backdrop of the past few years of retrenchment simply creates another instance of hypocrisy. What we were promised was a reckoning, whatever that meant. What we got was a day off.
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The Democrats Must Confront Their Gerontocracy

The party needs a polite way to usher politicians toward retirement.

by Helen Lewis




Last week, something happened that is extremely rare in Washington, D.C., but completely normal outside of it: People openly described an octogenarian as frail and overdue for retirement. The subject of discussion was Eleanor Holmes Norton, the District of Columbia's nonvoting congressional delegate, who turned 88 on Friday. Recently, several D.C. figures have questioned her ability to serve.

Beverly Perry, a senior adviser to Mayor Muriel Bowser, went on the record to say that it was "hard" for Holmes Norton "to navigate the political waters as she has in the past." Holmes Norton dismissed concerns about her age and, for good measure, also said that she was planning to run for another term. "I don't know why anybody would even ask me," the Democrat added, to which anyone outside of American politics would surely respond: because you're older than nylon stockings and the ballpoint pen!

Read: Biden's age wasn't a cover-up. It was an observable fact.

To a degree that seems bizarre to me as an outsider, the American party system, particularly on the Democratic side, defers to incumbents. (Since the 2022 midterm election, eight members of Congress have died in office. All of them were Democrats.) But in Holmes Norton's case, something unusual has occurred: People close to her have continued to express concern about her ability to serve, and, even more unusually, have done so under their own names. "As her friend and someone who deeply admires her, I've made my peace with recommending to her that I think this is her final term," the Democratic strategist Donna Brazile told The New York Times. The candor of Perry, Brazile, and others allowed the media to report forthrightly about Holmes Norton's decline--her forgetting names, communicating in broken sentences, and struggling to read prepared remarks or recognize long-standing colleagues.

Eventually, the delegate put out a more ambivalent statement, saying that "through thoughtful discussions with my friends, family and closest advisers, I'm still considering my options for the next election cycle."

In fact, even a moment's deliberation would tell Holmes Norton that her constituents would be best served by her gracious retirement--as would American democracy. People worry about seeming heartless, or disrespectful, when they note the inevitable effect of time on senior politicians, particularly those who were trailblazers in their youth. Sadly though, the decisions of elderly and sick politicians have demonstrable consequences: Last Thursday, Republican cuts to overseas aid and public broadcasters passed in the House by just two votes. Three elderly Democrats have already died in this congressional session. If your favorite NPR show disappears from the airwaves, then go ahead and blame the Republicans. But spare a moment to regret the choices of the late Gerry Connolly of Virginia, Raul Grijalva of Arizona, and Sylvester Turner of Texas.

Why is Holmes Norton's story prompting such frank public discussion? Two words: Joe Biden. D.C. Councilmember Brooke Pinto told The Washington Post that she was going on the record because she had read Original Sin by Jake Tapper and Alex Thompson, a painful account of former President Biden's decision to run for reelection in 2024 despite his advanced age. "We need to speak up," she said.

Amen, sister. After reading that book, I can see why online liberals are so keen to change the subject by complaining that relitigating the Biden age controversy was a distraction from the real abuses of Donald Trump. If I wanted people to vote for the Democrats again, I wouldn't want them reading Original Sin either.

Read: The congressman who saw the truth about Biden

Yes, a few figures on the left emerge with some credit: Dean Phillips, a former member of Congress who attempted a primary challenge against Biden despite knowing he would get crushed; George Clooney, for writing an op-ed voicing what elected Dems were too chicken to say after the disastrous June 2024 debate; and Nancy Pelosi and Barack Obama, for belatedly wielding the hatchet. But overall, the entire party comes off as stale and rotten, unable to advance its goals because it's tiptoeing around the vanity of its politicians.

The entire premise of the Democrats' election pitch--democracy is on the ballot; this is the most important election of our lifetimes; the United States is at one minute to midnight before an authoritarian takeover--was compromised by the fact that senior Democrats with their own presidential ambitions stayed silent in the belief they could just run in 2028 instead. Their mouths were saying: We're heading for fascism. But their brains were calculating: I'll just sit this one out. That selfish careerism went right to the top. At some point, Biden--or his advisers--began to see his interests and the country's as indivisible. Only he could beat Trump. Kamala Harris wasn't up to it. He had earned the right to run again.

A similar sentiment can be found in Holmes Norton's response to an Axios reporter who asked her in 2023 whether she would step aside to mentor a new generation. "That never happens," she said. "People who retire don't go to training someone else." This might be literally true, but it is also infinitely depressing. Where's the sense of being part of a political movement, something larger than yourself? Where's the sense of there being a torch to pass on, rather than you personally clinging on to power for as long as possible? This is the kind of self-aggrandizement that ends with people talking about themselves in the third person.

When the origins of America's gerontocracy are discussed, the usual example is Strom Thurmond, the South Carolina Republican senator who died in 2003 at 100 only six months after retiring from public office. But the rot really set in with the PR campaign for Ruth Bader Ginsburg staying on the Supreme Court despite her advancing age and pancreatic-cancer diagnoses. Instead of facing massive public pressure from Democrats to retire before Obama left office, the liberal justice was rewarded with cutesy interviews about her workout program and indomitable spirit. When I watched Ginsburg's personal trainer solemnly doing push-ups by her casket in 2020, I didn't feel moved. I felt annoyed. The mythology of the wizened, unbowed feminist icon, the Notorious RBG, came at a high cost for American women a few years later, when an emboldened 6-3 conservative majority overturned Roe v. Wade. What was presented as perseverance and stamina--or even as a feminist act of judicial girlbossery--now looks like narcissism. The court needs me. No other Democratic appointee will do.

To its credit, Original Sin describes Biden's deterioration with empathy. One of the terrible side effects of aging is the sense of the world slipping away from you, of your diminishing relevance and irresistible slide into oblivion. (As I'm writing this, Arthur Brooks's tragic and sobering article on career peaks has returned to the top of The Atlantic's most-read list, for the umpteenth time.) People see the denial that this decline can provoke in their parents before experiencing it themselves. Throughout Original Sin, Democratic strategists, members of Congress, and staffers confide to the authors that Biden's memory lapses and freezes reminded them of their mom or dad, and the subsequent struggle to get them into residential care.

In politicians--most of whom thrive on attention, importance, and buzz--that defiance is magnified. No one goes gentle into that good night, when the dying of the light also means no longer getting good tables at fashionable restaurants or reporters flatteringly soliciting your thoughts. Original Sin trots through the many, many recent instances of elderly politicians whose allies hid their deterioration from outsiders. The most incredible story remains that of Kay Granger, an 81-year-old Republican from Texas, who missed six months of votes in Congress before she was eventually discovered in an assisted-living facility last December. Her family had put her there without notifying her constituents or the media. She has "dementia issues," her son said.

Onlookers often assume that such situations are the result of a conspiracy of silence by the media. In Granger's case, the more banal explanation is that local newspapers, which might once have covered bread-and-butter votes of local representatives, have been hollowed out or closed. No one knew where she was because almost no one was paying attention. In Biden's case, the facts were out there for anyone who cared to look. Several outlets--notably Axios and The Wall Street Journal--did report on his decline before the summer debate. But reporters were faced by denials from Biden's inner circle and silence from other Democrats, who feared that they would ruin their careers by publicly stating the obvious. Because no one could see a way to force him out of the race, the story went nowhere.

For months, I've been puzzling over the fact that Britain, where I live, does not have the same gerontocracy problem in its Parliament as the U.S. does in Congress. One answer is surely that we have a prime minister chosen from the lower house, and they can be removed from office without their party losing power. That makes regicide less costly; a British Biden would be handed his gold watch and farewell card without the issue becoming existential for his fellow party members.

Also, Britain has an appointed second chamber rather than an elected one. The average age in the House of Lords is 70, and the oldest member has reached 100. But the Lords sees itself as a revising body--by convention, it does not vote down law proposals that were contained in the governing party's election manifesto--and has traditionally been the destination for retired politicians looking to use their expertise and wisdom, free from the constraints of campaigning and constituency work. "There's a joke in the Lords that people here are post-ambitious," Ayesha Hazarika, a 49-year-old who joined the chamber when she was made a baroness last year, recently told me.

Read: An autopsy report on Biden's in-office decline

American politics would benefit enormously from an institution like the House of Lords--an emeritus track for those who are not vigorous enough for frontline politics anymore but not ready for a quiet retirement either. As it stands, older politicians in the U.S. face a cliff edge. Either they are still holding office, even if in name only, or they are nobody at all.

In the absence of that emeritus track, what America needs are stronger parties that are able to exert influence on their members for the greater good. The Democrat and Republican establishments are clearly now ghostly shadows of what they once were. Worn away by money and polarization, they are useless husks. The Republicans cower in the face of Trump's bullying, and the Democrats lack the killer instinct necessary to eject frail and faltering liabilities. Just about the only person I could imagine having the skill and force to change the Democratic Party's culture is Nancy Pelosi. She is 85.
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The Future of the HPV Vaccine Is Up in the Air

One of the most effective vaccines available was going to become more accessible--until RFK Jr. dismissed the CDC's advisory committee.

by Katherine J. Wu




Until last week, the future of vaccination for human papillomavirus, or HPV, in the United States seemed clear.



For several years, a growing body of evidence has suggested that just a single dose of the vaccine may be as effective as two are, offering decades of protection against the virus, which is estimated to cause roughly 700,000 cases of cancer each year. More than 50 other countries have already adopted the one-dose schedule, and many experts hoped that the U.S. might follow suit this year.



The decision rests, primarily, on the deliberations of the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, a vaccine-advisory committee to the CDC. ACIP was initially expected to put to a vote, as early as next week, the questions of HPV-vaccine dosing and, simultaneously, whether to strengthen the recommendations that advise vaccination starting at 9 years of age. Several experts told me that they had tentatively expected both motions to pass, making HPV vaccination easier, cheaper, and quicker. The HPV vaccine is one of the most powerful vaccines ever developed: It is unusual among immunizations in that it durably prevents infection and disease at rates close to 100 percent. If it was deployed more widely, "we could see the end of cervical cancer," Kirthini Muralidharan, a global-health expert and HPV-vaccine researcher at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, told me.



That was before Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the nation's health secretary, abruptly dismissed all 17 members of ACIP. Among their replacements--each apparently handpicked by Kennedy--are several researchers who have spread misinformation about vaccines or been embroiled in litigation against vaccine manufacturers; at least one of the new members has exaggerated the harms of the HPV vaccine specifically. Now the anticipated votes on the vaccine, among other immunizations, have been removed from the proposed agenda for ACIP's coming meeting, leaving the fate of the vaccine far murkier.



ACIP has, for decades, been one of the world's most respected expert panels on vaccines. The group's charter is to rigorously evaluate the evidence on the immunizations that the FDA has green-lighted. The advice it gives the CDC then helps devise the official immunization schedule that guides how insurers cover vaccines, how states mandate immunizations in schools, and how primary-care physicians advise their patients. Only under the rarest of circumstances has a CDC director rejected the committee's advice. Effectively, the members of ACIP "decide who gets the vaccine, at what age, and how many doses," Noel Brewer, a vaccine expert and health-behavior researcher at UNC Gillings School of Global Public Health, who served on ACIP until last week, told me.



The group's rigorous, data-driven approach is a primary reason the HPV-dosing strategy has yet to change. In particular, the committee was awaiting formal results from a large clinical trial in Costa Rica that has been comparing dosing strategies in adolescent girls. So far, the data, recently presented at a cancer conference, suggest that one dose is just as effective as two, the current CDC-backed regimen. Earlier this year, the ACIP working group focused on HPV vaccines was leaning toward supporting the dose drop, Brewer, who was part of that group, told me. The proposal to routinely recommend the vaccine as early as 9 years of age, he added, seemed likely to pass, too. (Currently, the CDC allows for HPV vaccination as early as 9 years of age, but only actively recommends it starting at 11 years of age.)



Those amendments to HPV-vaccination guidelines would make the shot simpler to get, for a wider range of children--which could dramatically increase its uptake, Gretchen Chapman, a health-psychology researcher at Carnegie Mellon University, told me: "The more you can make getting vaccinated easy and convenient, the higher vaccination rates will be." Only about 60 percent of 13-to-17-year-olds in the U.S. are up-to-date on their HPV shots--a gap that public-health experts consider a major missed opportunity. That the shot can almost perfectly prevent infection and disease for decades is "like the fantasy we have of vaccines," Brewer told me. Its rock-solid protection "just keeps rolling."



But the new ACIP may see matters differently. Kennedy has yet to fill the committee's roster, but his initial picks include individuals who appear to have a beef with HPV immunization. One member, Vicky Pebsworth, co-wrote an analysis detailing adverse events following HPV vaccination for an anti-vaccine organization, which she serves on the board of. Another new member, Martin Kulldorff, provided expert testimony in cases against the drugmaker Merck over its Gardasil vaccine, the only HPV shot available in the U.S., and received thousands of dollars from plaintiffs who accused the company of downplaying the vaccine's risks. (A judge in North Carolina overseeing one of those cases ruled in favor of Merck; another, in Los Angeles, is going to trial later this year.) And Kennedy, an environmental lawyer, has himself been instrumental in organizing the litigation campaign against Merck--and has described Gardasil as "the most dangerous vaccine ever invented." (Under pressure from senators, Kennedy has said that he will relinquish any proceeds from these lawsuits to his son.) He has also falsely claimed that the HPV vaccine--which data show has dramatically reduced rates of cervical cancer in the U.S. and elsewhere--"actually increases the risk of cervical cancer." (HHS, the CDC, Pebsworth, and Kulldorff did not respond to a request for comment.)



At some point, the current ACIP might see fit to soften the existing guidelines, or even advise the CDC to remove the vaccine recommendations for certain groups. If it does, those decisions could prompt insurers to stop covering the vaccines, or disincentivize health-care providers from offering them to families. The committee could also remove the vaccine from the Vaccines for Children program, which provides shots to kids whose parents cannot afford them. (An initial agenda for the ACIP meeting scheduled to start on Wednesday initially included a recommendation vote for the HPV vaccine, as well as a vote on its status in Vaccines for Children; those items no longer appear in the CDC's draft agenda.)



A few of the experts I spoke with raised the possibility that this new ACIP might still amend the HPV-vaccine recommendation to a single dose, but with a different rationale: not because the members are swayed by the data on its effectiveness, but because they'd support any option that cleaves a vaccine dose from the immunization schedule. Kennedy, too, seems likely to back such a move. "Any window to roll back the number of times a child receives a vaccine injection? He's going to push for," Alison Buttenheim, a behavioral scientist at Penn Nursing, told me.



The net effect might at first seem the same: Fewer doses of the HPV vaccine would be on the schedule. But the reasoning behind a decision can matter just as much as the end result. Robert Bednarczyk, an epidemiologist and vaccine researcher at Emory University's Rollins School of Public Health, pointed out that, although much of the evidence so far has pointed toward one dose being enough, the case isn't yet a slam dunk: Some of the trials investigating the  single-dose strategy are using different formulations of Gardasil, or non-Gardasil brands, which may perform differently. (The Costa Rica trial, notably, does include the same Gardasil recipe used in the U.S.) And some experts still wonder if the protection offered by a single shot may fade faster than a double-dose regimen--a more challenging aspect of vaccine protection to assess without many years of follow-up. If that's the case, prematurely dropping the second dose could later force the U.S. to add a shot back into the vaccine schedule--a confusing message that could erode trust. The last thing the country needs now is "another hit to public confidence around vaccines," Bednarczyk said.



How Kennedy and his allies publicly justify these choices, then, matters quite a bit. Vaccines, on the whole, are now being billed by the government not as vital, lifesaving tools, but as unnecessary risks, deserving of additional scrutiny. Of the multitude of vaccines on the childhood-immunization schedule, many people already see HPV "as the troublesome one," Brewer told me. Its ability to prevent cancer has been underemphasized; some critics have stoked unfounded fears that, because the vaccine guards against a sexually transmitted virus, it will increase promiscuity. And unlike other vaccines recommended in the early adolescent years, such as the meningococcal vaccine and the Tdap booster--which are required by most or all states for entry into secondary school--HPV is mandated for preteens in only a handful of jurisdictions.



All of these pressures make the vaccine more vulnerable to being rejected, Chapman told me. And should Kennedy's new vaccine team openly discard HPV doses primarily for the sake of dropping a shot, that could set a precedent--for removing other vaccines from the schedule, in part or entirely.
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The Strength You Gain by Not Taking Offense

We all face uncivil behavior or insulting comments at times, but you can choose how to react.

by Arthur C. Brooks




Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.

Unless you inhabit a hermit cave with no internet access, you'll know that we live in the Age of Offense. With high levels of polarization and innumerable ways to broadcast one's every thought to strangers far and wide, it is easier than ever to lob insults and to denigrate ideological foes. Not surprisingly, according to a 2024 Pew Research Center study, 47 percent of Americans believe that people saying things that are "very offensive" to others is a major problem in the country today, whereas only 11 percent say it is not a problem. (The remainder says it is a minor problem.)

You might conclude that the solution is for people to stop offending others--good luck with that!--but consider another statistic in the same poll: A larger percentage of Americans (62 percent) says another big problem is "people being too easily offended by things others say." These are not at all mutually exclusive findings; they suggest that we are simultaneously too offensive and too thin-skinned.

The second issue, however, is the one on which I wish to focus, because, for most people, being too easily offended is worse for one's own quality of life than being obnoxiously rude. So instead of spending your efforts trying to stamp out what you find offensive, you should work on being less offended in the first place.

Arthur C. Brooks: The bliss of a quieter ego

The foundational study on the psychology of taking offense--one still frequently cited today--was written in 1976 by the psychologist Wolfgang Zander. He argued that we get offended in three stages: First, we identify when we're insulted or harshly contradicted; second, we assess how extreme the offense is; finally, we respond emotionally or in some behavioral way. Say, for example, a colleague at work says in a meeting, in front of your boss, that your latest proposal is stupid. You identify this as a contradiction of your ideas; you assess this as mildly annoying; you decide to register your unhappiness in an appropriate manner with your colleague after the meeting.

I chose this example because research has found that such a negative judgment from another person is precisely what we typically deem most offensive. Scholars in 2018 showed in a survey of 129 people that 73 percent of cases of offense-taking was for threats to dominance or competence. The other 27 percent of instances related to attacks on goodwill or appearance. This reminded me that someone on social media once called me a bald guy who writes bad columns. The first part reminded me of something I don't love, but it didn't offend me--hey, the truth is the truth--but the second part stung a little.

People react to offenses in different ways. That same study found that women, when offended, are more likely than men to experience sadness and bitterness, whereas men are more likely to experience pride (manifested as indignation) and anger. Another study found that when an offense is highly hurtful, the most common reaction is acquiescence, which might involve tearfulness or even apologizing. When an offense is less hurtful, the most common reaction is to laugh or ignore it.

However we react, our response can be less under our conscious control than is perhaps implied by the example that I gave of Zander's three-stage process. That's because an offense triggers parts of our ancient brain, notably the limbic system, which indicates a threat. The workings of this strong primal structure raise the possibility of more-drastic action: fighting, verbally or physically.

Here, too, reactions differ by gender. Males are more likely than females to respond to an offense with aggression, including violence. Fortunately, this outcome is unusual for either sex because the brain's executive center--the prefrontal cortex--inhibits the amygdala's fight response. The way this works in practice is that when someone says something offensive, you initially feel furious (limbic system), but then you tell yourself Don't freak out (prefrontal cortex), and you manage to act calmly.

As you may have noticed, some people exhibit more effective inhibition than others. Scholars have shown that the likelihood of a violent response to an offense is far higher among people with substance-use disorders--especially when that condition is paired with mental illness. By the same token, men convicted of violent crimes have been shown to have weaker-than-average connectivity between the amygdala and prefrontal cortex when they face a personal insult.

The point of describing the neurological and psychological mechanisms that underpin taking offense is that knowledge is power. If you know what's happening to you when you feel offended, that's the first step toward controlling how you respond.

Arthur C. Brooks: The beauty that moral courage creates

Naturally, life is happier if you're not being offended. One strategy is to try avoiding anyone who might offend you and put up barriers against any exposure to them. If this involves curating your friendships to shun someone who's liable to hurt your feelings repeatedly, that's fine. But if taking measures against being offended means shutting down free speech on your college campus, that is less likely to go well for you or serve your purpose.

Those techniques involve trying to control your environment, but the more you try to expand the scope of that control, the less effective and the more costly it will become for you and others. Better by far to control yourself--by learning to be less offended. The studies I mentioned above suggest several strategies to do just that and help you live more happily as a result.

1. Laugh it off.
 Remember that when an offense is not grave, the most common reaction is to ignore it or laugh. This is a very good option because it makes you the judge of how severe the offense is, rather than cede that judgment to some outside arbitrator. You don't have to laugh in a defiant, bitter way; on the contrary, you can usually effectively neutralize another's jab with self-deprecating humor. (I'm bald? Tough but fair.) Doing so can actually raise your self-esteem. Scholars have also shown that, especially if you are a team leader, this kind of joke can actually increase others' trust in you and boost their perception of your effectiveness. You can imagine how this could work in business or in sports, but you can use the same tactic to maintain your position in other situations.

2. Use your prefrontal cortex.
 I teach my business-school students that the most important management job they have is self-management--to understand their emotions and act independently of them. Admittedly, this skill is harder for some people than others, but we can all improve with determination and practice. Many techniques for activating your brain's executive center exist: prayer, journaling, meditation. If you're facing an interaction with a troublesome person, I'd recommend reading this passage from the Stoic classic Meditations, by Marcus Aurelius:

It is the privilege of human nature to love those that disoblige us. To practice this, you must consider that the offending party is of kin to you, that ignorance is the cause of the misbehavior, and the fault is involuntary, that you will both of you quickly be in your graves; but especially consider that you have received no harm by the injury, for your mind is never the worse for it.


3. Tune out the offense-making machines.
 You can't eliminate all offense from your life, but you certainly don't have to go looking for it. Yet that is effectively what you're doing when you consume a lot of controversial, limbic-system-triggering media content. If you are spending an inordinate amount of time reading political opinions or watching cable-news talking heads, for example, you are probably outraged constantly--even more so if you are very online as well. One way to feel less aggrieved about what other people are saying or posting is simply to cut all that out of your life: Turn off the TV; delete the app.

Arthur C. Brooks: A defense against gaslighting sociopaths

One more aspect of offense-taking is worth considering, especially in today's contentious ideological environment. A novel recent experiment tested participants for whether they were more prosocial or more pro-self (a way to test for narcissistic tendencies). The researchers then randomly administered electric shocks to 5 percent of participants, and offered a monetary reward to those who got one. Payment was on the honor system, though, so the researchers paid up when participants said they'd received a shock, whether it was true or not. The high pro-self participants were by far the most likely to lie, saying they'd been shocked when they hadn't, and take the money.

Surprising, right? Not really. Scholars have noted that people with a "proclivity to be offended" tend to be poor performers at work and prone to all kinds of counterproductive behavior. Such prickly people are very likely to be narcissists, because their offense-taking is driven by an overweening sense of entitlement and an unwillingness to overlook any sleight; they may even feign being offended--shocked, even--to gain advantage.

So, of course, you should be sensitive and empathetic if you see others being harmed around you. But especially when the hurt is nothing more than a speech act, also consider that being offended may not be reliable evidence of true offensiveness. It might instead be evidence that a person who claims to be offended is not acting in good faith.
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The Medical Device That's Become a MAHA Fixation

The continuous glucose monitor is emblematic of the movement's emphasis on self-reliance.

by Olga Khazan




To hear some of them tell it, the companies selling continuous glucose monitors have stumbled upon a heretofore unknown quirk of human biology. Seemingly healthy people, many of these companies argue, have "glucose imbalances" that need to be monitored and, with dietary vigilance, eradicated. Millions of people are going through life eating bananas, not knowing that their blood sugar is rising with every bite. This must be stopped.

To this end, the companies market the continuous glucose monitor, or CGM, a quarter-size sensor that takes a near-constant measure of the glucose in the fluid between a person's cells. Once inserted into an arm, the sensor allows the wearer to monitor their blood-sugar levels on a phone app for $80 to $184 a month. Doing so allows you to "see the impact of what you eat" (according to the start-up Lingo), to "motivate behavior change and encourage healthier choices" (according to another called Levels), and to "personalize your approach" to weight loss, because "everyone's journey is different" (according to Nutrisense).

The gadgets have been revolutionary for many people with diabetes--previously the main available device for measuring blood sugar required users to prick their fingers multiple times a day. Many insurers cover CGM prescriptions for diabetics; they can pick up the devices at the pharmacy just as they would blood-test strips. But when I asked a half dozen experts whether people who don't have diabetes should wear CGMs, I got a resounding "Meh." "It's a free country. People can pay money for whatever they feel like doing," David Nathan, a diabetes expert at Harvard, told me. "But from a medical point of view, I am personally unconvinced that they lead to any health benefit."

Relying on a Harvard diabetes expert to give you diabetes advice, however, goes against the general ethos of the "Make America Healthy Again" movement, many of whose members have been heavily promoting CGMs in recent months, including to people who don't have diabetes. Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of Health and Human Services, talked them up in an April CBS interview as "extraordinarily effective in helping people lose weight and avoid diabetes." At his Senate confirmation hearing, before becoming Food and Drug Administration commissioner, Marty Makary said glucose monitors help people "learn about what they're eating." Casey Means, the wellness influencer whom President Donald Trump nominated for surgeon general, has said that more Americans should use CGMs too. (As it happens, she is a co-founder of Levels.) "I believe CGM is the most powerful technology for generating the data and awareness to rectify our Bad Energy crisis in the Western world," Means wrote in her best-selling book, Good Energy. (Bad Energy is her term for the metabolic dysfunction that she believes to be at the root of many chronic health problems.)

Read: How Ivermectin became right-wing aspirin

The devices are emblematic of the self-reliance that characterizes the MAHA movement. "The Casey Means's of the world," Alan Levinovitz, a James Madison University religion professor who has studied alternative health, told me in an email, "are using the rhetoric of naturalness as a way of telling people they can have complete control and expertise over their own health--which is the natural way to be healthy, rather than outsourcing that wisdom to top-down elites." Indeed, one of the chapters of Good Energy is titled "Trust Yourself, Not Your Doctor." (Means did not respond to a request for comment.)

CGMs appear to have trickled into MAHA world from the Joe Roganosphere, helped along by the fact that the devices, which in the past had been prescribed mainly to diabetics, were made available last year for purchase over the counter--that is, by anyone. Five years ago, Paul Saladino, a doctor who promotes an "animal-based diet," said on Rogan's podcast, "This is the kind of stuff that really tells you about your metabolic health. There's no way to lie with a continuous glucose monitor." Since then, CGMs have been endorsed on popular wellness podcasts such as Andrew Huberman's Huberman Lab and Dave Asprey's The Human Upgrade, and by pop-health doctors such as Peter Attia and Mark Hyman, the latter of whom called the CGM "a gadget that has completely changed my life." A wellness influencer known as the Glucose Goddess said that although they may not be for everyone, CGMs can be "a pretty incredible tool to start to connect what you're eating with what's actually happening inside of your body," and offers a guide to them on her website. Gwyneth Paltrow, the empress of Goop, was recently spotted wearing one.

Sun Kim, a Stanford endocrinologist, told me that a few years ago, "I was literally contacted by a start-up almost every month who wanted to incorporate a CGM" into their products. Of course, some CGM companies do specialize in people who have diabetes and need around-the-clock monitoring. But Kim and others I spoke with told me they suspect that, to boost sales, CGM manufacturers are trying to expand their potential-customer base beyond people living with diabetes to the merely sugar-curious.

Jake Leach, the president of Dexcom, maker of the over-the-counter CGM Stelo, told me via email, "Stelo was originally designed for people who have Type 2 diabetes not using insulin and those with prediabetes, however, given the broad accessibility of this device, we are encouraged to see people without diabetes interested in learning more about their glucose and metabolic health." A spokesperson for Dexcom pointed out to me that most people with prediabetes are undiagnosed. Fred St. Goar, a cardiologist and clinical adviser for Lingo, told me in a statement that CGMs can be beneficial for nondiabetics because "understanding your body's glucose is key to managing your metabolism, so you can live healthier and better."

Scant research exists on how many nondiabetic people are buying CGMs, but anecdotally, some providers told me that they are seeing an uptick. Nicola Guess, a University of Oxford dietician and researcher, said that "10 years ago, no, I never saw anyone without diabetes with a CGM. And now I see lots." Mostly, she said, they're people who are already pretty healthy. In this sense, CGMs are an extension of the wearables craze: Once you have an Oura Ring and a fitness tracker, measuring your blood sugar can feel like the next logical step of the "journey."

Should people who aren't diabetic wear one of these? Health fanatics who have $80 a month to burn and want to see how various foods affect their blood sugar are probably fine to wear a CGM, at least for a little while. Spoiler: The readout is probably just going to show that eating refined carbs--such as white bread, pasta, and sweets--at least temporarily raises blood sugar to some degree.

Read: What going 'wild on health' looks like

Normal glucose patterns for nondiabetic people tend to vary quite a bit from meal to meal and day to day. Most nondiabetics' blood-sugar readings will typically fall within the "normal" range of 70 to 140 milligrams per deciliter. But many healthy people will occasionally see spikes above 140, and scientists don't really know if that's a cause for concern. ("Great question" is a response I heard a lot when I asked.) In the studies he's worked on, Kevin D. Hall, a former National Institutes of Health nutrition scientist, has found that even in tightly controlled settings, people's blood-sugar levels respond very differently to the same meal when eaten on different occasions. Given all these natural deviations, a CGM may not be able to tell you anything especially useful about your health. And CGMs can be less accurate than other types of blood-sugar tests. In another study, Hall and his co-authors stuck two different brands of CGM on the same person, and at times, they provided two different blood-sugar readings. The conclusion, to Hall, was that more research is needed before CGMs can be recommended to nondiabetics.

What's more, blood sugar depends on sleep, stress, and exercise levels, and whether any given meal includes protein or fat. If you notice a spike after eating a banana, the banana might not be the reason. It might be the four hours of sleep you got the previous night, because sleep deprivation can affect the hormones that influence blood sugar. As a result, Guess said, "a CGM cannot tell you whether a single food is right for you"--though some CGM enthusiasts make this promise. (A CGM can help you "learn your reaction to individual foods and meals," Means has written.)

For some people, tracking data does help nudge them toward healthier behaviors. If you get a clear readout from a CGM that your blood sugar has risen after you've eaten refined carbs, and it moves you to eat fewer refined carbs, that's not necessarily a bad thing. But researchers haven't found evidence yet that nondiabetic people eat better after wearing a CGM. And if you know how to read a CGM, you probably already know what a healthy diet looks like. You could just eat it. Anne Peters, a diabetes researcher at the University of Southern California, told me, "You could just not wear it at all and tell yourself to eat more vegetables and a more plant-based diet and eat healthy, lean protein."

Many of the biohackers who talk up CGMs also promote a low-carb, protein-heavy diet that would include a T-bone more readily than a Triscuit. (Asprey, the man behind The Human Upgrade, recommends putting butter in coffee.) The potential downside of glucose monitoring is that people who are (perhaps needlessly) alarmed by their CGM data will swap out healthy carbs such as fruit and whole grains for foods that are less healthy--butter, for example, or bacon and red meat. Those foods don't make an impact on blood sugar, but they can affect other markers of health, such as cholesterol and body fat. Eat a stick of butter, and your CGM will probably show a flat, pleasant line. But your arteries may protest.

I noticed these perverse incentives myself during my pregnancy, when I had gestational diabetes and wore a CGM to manage my blood sugar. A bowl of heart-healthy oatmeal would cause my blood-sugar reading to soar to an unacceptable 157, but a piece of cheesecake--with loads of fat balancing out the sugar--would keep it safely under my goal level of 135. At the time, I wanted to eat whatever kept my blood sugar low, for the sake of my baby. But few dieticians would advise healthy people to eat cheesecake instead of oatmeal every morning.

Read: How Joe Rogan remade Austin

Glucose, after all, is just a small part of the picture of human health. "Waist circumference, blood pressure, LDL cholesterol, resting heart rate--they are much better measures of how healthy someone is than glucose," Guess said. And watching a real-time readout of your blood glucose can become an obsession of sorts--not an entirely harmless one. "Something being a waste of time is a net harm," Guess told me. "There is something unethical to me about filling people's heads with worries that never come to pass."

Many of the researchers I spoke with said that if you are concerned you might have diabetes or prediabetes, you could just get an A1c blood test at your annual physical. Like a CGM, it, too, measures blood sugar, but much more cheaply and without requiring you to wear a device all the time. And if it shows that you're at risk of developing type 2 diabetes, you could do what doctors have suggested doing for decades now: Eat a diet rich in vegetables and lean proteins, and get some exercise most days. ("Duh," Nathan said.)

One way for Kennedy and others in the Trump administration to find out if CGMs do all they say they do would be to fund studies on whether CGMs are helpful, and for whom. Quite the opposite is happening. Hall recently left Trump's NIH because he believed he was being censored when speaking about the results of studies that conflicted with Kennedy's views, and Nathan's diabetes-prevention study was recently frozen by the Trump administration. So far, the administration has ended or delayed nearly 2,500 NIH grants, including some related to researching blood glucose. If the Kennedy-led HHS department truly would like to make America healthy again, it could stop defunding the people studying Americans' health.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2025/06/continuous-glucose-monitor-maha/683224/?utm_source=feed
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The Trojan Horse Will Come for Us Too

The wars in Ukraine and the Middle East offer Americans a glimpse into the battles of the future--and a warning.

by Thomas Wright




I stopped using my cellphone for regular calls and text messages last fall and switched to Signal. I wasn't being paranoid--or at least I don't think I was. I worked in the National Security Council, and we were told that China had compromised all major U.S. telecommunications companies and burrowed deep inside their networks. Beijing had gathered information on more than a million Americans, mainly in the Washington, D.C., area. The Chinese government could listen in to phone calls and read text messages. Experts call the Chinese state-backed group responsible Salt Typhoon, and the vulnerabilities it exploited have not been fixed. China is still there.

Telecommunications systems aren't the only ones compromised. China has accessed enormous quantities of data on Americans for more than a decade. It has hacked into health-insurance companies and hotel chains, as well as security-clearance information held by the Office of Personnel Management.

The jaded response here is All countries spy. So what? But the spectacular surprise attacks that Ukraine and Israel have pulled off against their enemies suggest just how serious such penetration can become. In Operation Spiderweb, Ukraine smuggled attack drones on trucks with unwitting drivers deep inside of Russia, and then used artificial intelligence to simultaneously attack four military bases and destroy a significant number of strategic bombers, which are part of Russia's nuclear triad. Israel created a real pager-production company in Hungary to infiltrate Hezbollah's global supply chains and booby-trap its communication devices, killing or maiming much of the group's leadership in one go. Last week, in Operation Rising Lion, Israel assassinated many top Iranian military leaders simultaneously and attacked the country's nuclear facilities, thanks in part to a drone base it built inside Iran.

Read: Ukraine's warning to the world's other military forces

In each case, a resourceful, determined, and imaginative state used new technologies and data to do what was hitherto deemed impossible. America's adversaries are also resourceful, determined, and imaginative.

Just think about what might happen if a U.S.-China war broke out over Taiwan.

A Chinese state-backed group called Volt Typhoon has been preparing plans to attack crucial infrastructure in the United States should the two countries ever be at war. As Jen Easterly put it in 2024 when she was head of the Cyber and Infrastructure Security Agency (CISA), China is planning to "launch destructive cyber-attacks in the event of a major crisis or conflict with the United States," including "the disruption of our gas pipelines; the pollution of our water facilities; the severing of our telecommunications; the crippling of our transportation systems."

The Biden administration took measures to fight off these cyberattacks and harden the infrastructure. Joe Biden also imposed some sanctions on China and took some specific measures to limit America's exposure; he cut off imports of Chinese electric vehicles because of national-security concerns. Biden additionally signed a bill to ban TikTok, but President Donald Trump has issued rolling extensions to keep the platform functioning in the U.S. America and its allies will need to think hard about where to draw the line in the era of the Internet of Things, which connects nearly everything and could allow much of it--including robots, drones, and cloud computing--to be weaponized.

China isn't the only problem. According to the U.S. Intelligence Community's Annual Threat Assessment for this year, Russia is developing a new device to detonate a nuclear weapon in space with potentially "devastating" consequences. A Pentagon official last year said the weapon could  pose "a threat to satellites operated by countries and companies around the globe, as well as to the vital communications, scientific, meteorological, agricultural, commercial, and national security services we all depend upon. Make no mistake, even if detonating a nuclear weapon in space does not directly kill people, the indirect impact could be catastrophic to the entire world." The device could also render Trump's proposed "Golden Dome" missile shield largely ineffective.

Americans can expect a major adversary to use drones and AI to go after targets deep inside the United States or allied countries. There is no reason to believe that an enemy wouldn't take a page out of the Israeli playbook and go after leadership. New technologies reward acting preemptively, catching the adversary by surprise--so the United States may not get much notice. A determined adversary could even cut the undersea cables that allow the internet to function. Last year, vessels linked to Russia and China appeared to have severed those cables in Europe on a number of occasions, supposedly by accident. In a concerted hostile action, Moscow could cut or destroy these cables at scale.

Read: How Israel executed its surprise assault on Iran

Terrorist groups are less capable than state actors--they are unlikely to destroy most of the civilian satellites in space, for example, or collapse essential infrastructure--but new technologies could expand their reach too. In their book The Coming Wave, Mustafa Suleyman and Michael Bhaskar described some potential attacks that terrorists could undertake: unleashing hundreds or thousands of drones equipped with automatic weapons and facial recognition on multiple cities simultaneously, say, or even one drone to spray a lethal pathogen on a crowd.

A good deal of American infrastructure is owned by private companies with little incentive to undertake the difficult and costly fixes that might defend against Chinese infiltration. Certainly this is true of telecommunications companies, as well as those providing utilities such as water and electricity. Making American systems resilient could require a major public outlay. But it could cost less than the $150 billion (one estimate has that figure at an eye-popping $185 billion) that the House of Representatives is proposing to appropriate this year to strictly enforce immigration law.

Instead, the Trump administration proposed slashing funding for CISA, the agency responsible for protecting much of our infrastructure against foreign attacks, by $495 million, or approximately 20 percent of its budget. That cut will make the United States more vulnerable to attack.

The response to the drone threat has been no better. Some in Congress have tried to pass legislation expanding government authority to detect and destroy drones over certain kinds of locations, but the most recent effort failed. Senator Rand Paul, who was then the ranking member of the Senate Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs and is now the chair, said there was no imminent threat and warned against giving the government sweeping surveillance powers, although the legislation entailed nothing of the sort. Senators from both parties have resisted other legislative measures to counter drones.

The United States could learn a lot from Ukraine on how to counter drones, as well as how to use them, but the administration has displayed little interest in doing this. The massively expensive Golden Dome project is solely focused on defending against the most advanced missiles but should be tasked with dealing with the drone threat as well.

Meanwhile, key questions go unasked and unanswered. What infrastructure most needs to be protected? Should aircraft be kept in the open? Where should the United States locate a counter-drone capability?

After 9/11, the United States built a far-reaching homeland-security apparatus focused on counterterrorism. The Trump administration is refocusing it on border security and immigration. But the biggest threat we face is not terrorism, let alone immigration. Those responsible for homeland security should not be chasing laborers on farms and busboys in restaurants in order to meet quotas imposed by the White House.

The wars in Ukraine and the Middle East are giving Americans a glimpse into the battles of the future--and a warning. It is time to prepare.
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You Can Change Your Personality

It's really hard.

by Hanna Rosin




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

The guest on this episode of Radio Atlantic would not describe herself as "fun at parties," but at least she knows it. "I've never really liked my personality," wrote Olga Khazan in 2022, "and other people don't like it either." A few years ago, Khazan set out to change her personality, a task many people think is impossible. As Khazan explains, in the late 1800s, William James, who is considered the father of modern psychology, developed a theory that a person's personality is set in plaster around age 30. James himself was depressive and neurotic, and he suffered from what he called "soul-sickness." Thankfully, he was also incorrect. Later research showed that people can, in fact, shift even core parts of their personality, if they work at it systematically.

After consulting with the experts on personality plasticity and then setting a deadline, Khazan put herself through an intense experiment intended to make herself more likeable, to herself and others. Her evaluations were not soft and subjective but numerical; Khazan tested and scored herself on a range of key personality traits at the beginning and end of the experiment. In this episode, Khazan and I talk about two of those traits: extroversion and neuroticism. Khazan shares how for her book Me, But Better, she dragged herself to improv classes and meditation lessons, and how having a baby threw a kink in her experiment.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: There is one thing I really don't like about myself. I mean, there are several, but I'm only going to tell you about this one right now. It can be the most beautiful day--like springtime, cherry blossoms every direction you look--and immediately, instinctively, my mind will scan for the one thing wrong. Like, Gross! There's pollen all over that car.

I have definitely tried over the years to do this or that to counteract it, like cultivate a more positive mindset or start my day by saying three things I'm grateful for. But I think there's just a part of me that thinks, Well, that's just how Hanna is, like there's some core of Hanna Rosin, whether it's genetic or epigenetic or learned, that will always scan for the negative.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic, and today we're talking about personality--what it is and whether it's something you can actually change.

Olga Khazan: So, many decades ago, William James did come up with this theory that personality is sort of set like plaster at age 30, and it never softens again after age 30.

Rosin:  That's staff writer Olga Khazan. And the William James she's talking about is considered the father of American psychology. But his view of personality doesn't hold up to modern scrutiny.

Khazan: There wasn't a whole lot of research on personality or psychology. It just wasn't really a developed science. So when researchers started doing more modern studies about this, what they found, after following the same group of people for decades and decades, is that most people actually do change, and if they do stuff to try to change, they kind of change even faster.

Rosin: Like me, Olga had things about her personality that she wished she could change. And when she learned that it's not so set in stone, she thought she'd give it a try. She made it a monthslong project, an experiment. And she wrote about it in a new book called Me, But Better.

[Music]

Rosin: So I love this idea. I find it very inspiring, as I'm sure a lot of people do. Why did you start it? Like, obviously, there were things about yourself that you didn't like--which there are things about all of us that we don't like, but what was it in your case?

Khazan: Yeah, so on top of not liking certain things about myself, something that I noticed is that I just wasn't very happy, and I wasn't enjoying my life to the extent that I thought that I could.

So what started this was I had just a really rough day. I was in Miami in December, so definitely nothing to complain about environment-wise. I had to go get professional photos taken for our job, and I had to get a haircut before the photos were taken. And so I go; I book a hair appointment. This haircut is terrible. It's probably one of the worst haircuts I've ever gotten in my life.

Rosin: Details. Details. Was it a bang problem?

Khazan: It wasn't a bang problem. Okay, I try to emphasize every time I get my hair cut that my hair does not take layers well. And they always do layers, despite what I explicitly said. And maybe I need to just be more straightforward about it. But anyway--so there was like a mushrooming effect because of the attempt at layers.

Rosin: (Laughs.) I'm sorry. I'm sorry, yeah.

Khazan: (Laughs.) Anyway, so I'm leaving the hairstylist's. I'm like, Oh my God. I look terrible. I had to go directly to the photo session, where I got professional photos taken that looked really bad, in my opinion, and then I had to, right away, drive on to the grocery store to get a bunch of groceries for dinner that night.

And as I was driving, I went the wrong way and got stuck on this island that cruise ships launch from. Then, once I recovered from that, I got to the grocery store, and as I was leaving, my shopping cart locked. And I had to drag the shopping cart across the parking lot to my car. And while this all was happening, my boss was Slacking me edits on a story. So I do these edits sitting in this hot car. I drive on, I get back to the Airbnb, and I just freak out.

Like, I honestly just had a meltdown--not a panic attack, but crying, chugging wine, just screaming, like, I hate everyone. And I settled down, eventually, and I was sort of like, Why do I react so badly to things that are kind of minor? Honestly, just even recounting that day as a new parent, I'm kind of like, Eh, so. That's bad, but that's not that bad.

And I kind of realized that it was my personality that was making days like that worse than they had to be, that was undermining my happiness in those moments.

Rosin: Okay, I just wanna question that for one second: First of all, I'm sorry you had that day. It sucks, and I understand you just want to be frustrated. Like, you don't wanna be screaming and crying. You don't want to have a breakdown. You just wanna be casually frustrated. I think a lot of people, when they are sad or they feel unhappy, the traditional route is: See a shrink. Get on meds. You know--whatever--journal.

I don't think that I would have thought, Okay, it's my actual personality. Like, to look at yourself, break your personality down, I mean, it's interesting. It was an interesting response you had, and I'm wondering how you even knew in that moment to look at yourself and think, Oh, it's my personality.

Khazan: Yeah, so, actually, seeing a shrink and taking medication do change your personality, also.

Rosin: Interesting!

Khazan: And that is to say that personality change is kind of the root of a lot of different types of personal growth and self-improvement. So what I was kind of describing just now is a high level of neuroticism, which I did have.

And so bringing that down is personality change. And one way to do that is through therapy and medications. But I think kind of beyond just neuroticism, I was also just kind of unhappy with other parts of my life. Like, I honestly just didn't socialize much. I kind of reflexively didn't socialize.

I didn't have a lot of friends, which to me was a different thing than neuroticism. And then I kind of just was really snippy with my boyfriend at the time--my husband now--and honestly, would get in a lot of fights with my friends, which is, like, this other trait called "agreeableness."

So I don't know. It felt more, like, all-encompassing than just the I need to handle my stress better.

Rosin: Right. Okay. So you've been mentioning some of the main traits that you outline in your book. Can you just lay out the different components so we can follow you through this experiment?

Khazan: So there's five traits that make up personality, and we all have these five traits inside of us. And they can be remembered with the acronym OCEAN.

So it's o for "openness to experiences," which is like creativity and imaginativeness; c for "conscientiousness," which is like being on time, being super organized, being really diligent; e for "extroversion," so being sociable, cheerful, active; c for "agreeableness," which is being warm and empathetic and trusting; and n for "neuroticism," which is being neurotic, being anxious and depressed.

Rosin: Okay. So that's how you started to break your own problems down. Like, there's this bucket, that bucket, that bucket. We won't do the whole OCEAN of personality, but I really want to talk about a few that interest me the most. Maybe we'll start with extroversion, because being outgoing is a common goal.

Lots of people say, Oh, I want to have more friends, particularly post-pandemic. How extroverted were you at the start of this process?

Khazan: Let me look up my exact score.

Rosin: Oh, there were scores?

Khazan: Yes!

Rosin: Okay, so you actually get a number.

Khazan: Yeah, when you take the personality test I was taking, you do get a number.

Rosin: That's a little brutal.

Khazan: Yeah. Oh, okay--I scored in the 23rd percentile, which is very low, especially when it came to being friendly or cheerful.

Rosin: Uh-huh. Interesting. Okay. (Laughs.) When you first got that number, how did that feel?

Khazan: I was like, That checks out.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Uh-huh. You weren't surprised. Okay. So how did you go about this? Like, that's the kind of thing where someone would say, Okay, well, I'm just not that extroverted, and one road would be acceptance: I'm just not that extroverted. I'm going to stay home and watch TV a lot. 

Khazan: Yeah, and I did that road for a long time. So one kind of interesting twist here is that when psychologists take a bunch of introverts and they tell them, Go out and act like extroverts for a few minutes. Go socialize. Go hang out. And then they come back and they're like, How do you feel? They actually say they feel happier. And they also say they feel more like themselves.

Rosin: Something about your saying that makes me nervous. I think it's just because of the Susan Cain book Quiet, where we've come to appreciate the power of introverts, you know? What do you say about that?

Khazan: So yeah, I really, really liked the book Quiet, and I really like Susan Cain personally. I just think that there are benefits for introverts to occasionally act like extroverts. I think it's okay to still identify as an introvert and to appreciate all of the perks that come with that, but to also occasionally be able to at least try on this more outgoing personality trait.

Rosin: So when you set out to try and change this part of yourself, you know, raise your score--we'll just put it that way, concretely--were you saying to yourself, I want to change Olga and make Olga not an introvert? Or, I want to try on extraversion sometimes, like a costume? Or, I want to change my score? Like, what was your goal?

Khazan: My goal was to change my score, so to be more extroverted. I didn't think it would work well enough to make me an extrovert. In the end, I think my latest test that I took did put me technically in the extrovert category. But I didn't think that it would work that well.

Rosin: Okay. So how did you do it?

Khazan: I signed up for a bunch of activities and went to them. I signed up for improv comedy, a sailing club, a bunch of meetups. And I threw a party at my house for the first time.

Rosin: Wow. And all the while, just so people understand what this kind of experiment is like, in case they want to try it, are you uncomfortable? Like, surely, you're going against your, what you initially called, natural inclinations.

Khazan: So I ended up doing improv for about eight months or so. And probably for the first six months, every time I went, I felt this overwhelming sense of dread. Like, you almost wish that you could get in a car accident on the way there so that you wouldn't have to go.

Rosin: That is extreme. I totally sympathize. I understand. Yeah.

Khazan: Like, is there any way to get out of this? Any way? Like, Please, God, don't make me go. Like, I have extreme stage fright. And so you get there, and you're all sitting in a circle, and then at some point you get up, and you just start doing improv with the other people who are there.

Rosin: And the reason it helps you become extroverted is because it's relational. Like, you have to be deeply attuned to this total stranger. You have to be on the stage. You have to perform. Like, it just forces you into actions that are extroverted.

Khazan: Oh, yes, and it makes you become way more comfortable with chaos because everyday conversation is chaotic, but improv is even more chaotic than that.

Rosin: Right. And then, so let's say the 20th time you're going to improv class, does the initial dread fade, or it's always that cycle?

Khazan: I think, over time, it did fade, but even before it completely went away naturally, I would start to feel it, and I would kind of tell myself, like, No, you're gonna be fine. It's just improv. It's okay--you're gonna feel good after. You know, it's very similar to how I talk to my son now. It's like, No, you like this formula. This is the good kind. (Laughs.)

Rosin: That's so funny. So this is tricky to understand. So by the end, you're doing it with a little bit less dread. You're still talking yourself into it. You're able to do it, so you're not avoiding it; you're doing it. You're, at times, enjoying it, but it's still not your natural inclination.

Khazan: So I would say it's not to do improv, but it's to connect with other people when I'm feeling down. Like, if I'm feeling isolated and withdrawn, I don't feel like the solution is just to spend more time by myself. I feel like it's to connect with others and sort of get out of my head a little.

Rosin: But that actually seems revolutionary. Like, if you think of one of our largest problems now, which is lack of connection, the idea that you can actually work at it, you know, approach it like a project and change it slowly, such that what you got--okay, maybe you're not going to be on SNL, so that's not your destiny--but what does change is that you don't go deeper into yourself when you are feeling whatever you're feeling. Like, you seek some kind of connection. And research does show that that's healthy.

Khazan: Yeah, and that's kind of the science behind why extroverts tend to show up as happier. They kind of just spend a lot of time around other people, and other people tend to make us happy, even though we can all think of times when other people have not made us happy.

But, you know, I'm really glad I did that before having a baby, because I think that my approach to new motherhood would have been totally different otherwise and much more isolating if I hadn't done this experiment to see, Okay, actually, being around others and connecting socially, and even in a way that's silly and doesn't totally make sense is, like, still a good thing.

Rosin: Oh, that's amazing. What's your extroversion score now?

Khazan: Right now, my extroversion--it says it's very high.

Rosin: Very high. So it went from very low to very high.

Khazan: Yes, it's not in the top 10 percent. I would say it's probably, like--I don't know--60th percentile now.

Rosin: I know, but you're getting all ambitious now. Like, you want to be in the top ten percent.

Khazan: I didn't get into the Harvard of extroversion. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Exactly. (Laughs.)

Khazan: But yeah.

Rosin: That's amazing. Okay. Very, very impressed. And I feel like people should try it.

[Music]

Rosin: So that was extroversion--the e in OCEAN. After the break, Olga takes us through another section of her book: the n--the negative, nervous, capital-n "Neurotics."

[Break]

Rosin: Okay. Let's move on to the second trait that I want to talk about, which is neuroticism, the n of OCEAN. That is one that I think many people would like to change about themselves, myself included. What did your starting point there look like?

Khazan: I think I scored higher than, like, literally everyone else on earth.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Khazan: Oh, I was in the 94th percentile.

Rosin: So you did get into the Harvard of neuroticism.

Khazan: Yes. Yeah. Yeah, I'm graduating.

Rosin: Excellent. And we're laughing, but the feeling--I mean, everyone's version of neurotic is different, but can you talk a little bit about your own version? Like, what is it that bothered you about your neuroticism?

Khazan: So I was basically always anxious. Like, there just wasn't a time when I wasn't anxious. I was constantly thinking about stuff in the future that could go wrong, or stuff in the past that did go wrong, and, like, Why did I allow it to go wrong? When good things would happen, there was no living in the moment or appreciating the good thing.

It was, like, onto the next thing that could go wrong. Or like, Oh, this sunset is great, but the one yesterday was better. You know, like on vacation, we would get to some beautiful attraction or landmark of some kind, and I'd be like, Okay, what's next?

Rosin: Right.

Khazan: That kind of thing. Yeah.

Rosin: So you started out with Harvard-level, high-baseline neuroticism. This one is hard to face, I will say, so what was your process of trying to change it?

Khazan: So I followed this one study that's been done on personality change, but a lot of those suggestions were, like, a lot of gratitude journaling--and I did do that--but a lot of it was also meditation.

Rosin: Ugh.

Khazan: --which, I know.

Rosin: Is there anything else?

Khazan: I know. I was, like, Seriously? I was diving so deep into the psychology. Is there something where I can, like, walk backwards for a mile and be cured?

Rosin: You know how there are headlines sometimes that are like: "This is the One Thing You Need to Do." It's always meditation. So I'm like, You're not surprising me in this headline.

Khazan: Yes, yes. Yeah, it's always meditation. It was indeed meditation. So it was a meditation class that I took. It was, like, kind of like Buddhism for Dummies--like, during the day, we would all gather and they would do this PowerPoint with kind of very basic Buddhist ideas.

And then, we had to meditate for 45 minutes a day.

[Music]

Rosin: As beginners?

Khazan: Yes.

Rosin: That's an intimidating amount of time.

Khazan: It was really, really, really hard. I honestly don't think I could do it with a kid now. I don't really have 45 minutes anymore. But I think if people are trying this at home, I think they should start with way less, because it can feel so daunting that you're like, Why even bother? You know? And there's a lot of meditations out there that I also found effective that are much shorter, like 10 or 15 minutes.

Rosin: So you, starting out as the person with high neuroticism, face meditation as a person who sees meditation all over the culture, so there's already a barrier to entry. So how do you slide into that one? Because I actually understand the benefits of meditation; I just also understand the cultural ubiquity of meditation and, thus, the resistance to it, you know? So how do you sneak your way in so that it's helpful?

Khazan: Yeah, so I basically was, like, dragged kicking and screaming. And unlike with improv, I didn't enjoy it at any point. So we would have these phone calls with our meditation teacher to see how things were going, and basically all my phone calls were all about how much I hated meditation.

Rosin: Which is maybe neurotic, like--

Khazan: I'm not doing it right. I was like, Can I listen to music? Can I listen to a podcast? Can I wash the dishes? She's like, No, you need to be there and, like, sit with whatever comes up. And whatever stuff she said, I was like, That doesn't make any sense.

We had an all-day meditation retreat, where all we did was meditate all day. It was, like, the worst day of my life. I hated it so much, like--oh my God. And they were--at one point I think they got frustrated with me, because they're like: You sound like you're striving, and you're not supposed to strive in meditation.

And I was like, Yeah, of course I'm striving. So, yeah, it was just so hard and so painful. And it worked.

Rosin: Whoa! Okay, so can you describe how the turn happened? I think many people would want to know.

Khazan: So I don't think there ever was a turn. I sort of hated it all the way through the retreat. And then I took the test not long after the retreat. And my neuroticism had actually fallen so much that it was considered low. It was in the 39th percentile.

Rosin: Wait--you went from 97 percent to low?

Khazan: Yeah, I no longer scored, like, extremely high or whatever it was. But I will say, it was mostly because of a change in my depression score. Like, so I have really, really high anxiety, and I also had high depression, and my depression went down by a lot, and my anxiety also went down a little but not by as much.

Rosin: And what do you attribute that to? I mean, that's amazing. Like, you know, going down on depression or anxiety is fantastic. So what do you attribute it to? Do you attribute it to the meditation or to the act of focusing on yourself for some amount of time so that you're taking your depression seriously, or what was it?

Khazan: So two-part answer here. One is that--so this class that I took called MBSR has gone head-to-head with the antidepressant Lexapro, and it actually works, allegedly, as well as Lexapro. So there is kind of precedent for it bringing down anxiety and depression.

And I think the answer--maybe it was the meditation just working in the background, like sweeping away the cobwebs or whatever without me noticing. You know, because you're supposed to just let your thoughts pass like clouds or whatever. But I think the more kind of immediately efficacious thing was that these Buddhism for Dummies lessons were very helpful for me.

Even though I thought they were kind of stupid, I found them really helpful. And in particular, my meditation teacher would always say, Things happen that we don't like. And I realized that I was someone who was very filled with self-blame for things not going the way they were, quote-unquote, "supposed" to go.

Like getting stuck in traffic--I would get this overwhelming rage at myself whenever I was stuck in traffic. And it was--it's traffic. Like, you know, there's nothing you can do about it. But I realized that I had this, I don't know, wrong image of other people's lives as perfect because they manage them perfectly, and that I'm the only one who can't.

And for some reason, this, like, PowerPoint-focused Buddhism class helped me get rid of some of that.

Rosin: I believe everything the Buddhists say. I have never found any of it unhelpful. It's always incredibly helpful if I can just get myself to sit down and pay attention.

Khazan: Yes.

Rosin: Okay, so basically, this experiment was successful for you.

Khazan: Yes, yes.

Rosin: And when did you do it?

Khazan: I did this right before I got pregnant.

Rosin: All right. So that's an important marker. So that would be, like, two years ago you did this experiment. Now what has stayed with you about it?

Khazan: S I will say that right after I had Evan, my scores got all--like, I'm looking at my graphs of my scores, and there's like a huge dip on all of them right after the baby came, because postpartum depression can affect all these things. Also, you're not socializing, you're not being nice, you're not being conscientious, you're not showering in that immediate postpartum period.

So they all crashed and burned right after the baby came. But I actually just recently took the tests again. You know, he's 1-year-old now, and I just took them again, like, a month ago. And they actually went back up--not quite to the level as they were when I was doing the book, but back up for the most part, I would say, across all the traits.

And I think that's just because I've been able lately to get back more into some of what I was doing for the book, not all of them.

Rosin: Interesting. Okay. So how you're using this in your life, this whole experiment that you did, is: First of all, it convinced you that you can change things about elements of your personality. You know that to be true now. And so you have these markers, and they essentially serve as goals.

And if you're finding yourself to be unhappy, then you can work on one or another of these goals. Like, it just allows you to be more self-aware, notice things about yourself. And it gives you some very concrete tools to fix it.

Khazan: Yeah, that's how I see it. And that's--I mean, Nate Hudson, the researcher whose work kind of forms the backbone of the book, he really describes personality traits as tools. Like, they help you get what you want in life. Which is why I kind of shy away from the, like, Don't change your personality if you like yourself, because, you know, I liked myself before, and I like myself now. But now I feel like I know how to get more out of life.

Rosin: That's really, really interesting. You wouldn't have minded yourself if you'd been a somewhat isolated mother who didn't see that many mothers.

Khazan: Yeah, I don't think I would've. You know, I think I would have had a much lonelier and more stressful postpartum experience. I think I would have just thought that's what it is like.

Rosin: Like, that's Olga's version of parenting, and that's okay. Like, you wouldn't have hated yourself for it.

Khazan: Yeah, exactly. But instead what I did is I joined this new-moms group, and in general I just have made more of a point of reaching out to other new moms, and just kind of getting together as much as possible, or even just keeping in touch over WhatsApp or whatever--sharing experiences or just, like, What the hell is this? Is this normal? That type of stuff.

That has honestly made it so much less bad, I think, and less isolating. Like, I wouldn't say that I have a village, but it's just nice to not feel like you're the only person in the world who's ever had a baby.

Rosin: Yeah. So you have the advantage of going into motherhood with all of this understanding of personality. Have you found yourself talking about your son or thinking about your son with some of this research in mind?

Khazan: Yeah, you know, Evan is very smiley, and he's just very happy. He smiles very easily. He smiles at people he knows and likes. And my parents tell me that I was not like that. (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.) Thanks, Mom. Yeah.

Khazan: So the way I talk about it, I'm like, Oh, he gets that from my husband, Rich. And I don't know. I'm just like, I really--sorry, I'm trying not to choke up.

Rosin: That's okay.

Khazan: I really, like, want to not mess that up for him. Like, I want to--I don't know. Sorry.

Rosin: No, that's okay. You want to keep him happy.

Khazan: Yeah, not keep him happy, but I hope that that continues. I don't know.

Rosin: Yeah. No, I thought you were going somewhere different. I thought what you were going to say is, I don't want to think about his personality as fixed. Like, I want to allow him--like, if he wants to be unhappy, or if he wants to be a different way, or throw a temper tantrum, that's okay. Like, I will keep in mind that we can, you know, move towards a goal later.

But I think what you're saying is more simple and beautiful, and I appreciate that. I'm sorry that your mom was--it was like when my mom used to tell me how much cuter my brother was than me as a baby, every single time we look at baby pictures.

Khazan: Lovely.

Rosin: Yeah. Well, Olga, thank you so much. I feel like this will inspire a lot of people to try it. So thank you so much for writing it down.

Khazan: Yeah, absolutely. Thanks so much for having me on.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. We had engineering support from Rob Smierciak and fact-checking by Genevieve Finn. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

Listeners, if you like what you hear on Radio Atlantic, remember you can support our work and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to The Atlantic at TheAtlantic.com/listener.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Democrats Need More Hobbies

A party of political junkies will struggle to win.

by David Litt




For most of my adult life, I worked in and around Democratic politics, and my hobby was work. Then, in 2022, I started taking surf lessons and got hooked. In April of 2023, and again last December, I took a trip to an outdoor wave pool in Waco, Texas.

If you want to meet the voters who swung toward Donald Trump and put him back in the White House, you could do worse than the hot tub at Waco Surf. I went there with my pickup-truck-driving, Joe Rogan-superfan brother-in-law, and from the moment we arrived, he couldn't have felt more at home, and I couldn't have felt more out of place.

At first I couldn't put my finger on what, exactly, made me feel like the odd man out. But I soon developed a theory: The great divide between us is that I constantly think about politics and they do not.

Two surf trips are hardly statistically significant. But research corroborates my wave-pool hunch: Democrats are becoming the party of political junkies; Republicans, the party of people who would rather think about anything else. And there are more of the latter than there are of the former.

Read: What we lose when we're priced out of hobbies

Last November, a poll from Data for Progress asked voters how much attention they paid to news about the election. Among voters who answered "none at all," just 32 percent supported Kamala Harris. Among those who paid a great deal of attention to politics, Harris's support shot up to 52 percent. Similarly, according to the research firm Catalist, Harris improved on Joe Biden's 2020 margins among so-called super voters--people who voted in each of the four most recent elections--by a percentage point. The good news for Democrats is that by definition, these voters turn out consistently. The bad news is that the rest of the electorate moved toward Trump by 10 points.

The Democratic Party's candidates, donors, staff, and voters are thus caught in a contradiction. Americans' obligation to engage politically--always present in a democracy--has never been greater. President Trump is trampling our system of checks and balances, dismantling our government and institutions, pitting the military against protesters, and putting all Americans at greater risk of disease and natural disaster. These are serious times, and serious measures, including collective action such as the "No Kings" protests that took place this past Saturday, are warranted.

Yet the best hope for defeating authoritarianism remains the ballot box. And to win elections, Democrats have to win back at least some voters who have no interest in becoming more politically engaged. The party is going to need another way to reach people--and perhaps that path goes through activities other than politics.

Democrats used to do more to put their hobbies on display. The party's most recent two-term presidents were a saxophone-playing Rhodes Scholar and a pickup-basketball-playing former editor of the Harvard Law Review. I wrote speeches for the latter and can say from experience that President Barack Obama's sports-guy-in-chief persona was not an act. Standing backstage, watching the president ad-lib about the Bears or Bulls, I often got the sense that he found talking rosters or playoff games far more enjoyable than diving into the details of the day's policy announcement. The voters in the audience usually felt the same way.

Today's Democrats aren't completely somber. I attended last year's convention in Chicago, where "Joy" was a campaign slogan and a guest appearance by Lil John turned the roll call into a 23,000-person party. But that's actually a symptom of the problem, not a solution. Democrats focus on making politics fun, when the real question is whether they can have fun outside of politics. Faking hobbies, or trying desperately to appear relatable, won't cut it. It's got to be real.

In that respect, the party has taken a giant step backwards during the Trump era. Biden's age and limited schedule didn't just make it harder for him to command the bully pulpit; it meant Americans got fewer chances to see him enjoying himself outside work. In 2020, Harris launched a YouTube cooking show, but it was scrapped by the time she became vice president, and it never returned.

In Harris's case, I suspect her campaign worried that women candidates who share too much about their hobbies are quick to be branded as unserious. It's a valid concern. But so, unfortunately, is its opposite. Women candidates who share too little will be branded as being motivated solely by personal ambition. Besides, Democrats now struggle to have fun in public regardless of gender. Make a mental list of the most likely 2028 nominees--JB Pritzker, Gretchen Whitmer, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Pete Buttigieg, Cory Booker. How many of them have a single identifiable interest outside of their job?

It's not just candidates. The more that donors and staff surround themselves with people who are into politics, the easier it becomes to ignore the fact that most Americans aren't. Critics have mocked every detail of the donor retreats that bring together strategists, funders, and influencers in attempts to create "the Joe Rogan of the left." But the biggest flaw with these gatherings is baked into the premise: There will never be a Joe Rogan of the left, because there was never a Joe Rogan of the right. Rogan rose to prominence as a mixed-martial-arts color commentator. According to the fan site jrelibrary.com, he went 1,169 episodes before recording his first interview with a sitting elected official, and even now, his catalog lists just 19 episodes (out of more than 2,300) under the "Politicians" category.

Read: How hobbies infiltrated American life

Building progressive political media networks is important for those opposed to Trump. Progressive podcasts and news sites are where people who are deeply engaged in politics can stay informed, discuss strategy, and build both on- and offline communities. But to win over people who aren't already political junkies--say, even a small fraction of Rogan's audience--it's important to recognize that his political credibility comes in large part from the fact that he doesn't think of himself as political. The same is true of nearly all the other "manosphere" hosts who powered Trump's reelection. Andrew Schulz and Theo Von are comedians. Dave Portnoy talks sports and reviews pizza. Jordan Peterson focuses on self-help. The Nelk Boys do pranks. Each of them followed the same path: focusing first on interests, then issues, and only years later turning to elections.

These hosts have something else in common: The media they use to reach people are all relatively new. In prose writing, where gravitas is still valued, Democrats maintain a cultural advantage. But in media that prioritize fun over seriousness--podcasts, YouTube, TikTok, memes, or any other format you were never assigned as homework--conservatives dominate.

What can the anti-Trump opposition do to reverse this trend? Although governor-hosted podcasts are an interesting experiment, what the party needs are channels that build audiences by being purely entertaining and then, on rare occasions, bring on candidates as guests. The Harris campaign was smart to land an interview with Call Her Daddy, and I suspect some newly launched podcasts, such as Good Hang With Amy Poehler, will be similarly sought-after for appearances as the primaries approach. Look at the comedian Ian Fidance parrying a MAGA heckler, or Ricky Velez's brutally accurate assessment of Biden's age. These stand-ups don't bill themselves as Democrats. In fact, I would guess they find Democrats cringe inducing. Which is why, if they were ever to take a Rogan-like political turn, their endorsement might actually move the needle.

Democrats should also double down on their last remaining cultural edge--traditional celebrities such as Taylor Swift and Beyonce, who both endorsed Harris in 2024. When celebrities endorse a candidate on social media, they reach millions of voters who might not otherwise consume much political content. Even though the Swift and Beyonce endorsements were clearly not enough, the strategy still holds promise. The challenge for Democrats is how to get even more exposure to that audience. Imagine, in 2026 or 2028, entertainers from across genres and fandoms lending their platforms to long, personal conversations that get past campaign talking points and allow candidates to connect directly with their fans. It would be the kind of opportunity to reach disengaged voters that no TV ad or well-attended rally could replace.

Republicans might not have their normal-guy advantage for long. Having taken over the political establishment, they risk losing their place as the party of people who don't like politics. President Trump is determined to inject government into every corner of American life. J. D. Vance is a walking "How Do You Do, Fellow Kids?" meme. Stephen Miller is many things, but chill isn't one of them.

Democrats, in other words, have an opportunity to become the party of fun again. The moment is far too serious for them not to seize it.
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The Entire Internet Is Reverting to Beta

The AI takeover is changing everything about the web--and not necessarily for the better.

by Matteo Wong




A car that accelerates instead of braking every once in a while is not ready for the road. A faucet that occasionally spits out boiling water instead of cold does not belong in your home. Working properly most of the time simply isn't good enough for technologies that people are heavily reliant upon. And two and a half years after the launch of ChatGPT, generative AI is becoming such a technology.



Even without actively seeking out a chatbot, billions of people are now pushed to interact with AI when searching the web, checking their email, using social media, and online shopping. Ninety-two percent of Fortune 500 companies use OpenAI products, universities are providing free chatbot access to potentially millions of students, and U.S. national-intelligence agencies are deploying AI programs across their workflows.



When ChatGPT went down for several hours last week, everyday users, students with exams, and office workers posted in despair: "If it doesnt come back soon my boss is gonna start asking why I havent done anything all day," one person commented on Downdetector, a website that tracks internet outages. "I have an interview tomorrow for a position I know practically nothing about, who will coach me??" wrote another. That same day--June 10, 2025--a Google AI overview told me the date was June 18, 2024.



For all their promise, these tools are still ... janky. At the start of the AI boom, there were plenty of train wrecks--Bing's chatbot telling a tech columnist to leave his wife, ChatGPT espousing overt racism--but these were plausibly passed off as early-stage bugs. Today, though the overall quality of generative-AI products has improved dramatically, subtle errors persist: the wrong date, incorrect math, fake books and quotes. Google Search now bombards users with AI overviews above the actual search results or a reliable Wikipedia snippet; these occasionally include such errors, a problem that Google warns about in a disclaimer beneath each overview. Facebook, Instagram, and X are awash with bots and AI-generated slop. Amazon is stuffed with AI-generated scam products. Earlier this year, Apple disabled AI-generated news alerts after the feature inaccurately summarized multiple headlines. Meanwhile, outages like last week's ChatGPT brownout are not uncommon.



Digital services and products were, of course, never perfect. Google Search already has lots of unhelpful advertisements, while social-media algorithms have amplified radicalizing misinformation. But as basic services for finding information or connecting with friends, until recently, they worked. Meanwhile, the chatbots being deployed as fixes to the old web's failings--Google's rush to overhaul Search with AI, Mark Zuckerberg's absurd statement that AI can replace human friends, Elon Musk's suggestion that his Grok chatbot can combat misinformation on X--are only exacerbating those problems while also introducing entirely new sorts of malfunctions and disasters. More important, the extent of the AI industry's new ambitions--to rewire not just the web, but also the economy, education, and even the workings of government with a single technology--magnifies any flaw to the same scale.

Read: The day Grok told everyone about "white genocide"

The reasons for generative AI's problems are no mystery. Large language models like those that underlie ChatGPT work by predicting characters in a sequence, mapping statistical relationships between bits of text and the ideas they represent. Yet prediction, by definition, is not certainty. Chatbots are very good at producing writing that sounds convincing, but they do not make decisions according to what's factually correct. Instead, they arrange patterns of words according to what "sounds" right. Meanwhile, these products' internal algorithms are so large and complex that researchers cannot hope to fully understand their abilities and limitations. For all the additional protections tech companies have added to make AI more accurate, these bots can never guarantee accuracy. The embarrassing failures are a feature of AI products, and thus they are becoming features of the broader internet.



If this is the AI age, then we're living in broken times. Nevertheless, Sam Altman has called ChatGPT an "oracular system that can sort of do anything within reason" and last week proclaimed that OpenAI has "built systems that are smarter than people in many ways." (Debateable.) Mark Zuckerberg has repeatedly said that Meta will build AI coding agents equivalent to "mid-level" human engineers this year. Just this week, Amazon released an internal memo saying it expects to reduce its total workforce as it implements more AI tools.



The anomalies are sometimes strange and very concerning. Recent updates have caused ChatGPT to become aggressively obsequious and the Grok chatbot, on X, to fixate on a conspiracy theory about "white genocide." (X later attributed the problem to an unauthorized change to the bot, which the company corrected.) A recent New York Times investigation reported several instances of AI chatbots inducing mental breakdowns and psychotic episodes. These models are vulnerable to all sorts of simple cyberattacks. I've repeatedly seen advanced AI models stuck in doom loops, repeating the same sequence until they manually shut down. Silicon Valley is betting the future of the web on technology that can unexpectedly go off the rails, melt down at the simplest tasks, and be misused with alarmingly little friction. The internet is reverting to beta mode.



My point isn't that generative AI is a scam or that it's useless. These tools can be legitimately helpful for many people when used in a measured way, with human verification; I've reported on scientific work that has advanced as a result of the technology, including revolutions in neuroscience and drug discovery. But these success stories bear little resemblance to the way many people and firms understand and use the technology; marketing has far outpaced innovation. Rather than targeted, cautiously executed uses, many throw generative AI at any task imaginable, with Big Tech's encouragement. "Everyone Is Using AI for Everything," a Times headline proclaimed this week. Therein lies the issue: Generative AI is a technology that works well enough for users to become dependent, but not consistently enough to be truly dependable.

Read: AI executives promise cancer cures. Here's the reality.

Reorienting the internet and society around imperfect and relatively untested products is not the inevitable result of scientific and technological progress--it is an active choice Silicon Valley is making, every day. That future web is one in which most people and organizations depend on AI for most tasks. This would mean an internet in which every search, set of directions, dinner recommendation, event synopsis, voicemail summary, and email is a tiny bit suspect; in which digital services that essentially worked in the 2010s are just a little bit unreliable. And while minor inconveniences for individual users may be fine, even amusing, an AI bot taking incorrect notes during a doctor visit, or generating an incorrect treatment plan, is not.

AI products could settle into a liminal zone. They may not be wrong frequently enough to be jettisoned, but they also may not be wrong rarely enough to ever be fully trusted. For now, the technology's flaws are readily detected and corrected. But as people become more and more accustomed to AI in their life--at school, at work, at home--they may cease to notice. Already, a growing body of research correlates persistent use of AI with a drop in critical thinking; humans become reliant on AI and unwilling, perhaps unable, to verify its work. As chatbots creep into every digital crevice, they may continue to degrade the web gradually, even gently. Today's jankiness may, by tomorrow, simply be normal.
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Trump's Trouble With Tulsi

The president appointed an intelligence chief who resents the intelligence community as much as he does. But reality is setting in.

by David A. Graham




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.


Back in March, Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard delivered a view of Iran to the House Intelligence Committee that was in line with Trump-administration policy: hostile toward Tehran, but also skeptical of the need for American intervention. Unfortunately for her, though, things have changed in the past three months.

"Iran continues to seek to expand its influence in the Middle East," Gabbard said. Nevertheless, she said, the U.S. Intelligence Community (IC) "continues to assess that Iran is not building a nuclear weapon and Supreme Leader Khomeini has not authorized the nuclear-weapons program that he suspended in 2003." (Presumably she was referring to Ali Khamenei and not his long-dead predecessor, Ruhollah Khomeini.)

That may have been President Donald Trump's view in March too, but this week, Trump told reporters that Iran is on the verge of getting a nuclear bomb. When asked about Gabbard's testimony, Trump dismissed it. "I don't care what she said," he said. "I think they were very close to having one."

This kind of harsh dismissal of American intelligence was a hallmark of Trump's first term in office. Shortly before his inauguration, he compared intelligence agencies to Nazis, and somehow things got worse from there. He infamously sided with Russia's Vladimir Putin rather than the intelligence community on the question of Russian interference in the 2016 election, accused former officials of treason, and reportedly clashed with DNI Dan Coats over his unwillingness to take his side in political conflicts.

That problem was supposed to be solved in his second term. Rather than choose someone like Coats, a former senator who had experience with intelligence, or his successor, John Ratcliffe, who claimed he did, Trump nominated Tulsi Gabbard, a former Democratic member of Congress who had endorsed him for president. (Ratcliffe, having proved his loyalty to Trump in the first term, was named CIA director.)

Gabbard shared a few things with Trump: an odd affinity for Putin's government, and a public stance of opposing American intervention. But above all, her qualification for the job was that she, like Trump, bore a huge grudge against the intelligence agencies, making her an ideal pick in his Cabinet of retribution.

Now the limits of this approach to appointments are coming into view. Gabbard's beef with the IC was her sense that it was too belligerent and interventionist, especially with regard to her pals in places such as Syria and Russia; she was also angry because she had reportedly been briefly placed on a government watch list for flying. Gabbard opposes foreign wars, and it appears that she doesn't want intelligence to implicate her friends overseas. But when the intelligence points against American intervention, as it does with Iran, she is happy to stand behind it despite her skepticism of the analysts.

Trump, by contrast, doesn't want the intelligence to complicate his choices at all. The president was fine with the IC assessment from earlier this year, when his line was that he opposed wars and would keep the United States out. But now that he has made a quick shift from trying to restrain Israel from striking Iran to demanding Iran's "UNCONDITIONAL SURRENDER"--a baffling demand of a country with which the U.S. is not at war--and contemplating American attacks, the conclusion that Iran isn't that close to a bomb is a real hindrance.

Politico reports that Trump was annoyed by a video Gabbard posted earlier this month in which she warned about "political elite and warmongers" risking nuclear war, and she was reportedly excluded from a Camp David meeting. (The White House has insisted that all principals are on the same page, though Trump's dismissive comments about Gabbard earlier this week are telling.) Cutting out the DNI at a crucial moment like this is an unusual choice, though the role has never been well defined: Although it was created to sit atop the U.S. intelligence agencies and coordinate among them, officials such as the director of the CIA have often wielded more power.

Trump's saber-rattling has created rifts within the MAGA coalition, as my colleagues Jonathan Lemire and Isaac Stanley-Becker reported yesterday. In reality, Trump was never the dove that he made himself out to be. He has consistently backed American involvement overseas. During the 2016 election, he claimed that he had been against the Iraq War from the start, placing the idea at the center of his campaign even though there is no evidence for it. As president, he escalated U.S. involvement in Syria, backed the Saudi war in Yemen and vetoed Congress's attempt to curtail it, and--in one of his major foreign-policy successes--assassinated Iranian General Qassem Soleimani. Throughout his first term, he treated the troops as a political prop.

These tendencies have become more pronounced in his second term, though Trump's favorite places to send troops remain within national borders: in the streets of Los Angeles or parading through Washington, D.C. He launched a series of major strikes against Yemen's Houthi rebels, despite the misgivings of his dovish vice president, and then abruptly stopped them when it became clear that no easy victory was forthcoming. This is the crux of the matter with Iran too. Although he may be hesitant about American involvement overseas, Trump loves displays of strength. He sees one in Israel's attacks on Iran, and he wants in on the action.

Whether the MAGA doves believed Trump really was one of them or simply hoped they could persuade him in the moment is something only they can answer. But his actions this week show that his real resentment was not toward intervention or even intelligence itself. It was toward anything and anyone who might restrain his caprices.

Related:

	Isn't Trump supposed to be anti-war?
 	The thing that binds Gabbard, Gaetz, and Hegseth to Trump






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The Tesla brain drain
 	The David Frum Show: What comes next for Iran?
 	Why would the Trump family want to run a phone company?




Today's News

	The Federal Reserve will hold interest rates steady. Earlier today, President Donald Trump called Fed Chair Jerome Powell "stupid" and contemplated installing himself at the Reserve.
 	Trump said that he "may" or "may not" strike Iran, adding that "nobody knows" what he's going to do.
 	The Supreme Court upheld Tennessee's ban on gender-affirming care for transgender minors.




Evening Read


Illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic. Sources: Olegk1986 / Getty; Sally Anscombe / Getty.



The Dumbest Phone Is Parenting Genius

By Rheana Murray

When Caron Morse's 9-year-old daughter asked for a smartphone last year, her reaction, she told me, was unambiguous: "A hard hell no." Morse is a mental-health provider in the Portland, Maine, public-school system, and she was firmly against smartphones, having seen how social media and abundant screen time could shorten students' attention spans and give them new anxieties. But she wanted her children to have some independence--to be able to call friends, arrange playdates, and reach out to their grandparents on their own. She also needed a break. "I was so sick," she said, "of being the middle person in any correspondence."
 So when her daughter turned 10, Morse did get her a phone: a landline.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why isn't Russia defending Iran?
 	The magic realism of Zohran Mamdani
 	The fear coursing through state capitols
 	The new danger in Trump's Washington: honoring federal employees
 	The master of the white-knuckle narrative




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Bettmann / Getty; Ashley Cooper / Getty.



Read. In her new book, Murderland, Caroline Fraser offers a provocative argument about what creates serial killers.

Listen. Clifton Chenier changed music history. On the centennial of his birth, musicians from across genres are paying homage to the King of Zydeco, Reya Hart writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Why Would the Trump Family Want to Run a Phone Company?

The latest celebrity branding craze might be budget cellular plans.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




The Trumps are doing phones now. This week, the Trump Organization announced its own cellphone service called Trump Mobile, as well as a gold-colored smartphone called the T1, which will purportedly be manufactured in the United States and retail for $499. It is available for preorder now and will supposedly ship in August or September, though one reporter who attempted to buy the device was left feeling unsure: His card was charged $64.70 instead of the full $100 down payment, and he was never asked to provide a shipping address.



What other details do you need? "Trump Mobile is going to revolutionize kind of, you know, cellphones," Eric Trump, the president's son and an executive for the Trump Organization, said on Fox Business. According to Trump Mobile's Terms of Use page, its service will be "powered by" Liberty Mobile, which itself runs on T-Mobile and uses the clever tagline "Let Freedom Ring." Other marketing materials confuse the issue by suggesting that Trump Mobile works with all three major carriers. The phone plan will cost $47.45 a month, which is somewhat expensive for this type of service but makes sense numerologically with Trump's brand (47th and 45th president).



To be clear, Trump is not building out his own networking infrastructure. Trump Mobile will be a mobile virtual network operator (or MVNO). These essentially buy service from major providers such as T-Mobile and AT&T at a discounted, wholesale rate, and then sell that service to customers who are comfortable with making various compromises in exchange for a much lower bill than they'd have with the mainstream carriers. This is about the extent of the available details. The Trump Organization did not return my request for additional information about where the phone would be made and by whom, nor did it answer my question about whether the phone currently exists physically. (The images on the website appear to be not photographs, but questionable mock-ups--the camera is depicted without a flash, as noted by The Verge.) I also asked the Trump Organization whether the Trump family faces a conflict of interest in entering an industry that is regulated by the Federal Communications Commission, an agency led by presidential appointees; no response.



But I was most interested in my unanswered question about why the Trump Organization would want to be involved in the telecom industry at all. To some extent, the answer is obvious: The Trumps are involved in such a sprawling array of moneymaking endeavors, it would make more sense to ask whether there are any they would not consider trying. They've done quite a bit in the tech sector already, between NFTs, memecoins, a social-media platform, and other fascinating ventures.

Read: The Trump sons really love crypto

Still, the choice is curious, if only because operating a cellphone service seems so boring and unglamorous. It's also funny timing: Last week, the actors Jason Bateman, Will Arnett, and Sean Hayes, who co-host the super-popular podcast SmartLess, announced SmartLess Mobile, a discount phone plan that also relies on T-Mobile. That move was not well explained by its participants, either. In an interview with People about the move, Bateman said twice that most people listen to podcasts on phones, and therefore the telecom industry is a logical one for podcasters to enter. "It just kind of organically shaped into something that really made sense for us to try," he added.



Did it?



The celeb phone companies remind me, a little, of the ISP that David Bowie launched in 1998, which for $19.95 a month offered "full uncensored" internet access, Bowie-themed chat rooms, and a coveted "@davidbowie.com" email address. That service lasted for eight years, which is pretty impressive, but it was more of a highly laborious artistic experiment and act of fan service than an effort to maintain and profit from digital infrastructure long term.



Today's businesspeople appear to be more directly inspired by the actor Ryan Reynolds's fortuitous investment in Mint Mobile, another MVNO, which sold for more than $1 billion in 2023. What they're doing is a step further than what he did, because they're not just investing in an existing phone company: The Trump Organization and the SmartLess guys are putting their names on something new. The question, then, is: Why would phone companies suddenly appeal to the type of people who might otherwise put their names on bottles of tequila or pickleball paddles or what have you?



I emailed Steffen Oefner, a vice president at Magenta Telekom, the Austrian iteration of T-Mobile (MVNOs are more common in Europe), to ask him. "Interessent point," he replied. "One answer is ... because they can." The MVNO industry now has a number of middleman companies that will do the work of negotiating with a network and then allow brands or influencers to simply put their name on a ready-made product, he explained. Setting up an MVNO is significantly cheaper than it was 10 years ago. "We do expect more celebrity brands or fan-base MNVOs to appear in the mobile market," he said. To add to my list, he gave the example of LariCel, a phone company in Brazil affiliated with the actor Larissa Manoela (who has more than 53 million followers on Instagram), which refers to its customers as LariLovers.



After reviewing the list of personalities who appeared at a recent MVNO conference held in Vienna, I found James Gray of Graystone Strategy, which consults with clients in the MVNO space. He agreed with Oefner about the ease of starting an MVNO and also pointed to the invention of digital SIM cards, or eSIMS, which enable people to switch to a new phone plan instantly, without having to wait for a little piece of plastic to be shipped to them. "Now we're in a digital world," he said.

Read: The Trump posts you probably aren't seeing

This general point had multiple implications. Previously, he said, companies such as T-Mobile would have preferred to partner with retail companies or banks, enticing new customers by offering them special deals on products or services they were already using. Today, a digital brand such as that of "an influencer or someone running a podcast" can also sell a service, maybe by saying that it represents their values or that it comes with access to a community. "Trump would be a relatively famous brand," he noted. As another example, he pointed to FC Barcelona, which recently started offering an MVNO called Barca Mobile to its many, many super-enthusiastic fans as a way to be even more intensely involved with the club (while also receiving cheap phone service).



The SmartLess guys are pitching their new venture by saying that a lot of people currently pay for more cellphone data than they actually use, given that they are actually connected to Wi-Fi most of the time (suggesting, I suppose, a customer base that is often either at home or in an office). The Trump plan will offer roadside assistance and access to a telehealth service (suggesting, I suppose, a customer base that is older or generally accident-prone). In the U.S., other politics-themed MVNOs also already exist--the California-based Credo Mobile puts some of its profits into left-wing causes, while the Texas-based Patriot Mobile puts some of its profits into right-wing causes. (The latter identified itself as a trailblazer of "the Red Economy" in a press release congratulating Trump Mobile on its launch.)



Gray concluded that the appeal of the phone business to the celebrities was obvious. "The difference between this and, say, a celebrity vodka is this is recurring revenue," he told me. "People sign up and they pay a subscription to you every month." (That was also the case with Rihanna's underwear membership, though people did eventually get upset about it.) And of course, he's right--that is the big difference. That is why a famous person would want to run a phone company. We're in a digital world now. How lucky.
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The Minnesota Suspect's Radical Spiritual World

Before Vance Boelter was accused of killing a Democratic state lawmaker, he had an active, even grandiose, religious life.

by Stephanie McCrummen




With the suspect accused of killing Minnesota's Democratic house leader and her husband now in custody, investigators will have a long list of questions to ask about what the alleged shooter believes. The emerging biography of Vance Boelter suggests a partial answer, one that involves his contact with a charismatic Christian movement whose leaders speak of spiritual warfare, an army of God, and demon-possessed politicians, and which has already proved, during the January 6 insurrection, its ability to mobilize followers to act.

Reporting so far describes Boelter, the 57-year-old man now facing murder charges, as a married father of five who worked in the food industry for decades, managed a gas station in St. Paul and a 7-Eleven in Minneapolis, and recently began working for funeral-service companies as he struggled financially. At the same time, Boelter had an active, even grandiose, spiritual life long before he allegedly carried out what authorities describe as a "political assassination" and texted his family afterward, "Dad went to war last night."

Read: The Christian radicals are coming

To some degree, the roots of Boelter's beliefs can be traced to a Bible college he attended in Dallas called Christ for the Nations Institute. A school official confirmed to me that Boelter graduated in 1990 with a diploma in practical theology.

Little known to outsiders, the college is a prominent training institution for charismatic Christians. It was co-founded in 1970 by a Pentecostal evangelist named James Gordon Lindsay, a disciple of the New Order of the Latter Rain, one of many revivalist movements that took hold around the country after World War II. Followers believed that an outpouring of the Holy Spirit was under way, raising up new apostles and prophets and a global End Times army to battle Satanic forces and establish God's kingdom on Earth. Although Pentecostal churches at the time rejected Latter Rain ideas as unscriptural, the concepts lived on at Christ for the Nations, which has become a hub for the modern incarnation of the movement, known as the New Apostolic Reformation. NAR ideas have spread far and wide through megachurches, global networks of apostles and prophets, and a media ecosystem of online ministries, books, and podcasts, becoming a grassroots engine of the Christian Right.

Read: The 'army of God' comes out of the shadows

Many prominent NAR leaders have connections to the school. These include Dutch Sheets, a graduate who taught there around the time Boelter was a student, and who went on to become an influential apostle who used his YouTube platform to mobilize many of his hundreds of thousands of followers to the U.S. Capitol on January 6. More recently, Sheets suggested on his podcast that certain unnamed judges--"including Supreme Court justices," he said--oppose God and "disrespect your word and ways," and he prayed for God to "arise and scatter your enemies." Cindy Jacobs, an influential prophet who is an adviser and frequent lecturer at the school, was also in D.C. on January 6, praying for rioters climbing the Capitol steps.

During his time at the school, Boelter would have been exposed to the beliefs that motivate these movement leaders. He would have been taught to see the world as a great spiritual battleground between God and Satan, and to consider himself a kind of spiritual warrior. He would have been told that actual demonic forces can take hold of culture, political leaders, and entire territories, and thwart God's kingdom. He would have been exposed to versions of courses currently offered, such as one that explains how "the World is in an era of serious warfare" and how "the body of Christ must remember that Jesus has already won this war." He may have heard the founder's slogan that "every Christian should pray at least one violent prayer a day."

Read: This just in from heaven

On Saturday, Christ for the Nations Institute issued a statement that read, in part, "We are absolutely aghast and horrified that a CFNI alumnus is the suspect. This is not who we are," and "CFNI unequivocally rejects, denounces and condemns any and all forms of violence and extremism, be it politically, racially, religiously or otherwise motivated." The school clarified that the slogan refers to the founder's belief that prayer should be "intense, fervent, and passionate, not passive and lukewarm, considering that spiritual forces of darkness are focused on attacking life, identity in God, purpose, peace, love, joy, truth, health, and other good things."

Precisely what Boelter absorbed or rejected from the school remains to be seen. On an archived website, Boelter claims that he was "ordained" in 1993. Tax documents from 2008 to 2010 show him as president of something called Revoformation Ministries. He claimed to be writing a book called Original Ability, promising readers "a different paradigm on the nature of man" and warning that it "may change the way you see yourself, other people, and God." Boelter claimed that before the September 11 terrorist attacks, he had gone to Jerusalem, Gaza, and the West Bank to "share the gospel" with militant Islamists.

In recent years, Boelter traveled to the Democratic Republic of the Congo, where videos show him delivering guest sermons at a large church, chastising Christians who don't fight abortion and homosexuality, and saying that "God is going to raise up apostles and prophets in America" who will "correct his church." As law enforcement searched for the suspect across rural Minnesota on Saturday, a childhood friend of Boelter's told reporters that Boelter had texted him that he had "made some choices."

Minnesota authorities said that they'd found "voluminous writings" in the suspect's vehicle and at his home, and that he'd kept a notebook that mentioned about 70 potential targets, including politicians, civic leaders, and Planned Parenthood centers. Boelter is now facing federal murder charges for the fatal shooting of State Representative Melissa Hortman and her husband, Mark. State prosecutors have also charged Boelter with two counts of second-degree murder and two counts of attempted second-degree murder for allegedly shooting and wounding State Senator John A. Hoffman and his wife, Yvette. If Boelter's beliefs were a factor in the shootings, the question is not exactly what radicalized him, Frederick Clarkson, a senior analyst with Political Research Associates who has been tracking the NAR movement for years, told me: The worldview that Boelter appeared to embrace was radical, he said.

"Everyone brings faith to their life and the things they do--the question is, in what ways does your faith inform your actions and your decision making?" he told me. "Without knowing exactly what motivated the shooter, we can say that being oriented into this kind of NAR thinking, to my mind, it's just a matter of time before an individual or group of individuals take some kind of action against the enemies of God and the demons in their midst."
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The Magic Realism of Zohran Mamdani

The socialist New York mayoral candidate's proposals don't hold up to serious scrutiny. Will that matter?

by Michael Powell




Zohran Mamdani is a left-wing daydream of a New York City mayoral candidate. He's young--33--and proudly socialist. His campaign ads call to mind a mashup of TikTok clips and hip-hop videos. The graphics look like something from the zany 1960s Batman TV series. He is a character in these ads, walking into the picture at odd angles on street corners and shawarma stands, and popping up to chat with taxi drivers.

You'd need to have a crabbed spirit not to admire Mamdani's inventiveness, charisma, and championing of working-class New Yorkers. A two-term state assemblyman of no great accomplishment, he has upended the field in the June 24 Democratic Party primary, leaving better-credentialed opponents behind. He now runs a vigorous second in independent polls behind former Governor Andrew Cuomo and has formed alliances with lower-ranking rivals that benefit him most of all. But Mamdani's candidacy also has a quality of magic realism, a campaign exuberantly disconnected from actual government budgets and organizational charts. His promises are grand: Freeze rents. Free municipal buses. Free day care for all New Yorkers ages six weeks to 5 years.

And, my personal favorite: cheap groceries.

How would he pay for his most ambitious plans? Tax the rich and major corporations.

Writing in In These Times, the author Bhaskar Sunkara sounded enraptured: "We need more democratic socialists who can do what Mamdani can do," Sunkara wrote. "Communicate complex ideas clearly, relate to ordinary people without pandering and present a vision that feels achievable rather than utopian."

Reading this, I rolled my eyes. Mamdani is a clever politician who can wink at his base--a new Marist poll of likely primary voters shows him a strong favorite among those under 45 and those who are "very liberal"--even as he flirts with less ideologically driven followers. Who, after all, objects to frozen rents and free buses? He grasps that New York City, like so many of this nation's big Democratic-run cities, has grown oppressively expensive, culturally liberal, and economically royalist. Two-bedroom apartments rent for $6,000 a month in upper-middle-class neighborhoods, while one-bedroom apartments in what used to be working-class areas go for $3,500. The top 1 or 2 percent rule while the majority of New Yorkers scramble.

Read: New York is not a democracy

But few of Mamdani's policy and funding proposals weather scrutiny. And that calls into question what might happen to his socialist political project should he end up overseeing a $112 billion city government with about 306,000 employees, and dealing with a president who would revel in using a left-wing New York mayor as a pinata. Perhaps Mamdani would be forced to moderate--and quickly--in office. He has promised to hire very smart people; that could help, although very smart, alas, is not universally synonymous with competent.

And his very smart aides might struggle, for instance, to make his housing proposals work. Mamdani has promised to create 200,000 units of new publicly subsidized, rent-stabilized housing and to fast-track projects consisting entirely of below-market-rate units. His campaign website claims that previous administrations relied "almost entirely" on the zoning code to encourage affordable housing. This is not so. For 40 years, New York has run the nation's most ambitious and successful affordable-housing program, which rebuilt great swaths of the city using billions of dollars in municipal investment. Zoning changes to allow more housing construction are of recent vintage.

"Zohran and his advisers don't know history and don't have the slightest grasp of the numbers," a former top city housing official told me. (He asked not to be identified because he still works with the city on affordable-housing projects.) Mamdani himself has proposed to triple the amount of money spent on housing in the city's capital plan, pushing overall costs toward $100 billion over 10 years, which overshadows the estimated cost of his rivals' plans. And he proposes to accomplish this with union labor, which the city's Independent Budget Office found would add 23 percent to overall costs.

Meanwhile, Mamdani's proposal to freeze rent in rent-stabilized units ignores fundamental problems: Landlords of much of the city's rent-stabilized housing stock--including a number of respected nonprofit groups--cannot afford maintenance costs and debt service, the watchdog Citizens Budget Commission wrote recently. Because expenses are growing faster than rents in older buildings, many are "teetering on the edge of a 'death spiral.'"

I reached out to Mamdani's campaign for comment on these issues and have not yet heard back. His supporters seem unbothered by the obvious holes in his proposals. His tax increases sound righteous, a socialist holding the wealthy to account. But the state legislature and governor would have to sign off, and that is a very distant possibility.

Former Governor David Paterson once represented Harlem in the state assembly, and he opposed neither higher taxes nor social spending. But Paterson recognizes the line between ambition and fantasy. Mamdani doesn't. "You understand exactly what he's saying," Paterson told Politico last month. "The problem is: Nobody told him there's no such thing as Santa Claus."

Mamdani has gained traction in no small part because the front-runner in this primary race is Cuomo, a double-espresso politician whose rivals on the left attack him as corrupt and in the thrall of conservative real-estate and financial lobbies. That caricature ignores that Cuomo was a successful and liberal governor. He rebuilt bridges and roads and subway tunnels, and gave a makeover to LaGuardia Airport, previously a dump. He turned the dream of gay marriage into law, championed abortion rights, and banned fracking. Under pressure from then-Mayor Bill de Blasio, he brought expanded prekindergarten to many corners of the state. He made state-university tuition free for full-time students from families with incomes of less than $125,000, passed legislation that protected tenants against large rent increases, and raised the minimum wage.

Michael Powell: How it all went wrong for Eric Adams

My accounting here will set some liberal friends to shuddering, so let me add caveats: Cuomo can be devious and vindictive as a matter of blood sport; as the secretary of Housing and Urban Development, he reportedly passed out copies of Machiavelli's The Prince to aides. In Albany, he cut deals with political bosses and wreaked vengeance on opponents. He made a grievous error in the desperate early days of the pandemic. At that time hospitals were overwhelmed by the sheer number of COVID patients, and Cuomo required nursing homes to readmit medically stable elderly patients who had tested positive. The health-news site STAT News reported that these transfers were not the primary driver of nursing-home COVID deaths. But certainly some nursing-home residents got infected and died as a result--and Cuomo's administration hid the data. "Ethicists said that Cuomo's conduct stands out not because the policy he put in place was especially egregious, but because he obscured public health data for political gain," STAT News reported.

Cuomo stepped down as governor after being accused of multiple cases of sexual harassment--allegations that he largely denies today. And he has dodged and weaved to avoid the press and its questions during this campaign.

From Cuomo's history, some conclude that he's interested only in power and preserving the status quo--in contrast with Mamdani, who has framed himself as a tribune of the forgotten and the poor. The latest Marist poll showed Mamdani gaining among Latinos in particular; until recently, his support was strongest among white Democrats. But polls continue to point to an unsettling irony for the left: Mamdani outperforms with men and college-educated voters, while Cuomo finds his deepest well of support among Black and low-income voters. Cuomo draws 49 percent of the vote from New Yorkers making $50,000 or less; Mamdani draws 14 percent.

Although Mamdani still trails Cuomo by 10 points in Marist's estimate of the final vote count, he has surged since the pollster's previous report in mid-May. He is now marching about the city in the company of Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, who has endorsed him. So has Senator Bernie Sanders. But transmuting socialist dreams into electoral victory is a tricky business, and governing by those principles could prove trickier still.
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The Tesla Brain Drain

The future of the struggling car company rests on Elon Musk more than ever before.

by Patrick George




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


Before DOGE, there was Twitter. In 2023, Elon Musk seemed too distracted by his latest venture to run the world's most valuable car company. Tesla was faltering as he focused on remaking (and renaming) the social-media network. So at Tesla's investor-day event in Austin that March, Musk responded with a rare show of force. He was joined onstage by a cadre of more than a dozen of the company's top executives, all to signal that even if he was extremely busy, Tesla was run by a world-class team: "We've obviously got significant bench strength here," Musk said. Sure enough, Tesla closed out 2023 with the best sales it's ever had.



Musk is in bad need of a similar comeback right now as he returns from Washington to focus on his struggling car company. In recent months, Tesla sales have plummeted as the chain-saw-wielding, far-right centibillionaire has turned off traditionally liberal electric-car buyers. The MAGA faithful never stepped up to take their place, and they're less likely to do so now that the Trump-Musk bromance is over. Musk has other problems: Tesla created the modern electric car as we know it, but now the automaker is falling behind the competition while Musk is more focused on AI and robots than selling cars. And on top of everything else, the One Big Beautiful Bill Act working its way through Congress could cost Tesla billions each year.

This time around, however, Musk can't lean on that aforementioned bench even if he wants to. Something similar to DOGE's steep staffing cuts has been playing out at Tesla. About a third of the executives who stood onstage with him two years ago have left Tesla or been ousted. Many other high-profile company leaders have resigned. Just since April, Tesla has lost its head of software engineering, head of battery technology, and head of humanoid robotics. Tens of thousands of rank-and-file employees left last year amid waves of mass layoffs. At the end of the day, Tesla is the Musk show: The company is the biggest source of his wealth, and is core to his reputation as a tech genius. Now, after all of the pivots and attrition, the future of Tesla rests singularly on Musk more than it ever has.

Read: The Tesla revolt

To longtime Tesla chroniclers such as myself, the chaotic, rapid-fire cuts that defined Musk's tenure at DOGE felt familiar from the very beginning. The playbook was pioneered at Tesla. When Musk took over as CEO in 2008, Tesla was a start-up struggling to build its first car. His early infusions of personal cash, ruthless approach to cost cutting, and, in his words, "hardcore" work environment are widely credited with getting the automaker up and running. He has a famous approach to any type of problem: Get rid of preconceived notions, tear everything down, and rebuild from there. If things break, so be it. They can probably be repaired later on. At one point, the company got rid of the traditional turn-signal switch on some cars before later putting them back. (Tesla and Musk did not respond to my requests for comment.)



For a long time, the strategy worked. In the span of a decade, Tesla rose from a start-up to an auto giant worth more than Ford, Toyota, and GM combined--despite selling just a fraction of the cars its rivals did. That's why investors still back Musk today. He's made them a lot of money before, so if things get bad, he's the man to figure it out, right? Musk himself has helped promulgate the idea that he has all the answers. At one point, he said he would personally start approving some of his employees' expenses amid a "hardcore" round of cost cutting. "He has always been the kind of person who says, 'I am the only one who can do this,'" Sam Abuelsamid, an auto-industry analyst at the research firm Telemetry, told me. In 2018, when I was the editor in chief of the auto publication Jalopnik, Tesla's now-defunct communications team frantically admonished us for reporting that Doug Field, the company's top engineer, had left the company. He was merely the top vehicle engineer, a spokesperson said. Musk--despite not being trained as an engineer--was the top engineer.

Read: Elon and the genius trap

In 2019, an analysis from the financial firm Bernstein put Tesla's executive-turnover rate at nearly double the average of comparable Silicon Valley companies; the number was "dramatically higher" among Musk's direct reports as well. Layoffs and firings have sometimes felt more mercurial than anything else. Consider the team behind Tesla's charging network. In June 2023, I wrote that Tesla's fast and reliable "Superchargers" were its secret weapon; other automakers had begun building cars using Tesla's proprietary charging port to give their customers Supercharger access. About a year later, Tesla laid off the entire 500-person team. Many of the staffers were later rehired and returned, but not all: Rebecca Tinucci, Tesla's head of charging, left for good. The Supercharger network has grown since then, though not without a period of chaos for the automaker and the entire car industry that bet on it. The cuts to Tesla's charging workforce were part of a bigger reduction in headcount last year: Within the first six months of 2024, Tesla had shed nearly 20,000 employees, according to internal data viewed by CNBC. And Tesla's latest quarterly SEC filing, released in April, boasts of "a $52 million decrease in employee and labor costs" compared with last year. (In reporting this story, I reached out to roughly a dozen current and former Tesla staffers. None would talk with me on the record.)



Last year's layoffs, Musk said, were designed to position the company for its "next phase of growth." Based on everything he's said so far, that means AI. He has promised that robots and driverless cars will eventually deliver "a trillion dollars of profit a year." Several top executives and engineers have resigned after they reportedly clashed with Musk on his pivot. This month, Tesla is tentatively set to launch its long-awaited robotaxi service in Austin, starting with what Musk has said will be "10 to 12" self-driving Teslas that can also be remotely operated by humans if needed. In other words, the company has a long way to go before it's anywhere close to something like a driverless Uber. For now, the company still makes its money from selling cars, and Tesla has lost many of the smart people who helped create what was once an innovative automotive juggernaut. Musk still does have several long-standing deputies at the company, including Tom Zhu, a senior vice president who previously led Tesla's operations in China, and Lars Moravy, who leads vehicle engineering. But the departures put more pressure on Musk: He doesn't have the workforce he once did to build to make groundbreaking electric vehicles.



The silver lining for the future of electric vehicles is that these former Tesla staffers are fanning out to the rest of the car industry. Take Field, the former head Tesla engineer (or "head vehicle engineer," in Tesla's telling). He now leads advanced vehicle software at Ford, as well as a program tasked with making an affordable EV. Tinucci, the former head of Tesla's charging team, is now overseeing Uber's shift to electric vehicles. "I think we'll see kind of a Tesla diaspora," Kristin Hull, the founder of Nia Impact Capital, an investment firm with a stake in Tesla, told me. "The rest of the world is catching up. And I think that's also playing a part in why the talent is moving on." (Field and Tinucci didn't respond to requests for comment.)



Musk's detractors might easily fall into schadenfreude. His actions might finally be catching up with him. But if Tesla continues to slide, there will be ramifications beyond Musk and his investors simply losing money. Tesla remains one of the very few companies outside of China that is making money by selling electric cars, which makes it uniquely capable of making a super-affordable EV. Every day that goes by without cheaper options, Americans who might be inclined to go electric are instead buying gas-burning cars that could be on the road for a decade or more. Meanwhile, other carmakers have spent years racing to build cleaner cars in large part to keep up with Tesla. Without the company's continued dominance, it's easy to see a heavily polluting industry fall back on old habits. The risk is particularly high right now as the Trump administration is betting big on fossil fuels.

Whether Tesla can rebound will test something truly scarce--not Musk's wealth but the faith that others have in him. Musk has already alienated people on the left and right, but many people still fiercely believe in his ability to make them rich. At some point, even they might start to vanish.
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The Dumbest Phone Is Parenting Genius

Landlines encourage connection--without the downsides of smartphones.

by Rheana Murray




When Caron Morse's 9-year-old daughter asked for a smartphone last year, her reaction, she told me, was unambiguous: "A hard hell no." Morse is a mental-health provider in the Portland, Maine, public-school system, and she was firmly against smartphones, having seen how social media and abundant screen time could shorten students' attention spans and give them new anxieties. But she wanted her children to have some independence--to be able to call friends, arrange playdates, and reach out to their grandparents on their own. She also needed a break. "I was so sick," she said, "of being the middle person in any correspondence."

So when her daughter turned 10, Morse did get her a phone: a landline.

For that gift to provide all the benefits she wanted, Morse had to lay some groundwork. It would be annoying if her daughters--she also has an 8-year-old--were to start calling their friends' parents' smartphones all the time, so she told her neighbors about her plan and suggested that they consider getting landlines too. Several bought in immediately, excited for the opportunity to placate their own smartphone-eager kids. And over the next couple of months, Morse kept nudging people. She appealed to their sense of nostalgia by sharing photos of her older daughter sitting on the floor and twirling the landline's cord around her fingers. She wrote messages: "Guys, this is adorable and working and important."

The peer pressure paid off. Now about 15 to 20 families in their South Portland neighborhood have installed a landline. They've created a retro bubble in which their children can easily call their friends without bugging a parent to borrow their phone--and in which the parents, for now, can live blissfully free of anxieties about the downsides of smartphones.

In the past few years, interest in old-school technology has been rising, driven partly by desperate adults seeking smartphone alternatives for their kids. Fairs peddle "dumb phones" to parents of tweens. On Reddit, one parent shared that they'd gone "full '90s," with a desktop computer installed in the living room, a Nintendo 64, and a landline. In March, after a Millennial mom posted on Instagram about getting a home phone for her kids, she received scores of comments from parents saying they'd done the same--or planned to soon.

Read: End the phone-based childhood now

But these are isolated examples. As Jonathan Haidt, the author of The Anxious Generation (which helped inspire Morse's landline purchase), told me, smartphones are so dominant in part because families are beset by a "collective-action problem." Many parents are concerned about how their children might use smartphones, and particularly social media. They're familiar with the research suggesting a correlation between social-media use and high rates of anxiety and depression among teens and especially teen girls. Still, parents can struggle to say no to a child asking for a phone when everyone at their school already has one. "If your child is the only one who is kept away from phones or social media," Haidt said, "then you are isolating them." That's why he encourages parents to band together to reset common norms: "If you do it with a group, then you're actually fostering more real-world interaction."

When the South Portland landline pod formed, that's exactly what the parents started to see. The phone Morse got her daughter is light pink with a curly cord and sits atop a buffet table outside the family's kitchen. Morse wanted the phone to be in a "centralized" part of the house, with a cord, so that her daughters couldn't whisk it off to their bedrooms for private conversations or take it with them while they played. "Very rarely do we ask kids to be still and communicate," she explained. "I didn't want my kids to go play with slime when they're on the phone. Communication should be something you're actually focusing on."

Not all of the parents in her pod got corded phones. But everyone I spoke with told me that the devices, corded or not, had helped their children become better listeners and more empathetic communicators. At first, the kids took some time to adjust. Erin Masterson, whose children attend school with Morse's, recalled a time when her 10-year-old son shouted into the phone to a friend, "ARE YOU HOME?!" And all of the children have had to practice greeting callers, identifying themselves when they place a call, and sometimes asking to speak to someone else.

But after a few months, they grew more comfortable. Because audio-only calls tend to come with fewer distractions--no faces to look at, no enticing filters or emoji--Masterson sees her sons "really tune in to what people are saying." Mindy Hull, another parent in the neighborhood, has noticed a similar pattern with her 8-year-old daughter. "The progression from January until now" in the way her daughter "can engage people in conversation is mind-blowing," Hull told me. "She's practicing listening," and better understands the meaning in subtle verbal cues.

Since the landline pod started, the kids have been arranging their own playdates (although they still have to ask their parents for permission). And when an in-person hang isn't possible, they've still been able to connect. Parents told me their children had called friends to ask questions about Dungeons & Dragons, to check on a friend after they were out sick from school, or just to chat on rainy days--all without their parents having to worry about what else the kids might be doing on the phone. The landlines have also given these parents a glimpse into their kids' social lives that they might not otherwise have enjoyed. Recently, Hull listened as her daughter, who uses their phone at least once a day, talked with a friend for an hour and a half. "They were giggling and laughing and telling stories," she said. "I couldn't believe it."

Read: How the loss of the landline is changing family life

Crucially, parents in the landline pod aren't just banning smartphones; they're giving their children an alternative--a method that's much more likely to make kids happy, Jacqueline Nesi, a psychologist who studies the effects of technology and social media on adolescents, told me. She recommends that parents simply ask their children why they want a smartphone: "Do they want to be able to communicate with friends? Do they want to play a certain game? Think about what the goals are and then work from there."

The landline solution isn't perfect. Morse told me that when the house phone rings while they're watching a movie, it can be annoying; you can't silence a landline as easily as you can a smartphone. Occasionally, the phone makes a buzzing sound; her daughters have learned to smack it against the table--once, hard--to make it stop. And most of the parents I spoke with acknowledged that, eventually, they would probably get their children a smartphone; they were just trying to postpone that development as long as possible. (Hull is the one holdout I spoke with who thinks her daughter might never need a smartphone while under her roof.) For now, Morse and Masterson are considering limited-function smartwatches as their eldest children head to middle school and begin venturing out more on their own. Masterson wants to get her son a device with only call and text capabilities, so he can arrange rides and activities after school. Morse likes the idea of getting a watch that also has GPS, so she can track her daughter's location.

When the time does come for a smartphone--if it comes--the parents hope their children will be better prepared to handle one responsibly. They'll be older and more emotionally mature, and will have passed the age at which experts say a child's brain is particularly vulnerable to the addictive qualities of smartphones. They'll also have communication skills, honed by landline, that could come in handy. After years of practice, they might be quicker to call someone instead of sending a text or leaving a social-media comment, leading to a potentially stronger connection with that person. After all, a smartphone's most basic feature--and, I would argue, its best--is one it shares with a landline: the ability to call a friend and talk.



  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 Democratic Party Slides Into Irrelevance

Why aren't these boom times for America's opposition party?

by David A. Graham




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 past weekend marked a high for opposition to Donald Trump, and another low for the opposition party.

From Chula Vista, California, to Portland, Maine, and from Bellingham, Washington, to Key Largo, Florida, Americans demonstrated against the president, in "No Kings" protests scheduled to coincide with Trump's military parade in Washington, D.C., on Saturday. The parade, desultory and poorly attended, set a striking contrast with the marchers, whom observers estimated to number in the millions. That would make Saturday's protests some of the largest in American history. Three of the biggest sets of U.S. demonstrations have taken place while Trump has been president, an indication of intense grassroots opposition toward him and his vision for the Republican Party.

So these ought to be boom times for America's other major party. But Democrats seemed almost entirely irrelevant last weekend. While many ordinary Americans engaged in the most kinetic kind of politics, the Democratic National Committee was splintering acrimoniously, and some of the party's most prominent leaders were busy attending a glitzy Hamptons wedding that brought together two venerable, aging dynasties: the Soros family and the Clinton political machine. Although Democratic officials attended and spoke at many of Saturday's rallies, the No Kings protests were not driven by the Democratic Party--which may have been one of the protests' strengths.

Not every Democratic politician is missing in action. California Governor Gavin Newsom, who spent recent months clumsily attempting to moderate his image by inviting MAGA figures on his podcast, now finds himself as the nation's foremost Trump foil. Minnesota Governor Tim Walz won praise for his handling of the response to the assassination of one state legislator and the wounding of another this past weekend. Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York have drawn huge crowds at rallies around the country.

As a whole, however, the Democratic Party seems unprepared and uninspired. Internally, the party is more consumed with relitigating 2024 than with looking toward 2026. It has no apparent leader: Barack Obama is apathetic, Joe Biden is obsolete, and Kamala Harris lost. The congressional leaders Chuck Schumer and Hakeem Jeffries are hapless, declaring red lines that they have no evident means or intent of enforcing. (Did they not learn their lesson from Obama's red-line follies?) That means de facto leadership falls to the DNC. The party elected a new chair, Minnesota's Ken Martin, in February, but Martin has so far failed to inspire or unify the party.

Martin's term has been most preoccupied with trying to manage David Hogg, the young gun-control activist who was elected DNC vice chair in February and then announced plans to spend millions backing primary challengers to sitting Democrats in safe seats. Challenging sitting officeholders isn't bad per se--in fact, it's often good for revitalizing politics--but for a top party official to be driving those seems to cut against the idea of a party organization.

Democratic leaders first tried to badger Hogg into giving up the plan, but he refused. Then they stumbled on a solution of sorts that got rid of Hogg but validated every stereotype of Democrats as obsessed with procedure, consumed by elaborate diversity rules, and generally incompetent. A woman who'd unsuccessfully run against Hogg for vice chair argued that the DNC had violated its own rules and unfairly benefited two male candidates. The DNC concluded that the challenge was correct; invalidated the election of Hogg and another vice chair, Malcolm Kenyatta; and ordered a do-over. Hogg opted not to run in the new election. Problem solved!

Along the way, however, audio in which Martin whined about how it had all affected him was leaked to Politico. "I'll be very honest with you," he said. "The other night, I said to myself for the first time, I don't know if I wanna do this anymore." Addressing Hogg, he went on: "I don't think you intended this, but you essentially destroyed any chance I have to show the leadership that I need to. So it's really frustrating."

No doubt, this has been unpleasant for Martin, but it's not encouraging that the guy Democrats chose to lead them as they take on a budding authoritarian is crumbling in the face of a 25-year-old activist with a relatively small war chest.

Then, on Sunday, reports surfaced that Randi Weingarten, the president of the American Federation of Teachers, and Lee Saunders, the president of the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees, had left the DNC; they complained that Martin was, in Weingarten's words, "not enlarging our tent and actively trying to engage more and more of our communities." Both had backed one of Martin's challengers for chairperson, and Weingarten had supported Hogg; before resigning, they'd been kicked out of seats on the powerful Rules and Bylaws Committee.

Weingarten is a lightning rod, and teachers unions are controversial among Democrats. But the DNC can hardly afford to lose the buy-in of major unions. Organized labor provides both funding and foot soldiers for Democratic candidates. This has long been true, but the situation is more fragile than ever, as Trump has made gains among union members and union leaders. In 2024, he was able to persuade both the Teamsters and the International Association of Fire Fighters to forgo endorsements altogether. Forget enlarging the tent--the DNC appears to be in danger of shrinking it.

The good news for Democrats is that the midterms are more than a year away, and the 2028 election is more than three years away--an eternity in politics. Trump can't figure out his position on even his signature issue of immigration, his administration is understaffed and underprepared, and public disapproval is strong; when he's been in office, voters have rejected him and his allies at the ballot box. But if anyone can figure out how to fumble the situation, it's the Democratic Party.
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Today's News

	President Donald Trump called for Iran's "unconditional surrender" and issued a threat to Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, stating that Khamenei is "an easy target."
 	Trump left the G7 summit early yesterday and held a meeting about Iran today in the Situation Room with national-security officials.
 	Federal agents arrested Brad Lander, the New York City comptroller and mayoral candidate, as he tried to escort a migrant past ICE officers at an immigration courthouse. His office said that he was released several hours later, and the Manhattan U.S. attorney's office said that it was investigating his actions.
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The NBA's Parity Paradox

By Jemele Hill

If there were any truth to the running joke--or conspiracy theory--that the NBA rigs games so that big-market teams like the Los Angeles Lakers end up in the NBA Finals, then this year's matchup between the Oklahoma City Thunder and the Indiana Pacers would be disastrous for the league. In reality, NBA owners have gotten exactly what they wanted.
 Although television ratings are down, the NBA's plan to bring more parity to the league is working.


Read the full article.
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What Comes Next for Iran?

Karim Sadjadpour on how the Islamic Republic is losing its grip, and what might come next

by David Frum




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

On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum urges an end to wishful thinking about Iran, and a focus instead on the regime's threatening words and murderous actions.

Then David is joined by the Carnegie Endowment scholar Karim Sadjadpour for an urgent conversation about the internal decay of Iran's theocracy. They discuss the survival instincts of Supreme Leader Ali Ayatollah Khamenei, the regime's obsession with martyrdom and repression, the true cost of the Islamic Republic's nuclear ambitions, and the disconnect between the revolutionary slogans of the state and the aspirations of Iranian society.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome back to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. I had a slightly different plan for the podcast this week, but the startling news of the Israeli airstrike on Iran beginning on the night of Friday, the 13th, upended plans. And so I've had to improvise something. And I want to thank our friends here at the Royal Hotel in Picton, Ontario, for making their boardroom space available to me.

I will be speaking today to Karim Sadjadpour, a scholar at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace and the author of the closest study we have on the thought of the supreme leader of Iran. But before I speak to him, I want to offer some preliminary thoughts of my own about the situation unfolding. These are not thoughts on the military situation; I am no kind of military expert in any way. We're recording 36 hours in advance, so the situation may well be changed.

We know a lot about the internal politics of Israel because it's such an open society. We know a little bit less about the politics of the society on the receiving end of the Israeli exchange, the Islamic Republic of Iran, and that's what I'm going to talk about with Karim: How is all this affecting the Iranians? What can we expect? What can we hope for? And before we get to that dialogue, I want to offer some preliminary thoughts.

Now, I am in no way any kind of Iran expert or even amateur. I don't speak the language. I've never been to the country. I once had an opportunity to go; I was invited by an international businessman who was closely connected to one of the leading families in the clerical regime, and he wanted to invite me to come in and meet some of the figures. This was at a time in my life when I had a kind of outsized notoriety as a figure in Iran politics because I ghostwrote a speech for President George W. Bush that became important. And I got credited or blamed or demonized as that figure. And I said, I would love to go. I'd be really interested to come in. How confident are you that I'll be able to leave on time, and not 10 years later? And he assured me he was really, on the whole, quite confident. And that was not good enough, and so I declined to make the trip. I didn't want to end up chained to a radiator for the next decade.

But here are the preliminary thoughts I want to offer. American policy to Iran, as long as I've been paying attention to it, has veered back and forth between two competing ideas or hopes about what Iran might be. One of them has been the hope that cooperation with the Islamic Republic of Iran is at hand. We heard a lot of that hope just after the 9/11 attacks, where some diplomats like Ryan Crocker, who was then, I think, ambassador--to I forget where; he was a special diplomat--said he had worked out a deal with the Iranians to help in Afghanistan. The Obama administration had vast hopes of cooperation with the Islamic Republic.

And those hopes always come to grief because, it turns out, the people who have staged regular marches chanting "Death to America" are not actually all that interested in cooperating with the United States. And the hopes that repeatedly appear--we saw them in 2009, when President Obama declined to help the Green Revolution in Iran, and in 2015, when he tried to reach a diplomatic agreement with Iran to constrain its nuclear-weapons force--those hopes come a cropper.

But there's another hope that also has been disappointed again and again, and that is the hope that we're on the verge of some kind of transformational breakthrough--regime change in Iran. Repressive regimes can be very powerful, and especially those that come to power not by a coup but by a kind of mass revolution that brought the Islamic regime to Iran in 1979. They have staying power. It doesn't mean they're going to be here forever. Every one of those regimes sooner or later collapses, and perhaps collapse will come this week or next month or next year. Who knows? But it is a dangerous thing to put too much stock in.

I think there's a real chance that when the Islamic regime in Iran changes, it may not change to something much nicer than what's there now. It may change into a more traditional authoritarian regime that gives up some of its more ambitious hopes in order to consolidate power. That's what happened to Cuba after Fidel Castro. The Castro regime is still there; it's just not a revolutionary regime anymore. It's a criminal regime, but it keeps power by being less aggressive toward the world around it.

It could also be a terrible bloodbath. We have, I think, a distorted idea of revolution from the happy experience of the revolutions in the northern part of Central Europe in 1989. The crowds come out. The leaders run away. The flags are waved. The people cheer. And a transition that is more or less peaceful begins. Revolutions against terrible regimes can often be terribly bloody. Terrible regimes inflict a terrible blood price on their society. And there's a lot of payback that may be coming. The regime change in Iran may turn out to be a very, very bloody business, and a very protracted business that doesn't end soon.

All of this is speculative--guesswork, really. I think the thing we ought to be thinking about, and this is the thing I think that the Israelis have in mind, is not the future of Iran--not what will happen inside Iran, not guesswork about the transformation--but attention careful to the capabilities of that regime joined to its expressed intentions. We know that Iran had capabilities that were almost on the verge of nuclear breakout. And, of course, it expresses its intentions in every way we can see and hear, not just by its chants of "Death to America," "Death to Israel," but by its backing for terrorist regimes, terrorist groupings all over the planet. And not just in the region--Iran still has the blood on its hands from attacks in Argentina on the Jewish community center there; they killed dozens and dozens of people in two separate attacks in the early 1990s. Iran has attempted terror operations in the United States and elsewhere in the developed world.

We know their intentions. We know their capabilities. That's the thing we have to focus on, and not our hopes or our fears, or our imaginings, or our beliefs, or our opinions, or our guesses about the way of the future. I'll be talking more about that in this dialogue.

I want to say one last thing, which is: Conflict is a reality of human existence. It's a terrible reality. It's a reality. And we have to be prepared and meet for it, and we have to sometimes anticipate it and try to avert the worst by acting more decisively in the present. But those necessary actions are not any kind of enthusiasm for conflict. No one wants to see conflict. No one wants to see human suffering. But it doesn't go away because you choose not to believe it or postpone it later for other people to deal with after you.

This problem of the Iranian nuclear weapon has been postponed for a long time. I think we've now reached the point where it can be postponed no longer. And I think we all have to hope for a decisive resolution, as rapid a resolution as possible. It's past the point of a peaceful resolution. But it can still be a stable and successful resolution--stable and successful not just for the people who are threatened by the Iranian nuclear weapon, but by the millions of Iranians who are oppressed and taxed and stolen from in order to fund the weapon that they don't want and that will do them no good.

Iran is the center of a great and historic civilization. Persia has been the great cultural exporter of the whole central Asian region, from Istanbul to Delhi. For hundreds of years, if you had a new poem, a new recipe, a new way of dressing, probably it originated in Persian; it came out to you. The game of chess is Persia's gift to the world--one of its many--along with a great poetic tradition. This is a society that has been cut off from its birthright and that has been cut off from its future, from its capability to contribute to humanity. Perhaps we will live to see that potential realized and that great connection to its great past revived. In any case, we can hope.

I turn now to my conversation with my friend Karim Sadjadpour of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. Thank you all for watching.

[Music]

Frum: I'm joined today by Karim Sadjadpour, who is one of the most sought-after experts in all of Washington on the topic of the internal development of Iran, the author of a 2009 book about Iran's supreme leader that is a classic that is much consulted in the field, son of the Iranian diaspora, a native of the great state of Michigan. I'm delighted to welcome Karim to the show. Thank you so much for joining us today.

Karim Sadjadpour: It's wonderful to be with you, David. Thanks for inviting me.

Frum: Let's first state that we are recording this on the morning of Monday after the opening of the air war by Israel inside Iran. There will be a little bit of a lag between the time we record and time that this posts. So there may be some events that we're unaware of. Forgive us for that. I don't think we're going to talk much about the strictly military events. Those are amply covered by people closer to the scene. I want to talk more about the situation inside Iran.

Let's begin first by recalling your book about the supreme leader. What kind of man do you take him for? He was more vigorous, obviously, when you wrote about him. What's the mentality of the leadership in Iran?

Sadjadpour: Well, I'm sure you remember that wonderful book by Eric Hoffer that came out in the '50s called The True Believer, and Ayatollah [Ali] Khamenei is a true believer. He's someone who is now the "last of the Mohicans." He is the last of the first-generation revolutionaries, the revolutionaries from 1979, and he's someone who is committed to the principles of the revolution. In fact, we call them hardliners. They call themselves principleists, and that means, as I said, they're loyal to the principles of the revolution.

And what are those principles? I think at this point, you can distill it to three big ideas: "Death to America," "Death to Israel," and the mandatory hijab--the veiling of women, which Ayatollah Khamenei called the flag of the Islamic Revolution. And so Khamenei is committed to those principles, and he has internalized some of the thoughts of the great philosophers like Tocqueville and Machiavelli, which is that the greatest danger for any bad government is when it tries to reform itself. He took the lessons of Gorbachev's attempts to reform the Soviet Union to heart, and said that didn't prolong the shelf life of the Soviet Union; it hastened its collapse. And for that reason, he's, on one hand, a very earnest believer in these revolutionary principles, but he also believes that if he were to change those principles, it would actually hasten the Islamic Republic's collapse.

So he's now 86 years old. He's not going to change his worldview. But the final thing I'd say here, David, is that Khamenei is arguably the longest-serving autocrat in the world, right? He came to power as president in the early '80s He has been supreme leader since 1989. So if my math is correct, that's about 36 years he's been supreme leader. He hasn't left the country since 1989.

And I'll just say, you know, in conclusion, you don't get to be the longest-serving autocrat in the world if you're a gambler. So he has very good survival instincts. And, you know, as Hannah Arendt once said many years ago, even "the most radical revolutionary [will become] a conservative the day after the revolution," because you suddenly have something you want to preserve. So he's, up until now, had good survival instincts, and we'll see, you know, how he gets himself out of what's probably been the greatest bind in his political career.

Frum: Well, one of the great gambles that this regime has taken is the gamble on a nuclear program. Becoming a nuclear state is a very hazardous undertaking. A lot can go wrong on the way there. Once you're there, like Pakistan, you get the ability to commit terrorism without fear of consequence or, like Russia, the ability to commit aggression without fear of consequence. But on the way there, you can end up like--remember the Argentine dictators had a nuclear program in the '90s, and that led to the collapse of their regime? The South African apartheid regime had a nuclear-weapons program. Collapse of regime.

A lot of people become much more interested in collapsing your regime if you are on the way to a nuclear program. So you have this terrible zone of danger, and the Iranians seem now to be in that zone of danger. In your assessment, which do they care about more as preservationists: preserving the nuclear program or preserving the regime? Can those be separated?

Sadjadpour: I think they can, in that what's obviously paramount for them is their own survival. And we should emphasize that if you contrast this regime to the previous government in Iran--the monarchy, the shah--that was a government which had a very close relationship with the United States, with the West. Many of its political and military elite had studied overseas. And so when things got bad for that government, many of them could remake their lives in Los Angeles or London or Bethesda. Whereas this Iranian regime is deeply isolated, one of the only friends they had was the Syrian government, which collapsed last fall. So for that reason, they have these survival instincts, and they've shown themselves able to make tactical compromises, including in the nuclear domain, when their survival is at stake.

Now, the challenge that he has, Ayatollah Khamenei, is he's now in this situation in which the parameters are: If he feels that if he doesn't retaliate--if he doesn't show any strength--he loses his face. And he loses face not only externally, but also internally. And every dictator wants to be feared by its own population. So if he doesn't respond strongly, he loses face. If he responds too strongly, he could lose his head. And so he's in these very tight parameters at the moment, and he's long believed that if you compromise under threat and you compromise under pressure, that doesn't alleviate the pressure--it actually signals that the pressure is working and invites even more of it. And so that's why I say he's in a very difficult bind these days.

Frum: Is this how they see it? I mean, they look like they've been completely--they look like fools. They look penetrated. They look helpless. They look defensive. They look as unintimidating as possible. That's a dangerous way for a dictatorship to look. And their enemies look effortlessly superior over them. And the regime also seems to be projecting a lot of fear, because there's this question of: Can the Israelis do anything about the nuclear installation under that big mountain?

But everyone seems to take for granted that the United States could, if it would. And all the Iranians can do is hope that the Americans choose not to. They have no levers of power against the United States. Their retaliatory terror weapon, Hezbollah, has been taken from their hands, and although we're told there are hunter-killer teams prepositioned all over the Western world, after the last few days, those kinds of claims of Iranian fearsomeness look a lot less credible than they used to do.

How does that redound on a dictatorship like this, where you just look like--you look defeated?

Sadjadpour: So you're right that if we look in virtually every realm--militarily, intelligence, financially, technologically, diplomatically--Iran is outmatched in every sense by Israel. There was a very good piece in [Monday's] Wall Street Journal about how Israel has established total air dominance over Iran. And so there's no doubt that in this head-to-head conflict, Iran is going to lose.

The question is: What comes next once the dust starts to settle? I think for the Israelis, they want two outcomes from this war. They want to significantly degrade and set back Iran's nuclear program. As you alluded to, the big question mark will be: What happens to that deep underground facility in Fordo, and do the Israelis have the wherewithal to damage it badly, or would that require Donald Trump's intervention? That's one big question. But the other big question as the Israelis have also defined it is that: How does this impact the stability of the Iranian regime? And how does this impact the future of the supreme leader?

We've had so much discussion in the United States about President Biden's cognitive and physical abilities during his presidency. I mean, in Iran, you have an 86-year-old supreme leader, as we talked about, Khamenei, whose only education was in the seminaries of Qom seven decades ago now. He doesn't have the wherewithal to be leading this very high-tech, military, financial, technological war. But what happens to his leadership, and what is likely to happen to the system?

There's a possibility that it could transition into a system, a government whose organizing principle is no longer the revolutionary ideology of 1979, but the national interests of Iran. That certainly is a possibility, but there's also a danger, David, as you alluded to earlier, that you could have some more aggressive military commanders come to power who also take the same lesson you did, which is that the regimes which didn't have nuclear weapons--[Muammar] Qaddafi's Libya, [Saddam Hussein's] Iraq, Ukraine when it gave up its nuclear weapons after the collapse of the Soviet Union--they all were vulnerable to external intervention. Whereas regimes like North Korea, which had the nuclear weapons, provided themselves a cloak of immunity.

So Israel, no doubt they've tactically--this war, they will prevail. The question is, strategically, six months to a year from now, what is this due to the nature of the regime and the nuclear program?

Frum: So we hear the phrase regime change a lot. I think to those of us of a certain age, that conjures up memories of 1989, where at least in the northern part of Central Europe--East Germany, Hungary, the Czech and Slovak Republics--the process was bloodless. The crowds came into the streets, the leaders resigned or went away, and there was a rapid transition to a Western-oriented system, and everybody 20 years later is much more prosperous. And you have some nostalgic extremists, but really, these are successful societies.

So that's the model of regime change that I think we all want to imagine. But of course, revolutions tend to be, usually, much bloodier affairs. And even in Eastern Europe, there was the case of Romania, where hundreds died. So Iran must be riddled. When you think about the number of people who have been prisoners, the number of women who have been abused, the number of families that have lost loved ones to the Revolutionary Forces--when that regime's power breaks, you could be looking at a very, very bloody confrontation, where maybe there isn't a transition of power. Maybe there's just bloodshed for a long time, until some Napoleon Bonaparte figure emerges at the top.

Sadjadpour: So there's a piece that I'm preparing for Foreign Affairs for later in the year about Iran's potential--five potential futures for Iran. And they do vary dramatically, right?

There's the bloodless-coup option. There's something that could be more violent. The challenge we have at the moment is: You have a regime which has very limited popular support. I would put it at, at most, perhaps 20 percent, most likely lower than that. Let's say 15 percent of society. Just to take a step back for a second, this is a regime which is not only politically authoritarian, but it's also an economic basket case and socially authoritarian. So they not only--you know, a lot of places they're just dictatorships, but you're allowed to pursue economic advancement or you're allowed to at least watch what you want, or drink what you want, or eat what you want. This is a regime which--it polices your private activities, as well. So it has very few redeeming qualities. But the challenge is that they may not have much in terms of the breadth of their support. But they do, up until now--their support does have some depth, meaning that the Revolutionary Guards, the Basij militia have shown themselves willing to go out and continue to kill and die for the cause.

And there was a book which came out about a decade ago, which was based off of an article in the Journal of Democracy, which I believe it was called "The Durability of Revolutionary Regimes," and essentially made the argument that revolutionary governments--meaning those authoritarian regimes that are borne out of a revolution, whether it was the Soviet Union, Cuba--tend to be more durable than just your run-of-the-mill dictatorship because there is an organizing principle that helps the security forces cohere. You're not just killing and staying in power to enrich one man and his family.

And so that's a big question. You know, because you have a society--as I said, perhaps 80, 85 percent of society--that is opposed to the regime, but at the moment, they're unarmed. They're unorganized. They're leaderless, and I say this to their credit, not to the detriment: It's a regime which believes in martyrdom, but a society which doesn't believe in martyrdom. We're trying to separate mosque and state, not join it, which is distinct from a lot of the Arab opposition movements.

And so in some ways, the portrait I'm painting, David, is: I see light at the end of the tunnel in Iran, but there's no tunnel at the moment, you know, for people to get from where they are to where they want to go.

Frum: Is there gonna be any, do you think--or do you expect any kind of rally around the flag effect, which is: We hated the regime, but now the Israelis are bombing us, so we rally to our leaders because at least they're ours?

Sadjadpour: I don't think so. I think what tends to happen in these situations is that people's existing political disposition is simply accentuated. So if prior to this Israeli bombing, you were a supporter of the regime, a defender of the regime, and you blame everything on America and Israel, you obviously have much more ammunition to hold those views. And if prior to this, you were an opponent, a critic of the regime, and say that this is a regime which has never prioritized the security and well-being of the Iranian people, there's far more evidence to continue to support that view.

But how that plays out in practical terms--up until now, what we've seen is that those supporters of the regime are willing to go out into the streets and show off that support, whereas the opponents of the regime, whenever they've done that, they've been brutalized. And so that dynamic hasn't yet changed.

Frum: We see these clips circulating on social media of Iranian soccer fans booing any mention of Palestine, of people amending their paths so they do not step on the flag of the United States when it's painted on the sidewalk. So those obviously have great currency in our world. It's we want to believe is going on. Are we kidding ourselves, or is there some fondness or attachment or fantasy about the outside world?

Sadjadpour: No, I think that's right that, after having lived under a repressive theocracy for 46 years, it's a society which is desperate to be part of the outside world and to have--I think people recognize that Iran will never fulfill its enormous potential as long as its national slogan is "Death to America, and death to Israel." That's not a winning slogan. So I think that's right. People are patriotic, they're prideful, and I think they recognize that, prior to the revolution, when Iran did have a good relationship with the United States, the country's status was so much better. So I don't think we're being delusional about the nature of Iranian society.

But this is, as I said, kind of a lesson I've repeatedly come to see, which is that leadership is so important. And there's a huge popular demand for change in Iran, but we haven't yet seen a supply of an opposition leadership, which can, as I said, lead people from where they are now to where they want to go.

Frum: Why did the regime want an atomic bomb or a nuclear bomb so, so badly? We tend to take it for granted. It's an obvious thing. You're trying to terrorize the neighbors--of course, you want a nuclear weapon. But it's very risky to go from here to there. And it is the nuclear weapon that involved them with a conflict with Israel, whereas without a nuclear weapon, they could easily dominate all of their Arab neighbors, and Afghanistan to the east.

Why did they make this choice? It was made a long time ago, and it's been persisted in, in the face of tremendous difficulties--sabotage in both the United States and Israel. Why bother? Why not concentrate on building up the strength of your Hezbollah arm, for example, and having a less-confrontational approach that would allow you to maximize your power in a more endearing way?

Sadjadpour: So their nuclear program has really been, now, a six-decade odyssey. Obviously, it was started during the time of the shah, and after the revolution, the revolutionaries shut down the program. They said pursuing a nuclear program is un-Islamic. And at that time, if you recall, Chernobyl had happened, Three Mile Island. And so nuclear power was out of vogue. It was after the--

Frum: But under the shah, it was a civilian nuclear program.

Sadjadpour: Well, even under the shah, it was a program in which I think they were hedging. It was obviously cloaked in a civilian guise. Even the shah himself, I think, wanted to keep his options open. But during the time of the shah, they had access to elite technology. It was American companies that were providing Iran that technology. Obviously, things shut down. The revolutionaries shut it down. And after the Iran-Iraq war, when they realized it was a country which was largely friendless, very few allies, they started to restart the program. Then in the late '80s, the Pakistani nuclear scientist A. Q. Khan provided them some of the intelligence to try to build it.

But I think the challenge they've always had is that, as you said, it's such a deeply unpopular regime, and it actually has been for quite a long time that there's been so many, not only Iranian civilians, but also regime insiders who have been willing to collaborate with, whether it's U.S. intelligence, Israeli intelligence, to out elements of the program. And they've always--certainly in the last decade, since the program was exposed to the public in the early 2000s, just before the Iraq War--they've tried to maintain this facade that it's a nuclear-energy program, right?

The reality is that this is a program which has cost the nation--if you want to measure it, both in terms of sunk costs, but also ancillary costs and opportunity costs in terms of sanctions and lost oil revenue--the price tag is, I think a conservative estimate, at least $500 billion, considering how much oil revenue and oil production Iran has lost. And that's for a program which barely provides just over 1 percent of Iran's energy needs. And it hasn't provided a deterrent either. So it's really been a colossal failure to have spent this much time and money on a nuclear program which neither provides you energy nor deterrence.

But just on this point, David, it's possible that a conclusion that some of the Revolutionary Guard commanders are reaching is not that Iran shouldn't have pursued a nuclear program, but it may be possible the conclusion they may draw is that they shouldn't have pursued the program so deliberately, that instead of this marathon approach of inching towards nuclear-weapons capability, they should have tried to sprint out and done what North Korea has done, which they have this cloak of immunity.

Frum: The sprint out? Is that going to be a feasible thing? You quote this program--it's not exactly a positive program--"Death to America, death to Israel" it, it sounds pretty negative. But "Death to America" is just a slogan and a fantasy. "Death to Israel" is something that you can imagine, actually, a nuclear-armed Iran could achieve. And since the Israelis are not going to agree to be done to death, the slogan "Death to Israel" means: War with Israel before we become a nuclear power.

I mean, chess was invented in Iran. If you play the chess moves out three--Well, we tell them we want a nuclear weapon in order to murder all of them. We start developing a nuclear weapon. They've got one already. They've got a better air force. We don't. What's going to happen here? How did they not see that the logic of this was: They get hit very hard by a temporarily superior enemy before they can achieve the thing that can realize their fantasy of annihilation?

Sadjadpour: Well, I always remember something you told me over lunch, David. It was almost 20 years ago now. You probably don't remember, but you said, You can enrich uranium, and you can call for Israel to be wiped off the map, but you can't do both at the same time.

Frum: (Laughs.)

Sadjadpour: And that proved to be prophetic, your words there. And, you know, one thing I want to emphasize is that we really need to distinguish between the ideological objectives of the Islamic Republic of Iran and the national interests of Iran, which in my view are two totally separate things that are at odds with one another, right?

Because from the perspective of the national interests of Iran, Israel and Iran actually have complimentary state interests, right? Israel is a technological power. Iran is an energy power. That was a source of great cooperation prior to the revolution. There's a millennia, you know, thousands of years of history there of a Persian-Jewish affinity. Iran, to this day--although it's dwindling--their Jewish community has one of the longest continuously inhabited Jewish communities in the world. So this ethos of "Death to Israel" does not reflect the national interests of Iran. And obviously, "Death to America"--any state which is trying to advance the national interest in security of its people, the last thing you want to do is gratuitously pick a fight with the world's greatest economy and superpower. So you're right to say that this was always going to be a losing game if you're the Islamic Republic.

But as I said, going back to what was said earlier, starting with Ayatollah Khomeini and then Ayatollah Khamenei, their worldview has always been driven by revolutionary principles, not the national interests of Iran.

Frum: Well, the national interest--and this is maybe a point that Americans don't appreciate enough--is Iran is the center of a great cultural zone and a long, continuous cultural tradition. It's like the France of Asia. It's the place where the food was invented. It's the place where the poetry was invented. It was the place where the fashions were invented. If you were an important person anywhere from Istanbul to Delhi, your idea of a luxurious, elegant life was probably based on an idea that started in what is now Iran. And that zone stretches into what is now Afghanistan, stretches into what is now Uzbekistan, stretches into what is now Russian central Asia, stretches of course into what is now Iraq, stretches a little bit into what is now Syria. But only at very maximum moments had ever come to touch the Mediterranean.

It was always looking in the other way, and that's the zone of the great Persian language and all its many affiliates. And you would think that a sort of a Persian Iran would be looking north and east, not westward. And this religious fervor that has gripped this regime also seems to be not, again, consistent with the long-standing religious traditions of Shiite Iran, which were never all that interested in going all the way to the Mediterranean.

Sadjadpour: Yeah, I'm a big believer--who said the quote that all history is biography? And Kissinger has observed that before he was in government, he didn't think that the individual mattered that much in history. After he served in government, he reached the exact opposite conclusion, which is that the individual shaped history.

And in the case of Iran, we're still living in the Iran of Ayatollah Khomeini. He was the one that essentially invented this ideology. The Islamic Republic was an essay that he wrote in exile in Najaf in 1970. And when you go back to Khomeini's writings, he was someone who--it's not an exaggeration to say--he was deeply anti-Semitic. He was obsessed with Israel, and when he talked about Israel, it wasn't just about Israelis. He would talk very--you know, at that time, I think now the modern Iranian officials have realized that they shouldn't use that language, and they use Zionists--but he didn't do that then. And so that's obviously profoundly shaped the character of the Islamic Republic.

And you're absolutely right that if you look at where Iran has invested its political and financial capital over the last four or five decades--Lebanese Hezbollah they've spent billions; Hamas; Palestinian Islamic Jihad; Houthis in Yemen; Shia militias in Iraq; and Iran's axis, what they call their axis of resistance. It was essentially five failing or failed states.

And now that we're on the topic, David, I remember in around 2008, I was at one of these track-two diplomacy conferences in Europe, and I was seated next to a senior Iranian official, and I asked him after this dinner, I said, Think of all the money that Islamic Republic has spent over the decades on Hezbollah and Hamas and Islamic Jihad. At that time, it was billions. Since then, it has spent tens of billions. Think of all the--how Iran could have spent that money on sending abroad and educating these Palestinians and Lebanese Shiites and how much better off those societies would be now. Even vis-a-vis Israel, you could say you're educating these folks and advancing them economically. 

And I'll never forget his response. He looked at me and he said, Well, what good would that have done for Iran? And I said, What do you mean? He said, Do you think, had we sent these people abroad to become doctors and lawyers and engineers, that they're going to want to come back and fight for Hezbollah and Hamas and Islamic Jihad? No. They're going to remain professionals. And so it just kind of occurred to me what a cynical strategy Iran has had for the Middle East.

And I kind of think of the region as: There's two kinds of actors in this region. There's those who aspire to be falcons and those who are vultures, right? You have some countries that they're in the business of trying to build things, you know? They want soaring societies, cities, economies. And then you have Iran and its proxies, and they're not in the business of building. They're in the business of destroying, and they prey on the misery of others. The problem, though, is that--this was my big takeaway from a Fulbright I did; I spent a year in Lebanon in the early 2000s, in Beirut--that it takes decades to build things, and it takes weeks to destroy them. And so that, unfortunately, that strategy, that resistance strategy, has proven effective up until now--I should say, it did until last November, last fall.

Frum: Last thought on this: It does seem like there's a strange convergence between people in the region and people in the West. The people in the region say, We don't care what happens to us so long as we can blame it on somebody else. And the people in the West will say, So long as we can find someone, some reason to blame things on ourselves, we don't care what happens to the people in question, and that there's this craving for blame and accusation that becomes a motor that just crushes the lives of potentially productive others. It is an interesting exercise to go to the World Bank or IMF site and look at the chart of Iranian growth through the 1970s, and say, If this had continued, where would Iran be today? And by my crude math, it'd be a country as wealthy as Portugal or Spain.

Sadjadpour: Yeah, what a lot of Iranians will tell you is that if you look at GDP in around 1978, '77--just a year or so before the revolution--Iran, Turkey, and South Korea were at the same level. And what's happened five decades after just shows you all the difference that vision and leadership makes. And so I say this is a regime which aspires to be like North Korea, and you have a society which aspires to be like South Korea.

Frum: Yeah. Well, one more of those comparisons of this: As people are marking the extraordinary achievements of Poland this year, the point is made that in 1990, Poland was as poor as Iran, and today Poland is as rich as Japan.

But another way to put that is: In 1990, Iran was as rich as Poland was then--why couldn't Iran be as rich as Poland is now if they'd made other kinds of choices? But the implications of this are very unsettling for a lot of people because the answer is: Well, the correct answer to your economic-development strategy is to align with the United States, open your markets, have free markets, have capitalism, get out of the military-ambition business. And there are a lot of people, and not just the Iranian leadership, but a lot say that that's not the path. We don't want to admit that the neoliberals were right.

Sadjadpour: Well, I think the other thing, David, is that, on one hand, I say that this is a regime whose priority is not the national interests of Iran. So they're not interested in advancing people's economic well-being and security, but at the same time, they're deeply interested in staying in power.

David, you were friends with Christopher Hitchens, as well, right?

Frum: Indeed, I was, and he was once a judge at an Iranian film festival. He was able to get into Iran, which is kind of amazing. They must have made some clerical error or something.

Sadjadpour: Yeah, he had a deep interest in Iran, and so he used to have these salon dinners at his home in Kalorama. And one night--I was living close to him at that time, and he kindly invited me and--one of the guests that evening was the actor Sean Penn. Sean Penn was, at that time, very interested in Iran and had just made a visit to Iran himself. And he asked me a pretty simple question, which is, Why does the United States have this problem with Iran? Why don't we just normalize relations with Iran? And I said, That's not a unilateral choice that we can make. I agree. It's in the U.S. national interest to normalize relations, but you can't force a regime which needs you as an adversary to normalize. And he said something which always stayed with me. He had just come from Havana. And he said, Fidel always jokes that if America were to remove the embargo, he would do something provocative the next day to get it reinstated, because he understood that his power is best preserved in this closed bubble.

And that very much is true about the current leaders of the Islamic Republic, which is that they fear normalization with the United States, in some ways more than they fear continued cold war with the United States, because they understand that if you crack open Iran to the forces of international capitalism and civil society, it's much more difficult to preserve the rule of a theocracy, who's led by a guy who thinks he is the Prophet Muhammad's representative on Earth. That's not a winning model. And so they thrive in isolation.

Frum: And isolation may be what they're going to get. Last question, and then I will thank you for your time: How optimistic should Americans be about their ability to have any influence on the outcomes in Iran?

Sadjadpour: You know, it's an important question, and invariably what we've seen in the Middle East over the last two decades is that our ability to shape outcomes in the region is somewhat limited.

I would say that there are more things that we could be doing right now which we're not doing. I'll give you one example. So one of the things that President Trump did in his first weeks in office is they shut down Voice of America. And you could argue, Voice of America is not that relevant in a lot of other contexts, but in the Iranian context, it still was able to reach many tens of millions of Iranians. And it's true: The product needed to be updated and reformed to be made for a great television network. But that's one way in which it is a huge tool we have in our toolkit. The regime was obsessed with Voice of America. And rather than at least getting some concessions from them for shutting it down, we did it for free. I think they've now realized that this was a mistake and we need this communication tool with the Iranians. And so we've somewhat backed some of those employees.

But I think the biggest impact we can have is in terms of media and communication, because one of the other things that the regime tends to do during times of crisis is to shut off the internet. They want to prevent people from communicating with the outside world. And so that's actually a technology, frankly, which--you know, Starlink and Elon Musk, that would be a very important factor in inhibiting the regime's ability to shut down communications between Iranians, and between Iranians and the outside world. So there are things we can do, but ultimately, the future of Iran is going to be decided inside Iran.

Frum: Well, as I often express, speaking on the internet, on Twitter, one of my great hopes in life is to someday embark on an art and archeology tour of the wonders of Persian civilization. I hope I'll live to see that and that it will be possible in an open Iran to rediscover firsthand, with one's own eyes, not just in a museum but in the place, the extraordinary achievements of this amazing civilization that has self-darkened itself so unnecessarily and with such loss, not just for the people of Iran-Persia, but for the world.

Thank you so much for joining us today. What a pleasure to have you. Bye-bye.

Sadjadpour: Thank you, David. It's great to be with you.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks to Karim Sadjadpour for joining on such short notice. I appreciate his scholarly and his personal insights into these urgent questions that we're discussing about Iran and peace in the region.

Thanks to our friends at the Royal Hotel here in Picton, Ontario, for making space available to us.

If you enjoy the program, I hope you'll share it, subscribe, and like, but make others aware of it too. That really strengthens our ability to bring content to you. And the best support you can give this program is to subscribe to The Atlantic, where you will see my work and that of so many of my friends and colleagues who work so hard to achieve information that is, as the saying goes, "of no party or clique."

Thank you for watching. I hope to see you next week here on The David Frum Show.

[Music]

Frum: This episode of The David Frum Show was produced by Nathaniel Frum and edited by Andrea Valdez. It was engineered by Dave Grein. Our theme is by Andrew M. Edwards. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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Why America Needs More Public Pools

Clean, swimmable water shouldn't be something only the rich can access.

by Olga Khazan




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


My husband often hears me say that all I need to be happy is a sunny day and a pool. (He would argue that I don't say this so much as I whine it.) No matter how bad a day I'm having, if I can squeeze in just 10 minutes coursing through the water, watching the dappled sun reflect off my arms, life feels bearable again. When I dive my head underwater, I feel temporarily hidden from my problems, as if nothing can find me down there.

Pools are so important to me that in 2020, one of my biggest concerns was whether the pandemic would prevent public pools from opening. I couldn't bear to watch a whole swimming season pass me by. (In defense of my screwed-up priorities, this was before I had kids.)

That may seem melodramatic, but for decades, experts have argued that pools are essential for mental, physical, and social health. Swimming has been shown to boost moods; it routinely ranks among people's favorite forms of exercise. When I interviewed Bonnie Tsui, the author of Why We Swim, she told me that being in water gives you "the feeling of both being buoyed and being embraced." The pressure of the water combined with the release of gravity does something uniquely salubrious to our brains. Sure, you can get this same zing from an ocean or a lake, but not everyone lives near one of those. A pool is a bit of backyard magic, a chance to find transcendence in the everyday.

For decades, writers have been documenting the wonders of pools in our pages. In 1967, Leonard Conversi described how his swimming lessons left him flabbergasted by "unanticipated ease, when the world seems to divide before us like a perforation and the body feels itself inebriate, or falling." However, after Conversi did a "jig of triumph" at the end of the diving board, he was asked to leave the swimming club and find "an organization more suited to your needs and temperament." Conversi was unfazed: "To have learned to breathe while moving in an alien element is to have begun to master the secret of animal life."

Even people who aren't sun-seekers can recognize the salutary effect of immersion. In 2006, the journalist Wayne Curtis traveled to the thermal pools of Iceland and noted that "stepping into thermal waters is like stepping into Oz: life changes from the black-and-white of imminent hypothermia to a lustrous, multidimensional world of color and warmth." The pools are a social hub in Iceland; people gather there with their friends and kids. Sounds heavenly.

This idea, that pools can be a "third place" for people to meet and chill, has existed for decades. In a 1952 call for cities to revitalize themselves, the developer William Zeckendorf suggested building parks with swimming pools as one way to keep urban workers from fleeing to the suburbs:

I visualize these fun centers as consisting of a tremendous dance hall, bowling alleys, skating rinks, merry-go-rounds for the children, a swimming pool for the children and one for the adults too--in short, a happy, functionally designed center for dancing and exercise and entertainment ... People would feel that their city is a great place to live in, not a great place to get away from.


His entreaty serves as a somewhat tragic companion piece to one that Yoni Appelbaum, an Atlantic deputy executive editor, wrote a decade ago. Starting in the 1920s, pools did become the kinds of recreation hot spots that Zeckendorf hailed--until they began to desegregate in the '50s. Rather than continue to use public pools, which welcomed all races, some suburbanites retreated to private club pools, such as the one at the center of a racist incident in McKinney, Texas--the town where I went to high school and where my parents still live. During a party at a private-subdivision pool in 2015, teens who allegedly didn't live in the community showed up, someone called the police, and an officer tackled a young Black girl to the ground, pinning her with both knees on her back. (The officer was placed on administrative leave and then resigned; the McKinney police chief said that the department's policies didn't "support his actions." A grand jury later declined to bring criminal charges against him.)

Public pools have been "frequent battlefields" of racial tension, Appelbaum wrote. "That complicated legacy persists across the United States. The public pools of mid-century--with their sandy beaches, manicured lawns, and well-tended facilities--are vanishingly rare." Many public pools have become neglected and underfunded, usurped by private pools funded by HOA fees.

I say we start the backlash to this backlash: in the spirit of Zeckendorf, dig up some unused parking lots and fallow fields, and open public pools again. Though this would be a resource-intensive endeavor, it would be worth it. Take it from the famed New York City urban planner Robert Moses: "It is no exaggeration to say that the health, happiness, efficiency, and orderliness of a large number of the city's residents, especially in the summer months, are tremendously affected by the presence or absence of adequate bathing facilities." This summer and in the hot, hot summers to come, America needs pools--for everyone.



When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Announces Staff Writers Quinta Jurecic, Toluse Olorunnipa, and Nancy Youssef




L to R: Quinta Jurecic, Toluse Olorunnipa, Nancy Youssef



As The Atlantic continues a major expansion of its editorial staff, today editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg is announcing the hires of Quinta Jurecic, Toluse Olorunnipa, and Nancy Youssef as staff writers.
 
 Nancy is joining from The Wall Street Journal where she was a national security correspondent; Toluse joins from The Washington Post, where he was a national political reporter and previously served as White House bureau chief; and Quinta has been a contributing writer for The Atlantic and senior editor at Lawfare.
 
 Below is the staff announcement about Nancy, Toluse, and Quinta:

Dear everyone,
 
 I'm writing to share the news that three excellent journalists are joining our team as staff writers: Quinta Jurecic, Toluse Olorunnipa, and Nancy Youssef. The Atlantic continues to be the premier destination for the most talented journalists in America, and the addition of these three extraordinarily talented writers simply underscores this point.
 
 First, Quinta: Quinta's byline is actually a familiar one to you and to our readers; as a contributing writer here for the past several years, she's produced some of the most incisive coverage of the Trump years of anyone in journalism. Quinta was one of the people I looked to in the early days of the first Trump term to try to make sense of it all, and she delivered, time and time again. (Her Atlantic archive is a rich source of analysis and wisdom for those seeking to understand our political moment.)
 
 Quinta is sharp, quick, and extremely adept at translating difficult concepts of law and governance into illuminating stories for the general reader. She is currently a fellow at the Brookings Institution, and a senior editor at Lawfare, for which she previously served as managing editor. Quinta will be joining us at the Wharf.
 
 Next, Tolu, a Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter known for his thoughtfulness, brilliant writing, and years of experience covering politics at the highest level. He is equally at home questioning presidents in the Oval Office as he is documenting the impact of their decision-making on the people they ostensibly serve. He joins us from The Washington Post, where he has been a national political reporter and the paper's White House bureau chief. Before joining the Post, Tolu did stints at Bloomberg News and The Miami Herald.
 
 Tolu is the co-author of His Name is George Floyd: One Man's Life and the Struggle for Racial Justice, which won the 2023 Pulitzer Prize for Nonfiction, the Dayton Literary Peace Prize, and was a finalist for the National Book Award, the Los Angeles Times Book Award, and the J. Anthony Lukas Prize. Tolu will be based at the Wharf.
 
 And now, Nancy: Nancy is a fearless and experienced reporter with a great knowledge of the Middle East. She was based in Baghdad during the Iraq War and later in Cairo, where she covered the broader Muslim world. Her reporting from Iraq focused on the everyday experience of Iraqis and how the U.S.'s military presence reshaped the country's social and political dynamics.
 
 Nancy comes to us from The Wall Street Journal, where she developed a reputation both as a scoop artist and as a tenacious leader among Pentagon and national security reporters. Before joining the Journal, she was a reporter at Buzzfeed News, the Daily Beast, McClatchy Newspapers, the Detroit Free Press, and the Baltimore Sun. Nancy will also be based at the Wharf.
 
 Please join me in welcoming them to The Atlantic.
 
 Best wishes,
 
 Jeff


The Atlantic has announced a number of new hires this year, including managing editor Griff Witte; staff writers Isaac Stanley-Becker, Tyler Austin Harper, Nick Miroff, Ashley Parker, Alexandra Petri, Missy Ryan, Michael Scherer, Jamie Thompson, Josh Tyrangiel, and Caity Weaver; and senior editors Jenna Johnson and Dan Zak. Please reach out with any questions or requests.
 
 Press Contact: Anna Bross The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com
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Isn't Trump Supposed to Be Anti-War?

Getting the U.S. involved in the conflict between Israel and Iran would cut against one of his most consistent campaign promises.

by Tyler Austin Harper




Donald Trump returned to office as president in January with both democratic legitimacy and a mandate to accomplish what he'd promised during his campaign. One of his promises was clear, consistent, and unmistakable: to put "America First" by ending our involvement in risky and expensive overseas conflicts. Yet Trump's recent support for Israel's escalating attacks on Iran--and his intimations that the United States may become directly involved in the conflict--suggests that he is well on the way to betraying his anti-war mandate.

Trump has repeatedly pitched himself as a peace candidate during his political career. In 2016, he ran to Hillary Clinton's left on foreign policy, arguing that she was "trigger happy" and that foreign adventurism "has produced only turmoil and suffering and death." Trump returned to this message in his most recent race. He came out of the gate at his first campaign stops in 2023 by promising to restore peace after, he claimed, then-President Joe Biden had brought the world "to the brink of World War III." When Kamala Harris took up the mantle for the Democrats, Trump warned his rallygoers that, if she was elected, their "sons and daughters will end up getting drafted to go fight for a war in a country that you've never heard of."

His claims were dubious and hyperbolic, but in both of his successful campaigns, Trump correctly recognized what many pundits, politicians, and liberals failed to see: The Democratic Party establishment's foreign-policy positions are out of step with the views of most Americans. A Pew Research survey released in April found that a majority of Americans (53 percent) do not believe that the U.S. has a responsibility to help Ukraine in its conflict with Russia. According to a March poll from The Associated Press-NORC Center for Public Affairs Research, strong majorities of Americans say they want a cease-fire in both the Ukraine-Russia (61 percent) and Israel-Palestine conflicts (59 percent); a May poll by the University of Maryland found that an even stronger majority of Americans prefers negotiation with Iran (69 percent) over striking its nuclear facilities (14 percent).

Read: How Biden made a mess of Ukraine

Biden's presidency was historically unpopular for any number of reasons, but an important one was his focus on wars in Europe and the Middle East while issues such as immigration and inflation roiled the country. Although Trump's bombs-away militarism during his first term was far from dovish, one of his few unambiguously positive accomplishments was that he managed to avoid entangling American troops in any new large-scale conflicts. His anti-war rhetoric and no-big-wars track record, combined with Harris's refusal to break with Biden on foreign policy, her embracing of endorsements from the Iraq War-associated Cheneys, and her identification of Iran (rather than Russia or China) as the United States' greatest adversary, seem to have led many Americans to view Trump as the candidate more likely to pursue peace. By clear margins, voters trusted Trump over Harris to handle foreign conflicts. Were he to turn around and now involve the country in just the sort of war he's spent years decrying, he would join his predecessor in allowing international imbroglios to derail the domestic agenda that he was elected, for better or worse, to enact.

The Trump administration is sending mixed signals about its plans. Although the president has suggested that the United States may get involved in the clash between Israel and Iran, other officials quietly insist the U.S. won't become an active participant unless Iran targets Americans. As for Israel's claims that Iran is months away from creating a nuclear weapon--claims that Israeli officials have repeated since the early 2000s--the U.S. intelligence community, including Trump's director of national intelligence, Tulsi Gabbard, dispute that these plans are under way. The president appears unmoved, telling reporters, "I don't care" what Gabbard said about Iran's nuclear program. "I think they were very close to having one," Trump insisted.

Americans have rejected the path to war at the ballot box again and again in the past decade and a half, ever since Barack Obama burst onto the campaign trail in 2007 with a speech in which he called the Second Gulf War "a tragic mistake" and invoked "the families who have lost loved ones, the hearts that have been broken, and the young lives that could have been." Trump has innumerable faults, many of them disqualifying, but he has also grasped better than many politicians that the American people are exhausted by decades of pro-war, world-policing foreign policy. Trump promised something different, something voters very much wanted: a focus on issues at home rather than conflicts abroad that might drag the United States into another disastrous war.
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The New Danger in Trump's Washington: Honoring Federal Employees

Can recognition for outstanding work suddenly be a bad thing?

by Russell Berman




In some ways, last night's Sammie awards--also known as the Oscars for federal employees--proceeded just as they do every year. In a packed auditorium a few blocks from the White House, government luminaries handed out medals to some of the nation's most talented civil servants, recognizing groundbreaking research, major improvements in customer service, and top-notch stewardship of taxpayer money.

The ceremony, however, was unusual in one respect: Hardly any of the honorees took the stage to accept their awards. Instead, they stayed at their seats, away from the cameras. Public recognition of their good work in Donald Trump's government, organizers feared, could cost them their jobs.

Such is the climate of fear that has pervaded the federal workforce during the second Trump administration, which has moved to shut down entire agencies, shrink the government through mass layoffs and inducements to quit, and crack down on dissent. The Partnership for Public Service, the nonprofit that awards the Sammies, was determined to hold the ceremony, but it did not want to put its honorees in additional jeopardy. "The sensitivity is real," Max Stier, the partnership's CEO, told me. "We did not want to see them harmed in any way for being recognized for their work." At least one federal employee who organizers wanted to honor was told by supervisors to not accept the award, Stier said. He called the administration's assault on the civil service "a five-alarm fire."

Past Sammie ceremonies--the awards' full name is the Samuel J. Heyman Service to America Medals--have hardly been controversial. Administrations of both parties have participated in the black-tie event since its debut in 2002, sending Cabinet secretaries and other high-ranking officials to serve as presenters and laud the achievements of their underlings. TV-news stars including CBS's John Dickerson and PBS's Judy Woodruff have taken turns as emcees. (The selection committee this year included Nicholas Thompson, CEO of The Atlantic.) The evening is the one night a year when largely unheralded public servants are feted.

For many years, the nonprofit partnership operated inside the Washington establishment. It has remained studiously nonpartisan and worked closely with every presidential transition since George W. Bush, including, initially, the first Trump campaign. But the escalation of Trump's attacks on federal employees has forced the partnership to take up a post, somewhat uncomfortably, in the opposition. Stier has fought the president's efforts to convert thousands of nonpartisan civil servants into political appointees, a shift that he says would revive the discredited "spoils system" of 19th-century America. In turn, Trump allies have labeled Stier "a Democrat activist" because of his past work as a lawyer in the Clinton administration. He was also on Bill Clinton's defense team when the president was impeached over his affair with Monica Lewinsky, then a White House intern.

Read: The Oscars, but for federal employees

The first Trump administration took part in the Sammies, but Stier said the partnership did not reach out this time around. "All the signals were that they were undermining excellence" rather than recognizing or honoring it, he said. "Therefore we did not believe we could do that." As a result, the event felt at times like a reunion of a government in exile. Although the ceremony did include a taped appearance by a former George W. Bush chief of staff, Joshua Bolten, former Democratic officials were overrepresented. At one point, a former Barack Obama chief of staff, Denis McDonough, spoke alongside Jeff Zients, who was Joe Biden's most recent chief of staff. At another, one of Obama's Treasury secretaries, Timothy Geithner, appeared with Biden's, Janet Yellen.

The Sammies usually take place in September, with a smaller event in the spring to announce finalists. But Stier decided to move up the celebration this year. He wasn't sure how many of the honorees would still be working for the federal government in September. "We need the public to understand that this is urgent," Stier said. "We cannot operate under the same timeline, because the destruction is happening so quickly."

To guard against reprisal, the honorees sat in the audience and stood when their names were called, rather than appearing onstage to talk about their work in acceptance speeches. (The ceremony will air on some PBS stations next month.) The partnership appeared torn between recognizing the recipients publicly--none of their identities were hidden--and protecting them from any punishment if officials in the Trump administration objected to their remarks or believed they were making a political statement by standing in a literal spotlight. Although the partnership has traditionally been eager to make honorees available for interviews, a spokesperson this year said some were reluctant to speak publicly "given the current environment."

I did talk with Dr. Laura Cheever, who received a Sammie for her decades of work managing federal programs combatting and treating HIV/AIDS. She retired in December--it was "long-planned," she told me. She was now freer to speak, but she said she might have been at risk had she stayed, because she had signed a letter stating that recipients of federal HIV/AIDS money should be able to provide gender-affirming care to their clients--a position at odds with the Trump administration's moves to block transgender-health services.

Cheever told me she thought the partnership's efforts to shield its honorees from retaliation were necessary. Inside the government, she said, "people are working aggressively not to call attention to themselves or the work that they're doing. They're just trying to do their work."

Read: Federal workers are facing a new reality

This year's awards honored achievements across a wide swath of the government, many in areas targeted by DOGE or threatened by cuts Trump has proposed to Congress. An employee with the all-but-defunct USAID, Kathleen Kirsch, was recognized for leading efforts to help Ukraine rebuild its energy infrastructure after attacks by Russia. The IRS's Maya Bretzius received a medal for reducing wait times in the agency's call center. "Thanks, Maya, for making calls to the IRS a little less, shall we say, taxing," McDonough joked in his speech. Others won awards for speedily cutting checks for COVID-era relief during the first Trump administration as well as for recovering fraudulent payments.

Trump's name was not uttered during the hour-long program. But before and after the ceremony, the pall cast by his cuts to the workforce dominated. Attendees commiserated over the intrusions of DOGE and a job market suddenly stuffed with fired federal workers or those looking for a way out of the government. One attendee described a "heaviness" in his Virginia neighborhood, a suburb populated by federal workers who either had lost their jobs or feared losing them. A cancer scientist told me about research he had worked on for decades that was now at risk of losing funding. "There's just sort of a miasma of concern that overrides everything else," Cheever said, describing morale among her friends who are still in the government. "It's like walking on eggshells all the time, which is just not a very comfortable place to be."

One Sammie honoree did take the stage last night--the federal employee of the year, Dave Lebryk. But his award, too, carried reminders of a civil service under siege. Lebryk was recognized for his many years as the Treasury Department official responsible for the government's payment system. Under both Republican and Democratic administrations, he oversaw trillions of dollars in annual disbursements--including the regular checks that go to Social Security recipients and veterans--while maintaining the security of a system that contains confidential information for millions of Americans. Lebryk has even seen the gold at Fort Knox. "It really does exist. It's there," he quipped during his speech.

But in late January, he ended his 35-year career in government, resigning rather than hand over access to Treasury's sensitive payment system to Elon Musk's lieutenants at DOGE. That act of resistance helped to explain his Sammie medal, as well as his willingness to publicly accept it: The federal employee of the year is, in fact, no longer a federal employee.
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A Provocative Argument About What Creates Serial Killers

In her new book, <em>Murderland</em>, Caroline Fraser argues that the rise of these criminals has deep roots in the release of industrial waste.

by Sarah Weinman




Caroline Fraser grew up in an area defined by unexpected, stochastic bursts of brutality. By the time she was a teen, in the 1970s, she knew of multiple people in and around her Mercer Island, Washington, community who'd died violently: Some were murdered; others had killed themselves. Intimate-partner violence was often a factor. So, too, was the floating bridge connecting the island to Seattle, where accidental deaths happened at an alarming rate. There was menace and dread in her own home as well, thanks to her father.

Even after Fraser left, she found that she couldn't shake thoughts of the violence. She was captivated by the sheer number of serial killers running amok in the Pacific Northwest in the 1970s and '80s. Why, she wanted to know, did there seem to be so many men, born during or just after World War II, killing scores of women--frequently strangers to them--in brutal, compulsive ways?

Men such as the Green River Killer, the Happy Face Killer, and the I-5 Killer operated mainly in Washington and Oregon, burglarizing homes, menacing hitchhikers, raping co-eds, and dumping bodies. Only when they were caught were faces put to those nicknames: Gary Ridgway, Keith Jesperson, Randall Woodfield, and their ilk became subjects of widespread fascination and horror. Today, those men--the Ted Bundys of the world, to name the most famous example--remain valuable grist for the dozens of true-crime books, podcasts, and documentaries put out each year.

Read: Mindhunter probes America's obsession with serial killers

When Fraser, a Pulitzer Prize-winning biographer, began looking into the project that would become her new book, Murderland, which is both a memoir of growing up during the serial-killing era and a unique investigation into its potential causes, she found a "rising tide of inconceivable deviance," she writes. It was localized to a specific time and place, and reproduced almost nowhere else in the country, without a larger explanation. And to Fraser's frustration, even in the 21st century, true-crime chroniclers mostly didn't probe the possibility of a systemic explanation for all of this death.

But Fraser had an idea, one she'd not seen explored. When she was young, and when these men were terrorizing her region, industrial smelters were extracting elements such as iron, copper, lead, aluminum, and zinc from ores. Those plants were also pumping out continuous plumes of toxic vapors, releasing lead and arsenic into the environment. During the years that the smelters operated, these elements were present in the air; even after the passage of the Clean Air Act in 1963 and the establishment of the Environmental Protection Agency in 1970, their airborne assaults were only beginning to taper off. Fraser kept finding threads between environmental catastrophe and murder, and in Murderland, she makes the unconventional argument that the rise of serial killing has deep roots in the creation of industrial waste. The connection isn't as far-fetched as it may appear.

Data bear out the relationship between elevated lead presence and increased crime rates. A 2022 meta-analysis of two dozen papers provided more evidence for the connection, and noted that exposure to lead, a neurotoxin, might amplify aggressive and impulsive behaviors. Once its harms were fully understood, leaded gasoline, a major source of exposure, was phased out beginning in 1973; it was fully out of use by 1996. New lead paint and lead pipes were also banned in the 1970s and '80s. In 1994, a study published in the Journal of the American Medical Association found that the mean blood lead levels of those aged 1 to 74 declined 78 percent from 1976 to 1991. Children born after these interventions had less exposure than those raised in the decades before.

Now consider the sharp drop in violent crime, particularly murder, in the country's most populated metro area, New York City, starting in the 1990s, after a terrifying peak of 2,245 murders in 1990. As of this writing, there have been 112 murders in all five boroughs in 2025, the lowest number in city history, according to the New York City Police Department. Two generations of NYC children have grown up with minimal lead presence in city apartment buildings, and academics such as the Amherst College economics professor Jessica Wolpaw Reyes have argued that lower levels of lead exposure in childhood correlate to reduced criminality.

Read: The poisoned generation

Setting up a tripartite structure of murder, industrial history, and memoir is a complicated task. Fraser comes close to pulling it off, as Murderland is wonderfully propulsive and hard to put down. But in casting about for a grand unified theory connecting serial murder to a larger environmental phenomenon, Fraser falls into a trap I've taken to calling the "Bundy Problem": Whenever he's present in a story, even if the focus turns elsewhere, he dominates it; the abominable details of his myth, such as the sheer number of his victims and the enraging failures of law enforcement, take up all the available air. Bundy is the malware of narrative. By focusing on him, Fraser relegates her thesis about the damage done by pollution to the background. More important, Bundy's actual victims, the dozens of women and girls whose lives he snuffed out, grow ever dimmer.



"Welcome to the crazy wall," Fraser announces in the book's introduction. She compares her investigation to the trope of crime obsessives or TV detectives who stew over a board full of clues and ephemera, pushing "pins into wall maps, trying to find the pattern, to analyze, to snatch a cloud and pin it down." At best, they may come up with the culprit; at worst, they tumble into the dark realm of conspiracy theory. Fraser is ready to show her work, piecing together her collection of pictures, timelines, and surveys "until the whole thing resembles a graph of sheer lunacy, a visual eruption of obsession."

Fraser, most recently the author of a biography of Laura Ingalls Wilder, which won a Pulitzer, seems an unlikely candidate to spend years of her life marinating in the granular minutiae of serial killers. But she has explored facets of violence and narrative in several essays published by The New York Review of Books, including two on Joyce Carol Oates and a separate 2021 article, "Murder Is My Business," on the state of true crime (full disclosure: She included my 2020 anthology, Unspeakable Acts, in her article). That last essay, Fraser acknowledges, "proved essential in contemplating" the project that became Murderland.

Fraser doesn't believe it's a coincidence that would-be serial murderers grew up near industrial sites expelling heavy metals. Ted Bundy, the author's main case study, was born in 1946 to an unwed mother with uncertain paternity and raised in the Skyline neighborhood of Tacoma, Washington, as leaded-gas fumes wafted through the streets. Gary Ridgway, the future Green River Killer, was born three years after Bundy and resided a couple of miles from the Seattle-Tacoma International Airport, where highway and jet-fuel vapors mixed with the lead-loaded air. Even the cross-country-traveling serial murderer Israel Keyes, not born until 1978, had a childhood connection to a remaining industrial plant in the Colville, Washington, area.

The author lays much of the blame at the feet of two Gilded Age families: the Rockefellers and the Guggenheims. The Rockefellers made their money in oil, and the Guggenheims in mining; they would later both own (and fight for control of) the profitable American Smelting and Refining Company, later known as ASARCO. ASARCO ended up all over the country, but Tacoma proved particularly attractive for its potential access to minerals. For nearly a century, a smokestack hundreds of feet high shot lead and arsenic into the sky.

But the dangers of smelting weren't unknown. In 1913, the chemist Frederick Gardner Cottrell wrote: "The problem of smelter smoke is entirely distinct from that of ordinary city smoke." Components such as zinc, sulfur dioxide, lead, and arsenic, he continued, "cannot be simply 'burnt up.'" Instead, they linger in the air, are absorbed into the bloodstream, make their way into the soil, and get passed down from mothers to fetuses. Those living in proximity to a smelter plant were experiencing a slow-motion health disaster. Fraser writes about how ASARCO, like tobacco companies, attempted to downplay the dangers. By the 1970s, the company's claims strained credibility.

At the same time, a seeming plague of serial murder was reaching an apex. Fraser juxtaposes the rise and fall of smelting with Bundy's escalating spree of crimes, characterizing each murder he committed not only as an individual act of abrupt violence, but also as one part of a wider system of senselessness. The story ought to be, she argues, that the oligarchs who saw opportunity and profit in an industry that would sicken scores of Americans also created an even more disturbing by-product in the form of these murders. But although Fraser does her damnedest to avoid it, Bundy repeatedly steals focus from the muck of smelter waste. Perhaps it's inevitable that systemic, slow-motion violence feels less dramatic than individuals killing individuals: After all, these men actively chose, sometimes again and again, to end another person's life. The fumes are certainly easier to ignore or deny than the visceral, immediate violence of serial murder--which is much rarer, and yet, for many, much more frightening.



Fraser works tirelessly to make her correlations convincing. Her anger at environmental destruction, at men's capacity to hate and murder women in wholly novel ways, and at the indifference of American society is clear. But even though I was carried along by the narrative, I wondered if adding "a light dusting from the periodic table on top of all that trauma" truly offered the explanation she sought.

Read: America's peace wave

Other factors may have played a role in the overall reduction of crime rates since lead was phased out of American daily life: increased police presence in major cities; the growing sophistication of detecting and matching DNA evidence; surveillance, with cameras--in pockets, on buildings--absolutely everywhere. And different social-impact theories have also been put forward: The economists John Donohue and Steven Levitt have connected legalized abortion with lower crime rates, for example. The serial-killing era, which saw more than 100 of these murderers acting simultaneously in a given year, is firmly in the rearview mirror, and rates of other violent acts have trended downward since the mid-1990s.

The Bundy Problem may help explain why Americans perceive modern crime rates, especially rape and murder, as sky-high--an understanding not rooted in reality. Male-on-female violence is, undeniably, a continuing scourge. But culturally, we tend to ignore its most common manifestations--60 percent of murdered women are killed by an intimate partner or family member--in favor of the vivid image of girls menaced by outwardly charming but secretly sinister figures, such as Bundy. This is not a formula that allows us to consider how the misogyny that animated many of the serial killers of the 20th century was encouraged or shared by their wider culture.

Even Fraser fails to account for this: If elevated lead levels caused the violence, why did it remain skewed along gender lines? (From 1900 to 2010, 88.6 percent of all serial killers, and more than 90 percent of those in the United States, were male; just over 51 percent of their victims, however, were female, though white women were the most likely group to be murdered.) She doesn't fully pursue that question. Nor does she satisfactorily answer why, if industrial pollution was nationwide, there was a serial-killing cluster specifically in the Pacific Northwest.

Perhaps my own crazy wall is different. It posits that people who end up killing and people who don't aren't initially that much different from one another, and a confluence of random and semi-random events--broken homes, sexual trauma, poverty--might contribute to future violence, but also might not. My wall craves narrative but also knows that human behavior can be mystifying, and that attempting to make order from chaos is doomed to fail.

There is value in seeing a bigger picture, and I'm glad to have followed the threads that Fraser unspooled. But there is equal, if not greater, value in accepting what we don't, and can't, know. And if the horrific uptick in serial killing remains an unexplained phenomenon, yet fewer women and girls today suffer from this unspeakable violence, then I can live with that.
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        The New Danger in Trump's Washington: Honoring Federal Employees
        Russell Berman

        In some ways, last night's Sammie awards--also known as the Oscars for federal employees--proceeded just as they do every year. In a packed auditorium a few blocks from the White House, government luminaries handed out medals to some of the nation's most talented civil servants, recognizing groundbreaking research, major improvements in customer service, and top-notch stewardship of taxpayer money.The ceremony, however, was unusual in one respect: Hardly any of the honorees took the stage to accept...

      

      
        The Fear Coursing Through State Capitols
        Elaine Godfrey

        News of the tragedy unfolded in the group chat: Two Minnesota state lawmakers and their spouses had been shot in their homes overnight by a man allegedly impersonating a police officer. One of those lawmakers was the former House Speaker Melissa Hortman, someone everyone in the group chat knew.Allison Russo, the Ohio House minority leader, stood on a street in downtown Columbus on Saturday morning, reading text messages about the shootings aloud to a few of her colleagues who were standing nearby...

      

      
        The MAGA Coalition Has Turned on Itself
        Isaac Stanley-Becker

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.The MAGA movement usually displays remarkable unity in attacking the left. But Israel's military assault on Iran has splintered President Donald Trump's coalition, as rival factions fight over the true meaning of an "America First" foreign policy.Right-wing figures have descended into vicious debate over whether the White House should take a more active role in Israel's bombardment of Iran--one that, with Am...

      

      
        A Decade of Golden-Escalator Politics
        Russell Berman

        America's most famous escalator is a bit of a tourist trap these days. Exactly a decade ago, the gold-rimmed conveyor carried Donald Trump into the basement of his eponymous New York tower and down into the bowels of American politics. His seconds-long descent has lingered in the national memory more vividly than his 45-minute speech that followed, an inflection point so widely cited--try Googling since Trump rode down the golden escalator--that it borders on cliche.On a recent Monday afternoon, th...

      

      
        Photos: A Military Parade in D.C.
        Matt Eich

        Yesterday, the American public witnessed one of the most extravagant and unusual displays of patriotic pageantry in recent memory: an Army festival and military parade in the nation's capital. Nearly 7,000 soldiers, 28 Abrams tanks, 50 helicopters, 34 horses, two mules, and a single dog marched through a cloudy and drizzling Washington, D.C. The event, a celebration of the Army's 250th anniversary, also fell on President Donald Trump's 79th birthday--and took place against a backdrop of fierce imm...

      

      
        In Minnesota, America's Luck Ran Out
        Brian Klaas

        Early this morning, a gunman apparently impersonating a police officer targeted two Democratic Minnesota state lawmakers in their homes. First, he shot State Senator John Hoffman and his wife, who were seriously wounded. Law-enforcement officials believe the same gunman then shot Melissa Hortman, who served as Minnesota's speaker of the house from 2019 to 2024. She was killed, along with her husband, Mark.In September 2023, shortly after Donald Trump yet again encouraged direct political violence...

      

      
        The Week That Changed Everything for Gavin Newsom
        Mark Leibovich

        This is the week that Gavin Newsom stopped thinking so much.The governor of California has found himself in a hot swirl of events: Federal authorities are patrolling streets, ICE agents are raiding Home Depots, and protests (mostly though not entirely peaceful) are spreading across the state. President Donald Trump ordered the National Guard and Marines to Los Angeles, very much against Newsom's wishes. He also endorsed the idea of Newsom being arrested. House Speaker Mike Johnson suggested as an...

      

      
        Trump Says He Decides What 'America First' Means
        Michael Scherer

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.When I caught Donald Trump by phone this morning, the president wanted to make one thing clear: "America First" means whatever he says it does.  "Well, considering that I'm the one that developed 'America First,' and considering that the term wasn't used until I came along, I think I'm the one that decides that," Trump told me. "For those people who say they want peace--you can't have peace if Iran has a nuc...

      

      
        The Shame of Trump's Parade
        Graham Parsons

        Today--250 years since the Continental Army officially formed to fight for the independence of the American colonies against the British monarchy--marks a milestone in President Donald Trump's effort to politicize the U.S. military. Though they are rare, military parades have happened before in Washington, D.C. For the most part, these have been celebrations of military achievements, such as the end of a war. But today is also Trump's birthday, and what he and his supporters have planned is a celeb...

      

      
        What a Celebration of Freedom Looks Like
        Isaac Stanley-Becker

        As tanks roll through Washington today to mark the U.S. Army's 250th birthday--and the 79th birthday of President Donald Trump--Europe is commemorating a different anniversary, not with combat vehicles but with a passenger liner moored near a riverbank.Dignitaries from across Europe are gathering in Schengen, a riparian village in Luxembourg, to celebrate the creation of an international agreement to abolish controls at their countries' common borders. The agreement, signed on June 14, 1985, turned...

      

      
        How Israel Executed Its Surprise Assault on Iran
        Shane Harris

        To pull off the most ambitious and sophisticated attack in the long history of antagonism between the Middle East's preeminent powers, covert Israeli agents set up a drone base deep inside Iranian territory. They recruited disaffected Iranians to aid their cause. They smuggled weapons systems across enemy lines.These are among the espionage tactics that allowed Israel to conduct its surprise attack on Iran last night, simultaneously eroding Tehran's defenses and limiting its capacity to retaliate...

      

      
        What Trump Knew About the Attack Against Iran
        Isaac Stanley-Becker

        This story was updated at 5:30 p.m. on June 13, 2025.As Israeli jets streaked over the Middle East last evening, President Donald Trump's key aides were making preparations for their next round of nuclear talks with Iran, hoping to cement their boss's reputation as the world's top dealmaker.For weeks, Trump had been warning Iran to accept the agreement that his envoy, Steve Witkoff, had offered, under which Tehran would receive sanctions relief in exchange for dismantling its nuclear program and ...

      

      
        Fox News Vets Are Taking Over America's 250th Birthday Party
        Missy Ryan

        Updated at 2:30 p.m. ET on on June 13, 2025.Just four months ago, the Fox News host Steve Doocy gave a social-media send-off to his young producer Ariel Abergel, who had announced that he was leaving the network. Alongside a montage of the two traveling through Iowa, Doocy reminisced about their years together and affectionately razzed Abergel as "Ari the driver."Now Abergel, who finished college in 2021 and is in his mid-20s, finds himself in a much--much--bigger producing job: He's been tasked by...

      

      
        Inside the Democratic Rupture That Undermined Kamala Harris's Presidential Hopes
        Ashley Parker

        Kamala Harris's campaign thought it knew exactly how to beat Donald Trump. With just weeks left before Election Day, it warned over and over that he was "unhinged, unstable, and unchecked." But instead of amplifying that message, Future Forward--the $900 million super PAC that the campaign was counting on for a flood of ads--had a different plan. The campaign leader Jen O'Malley Dillon grumbled in private meetings that the group had gone rogue, threatening Harris's chances of winning. O'Malley Dill...

      

      
        Stephen Miller Triggers Los Angeles
        Nick Miroff

        Photographs by Robert LeBlancDuring a lull in the chanting outside the federal building targeted by protesters in downtown Los Angeles this week, I walked up behind a hooded young man wearing a mask and carrying a can of spray paint. He began to deface the marble facade in big black letters. WHEN TYRANNY BECOMES LAW, REBELLION BECOMES DUTY--THOMAS JEFFERSON, he wrote, adding his tag, SMO, in a smaller font.Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.S...

      

      
        Are Liberals to Blame for the New McCarthyism?
        Jonathan Chait
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The New Danger in Trump's Washington: Honoring Federal Employees

Can recognition for outstanding work suddenly be a bad thing?

by Russell Berman




In some ways, last night's Sammie awards--also known as the Oscars for federal employees--proceeded just as they do every year. In a packed auditorium a few blocks from the White House, government luminaries handed out medals to some of the nation's most talented civil servants, recognizing groundbreaking research, major improvements in customer service, and top-notch stewardship of taxpayer money.

The ceremony, however, was unusual in one respect: Hardly any of the honorees took the stage to accept their awards. Instead, they stayed at their seats, away from the cameras. Public recognition of their good work in Donald Trump's government, organizers feared, could cost them their jobs.

Such is the climate of fear that has pervaded the federal workforce during the second Trump administration, which has moved to shut down entire agencies, shrink the government through mass layoffs and inducements to quit, and crack down on dissent. The Partnership for Public Service, the nonprofit that awards the Sammies, was determined to hold the ceremony, but it did not want to put its honorees in additional jeopardy. "The sensitivity is real," Max Stier, the partnership's CEO, told me. "We did not want to see them harmed in any way for being recognized for their work." At least one federal employee who organizers wanted to honor was told by supervisors to not accept the award, Stier said. He called the administration's assault on the civil service "a five-alarm fire."

Past Sammie ceremonies--the awards' full name is the Samuel J. Heyman Service to America Medals--have hardly been controversial. Administrations of both parties have participated in the black-tie event since its debut in 2002, sending Cabinet secretaries and other high-ranking officials to serve as presenters and laud the achievements of their underlings. TV-news stars including CBS's John Dickerson and PBS's Judy Woodruff have taken turns as emcees. (The selection committee this year included Nicholas Thompson, CEO of The Atlantic.) The evening is the one night a year when largely unheralded public servants are feted.

For many years, the nonprofit partnership operated inside the Washington establishment. It has remained studiously nonpartisan and worked closely with every presidential transition since George W. Bush, including, initially, the first Trump campaign. But the escalation of Trump's attacks on federal employees has forced the partnership to take up a post, somewhat uncomfortably, in the opposition. Stier has fought the president's efforts to convert thousands of nonpartisan civil servants into political appointees, a shift that he says would revive the discredited "spoils system" of 19th-century America. In turn, Trump allies have labeled Stier "a Democrat activist" because of his past work as a lawyer in the Clinton administration. He was also on Bill Clinton's defense team when the president was impeached over his affair with Monica Lewinsky, then a White House intern.

Read: The Oscars, but for federal employees

The first Trump administration took part in the Sammies, but Stier said the partnership did not reach out this time around. "All the signals were that they were undermining excellence" rather than recognizing or honoring it, he said. "Therefore we did not believe we could do that." As a result, the event felt at times like a reunion of a government in exile. Although the ceremony did include a taped appearance by a former George W. Bush chief of staff, Joshua Bolten, former Democratic officials were overrepresented. At one point, a former Barack Obama chief of staff, Denis McDonough, spoke alongside Jeff Zients, who was Joe Biden's most recent chief of staff. At another, one of Obama's Treasury secretaries, Timothy Geithner, appeared with Biden's, Janet Yellen.

The Sammies usually take place in September, with a smaller event in the spring to announce finalists. But Stier decided to move up the celebration this year. He wasn't sure how many of the honorees would still be working for the federal government in September. "We need the public to understand that this is urgent," Stier said. "We cannot operate under the same timeline, because the destruction is happening so quickly."

To guard against reprisal, the honorees sat in the audience and stood when their names were called, rather than appearing onstage to talk about their work in acceptance speeches. (The ceremony will air on some PBS stations next month.) The partnership appeared torn between recognizing the recipients publicly--none of their identities were hidden--and protecting them from any punishment if officials in the Trump administration objected to their remarks or believed they were making a political statement by standing in a literal spotlight. Although the partnership has traditionally been eager to make honorees available for interviews, a spokesperson this year said some were reluctant to speak publicly "given the current environment."

I did talk with Dr. Laura Cheever, who received a Sammie for her decades of work managing federal programs combatting and treating HIV/AIDS. She retired in December--it was "long-planned," she told me. She was now freer to speak, but she said she might have been at risk had she stayed, because she had signed a letter stating that recipients of federal HIV/AIDS money should be able to provide gender-affirming care to their clients--a position at odds with the Trump administration's moves to block transgender-health services.

Cheever told me she thought the partnership's efforts to shield its honorees from retaliation were necessary. Inside the government, she said, "people are working aggressively not to call attention to themselves or the work that they're doing. They're just trying to do their work."

Read: Federal workers are facing a new reality

This year's awards honored achievements across a wide swath of the government, many in areas targeted by DOGE or threatened by cuts Trump has proposed to Congress. An employee with the all-but-defunct USAID, Kathleen Kirsch, was recognized for leading efforts to help Ukraine rebuild its energy infrastructure after attacks by Russia. The IRS's Maya Bretzius received a medal for reducing wait times in the agency's call center. "Thanks, Maya, for making calls to the IRS a little less, shall we say, taxing," McDonough joked in his speech. Others won awards for speedily cutting checks for COVID-era relief during the first Trump administration as well as for recovering fraudulent payments.

Trump's name was not uttered during the hour-long program. But before and after the ceremony, the pall cast by his cuts to the workforce dominated. Attendees commiserated over the intrusions of DOGE and a job market suddenly stuffed with fired federal workers or those looking for a way out of the government. One attendee described a "heaviness" in his Virginia neighborhood, a suburb populated by federal workers who either had lost their jobs or feared losing them. A cancer scientist told me about research he had worked on for decades that was now at risk of losing funding. "There's just sort of a miasma of concern that overrides everything else," Cheever said, describing morale among her friends who are still in the government. "It's like walking on eggshells all the time, which is just not a very comfortable place to be."

One Sammie honoree did take the stage last night--the federal employee of the year, Dave Lebryk. But his award, too, carried reminders of a civil service under siege. Lebryk was recognized for his many years as the Treasury Department official responsible for the government's payment system. Under both Republican and Democratic administrations, he oversaw trillions of dollars in annual disbursements--including the regular checks that go to Social Security recipients and veterans--while maintaining the security of a system that contains confidential information for millions of Americans. Lebryk has even seen the gold at Fort Knox. "It really does exist. It's there," he quipped during his speech.

But in late January, he ended his 35-year career in government, resigning rather than hand over access to Treasury's sensitive payment system to Elon Musk's lieutenants at DOGE. That act of resistance helped to explain his Sammie medal, as well as his willingness to publicly accept it: The federal employee of the year is, in fact, no longer a federal employee.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/06/federal-employees-trump-doge-sammie-awards/683222/?utm_source=feed
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The Fear Coursing Through State Capitols

An assassination in Minnesota has given legislators a fresh awareness of their own vulnerability.

by Elaine Godfrey




News of the tragedy unfolded in the group chat: Two Minnesota state lawmakers and their spouses had been shot in their homes overnight by a man allegedly impersonating a police officer. One of those lawmakers was the former House Speaker Melissa Hortman, someone everyone in the group chat knew.

Allison Russo, the Ohio House minority leader, stood on a street in downtown Columbus on Saturday morning, reading text messages about the shootings aloud to a few of her colleagues who were standing nearby. Russo hadn't known Hortman well, but the two shared a bond as midwesterners, Russo said, and both belonged to an informal group of Democrats in state leadership positions--women who regularly shared advice and stories with one another. When word of Hortman's death came through, "we were all devastated," Russo told me. "The brutality of it is just shocking."

Russo and her Ohio colleagues were about to start marching in the Columbus Pride parade. While they walked, Russo smiled and waved, but she was thinking of Hortman. Russo felt exposed. Her mind whirred. Were her children safe? Was she? Russo and her colleagues found themselves scanning the crowd along the parade route, which suddenly felt less like a jubilant celebration and more like the perfect setting for an ambush.

On top of all the usual factors involved with serving in elected office, personal safety has suddenly become a much more urgent consideration, lawmakers told me. That's perhaps especially true for politicians at the state and local levels, who typically have no budget for personal security and, until this past weekend, might not have thought of themselves as prominent enough to be targeted. The killings in Minnesota have given many of them a fresh awareness of their own vulnerability.

The shootings, which resulted in the deaths of Hortman and her husband, Mark, and the hospitalization of State Senator John Hoffman and his wife, Yvette, continue a series of attacks against American politicians. The examples have begun to stack up--most recently, the arson at Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro's Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, home and, before that, the two assassination attempts against Donald Trump.

Read: The Minnesota suspect's radical spiritual world

Lawmakers at all levels recognize that their jobs are, by definition, public-facing--that they answer to their neighbors and community members, that their decisions will always prompt public disagreement and criticism. Most of them, especially women and people of color, also expect to field a certain degree of social-media harassment throughout their terms in office. But for many legislators, the threat of physical violence has, until recently, felt distant. "I've received threats--everyone has--from all sides of the aisle," Harry Niska, a Republican state representative from Minnesota, told me. He even got a message from someone online after the assassination of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson, warning that something similar could happen to him. But Hortman's killing "brings things home in a different way," Niska said.

Officials have responded to the shootings by ramping up security. Lawmakers in Ohio told me that Governor Mike DeWine ordered the highway patrol to increase its presence near state lawmakers' homes. In North Dakota, officials removed private addresses from legislators' biographies online. But to some, it all felt insufficient. "It's almost hard to think of what security measures could be implemented to prevent something like this," Niska told me. 

The Minnesota attacks happened in private homes, and it's not financially feasible for every state and local government to provide security for all of its lawmakers. State legislators I spoke with this week in Ohio, Minnesota, Iowa, and New Hampshire said they're considering personally investing in alarm systems and cameras at their homes. John Wills, the speaker pro tempore of the Iowa House of Representatives, told me that he installed security equipment around his home five years ago when he noticed a rise in political violence. Wills always keeps his head "on a swivel," he said, just as he did during his years in the military.

In Ohio, State Senator Casey Weinstein posted on Facebook this week that he was struggling with the news of Hortman's death. "I'm worried for my family. I worry I'm putting them in harm's way by being in office. It's a terrible feeling," he wrote. Weinstein regularly hosts public events in his driveway, and he has one--a "Democracy and Donuts Drive Thru"--scheduled for Saturday. He still plans to hold it, but it'll be the first such event with hired security, he told me.

Many of the lawmakers I spoke with told me that they've had to explain these added layers of security to their children. Russo gave her teenagers, who'd seen the news about Hortman's murder, a few reminders: Don't ever leave the garage door open, and don't open the front door for anyone you don't know. Explaining the violence to her 8-year-old daughter was more difficult. "I said that a bad person came and hurt someone that I knew, and that that person has a job that is like my job," Russo said. She reminded her daughter that "we're safe in our home," but told her she should alert a grown-up if she sees someone she doesn't recognize acting strange in the neighborhood.

Read: What the Josh Shapiro attack reveals

Sharon Carson, the president of the New Hampshire Senate, was the only one of the lawmakers I spoke with who told me that she does not spend time considering the possibility of violence affecting her legislative activities. "I've always believed that the day you become afraid of your constituents is the day you need to leave politics," Carson said.

Lawmakers from both parties worry that targeted violence could have long-term consequences, including deterring people from getting into politics. "I hope that it doesn't cause us as representatives to pull back," Niska said, "and I hope it doesn't drive too many good people out of public office." Leaders of the groups Run for Something, EMILY's List, and Emerge, all of which recruit and train Democratic candidates, told me they are hearing more and more from elected officials and would-be candidates about concerns for their family's physical safety. In 2023, Run for Something released a new "safety checklist" for candidates to follow and corresponding safety training about how to set up P.O. boxes for privacy, create evacuation plans for district offices and events, de-escalate conflict, and scrub personal data from the internet. The group has also worked with candidates on campaign events, advising them to be thoughtful about entry and exit points and to share addresses only with confirmed guests. "After Trump's assassination attempt, a lot of candidates asked, 'Am I safe?'" Run for Something's executive director, Amanda Litman, told me. "We've been really honest with people that we will do everything we can, but we can't guarantee anything."

Run for Something and similar groups haven't yet experienced a drop in interest, Litman and other organizers said. That's a good thing, Russo told me, because people who turn to violence over political disagreement "want to silence you with fear." For now, she and other state lawmakers will carry on in spite of that fear.
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The MAGA Coalition Has Turned on Itself

And Donald Trump is caught in the middle.

by Jonathan Lemire, Isaac Stanley-Becker




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.





The MAGA movement usually displays remarkable unity in attacking the left. But Israel's military assault on Iran has splintered President Donald Trump's coalition, as rival factions fight over the true meaning of an "America First" foreign policy.

Right-wing figures have descended into vicious debate over whether the White House should take a more active role in Israel's bombardment of Iran--one that, with American help, could dismantle Tehran's nuclear program or even lead to regime change. Tucker Carlson, Steve Bannon, and other isolationist voices are demanding that Trump stay out of another Middle Eastern war. Sean Hannity, Mark Levin, and other more hawkish conservatives are making the case that there has never been--and may never again be--a better time to take on Iran. That same split has surfaced among Republicans on Capitol Hill. Senator Lindsey Graham and others are pushing Trump to help Israel destroy Tehran's nuclear program, a goal of American presidents dating back decades. Meanwhile, MAGA luminaries such as Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene have declared that further U.S. involvement would betray the president's "America First" ideals.

Both sides in MAGA world have furiously lobbied Trump in recent days, and the president is very aware of the competing interests in his base, a White House official and an outside adviser told us. Trump initially opposed Israel's plan to strike Iran last week. But after briefings from Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu as well as Trump's own staff, the president came around to staying out of Israel's way while helping it defend itself from Tehran's counterattack. Now that Israel's initial wave of strikes has proved a remarkable success, Trump has embraced the attacks, offering more support. He cut short his time at the G7 summit in Canada to return to Washington last night and ominously suggested that Tehran, a city of 10 million people, be evacuated immediately, sparking rumors that the U.S. was about to decisively enter the conflict.

The White House denied those reports and said that the U.S. military was remaining in a defensive posture. But part of Trump's thinking is that such threats may scare Iran back to the negotiating table, the White House official and two other administration officials told us. (We granted them and others interviewed for this story anonymity to discuss internal deliberations.) The president now believes that Israel's bombardment could push the Iranian regime, fearful for its survival, to re-engage with a U.S. proposal to abandon its nuclear-enrichment program, the officials said.

Trump will have to decide whether to fully join the conflict by authorizing the use of massive American bunker-buster bombs, of the sort needed to destroy Iran's underground facilities. One of the officials told us that the weapons are "leverage" for Trump, who hopes to revive talks in the days ahead. Another person familiar with the discussions surrounding Trump's hasty return from the G7 said defense officials were preparing options for the president.

"I'm not looking for a cease-fire. We're looking at better than a cease-fire," Trump told reporters on Air Force One on the flight back to Washington last night, adding that he wanted "a real end" to the conflict between Iran and Israel and a "complete give-up" by Iran of its nuclear ambitions. Trump has grown frustrated that the Iranians did not accept his administration's most recent offer for a deal. "But remember, Iran cannot have a nuclear weapon," Trump said. "It's very simple. We don't have to go too deep into it."

Read: What Trump knew about the attack against Iran

Vice President J. D. Vance, part of the GOP's isolationist wing, published a long post on X today that praised Trump's reluctance to commit American troops to combat and said, "People are right to be worried about foreign entanglement after the last 25 years of idiotic foreign policy." But the post read like a justification for potential military involvement, noting that Trump "may decide he needs to take further action to end Iranian enrichment. That decision ultimately belongs to the president."

Trump has pulled back from striking Iran before. In June 2019, after Iran's military shot down an American surveillance drone over the Strait of Hormuz, Trump authorized a retaliatory attack. But military officials were blindsided when, just minutes before the attack was to begin, the president called it off, citing potential Iranian casualties.

A few months later, after Trump ordered a drone strike that killed Iranian General Qassem Soleimani, the MAGA movement's fracture over Iran began to show. When Carlson hosted the 8 p.m. hour on Fox News, he advocated restraint in dealing with Iran and warned about the dangers of escalation. An hour later on the same network, Hannity struck a wildly different tone, reveling in Trump's strike and suggesting that Tehran could be hit with the full power of the American military.

Trump was close to both men, who each knew that often the best way to deliver a message to the commander in chief was through the televisions that he faithfully watched in the White House residence or in the private dining area off the Oval Office. That time around, in January 2020, Carlson's messaging on Fox over several days--and a private phone call with the president--won out: Trump decided not to ratchet up the standoff with Iran.

Just before Israel's attack last week, Carlson, who was terminated from Fox in 2023, went on social media and blamed conservative voices--including former colleagues and employers--for trying to stoke a war. "Who are the warmongers? They would include anyone who's calling Donald Trump today to demand air strikes and other direct US military involvement in a war with Iran," Carlson wrote in a post on X. "On that list: Sean Hannity, Mark Levin, Rupert Murdoch, Ike Perlmutter and Miriam Adelson. At some point they will all have to answer for this, but you should know their names now."

Carlson then appeared yesterday on Bannon's podcast to urge Trump to stay away from the conflict and "drop" Netanyahu. Carlson also suggested that the president was "complicit" in Israel's attacks, a charge that did not sit well with Trump when he was asked about it yesterday at the G7 summit. "I don't know what Tucker Carlson is saying," Trump said in response to a reporter's question. "Let him go get a television network and say it so people listen."

Carlson in particular has targeted Levin, who met with Trump last week and made the case that Iran was close to developing a nuclear weapon, one of the administration officials told us. After Carlson accused Levin on X of agitating for Trump to bomb Iran, the radio host hit back on his Friday show, saying, "You're a reckless and deceitful propagandist, and that's the best I can say. You promote anti-Semitism and conspiracy nuts. You slobber all over some of the most evil people on earth." (Levin also responded to Carlson on social media: "Hey thug. I never said to the President that American forces should bomb Iran. The leaker who is feeding you is a liar.")

Read: Iran's stunning incompetence

In Congress, Marjorie Taylor Greene used similar language to attack those pushing for U.S. involvement: "Anyone slobbering for the U.S. to become fully involved in the Israel/Iran war is not America First/MAGA," she wrote on X, adding that staying out of foreign entanglements is "what many Americans voted for in 2024." Trump, in an interview with The Atlantic last week, made clear he believes that he "decides" what "America First" means.

Some in Trump's orbit have pushed him to take advantage of Tehran's weakness at the moment; Tehran proxies Hamas and Hezbollah are badly diminished, and Israel managed to wipe out much of Iran's senior military leadership in its attacks over the past several days. Lindsey Graham, a longtime Iran hawk, has called on the president to aid Israel in recent days, and made a similar pitch on television last night. "Be all in, President Trump, in helping Israel eliminate the nuclear threat. If we need to provide bombs to Israel, provide bombs. If we need to fly planes with Israel, do joint operations," Graham said during an appearance--where else?--on Hannity's show. "But here's the bigger question: Wouldn't the world be better off if the Ayatollahs went away and were replaced by something better?"

Other members of the MAGA movement have taken sides, and not always predictably. Laura Loomer, the conspiracy theorist who has advised Trump on national security in the past, backed Levin. Charlie Kirk and Jack Posobiec have pushed diplomacy. A former U.S. official close to members of the current administration played down the war of words: "This is the battle of the podcast hosts." This person predicted that the competing influence efforts would ultimately have little sway on the president. "What Trump said is, 'It's my decision,'" the former official said. "I think that's right."

In a social-media post yesterday, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth said that he had ordered additional military assets sent to the Middle East, a move he said was intended to strengthen America's "defensive posture" and protect U.S. troops in the region. In recent days, the U.S. has moved guided missile destroyers closer to Israel and accelerated the previously planned movement of the aircraft carrier Nimitz from Asia to the Middle East. The Air Force has also dispatched a fleet of refueling aircraft to Europe, positioning them closer to the region. Trump posted on social media today, "We now have complete and total control of the skies over Iran"--the word we seemingly claiming partial ownership of an operation conducted by Israeli forces using some American-made equipment.

For months, Trump has been pushing for a diplomatic solution to the Iranian nuclear-enrichment crisis--a problem his critics believe he caused when, in 2018, he backed out of the agreement that had been brokered by Barack Obama. Trump's diplomatic envoy, Steve Witkoff, told confidants this spring he believed that a deal was possible; the administration's latest proposal would allow Iran to procure enriched nuclear fuel from outside the country but not to enrich it on Iranian soil. And Trump blocked Netanyahu from a strike on Iran in April. But the president's top advisers, including the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Air Force General Dan Caine, briefed him last week that Israel believed Iran was on the brink of developing a weapon and was determined to strike. Netanyahu delivered the same message in a call with Trump early last week, and Trump grew resigned to the strike, offering Israel limited military support--intelligence sharing, as well as American air-defense systems and a Navy destroyer to help shoot down incoming ballistic missiles--even as he still hoped for a diplomatic solution.

The U.S. intelligence community has assessed that Iran is not trying to build a nuclear weapon, and that Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei has not lifted the suspension he placed on the weapons program in 2003. But pressure from hard-line elements in the regime has built on him to change course so that Iran is better able to deter Israel and the United States. Khamenei has the final say on whether Iran builds a weapon. In congressional testimony in March, Trump's director of national intelligence, Tulsi Gabbard, shared the intelligence community's analysis, which has remained essentially the same for years. Experts have debated how quickly Iran could construct a nuclear device able to be delivered to a target of its choice. This morning, CNN reported that Iran is up to three years away from achieving that goal, according to U.S. intelligence analysis, a stark contrast with Israeli estimates.

Read: Israel's bold, risky attack

In his remarks aboard Air Force One after leaving the G7 meeting, Trump dismissed Gabbard's position altogether: "I don't care what she said. I think they were very close to having them," he said.

Instead, Trump has suggested that he might look elsewhere for guidance. This morning he posted a lengthy text he'd received from U.S. Ambassador to Israel Mike Huckabee, who said that God had spared Trump from last summer's assassination attempt in Butler, Pennsylvania, so he could become the "most consequential President in a century--maybe ever." Huckabee wrote that no president in his lifetime "has been in a position like yours. Not since Truman in 1945," an apparent reference to Harry Truman's decision to drop a pair of atomic bombs on Japan to end World War II.

"You did not seek this moment," Huckabee wrote. "This moment sought YOU!"

Shane Harris and Missy Ryan contributed reporting.
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A Decade of Golden-Escalator Politics

It was here that Donald Trump descended into American politics.

by Russell Berman




America's most famous escalator is a bit of a tourist trap these days. Exactly a decade ago, the gold-rimmed conveyor carried Donald Trump into the basement of his eponymous New York tower and down into the bowels of American politics. His seconds-long descent has lingered in the national memory more vividly than his 45-minute speech that followed, an inflection point so widely cited--try Googling since Trump rode down the golden escalator--that it borders on cliche.

On a recent Monday afternoon, the escalator that launched the MAGA movement carried a steady stream of sight-seeking fans into the atrium of Trump Tower, where they could pay tribute to the president with purchases at Trump Grill (still on the menu: the Southwest Taco Bowl, immortalized in tweet, for $25), the Trump Store, Trump Sweets, and, for slightly less-expensive tchotchkes, a souvenir shop tucked away around the corner. A floor above, the Trump faithful posed in front of a flag-flanked, gold-plated 45 insignia--a historical marker that has yet to be updated for the president's second term.

All that was missing was a plaque commemorating the campaign launch that started it all, which took place 10 years ago today.

Hardly anyone who attended that 2015 event--myself included--thought it would take Trump remotely close to the White House. That he would become, in the estimation of this magazine, "the most consequential American leader of the 21st century" was utterly unthinkable. Trump had flirted with a presidential campaign multiple times before, passing on a bid each time. Most reporters doubted that he would follow through in 2016; if he did, many presumed, he would quit before he ever had to file the financial-disclosure forms required of a candidate. (In time, Trump would buck the tradition of releasing his tax returns to the public.)

Russell Berman: The 'carnival barker' joins the 2016 race

The Democratic Party, which would later decry Trump as an authoritarian threat to the nation's founding principles, initially spared him any criticism, choosing instead to welcome him to the presidential race and use him as a foil to Republican contenders--such as Jeb Bush and Marco Rubio--who it believed stood a greater chance of winning. "He adds some much-needed seriousness that has previously been lacking from the GOP field," a spokesperson for the Democrats quipped to me at the time, "and we look forward to hearing more about his ideas for the nation."

Trump, too, had other things on his mind besides winning. In place of a detailed policy platform, his aides handed reporters a folder containing a document that assessed his net worth at $8.7 billion, a release aimed at confronting widespread doubts that Trump was as rich as he always said he was. (For good measure, the candidate-to-be also devoted a chunk of his speech to the question of his wealth.)

In some ways, that initial event was entirely unlike the mega-rallies that would become Trump's campaign staple. He packed the press--as yet unbranded as "fake news" or the "enemy of the people"--in the front and forced his supporters (some of whom were paid to attend) to watch his speech from the floors above.

What's most striking about candidate Trump of June 2015 is how similar he is to President Trump of June 2025. To the pride of his supporters and the chagrin of his opponents, he has changed American politics more in the past decade than it has changed him.

As I noted back then, he opened his campaign with a lie about crowd size. "Thousands," he said, exaggerating a turnout that numbered, at most, a couple of hundred people. Countless more falsehoods have followed in the decade since. The preoccupations of that first campaign speech--illegal immigration and foreign trade--remain the focus of his second administration. Trump's most oft-quoted lines from his announcement are from his diatribe against undocumented immigrants. ("When Mexico sends its people, they're not sending their best," he said. "They're bringing crime. They're rapists. And some, I assume, are good people.") But the first issue of substance he discussed was trade and included a riff on tariffs. "When was the last time anybody saw us beating, let's say, China in a trade deal? They kill us," Trump complained, less than a minute into his remarks.

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

On display, too, was Trump's vision of himself as a leader who would act on his own, unburdened by constraints imposed by Congress or the courts. (He mentioned neither anywhere in the speech.) At one point, Trump described an imagined scenario in which, as president, he would personally threaten the CEO of Ford with a "35 percent tax" on the sale of every car unless he moved a then-planned factory from Mexico back to the United States. The corporate titan, Trump assured the crowd, would cave quickly. Earlier this spring, the president issued a public warning to Apple's Tim Cook that he would slap a large tariff on any iPhones constructed outside the U.S--a threat nearly identical to the one he'd laid out in his campaign debut.

Trump himself has folded more times than he'd ever admit. He ditched his long-ago pledge to "drain the swamp" in favor of open profiteering off the presidency. And he's largely abandoned Trump Tower as a base of operations.

During his first campaign, Trump returned to his New York home almost nightly, and after his surprise election in 2016, he conducted most of his interviews with would-be Cabinet secretaries there. Job-seekers and other supplicants, on their way to meetings upstairs, paraded amid reporters staked out in the lobby. For much of Trump's first term and beyond, Trump Tower became a backdrop for press conferences and protests by Democrats--and the occasional pledge of political fealty by Republicans.

But Trump eventually stopped returning to a city that had soured on him. He decamped to warmer climes (politically as well as meteorologically). His resorts in West Palm Beach, Florida, and Bedminster, New Jersey, were far more spacious and easier to secure. Although First Lady Melania Trump and the couple's son, Barron, still spend significant time at Trump Tower, the president does not.

No one was protesting when I visited Trump Tower last week. The visible security presence--a couple of police cruisers and a private guard out front--was not large by New York City standards. In the atrium, however, the president's supporters gave the Trump Organization plenty of business. "It looks exactly like it does on TV!" marveled Amy Head, a 48-year-old history teacher from Albany, Georgia. Seeing Trump Tower, she said, was a priority for her family's trip to Manhattan, which also included tickets to The Lion King on Broadway and a tour of the 9/11 Memorial Museum. "We've been supporting him ever since he came down the golden escalator," Head said of Trump as we stood a few feet away from it. "And we'll vote for him again, too, if we can."

In a couple of cases, the praise from Trump fans I spoke with on Monday echoed, down to the word, the comments his supporters (paid or otherwise) made to me a decade ago, when he first launched his campaign at that very spot. "He's not a politician. He's a businessman," Nathan Nielsen, a 50-year-old from Utah, explained. "He doesn't have to do this. He's doing it for us."

A few minutes later, a guide was ushering a large group of high-school students down the escalator. Was Trump Tower now an official tour stop, I wondered? Not exactly, the guide, Mike Koenig, told me. "I avoid this place like the plague," he said. This was simply the nearest (or, at least, the cleanest) public restroom to Central Park.
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Photos: A Military Parade in D.C.

As millions of Americans protested at "No Kings" rallies across the country, onlookers gathered in Washington on the president's birthday for a muted celebration.

by Matt Eich




Yesterday, the American public witnessed one of the most extravagant and unusual displays of patriotic pageantry in recent memory: an Army festival and military parade in the nation's capital. Nearly 7,000 soldiers, 28 Abrams tanks, 50 helicopters, 34 horses, two mules, and a single dog marched through a cloudy and drizzling Washington, D.C. The event, a celebration of the Army's 250th anniversary, also fell on President Donald Trump's 79th birthday--and took place against a backdrop of fierce immigration crackdowns and nationwide protests against the administration. While millions demonstrated across the country, crowds in the capital appeared lower than expected as thunderstorms threatened in the forecast.


Parade-goers in patriotic ensembles stand near a screen showing a video about the Army's history.




Onlookers along the parade route




Parade-goers wave flags beneath the Washington Monument.




A group of onlookers waits for a glimpse of President Trump, who watched the parade from a stage south of the White House.




An observer photographs military helicopters flying in formation through cloudy skies. The aerial displays also featured World War II-era planes and drones, showcasing military equipment of the past and future.




Crowds watch the Old Guard Fife and Drum Corps from behind barricades near the National Museum of African American History. The corps' uniforms recall those worn by Continental Army musicians during the Revolutionary War.




As the parade proceeds along the National Mall, parachuters from the Army Golden Knights descend onto the White House Ellipse to present President Trump with a folded American flag.




A child takes a moment of respite as protesters demonstrate near the parade route.
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In Minnesota, America's Luck Ran Out

The United States is a fraying society, torn apart by polarization, intense disagreement, and ratcheting extremism.

by Brian Klaas




Early this morning, a gunman apparently impersonating a police officer targeted two Democratic Minnesota state lawmakers in their homes. First, he shot State Senator John Hoffman and his wife, who were seriously wounded. Law-enforcement officials believe the same gunman then shot Melissa Hortman, who served as Minnesota's speaker of the house from 2019 to 2024. She was killed, along with her husband, Mark.

In September 2023, shortly after Donald Trump yet again encouraged direct political violence against his opponents, I wrote this: "As a political scientist who studies political violence across the globe, I would chalk up the lack of high-profile assassinations in the United States during the Trump and post-Trump era to dumb luck ... Eventually, all luck runs out."

That luck has now run out, in an idyllic Minneapolis suburb.

Although details are still emerging, law-enforcement officials are searching for a former appointee of Democratic Governor Tim Walz in connection with the killings, which Walz called "politically motivated." The gunman reportedly had a manifesto and a list of targets that included the names of other Minnesota politicians as well as abortion providers in the state. Law-enforcement authorities intercepted but were not able to arrest the alleged shooter shortly after Hortman was assassinated. Had they not, it's possible that he would have made his way to the homes of other Minnesota officials, trying to murder them too.

Read: Stephen Miller triggers Los Angeles

Political violence--and assassinations in particular--are notoriously difficult to predict, precisely because the violence is often carried out by "lone wolf" attackers. Just one deranged zealot is sufficient to carry out an act of consequential violence. In a country of 340 million people and even more guns, there will always be a small pool of potential killers eager to wreak havoc on the political system.

That's why researchers who study political violence, including myself, try to understand what elevates or reduces the risk of violence, even if it can never be fully eradicated. In a context such as the United States, three key factors stand out: easy access to deadly weapons, intense polarization that paints political opponents as treasonous enemies rather than disagreeing compatriots, and incitements to political violence from high-profile public figures. When you combine those three social toxins, the likelihood of political violence increases, even as it remains impossible to predict who will be targeted or when attacks might be carried out.

Again, law-enforcement officials still don't know the attacker's precise motivations, and trying to draw conclusions from any single act of political violence is foolish. Because they are rare, randomness plays a role in these instances, and many perpetrators are mentally unwell. But consider this comparison. Although we can't say that climate change caused a specific hurricane, we know that climate change produces stronger hurricanes. Similarly, we may not be able to draw a direct link from rhetoric to a specific act of violence, but we do know that incitements to violence make killings more likely.

The United States has repeatedly refused to do anything about easy access to deadly weapons, despite having, by far, the highest rate of mass killings among developed democracies. As a result, the only feasible levers are reducing polarization and stopping high-profile incitements to commit violence. Instead, during the Trump era, polarization has sharply increased. And over the past decade, Trump himself has been the most dangerous political actor in terms of routinely inciting violence against his opponents, including against specific politicians who could become assassination targets.

Such incitements matter. When a person with a massive public platform spreads information that encourages violence, attacks become more likely.

From the April 2023 issue: Adrienne LaFrance on America's terrifying cycle of extremist violence

From the beginning of his first campaign for president, Trump encouraged supporters to beat up hecklers at his rallies, saying he'd cover their legal bills if they "knock the crap" out of them. He floated the ideas of shooting looters, shooting shoplifters, and shooting migrants crossing the border. Trump also targeted the press, sharing a variety of violent memes involving specific outlets. He endorsed Greg Gianforte, now the governor of Montana, specifically because he violently attacked a reporter. ("Any guy that can do a body slam, he is my type," Trump said, to cheers.) And, at the end of his first term, Trump's speech on the National Mall on January 6 inflamed an already tense environment, culminating in a violent attack on the U.S. Capitol building.

Trump's rhetorical incitements to violence extend to politicians too. He has called his political opponents "human scum." Even more worrying are Trump's endorsements of violence against specific Democrats. In 2016, he suggested that maybe there was something that "Second Amendment people" could do to deal with Hillary Clinton. In October 2022, when a QAnon disciple who had peddled Trump's lies about the 2020 election attempted to assassinate then-Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi--and fractured the skull of her husband, Paul, with a hammer--Trump made light of the incident. (His son Donald Trump Jr. posted a photo on Instagram of a hammer and a pair of underwear like the ones Paul Pelosi had been wearing during the attempted murder, with the caption: "Got my Paul Pelosi Halloween costume ready.") Less than a year later, Trump openly mused that Mark Milley, then the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, should be killed.

When such language becomes normalized, deranged individuals may interpret rhetoric as marching orders. In 2018, Cesar Sayoc, a die-hard Trump supporter, mailed 16 pipe bombs to people who frequently appeared as targets in Trump's tweets. (Nobody died, but only because Sayoc wasn't skilled at making bombs.) In 2020, Trump tweeted that people should "LIBERATE MICHIGAN!" in response to its COVID policies. Thirteen days later, armed protesters entered the state capitol building. A right-wing plot to kidnap the governor, Gretchen Whitmer, was narrowly foiled months later.

It also matters that Trump is one of the biggest vectors for spreading conspiracy theories and misinformation in the United States. When a major political figure disseminates lies about shadowy plots and treasonous acts carried out by the "human scum" on the other side of the aisle, that can increase the likelihood of violence. (Several followers of QAnon, which Trump has repeatedly amplified himself, have carried out political violence based on the conspiracy theory.)

Trump often makes a brief show of condemning political violence--as he has with the killings in Minnesota. While trying to play both the arsonist and the firefighter on social media, his actions in power make clear where his true loyalties lie, sending much stronger signals. One of his first official acts at the start of his second term was to pardon or grant clemency to people convicted for their involvement in the January 6 riots, including those who had violently attacked police officers and were targeting lawmakers. In recent weeks, Trump has floated the possibility of pardoning the far-right zealots who sought to kidnap Governor Whitmer in Michigan. The message is unmistakable: Use violence against my political opponents and there may be a pardon waiting. Joe Biden abused his pardon power to protect his son from tax-evasion charges. Donald Trump abused his pardon power to condone those who attacked cops and hoped to murder politicians. Both abuses were bad. But they are not the same.

Trump, more than anyone, should be aware of the risks of political violence. After all, he narrowly escaped an assassin's bullet last summer. He would be dead but for a gust of wind or a slightly different tilt of his head. But when that assassination attempt happened, Biden didn't mock it; Kamala Harris didn't float the idea of pardoning the assassin; and House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries hadn't previously mused that Trump should be executed, or that he was human scum, or that Jeffries would pay the bills of people who used violence against Republicans.

Neither party has a monopoly on the risks of political violence. Democrats and Republicans in public office are targets who face credible threats in a hyper-polarized political climate. Likewise, supporters of Democrats and supporters of Republicans are both capable of carrying out political violence. (There have also been a small number of statements by Democrats that could be interpreted as incitements to violence, including some by Representatives Maxine Waters of California and Dan Goldman of New York. Goldman apologized for his phrasing the following day.)

The difference is that only one party is led by someone who uses his megaphone to routinely normalize and absolve acts of political violence. There is overwhelming evidence of this asymmetric rhetoric between those in party leadership.

The United States is a fraying society, torn apart by polarization, intense disagreement, and ratcheting extremism. Cheap weapons of mass murder are readily available. And into that tinderbox, Trump adds incendiary rhetoric. We don't know when or where the deadly conflagration will strike next, but more flames will no doubt come. We may still be shocked by tragic acts of political violence like the assassination in Minnesota, but we can no longer feign surprise.
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The Week That Changed Everything for Gavin Newsom

"Sunday, I woke up a different guy."

by Mark Leibovich




This is the week that Gavin Newsom stopped thinking so much.

The governor of California has found himself in a hot swirl of events: Federal authorities are patrolling streets, ICE agents are raiding Home Depots, and protests (mostly though not entirely peaceful) are spreading across the state. President Donald Trump ordered the National Guard and Marines to Los Angeles, very much against Newsom's wishes. He also endorsed the idea of Newsom being arrested. House Speaker Mike Johnson suggested as an alternative that Newsom be "tarred and feathered." And Senator Alex Padilla of California, whom Newsom appointed to his job in 2021, was forced to the floor and handcuffed by federal agents while trying to ask Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem a question at a press conference.

"We are not going away," Noem vowed in Los Angeles, referring to the federal officials she said had come to "liberate this city from the socialist and the burdensome leadership that this governor and that this mayor have placed on this country."

As of this writing, Newsom had not gone away either--in handcuffs, feathers, or otherwise.

He got on the phone with me yesterday to debrief on the turmoil of recent days. Newsom was in his office in Sacramento, preparing for any number of contingencies--including what he would do if the feds actually tried to throw him in jail. He told me that he'd initially shrugged off the chatter about his potential arrest. Tom Homan, Trump's bull-necked border czar, was the first person Newsom heard mention the prospect. "That Homan, or Hoo-man, guy," is how Newsom referred to him. "Whatever his name is--the guy with the hat on Fox."

Then someone sent Newsom a clip of Trump saying that he wished that Homan would, in fact, arrest the floppy-maned governor. "My first instinct was to dismiss it," Newsom told me. "And my second instinct was: 'Guys, this is actually not funny.'" He said that he would not put it past Trump: "I've known this guy for years."

Read: Stephen Miller triggers Los Angeles

Next came the video of Padilla getting manhandled on Thursday afternoon, which made the threats emanating from the Trump administration even less funny. Newsom was meeting with his staff, discussing strategy for a court hearing in his state's lawsuit against Trump over the Los Angeles deployments. "What the hell is this?" someone said, and suddenly everyone was huddled around a laptop. "People literally turned their head and were like, 'This can't be happening,'" Newsom told me. "It sickened all of us. I mean, people were physically impacted by it."

Surely it crossed Newsom's mind that he, too, might find himself in a similar situation. What would he do? What are the protocols when a state's chief executive gets arrested by federal authorities? Newsom and his staff discussed this possibility. "They put together an all-hands meeting about how they would handle it," Newsom told me. "I mean, I'm talking a little out of school," he acknowledged. One key takeaway: Do not resist arrest under any circumstances, Newsom was told, "because that would be grounds for the actual arrest."

Newsom has been talking a lot about how Trump is crashing through new guardrails every day. After a certain point, it becomes hard--or impossible--to revert to whatever the previous norms and rules were.

Newsom himself has crossed a line of his own. Like many Democrats in the Trump era, the governor has been prone to overthinking things at times, worrying about scaring off swing voters by playing to woke stereotypes. Polls, too, have suggested over the years that voters generally approve of Trump's proactive approach to immigration enforcement, and Democrats have been wary of being seen as weak on the issue.

In Newsom's case, he has battled a perception of being slick and eager to cater to all sides. He recently launched a podcast, This Is Gavin Newsom, and has taken criticism from the left because of his willingness to host MAGA guests such as Steve Bannon and Charlie Kirk. Fairly or not, Newsom's reputation for opportunism and political expediency comes up in seemingly every discussion of his presidential prospects.

Juliette Kayyem: Trump's gross misuse of the National Guard

Now the Los Angeles clash has provided Newsom with a national showcase he's never had before. For an ambitious Democrat, there are worse places to be than co-starring in a righteous showdown with Trump. "Donald Trump's government isn't protecting our communities. They're traumatizing our communities, and that seems to be the entire point," Newsom said in a prime-time address he delivered Tuesday that earned widespread praise from Democrats.

The governor resists discussing this crisis in political terms, but he did describe the episode to me as perhaps the most consequential of his career--even more than when he was mayor of San Francisco and established himself as a national figure by granting marriage licenses to same-sex couples in 2004. "This is the one for me," Newson said of the recent discord. "This one is--this is not political. This is literally about looking your kids in the eyes."

He has cast the stakes of the conflict as fundamental to preserving democracy against the "authoritarian tendencies" of a rogue president. "He is not a monarch. He is not a king," Newsom said of Trump, speaking to reporters in San Francisco on Thursday. "He should stop acting like one."

Newsom told me that he recently discovered a change in how he was reacting to events--that he was feeling less restrained and bogged down. "It was, I think, Sunday," he said. "Sunday, I woke up a different guy." If nothing else, being subjected to the full force of the federal government can be liberating, just as seeing troops in the street can be clarifying. The events of the past few days go to "the very essence of why the fuck I am even here," he said.

Newsom said it is "critical" that Americans engage in visible protest against the military parade that Trump has planned in Washington, D.C., today for the U.S. Army's 250th birthday, as well as the president's own 79th. It is just as "critical," he added, that the protests be peaceful. "You have these idiots, these assholes, these anarchists," Newsom said, referring to the inevitable pockets of trouble that arise at such events. These people "have the same chaos theory of life that Donald Trump has. They want to sow chaos, and they're no different than he is." He said the tension in the United States was at a "slow boil," and now everything is even more precarious.

"You could lose this thing so fast," he said. "We're on the other side."
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Trump Says He Decides What 'America First' Means

The president told me he was optimistic about ending foreign wars--then he ended our conversation to take a call from Putin.

by Michael Scherer




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.





When I caught Donald Trump by phone this morning, the president wanted to make one thing clear: "America First" means whatever he says it does.  "Well, considering that I'm the one that developed 'America First,' and considering that the term wasn't used until I came along, I think I'm the one that decides that," Trump told me. "For those people who say they want peace--you can't have peace if Iran has a nuclear weapon. So for all of those wonderful people who don't want to do anything about Iran having a nuclear weapon--that's not peace."

His remarks were a response to my question about critics, such as Tucker Carlson, who have loudly argued against U.S. support of Israel during its attacks on Iran as an anathema to the "America First" way of doing things. Over the course of our conversation, the president defended his efforts to bring an end to multiple conflicts despite growing violence in the Middle East. He also struck an overall optimistic tone about world affairs. "I think we have done very well," he said of his administration's efforts.

We spoke on his 79th birthday, hours before his appearance at a military parade celebrating the U.S. Army's 250th anniversary. Toward the end of our conversation, he said he had to take another call--he planned to speak with Russian President Vladimir Putin, who continues to ramp up attacks on Ukraine and has largely rebuffed U.S. efforts to end the fighting there. "The Ukraine deal is something that should never have happened, would have never happened. That was a Biden situation and not a Trump situation, and I am trying to end it," he told me just after 10 a.m. "And in fact, I have a phone call with President Putin in about three minutes."

He argued that the Iranian regime still wants "to make a deal," though he was not sure if they would appear at planned negotiations tomorrow. He described the conflict in Gaza as coming to a close.

"Gaza is ready to fold--or just about ready to fold. We have gotten many of the hostages back," Trump said.

Not everyone in the MAGA universe shares the president's sunny outlook. Carlson suggested in an email to his followers yesterday that U.S. support for what he characterized as Israeli aggression against Iran ran contrary to the "America First" planks of Trump's political movement. He followed that up with a social-media post that labeled others in conservative media and some major Republican donors "warmongers" for supporting the possibility of direct U.S. involvement in the attacks on Iran. "Washington knew these attacks would happen," Carlson wrote in the email. "They aided Israel in carrying them out. Politicians purporting to be America First can't now credibly turn around and say they had nothing to do with it. Our country is in deep."

"What happens next will define Donald Trump's presidency," Carlson added.

Trump told me he had not heard Carlson's comments, and then dismissed them. He argued that the U.S. has a vital national-security interest in preventing Iran from getting a nuclear weapon. For months before Israel's attacks this week, Trump had privately and publicly urged Israel to give time for negotiations with Iran and not launch any attacks.

"Iran cannot have a nuclear bomb, very simple. Regardless--Israel or not Israel--Iran cannot have a nuclear bomb," Trump told me.

Carlson did not immediately respond today to a request for comment on what Trump said.

After several minutes on the phone, the president excused himself. "Mike, I have to go," he told me. "I am taking a call from Putin."
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The Shame of Trump's Parade

Today's events are another step in an ongoing effort to turn the U.S. military into a partisan--and personal--instrument of the president.

by Graham Parsons




Today--250 years since the Continental Army officially formed to fight for the independence of the American colonies against the British monarchy--marks a milestone in President Donald Trump's effort to politicize the U.S. military. Though they are rare, military parades have happened before in Washington, D.C. For the most part, these have been celebrations of military achievements, such as the end of a war. But today is also Trump's birthday, and what he and his supporters have planned is a celebration of Trump himself.

A mark of a free society is that its public institutions, especially its military, represent the body politic and the freedom-enabling equal rights that structure civic life. If service members and the public begin to believe that the military is not neutral but is in fact the servant of MAGA, this will threaten the military's legitimacy and increase the likelihood of violent conflict between the military and the public. Today's events bring us one step closer to this disaster.

Read: Trump's un-American parade

I have seen the politicization of the military firsthand. Last month, I resigned my tenured position as a philosophy professor at West Point in protest of the dramatic changes the Trump administration is making to academic programs at military-service academies. Following an executive order from January, the Department of Defense banned most discussions of race and gender in the classroom. West Point applied this standard to faculty scholarship as well. As a result, my research agenda--I study the relationship between masculinity and war, among other things--was effectively off limits. I consider what the Trump administration is doing to the military-service academies as a profound violation of the military's political neutrality. That destructive ethos is the same one apparent in the parade scheduled for today.

Before Trump was reelected, the Army had planned significant celebrations across the country to mark this day, including the release of a commemorative postage stamp and a visit to the International Space Station by an Army astronaut. But according to The New York Times, arrangements for today's D.C. event, unlike the other plans, began only this year.

The day is scheduled to begin with a variety of family-friendly concerts, a meet and greet with NFL players, and military-fitness competitions, all on the National Mall. If all goes to plan, the celebrations will culminate with what organizers are calling a "grand military parade" that starts near the Pentagon, crosses the Potomac River, and ends near the White House. The parade is anticipated to involve 6,700 active-duty soldiers and a massive display of Army equipment: dozens of M1A1 Abrams tanks and Stryker armored personnel carriers, along with more than 100 other land vehicles, 50 helicopters, and a B-25 bomber. Trump is scheduled to give remarks after the parade and receive a flag delivered from the air by the U.S. Army Parachute Team known as the Golden Knights. A fireworks show is set to follow later tonight.

The organizers have made it abundantly clear that today's purpose is to directly laud Trump and his politics. In promotional materials, they tell us, "Under President Trump's leadership, the Army has been restored to strength and readiness." They credit his "America First agenda" for military pay increases, enlarged weapons stockpiles, new technologies, and improvements in recruitment, declaring that he has "ensured our soldiers have the tools and support they need to win on any battlefield."

Monica Crowley, the State Department's chief of protocol and a former Fox News host, went on Steve Bannon's podcast WarRoom to say that the concurrence of the U.S. Army's anniversary and Trump's birthday is "providential." She called it "meant to be. Hand of God, for sure." She added, "It is really a gift, and we want to be sure that we celebrate in a manner that is fitting, not just of this extraordinary president but of our extraordinary country." She also expressed hope that the crowd would serenade the president with "Happy Birthday." Clearly, Trump isn't merely the guest of honor; he is the reason for the party.

During his first administration, members of Trump's own Cabinet often thwarted his efforts to corrupt the Pentagon. This time, Trump has appointed a secretary of defense, Pete Hegseth, who is willing to tear down the boundaries separating politics and the management of national defense. Trump and Hegseth claim to be purging the military of politicization instilled by previous administrations and resetting the DOD around the nonpartisan matter of readiness for war. But in reality, they have used this rationale as a cover to insert an unprecedented level of political partisanship into the military.

Other events in recent months have pointed in this same direction. For instance, in February, the administration fired the top lawyers for the Army, Navy, and Air Force. The only meaningful justification given for the move was Hegseth's claim that the fired lawyers might be roadblocks to the president's agenda--a frightening admission.

In January, the administration banned transgender people from serving in the military, not because they allegedly pose a threat to unit cohesion or because their medical treatment is unusually expensive, but because they are supposedly bad people ("not consistent with the humility and selflessness required of a service member"). At present, transgender soldiers who have met all performance standards are being discharged simply because of the administration's bigotry against them.

Read: A parade of ignorance

The administration has also inserted its politics into all the military-service academies--the reason I left West Point last month. Trump and Hegseth have denied the validity of ideas that are taken seriously in a variety of disciplines and banned them from the classroom, including, as I noted above, matters pertaining to race and gender. Books and other works, most of which are by women and people of color, have been removed from the curriculum. The academic programs of the service academies are now structured around the Trump administration's ideological worldview. Faculty and cadets wonder if they are allowed to entertain perspectives inconsistent with the administration's politics.

In May, Hegseth led an evangelical prayer service in the Pentagon's auditorium. Standing at a lectern with the Department of Defense seal, Hegseth led the audience in prayer to "our Lord and savior, Jesus Christ." The main speaker at this service was Hegseth's pastor, Brooks Potteiger, of the Pilgrim Hill Reformed Fellowship, in Goodlettsville, Tennessee. This church restricts all leadership positions to men, declares homosexuality immoral, and asserts that women should not serve in combat. Of course, there is nothing wrong with a secretary of defense acknowledging his religious faith. What's objectionable is the use of his authority to push his personal religious views on subordinates, especially as the director of a major institution of the secular state.

The president now routinely speaks to uniformed service members in his red MAGA hat, using his trademark rhetoric centering himself and belittling, even demonizing, his critics. He openly suggests a special alliance between him and the military. At Fort Bragg on Tuesday, for instance, Trump encouraged uniformed soldiers to cheer his political agenda and boo his enemies.

This is all extremely dangerous. Keeping the military a politically neutral servant of the constitutional order, not of the president or his political ideology, is vital to ensuring the security of civil society.

Up until a week ago, the blurring of the boundaries between the administration's ideology and the military had not yet manifested as an attempt to employ the military directly on Trump's--or the Republican Party's--behalf. The steps taken until that point had been mostly symbolic. (The one possible exception was the deployment of the military at the southern border in what is essentially a law-enforcement matter.)

But these symbolic expressions of military politicization have paved the way for that endgame--presidential orders that deploy the military for directly partisan ends. In just the past week, the Trump administration responded to protests against the enforcement of his immigration policies with military deployments. The likelihood that the administration will try to use the military against its political opponents is now very high. If that comes to pass, we will then learn just how successful Trump's efforts to politicize the military have been.
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What a Celebration of Freedom Looks Like

On the day of Donald Trump's military parade, Europeans are commemorating 40 years of borderless travel on the continent.

by Isaac Stanley-Becker




As tanks roll through Washington today to mark the U.S. Army's 250th birthday--and the 79th birthday of President Donald Trump--Europe is commemorating a different anniversary, not with combat vehicles but with a passenger liner moored near a riverbank.

Dignitaries from across Europe are gathering in Schengen, a riparian village in Luxembourg, to celebrate the creation of an international agreement to abolish controls at their countries' common borders. The agreement, signed on June 14, 1985, turned the little-known village into a landmark of European integration; today, Schengen is synonymous with the experiment the agreement spawned--an area of borderless travel that has grown to encompass 29 nations and more than 450 million people.

The anniversary celebration in Schengen features artifacts of the treaty-making process, including the MS Princesse Marie-Astrid, the refurbished cruise ship where diplomats from the five original signatory states--France, West Germany, Belgium, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands--convened on the Moselle River to dismantle border controls. Their aims were practical: The Schengen Agreement was intended to make life more convenient for people--to send a message to workers and vacationers to "pass, pass, pass," as one of the signers told me during research for my book about Schengen. "In principle, you can pass; and we presume that you're honest."

Read: What Europe fears

But the agreement took on greater symbolic meaning. Schengen embodied the values of liberal internationalism that were ascendant at the so-called end of history, fulfilling the promise of a community of nations where people, goods, capital, and information all would circulate freely. If the Abrams tank is the key symbol of American military might on display today in Washington, the passenger ship anchored in Schengen showcases a very different vision of the international order, one premised on mobility, connection, and cross-border exchange--on the right "to travel, to migrate, to circulate, to receive and be received," as one Senegalese migrant in Paris put it in the years after Schengen's founding.

Of course, both visions are legacies of the defeat of fascism and the end of the Cold War: a strong United States that vanquished enemies of freedom, a peaceful Europe where erstwhile adversaries worked to eradicate borders that once stood as battle lines. For a time, these visions coexisted. Now they seem to be coming apart. That's all too clear in the contempt that senior members of the Trump administration have expressed for longtime allies; the defense secretary, Pete Hegseth, called Europe "PATHETIC" in a private chat on the Signal messaging app. It's also clear in the administration's escalating crackdown on immigration, and in the deployment of Marines in response to protests in Los Angeles. The vision of free movement animating Schengen is not one shared by Stephen Miller, to say the least.

But Schengen is a peculiar creation, in a way befitting our disorienting times. As I explore in my book, the agreement hardly envisioned unrestricted mobility. Instead, it paired the free movement of European citizens with the exclusion of unwanted outsiders, termed "undesirable" and ranked according to the level of risk they posed to Europe. The agreement assigned participating nations new responsibilities to police the Schengen Area's borders. And it gave them the authority to reintroduce internal controls in the event of a serious threat to "public policy" or national security.

T. H. Breen: Trump's un-American parade

Nations have done so repeatedly over the past decade, since Europe was jolted by the arrival of an estimated 1.3 million asylum seekers in 2015. A series of deadly terrorist attacks added to the impetus to crack down. Unrelenting emergencies over the past five years--the coronavirus pandemic, Russia's war in Ukraine, and spasms of violence in the Middle East--have put still more pressure on European states to step up border checks. Recently, Germany vowed to maintain controls at all nine of its land borders, citing "high levels of irregular migration and migrant smuggling," as well as the country's strained asylum system and the "global security situation." The Netherlands closed its borders in part because of the "pressure on public services" from an influx of migrants and asylum seekers. Multiple Nordic countries, meanwhile, point to the threat of Russian sabotage, among other destabilizing cross-border activities, to justify renewed border checks.

Yet 40 years on, the Schengen Agreement is so interwoven into the fabric of European life that nations no longer have the resources or logistical capabilities necessary to seal their borders. There are border checks, at least in some places, but moves to reintroduce controls on a large scale have been mostly symbolic. And for all the opposition to mass migration, which has fueled far-right politics on both sides of the Atlantic, the free movement of people and goods remains one of the European Union's most popular policies. Perhaps that reflects Schengen's origins as an innovation designed to improve everyday life, not a show of force or revolutionary transformation. Or perhaps it reveals that values of peace and pluralism are still deeply held by large parts of Western society.

Both, in fact, define the view of Robert Goebbels, who, as Luxembourg's delegate to the negotiations 40 years ago, helped draft the agreement and chose Schengen as the site of the signing ceremony. I wrote to Goebbels, who has since gone on to serve as a government minister and then a member of the European Parliament, on the eve of today's twin anniversary celebrations. Schengen, he told me, is a "peace project," binding nations once engaged in bloody conflict and "offering liberties and well-being to 450 million Europeans." Trump, meanwhile, "celebrates himself."
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How Israel Executed Its Surprise Assault on Iran

Advanced espionage techniques made the most of Iranian vulnerabilities, but Israel's ultimate aims may still be out of reach.

by Isaac Stanley-Becker, Shane Harris




To pull off the most ambitious and sophisticated attack in the long history of antagonism between the Middle East's preeminent powers, covert Israeli agents set up a drone base deep inside Iranian territory. They recruited disaffected Iranians to aid their cause. They smuggled weapons systems across enemy lines.



These are among the espionage tactics that allowed Israel to conduct its surprise attack on Iran last night, simultaneously eroding Tehran's defenses and limiting its capacity to retaliate as Israeli forces picked off senior commanders and struck sensitive nuclear sites.



The operation, termed "Rising Lion," signals a new phase in Israel's efforts to transform extensive intelligence gathering into decisive military campaigns intended to outmaneuver its enemies throughout the Middle East. In recent years, Israel has used intelligence to assassinate top Iranian military officers and nuclear scientists, as well as the leaders of Iran-backed militias. Israel has also targeted sensitive locations within Iran for air strikes.



The attacks begun this week, however, were more audacious both in the scope of the targeting and in the clear aim of arresting Tehran's nuclear ambitions. Among the sites struck was the Natanz Nuclear Facility, where Iran has generated most of its nuclear fuel. Fordow, a facility buried under a mountain, presents a more difficult target. A former U.S. intelligence official with expertise in the Middle East told us that Israel may need U.S. bunker-buster weapons to do more lasting damage to additional Iranian facilities. That makes Washington's potential support for what is expected to be a drawn-out campaign all the more important.



Israeli and other Western officials said the campaign was in its initial stages, and Tehran has vowed a vigorous response, which began after sunset today when it fired dozens of missiles toward Israel--including some that made it through the Iron Dome defensive shield. But current and former U.S. and Israeli officials and analysts told us that the blow already dealt to Iran in the early hours of the attack makes manifest Israel's advantages.



Read: The war Israel was ready to fight



Iran's "Axis of Resistance"--a network of militias expected to join in any war with Israel--is flat on its back, degraded by a series of U.S.-enabled Israeli offensives over the past year and a half. Israel weakened Iran's air-defense systems and missile-production facilities in a pair of strikes conducted last April and October, while also revealing the limits of Iran's offensive capabilities by fending off drones and missiles in a coordinated effort with Western partners.



As a former CIA station chief in Israel told us, the Mossad has "a good network inside Iran, and they have the support of the U.S." Iran, meanwhile, has shown that it possesses neither strategic foresight nor the technical ability to fend off intricate operations, the former station chief said, pointing to the 2020 assassinations of Qasem Soleimani, Iran's senior security and intelligence commander, and Mohsen Fakhrizadeh, the country's top nuclear scientist. "To add to it," the former senior intelligence officer said, "Iran has few friends, so it's hard for them to get supplies in."



Iran also has enemies within: A former Israeli intelligence official told The Atlantic that Iranians opposed to the regime make for a ready recruiting pool, and indicated that Iranians working for Israel were involved in efforts to build a drone base inside the country.



Israel's operation drew on years of intelligence gathering against senior Iranian commanders and scientists and relied on extensive cooperation between the Mossad and the Israeli military. It showed not just technical prowess, homing in on key targets, but also creativity in executing covert action that has been a hallmark of Israel's multipronged campaign against its enemies in the region. The Mossad released video today of Israeli operatives deploying precision strikes on air-defense systems from inside Iran. Security officials briefed Israeli media on other aspects of the secretive operation, including the use of vehicles to smuggle weapons systems into the country.



In a statement late yesterday, in the early hours of the strikes, Secretary of State Marco Rubio said that the United States was not involved in the attack. But a former Israeli security official told us that there is "no doubt" that Israel had U.S. backing for its actions, even if Donald Trump and his advisers had worked to avert a strike. The former official said that the apparent inability of the Iranians to mount a vigorous self-defense makes clear that there is "less Iranian capacity than they wanted us all to believe." Still, the former official said, Tehran will retaliate and "can do much damage over time."



The central questions now are what role Trump intends to play, how severely Iran's nuclear program is stalled, and whether negotiations can be resumed. "The Israelis are very tactically successful," Ray Takeyh, a senior fellow for Middle East studies at the Council on Foreign Relations, told us. "But they often confuse short-term success with long-term gain."



Read: What Trump knew about the attack against Iran



A primary reason the Israelis were determined to act now, Takeyh said, is that they knew they had a limited window for success and needed to strike when Iran had reduced retaliatory capacity through its proxies--among them Hamas in Gaza and Hezbollah in Lebanon. Hamas has been seriously diminished by nearly two years of fighting triggered by its October 7, 2023, assault on Israel. And Hezbollah has been depleted by a long-running conflict with Israel, whose intelligence services succeeded in penetrating the group so extensively that they were able to remotely detonate the militia's pagers and walkie-talkies last year, killing or maiming scores of fighters.



Proxies still in a position to respond militarily, analysts told us, include the Houthis in Yemen and Shiite militias in Iraq. The Houthis are perhaps the strongest component of the Iranian-backed axis. The Islamist faction active in northwestern Yemen has continued launching drones and missiles at Israel even as Washington secured a cease-fire agreement with the group, whose attacks on ships in the Red Sea had snarled international trade.



U.S. officials told us that Israel feared Iran's rapid efforts to improve its retaliatory capacities, which added to their feeling that they had a limited window to act. But the inclination for a military solution also reflects a long-held impulse of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. Before his second inauguration, in 2009, Netanyahu told Jeffrey Goldberg, now The Atlantic's editor in chief, that he would have to act if then-President Barack Obama failed to stop Iran's nuclear program. Obama reached a deal with Iran over Netanyahu's objections in 2015--a deal that Trump tore up three years later. In the midst of Trump's attempts to secure a new agreement, Netanyahu has taken his long-promised action.



"Since the dawn of the nuclear age, we have not had a fanatic regime that might put its zealotry above its self-interest," Netanyahu said in 2009. "People say that they'll behave like any other nuclear power. Can you take the risk?"
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What Trump Knew About the Attack Against Iran

The president had asked Israel to hold off. Now he's scrambling to make a deal in negotiations that have become even more complex.

by Missy Ryan, Jonathan Lemire, Isaac Stanley-Becker




This story was updated at 5:30 p.m. on June 13, 2025.

As Israeli jets streaked over the Middle East last evening, President Donald Trump's key aides were making preparations for their next round of nuclear talks with Iran, hoping to cement their boss's reputation as the world's top dealmaker.



For weeks, Trump had been warning Iran to accept the agreement that his envoy, Steve Witkoff, had offered, under which Tehran would receive sanctions relief in exchange for dismantling its nuclear program and ending its uranium enrichment. Trump had told Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu during a call earlier in the week he believed that a deal was still possible and didn't want to risk a wider war, a White House official told us. When Netanyahu raised the possibility of a preemptive strike, Trump said he preferred the diplomatic route.



But by this morning, everything had changed. Israel's largest-ever attack on Iran had left senior leaders of the Islamic Republic dead, its nuclear facilities badly damaged, and the outlook for Trump's dealmaking in shambles. What remains of Iran's leadership appears even less likely to accept the embarrassing prospect of surrendering its enrichment capability, and will feel the need to hit back against Israel without restraint. More threatening for Trump, the president now faces the prospect of Iranian attacks on U.S. interests and an unpredictable, economically damaging wider war across the Middle East. The question that has dominated international attention on the Middle East for well over a decade--whether the standoff over Iran's nuclear aspirations would be resolved with force or at the negotiating table--appears to be careening toward an answer.

"Dead," one person familiar with the matter said of Trump's diplomatic push. "Yes, Iran is an authoritarian state, but they care about how they're viewed domestically and internationally. They can't be seen as negotiating from a position of weakness."

Read: Iran's stunning incompetence

A diplomat from a Middle Eastern country said that Trump is being naive if he thinks Iran will resume talks "in any meaningful way any time soon."

"Also," the diplomat added, "Israel just killed their negotiators."

Israel dubbed its operation "Rising Lion," and it included air strikes on more than 100 nuclear and military sites as well as the assassinations of a number of top officials, including the chief of staff of Iran's military, the senior-most Revolutionary Guard commander, and the diplomat overseeing negotiations with Washington. The details of the attack suggest that Israel had invested months or years of planning and had deeply penetrated Iran's security establishment, even beyond the espionage required to assassinate a senior Hamas operative at a Tehran guesthouse last year.

Netanyahu promised there would be more to come. "Today the Jewish state refuses to be the victim of a nuclear Holocaust," he said in a message to the Iranian people.



Former officials who have followed Israel's decades-long standoff with Iran described yesterday's assault as the "big one" for Israel, which was hoping to take advantage of the setbacks it dealt its adversary's air and missile defenses in a series of tit-for-tat attacks over the past 18 months. Netanyahu said Israel was attacking to preempt a breakthrough moment for Iran in which the country develops nuclear-weapons capability. But the aims appeared even broader than that. "They're not just trying to take out the nuclear program for a time," the individual familiar with the issues said. "They're trying to permanently set it back and potentially to destabilize the regime."



What happens next may not only change the balance of power in the Middle East--it may also come to define a chapter of Trump's presidency. A senior White House official told us that Trump continues to believe that a diplomatic solution is possible--a view that is not universally shared by those around him. He had hoped to keep Israel from striking but thinks that Tehran, which had been stalling in the talks, may now be compelled to negotiate to avoid further destruction. Trump is clearly attempting to push this message, in any case. He took to social media and spoke with reporters early this morning, touting the success of the strikes--while exaggerating his support for them--and declaring that peace was possible. "There is still time to make this slaughter, with the next already planned attacks being even more brutal, come to an end," Trump wrote early this morning on Truth Social. "Iran must make a deal, before there is nothing left."



While the president is projecting strength, he is also playing catch-up. The administration was given notice about the attacks only in the hours before they began, a White House official told us. The Department of Defense briefed some key congressional committees yesterday afternoon that they had been told Israel would soon attack, though the exact timing of the strikes was still unclear, according to a person familiar with the briefing. While Secretary of State Marco Rubio distanced the United States from the attacks, saying the country did not take part, the U.S. had taken steps in the days after Trump and Netanyahu's call on Monday to move personnel out of the region in anticipation of possible violence.

Senator Lindsey Graham, the South Carolina Republican and Trump ally who has been a staunch supporter of Israel, told us that Trump was not perturbed by the attack: "He sees Israel as the winner right now." If Iran doesn't reengage with talks, the senator added, his perspective is that Washington should "help Israel finish off the nuclear program."

After Israel attacked Iran, Rubio's statement did not address whether the U.S. would help with Israel's defense in the event of an Iranian counterattack. When Tehran launched two major aerial attacks at Israel last year, the Biden administration authorized the U.S. military to help Israel shoot down the onslaught of missiles. Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei warned that Israel "should anticipate a harsh punishment," and after nightfall in the Middle East today, dozens of rockets arced toward Israel; explosions echoed across Jerusalem and Tel Aviv. Most of the incoming missiles were shot down by Israel's Iron Dome defense system, but some broke through and crashed into populated areas. A U.S. official who spoke to us on the condition of anonymity confirmed that American forces based on land and at sea helped shoot down the Iranian missiles. Since Hamas's October 7, 2023, attacks on Israel, the United States has maintained a heightened military presence in the Middle East, giving it greater ability to come to Israel's aid.

Read: Israel's bold, risky attack

The Pentagon must also be ready for strikes against U.S. troops or other American interests in the region. While Iran's proxies, including Hezbollah in Lebanon and Hamas in Gaza, have been weakened, the ability of Iranian-backed groups to wreak havoc with asymmetric attacks remains significant, as the Houthi militants in Yemen have continued to demonstrate. In addition to major bases in Bahrain, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates, the Pentagon has an array of naval assets in the region that could mount defenses for an Iranian counterattack, including the USS Carl Vinson aircraft carrier, with some 5,000 sailors aboard and its suite of F-18 and F-35 jets, along with five guided-missile destroyers. Since the October 7 attacks, the United States has also moved additional air-defense assets to Israel.

Daniel Shapiro, who served as U.S. ambassador to Israel during the Obama administration and was a senior Pentagon official during the Biden administration, told us the moment posed a significant dilemma for Iran: It would also want to hit back against the United States, Israel's chief military backer, but the prospect of war with Washington in a moment of internal chaos and military weakness was likely to be daunting.



Ironically, the blows to Iran's conventional military might make Iran's leaders less willing to accept limits to their nuclear ambitions than they would have been otherwise. "It's more likely that Iran will now feel a desperate need to sprint toward breakout capability, because they're now so damaged," said Shapiro, who is a fellow at the Atlantic Council. "They've always viewed the nuclear program as part of their regime survival strategy."



Yesterday's attack revealed the extent to which the Middle East has been remade since October 7, allowing Israel to extend its military advantage against Iran and its allies far more than most imagined possible. But that altered reality may pose a political danger to Trump, driving a wedge between his duties as Israel's chief foreign ally and the wishes of his political base.



If Iran does attempt to accelerate its drive to obtain nuclear weapons, it would pull the United States more deeply into the conflict. Trump has vowed that Iran will not get a bomb and that only the United States has the military capabilities to reach the deeply buried facilities at the Fordow nuclear site.



But some "America First" influencers, such as Tucker Carlson and Charlie Kirk, denounced the possibility of the U.S. becoming further embroiled overseas. In the hours after the attack, the stock market went down while the price of oil went up. And a president who campaigned on promises of quickly ending foreign wars was suddenly on the precipice of another conflict.
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Fox News Vets Are Taking Over America's 250th Birthday Party

The celebration is supposed to be nonpartisan, but is turning into an arm of Trump's White House operation.

by Michael Scherer, Ashley Parker, Missy Ryan




Updated at 2:30 p.m. ET on on June 13, 2025.

Just four months ago, the Fox News host Steve Doocy gave a social-media send-off to his young producer Ariel Abergel, who had announced that he was leaving the network. Alongside a montage of the two traveling through Iowa, Doocy reminisced about their years together and affectionately razzed Abergel as "Ari the driver."

Now Abergel, who finished college in 2021 and is in his mid-20s, finds himself in a much--much--bigger producing job: He's been tasked by President Donald Trump with overseeing the nation's 250th birthday celebration as executive director of America250. The congressionally authorized festivities, which kick off tomorrow with a Washington parade to honor the Army, are backed by more than $100 million in expected congressional appropriations and are supposed to be a nonpolitical, nonpartisan affair. But Abergel's new role has prompted concerns even from some Trump loyalists, as well as a backlash among participants who worry that his installation portends a bid by Trump to channel the patriotism surrounding the nation's semiquincentennial into a celebration of himself.

Abergel's operation helped fundraise for Trump's speech on Tuesday at Fort Bragg, where the president denounced his political rivals before a backdrop of active-duty troops. The group is also planning a 250th Kickoff Celebration on July 4, at which Trump plans to announce the fulfillment of two campaign promises: plans for a Great America State Fair in 2026, and a new, federally backed Patriot Games to celebrate American sports. At both events, as well as tomorrow's parade, which falls on Trump's 79th birthday, top donors have been promised a "dedicated VIP experience," according to documents we obtained.

Trump and his advisers are eager to use the nation's 250th anniversary to highlight the various ways that, in their view, his administration is making America great again. The president considers the semiquincentennial part of a rolling celebration that he will oversee, a White House official told us. In Trump's expansive view, the events also include the 2026 FIFA World Cup--which the United States is hosting, along with Canada and Mexico--and the 2028 Summer Olympics, in Los Angeles.

Listen: The real problem with Trump's parade

Much like tomorrow's parade for the Army, celebrations for the Marines and Navy are being planned for this fall, when they, too, turn 250. A New Year's Eve-style ball drop in Times Square is also being discussed for July 4, 2026--celebrating the Declaration of Independence turning 250, people familiar with the planning told us.

A list of new donors to the effort was announced this week and is filled with corporations whose leaders have sought to ingratiate themselves with the president--Ultimate Fighting Championship, Coinbase, Amazon, and Oracle, to name a few. Their tax-deductible donations do not go to Trump's political committee, or the Republican Party, but to America250 Inc., a nonprofit group that was established in 2019 by a bipartisan, congressionally authorized commission that Abergel now runs.

On paper, the nonprofit represents the whole country, without any political agenda beyond patriotic celebration. It is backed by an America250 congressional caucus, with a bipartisan group of more than 280 members from the House and Senate. But in practice, the group has been functioning in recent weeks as an arm of Trump's White House operation. Administration officials say that is appropriate because the Biden administration put its stamp on the early planning for the 250th celebration, and the White House was long expected to select the organization's executive director.

Others, however, disagree. Representative Bonnie Watson Coleman, a Democrat from New Jersey, said in a statement emailed to us that Trump's leadership has been making decisions without informing or seeking the consent of the bipartisan commission that oversees America250. Watson Coleman, a member of the commission, said that she intended to "fight" to return the group to its nonpartisan purpose, and that tomorrow's parade was "being run under the banner of America250 without advance notice to, or consent from, the members of the Commission."

"America250's mission is to 'engage, educate, and unite,'" Watson Coleman said in the statement. "That mission has been hijacked by Donald Trump. It is unfortunate that what was meant to unite the country and honor its history has been twisted into yet another scheme for his own personal gain."

Abergel, who interned for Trump during his first term and worked briefly in first lady Melania Trump's office, has hired another recent college graduate, Aidan Golub, as his chief of staff, according to Golub's LinkedIn account. He has brought over others from Fox News to help the organization, and added top campaign advisers to Trump, including the fundraiser Meredith O'Rourke, events planner Justin Caporale, and senior adviser Chris LaCivita. The former Fox News contributor Monica Crowley, who now serves as chief of protocol for the United States, has been appointed the "principal media representative" of America250. Several vendors who had been working on preparations for next year, meanwhile, have been fired.

An administration official familiar with the operation told us that Abergel helped plan large public events for Fox News when he worked there and is well qualified for the job. "He is taking something and fixing it," this person said, after requesting anonymity to discuss internal matters at America250. "He is bringing in the best of the best." A Fox News representative said Abergel did not plan major events for the network but did plan events for its morning show, Fox & Friends.

"Ari and the team have brought a fresh perspective to our programming that helps us connect with Americans across the country," Rosie Rios, the chair of America250, who served as U.S. treasurer under President Barack Obama, told us in a statement. "As we approach America250, it's critical that our efforts remain bi-partisan and reach our goal of engaging 350 million Americans."

Not all people familiar with the operation agree that Abergel is the best pick for the job. "He's not necessarily doing anything bad, and he's a super-nice guy and wants to do a good job," another person familiar with the arrangement told us. "But the idea he'd be put in charge of this is kind of insane."

Read: America is suffering an identity crisis

The full scope of the changes at the group has not been made clear. A list of America250 "ambassadors"--including the musicians Gloria Estefan and Lance Bass, and former San Francisco Mayor Willie Brown--has been pulled off its website for reasons that have not been explained, while photos of Trump have been added in recent weeks. Meta was included on the website as an America250 donor earlier this spring and then removed; a Meta spokesperson said the company is not a donor. Obama and former first lady Michelle Obama remain honorary co-chairs of America250 with former President George W. Bush and his wife, Laura. Obama's spokesperson declined to comment on changes at the group.

America250 was involved in fundraising for Trump's campaign-style rally Tuesday at Fort Bragg. Before the event, military authorities at the base vetted the troops who were going to sit behind Trump, ensuring that they had passed background checks, had presentable uniforms, and were in good physical shape, according to a military spokesperson. Some jeered and booed as Trump attacked the "fake news" media, derided former President Joe Biden and California Governor Gavin Newsom, called Los Angeles a "trash heap," and described the protesters around the country who object to his immigration policies as a "foreign invasion."

A vendor of pro-Trump merchandise was given a space near the rally site in what amounted to a violation of base rules. "The Army does not endorse political merchandise or the views it represents," Colonel Mary Ricks, a spokesperson for the XVIII Airborne Corps and Fort Bragg, said in a statement. "The vendor's presence is under review to determine how it was permitted and to prevent similar occurrences in the future."

Trump named Justin Caporale, who produced rallies for Trump's campaign, to be "the executive producer for major events and public appearances" for "my outside operation" in a December 31 social-media post. Caporale's firm was involved in staging the Fort Bragg event, and will produce tomorrow's parade, people involved told us. Although the XVIII Airborne Corps facilitated the entry of local dignitaries and other VIP guests of the military for Tuesday's event, that was unrelated to any VIP donors invited by the White House as part of the "VIP experience" for donors to America250, an individual familiar with the matter told us.

They referred further questions to Caporale's firm, Event Strategies Inc., which did not respond to a request for comment.

"There will be catcalls and detractors that will try to make this political," LaCivita told us. "But the mission is to activate and include 350 million Americans in celebration of America's 250th birthday."



This story originally misstated Monica Crowley's title at Fox News. She was a contributor.
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Inside the Democratic Rupture That Undermined Kamala Harris's Presidential Hopes

In the weeks before Election Day, it seemed like the candidate had two campaigns.

by Michael Scherer, Ashley Parker




Kamala Harris's campaign thought it knew exactly how to beat Donald Trump. With just weeks left before Election Day, it warned over and over that he was "unhinged, unstable, and unchecked." But instead of amplifying that message, Future Forward--the $900 million super PAC that the campaign was counting on for a flood of ads--had a different plan. The campaign leader Jen O'Malley Dillon grumbled in private meetings that the group had gone rogue, threatening Harris's chances of winning. O'Malley Dillon told her team that she had never seen anything else like this.

Usually super PACs follow the lead of the candidates they support, while taking on less savory tasks, such as viciously attacking their opponents. But Future Forward had built a bigger internal research program than the campaign had, and its leaders saw only one clear path to victory. Harris had to stay laser-focused on the economy. She had to present herself as a disrupter, not as a protector of the status quo.

The Harris team liked Future Forward's economic ads, but they believed that Trump's approval ratings were dangerously high. There needed to be a sustained, direct attack on him. They also argued that the super PAC had delayed its advertising for too long, had not targeted those ads enough to different groups of voters, and had failed to properly distribute money for get-out-the-vote efforts. So Harris's team shifted strategy to do some of that themselves. Harris told reporters that she saw Trump as a fascist, and recruited some of his former advisers as her spokespeople.

Future Forward's team scoffed. "People might not mind 'unhinged' if their fingers are caught in the door," one Future Forward strategist started telling colleagues inside the organization. They did not believe that there was evidence in the voter data to justify a switch back to the politics of protecting democratic norms.

Listen: A former Republican strategist on why Harris lost

Campaigns and groups such as super PACs are not allowed to directly coordinate on many ad-spending decisions, but there are legal ways for them to signal their desires. Future Forward began quietly raising alarms in private polling memos that it knew the campaign would read. O'Malley Dillon publicly suggested in September that top donors give to other groups in addition to Future Forward.

"They are very driven by ad testing, which is spot by spot--a lot of trees. But the way I see it, the presidential campaign is a forest," a top Harris-campaign adviser told us about their objections to Future Forward's approach. "The candidate is the candidate, for good or bad. You have to follow their lead."

Neither side would change course. When Harris eventually lost, she did so with the backing of two different efforts that sometimes worked at cross-purposes, an error that both sides still believe may have cost Democrats the election. "We should have been one streamlined engine whose true mission was to elect Kamala Harris and defeat Donald Trump," Rufus Gifford, a veteran Democratic fundraiser who worked for the Harris campaign, told us. "And it is clear that that was not always what happened."

Once the election was decided, the remaining restrictions on communication and coordination were lifted. But seven months after the loss to Trump, there has been little meaningful discussion of what happened between the fighting factions of the Democratic Party--although O'Malley Dillon and Chauncey McLean, a co-founder of Future Forward, did meet on Wednesday to talk through their post-election views.

Anger has continued to fester as Future Forward positions itself to play a major role in the 2028 presidential election. One strategist involved in the controversy has taken to calling it "the largest fight for the soul of the Democratic Party that no one is talking about."

The unusual circumstances of the 2024 presidential election--a brash, prototypical, seemingly Teflon candidate on the Republican side, and a last-minute candidate switch on the Democratic one--set the stage for the collapse of the traditional super PAC-campaign dynamic. But the resulting conflict also revealed a fundamental flaw in the multibillion-dollar architecture that Democrats had built to defeat Trump, raising questions about who controlled the Democratic Party in 2024, and who will steer it into the future.

"Is Future Forward meant to be the group that determines the strategy for the presidential candidate? I'm not sure," one major donor to the group told us.

This story is based on interviews with more than 20 senior Democratic strategists, donors, or advisers who worked to defeat Trump last year, as well as a review of a trove of previously unreleased Future Forward testing and briefing documents obtained by The Atlantic. Many of the people we spoke with requested anonymity because they typically avoid public comment, were not authorized to speak, or are strategists who want to work for future campaigns.

Defenders of Future Forward say the party needs to continue to replace its reliance on all-star campaign gurus and activist groups with cutting-edge data science that can precisely measure what voters want. They believe that Harris's campaign ultimately betrayed her candidacy by drifting away from the central economic narrative of the race--a choice between a Democrat who would make things better for working people and a Republican who would reward his rich friends. "It's pretty clear that there was one path for her, and we saw success there--we had to make it about what voters wanted, not what we thought they should care about," one person involved in the Future Forward effort told us. "We will never know if it would have been enough, but it is the question going forward."

Read: Twilight of the super PAC

Three weeks after the election, Future Forward leaders sent a private memo to their donors. They claimed that Future Forward's television ads had been about twice as successful at persuading people to support Harris as "other Dem" television spending, a category dominated by the Harris campaign. "Our execution," they concluded, "proved more effective at moving the needle."

The next step, they told donors, was to expand Future Forward's preparations for the 2028 campaign. They plan to provide "testing for the individual would-be candidates so they can learn--early--what works and does not work for them and with the general electorate," the memo said.

"There is an opportunity," they told donors, "to fundamentally improve how Presidential campaigns work."

Veterans of the Harris campaign and members of other outside groups, however, have argued against an expansion of Future Forward's role and pushed for a rethinking of how super PACs are used. "I think our side was completely mismatched when it came to the ecosystem of Trump and his super PACs and ours," O'Malley Dillon said on Pod Save America, the same day that Future Forward sent its memo. Harris senior adviser David Plouffe, appearing alongside O'Malley Dillon, was even more blunt about the GOP advantage: "I'm just sick and tired of it," he declared.

"One group making the decisions for the entire ecosystem and thinking they were making better decisions than the campaign and the candidate should not be how we move forward," another senior Harris-campaign adviser told us. "They don't have the experience. They don't have the understanding of the nuance of this. They didn't know better."

America's first political campaigns were self-financed by wealthy candidates like George Washington, who used their money to buy voter support with booze. In the second half of the 20th century, Congress decided to limit the amount of money any single person or company other than the candidate could use to influence American elections and to outlaw vote purchases. Federal courts pushed back in 2010, over the objection of Democratic Party leaders. Some of the laws meant to limit corruption, they decided, violated the First Amendment rights of the rich.

Whiskey can no longer be traded for votes, although donors can throw alcohol-soaked parties to celebrate the general notion of voting. The wealthiest Americans, companies, and unions get to spend unlimited amounts to influence elections' outcomes, but those funds cannot go directly to the candidates' campaigns or to their political parties, which have strict contribution limits. The really big checks go to "independent" nonprofits, which often do not report their donors, or to so-called super PACs, which disclose their activity to the Federal Election Commission. Future Forward raised money both ways.

Under the new system, major-party presidential candidates need at least one outside operation with deep pockets in their corner, or else they place themselves at an enormous disadvantage. Candidates are barred from privately "coordinating" on some types of spending with these groups, but they can communicate in other ways: Their campaigns can signal their strategic desires by talking to reporters, who print their words, or by way of discreet posts on public websites. Super PACs can do the same or speak directly to the campaigns through "one-way" conversations, often Zoom briefings where the campaign team does not speak or turn on their cameras.

Candidates also have the ability to signal donors to support the "independent" groups of their choosing before the start of a campaign. This typically involves placing trusted aides at the outside groups, as Trump did at the start of the 2024 campaign cycle with a group called MAGA Inc., or as Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton did with Priorities USA. Joe Biden decided to go a different direction in July 2023, when his advisers Anita Dunn and O'Malley Dillon gave interviews to The New York Times that strongly implied that Future Forward had received Biden's unofficial super-PAC "blessing." A top Biden fundraiser, Katie Petrelius, joined the group to encourage donors.

McLean and his team quickly incorporated the Times article into the March 2024 pitch deck they showed donors, a copy of which we obtained. But unlike MAGA Inc., Future Forward did not present itself as simply an extension of the Democratic campaign, with Biden himself, and later Harris, as its north star. Internal staff talking points--released just before Election Day and marked "not for distribution"--described the group's power as coming from its impact on the electorate, not from "being anointed or pre-determined" by a candidate.

The group's mission had instead been set at its founding, after the 2018 cycle, when strategists who had met during Obama's 2012 reelection campaign concluded that they could bring a new level of mathematical precision to the art of voter influence and apply that wisdom to the spending of dozens of Democratic-aligned groups. During the 2024 campaign, the group granted more than $220 million to 73 organizations, including Emily's List and Somos Votantes, for advertising, issue advocacy, voter mobilization, and registration. Future Forward has never issued a press release, and with the exception of two summer Zoom briefings, where questions were screened, the leadership has mostly avoided larger group conversations about strategy with the other outside operations fighting to defeat Trump.

Future Forward's approach infuriated many members of veteran Democratic voter-mobilization and persuasion groups, who felt sidelined from both donors and from the strategy conversation. "Resources were not allocated early enough, or to long-standing organizations that know their audiences," Danielle Butterfield, the executive director of Priorities USA, told us.

Read: The shadow over Kamala Harris's campaign

But Future Forward believed there was a superior way to run campaigns and allocate money. By March 2024, it was telling donors that it could produce "the absolute best ads that are proven to be effective across platforms" with a voter response rate "55% better than the average ad." Over the course of 2024, Future Forward conducted hundreds of focus groups and collected more data on American voters than any other political effort in history, including more than 14 million voter surveys in the final 10 months before Election Day. The group created and tested more than 1,000 advertisements to support Harris's presidential bid from dozens of ad firms, using a randomized-controlled-trial method that compared the vote preference of people who had seen an ad against those who had not. The best-testing spots blanketed the airwaves in swing states starting in August and were used to purchase more than 3 billion digital-video ad impressions.

As a matter of fundraising, the pitch was a massive success, attracting more than 69 percent of all Democratic presidential super-PAC dollars--more than three times the share of the top super PAC in 2020, according to an analysis by the independent journalist Kyle Tharp. Much of that money came from America's wealthiest Democratic supporters, such as Microsoft co-founder Bill Gates, former New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg, and Facebook co-founder Dustin Moskovitz. (Laurene Powell Jobs, the founder of Emerson Collective, which is the majority owner of The Atlantic, gave to a part of the Future Forward effort that does not disclose its donors, according to The New York Times.) For context, $900 million is more money than the Democratic National Committee raised last cycle and nearly twice as much as Trump's own campaign collected. The Biden and Harris operation ultimately raised $1.2 billion.

"Future Forward wasn't started by allies of one candidate or campaign," the group's talking points declare. "While it can upset (or even upend) the status quo in politics, no decision is made that isn't in the best interests of impacting the outcome of the election."

The Biden and Harris campaigns operated with a different model. They had a similar data operation, with horse-race polling, focus groups, and randomized-controlled trials of ads, but it was overlaid with a crew of veteran campaign strategists. Biden and one of his top advisers, Mike Donilon, believed from the start of his campaign that big themes about individual freedom, democracy, and Trump's character would shape the outcome. Their goal was to use the data from ad testing to inform the judgment of the senior advisers, not to determine what they would do. Future Forward had a different approach.

"I think they thought that if we were doing something different from what they were doing, we were stupid," a third Harris-campaign strategist told us. "The reality is we just believed in the strength of our strategy and disagreed with theirs."

Tensions between the two approaches surfaced early. Concerned about Biden's relatively weak position in polling, the campaign launched an ad blitz in late 2023, aiming to reset voters' views of the president. The campaign specifically targeted Latino and Asian audiences. Future Forward, which had long favored advertising close to Election Day, held back, even as MAGA Inc. began going on the air the next year. The first Future Forward super-PAC spot did not run until after Trump's indictments, felony convictions, and assasination attempt; the Republican convention; and the switch to Harris. The election's exit polls showed that 80 percent of voters had made up their minds before the end of August, when the full force of the group's spending hit the airwaves.

From the start, there were doubts inside the operation about Biden's view of the race. At the beginning of 2024, the group secretly commissioned 154 ads for Biden and tested them from February to April, according to another internal document. The results suggested that the single worst ad it tested echoed the threat-to-democracy themes that Biden's team had embraced--casting Trump as breaking from presidential norms, seeking revenge on his opponents, and threatening to put them in jail.

Biden nevertheless launched ads in June that highlighted Trump's recent felony conviction and questions about his sanity. "Something's snapped," Biden started saying of Trump. Future Forward insiders told us that they'd planned to start airing ads after the first debate, in June, hoping that the face-to-face meeting between Biden and Trump would mute concerns about the president's age. When the opposite happened, the Biden team made it clear through various channels that they still wanted Future Forward to start spending to shore up Biden's position. After all, they had blessed the group, and many of Biden's top donors had made contributions.

Dunn, the closest of Biden's advisers to Future Forward, informed the campaign that the group did not think ads defending Biden at that point were a good investment, according to people familiar with the conversation. McLean later described the decision to refuse Biden's call for help as the hardest choice he had ever made. Biden, the group concluded, was the only one who could prove to voters that he was up for the job, even if donors were not withholding checks to try to force him out of the race. No outside group, no matter how well funded, could cause voters to unsee what they'd witnessed.

After Biden left the debate stage, nothing about the Democratic bid proceeded as planned. Despite the chaos, both sides of the $2 billion effort to defeat Trump found themselves working from the same playbook in early August, when Harris hit the campaign trail backed by a massive introductory advertising push by her campaign and Future Forward. Those early ads shared common traits--a tour through Harris's biography, a focus on the economy, and a pitch that she was offering the country something different. "The data continues to point to the benefits of a mostly forward-looking and largely economic campaign," Future Forward concluded in an August 9 messaging document.

"We built a coherent story: This is an economic contrast; she's going to be better for your bottom line than he is," a Future Forward strategist told us about the group's ads. "We weren't just taking the top-testing ads off the spreadsheet, because then you would have gotten gobbledygook."

But the agreement broke down in September. Harris's advisers knew that economic concerns ranked highest for voters, but they decided that those issues would not be enough to defeat Trump. Trump's approval ratings increased after the July assassination attempt and the Republican convention, as the "something snapped" argument faded away. Harris's campaign believed that no one had set a clear negative frame for Trump. Over hours of internal debates, it came up with a new, triple-negative tagline: "unhinged, unstable, and unchecked." Expecting that Future Forward would not shift course, it bought advertising to fill what it saw as the gaps left by the super PAC.

Harris began to appear at events with Liz Cheney, the former Wyoming representative who was once Republican royalty, and new campaign ads featured former Trump advisers warning of his return to the White House. The campaign believed that it could improve margins among moderates and the college-educated conservatives who had long been concerned about Trump's behavior. For Future Forward's number crunchers, the message switch was a disaster.

The group sent up a warning flare. "Make the argument about voters' lives," declared an October 15 document posted on a website that campaign strategists could read. "Our task remains more about Harris than Trump." By embracing Cheney and other conservatives, Harris was hewing to the unpopular status quo and defending institutional norms at a time when up-for-grabs voters wanted change. The document noted that ads focused "on Trump's fitness as disqualification alone, without tying to voter impact" were among their worst-testing. The document included polling results that found that 53 percent of voters nationwide said they preferred a "shock to the system," compared with 37 percent who favored "a return to basic stability."

The differences in approach were so stark that, at one point, a data firm working with Future Forward worried that the campaign was using faulty data. In fact, both the campaign and the super PAC were using highly sophisticated methodologies for their testing, and the main issue was interpretation. "Future Forward's theory of the case didn't change when the case--when the race--changed quite a bit," a Democratic strategist working with the campaign told us.

The Harris strategists were not the only ones concerned about Future Forward's conclusions. Inside the super PAC, people focused on outreach to Latino and Asian American audiences were worried about the group's decision to turn away from creating targeted ads, after Future Forward's testing showed that those populations were best moved by the same ads as the rest of the country, according to people familiar with the discussions. For voters who did not speak English, the group ran ads in eight languages.

Read: Kamala Harris and the Black elite

At the core of these strategy disagreements was a debate over whether ad tests that focused on measuring vote-choice persuasion had limits. Some strategists argued that ads also had to build a sense of political and ethnic identity, and excite people to get more involved in politics or share messages on social media. Rather than just respond to public opinion, they wanted to try to drive it in new directions. Trump had proved himself a master of elevating relatively obscure issues--such as government-funded surgeries for transgender people--to change the entire political conversation.

"There is an art and a science to persuasion," Jenifer Fernandez Ancona, a co-founder of the Democratic donor group Way to Win, told us. "It requires striking an emotional chord with people that will stick, and that goes beyond what can be captured in randomized control trials alone."

Anat Shenker-Osorio, a Democratic data strategist who works with Way to Win and has criticized Future Forward's methods, argues that ad testing in online panels creates an artificial environment where people are forced to watch the tested spots. "That does not mirror conditions in real life," she told us. "This testing cannot tell us what would cause people to pay attention and what would cause your base to want to repeat the message. What would cause your base to wear the equivalent of the red hats?"

A Future Forward spokesperson told us that this critique was misguided. "Data can't solve every problem, but it shows what voters really think, not what people who work in politics wish they thought," the spokesperson said.

Others complained that Future Forward's decision making on ads was too secretive. Ad firms got paid for production costs, and then submitted their spots to Future Forward for testing--and they received a commission of the spending, at a rate below industry standard, if their ad was chosen to run. About 25 firms got paid for ads that aired. But about 12 percent of the group's ads were made by affiliates of Blue Sky, a firm partly owned by McLean and Jon Fromowitz, two leaders of the group, who were making the decisions. Other ad makers received a larger share, and Future Forward said that it was not unusual for large campaigns to have strategists who work on ads.

"Who watches the watchmen?" one person familiar with the operation told us, explaining the risk of self-dealing.

Since the election, Future Forward has continued to churn out voter-survey data with the aim of shaping how Democrats communicate with voters. The regular "Doppler" emails, which are sent privately to a select group of Democratic officials and strategists, test everything from the social-media posts of lawmakers to podcast appearances by former Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg, and excerpts of rallies featuring Vermont Senator Bernie Sanders.

In these messages, party leaders are still urged to "make criticism of Trump economic and personal," avoid personal attacks, use specific numbers such as "$880 billion in Medicaid cuts," and create "vivid contrasts" such as "tax breaks for the wealthy vs. food aid cuts."

The Democratic National Committee, which is working on an audit of the 2024 campaign due this summer, is expected to look at the campaign's relationship with Future Forward, say people familiar with the plan. But there's still no clarity on how the party and its top candidates, donors, strategists, and data wonks will choose to structure the 2028 effort to win back the White House.

Everyone we spoke with for this story agreed on one thing: What the Democrats did in 2024--using two competing camps that deployed conflicting strategies--cannot happen again.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/06/future-forward-pac-kamala-harris/683154/?utm_source=feed
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Stephen Miller Triggers Los Angeles

The protesters gathered in downtown L.A. are a microcosm of the Democratic coalition that has dominated the city for decades.

by Nick Miroff




During a lull in the chanting outside the federal building targeted by protesters in downtown Los Angeles this week, I walked up behind a hooded young man wearing a mask and carrying a can of spray paint. He began to deface the marble facade in big black letters. WHEN TYRANNY BECOMES LAW, REBELLION BECOMES DUTY--THOMAS JEFFERSON, he wrote, adding his tag, SMO, in a smaller font.



Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.



SMO told me that he is 21, Mexican American, an Angeleno, and a "history buff" who thinks about the Founding Fathers more than the average tagger does. He said he wanted to write something that stood out from the hundreds of places where FUCK ICE now appears.

"I needed a better message that would inspire more people to remember that our history as Americans is deeply rooted in being resistant to the ones who oppress us," he told me. "Our Founding Fathers trusted that we the people would take it into our hands to fight back against a government who no longer serves the people." (The quote, although spurious, captures some of the ideas that Jefferson put into the Declaration of Independence, according to the Thomas Jefferson Foundation.)

Whether what's occurring in Los Angeles is a noble rebellion, a destructive riot, or a bit of both, the protests here have been the most intense demonstrations against President Donald Trump and his policies since he retook office. They were set off by a new, more aggressive phase of Immigration and Customs Enforcement raids across the city last week. But it's important to keep some perspective on the size of the confrontations. Los Angeles County covers more than 4,000 square miles, with a population of 10 million, and across much of that sunny expanse, life has carried on as usual this week.

Missy Ryan and Jonathan Lemire: The White House is delighted with events in Los Angeles

The protesters' focal point has been the federal building in downtown Los Angeles where several Department of Homeland Security agencies, including ICE, have offices. Just across the 101 freeway is the El Pueblo de Los Angeles historic plaza, which marks the site where settlers of Native American, African, and European heritage first arrived in 1781. Nearly every city block in this part of town is taken up by a courthouse or some other stone edifice of law or government, including the Art Deco tower of Los Angeles City Hall. In a city built on shaky ground, these civic structures are meant to project stability and permanence. But L.A.'s layered, fraught history seemed very much on the minds of many demonstrators I spoke with, who told me that they felt like their right to belong--regardless of legal status--was under attack.




Although the crowd of protesters has not been especially large, drawing at most a few thousand people, it has been a microcosm of Los Angeles and the deep-blue Democratic coalition that has dominated the city for decades. It's a mix of young Hispanic people--many the children of first-generation immigrants--and older liberals, college students, and left-wing activists; also present is a contingent of younger, more militant protesters, who have been eager to confront police and inflict damage on the city's buildings and institutions, and film themselves doing it.

At one point on Monday, I watched a group of jumpy teen boys in hoods and masks who appeared no older than 15 or 16 approach one of the last unblemished surfaces on the federal building. One shook a spray can and began writing in large, looping letters. The nozzle wasn't working well, and his friends began to rush him. Trump is a BICH, he wrote, and ran away.

Observing the crowd and speaking with protesters over the past several days, I couldn't help but think of Stephen Miller, the top Trump aide who has ordered immigration officials to arrest and deport more and more people, encouraging them to do so in the most attention-grabbing of ways. The version of Los Angeles represented by the protesters is the one Miller deplores. The city has a voracious demand for workers that, for decades, has mostly looked past legal status and allowed newcomers from around the world to live and work without much risk of arrest and deportation. Trump and Miller have upended that in a way many people here describe as a punch in the face.

Los Angeles, specifically the liberal, upper-middle-class enclave of Santa Monica, is Miller's hometown, and it became the foil for his archconservative political identity. He is often described as the "architect" of Trump's immigration policy, but his role as a political strategist--and chief provocateur--is much bigger than that. It is no fluke that Los Angeles is where Miller could most aggressively assert the ideas he champions in Trump's MAGA movement: mass deportations and a maximal assertion of executive power. No matter if it means calling out U.S. troops to suppress a backlash triggered by those policies.

Conor Friedersdorf: Averting a worst-case scenario in Los Angeles

"Huge swaths of the city where I was born now resemble failed third world nations. A ruptured, balkanized society of strangers," Miller wrote Monday on X. He was attacking Governor Gavin Newsom for suing to reverse the Trump administration's takeover of the California National Guard--the first time the government has federalized state forces since 1965. Trump has also called up 700 U.S. Marines.

Miller was defending the use of force to subdue protesters, but he was really talking about something bigger in his hometown. This was a culture war, with real troops.







What was the spark? On May 21, Miller and Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem brought the heads of ICE's regional offices to Washington for a dressing-down. Trump had promised the largest mass-removal campaign in U.S. history and wanted 1 million deportations a year. ICE officers had been making far more arrests in American communities than under Joe Biden, but they were well short of Trump's desired pace. Miller demanded 3,000 arrests a day--a nearly fourfold increase--and demoted several top ICE officials who weren't hitting their targets.

Miller's push is just a warm-up. The Republican funding bill Trump wants to sign into law by Independence Day would formalize his goal of 1 million deportations annually, and furnish more than $150 billion for immigration enforcement, including tens of billions for more ICE officers, contractors, detention facilities, and removal flights. If Los Angeles and other cities are recoiling now, how will they respond when ICE has the money to do everything Miller wants?

Trump and his "border czar," the former ICE acting director Tom Homan, had been insisting for months that the deportation campaign would prioritize violent criminals and avoid indiscriminate roundups. Miller has told ICE officials to disregard that and to hit Home Depot parking lots.

So they have. The number of arrests reported by ICE has soared past 2,000 a day in recent weeks. Backed by the Border Patrol, the FBI, the Drug Enforcement Administration, and other federal law-enforcement agencies pressed into helping ICE, officers are arresting people who show up for immigration-court appointments or periodic "check-ins" to show that they have remained in compliance with court orders. Last week in Los Angeles, ICE teams began showing up at those Home Depot parking lots and work sites, including a downtown apparel factory. This was a red line for many Angelenos. Protesters told me that it was the moment Miller and Trump went from taunts and trolling to something more personal and threatening. About a third of the city's residents are foreign-born.

Juliette Kayyem: Trump's gross misuse of the National Guard

"This is humiliating," Hector Agredano, a 30-year-old community-college instructor who was demonstrating on Sunday outside a Pasadena hotel, told me. ICE officers were rumored to be staying at the location and two others nearby, drawing dozens of protesters who chanted and carried signs demanding ICE out of LA!

"They are tearing apart our families," Agredano told me. "We will not stand for this. They cannot sleep safely at night while our communities are being terrorized."

Some activists have been trying to track ICE vehicles and show up where officers make arrests to film and protest. More established activist groups are organizing vigils and marches while urging demonstrators to remain peaceful. They have struggled to contain the younger, angrier elements of the crowd downtown who lack their patience.

On Sunday, I watched protesters block the southbound lanes of the 101 until police cleared them with tear gas. Some in the crowd hurled water bottles and debris down at officers and set off bottle rockets and cherry bombs. The police responded with flash-bangs, which detonate with a burst of light. There were so many explosions happening, it wasn't easy to tell if they belonged to the protesters or to law enforcement. I tried approaching a police line, and a boom sounded near my head, making my ears ring.

One group of vandals summoned several Waymo self-driving cars to the street next to the plaza where the city was founded and set them ablaze. People in the crowd hooted and cheered at the leaping flames, and the cars' melting batteries and sensors sent plumes of oily black smoke toward police helicopters circling above. Firetrucks arrived and put out the last of the flames, leaving little piles of gnarled metal. City officials grew more alarmed the following evening, when smaller groups of masked teenagers rampaged through downtown and looted a CVS, an Apple Store, and several other businesses, prompting Mayor Karen Bass to set an 8 p.m. curfew in the area yesterday.

The smoke and flames began shifting attention away from the administration's immigration crackdown.The imagery has been giddily watched by White House officials, and it's fueled speculation that it could create an opening for Miller to attempt to invoke the Insurrection Act. For years he has longingly discussed the wartime power, which would give troops a direct law-enforcement role on U.S. streets, potentially including immigration arrests.




Yesterday, Trump said that he would not allow Los Angeles to be "invaded and conquered by a foreign enemy," and that he would "liberate" the country's second-largest city. His send-in-the-Marines order underscored his apparent eagerness to deal with the demonstrators as combatants, rather than as civilians and American citizens.

Since Trump's announcement, protesters have been on the lookout for the Marines, wondering if their arrival would signal a darker, more violent phase of the government's response. But military officials said today that the Marine units will need to receive more training in civilian deployments before they go to Los Angeles.

Despite the attention on the federalized California National Guard troops, they have had a minimal role so far, standing guard at the entrance to the federal building where SMO and other taggers have left messages for Trump and ICE. Mayor Bass said that about 100 soldiers were stationed there as of today. Trump has activated 4,000, and there are signs that their role is already expanding: Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth posted a photo yesterday of soldiers with rifles and full combat gear standing guard for ICE officers making street arrests. "This We'll Defend," he wrote.

David Frum: For Trump, this is a dress rehearsal

In downtown Los Angeles, though, the LAPD and the California Highway Patrol--which are under the control of the state and local Democratic leaders--have been left to handle violent protesters and looters. By insisting that Trump's troop deployment is unnecessary and provocative, Newsom and Bass are under more pressure to make sure that their forces, not Trump's, can keep a lid on the anger.

Their officers have fired tear gas, flash-bang grenades, and a kind of less-than-lethal projectile known as a sponge grenade that leaves bruises and welts. One Australian television reporter was hit while doing a live report; many others have been shot at point-blank range. Over more than three days of street confrontations, there have been no deaths or reports of serious injuries.

Some protesters gathered up the spent sponge munitions as souvenirs. With a hard foam nose and a thick plastic base, they resemble Nerf darts from hell. I met one protester, carrying a camera, who wore a bandage around his forearm where he'd been struck minutes earlier. Castro--he wouldn't give me his first name--told me that he was a 39-year-old security guard whose parents are from El Salvador. He likened the pain to a sprained ankle. "I was born and raised in Los Angeles. I support, I love, I stand for America. I love the U.S.A.," he told me. "I'm here today to support our people of Los Angeles. That's it."

Some Democrats outside the state have chafed at the sight of protesters waving Mexican flags and those of other nations, which Trump officials have seized upon as evidence of anti-Americanism. Protesters told me the flags of their or their parents' home countries are not intended as a sign of loyalty to another nation. Quite a few protesters waved the Stars and Stripes too, or a hybrid of the American flag and their home country's.

Hailey, a 23-year-old welder carrying a Guatemalan flag, told me she wanted to display her heritage at a protest that brought together people from all over. That was part of belonging to California, she said: "I was born on American soil, but I just think it's appropriate to celebrate where my family is from. And America is supposed to be a celebration of that."

Dylan Littlefield, a bishop who joined a rally on Sunday led by union organizers, told me that he grew up in L.A. with Italian Americans displaying their flag. "No one has ever made a single comment or had any objection to the Italian flag flying, so the people that are making the flag issue now really are trying to create a battle where there's no battle to be had," he said.



The protests against Trump in Los Angeles have picked up, to some extent, where those in Portland left off. In 2020, anti-ICE protesters targeted the federal courthouse in downtown Portland, and DHS sent federal agents and officers to defend the building and confront the crowds. The destructive standoff carried on for months, and the city's Democratic mayor and Oregon's Democratic governor eventually had to use escalating force against rioters. Newsom and Bass seem keen to avoid the price they would pay politically if that were to occur here, but for now they are caught between the need to suppress the violent elements of the protests and their desire to blame the White House for fanning the flames.




Anne Applebaum: This is what Trump does when his revolution sputters

Trump officials say they have delighted in the imagery of L.A. mayhem and foreign-flag waving, but they face a threat, too, if protests spread beyond blue California and become a nationwide movement. That would take pressure off Newsom and Bass.

Doe Hain, a retired teacher I met in Pasadena this week holding a Save Democracy sign for passing motorists, told me that the ICE push into California symbolizes the worst fears of an authoritarian takeover by a president unfazed by the idea of turning troops against Americans. "I don't really think I can protest the existence of ICE as a federal agency, but we can protest the way that they're doing things," Hain said. "They're bypassing people's rights and the laws, and that's not right."

Few people I spoke with said they thought the protests in Los Angeles would diminish, even if more troops arrive in the city. There have been fewer reports of ICE raids since the protests erupted, and one Home Depot I visited on Monday--south of Los Angeles, in Huntington Park--had had only a handful of arrests that day, bystanders told me. ICE teams had moved to other locations in Southern California and the Central Valley. They will surely be back.

At a minimum, Miller and other Trump officials have come away from this round of confrontations with the imagery they wanted. Today, DHS released a none-too-subtle social-media ad with a dark, ominous filter, featuring the flaming Waymos, Mexican flags, looters, and rock throwers. "RESTORE LAW AND ORDER NOW!" it said, with the number for an ICE tip line. It fades out on an image of a burning American flag.
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Are Liberals to Blame for the New McCarthyism?

Many leftists seem to think so.

by Jonathan Chait




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.


The Trump administration is carrying out a brazen crackdown on academic freedom: deporting students for writing op-eds, withholding funds from colleges that defy his control, and justifying it all as a response to anti-Semitism. Who is to blame for this? According to one popular theory on the left, the answer is liberals who have consistently supported free speech and opposed Donald Trump.

The logic of this diagnosis has a certain superficial appeal. Many of President Trump's authoritarian moves have been justified in terms of arguments that originated on the center-left. Liberals condemned the far left for fostering an intolerant atmosphere in academia. They criticized the message and methods of some pro-Palestinian demonstrators. Trump has seized on these complaints as a pretext to extort universities and target student demonstrators for deportation.

According to many left-wing critics, this sequence of events shows that, as David Klion writes in The Nation, "erstwhile free speech champions" have "helped lay the groundwork for Trump's second term." An April article in Liberal Currents directs contempt toward "the infamous Harper's letter," an open letter defending free speech from threats on the left and the right, and blames mainstream Democrats for having "laid the groundwork for where we are now." These are just two examples of a very well-developed genre.

Caitlin Flanagan: America's fire sale: get some free speech while you can

The implication of these arguments is that Trump would not have won, or would now be having a harder time carrying out his neo-McCarthyite campaign of repression, if liberals had only refrained from denouncing left-wing cancel culture and the excesses of the post-October 7 protests. But to the extent that these events are connected, the responsibility runs the other way. It was the left's tactics and rhetoric that helped enable Trump's return to power as well as his abuse of it. The liberal critics of those tactics deserve credit for anticipating the backlash and trying to stop it.

A similar dynamic is playing out now, as liberals warn about the danger of violent infiltrators disrupting immigration protests while some leftists demand unconditional solidarity with the movement. The debate, as ever, is whether the left is discredited by its own excesses or by criticism of those excesses.

The bitter divide between liberals and leftists over Trump's neo-McCarthyism has deep historical roots. The two camps fought over the same set of ideas, making many of the same arguments, in response to the original McCarthyism of the 1950s. The lessons of that period, properly understood, offer helpful guidance for defeating the Trumpian iteration.

What made liberals vulnerable to McCarthyism was the fact that some communists really did insinuate themselves into the government during the New Deal. Communists accounted for a tiny share of the population, but they had a visible presence among intellectuals, artists, and political activists. The American Communist Party enthusiastically cooperated with Moscow. It managed to plant Soviet spies in the State Department, the Manhattan Project, and other important government institutions. The 1950 perjury trial of Alger Hiss, a high-ranking diplomat who spied on Roosevelt's administration for the Soviet Union, was a national spectacle vividly illustrating the Soviet spy network's reach. (Many American leftists maintained Hiss's innocence for decades, until the opening of the Soviet archives conclusively proved his guilt.)

In the face of this espionage threat, most liberals severed all ties with American communists. The AFL-CIO expelled communists from its ranks. "I have never seen any reason to admire men who, under the pretense of liberalism, continued to justify and whitewash the realities of Soviet Communism," the prominent intellectual Arthur Schlesinger Jr. wrote at the time.

The synthesis these liberal anti-communists arrived at was to oppose McCarthyism and communism simultaneously. They would defend the free-speech rights of accused communists (though not their right to hold sensitive government jobs) while denouncing communist ideas.

But they found themselves squeezed in a vise. The right was trying to use communist espionage to discredit the entire New Deal. Many leftists, meanwhile, bitterly castigated their former allies for their betrayal, and adopted a posture of anti-anti-communism--not endorsing communism per se, but instead directing all their criticism at the excesses of anti-communism, so as to avoid a rupture on the left. Still, as difficult as their position might have seemed, liberals managed to beat back McCarthyism and retain public confidence in their ability to handle the Cold War.

Many on the American left never surrendered their resentment of the center-left's anti-communist posture. In their eyes, liberals empowered McCarthy by validating the notion that communists were an enemy in the first place. And now they see the same thing happening again. By denouncing the illiberal left, they argue, the center-left has opened the door to right-wing repression.

Clay Risen: When America persecutes its teachers

To be fair, some free-speech advocates who criticized the left for shutting down debate have revealed themselves to be hypocritical when it comes to anti-Israel speech. An especially ugly episode transpired in late 2023, when the presidents of Harvard, Penn, and MIT refused to crack down broadly on anti-Zionist speech on campus, only for members of Congress in both parties to smear them as anti-Semitic. But the complaints on the left are not limited to liberals who betray their commitment to free-speech norms. Their critique is aimed at liberals who uphold those values. And that is because they oppose liberal values themselves.

When the Harvard psychologist and Harper's-letter signatory Steven Pinker wrote a long New York Times essay assailing the Trump administration's campaign against academic freedom, online leftists castigated him for having supposedly cleared the way for Trump by critiquing groupthink in the academy. "Lot of good push back here from Pinker but at the same time his critiques of higher ed helped open the door for the attacks on the university he now dreads, and especially those directed at where he works," wrote Daniel Steinmetz-Jenkins, a social-studies professor at Wesleyan. Pinker has never endorsed Trump or Trumpism. But the mere fact of his having opposed left-wing illiberalism supposedly makes him complicit in the right-wing version.

Likewise, many leftists consider it self-evident that criticizing campus protesters' use of violent pro-Hamas messages, such as "Globalize the Intifada," was akin to fascism. Liberals of course had good reason to worry about violent, apocalyptic rhetoric, and the ideas inspiring it, which more recently has contributed to a spate of terror attacks on domestic Jewish targets. But to some leftist critics, raising those concerns was functionally a vote for Trump.

"Even those [Democrats] issuing mild statements of concern can't help but front-load their polite chiding of the White House with pointless, preening condemnations of the target of Trump's arrests and harassment regime," Adam Johnson and Sarah Lazare write in the left-wing In These Times. Jeet Heer, writing in The Nation, likewise argues, "Biden's slander of pro-Palestinian activists helped splinter the Democratic coalition during the 2024 election" and, yes, "laid the groundwork for the current crackdown on dissent."

The left is not alone in seeking to erase the liberal middle ground between the political extremes. The dynamic is identical to that of the 1950s, when the right tried to paint all opponents of McCarthyism as communists (just as the left wished to paint all anti-communists as McCarthyists). Trump's allies are attacking pro-free-speech liberals for having supposedly enabled radicalism. When Harvard faculty signed a letter denouncing Trump's threats against academic freedom, conservatives sneered that professors had only themselves to blame. "Many of these signatories have been entirely silent for years as departments purged their ranks of conservatives to create one of the most perfectly sealed-off echo chambers in all of higher education," wrote the pro-Trump law professor Jonathan Turley.

Both the far right and far left have a good reason to erase the liberal center: If the only alternative to their position is an equally extreme alternative, then their argument doesn't look so out-there. The liberal answer is to resist this pressure from both sides.

A decade ago, illiberal discourse norms around race and gender began to dominate progressive spaces, leaving a pockmarked landscape of cancellations and social-media-driven panics. Even as many skeptics on the left insisted that no such phenomenon was occurring--or that it was merely the harmless antics of college students--those norms quickly spread into progressive politics and the Democratic Party.

The 2020 Democratic presidential campaign took place in an atmosphere in which staffers, progressive organizations, journalists, and even the candidates themselves feared that speaking out against unpopular or impractical ideas would cause them to be labeled racist or sexist. That was the identity-obsessed climate in which Joe Biden first promised to nominate a female vice president, and then committed to specifically choosing a Black one. This set of overlapping criteria narrowed the field of candidates who had the traditional qualification of holding statewide office to a single choice whose own campaign had collapsed under the weight of a string of promises to left-wing groups who were out of touch with the constituencies they claimed to represent, as well as her limited political instincts. Kamala Harris herself was cornered into endorsing taxpayer-financed gender-reassignment surgery for prisoners and detained migrants, a promise that Trump blared on an endless loop in 2024. Her own ad firm found that Trump's ad moved 2.7 percent of voters who watched it toward Trump, more than enough to swing the outcome by itself.

Trump's election had many causes. One of them was very clearly a backlash against social-justice fads, and the Democratic ecosystem's failure, under fear of cancellation, to resist those fads. If either party to this internal debate should be apologizing, it's not the liberals who presciently warned that the left risked going off the rails and enabling Trump to win.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: What the left keeps getting wrong

The political gravity of the campus debate after October 7 tilts in the same direction. Some progressives decided that the plight of Palestinians was so urgent and singular as to blot out every other political cause. The effect was to elevate the salience of an issue that split the Democratic coalition: Both the most pro-Israel constituents and the most anti-Israel constituents in the Democratic coalition moved heavily toward Trump's camp. Many pro-Palestine activists openly argued that the stakes were high enough to justify risking Trump's election. That is precisely the direction in which their actions pushed.

Trump's election, and his subsequent campaign to crush demonstrations, is precisely the scenario that liberal critics warned would occur. That this outcome is being used to discredit those same liberals is perverse, yet oddly familiar.
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The Trojan Horse Will Come for Us Too

The wars in Ukraine and the Middle East offer Americans a glimpse into the battles of the future--and a warning.

by Thomas Wright




I stopped using my cellphone for regular calls and text messages last fall and switched to Signal. I wasn't being paranoid--or at least I don't think I was. I worked in the National Security Council, and we were told that China had compromised all major U.S. telecommunications companies and burrowed deep inside their networks. Beijing had gathered information on more than a million Americans, mainly in the Washington, D.C., area. The Chinese government could listen in to phone calls and read text messages. Experts call the Chinese state-backed group responsible Salt Typhoon, and the vulnerabilities it exploited have not been fixed. China is still there.

Telecommunications systems aren't the only ones compromised. China has accessed enormous quantities of data on Americans for more than a decade. It has hacked into health-insurance companies and hotel chains, as well as security-clearance information held by the Office of Personnel Management.

The jaded response here is All countries spy. So what? But the spectacular surprise attacks that Ukraine and Israel have pulled off against their enemies suggest just how serious such penetration can become. In Operation Spiderweb, Ukraine smuggled attack drones on trucks with unwitting drivers deep inside of Russia, and then used artificial intelligence to simultaneously attack four military bases and destroy a significant number of strategic bombers, which are part of Russia's nuclear triad. Israel created a real pager-production company in Hungary to infiltrate Hezbollah's global supply chains and booby-trap its communication devices, killing or maiming much of the group's leadership in one go. Last week, in Operation Rising Lion, Israel assassinated many top Iranian military leaders simultaneously and attacked the country's nuclear facilities, thanks in part to a drone base it built inside Iran.

Read: Ukraine's warning to the world's other military forces

In each case, a resourceful, determined, and imaginative state used new technologies and data to do what was hitherto deemed impossible. America's adversaries are also resourceful, determined, and imaginative.

Just think about what might happen if a U.S.-China war broke out over Taiwan.

A Chinese state-backed group called Volt Typhoon has been preparing plans to attack crucial infrastructure in the United States should the two countries ever be at war. As Jen Easterly put it in 2024 when she was head of the Cyber and Infrastructure Security Agency (CISA), China is planning to "launch destructive cyber-attacks in the event of a major crisis or conflict with the United States," including "the disruption of our gas pipelines; the pollution of our water facilities; the severing of our telecommunications; the crippling of our transportation systems."

The Biden administration took measures to fight off these cyberattacks and harden the infrastructure. Joe Biden also imposed some sanctions on China and took some specific measures to limit America's exposure; he cut off imports of Chinese electric vehicles because of national-security concerns. Biden additionally signed a bill to ban TikTok, but President Donald Trump has issued rolling extensions to keep the platform functioning in the U.S. America and its allies will need to think hard about where to draw the line in the era of the Internet of Things, which connects nearly everything and could allow much of it--including robots, drones, and cloud computing--to be weaponized.

China isn't the only problem. According to the U.S. Intelligence Community's Annual Threat Assessment for this year, Russia is developing a new device to detonate a nuclear weapon in space with potentially "devastating" consequences. A Pentagon official last year said the weapon could  pose "a threat to satellites operated by countries and companies around the globe, as well as to the vital communications, scientific, meteorological, agricultural, commercial, and national security services we all depend upon. Make no mistake, even if detonating a nuclear weapon in space does not directly kill people, the indirect impact could be catastrophic to the entire world." The device could also render Trump's proposed "Golden Dome" missile shield largely ineffective.

Americans can expect a major adversary to use drones and AI to go after targets deep inside the United States or allied countries. There is no reason to believe that an enemy wouldn't take a page out of the Israeli playbook and go after leadership. New technologies reward acting preemptively, catching the adversary by surprise--so the United States may not get much notice. A determined adversary could even cut the undersea cables that allow the internet to function. Last year, vessels linked to Russia and China appeared to have severed those cables in Europe on a number of occasions, supposedly by accident. In a concerted hostile action, Moscow could cut or destroy these cables at scale.

Read: How Israel executed its surprise assault on Iran

Terrorist groups are less capable than state actors--they are unlikely to destroy most of the civilian satellites in space, for example, or collapse essential infrastructure--but new technologies could expand their reach too. In their book The Coming Wave, Mustafa Suleyman and Michael Bhaskar described some potential attacks that terrorists could undertake: unleashing hundreds or thousands of drones equipped with automatic weapons and facial recognition on multiple cities simultaneously, say, or even one drone to spray a lethal pathogen on a crowd.

A good deal of American infrastructure is owned by private companies with little incentive to undertake the difficult and costly fixes that might defend against Chinese infiltration. Certainly this is true of telecommunications companies, as well as those providing utilities such as water and electricity. Making American systems resilient could require a major public outlay. But it could cost less than the $150 billion (one estimate has that figure at an eye-popping $185 billion) that the House of Representatives is proposing to appropriate this year to strictly enforce immigration law.

Instead, the Trump administration proposed slashing funding for CISA, the agency responsible for protecting much of our infrastructure against foreign attacks, by $495 million, or approximately 20 percent of its budget. That cut will make the United States more vulnerable to attack.

The response to the drone threat has been no better. Some in Congress have tried to pass legislation expanding government authority to detect and destroy drones over certain kinds of locations, but the most recent effort failed. Senator Rand Paul, who was then the ranking member of the Senate Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs and is now the chair, said there was no imminent threat and warned against giving the government sweeping surveillance powers, although the legislation entailed nothing of the sort. Senators from both parties have resisted other legislative measures to counter drones.

The United States could learn a lot from Ukraine on how to counter drones, as well as how to use them, but the administration has displayed little interest in doing this. The massively expensive Golden Dome project is solely focused on defending against the most advanced missiles but should be tasked with dealing with the drone threat as well.

Meanwhile, key questions go unasked and unanswered. What infrastructure most needs to be protected? Should aircraft be kept in the open? Where should the United States locate a counter-drone capability?

After 9/11, the United States built a far-reaching homeland-security apparatus focused on counterterrorism. The Trump administration is refocusing it on border security and immigration. But the biggest threat we face is not terrorism, let alone immigration. Those responsible for homeland security should not be chasing laborers on farms and busboys in restaurants in order to meet quotas imposed by the White House.

The wars in Ukraine and the Middle East are giving Americans a glimpse into the battles of the future--and a warning. It is time to prepare.
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Why Isn't Russia Defending Iran?

Backing the most anti-Western Middle Eastern power was convenient until it wasn't.

by Hanna Notte


Iranian and Russian flags are pictured before a news conference at the Vahdat Hall in downtown Tehran, Iran, on June 10, 2025. (Morteza Nikoubazl / NurPhoto / Getty)



Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.





Iran is suffering blow after blow, and Russia, its most powerful supporter, is apparently not prepared to do much of anything about it.

Not long ago, backing the West's least-favorite power in the Middle East had its uses. In prosecuting his war of attrition in Ukraine, Vladimir Putin has made confrontation with the West the organizing principle of his foreign policy. In that context, edging closer to Iran and its partners in the "Axis of Resistance" made sense.

Tehran was also an important supplier: It delivered Shahed drones for Russian use in Ukraine at a moment when these were particularly crucial to Moscow's war-fighting capacity. Then came the October 7 Hamas attack on Israel, followed by Israel's brutal war in Gaza. Leaning into pro-Palestinian and anti-Western sentiment allowed Russia to score points with global public opinion.

But dynamics that initially seemed to benefit Russia quickly became a strategic headache. First, Israel devastated Iran's partners Hamas and Hezbollah; then, in April and October 2024, Iran attacked Israel directly with strikes that yielded only minimal damage, suggesting that Iran's missile capabilities were not all that formidable. Israel retaliated, impairing Iran's missile production and air defenses, including its Russian-made S-300 missile systems. Suddenly, Iran looked weak, and Russia had a choice: It could shore up its Middle Eastern ally, or it could cut its losses in a troubled region.

That Moscow could not or would not intervene decisively on behalf of its anti-Western partners in the Middle East became obvious in December 2024, when Syrian rebels ousted Bashar al-Assad, Russia's longtime ally. Iran and Russia continued to cooperate in areas such as electronic warfare and satellite development, and they even signed a strategic-partnership treaty in January. But Russia declined to give Iran the support it would have needed--say, advanced fighter jets or sophisticated air defenses--to deter or better defend itself against further Israeli attacks.

Read: 'This war is not helping us'

The truth is that Russia has always had limits as to how far it would go in supporting Iran. The Kremlin's obsessive anti-Western agenda elevated the Islamic Republic's importance as a partner, but Putin still has other interests in the region--a long-standing, if complicated, relationship with Israel and a need to coordinate with OPEC on oil prices, for instance--and so remained mindful of Israeli and Gulf State red lines when it came to defense cooperation with Iran. What's more, Russia was never going to risk military entanglement on behalf of its partner, especially not while it has had its hands full closer to home.

Finally, Russia may no longer have much appetite for cooperating with Western states in curbing the spread of nuclear weapons, but it has never wanted Iran to cross the nuclear threshold. The Kremlin takes American warnings on this score seriously and has sought to avoid U.S. military action against Iran. And it has never wished for Iran to acquire the global status that nuclear weapons would confer--among other reasons, because Moscow knows that it would lose leverage over a nuclear Iran.

Russia stands to gain some advantages from a protracted war between Iran and Israel. The fighting would torpedo President Donald Trump's attempts to broker a nuclear deal with Iran--making the United States look weak and highlighting its inability to keep Israel on a leash. Oil prices would stay elevated, especially if Iran were to close the Strait of Hormuz. This would relieve some pressure on Russia's state finances. U.S. missile interceptors--and world attention--would be diverted from Ukraine to the Middle East. Sure, Iran would have to stop sending Russia weapons for an indefinite period. But Russia has already succeeded in localizing the production of Iranian-designed drones and sources the components from elsewhere.

Still, Iran's humiliation at the hands of a U.S. ally can hardly please Russia's leaders. Israel has already claimed freedom of movement in the skies over Iran. Russia may also worry that a long war in Iran could destabilize the South Caucasus (Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia), where Russia has interests but for which it has had precious little bandwidth during the war in Ukraine. Nor would Moscow welcome unrest that hastens the end of the Iranian regime.

A cornered Iran could also lash out, leave the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, or dash for the bomb, laying bare the limits of Moscow's leverage over Tehran. Russia would probably like to avoid having Iran go nuclear--but it would also prefer not to see the U.S. sweep in with military action that further weakens Iran.

Read: What Trump knew about the attack against Iran

On Saturday, Putin congratulated Trump on his birthday and offered to support U.S. efforts to negotiate with Iran (he had made a similar offer in early March). Ever since the inauguration, Moscow has been signaling its appetite to work with Washington on geopolitical dossiers--in part to stall on a Ukraine cease-fire. Iran presents a rare opportunity for Putin to return to the stage of great-power diplomacy by negotiating an issue of global consequence. The question is: What can Russia bring to the table?

A defenseless Iran will not respond well to Russian sticks, and in any case, Moscow is unlikely to take a punitive approach to Tehran. Russia may not have shown up as Iran's knight in shining armor, but the two countries are still partners, and they are fundamentally united in an anti-Western agenda. Russia also has few meaningful carrots to offer Iran at this point and will be cautious about providing military equipment in a moment when Israel is systematically destroying it. And Putin is not someone who likes to openly side with what appears to be the losing party.

Russia can potentially play a practical role in a future agreement, having offered to remove Iran's highly enriched uranium and convert it into civilian-reactor fuel for Tehran. But Russia's technical schemes cannot bridge what is a fundamental political divide between a U.S. administration that insists on zero enrichment and an Iran that views such a demand as a call to surrender.

Strategically isolated and acutely vulnerable, Iran will be even more distrustful of the United States than it was before Israel's attack, and it will want Russia involved for at least the appearance of balance. But Russia has little influence over the outcome of the war, Iran's next steps, or Washington's decision as to whether it will engage militarily.

When it comes to shaping events far from Russia's borders, Moscow is only so interested and only so able, particularly given its deep investment in the war in Ukraine. Having anti-Western partners in the Middle East serves its purpose. But no one should hold their breath waiting for Russia to come to the rescue of Iran.
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'This War Is Not Helping Us'

Members of Iran's opposition want change, and fear for their lives.

by Arash Azizi


Protesters in Tehran in the fall of 2022. (Middle East Images / AFP / Getty)



Sepideh Qolian, a 30-year-old Iranian labor activist, spent two years in Tehran's Evin Prison, where she wrote two books, one of them a celebrated prison memoir in the form of a baking cookbook. Just last week, Qolian was released--and three days later, Israeli missiles and drones began striking targets inside Iran.

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has addressed the Iranian people, telling them that his war can help them free themselves from their oppressive government. "This is your opportunity to stand up," he said. Curious how Iranian opposition activists were responding to this message, I called Qolian.

"I know that war won't bring democracy," she told me. She was active in the Women, Life, Freedom movement against compulsory veiling in 2022-23, and she told me that Netanyahu is no champion of the movement's values. "The life that we wanted is the mirror opposite of the terrible events that are now happening," she said. But the war hadn't endeared Iran's leadership to her, either--she blames its aggressive policies for the country's predicament.

That Iran has a substantial population opposed to its system of government is well known and has been oft-proved through cycles of protest and repression. The Women, Life, Freedom movement was one dramatic iteration. It followed economically motivated protests in 2017-19, the sweeping pro-democracy Green Movement in 2009-10, a student uprising in 1999, and an electorally based movement for reform covering nearly all the years since 1997. Iranians have been outspoken inside the country and across an ever-growing diaspora against the Islamic Republic's human-rights abuses, constriction of personal freedoms, economic mismanagement, and belligerent foreign policy.

For years, the debate outside Iran was theoretical: Would a military strike on the country help its people topple a hated regime, or would it cause even oppositionists to rally 'round the flag in their nation's defense? Now the answer to this question is being determined by the hour, and it is neither binary nor simple. Even ardent anti-regime activists I spoke with were hard-pressed to support Israeli attacks that have already killed almost 200 civilians, according to Iran's health ministry. Some had cheered the killings of certain repressive military figures in the early hours of the strikes, but the mood has since turned to terror, the priority simple survival.

Read: Iran's stunning incompetence

Tehran is a dense city of 9.8 million. As Israel strikes targets across the Iranian capital as well as in other cities, it hits civil-society figures associated with the country's protest movement alongside officials and nuclear scientists. Parnia Abbasi, 23, a poet and an English teacher, was killed together with her parents and brother on the first day of the air campaign; the target of the strike that killed them was a regime official in a nearby building. Zahra Shams, 35, was a devout Muslim who wore the hijab by choice but vocally opposed its enforcement on others, even tweeting in support of the anti-hijab protests in 2022. She was killed in a strike intended for a regime official who lived in her apartment building.

Most of the activists I spoke with--about a dozen--blamed the war largely on Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei and evinced no political support for his regime. Nor were they supportive of Iran's attacks on Israel, which have already killed at least 23 Israeli civilians, injured hundreds more, and sent thousands of people to bomb shelters every night. But they in no way welcomed the Israeli strikes on their country. They worried about their own safety--and also about societal collapse and the destruction of Iran's infrastructure.

"I oppose the Islamic Republic and Khamenei with all my being," a 24-year-old activist, who asked that I withhold her name out of concern for her safety, told me from Tehran. "I took part in many demonstrations during the Women, Life, Freedom movement. But now I can't even think about the regime or overthrowing it. I am scared. I am worried. I fear for the life of myself and everyone around me."

A 26-year-old activist who was arrested during the 2022-23 protests told me that she was emphatically opposed to the Israeli strikes. "The war goes beyond the regime," she said in a phone call. "It has massive negative consequences for our country. It is destroying the economy. It can lead to hunger, shortage of medicine, cutting connections with abroad. It is a total disaster. It is killing innocent people in both Israel and Iran."

One young activist was busy trying to escape the capital with her elderly and sick mother when I called. They were heading north, to the coast of Caspian Sea, an area thought to be safer from attacks. "I can't think about activism under the sound of drones and missiles, can I?" she asked me rhetorically. "I don't support the targeting of civilians anywhere, whether in Iran or Israel."

Alireza Ghadimi, a sociology student and activist at the University of Tehran, was still in his dorm when I caught up with him. His campus has a long history as an epicenter of protest, both against the Shah during the revolution and against the Islamic Republic, which crushed student protests there in 1999. "I carry this history with me," Ghadimi said, "and it now feels terrifyingly alive." He described the sounds of explosions, the shaking of walls, frightened voices outside. "I am one of many young Iranians who want change," he said. "But this war is not helping us. It is destroying us. It is silencing the very people it claims to save."

Read: Ordinary Iranians don't want a war with Israel

Prominent figures in Iran's movement for democracy have also come out against both the war and the regime. From his prison cell in Evin, former Deputy Interior Minister Mostafa Tajzadeh condemned the Israeli attacks and called for an immediate cease-fire. But he also called for "a peaceful transition to democracy" in Iran. The Nobel peace laureates Shirin Ebadi and Narges Mohammadi were joined by five other activists (including the director Jafar Panahi, who last month won the Palme d'Or at the Cannes Film Festival) in issuing a call for an immediate end to the war and condemning the attacks on civilians by both Iran and Israel. They also called for an end to Iran's enrichment of uranium and for a democratic transition.

The Islamic Republic has decades of protest movements and crackdowns behind it, and with those, a globe-spanning diaspora of opposition exiles. Most of the people I spoke with were of a fairly like mind with their counterparts inside Iran. A young activist in Europe, who asked that I withhold her name because she frequently visits Iran, told me that she understood the glee that greeted the first killings of regime military figures. Still, she said, "anybody who's seen what Israel has done in Gaza, Lebanon, and even Syria recently would know that Netanyahu is not seeking stability in the region. He is hitting Iran's refineries and power stations, so he is clearly not thinking about our people."

For a more seasoned opinion, I spoke with one of my political heroes, the 80-year-old human-rights lawyer Mehrangiz Kar. She helped organize the fight against the mandatory hijab right at the Islamic Republic's inception in 1979 and has been a voice for democracy and the rule of law ever since. She was hounded out of Iran about 20 years ago and now lives in Washington, D.C.

"When I see the Israeli strikes on Iran today, I feel like I am seeing the burning of my very own house," she told me. "They are targeting my homeland. This isn't acceptable, no matter who is doing the attacks. No such attack is acceptable under international law."

Kar told me she blames Khamenei for having made an enemy out of Israel for decades. But she made clear that Netanyahu is no friend to Iran's freedom fighters. "Nobody I spoke to in Iran supports these attacks," she said. "People are angry, and they hate the Islamic Republic. But they now probably hate Mr. Netanyahu and his military policies even more."

Israel's campaign could yet rattle the Iranian regime into some kind of change in behavior or composition. But the notion that air strikes will lead to a popular uprising, or that Iranian activists for freedom will support a devastating war on their homeland, appears to be little more than a fantasy.
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Putin Isn't Actually Enjoying This

Trump is turning out to be a liability for the Kremlin.

by Andrew Ryvkin




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.


Within weeks of Donald Trump's second inauguration, pundits began saying that his return to office opened new doors for Vladimir Putin, offering Moscow opportunities it hadn't seen in years. The deference the new administration afforded the Kremlin appeared to be rivaled only by its hostility toward its own national-security establishment.

Trump entered negotiations to end the war in Ukraine by presenting Putin with a bouquet of inexplicable concessions. Washington ruled out NATO membership for Ukraine--then proposed that it might recognize the illegally occupied Crimean peninsula as Russian (in a reversal of long-standing U.S. policy), allow Russia to retain most of the territory it had seized since 2022, and lift sanctions. The U.S. even sided against its European allies when they presented a resolution at the United Nations condemning Moscow--and then it drafted a peace proposal that omitted any criticism of Russia.

You'd think Putin would be delighted by all of this. Instead, he's been thrown on his heels. Trump's efforts at rapprochement have left Russia's propaganda apparatus, foreign policy, and economic stability in worse shape than they were before January 20.

Whatever the intent, Washington has robbed the Kremlin of its north star: opposition to the United States. After years of routinely threatening to drown the Eastern Seaboard, Moscow can no longer afford the luxury of calling America its enemy No. 1. Thanks to Trump, the Kremlin now has to portray Washington as a rational negotiating partner--even as American-made missiles continue to rain down on Russian troops. The title of Russia's civilizational enemy has been reassigned to the European Union. The Russian propaganda machine has some flexibility, but being locked in an existential struggle with the Netherlands is far less flattering to the imperial mindset than going up against the world's leading superpower.

And so Russia's information mills seem to be glitching out. In a May 25 Truth Social post, Trump wrote that Putin was absolutely "CRAZY" for bombing Ukrainian cities in the middle of negotiations. "We are really grateful to the Americans and to President Trump personally," Putin's spokesperson Dmitry Peskov said in response. The last time I scanned Russia's top propaganda sites, I couldn't find a single hostile reference to the United States. On May 20, Konstantin Kosachev, the deputy speaker of the Russian senate, described two emerging camps: a "Russian American" one "discussing prospects for achieving peace," and a "Ukrainian European" one "exploring options for continuing the war."

Read: That time I was a Russian propagandist

The reversal isn't just a problem for Putin's media proxies. The Russian leader himself has been forced to improvise. For years, Putin claimed that direct talks with Ukraine were impossible because President Volodymyr Zelensky's government was illegitimate and, more important, Ukraine wasn't a real country--merely a proxy for the American imperial project. He framed the war as a conflict that only Russia and the U.S. could resolve, in a Yalta-style deal between great powers--preferably in occupied Yalta itself. Along came Trump, who repeatedly sidelined Ukraine and the EU to speak with Putin one-on-one. Putin looked set to get what he wanted. But then that changed, as all things Trump tend to do: By May, Putin wasn't carving up Europe with Trump--he was competing with Zelensky to convince the White House that the other side was out of control.

Trump's point man for Russia is the billionaire real-estate developer Steve Witkoff, whose bewilderingly affectionate approach to Putin continues to flummox the Western media. His meetings with the Russian dictator last for hours. He forgoes American translators (relying instead on Russian intelligence assets), sits alone with top Kremlin negotiators, and emerges voicing Moscow's talking points without even being able to name the Ukrainian regions Russia claims as its own. Even seasoned diplomats have to resist being crushed by Russia's imperial grandeur when they are received like state dignitaries inside the Kremlin complex. Someone who devoted his life to building condos barely stands a chance. Still, the Kremlin surely knows that Witkoff has no authority over what America can offer Russia. Only Trump does. For now, the man trying to rebuild the Russian empire is forced to negotiate with the king of Manhattan real estate.

And negotiate he must, because Trump has made forging a settlement between Russia and Ukraine a defining foreign-policy objective. The goal is an elusive one: Washington has so far failed to secure even a 30-day cease-fire. On May 1, the administration threatened to withdraw from the peace talks. Many in the West expected that this would translate into a win for the Kremlin: Trump, they assumed, would abandon Ukraine and strike a separate deal with Moscow. But Russia has reason to be wary that a thwarted Trump administration might not prove so amenable. The U.S. president apparently wants a diplomatic victory, and if he feels that he's been pushed aside, he may have less reason to end arms shipments to Ukraine--especially now that Kyiv is purchasing munitions--and more reason to blame Moscow for sabotaging the peace process.

For the Kremlin, standing between Trump and the Nobel Peace Prize is risky, but agreeing to a cease-fire while Russia is making steady, if incremental, gains on the battlefield is a step too far. So it opted for a third path: Putin held a rare late-night press conference inviting Ukraine to bilateral negotiations, dodging the cease-fire while handing Trump a symbolic win that he could sell as a breakthrough. For the Russian dictator, whose foreign and domestic policy is shaped by Brioni-clad men playing by prison-yard rules, the need to appease the U.S. president in this way is a distinctly uncomfortable--and demeaning--shift from the predictable antagonism of the Joe Biden years.

Trump frequently holds out the prospect of lifting sanctions or striking lucrative deals as incentives for Moscow to end the war. Russia was even spared from Trump's sweeping tariffs. But what the U.S. can offer Russia is ultimately underwhelming. The sanctions that hurt Russia the most--an oil-export ban, the freezing of two-thirds of its foreign reserves, and its exclusion from the SWIFT bank-to-bank payment network--all came from the EU. Russian exports to the United States were at their peak in 2011--before the annexation of Crimea, the full-scale war in Ukraine, and the U.S. energy boom--and amounted to just $34.6 billion worth of goods. That figure offers little hope for meaningful bilateral trade, especially now.

Read: Putin's bread and circus had bread

What does matter to Russia is oil sales. And in the months before the renewed conflict between Israel and Iran, oil prices dropped by 20 percent, largely because of the Trump administration's global tariff war. This forced Moscow to revise its federal budget for 2025-26; triple this year's expected budget deficit, from 0.5 to 1.7 percent of GDP; and, as a result, tap its fiscal reserves for $5.51 billion, or about one-tenth of its liquid assets, to balance the budget. It also cost Russia $39 billion in anticipated hydrocarbon revenue--more than the proposed deals with the U.S. could make up for. In other words, without imposing a single new sanction, Trump has significantly intensified fiscal pressure on the Kremlin simply by dint of his erratic economic policies.

Washington's public stance on Russia has certainly changed. One popularly circulated YouTube clip shows Secretary of State Marco Rubio refusing to call Putin a war criminal during a House Foreign Affairs Committee hearing on May 21. But as someone who once worked with the Kremlin (I produced a talk show for Russian state media in the late 2000s), I can assure you: Putin would much rather be labeled a war criminal with oil at $70 a barrel than a rational leader looking to end the war with oil at $56.

During the first three years of Russia's all-out war in Ukraine, the United States and the EU presented a united front against Russia that proved, perhaps paradoxically, manageable for the Kremlin, in terms of both propaganda and strategic positioning. Trump has shattered that coherence, and now the Kremlin finds itself in an uncomfortable position, despite its triumphalist rhetoric and maximalist demands: It's scrambling to keep pace with an American president who has no idea where he's going.
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The World's Hardest Bluffing Game

Why are some Iraqis so good at figuring out when a person is lying?

by Jason Anthony




By 4 a.m., a breeze had begun to blow across the stadium near the center of Baghdad, but Qaid al-Sheikhli was still sweating through his dishdasha. He was six hours into a championship quarterfinals match of mheibes, one of the world's most challenging mental sports. His team, al-Sa'doun, was down by 10 points. The clock was running out.

When you hear the game described, mheibes doesn't sound difficult. It sounds impossible. Assembled on the court in front of al-Sheikhli were his opponents: 45 men from the city of Najaf, arranged in three neat rows. One of these players held a silver ring. It was al-Sheikhli's job to determine which one--and in which fist he held the ring--judging only by his facial cues and other tells.

Al-Sheikhli had already made significant progress toward this goal: He and his fellow captain had narrowed the field of suspects to four. A referee in a red vest hovered nearby with a stopwatch. Each team started with just five minutes to find the ring, per that year's tournament rules; if that time elapsed, their opponents got the point.

Now al-Sheikhli bore down on one of the remaining defenders, a middle-aged man in a light-blue robe. "Fists and face!" he barked in Baghdadi-accented Arabic. The Najaf player stretched out his arms, fists still clenched, and lifted his head to look into the captain's eyes. He held this pose for three seconds, as required by the tournament's rules, while al-Sheikhli scanned his face. "Taliq!  " the captain cried, while slapping at the man's two hands in quick succession. He thought the fists were empty, and he was right. When the man exposed his palms, al-Sa'doun fans in the bleachers rose to their feet, roaring in approval.

By narrowing the field to three men, al-Sheikhli had earned his team a bit of bonus time--two extra minutes on the clock. He huddled with his fellow captain. In several earlier rounds, they'd managed to identify Najaf's ring bearer, but had picked the wrong hand and lost the point. "It was the Najaf fists," al-Sheikhli told me later. "They were difficult."

When the captains broke their huddle, al-Sheikhli called to the crowd, his arms outstretched. The al-Sa'doun fans answered with another cheer. Now he turned on one of the three remaining suspects, a young man with shaggy hair and his jacket pulled up around his neck--a common move to hide the pulsing of the carotid artery. Al-Sheikhli called for "fists and face" again, and the referee pulled back the man's hair so that his face was fully visible. For the full three seconds, the captain stared him down. Finally, he gestured to the man's right hand. "Jiib," he said. Give it to me. The man opened his hand, and the stadium lights reflected, at last, on a glint of silver.

Lying is a fundamental human act, and bluffing games of one sort or another are found in cultures around the globe. Latvian children play a ring-hiding game of their own, and "hunt the slipper" was a popular hiding-and-bluffing game in Victorian parlors. Across North America, Indigenous groups enjoy a sport not unlike mheibes, in which players must find bones hidden in the fists of an opposing team.

The great U.S. contribution to bluffing games, of course, is poker, now a global industry worth approximately $100 billion. I covered poker for about a decade, and I've met some of the game's virtuosos in the art of spotting tells. Even so, when I first learned about mheibes, and started poring over the match videos posted on YouTube and Facebook, I was awestruck by the captains' skill. A poker player might need to study eight other people at their table. A mheibes captain takes stock of perhaps 45 distinct opponents--or, really, 90 different fists. Mheibes captains do not succeed at this task every time. But I came to understand that top players spot the ring with shocking regularity.

I had to see this for myself. Last year, I went to Baghdad, where the game is said to have been invented, and where it's played, by tradition, on nights during the holy month of Ramadan, after the breaking of the fast. The details of its origins remain unclear: Some say it started in the 1500s, during the Ottoman era; others trace it back to the Abbasid caliphate many centuries earlier.

Mheibes-league officials told me the modern rules began to take shape during the 1990s, under the regime of Saddam Hussein, who made the game a symbol of the nation. The game endured even after Hussein was toppled (due in part to his own failed attempt at bluffing). Since then, the number of teams competing has grown more than tenfold, and organized tournaments, once confined to Baghdad, now pop up from Basra, in the south, to Erbil, in the north. Last year, in a groundbreaking move, the Baghdadi Museum hosted a public mheibes game for women.

My seat for the April 2024 match between al-Sa'doun and Najaf was by the judge's desk. Sitting to my right was Jassem al-Aswad--the judge himself, a grand figure in a green dishdasha. Al-Aswad is the greatest mheibes player in living memory, and his fame among Iraqis extends beyond the game. In 2008, when the country was mired in sectarian violence, he marched a team onto the Bridge of the Imams, which connects a neighborhood that contains a holy Shiite shrine to a Sunni stronghold across the Tigris. The span had been the site of one of the Iraq War's greatest civilian calamities, and had only just reopened. One night, al-Aswad brought out players from both sides of the river, who met up in the middle to play for peace.

Al-Aswad, now in his early 70s, seemed to enjoy his new role on the sidelines. He took evident pleasure in shouting to the fans, and playing with the kids who ran up to him with their fists closed, hoping to fool the great man. He also kibitzed with his old friend Ali al-Lami, the octogenarian retired captain of the al-Habibiya team, who sat nearby. We watched together as the teams from al-Sa'doun and Najaf launched into the next round of their match. It was after 5 a.m. Now al-Sa'doun would hide the ring.




Supporters brought out a stretch of gold-fringed fabric to obscure the team's choice of ring holder. In mheibes, defensive strategy is just as crucial as offense, and the placement of the ring unfolds with Masonic complexity. A team captain might put his hands over each player's fists in turn, either placing a ring inside of one or pretending to. (If players know which teammate has the ring, they might betray that knowledge on the court.) Sometimes a captain places extra rings and steps back to scan his teammates' faces. Have the men with rings begun to sweat? Are their fists uneven? Using all of this information, a captain makes a second pass, and perhaps a third, until he has removed all the rings but one.

When al-Sa'doun had finished and the players settled in their rows, the Najaf captains stepped onto the court. As they made their rounds among the rows of al-Sa'doun men, al-Lami leaned across me. "Jassem," he said to al-Aswad. "Second row. In the green, near the end. Eh? It's him. Only I can't tell which fist."

"Right fist," al-Aswad replied. "I've played that guy before."

We were at least 20 feet away from the nearest player, and the man they were talking about was maybe another 30 feet from there. I squinted at the man they'd identified. My eyes, younger by decades than either al-Lami's or al-Aswad's, couldn't make much out. Neither could Najaf's star captain. When he stopped in front of the man in green to study his fists and face, he gave no sign of seeing anything unusual.

A minute or two later, the Najaf captains began eliminating players. They counted out several in the second row. But before they could continue, one of those dismissed cried out "Baat!," which meant he had the ring. It was the man in the green dishdasha--the one al-Lami and al-Aswad had pegged from about 50 feet away. And just as al-Aswad had predicted, the ring was in his right fist.

A mheibes captain's talent can seem miraculous, or even suspect to the non-Iraqi viewer. But if mheibes were a sham--if its matches were scripted in advance, like some kind of Iraqi WrestleMania--then the private conversation I'd just observed would have to have been prewritten too. Mheibes suggests a more compelling possibility, which is that the art of peering into people's faces and uncovering deceit may be honed to astonishing precision.

Some researchers believe that people can be prodigies at lie detection. Other scholars aren't sure these so-called wizards are real. Mark Frank, a communication professor at SUNY Buffalo, is in the former camp, and helped create some of the most ambitious lie-detection studies to date. But when I showed him some clips of mheibes captains' feats, even he was taken aback. Frank wondered at the circumstances that had led them to develop such extraordinary skill. A curious pattern had emerged from the early work on wizards, he told me: A large number of them had experienced a tumultuous childhood. Some were the children of alcoholics. Later research found wizards who were raised in institutions or in violent environments. Scholars theorized that for these people in particular, the ability to read adults' expressions when they were young might have been lifesaving. (This made me think of Jerry Yang, one of poker's face-reading masters--and an ethnic Hmong who grew up, for a time, in a Thai refugee camp.)

The past two generations in Iraq have endured an almost unthinkable progression of wars, mass migrations, and humanitarian crises. Even in the relative calm of recent years, bombings still occur with regularity. "That," Frank told me, "is an environment ripe for producing people who are good detectors of subtle clues."

When I got the chance to float this theory to actual mheibes players, they were unimpressed. Mheibes has been around for longer than the recent conflicts, al-Sheikhli, al-Sa'doun's co-captain, told me. And one generation of modern players grew up in the 1970s, when Baghdad was a mostly peaceful, modernizing oasis.

"I grew up watching other captains. I played a lot. That's how I learned," al-Sheikhli said. He grabbed a ring for demonstration and closed his fist around it. Then he pointed to a spot between his second and third knuckle. There's a tendon there that fastens the dorsal interossei muscle to bone. It's almost invisible. But al-Sheikhli said it sometimes bulges out a tiny bit when someone has the ring, and captains learn to spot it only through extensive practice. (His willingness to share this tip surprised me. Over months of interviews, I'd learned that most mheibes players won't discuss their strategies at all.)

But even a captain's favored methods may lose efficacy as a match wears on. Ali al-Lami warned me that mheibes changes after sunrise. Finding the ring can get more difficult, he said. Whether from the return of fasting or sheer exhaustion, players may become impassive. The captains, too, may start to wilt. One viral video on TikTok shows a captain toward the end of a 15-hour match, probing his opponents in the daytime heat, as run-down as a senator in the final moments of a filibuster.

The quarterfinals match I saw finished shortly after 9 a.m., when Najaf scored its 13th point and won the game. Fans streamed to the exits, food stalls closed, players boarded buses. Eventually, a few men came over to where I was sitting, picked up the judge's desk, and walked it back into the small stadium office where it's stored. If this had been a neighborhood game, the winners would have received, by tradition, a plate of sweets. In the mheibes major leagues, however, no such prize is offered. For once, all of the Najaf players were empty-handed.



This article appears in the July 2025 print edition with the headline "The World's Hardest Bluffing Game."
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No More Student Visas? No Problem.

Beijing has reasons to want its top students to stay home.

by Michael Schuman




Just how mad is Beijing about President Donald Trump's decision to revoke student visas for Chinese nationals? Not as mad as it says, and not as mad as one might expect. Publicly, China's leadership will likely complain that Trump's action is yet another attempt to thwart the country's rise. But in reality, Beijing would probably just as soon keep its smartest kids at home.

Late last month, the U.S. State Department announced that it would "aggressively revoke visas for Chinese students, including those with connections to the Chinese Communist Party or studying in critical fields," and that it would "enhance scrutiny" of the applications it received in the future. The new visa policy, a spokesperson said, is meant to prevent China from exploiting American universities and stealing intellectual property.

A spokesperson for the foreign ministry quickly registered Beijing's objection to the new policy. But when Chinese leader Xi Jinping spoke with Trump by phone last week, either he didn't raise the new visa policy or his foreign ministry didn't regard his comments on the matter worth including in its official summary of the call, which suggests that the issue is not a top priority in Beijing's negotiations with Washington.

One reason for this underwhelming response may be that re-shoring its university students serves Beijing's current agenda. China first opened to the world in the 1980s; in the decades that followed, securing a Western education for its elite helped the country bring in the technology and skills it needed to escape poverty. China was "sending people out, learning from other places, finding the best quality wherever it was, and bringing that quality back to China," Robin Lewis, a consultant for U.S.-China education programs and a former associate dean at Columbia University, told me. Now that period has given way to one of nationalism and self-reliance, which means promoting China's own companies, products, technologies--and universities.

Rose Horowitch: Trump's campaign to scare off foreign students

Xi has consistently stressed the importance of education in sustaining China's rise. His government has invested heavily in China's schools and lavished resources on science and technology programs, with some success. Some of China's top institutions, such as Tsinghua University in Beijing, have gained international recognition as serious competitors in scientific research.

China would like to have its own Harvards, rather than sending its elite students to the United States, for political and cultural reasons as well as economic ones. Chinese authorities have long worried that the hundreds of thousands of students it exports to America will absorb undesirable ideas about democracy and civil liberties--and that they will access information about China that is suppressed at home, such as the story of the Tiananmen Square massacre in 1989. In fact, many young Chinese who study in the United States seem to enjoy American freedoms and seek to stay rather than return to serve the motherland. Beijing has tried to deal with this in part by monitoring the activities of its students in the U.S. and attempting to hold them firmly to the party line, including by harassing the families back home of those who stray.

Within China, authorities can more easily confine students inside the government's propaganda bubble, which in recent years has become more airtight. Domestic media seek to portray the U.S. as unsafe, especially for Asians, by highlighting incidents of racial discrimination, violence, and disorder. One story published last year by the state news agency Xinhua, under the headline "Chinese Students' Dreams Turned Into Nightmares at U.S. Doorstep," tells the harrowing tale of a Chinese student detained and deported at an airport and claims that others had suffered the same fate. China's top spy agency, the Ministry of State Security, warned Chinese students at universities abroad against being recruited as foreign agents, and told of one such unfortunate national who was discovered and punished.

Even before Trump's announcement, this climate of mutual distrust had led to a drop-off in Chinese students enrolled in American universities. The number had reached an all-time high during the 2019-20 academic year, topping 372,000, according to the Institute of International Education. But that figure has fallen since--by a quarter, to 277,000, in the 2023-24 academic year. Now India, with more than 331,000 enrolled, sends more students to American institutions than China does.

The Trump administration appears to believe that curtailing Chinese access to American technology, money, and, in this case, education will give the U.S. the edge over its closest competitor. In some areas, this might work: Restricting the export of advanced U.S. semiconductor technology to China seems to have helped hold Beijing's chip industry back. So why not do the same with higher education? A case can be made that keeping Chinese students out of some of the world's top research institutions will hold back their skills acquisition and, with it, the country's progress.

Adam Serwer: Trump is wearing America down

In practice, though, the effect of this policy could be hard to gauge. The engineers behind the Chinese AI firm DeepSeek, which wowed Silicon Valley by developing a competitive chatbot on the cheap, were mainly locally trained. And the skills that Chinese students can't find at home they can seek in any number of places. There may be only so many Harvards, but Chinese students can receive a good education--and a warmer reception--in countries other than the United States. Universities in Japan and Hong Kong are already trying to capitalize on Trump's harassment of international students to lure them.

The idea that any American policy can effectively dampen Chinese ambition may be far-fetched. "People wake up in the morning and it's all about education here. There is nothing more important," James McGregor, the chair for China at the consulting firm APCO, told me. "You're going to stop Chinese people from learning the top skills in the world? No. They'll just deploy them somewhere else."

For now, the Trump team can't seem to decide whether it wants to get tough on China or make deals with China, and the new student-visa policy reflects this confusion. "Chinese students are coming. No problem," Trump said in a briefing after his call with Xi. "It's our honor to have them, frankly."

China's leadership surely knows that many Chinese families still aspire to send their young-adult children to American universities. But Beijing is much more single-minded than Washington about the future of relations between the two countries: Xi appears to see Washington as the primary impediment to China's rise, and ties to the U.S. as a vulnerability best eliminated. From that viewpoint, relying on Harvard to train China's most promising students is a national-security risk. That means that Trump may be doing Xi a favor.
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The Condemnations of Israel Are Half-Hearted

Diplomacy often takes the form of staged meetings and statements whose plain meanings differ from what the country's leaders actually feel. What they actually feel is not usually difficult to discern.

by Graeme Wood




The countries surrounding Iran have condemned Israel's attack today. Some statements were more florid than others, and some were more convincing. Bahrain, whose monarchy Iran has repeatedly attempted to topple, urged Israel to de-escalate. Azerbaijan, whose secular government is constantly at odds with Iran, "resolutely" reproached Israel for its attack but gave no indication that it would cease being a resolute ally of Israel and the United States. Iraq, whose Shiite-led government in many ways owes its existence to the Iranians, vowed that it would help Iran retaliate by sending a sternly worded letter to the United Nations. Among the quicker and more vigorous denunciations was Saudi Arabia's. "The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia expresses its strong condemnation and denunciation of the blatant Israeli aggressions against the brotherly Islamic Republic of Iran," it said, adding that the attacks were "heinous."

Green's Dictionary of Slang notes that the word heinous, when used by American teens, has at times meant fantastic, and it is no secret that among the countries that have issued denunciations are many senior officials who would consider the destruction of Iran's nuclear program heinous and rad indeed, an extreeeeeme escalation in the Harold and Kumar sense. Almost all of the countries surrounding Iran have reasons to prefer a weak Iran and to dread a nuclear one. Diplomacy often takes the form of elaborate, staged meetings and statements whose plain meanings differ from what the country's leaders actually feel. What they actually feel is not usually difficult to discern.

This lineup of eager denouncers is like the cast of a drawing-room murder mystery, where everyone is a suspect because everyone has a motive. The fact that Israel actually plunged the dagger into the deceased is incidental. Bahrain is ruled by Sunnis and has a mostly Shiite population permanently restless over its servile condition. Azerbaijan, too, is mostly Shiite, but it is proudly secular in orientation, and welcomes Iranians who come across its border to escape theocracy, get drunk, and take off their veils. Aykhan Hajizada, the spokesperson for the Azerbaijani foreign ministry, told me in Baku last year that Iran would sometimes conduct aggressive military drills across the border and complain about Azerbaijan's friendships with Iran's enemies. "We are very open with them," Hajizada said. "We are building relations based on our national-security interests, and not based on the interests of the neighboring country." A nuclear Iran would effectively end that independence.

Read: What Trump knew about the attack against Iran

But the clearest case of this duplicity (denunciation in public; You know, he kind of had it coming in private) is Saudi Arabia's. "We don't look to Israel as an enemy," Saudi Arabia's de facto leader, Crown Prince Mohammad bin Salman, told me in 2021. "We look to them as a potential ally" with many common interests. By contrast, he referred to Iran as a neighbor that he "could not get rid of," and with whom he would realistically be forced to find a modus vivendi. In 2023, Saudi Arabia and Iran made a deal, brokered by China, that restored diplomatic relations and in theory healed the long-standing divisions between the countries.

But the fundamental facts of their relationship are irreconcilable. Theirs is not a love marriage. Iran's drones and missiles are aimed at Saudi Arabia's oil fields, and the biggest threat to the kingdom is, and has been for at least three decades, the possibility that Iran would destroy or disrupt its energy industry. Saudi Arabia on its own has no way to counter or deter that threat--which is why the United States and Israel are its natural allies. Iran has additionally fomented open revolt against the Saudi monarchy. In cities in the Shiite-majority Eastern province of Saudi Arabia, where much of the oil industry is, one can still see bullet-pocked walls and collapsed buildings where Saudi security services fought and ultimately crushed an Iranian-backed revolt in 2017.

None of these countries wants all-out war. And they certainly do not wish to volunteer themselves to be attacked, should Iran decide that Israel itself is too hard a target, and its allies are safer to pick on. Iran's neighbors have plenty of beefs with Israel too, and have populations that would be pleased to watch the Jewish state humbled. But Israel's humiliation, if it must come, can wait. Iran has been unique among regional powers in its tendency to cultivate and arm allies abroad, and to aid those allies in their efforts in order to make trouble for incumbent autocracies, from Cairo to Baku to Sanaa. For Iran to go nuclear, and be able to dictate the terms of these relationships under the leisurely protection of an atomic umbrella, would be catastrophic for them all. Just don't expect them to say so.
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The War Israel Was Ready to Fight

The strategy that led to the October 7 disaster is the same one fueling Israel's current successes.

by Yair Rosenberg




On October 7, 2023, Israel suffered the most catastrophic assault in its history when Hamas terrorists killed more than 1,000 people and took hundreds of others hostage. Almost a year later, Israel assassinated Hassan Nasrallah, the leader of Hezbollah, the most powerful militia in the world, along with the entire leadership of his organization. Last night, it did the same to the rulers of Iran, eliminating the heads of the regime's armed forces, the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, and regional proxies.

How could the same country that was bested by a ragtag militia in its own backyard turn around and ravage multiple regional powers with devastating decapitation strikes? The dissonance between these events has fomented confusion and conspiracy theories. But Israel's successes and failures in the past 20 months stem from a single source. A very specific plan to stop Iran led to both the disaster of October 7 and the triumphs since.

For decades, Iran's theocratic leaders have called for Israel's destruction, denying the Nazi Holocaust while urging another one. The regime funneled millions of dollars and thousands of missiles to proxies on Israel's borders and beyond: Hezbollah in Lebanon, Hamas in Gaza, the Houthis in Yemen. Iran's authorities constructed monuments to their predicted victory, displaying missiles emblazoned with the words Death to Israel and even erecting a countdown clock to Israel's end.

Read: What Trump knew about the attack against Iran

Israel, a nation born out of the ashes of an attempted Jewish genocide, took these threats seriously. Just as Iran labeled America "the Great Satan" and Israel "the Little Satan," Israel's security establishment conceived of its adversaries in tiers: Iran was the biggest threat, its fearsome proxy Hezbollah ranked next, and the smaller Hamas posed the least danger. The Israelis prioritized their resources accordingly. Their best people--and best exploding beepers--were put to work countering Iran and Hezbollah, which had formidable arsenals of advanced weapons. Hamas, by contrast, was treated as an afterthought, contained behind a blockade of Gaza that was maintained less by manpower than by advanced security technology.

October 7 exposed this folly, as Hamas and its allies disabled that technology and stormed across the border on land, meeting little resistance as they rampaged through civilian communities. This was a war Israel did not expect and was not prepared to fight. That fact was evident not only in the casualties and hostage-taking during the massacre, but in the grinding, brutal, and haphazard war in Gaza that has followed. Simply put, Israel was flying without radar. It did not know Hamas's capabilities, had not infiltrated its leadership, did not have widespread intelligence sources on the ground, and was largely ignorant of the group's sprawling underground infrastructure in Gaza. This operational ignorance has resulted in a horrific meat grinder of a war with thousands of civilian casualties and still no end in sight. It's also why Israel's military took more than a year after October 7 to find and kill the Hamas leader Yahya Sinwar.

By the time that happened, Israel had already taken out Hezbollah's Nasrallah, a far more protected and high-value target, after neutralizing many of his elite forces via exploding beepers and walkie-talkies and blowing up many of the group's missiles while they were still in storage. The very resources that had not been brought to bear on Hamas, thus enabling the disaster of October 7, achieved the neutralization of Hezbollah within weeks.

Hezbollah had joined in the attacks on Israel after the assault on October 7, apparently believing that Israel was too hobbled to respond beyond token tit-for-tat strikes. Likewise, the group's patrons in Iran may have misread the events of October 7 as evidence of fundamental Israeli weakness, rather than a terrible but isolated error. For months, Tehran continued to supply its proxies in Lebanon and Yemen with advanced missiles to fire at Israel, seemingly under the belief that it would be immune from similar incoming in response. That mistake, like Israel's on October 7, proved costly.

Last night, Israel began running the same playbook it used on Hezbollah against Iran. Key military leaders were reportedly assassinated, drone factories were targeted, and missile depots and launchers were eliminated before they could be used. In retrospect, October 7 wasn't a preview of an Israel-Iran war--the mysterious strike last July that killed the Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh in an Iranian Revolutionary Guard guesthouse in Tehran was. That audacious assassination revealed that Israel had clandestine capabilities within Iran's most fortified strongholds of a sort it never had in Gaza. After last night's initial assault, Israel's Mossad released rare footage of its agents operating inside Iran.

Read: In the game of Spy vs. Spy, Israel keeps getting the better of Iran

When Israel went after Hezbollah in Lebanon last September, American and Israeli officials characterized the move as "de-escalation through escalation." That line was mocked by many, but it is largely what happened, because Israel was prepared for the conflict--unlike in Gaza--and achieved a decisive victory. Within months, Israel and Lebanon had agreed to a cease-fire, and Hezbollah was effectively disabled. Israel did the heavy lifting, and the U.S. acted as the closer with its diplomacy.

By contrast, Israel's unplanned war in Gaza has seen no such resolution and steadily devolved into a messianic power grab by Israel's far right. No Israeli faction has religious or territorial designs on Tehran, which makes this outcome less likely in Iran. Nonetheless, Iran is a far more powerful adversary than any Israel has yet faced, making a protracted and profoundly destructive conflict likely. This is the war Israel had prepared to wage, but in war, preparation is no insulation from devastation.
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Iran's Stunning Incompetence

A belligerent regime left its people wide open to foreign attack.

by Arash Azizi




News of the Israeli attacks on Iran reached me in the United States just before 5 a.m. Tehran time. The city had been hit in multiple places, and strikes meant for Iran's military commanders and nuclear scientists had brought down residential buildings across the city. So I figured my friends and family in the Iranian capital would be awake. I rushed to call.

To my shock, I woke several of my relatives. They hadn't heard anything. No sirens had sounded; there had been no rush to shelters. The number of civilian casualties so far seems to be relatively low, but every lost life hurts. Online, the stories circulate--of a young woman who loved cycling and ecotourism, of children found under rubble. I spoke with a friend whose close relative suffered a miscarriage last night, in her eighth month of pregnancy.

Iranians have the right to condemn Israel for the attacks. But what was their own government doing to protect them?

Everything about the June 13 attacks speaks to the Iranian regime's incompetence. Israel was able to hit major nuclear and military sites all over the country in the space of a day. It has taken out dozens of high-ranking military and nuclear officials. The list includes Ali Shamkhani, one of the most powerful men in Iran's military, political, and economic firmaments. Among other portfolios, he was in charge of Iran's nuclear talks. Shamkhani was also a longtime commander in the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, the militia that undergirds the power of the Iranian regime. The IRGC lost its chief and several of its top commanders in the Israeli assault. Consider this: The Islamic Republic wasn't even able to protect its own brass, let alone the people of Iran, to whom it has long shown nothing but contempt.

The Iranian regime's utter ineptitude is matched by a record of belligerent action and rhetoric. Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei was the only world leader who celebrated Hamas's October 7 attacks on Israel. His state armed Hamas and a host of other militias in the region. For years, he has promised to bring destruction to Israel. In 2018, faced with the first Trump administration, he gave an ominous double pledge: "There will be no war; nor will we negotiate with the U.S."

Read: Israel's bold, risky attack

In the end, Khamenei was forced to negotiate and still couldn't avoid war. Although the United States did not participate in the Israeli attacks, Donald Trump is now gloating about their success. The next round of talks between Washington and Tehran were scheduled for Sunday in Muscat; now Trump is telling Khamenei that he should have taken the president's repeated threats more seriously and moved faster to reach an agreement.

Israel has only just begun a long campaign--one that it says will go on for at least two weeks. Iran has promised harsh retaliation, but it has woefully few options. The last time its territory was attacked at such a scale was when Saddam Hussein's Iraq invaded Iran, in 1980. Now the regime appears to be in shock, taking the time to lick its wounds before it acts.

Iran has been facing down a crisis over succession to the 86-year-old Khamenei for some time. Now the old Grand Ayatollah appears to be watching feebly as Israel brings blow after blow on his regime and its so-called Axis of Resistance, the collection of militias Tehran has backed throughout the Middle East. Once celebrated as Khamenei's crowning achievement, the Axis now lies in ruins. Last year, Israel killed Hassan Nasrallah, the leader of Lebanon's Hezbollah. The group that was long Iran's most powerful weapon against Israel is now so weakened that it has said it won't join any counterattack on Iran's behalf.

Could Iran see a change in leadership in the coming days? To imagine a new group of military commanders taking the reins, whether formally or informally, is not all that far-fetched. Given Israel's apparently thorough intelligence penetration of Iran, one could even speculate that it might help engineer such changes itself.

Barring a dramatic transformation, however, Iran's leadership will have a decision to make. The country has its back against the wall. As limited as its options are against Israel, it might still try to strike as hard as it can. It might attempt to launch cyberattacks on Israeli infrastructure. It could also make the fateful decision to dash for a nuclear bomb--but that's a process that could take years. If Israel can figure out where the IRGC's leaders live and how to kill them, surely it can also put a stop to such plans. Iran might hope that it can wear out Israel's resolve over time, but that's a gamble that hasn't worked out so well for Iran thus far.

Read: Why Israel struck now

Iran might also attempt to attack American bases in the region, or to strike Gulf countries allied with the United States. The latter possibility explains why several Gulf countries have normalized relations with Tehran and strongly condemned the Israeli attacks. Taking the war to these countries could drive up oil prices and hurt the global economy. It would also involve the U.S. more directly and make still more adversaries for Iran.

Another course is possible. Maybe the time has at last come for the brittle, ideological, postrevolutionary regime to surrender. Maybe a new, pragmatic leadership will emerge--one that realizes that the time has come for Iran to stop picking fights, end its global isolation, and pursue its own development.

Despite all our differences, Iranians are a patriotic people. We don't want to see our country so easily laid open to foreign aggression, so hopelessly incompetent in the face of fire. Iranians deserve a leadership that can defend its people and territory and that seeks peace with the region and the world. In the coming days, perhaps they will strike a path to get there.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/06/iran-israel-attack/683173/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Global | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            U.S. | The Atlantic
          
        

      

      Technology | The Atlantic

      
        The Entire Internet Is Reverting to Beta
        Matteo Wong

        A car that accelerates instead of braking every once in a while is not ready for the road. A faucet that occasionally spits out boiling water instead of cold does not belong in your home. Working properly most of the time simply isn't good enough for technologies that people are heavily reliant upon. And two and a half years after the launch of ChatGPT, generative AI is becoming such a technology.Even without actively seeking out a chatbot, billions of people are now pushed to interact with AI wh...

      

      
        Why Would the Trump Family Want to Run a Phone Company?
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        The Trumps are doing phones now. This week, the Trump Organization announced its own cellphone service called Trump Mobile, as well as a gold-colored smartphone called the T1, which will purportedly be manufactured in the United States and retail for $499. It is available for preorder now and will supposedly ship in August or September, though one reporter who attempted to buy the device was left feeling unsure: His card was charged $64.70 instead of the full $100 down payment, and he was never a...

      

      
        The Tesla Brain Drain
        Patrick George

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Before DOGE, there was Twitter. In 2023, Elon Musk seemed too distracted by his latest venture to run the world's most valuable car company. Tesla was faltering as he focused on remaking (and renaming) the social-media network. So at Tesla's investor-day event in Austin that March, Musk responded with a rare show of force. He was joined onstage by a cadre of more than a dozen of the company's top executives, ...

      

      
        Trump's Deportations Aren't What They Seem
        Ali Breland

        From the beginning, Donald Trump's approach to deportations has been about both removing people from the country and the spectacle of removing people from the country. If any doubt lingered about the president's commitment to the cause, he erased it in Los Angeles, where his response to the widespread protests against a series of ICE raids--he has dispatched roughly 4,000 California National Guard troops and hundreds of Marines, all against the wishes of the state's governor--has been an extraordin...

      

      
        I'm Running Out of Ways to Explain How Bad This Is (Again)
        Charlie Warzel

        One hallmark of our current moment is that when an event happens, there is little collective agreement on even basic facts. This, despite there being more documentary evidence than ever before in history: Information is abundant, yet consensus is elusive.The ICE protests in Los Angeles over the past week offer an especially relevant example of this phenomenon. What has transpired is fairly clear: A series of ICE raids and arrests late last week prompted protests in select areas of the city, namel...

      

      
        The Newspaper That Hired ChatGPT
        Matteo Wong

        For more than 20 years, print media has been a bit of a punching bag for digital-technology companies. Craigslist killed the paid classifieds, free websites led people to think newspapers and magazines were committing robbery when they charged for subscriptions, and the smartphone and social media turned reading full-length articles into a chore. Now generative AI is in the mix--and many publishers, desperate to avoid being left behind once more, are rushing to harness the technology themselves.Se...

      

      
        
          	
            Global | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            U.S. | The Atlantic
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Entire Internet Is Reverting to Beta

The AI takeover is changing everything about the web--and not necessarily for the better.

by Matteo Wong




A car that accelerates instead of braking every once in a while is not ready for the road. A faucet that occasionally spits out boiling water instead of cold does not belong in your home. Working properly most of the time simply isn't good enough for technologies that people are heavily reliant upon. And two and a half years after the launch of ChatGPT, generative AI is becoming such a technology.



Even without actively seeking out a chatbot, billions of people are now pushed to interact with AI when searching the web, checking their email, using social media, and online shopping. Ninety-two percent of Fortune 500 companies use OpenAI products, universities are providing free chatbot access to potentially millions of students, and U.S. national-intelligence agencies are deploying AI programs across their workflows.



When ChatGPT went down for several hours last week, everyday users, students with exams, and office workers posted in despair: "If it doesnt come back soon my boss is gonna start asking why I havent done anything all day," one person commented on Downdetector, a website that tracks internet outages. "I have an interview tomorrow for a position I know practically nothing about, who will coach me??" wrote another. That same day--June 10, 2025--a Google AI overview told me the date was June 18, 2024.



For all their promise, these tools are still ... janky. At the start of the AI boom, there were plenty of train wrecks--Bing's chatbot telling a tech columnist to leave his wife, ChatGPT espousing overt racism--but these were plausibly passed off as early-stage bugs. Today, though the overall quality of generative-AI products has improved dramatically, subtle errors persist: the wrong date, incorrect math, fake books and quotes. Google Search now bombards users with AI overviews above the actual search results or a reliable Wikipedia snippet; these occasionally include such errors, a problem that Google warns about in a disclaimer beneath each overview. Facebook, Instagram, and X are awash with bots and AI-generated slop. Amazon is stuffed with AI-generated scam products. Earlier this year, Apple disabled AI-generated news alerts after the feature inaccurately summarized multiple headlines. Meanwhile, outages like last week's ChatGPT brownout are not uncommon.



Digital services and products were, of course, never perfect. Google Search already has lots of unhelpful advertisements, while social-media algorithms have amplified radicalizing misinformation. But as basic services for finding information or connecting with friends, until recently, they worked. Meanwhile, the chatbots being deployed as fixes to the old web's failings--Google's rush to overhaul Search with AI, Mark Zuckerberg's absurd statement that AI can replace human friends, Elon Musk's suggestion that his Grok chatbot can combat misinformation on X--are only exacerbating those problems while also introducing entirely new sorts of malfunctions and disasters. More important, the extent of the AI industry's new ambitions--to rewire not just the web, but also the economy, education, and even the workings of government with a single technology--magnifies any flaw to the same scale.

Read: The day Grok told everyone about "white genocide"

The reasons for generative AI's problems are no mystery. Large language models like those that underlie ChatGPT work by predicting characters in a sequence, mapping statistical relationships between bits of text and the ideas they represent. Yet prediction, by definition, is not certainty. Chatbots are very good at producing writing that sounds convincing, but they do not make decisions according to what's factually correct. Instead, they arrange patterns of words according to what "sounds" right. Meanwhile, these products' internal algorithms are so large and complex that researchers cannot hope to fully understand their abilities and limitations. For all the additional protections tech companies have added to make AI more accurate, these bots can never guarantee accuracy. The embarrassing failures are a feature of AI products, and thus they are becoming features of the broader internet.



If this is the AI age, then we're living in broken times. Nevertheless, Sam Altman has called ChatGPT an "oracular system that can sort of do anything within reason" and last week proclaimed that OpenAI has "built systems that are smarter than people in many ways." (Debateable.) Mark Zuckerberg has repeatedly said that Meta will build AI coding agents equivalent to "mid-level" human engineers this year. Just this week, Amazon released an internal memo saying it expects to reduce its total workforce as it implements more AI tools.



The anomalies are sometimes strange and very concerning. Recent updates have caused ChatGPT to become aggressively obsequious and the Grok chatbot, on X, to fixate on a conspiracy theory about "white genocide." (X later attributed the problem to an unauthorized change to the bot, which the company corrected.) A recent New York Times investigation reported several instances of AI chatbots inducing mental breakdowns and psychotic episodes. These models are vulnerable to all sorts of simple cyberattacks. I've repeatedly seen advanced AI models stuck in doom loops, repeating the same sequence until they manually shut down. Silicon Valley is betting the future of the web on technology that can unexpectedly go off the rails, melt down at the simplest tasks, and be misused with alarmingly little friction. The internet is reverting to beta mode.



My point isn't that generative AI is a scam or that it's useless. These tools can be legitimately helpful for many people when used in a measured way, with human verification; I've reported on scientific work that has advanced as a result of the technology, including revolutions in neuroscience and drug discovery. But these success stories bear little resemblance to the way many people and firms understand and use the technology; marketing has far outpaced innovation. Rather than targeted, cautiously executed uses, many throw generative AI at any task imaginable, with Big Tech's encouragement. "Everyone Is Using AI for Everything," a Times headline proclaimed this week. Therein lies the issue: Generative AI is a technology that works well enough for users to become dependent, but not consistently enough to be truly dependable.

Read: AI executives promise cancer cures. Here's the reality.

Reorienting the internet and society around imperfect and relatively untested products is not the inevitable result of scientific and technological progress--it is an active choice Silicon Valley is making, every day. That future web is one in which most people and organizations depend on AI for most tasks. This would mean an internet in which every search, set of directions, dinner recommendation, event synopsis, voicemail summary, and email is a tiny bit suspect; in which digital services that essentially worked in the 2010s are just a little bit unreliable. And while minor inconveniences for individual users may be fine, even amusing, an AI bot taking incorrect notes during a doctor visit, or generating an incorrect treatment plan, is not.

AI products could settle into a liminal zone. They may not be wrong frequently enough to be jettisoned, but they also may not be wrong rarely enough to ever be fully trusted. For now, the technology's flaws are readily detected and corrected. But as people become more and more accustomed to AI in their life--at school, at work, at home--they may cease to notice. Already, a growing body of research correlates persistent use of AI with a drop in critical thinking; humans become reliant on AI and unwilling, perhaps unable, to verify its work. As chatbots creep into every digital crevice, they may continue to degrade the web gradually, even gently. Today's jankiness may, by tomorrow, simply be normal.
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Why Would the Trump Family Want to Run a Phone Company?

The latest celebrity branding craze might be budget cellular plans.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




The Trumps are doing phones now. This week, the Trump Organization announced its own cellphone service called Trump Mobile, as well as a gold-colored smartphone called the T1, which will purportedly be manufactured in the United States and retail for $499. It is available for preorder now and will supposedly ship in August or September, though one reporter who attempted to buy the device was left feeling unsure: His card was charged $64.70 instead of the full $100 down payment, and he was never asked to provide a shipping address.



What other details do you need? "Trump Mobile is going to revolutionize kind of, you know, cellphones," Eric Trump, the president's son and an executive for the Trump Organization, said on Fox Business. According to Trump Mobile's Terms of Use page, its service will be "powered by" Liberty Mobile, which itself runs on T-Mobile and uses the clever tagline "Let Freedom Ring." Other marketing materials confuse the issue by suggesting that Trump Mobile works with all three major carriers. The phone plan will cost $47.45 a month, which is somewhat expensive for this type of service but makes sense numerologically with Trump's brand (47th and 45th president).



To be clear, Trump is not building out his own networking infrastructure. Trump Mobile will be a mobile virtual network operator (or MVNO). These essentially buy service from major providers such as T-Mobile and AT&T at a discounted, wholesale rate, and then sell that service to customers who are comfortable with making various compromises in exchange for a much lower bill than they'd have with the mainstream carriers. This is about the extent of the available details. The Trump Organization did not return my request for additional information about where the phone would be made and by whom, nor did it answer my question about whether the phone currently exists physically. (The images on the website appear to be not photographs, but questionable mock-ups--the camera is depicted without a flash, as noted by The Verge.) I also asked the Trump Organization whether the Trump family faces a conflict of interest in entering an industry that is regulated by the Federal Communications Commission, an agency led by presidential appointees; no response.



But I was most interested in my unanswered question about why the Trump Organization would want to be involved in the telecom industry at all. To some extent, the answer is obvious: The Trumps are involved in such a sprawling array of moneymaking endeavors, it would make more sense to ask whether there are any they would not consider trying. They've done quite a bit in the tech sector already, between NFTs, memecoins, a social-media platform, and other fascinating ventures.

Read: The Trump sons really love crypto

Still, the choice is curious, if only because operating a cellphone service seems so boring and unglamorous. It's also funny timing: Last week, the actors Jason Bateman, Will Arnett, and Sean Hayes, who co-host the super-popular podcast SmartLess, announced SmartLess Mobile, a discount phone plan that also relies on T-Mobile. That move was not well explained by its participants, either. In an interview with People about the move, Bateman said twice that most people listen to podcasts on phones, and therefore the telecom industry is a logical one for podcasters to enter. "It just kind of organically shaped into something that really made sense for us to try," he added.



Did it?



The celeb phone companies remind me, a little, of the ISP that David Bowie launched in 1998, which for $19.95 a month offered "full uncensored" internet access, Bowie-themed chat rooms, and a coveted "@davidbowie.com" email address. That service lasted for eight years, which is pretty impressive, but it was more of a highly laborious artistic experiment and act of fan service than an effort to maintain and profit from digital infrastructure long term.



Today's businesspeople appear to be more directly inspired by the actor Ryan Reynolds's fortuitous investment in Mint Mobile, another MVNO, which sold for more than $1 billion in 2023. What they're doing is a step further than what he did, because they're not just investing in an existing phone company: The Trump Organization and the SmartLess guys are putting their names on something new. The question, then, is: Why would phone companies suddenly appeal to the type of people who might otherwise put their names on bottles of tequila or pickleball paddles or what have you?



I emailed Steffen Oefner, a vice president at Magenta Telekom, the Austrian iteration of T-Mobile (MVNOs are more common in Europe), to ask him. "Interessent point," he replied. "One answer is ... because they can." The MVNO industry now has a number of middleman companies that will do the work of negotiating with a network and then allow brands or influencers to simply put their name on a ready-made product, he explained. Setting up an MVNO is significantly cheaper than it was 10 years ago. "We do expect more celebrity brands or fan-base MNVOs to appear in the mobile market," he said. To add to my list, he gave the example of LariCel, a phone company in Brazil affiliated with the actor Larissa Manoela (who has more than 53 million followers on Instagram), which refers to its customers as LariLovers.



After reviewing the list of personalities who appeared at a recent MVNO conference held in Vienna, I found James Gray of Graystone Strategy, which consults with clients in the MVNO space. He agreed with Oefner about the ease of starting an MVNO and also pointed to the invention of digital SIM cards, or eSIMS, which enable people to switch to a new phone plan instantly, without having to wait for a little piece of plastic to be shipped to them. "Now we're in a digital world," he said.

Read: The Trump posts you probably aren't seeing

This general point had multiple implications. Previously, he said, companies such as T-Mobile would have preferred to partner with retail companies or banks, enticing new customers by offering them special deals on products or services they were already using. Today, a digital brand such as that of "an influencer or someone running a podcast" can also sell a service, maybe by saying that it represents their values or that it comes with access to a community. "Trump would be a relatively famous brand," he noted. As another example, he pointed to FC Barcelona, which recently started offering an MVNO called Barca Mobile to its many, many super-enthusiastic fans as a way to be even more intensely involved with the club (while also receiving cheap phone service).



The SmartLess guys are pitching their new venture by saying that a lot of people currently pay for more cellphone data than they actually use, given that they are actually connected to Wi-Fi most of the time (suggesting, I suppose, a customer base that is often either at home or in an office). The Trump plan will offer roadside assistance and access to a telehealth service (suggesting, I suppose, a customer base that is older or generally accident-prone). In the U.S., other politics-themed MVNOs also already exist--the California-based Credo Mobile puts some of its profits into left-wing causes, while the Texas-based Patriot Mobile puts some of its profits into right-wing causes. (The latter identified itself as a trailblazer of "the Red Economy" in a press release congratulating Trump Mobile on its launch.)



Gray concluded that the appeal of the phone business to the celebrities was obvious. "The difference between this and, say, a celebrity vodka is this is recurring revenue," he told me. "People sign up and they pay a subscription to you every month." (That was also the case with Rihanna's underwear membership, though people did eventually get upset about it.) And of course, he's right--that is the big difference. That is why a famous person would want to run a phone company. We're in a digital world now. How lucky.
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The Tesla Brain Drain

The future of the struggling car company rests on Elon Musk more than ever before.

by Patrick George




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


Before DOGE, there was Twitter. In 2023, Elon Musk seemed too distracted by his latest venture to run the world's most valuable car company. Tesla was faltering as he focused on remaking (and renaming) the social-media network. So at Tesla's investor-day event in Austin that March, Musk responded with a rare show of force. He was joined onstage by a cadre of more than a dozen of the company's top executives, all to signal that even if he was extremely busy, Tesla was run by a world-class team: "We've obviously got significant bench strength here," Musk said. Sure enough, Tesla closed out 2023 with the best sales it's ever had.



Musk is in bad need of a similar comeback right now as he returns from Washington to focus on his struggling car company. In recent months, Tesla sales have plummeted as the chain-saw-wielding, far-right centibillionaire has turned off traditionally liberal electric-car buyers. The MAGA faithful never stepped up to take their place, and they're less likely to do so now that the Trump-Musk bromance is over. Musk has other problems: Tesla created the modern electric car as we know it, but now the automaker is falling behind the competition while Musk is more focused on AI and robots than selling cars. And on top of everything else, the One Big Beautiful Bill Act working its way through Congress could cost Tesla billions each year.

This time around, however, Musk can't lean on that aforementioned bench even if he wants to. Something similar to DOGE's steep staffing cuts has been playing out at Tesla. About a third of the executives who stood onstage with him two years ago have left Tesla or been ousted. Many other high-profile company leaders have resigned. Just since April, Tesla has lost its head of software engineering, head of battery technology, and head of humanoid robotics. Tens of thousands of rank-and-file employees left last year amid waves of mass layoffs. At the end of the day, Tesla is the Musk show: The company is the biggest source of his wealth, and is core to his reputation as a tech genius. Now, after all of the pivots and attrition, the future of Tesla rests singularly on Musk more than it ever has.

Read: The Tesla revolt

To longtime Tesla chroniclers such as myself, the chaotic, rapid-fire cuts that defined Musk's tenure at DOGE felt familiar from the very beginning. The playbook was pioneered at Tesla. When Musk took over as CEO in 2008, Tesla was a start-up struggling to build its first car. His early infusions of personal cash, ruthless approach to cost cutting, and, in his words, "hardcore" work environment are widely credited with getting the automaker up and running. He has a famous approach to any type of problem: Get rid of preconceived notions, tear everything down, and rebuild from there. If things break, so be it. They can probably be repaired later on. At one point, the company got rid of the traditional turn-signal switch on some cars before later putting them back. (Tesla and Musk did not respond to my requests for comment.)



For a long time, the strategy worked. In the span of a decade, Tesla rose from a start-up to an auto giant worth more than Ford, Toyota, and GM combined--despite selling just a fraction of the cars its rivals did. That's why investors still back Musk today. He's made them a lot of money before, so if things get bad, he's the man to figure it out, right? Musk himself has helped promulgate the idea that he has all the answers. At one point, he said he would personally start approving some of his employees' expenses amid a "hardcore" round of cost cutting. "He has always been the kind of person who says, 'I am the only one who can do this,'" Sam Abuelsamid, an auto-industry analyst at the research firm Telemetry, told me. In 2018, when I was the editor in chief of the auto publication Jalopnik, Tesla's now-defunct communications team frantically admonished us for reporting that Doug Field, the company's top engineer, had left the company. He was merely the top vehicle engineer, a spokesperson said. Musk--despite not being trained as an engineer--was the top engineer.

Read: Elon and the genius trap

In 2019, an analysis from the financial firm Bernstein put Tesla's executive-turnover rate at nearly double the average of comparable Silicon Valley companies; the number was "dramatically higher" among Musk's direct reports as well. Layoffs and firings have sometimes felt more mercurial than anything else. Consider the team behind Tesla's charging network. In June 2023, I wrote that Tesla's fast and reliable "Superchargers" were its secret weapon; other automakers had begun building cars using Tesla's proprietary charging port to give their customers Supercharger access. About a year later, Tesla laid off the entire 500-person team. Many of the staffers were later rehired and returned, but not all: Rebecca Tinucci, Tesla's head of charging, left for good. The Supercharger network has grown since then, though not without a period of chaos for the automaker and the entire car industry that bet on it. The cuts to Tesla's charging workforce were part of a bigger reduction in headcount last year: Within the first six months of 2024, Tesla had shed nearly 20,000 employees, according to internal data viewed by CNBC. And Tesla's latest quarterly SEC filing, released in April, boasts of "a $52 million decrease in employee and labor costs" compared with last year. (In reporting this story, I reached out to roughly a dozen current and former Tesla staffers. None would talk with me on the record.)



Last year's layoffs, Musk said, were designed to position the company for its "next phase of growth." Based on everything he's said so far, that means AI. He has promised that robots and driverless cars will eventually deliver "a trillion dollars of profit a year." Several top executives and engineers have resigned after they reportedly clashed with Musk on his pivot. This month, Tesla is tentatively set to launch its long-awaited robotaxi service in Austin, starting with what Musk has said will be "10 to 12" self-driving Teslas that can also be remotely operated by humans if needed. In other words, the company has a long way to go before it's anywhere close to something like a driverless Uber. For now, the company still makes its money from selling cars, and Tesla has lost many of the smart people who helped create what was once an innovative automotive juggernaut. Musk still does have several long-standing deputies at the company, including Tom Zhu, a senior vice president who previously led Tesla's operations in China, and Lars Moravy, who leads vehicle engineering. But the departures put more pressure on Musk: He doesn't have the workforce he once did to build to make groundbreaking electric vehicles.



The silver lining for the future of electric vehicles is that these former Tesla staffers are fanning out to the rest of the car industry. Take Field, the former head Tesla engineer (or "head vehicle engineer," in Tesla's telling). He now leads advanced vehicle software at Ford, as well as a program tasked with making an affordable EV. Tinucci, the former head of Tesla's charging team, is now overseeing Uber's shift to electric vehicles. "I think we'll see kind of a Tesla diaspora," Kristin Hull, the founder of Nia Impact Capital, an investment firm with a stake in Tesla, told me. "The rest of the world is catching up. And I think that's also playing a part in why the talent is moving on." (Field and Tinucci didn't respond to requests for comment.)



Musk's detractors might easily fall into schadenfreude. His actions might finally be catching up with him. But if Tesla continues to slide, there will be ramifications beyond Musk and his investors simply losing money. Tesla remains one of the very few companies outside of China that is making money by selling electric cars, which makes it uniquely capable of making a super-affordable EV. Every day that goes by without cheaper options, Americans who might be inclined to go electric are instead buying gas-burning cars that could be on the road for a decade or more. Meanwhile, other carmakers have spent years racing to build cleaner cars in large part to keep up with Tesla. Without the company's continued dominance, it's easy to see a heavily polluting industry fall back on old habits. The risk is particularly high right now as the Trump administration is betting big on fossil fuels.

Whether Tesla can rebound will test something truly scarce--not Musk's wealth but the faith that others have in him. Musk has already alienated people on the left and right, but many people still fiercely believe in his ability to make them rich. At some point, even they might start to vanish.
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Trump's Deportations Aren't What They Seem

The White House's callous tactics are warping perceptions of reality.

by Ali Breland




From the beginning, Donald Trump's approach to deportations has been about both removing people from the country and the spectacle of removing people from the country. If any doubt lingered about the president's commitment to the cause, he erased it in Los Angeles, where his response to the widespread protests against a series of ICE raids--he has dispatched roughly 4,000 California National Guard troops and hundreds of Marines, all against the wishes of the state's governor--has been an extraordinary (and extraordinarily excessive) demonstration of force. Trump's message has been clear: No matter who or what tries to get in the way, his administration will push forward with deportations. L.A. is "the first, perhaps, of many" military deployments in the United States, Trump said earlier this week.



The spectacle part, Trump has down. The president has ushered in one of the most aggressive immigration campaigns in recent American history. The ICE raids in L.A. are just the latest of many high-profile instances in which federal law-enforcement officials have antagonized and rounded up suspected undocumented immigrants--some of whom are citizens or legal residents. Hundreds of immigrants have been swept away to what functionally is a modern Gulag in El Salvador, and the administration has recently tried to send others to South Sudan, which is on the verge of civil war. Enforcing immigration policy does not have to be inhumane, but the Trump administration is gloating in the very barbarity.



Amid all the bravado, however, the administration much more quietly has been struggling to deliver on Trump's campaign promise to "launch the largest deportation program of criminals in the history of America." So far, deportations have not dramatically spiked under Trump, though daily rates have been on the rise in recent weeks. According to government data obtained by The New York Times, the administration has deported more than 200,000 people since Trump's return to office, well below the rate needed to meet the White House's reported goal of removing 1 million unauthorized immigrants in his first year in office. If the pace over the first five months of Trump's presidency continues through the end of the year, total deportations would only slightly exceed that of President Barack Obama in fiscal year 2012.



The discrepancy is surprising. Given the visibility of Trump's efforts, you'd be forgiven for believing deportations were unfolding on a never-before-seen scale. The actual numbers don't diminish the cruelty of Trump's approach or the pain his administration has caused to those it has targeted. But they do reveal Trump's ever-increasing mastery of bending perceptions of reality. The administration's immigration tactics are so shocking, callous, and inescapable that they have generated the appearance of mass deportations. Paranoid rumors of ICE agents hovering around playgrounds, waiting to arrest noncitizen nannies, have spread. Some immigrants have opted to self-deport instead of subjecting themselves to the potential horrors of ICE detainment and deportation.



No reason exists to think the White House has been deliberately falling behind on its deportation promise. The administration has run into several challenges: The easiest migrants to deport are those who have just crossed the border, and unauthorized immigration has dropped significantly since Trump took office. (Trump's deportation approach and rhetoric has, in other words, seemingly been successful at keeping people out of the country in the first place.) At times, ICE has faced detention space constraints, and some of the administration's deportations have been stymied in the courts. In an email, the White House spokeswoman Abigail Jackson wrote, "President Trump has already secured the border in record time and is now fulfilling his promise to deport illegal aliens." The administration plans to use a "full-of-government approach to ensure the efficient mass deportation of terrorist and criminal illegal aliens." In Trump's "big, beautiful bill" that is working its way through Congress, Republican lawmakers are set to give ICE a massive funding injection to help the agency finally carry out mass deportations. "If that money goes out, the amount of people they can arrest and remove will be extraordinary," Paul Hunker, who was formerly ICE's lead attorney in Dallas, told my colleague Nick Miroff.

Read: We're about to find out what mass deportation really looks like

For now, Trump is faking it until he makes it, with his administration doing everything it can to draw attention to its immigration tactics. Yesterday, federal agents handcuffed and forcibly removed Senator Alex Padilla of California just after he interrupted an immigration press conference featuring Secretary of Homeland Security Kristi Noem. In March, Noem had generated a previous viral moment when she traveled to the El Salvador megaprison where the administration has sent hundreds of supposed gang members, and gave remarks in front of shirtless, tattooed prisoners. The administration has even brought along right-wing media figures for its ICE arrests, producing further images of its immigration enforcement. Phil McGraw--the former host of Dr. Phil, who now hosts a show for MeritTV, a right-wing network he founded--was at ICE headquarters in L.A. the same day of the immigration sweeps in the city that prompted the protests last week.



Consider, too, the shocking ways in which the administration has discussed the deportation campaign on social media. On Wednesday, the Department of Homeland Security posted an image styled like a World War II propaganda flyer, urging Americans to "report all foreign invaders" to a DHS hotline. The White House's X account has created a meme about a crying woman in ICE custody, and uploaded a video of a deportee boarding a plane in clanking shackles with the caption "ASMR: Illegal Alien Deportation Flight."

Read: The gleeful cruelty of the White House X account

In one sense, all of this is just classic political spin. Instead of admitting that it's falling behind on one of its core promises, the White House is attempting to control the narrative. But the scale of reality-warping going on in this case is hard to fathom. Trump's actions are part of a larger way in which he has come to understand that he can sway the nation with the right viral imagery. When he was indicted on racketeering and other charges and forced to take a mug shot in 2023, Trump glowered into the camera instead of looking embarrassed or guilty, generating an image that became the subject of viral memes and campaign merchandise--and seemingly inspired his second presidential portrait, in which he strikes the same glowering pose. When he came within inches of dying during the assassination attempt in Pennsylvania last summer, he had the instincts to produce one of the most significant images in modern American history.



The series of videos, pictures, and aggressive actions his administration has taken regarding deportations are of the same genre. Trump takes the reality in front of him and does what he can to create a perception closer to what he wants: in this case, one of fear and terror. This is authoritarian behavior. Trump is marshaling propaganda to mislead Americans about what is really happening. Other recent strongman leaders, such as Rodrigo Duterte in the Philippines and Viktor Orban in Hungary, have used a similar playbook. If Trump can't remove as many immigrants as he promised, the president can still use his talent for warping perceptions to make it feel as though he is. Laws don't need to change for free speech to be chilled, for immigrants to flee, and for people to be afraid.
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I'm Running Out of Ways to Explain How Bad This Is (Again)

The L.A. distortion effect

by Charlie Warzel




One hallmark of our current moment is that when an event happens, there is little collective agreement on even basic facts. This, despite there being more documentary evidence than ever before in history: Information is abundant, yet consensus is elusive.



The ICE protests in Los Angeles over the past week offer an especially relevant example of this phenomenon. What has transpired is fairly clear: A series of ICE raids and arrests late last week prompted protests in select areas of the city, namely downtown, near a federal building where ICE has offices, and around City Hall and the Metropolitan Detention Center. There have been other protests south of there, around a Home Depot in Paramount, where Border Patrol agents gathered last week. The majority of these protests have been civil ("I mostly saw clergy sit-ins and Tejano bands," The American Prospect's David Dayen wrote). There has been some looting and property destruction. "One group of vandals summoned several Waymo self-driving cars to the street next to the plaza where the city was founded and set them ablaze," my colleague Nick Miroff, who has been present at the demonstrations, wrote.



Read: Stephen Miller triggers Los Angeles



As is common in modern protests, there has also been ample viral footage from news organizations showing militarized police responding aggressively in encounters, sometimes without provocation. In one well-circulated clip, an officer in riot gear fires a nonlethal round directly at an Australian television correspondent carrying a microphone while on air; another piece of footage shot from above shows a police officer on horseback trampling a protester on the ground.



All of these dynamics are familiar in the post-Ferguson era of protest. What you are witnessing is a news event distributed and consumed through a constellation of different still images and video clips, all filmed from different perspectives and presented by individuals and organizations with different agendas. It is a buffet of violence, celebration, confusion, and sensationalism. Consumed in aggregate, it might provide an accurate representation of the proceedings: a tense, potentially dangerous, but still contained response by a community to a brutal federal immigration crackdown.



Unfortunately, very few people consume media this way. And so the protests follow the choose-your-own-adventure quality of a fractured media ecosystem, where, depending on the prism one chooses, what's happening in L.A. varies considerably.



Anyone is capable of cherry-picking media to suit their arguments, of course, and social media has always narrowed the aperture of news events to fit particular viewpoints. Regardless of ideology, dramatic perspectives succeed on platforms. It is possible that one's impression of the protests would be incorrectly skewed if informed only by Bluesky commentators, MSNBC guests, or self-proclaimed rational centrists. The right, for example, has mocked the idea of "mostly peaceful protests" as ludicrous when juxtaposed with video of what they see as evidence to the contrary. It's likely that my grasp of the events and their politics is shaped by decades of algorithmic social-media consumption.



Yet the situation in L.A. only further clarifies the asymmetries among media ecosystems. This is not an even playing field. The right-wing media complex has a disproportionate presence and is populated by extreme personalities who have no problem embracing nonsense AI imagery and flagrantly untrue reporting that fits their agenda. Here you will find a loosely affiliated network of streamers, influencers, alternative social networks, extremely online vice presidents, and Fox News personalities who appear invested in portraying the L.A. protests as a full-blown insurrection. To follow these reports is to believe that people are not protesting but rioting throughout the city. In this alternate reality, the whole of Los Angeles is a bona fide war zone. (It is not, despite President Donald Trump's wildly disproportionate response, which includes deploying hundreds of U.S. Marines to the area and federalizing thousands of National Guard members.)



I spent the better part of the week drinking from this particular firehose, reading X and Truth Social posts and watching videos from Rumble. On these platforms, the protests are less a news event than a justification for the authoritarian use of force. Nearly every image or video contains selectively chosen visuals of burning cars or Mexican flags unfurling in a smog of tear gas, and they're cycled on repeat to create a sense of overwhelming chaos. They have titles such as "CIVIL WAR ALERT" and "DEMOCRATS STOKE WW3!" All of this incendiary messaging is assisted by generative-AI images of postapocalyptic, smoldering city streets--pure propaganda to fill the gap between reality and the world as the MAGA faithful wish to see it.



I've written before about how the internet has obliterated the monoculture, empowering individuals to cocoon themselves in alternate realities despite confounding evidence--it is a machine that justifies any belief. This is not a new phenomenon, but the problem is getting worse as media ecosystems mature and adjust to new technologies. On Tuesday, one of the top results for one user's TikTok search for Los Angeles curfew was an AI-generated video rotating through slop images of a looted city under lockdown. Even to the untrained eye, the images were easily identifiable as AI-rendered (the word curfew came out looking like ciuftew). Still, it's not clear that this matters to the people consuming and sharing the bogus footage. Even though such reality-fracturing has become a load-bearing feature of our information environment, the result is disturbing: Some percentage of Americans believes that one of the country's largest cities is now a hellscape, when, in fact, almost all residents of Los Angeles are going about their normal lives.



On platforms such as Bluesky and Instagram, I've seen L.A. residents sharing pictures of themselves going about their day-to-day lives--taking out the trash, going to the farmers' market--and lots of pictures of the city's unmistakable skyline against the backdrop of a beautiful summer day. These are earnest efforts to show the city as it is (fine)--an attempt to wrest control of a narrative, albeit one that is actually based in truth. Yet it's hard to imagine any of this reaching the eyes of the people who participate in the opposing ecosystem, and even if it did, it's unclear whether it would matter. As I documented in October, after Hurricanes Helene and Milton destroyed parts of the United States, AI-generated images were used by Trump supporters "to convey whatever partisan message suits the moment, regardless of truth."



Read: I'm running out of ways to explain how bad this is



In the cinematic universe of right-wing media, the L.A. ICE protests are a sequel of sorts to the Black Lives Matter protests of the summer of 2020. It doesn't matter that the size and scope have been different in Los Angeles (at present, the L.A. protests do not, for instance, resemble the 100-plus nights of demonstrations and clashes between protesters and police that took place in Portland, Oregon, in 2020): Influencers and broadcasters on the right have seized on the association with those previous protests, insinuating that this next installment, like all sequels, will be a bigger and bolder spectacle. Politicians are running the sequel playbook--Senator Tom Cotton, who wrote a rightly criticized New York Times op-ed in 2020 urging Trump to "Send in the Troops" to quash BLM demonstrations, wrote another op-ed, this time for The Wall Street Journal, with the headline "Send in the Troops, for Real." (For transparency's sake, I should note that I worked for the Times opinion desk when the Cotton op-ed was published and publicly objected to it at the time.)



There is a sequel vibe to so much of the Trump administration's second term. The administration's policies are more extreme, and there's a brazenness to the whole affair--nobody's even trying to justify the plot (or, in this case, cover up the corruption and dubious legality of the government's deportation regime). All of us, Trump supporters very much included, are treated as a captive audience, forced to watch whether we like it or not.



This feeling has naturally trickled down to much of the discourse and news around Trump's second presidency, which feels (and generally is) direr, angrier, more intractable. The distortions are everywhere: People mainlining fascistic AI slop are occupying an alternate reality. But even those of us who understand the complexity of the protests are forced to live in our own bifurcated reality, one where, even as the internet shows us fresh horrors every hour, life outside these feeds may be continuing in ways that feel familiar and boring. We are living through the regime of a budding authoritarian--the emergency is here, now--yet our cities are not yet on fire in the way that many shock jocks say they are.

The only way out of this mess begins with resisting the distortions. In many cases, the first step is to state things plainly. Los Angeles is not a lawless, postapocalyptic war zone. The right to protest is constitutionally protected, and protests have the potential to become violent--consider how Trump is attempting to use the force of the state to silence dissent against his administration. There are thousands more peaceful demonstrations scheduled nationally this weekend. The tools that promised to empower us, connect us, and bring us closer to the truth are instead doing the opposite. A meaningful percentage of American citizens appears to have dissociated from reality. In fact, many of them seem to like it that way.
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The Newspaper That Hired ChatGPT

<em>Il Foglio </em>editor Claudio Cerasa believes the chatbot should be treated like a colleague.

by Matteo Wong




For more than 20 years, print media has been a bit of a punching bag for digital-technology companies. Craigslist killed the paid classifieds, free websites led people to think newspapers and magazines were committing robbery when they charged for subscriptions, and the smartphone and social media turned reading full-length articles into a chore. Now generative AI is in the mix--and many publishers, desperate to avoid being left behind once more, are rushing to harness the technology themselves.



Several major publications, including The Atlantic, have entered into corporate partnerships with OpenAI and other AI firms. Any number of experiments have ensued--publishers have used the software to help translate work into different languages, draft headlines, and write summaries or even articles. But perhaps no publication has gone further than the Italian newspaper Il Foglio. For one month, beginning in late March, Il Foglio printed a daily insert consisting of four pages of AI-written articles and headlines. Each day, Il Foglio's top editor, Claudio Cerasa, asked ChatGPT Pro to write articles on various topics--Italian politics, J. D. Vance, AI itself. Two humans reviewed the outputs for mistakes, sometimes deciding to leave in minor errors as evidence of AI's fallibility and, at other times, asking ChatGPT to rewrite an article. The insert, titled Il Foglio AI, was almost immediately covered by newspapers around the world. "It's impossible to hide AI," Cerasa told me recently. "And you have to understand that it's like the wind; you have to manage it."



Now the paper--which circulates about 29,000 copies each day, in addition to serving its online readership--plans to embrace AI-written content permanently, issuing a weekly AI section and, on occasion, using ChatGPT to write articles for the standard paper. (These articles will always be labeled.) Cerasa has already used the technology to generate fictional debates, such as an imagined conversation between a conservative and a progressive cardinal on selecting a new pope; a review of the columnist Beppe Severgnini's latest book, accompanied by Severgnini's AI-written retort; the chatbot's advice on what to do if you suspect you're falling in love with a chatbot ("Do not fall in love with me"); and an interview with Cerasa himself, conducted by ChatGPT.



Il Foglio's AI work is full-fledged and transparently so: natural and artificial articles, clearly divided. Meanwhile, other publications provide limited, or sometimes no, insight into their usage of the technology, and some have even mixed AI and human writing without disclosure. As if to demonstrate how easily the commingling of AI and journalism can go sideways, just days after Cerasa and I first spoke, at least two major regional American papers published a spread of more than 50 pages titled "Heat Index," which was riddled with errors and fabrications; a freelancer who'd contributed to the project admitted to using ChatGPT to generate at least some portions of the text, resulting in made-up book titles and expert sources who didn't actually exist. The result was an embarrassing example of what can result when the technology is used to cut corners.

Read: At least two newspapers syndicated AI garbage

With so many obvious pitfalls to using AI, I wanted to speak with Cerasa to understand more about his experiment. Over Zoom, he painted an unsettling, if optimistic, portrait of his experience with AI in journalism. Sure, the technology is flawed. It's prone to fabrications; his staff has caught plenty of them, and has been taken to task for publishing some of those errors. But when used correctly, it writes well--at times more naturally, Cerasa told me, than even his human staff.



Still, there are limits. "Anyone who tries to use artificial intelligence to replace human intelligence ends up failing," he told me when I asked about the "Heat Index" disaster. "AI is meant to integrate, not replace." The technology can benefit journalism, he said, "only if it's treated like a new colleague--one that needs to be looked after."



The problem, perhaps, stems from using AI to substitute rather than augment. In journalism, "anyone who thinks AI is a way to save money is getting it wrong," Cerasa said. But economic anxiety has become the norm for the field. A new robot colleague could mean one, or three, or 10 fewer human ones. What, if anything, can the rest of the media learn from Il Foglio's approach?



Our conversation has been edited for length and clarity.



Matteo Wong: In your first experiment with AI, you hid AI-written articles in your paper for a month and asked readers if they could detect them. How did that go? What did you learn?



Claudio Cerasa: A year ago, for one month, every day we put in our newspaper an article written with AI, and we asked our readers to guess which article was AI-generated, offering the prize of a one-year subscription and a bottle of champagne.



The experiment helped us create better prompts for the AI to write an article, and helped us humans write better articles as well. Sometimes an article written by people was seen as an article written by AI: for instance, when an article is written with numbered points--first, second, third. So we changed something in how we write too.



Wong: Did anybody win?



Cerasa: Yes, we offered a lot of subscriptions and champagne. More than that, we realized we needed to speak about AI not just in our newspaper, but all over the world. We created this thing that is important not only because it is journalism with AI, but because it combines the oldest way to do information, the newspaper, and the newest, artificial intelligence.



Wong: How did your experience of using ChatGPT change when you moved from that original experiment to a daily imprint entirely written with AI?



Cerasa: The biggest thing that has changed is our prompt. At the beginning, my prompt was very long, because I had to explain a lot of things: You have to write an article with this style, with this number of words, with these ideas. Now, after a lot of use of ChatGPT, it knows better what I want to do.



When you start to use, in a transparent way, artificial intelligence, you have a personal assistant: a new person that works in the newspaper. It's like having another brain. It's a new way to do journalism.



Wong: What are the tasks and topics you've found that ChatGPT is good at and for which you'd want to use it? And conversely, where are the areas where it falls short?



Cerasa: In general, it is good at three things: research, summarizing long documents, and, in some cases, writing.



I'm sure in the future, and maybe in the present, many editors will try to think of ways AI can erase journalists. That could be possible, because if you are not a journalist with enough creativity, enough reporting, enough ideas, maybe you are worse than a machine. But in that case, the problem is not the machine.



The technology can also recall and synthesize far more information than a human can. The first article we put in the normal newspaper written with AI was about the discovery of a key ingredient for life on a distant planet. We asked the AI to write a piece on great authors of the past and how they imagined the day scientists would make such a discovery. A normal person would not be able to remember all these things.



Wong: And what can't the AI do?



Cerasa: AI cannot find the news; it cannot develop sources or interview the prime minister. AI also doesn't have interesting ideas about the world--that's where natural intelligence comes in. AI is not able to draw connections in the same way as intelligent human journalists. I don't think an AI would be able to come up with and fully produce a newspaper generated by AI.



Wong: You mentioned before that there may be some articles or tasks at a newspaper that AI can already write or perform better than humans, but if so, the problem is an insufficiently skilled person. Don't you think young journalists have to build up those skills over time? I started at The Atlantic as an assistant editor, not a writer, and my primary job was fact-checking. Doesn't AI threaten the talent pipeline, and thus the media ecosystem more broadly?



Cerasa: It's a bit terrifying, because we've come to understand how many creative things AI can do. For our children to use AI to write something in school, to do their homework, is really terrifying. But AI isn't going away--you have to educate people to use it in the correct way, and without hiding it.



In our newspaper, there is no fear about AI, because our newspaper is very particular and written in a special way. We know, in a snobby way, that our skills are unique, so we are not scared. But I'm sure that a lot of newspapers could be scared, because normal articles written about the things that happened the day before, with the agency news--that kind of article, and also that kind of journalism, might be the past.
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A Test of Presidential Powers

Panelists discuss the escalating conflict between Israel and Iran--and the rejection of Trump's dealmaking efforts.

by The Editors




Donald Trump is embroiled in conflicts, facing new tests of his presidential powers and of his willingness to use military force. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss the conflict between Israel and Iran--and how it is a test of Trump's influence.

Iran likely does not want to draw the United States into war, but Israel might have other incentives. Those, including some on the right, who do not want the Trump administration to become enmeshed in this conflict fear that Benjamin Netanyahu "launched this wider-scale attack that didn't just target nuclear facilities, but also military personnel and scientists, in part to try and make Iran's response bigger to then draw the U.S. in," Tyler Pager, a White House correspondent at the The New York Times, said last night.

Joining guest moderator and staff writer at The Atlantic, Ashley Parker, to discuss this and more: Eugene Daniels, a senior Washington correspondent and a co-host of The Weekend at MSNBC; Tyler Pager, a White House correspondent at the The New York Times; Matt Viser, the White House bureau chief at The Washington Post; and Nancy Youssef, a national-security correspondent for the The Wall Street Journal.

Watch the full episode here.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2025/06/iran-israel-trump-washington-week/683189/?utm_source=feed
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The Future of the HPV Vaccine Is Up in the Air

One of the most effective vaccines available was going to become more accessible--until RFK Jr. dismissed the CDC's advisory committee.

by Katherine J. Wu




Until last week, the future of vaccination for human papillomavirus, or HPV, in the United States seemed clear.



For several years, a growing body of evidence has suggested that just a single dose of the vaccine may be as effective as two are, offering decades of protection against the virus, which is estimated to cause roughly 700,000 cases of cancer each year. More than 50 other countries have already adopted the one-dose schedule, and many experts hoped that the U.S. might follow suit this year.



The decision rests, primarily, on the deliberations of the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, a vaccine-advisory committee to the CDC. ACIP was initially expected to put to a vote, as early as next week, the questions of HPV-vaccine dosing and, simultaneously, whether to strengthen the recommendations that advise vaccination starting at 9 years of age. Several experts told me that they had tentatively expected both motions to pass, making HPV vaccination easier, cheaper, and quicker. The HPV vaccine is one of the most powerful vaccines ever developed: It is unusual among immunizations in that it durably prevents infection and disease at rates close to 100 percent. If it was deployed more widely, "we could see the end of cervical cancer," Kirthini Muralidharan, a global-health expert and HPV-vaccine researcher at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, told me.



That was before Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the nation's health secretary, abruptly dismissed all 17 members of ACIP. Among their replacements--each apparently handpicked by Kennedy--are several researchers who have spread misinformation about vaccines or been embroiled in litigation against vaccine manufacturers; at least one of the new members has exaggerated the harms of the HPV vaccine specifically. Now the anticipated votes on the vaccine, among other immunizations, have been removed from the proposed agenda for ACIP's coming meeting, leaving the fate of the vaccine far murkier.



ACIP has, for decades, been one of the world's most respected expert panels on vaccines. The group's charter is to rigorously evaluate the evidence on the immunizations that the FDA has green-lighted. The advice it gives the CDC then helps devise the official immunization schedule that guides how insurers cover vaccines, how states mandate immunizations in schools, and how primary-care physicians advise their patients. Only under the rarest of circumstances has a CDC director rejected the committee's advice. Effectively, the members of ACIP "decide who gets the vaccine, at what age, and how many doses," Noel Brewer, a vaccine expert and health-behavior researcher at UNC Gillings School of Global Public Health, who served on ACIP until last week, told me.



The group's rigorous, data-driven approach is a primary reason the HPV-dosing strategy has yet to change. In particular, the committee was awaiting formal results from a large clinical trial in Costa Rica that has been comparing dosing strategies in adolescent girls. So far, the data, recently presented at a cancer conference, suggest that one dose is just as effective as two, the current CDC-backed regimen. Earlier this year, the ACIP working group focused on HPV vaccines was leaning toward supporting the dose drop, Brewer, who was part of that group, told me. The proposal to routinely recommend the vaccine as early as 9 years of age, he added, seemed likely to pass, too. (Currently, the CDC allows for HPV vaccination as early as 9 years of age, but only actively recommends it starting at 11 years of age.)



Those amendments to HPV-vaccination guidelines would make the shot simpler to get, for a wider range of children--which could dramatically increase its uptake, Gretchen Chapman, a health-psychology researcher at Carnegie Mellon University, told me: "The more you can make getting vaccinated easy and convenient, the higher vaccination rates will be." Only about 60 percent of 13-to-17-year-olds in the U.S. are up-to-date on their HPV shots--a gap that public-health experts consider a major missed opportunity. That the shot can almost perfectly prevent infection and disease for decades is "like the fantasy we have of vaccines," Brewer told me. Its rock-solid protection "just keeps rolling."



But the new ACIP may see matters differently. Kennedy has yet to fill the committee's roster, but his initial picks include individuals who appear to have a beef with HPV immunization. One member, Vicky Pebsworth, co-wrote an analysis detailing adverse events following HPV vaccination for an anti-vaccine organization, which she serves on the board of. Another new member, Martin Kulldorff, provided expert testimony in cases against the drugmaker Merck over its Gardasil vaccine, the only HPV shot available in the U.S., and received thousands of dollars from plaintiffs who accused the company of downplaying the vaccine's risks. (A judge in North Carolina overseeing one of those cases ruled in favor of Merck; another, in Los Angeles, is going to trial later this year.) And Kennedy, an environmental lawyer, has himself been instrumental in organizing the litigation campaign against Merck--and has described Gardasil as "the most dangerous vaccine ever invented." (Under pressure from senators, Kennedy has said that he will relinquish any proceeds from these lawsuits to his son.) He has also falsely claimed that the HPV vaccine--which data show has dramatically reduced rates of cervical cancer in the U.S. and elsewhere--"actually increases the risk of cervical cancer." (HHS, the CDC, Pebsworth, and Kulldorff did not respond to a request for comment.)



At some point, the current ACIP might see fit to soften the existing guidelines, or even advise the CDC to remove the vaccine recommendations for certain groups. If it does, those decisions could prompt insurers to stop covering the vaccines, or disincentivize health-care providers from offering them to families. The committee could also remove the vaccine from the Vaccines for Children program, which provides shots to kids whose parents cannot afford them. (An initial agenda for the ACIP meeting scheduled to start on Wednesday initially included a recommendation vote for the HPV vaccine, as well as a vote on its status in Vaccines for Children; those items no longer appear in the CDC's draft agenda.)



A few of the experts I spoke with raised the possibility that this new ACIP might still amend the HPV-vaccine recommendation to a single dose, but with a different rationale: not because the members are swayed by the data on its effectiveness, but because they'd support any option that cleaves a vaccine dose from the immunization schedule. Kennedy, too, seems likely to back such a move. "Any window to roll back the number of times a child receives a vaccine injection? He's going to push for," Alison Buttenheim, a behavioral scientist at Penn Nursing, told me.



The net effect might at first seem the same: Fewer doses of the HPV vaccine would be on the schedule. But the reasoning behind a decision can matter just as much as the end result. Robert Bednarczyk, an epidemiologist and vaccine researcher at Emory University's Rollins School of Public Health, pointed out that, although much of the evidence so far has pointed toward one dose being enough, the case isn't yet a slam dunk: Some of the trials investigating the  single-dose strategy are using different formulations of Gardasil, or non-Gardasil brands, which may perform differently. (The Costa Rica trial, notably, does include the same Gardasil recipe used in the U.S.) And some experts still wonder if the protection offered by a single shot may fade faster than a double-dose regimen--a more challenging aspect of vaccine protection to assess without many years of follow-up. If that's the case, prematurely dropping the second dose could later force the U.S. to add a shot back into the vaccine schedule--a confusing message that could erode trust. The last thing the country needs now is "another hit to public confidence around vaccines," Bednarczyk said.



How Kennedy and his allies publicly justify these choices, then, matters quite a bit. Vaccines, on the whole, are now being billed by the government not as vital, lifesaving tools, but as unnecessary risks, deserving of additional scrutiny. Of the multitude of vaccines on the childhood-immunization schedule, many people already see HPV "as the troublesome one," Brewer told me. Its ability to prevent cancer has been underemphasized; some critics have stoked unfounded fears that, because the vaccine guards against a sexually transmitted virus, it will increase promiscuity. And unlike other vaccines recommended in the early adolescent years, such as the meningococcal vaccine and the Tdap booster--which are required by most or all states for entry into secondary school--HPV is mandated for preteens in only a handful of jurisdictions.



All of these pressures make the vaccine more vulnerable to being rejected, Chapman told me. And should Kennedy's new vaccine team openly discard HPV doses primarily for the sake of dropping a shot, that could set a precedent--for removing other vaccines from the schedule, in part or entirely.
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How Ivermectin Became Right-Wing Aspirin

Once a suspect COVID treatment, now a cure for everything

by Benjamin Mazer




Remember ivermectin? The animal-deworming medication was used so avidly as an off-label COVID treatment during the pandemic that some feed stores ended up going out of stock. (MUST SHOW A PIC OF YOU AND YOUR HORSE, a sign at one demanded of would-be customers in 2021.) If you haven't heard about it since, then you've existed blissfully outside the gyre of misinformation and conspiracies that have come to define the MAGA world's outlook on medicine. In the past few years, ivermectin's popularity has only grown, and the drug has become a go-to treatment for almost any ailment whatsoever. Once a suspect COVID cure, now a right-wing aspirin.

In fact, ivermectin never really worked for treating SARS-CoV-2 infections. Many of the initial studies that hinted at a benefit turned out to be flawed and unreliable. By 2023, a series of clinical trials had already proved beyond a doubt that ivermectin won't reduce COVID symptoms or mortality. But these findings mattered little to its fans, who saw the drug as having earned the status of dissident antiviral--a treatment that they believed had been suppressed by the medical establishment. And if ivermectin was good enough to be rejected by mainstream doctors as a cure for COVID, health-care skeptics seemed to reason, then surely it must have a host of other uses too.

As a physician who diagnoses cancer, I have come across this line of thinking in my patients, and found that some were using ivermectin to treat their life-threatening tumors. Nicholas Hornstein, a medical oncologist in New York City, told me that he's had the same experience: About one in 20 of his patients ask about the drug, he said. He remembers one woman who came into his office with a tumor that was visibly protruding from her abdomen, having swapped her chemotherapy for some ivermectin that she'd picked up at a veterinary-supply store. "It's going to work any day now," he says she told him when he tried to intervene.

The idea that ivermectin could be a cancer-fighting agent does have some modest basis in reality: Preliminary studies have suggested that antiparasitic medications might inhibit tumor growth, and at least one ongoing clinical trial is evaluating ivermectin's role as an adjunct to cancer treatment. That study has enrolled only nine patients, however, and the results so far show that just one patient's tumor actually shrank, according to a recent scientific abstract. But these meager grounds for hope now support a towering pile of expectations.

Cancer is just one of many illnesses that ivermectin is supposed to heal. According to All Family Pharmacy, a Florida-based company that promotes the compound to fans of Donald Trump Jr., Dan Bongino, Matt Gaetz, and Laura Ingraham on their podcasts and shows, the drug has "anti-inflammatory properties that could help keep the immune system balanced in fighting infection." (The company did not respond to a request for comment.) In sprawling Facebook groups devoted to ivermectin's healing powers, the claims are more extreme: The drug can combat a long list of conditions, members say, including Alzheimer's disease, heart disease, diabetes, autism, carpal tunnel syndrome, crow's feet, brain fog, and bee stings.

As a medication that supposedly was censored by elites--if not canceled outright by woke medicine and Big Pharma--ivermectin has become a symbol of medical freedom. It's also a MAGA shibboleth: Republican-leaning parts of the country helped drive an astounding 964 percent increase in prescriptions for the drug early in the pandemic, and GOP members of Congress have used their official posts to advocate for its benefits. Ivermectin can now be purchased without a prescription in Arkansas and Idaho, and other states are considering similar measures.

Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has been a particularly strong proponent. In his 2021 book about the pandemic, Kennedy referred to the "massive and overwhelming evidence" in ivermectin's favor, and invoked its "staggering, life-saving efficacy." He also argued at great length that the pharmaceutical industry--with the support of Anthony Fauci and Bill Gates--had engaged in a historic crime by attempting to discourage its use. Jay Bhattacharya, the director of the National Institutes of Health, has similarly backed the conspiracy theory that the use of ivermectin was dismissed by "the powers that be" in an apparent ploy to ease the approval of COVID vaccines. (Not everyone in the current administration is a fan: Before he became the FDA's vaccine czar, the oncologist Vinay Prasad publicly disputed Kennedy's views on ivermectin, and earlier this year he called its use for cancer "the right's version of masking on the airplane and praying to Lord Fauci.") In response to questions about Kennedy's and Bhattacharya's current views on ivermectin, the HHS press secretary Emily Hilliard told me that they "continue to follow the latest scientific research regarding therapeutic options for COVID-19 and other illnesses." She did not respond to questions about Prasad.

The idea of using antiparasitic drugs as cancer treatments was already taking hold by the late 2010s, Skyler Johnson, a Utah radiation oncologist who studies medical misinformation, told me. In January 2017, a man with lung cancer named Joe Tippens started on a dewormer called fenbendazole, which had been suggested to him by a veterinarian. Daniel Lemoi, who had Lyme disease, had started taking ivermectin in 2012 after reading a paper on the genetic similarities between humans and horses. Tippens would go on to achieve global fame among desperate cancer patients, and Lemoi became an ivermectin influencer during the pandemic.

Read: How ivermectin became a belief system

Since then, a gaggle of dubious doctors has worked to bolster the credibility of deworming drugs within alternative medicine and anti-vaccine circles. Their underlying pitch has become familiar in the past few years: Health experts can't be trusted; the pharmaceutical industry is suppressing cheap cures; and patients deserve the liberty to choose their own medical interventions. For the rest of the medical establishment, the worldview this entails is straining doctor-patient relationships. Johnson told me that many of his patients are now skeptical of his advice, if not openly combative. One cancer patient accused Johnson of bias when he failed to recommend ivermectin. The drug is so cheap and effective, this patient had concluded, that Johnson would be out of a job if everyone knew about it. (Johnson told me that he offers patients "the best possible treatment, no matter the financial incentive.") Ivermectin has become a big business in its own right. Online pharmacies and wellness shops are cashing in on the deworming craze, with one offering parasite cleanses for $200 a month. Meanwhile, fringe doctors can charge patients who have cancer and other diseases thousands of dollars to prescribe such treatments.

Johnson's own experience suggests that the cult of ivermectin is growing larger. He told me that he's seen his patients' interest in the drug explode since January, when the actor Mel Gibson went on Joe Rogan's podcast and claimed that three of his friends had beat back their advanced tumors with ivermectin and fenbendazole, among various other potions. "This stuff works, man," Gibson said. Meanwhile, in the ivermectin Facebook groups--including one with close to 300,000 members--the public can read posts from a woman with breast cancer considering using ivermectin in lieu of hormone treatments; a leukemia patient who has given up on chemotherapy to "see what happens" with antiparasitic drugs; or a concerned aunt wondering if the drugs might help her little niece with Stage 4 cancer.

But ivermectin advocacy is most disturbing in its totalizing form, wherein parasites--which is to say, the pathogens against which the drug truly is effective--are reimagined as the secret cause of many other unrelated problems. In the Facebook groups, members will share images of what they say are worms that have been expelled from their bodies by treatment. (This phenomenon brings to mind a different disease entirely: delusional parasitosis.) One recent post from the daughter of a Stage 4 lung-cancer patient showed a bloody glob that had "dropped down into her mouth." Commenters debated whether this might be a worm or something else. "Blood clot from Covid vax?" one suggested. A few days later, the daughter gave an update: Her mom had gone to see the doctor, who informed her that she'd likely coughed up a piece of her own lung.

The whole exchange provides a sad illustration of this delirious and desperate time. Before it turned into a conservative cure-all, ivermectin was legitimately a wonder drug for the poorest people on Earth. Since its discovery in 1973, it has become a leading weapon in the fight against horrific infections such as river blindness and elephantiasis. Yet now that substantial success seems to have given birth to a self-destructive fantasy.

A decade ago, the co-discoverers of ivermectin--William Campbell and Satoshi Omura--were awarded a Nobel Prize in recognition of their contribution to reducing human suffering. In his formal lecture to the Academy, Campbell offered some reflections on the simple science that gave rise to the treatment, and to its wide array of applications. But his speech contained a warning, too, that any medicine that works so broadly and so well runs the risk of being handed out too often. The more benefits that such a drug provides, he told the audience in Stockholm, "the more we must guard against the hazards of indiscriminate use."
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Bill Cassidy's Failure on Vaccines

America is facing the consequences of the senator's readiness to give Robert F. Kennedy Jr. the benefit of the doubt.

by Nicholas Florko




It's easy to forget that Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s assault on vaccines--including, most recently, his gutting of the expert committee that guides American vaccine policy--might have been avoided. Four months ago, his nomination for health secretary was in serious jeopardy. The deciding vote seemed to be in the hands of one Republican senator: Bill Cassidy of Louisiana. A physician who gained prominence by vaccinating low-income kids in his home state, Cassidy was wary of the longtime vaccine conspiracist. "I have been struggling with your nomination," he told Kennedy during his confirmation hearings in January.



Then Cassidy caved.



In the speech he gave on the Senate floor explaining his decision, Cassidy said that he'd vote to confirm Kennedy only because he had extracted a number of concessions from the nominee--chief among them that he would preserve, "without changes," the very CDC committee Kennedy overhauled this week. Since then, Cassidy has continued to give Kennedy the benefit of the doubt. On Monday, after Kennedy dismissed all 17 members of the vaccine advisory committee, Cassidy posted on X that he was working with Kennedy to prevent the open roles from being filled with "people who know nothing about vaccines except suspicion."

Read: The doctor who let RFK Jr. through

The senator has failed, undeniably and spectacularly. One new appointee, Robert Malone, has repeatedly spread misinformation (or what he prefers to call "scientific dissent") about vaccines. Another appointee, Vicky Pebsworth, is on the board of an anti-vax nonprofit, the National Vaccine Information Center. Cassidy may keep insisting that he is doing all he can to stand up for vaccines. But he already had his big chance to do so, and he blew it. Now, with the rest of America, he's watching the nation's vaccine future take a nosedive.



So far, the senator hasn't appeared interested in any kind of mea culpa for his faith in Kennedy's promises. On Thursday, I caught Cassidy as he hurried out of a congressional hearing room. He was still reviewing the appointees, he told me and several other reporters who gathered around him. When I chased after him down the hallway to ask more questions, he told me, "I'll be putting out statements, and I'll let those statements stand for themselves." A member of his staff dismissed me with a curt "Thank you, sir." Cassidy's staff has declined repeated requests for an interview with the senator since the confirmation vote in January.



With the exception of Mitch McConnell, every GOP senator voted to confirm Kennedy. They all have to own the health secretary's actions. But Cassidy seemed to be the Republican most concerned about Kennedy's nomination, and there was a good reason to think that the doctor would vote his conscience. In 2021, Cassidy was one of seven Senate Republicans who voted to convict Donald Trump on an impeachment charge after the insurrection at the Capitol. But this time, the senator--who is up for reelection next year, facing a more MAGA-friendly challenger--ultimately fell in line.



Cassidy tried to have it both ways: elevating Kennedy to his job while also vowing to constrain him. In casting his confirmation vote, Cassidy implied that the two would be in close communication, and that Kennedy had asked for his input on hiring decisions. The two reportedly had breakfast in March to discuss the health secretary's plan to dramatically reshape the department. "Senator Cassidy speaks regularly with secretary Kennedy and believes those conversations are much more productive when they're held in private, not through press headlines," a spokesperson for Cassidy wrote in an email. (A spokesperson for HHS did not immediately respond to a request for comment.)



At times, it has appeared as though Cassidy's approach has had some effect on the health secretary. Amid the measles outbreak in Texas earlier this year, Kennedy baselessly questioned the safety of the MMR vaccine. In April, after two unvaccinated children died, Cassidy posted on X: "Everyone should be vaccinated! There is no treatment for measles. No benefit to getting measles. Top health officials should say so unequivocally b/4 another child dies." Cassidy didn't call out Kennedy by name, but the health secretary appeared to get the message. Later that day, Kennedy posted that the measles vaccine was the most effective way to stave off illness. ("Completely agree," Cassidy responded.)



All things considered, that's a small victory. Despite Kennedy's claims that he is not an anti-vaxxer, he has enacted a plainly anti-vaccine agenda. Since being confirmed, he has pushed out the FDA's top vaccine regulator, hired a fellow vaccine skeptic to investigate the purported link between autism and shots, and questioned the safety of childhood vaccinations currently recommended by the CDC. As my colleague Katherine J. Wu wrote this week, "Whether he will admit to it or not, he is serving the most core goal of the anti-vaccine movement--eroding access to, and trust in, immunization."

Read: RFK Jr. is barely even pretending anymore

The reality is that back channels can be only so effective. Cassidy's main power is to call Kennedy before the Senate health committee, which he chairs, and demand an explanation for Kennedy's new appointees to the CDC's vaccine-advisory committee. Cassidy might very well do that. In February, he said that Kennedy would "come before the committee on a quarterly basis, if requested." Kennedy did appear before Cassidy's committee last month to answer questions about his efforts to institute mass layoffs at his agency. Some Republicans (and many Democrats) pressed the secretary on those efforts, while others praised them. Cassidy, for his part, expressed concerns about Kennedy's indiscriminate cutting of research programs, but still, he was largely deferential. "I agree with Secretary Kennedy that HHS needs reform," Cassidy said.



Even if he had disagreed, an angry exchange between a health secretary and a Senate committee doesn't guarantee any policy changes. Lawmakers may try to act like government bureaucrats report to them, but they have limited power once a nominee is already in their job. Technically, lawmakers can impeach Cabinet members, but in American history, a sitting Cabinet member has never been impeached and subsequently removed from office. The long and arduous confirmation process is supposed to be the bulwark against potentially dangerous nominees being put in positions of power. Cassidy and most of his Republican colleagues have already decided not to stop Kennedy from overseeing the largest department in the federal government by budget. Now Kennedy is free to do whatever he wants--senators be damned.
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The Most Extreme Voice on RFK Jr.'s New Vaccine Committee

Robert Malone, who believes the U.S. government has "reality-bending information-control capabilities," will guide the future of American medical care.

by Tom Bartlett




Robert Malone has a history of arguing against the data. He has called for an end to the use of mRNA vaccines for COVID despite the well-established fact that they reduce mortality and severe illness. He has promoted discredited COVID treatments such as ivermectin and hydroxychloroquine, dismissing studies that show they are ineffective against the coronavirus. Recently, he called reports about two girls in West Texas dying from the measles "misinformation," even though the doctors who treated the girls were unequivocal in their conclusion.

Now Malone will have a leading role in shaping America's vaccine policy. He is one of eight new members of the CDC's Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, replacing the 17 former members whom Robert F. Kennedy Jr. relieved of their duties on Monday. The re-formed committee will be responsible for guiding the CDC's vaccine policy, recommending when and by whom vaccines should be used. The doctors and researchers who make up the new ACIP are all, to some degree, ideological allies of Kennedy, who has spent decades undermining public confidence in vaccines. And Malone arguably has the most extreme views of the group.

Malone, a physician and an infectious-disease researcher, readily acknowledges that he defies mainstream scientific consensus. Just this week, he wrote in his popular Substack newsletter that readers should embrace the anti-vax label, as he has done, and oppose "the madness of the vaccine mania that has swept public health and government." (This was only a day before Kennedy pledged that the new ACIP members would not be "ideological anti-vaxxers.")

He is also openly conspiratorial. In his best-selling book, Lies My Gov't Told Me: And the Better Future Coming, Malone alleges that the Chan Zuckerberg Initiative's grants to news publications (including The Atlantic) were payments "to smear" vaccine critics, and accuses Anthony Fauci of fearmongering to amass power. Last fall, Malone and his wife, Jill, released a follow-up, PsyWar, making the case that the U.S. government is engaged in a vague but diabolical program of psychological warfare against its own citizens. According to the Malones, the CIA, FBI, and Defense Department, along with a "censorship-industrial complex," have granted the U.S. government "reality-bending information control capabilities." (They also claim that "sexual favors are routinely exchanged to seal short-term alliances, both within agencies and between contractors and 'Govies.'") They envision this corruption spawning a postapocalyptic future in which guns, ammo, horses, and "a well-developed network of like-minded friends" might be necessary for survival. Malone, who lives on a horse farm in Virginia, appears to be already well prepared.

Listen: How fragile is our vaccine infrastructure?

Malone's rise to contrarian glory began in the summer of 2021, when public-health officials were urging hesitant Americans to roll up their sleeves for the new, mRNA-based COVID-19 vaccines. Back in the 1980s, Malone had conducted research on delivering RNA and DNA into cells, which, he and his co-authors suggested in a 1990 paper, "may provide alternative approaches to vaccine development." That early work lent credibility to his dire warnings that the COVID shots hadn't been adequately tested, as perhaps did his grandfatherly beard and professorial demeanor. His popularity grew with appearances on Tucker Carlson's and Glenn Beck's shows, where he questioned the safety and effectiveness of the mRNA vaccines while touting--and, critics said, overstating--his own role in the development of the underlying technology. It was Malone's conspiratorial musings on The Joe Rogan Experience that prompted several famous musicians, including Neil Young and Joni Mitchell, to pull their music from Spotify in protest of the platform's contract with Rogan. Today, Malone's newsletter, where he shares his anti-vaccine claims and often praises Kennedy, has more than 350,000 subscribers.

Kennedy and Malone have long been intertwined. Kennedy wrote the foreword to Lies My Gov't Told Me and wrote an endorsement for PsyWar, alleging that the same techniques that the Malones described shaped public reaction to the assassinations of his father and uncle. Kennedy's 2021 book, The Real Anthony Fauci--which alleges that the former director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases spread corruption and fraud--is dedicated to Malone, among others. Since Kennedy was appointed as Health and Human Services secretary, many of his allies in the anti-vaccine world have accused him of moderating his views to be more palatable to lawmakers. But among anti-vaccine activists, Malone's appointment to the advisory board was taken as evidence that Kennedy remains on their side.

Public-health experts, by contrast, are horrified. "I think that the scientific and medical community won't trust this committee, and for good reason," Paul Offit, a pediatrician and former member of the advisory group, told me. He's heard from fellow public-health experts who are considering forming their own committees to weigh the evidence, "because they won't trust the conclusions of these people." Sean O'Leary, the American Academy of Pediatrics' liaison to ACIP, told me he was "deeply concerned" with RFK's decision to entirely remake the committee. "This maneuver really endangers public health. It endangers children," he said. He worries that it will lead to disease, suffering, and death among adults and children alike. (Neither Malone nor HHS responded to requests for comment. On X, Malone promised to "do my best to serve with unbiased objectivity and rigor.")

Read: RFK Jr. is barely even pretending anymore

Malone's appointment is perhaps the strongest sign yet of Kennedy's willingness to appoint ideological crusaders into powerful government roles. ACIP's recommendations are nonbinding, but historically, the CDC has almost always hewn to them. The committee's verdicts will help determine which vaccines insurance companies and the federal government pay for, decisions that will inevitably shape countless Americans' immunization habits. Malone's new role requires in-depth, good-faith examinations of scientific evidence. But he has already earned a reputation for rejecting it.
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Baby Boomers' Luck Is Running Out

After a lifetime of good fortune, the generation has become vulnerable at exactly the wrong moment.

by Charley Locke




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


At the core of every joke about Baby Boomers lies a seed of jealousy. Unlike younger generations, they have largely been able to walk a straightforward path toward prosperity, security, and power. They were born in an era of unprecedented economic growth and stability. College was affordable, and they graduated in a thriving job market. They were the first generation to reap the full benefits of a golden age of medical innovations: birth control, robotic surgery, the mapping of the human genome, effective cancer treatments, Ozempic.

But recent policy changes are poised to make life significantly harder for Baby Boomers. "If you're in your 60s or 70s, what the Trump administration has done means more insecurity for your assets in your 401(k), more insecurity about sources of long-term care, and, for the first time, insecurity about your Social Security benefits," Teresa Ghilarducci, a labor economist at the New School, told me. "It's a triple threat." After more than half a century of aging into political and economic trends that worked to their benefit, the generation has become particularly vulnerable at exactly the wrong moment in history.

Perhaps the biggest threat to Boomers in the second Trump administration is an overhaul of Social Security, which provides benefits to nearly nine out of 10 Americans ages 65 and older. In an emailed statement, Social Security Commissioner Frank Bisignano wrote, "I am fully committed to upholding President Trump's promise to protect and strengthen Social Security. Beneficiaries can be confident that their benefits are secure." But in February, DOGE announced plans to cut Social Security staff by about 12 percent and close six of its 10 regional offices; a quarter of the agency's IT staff has quit or been fired. Social Security's long-term outlook was already troubled before Trump, and these drastic reductions make the understaffed agency even less equipped to support those who rely on it. Shutting down field offices means seniors can't get help in person; less staffing means longer wait times when they call and more frequent website crashes. "When you add hurdles, or cause a slowdown in terms of processing claims, you see losses in terms of benefits," Monique Morrissey, a senior economist at the Economic Policy Institute, told me. In fact, shutdowns of field offices during the first two years of the coronavirus pandemic corresponded with decreased enrollment in both Social Security and Social Security Disability Insurance, which is available to Americans under 65 who can no longer work for physical or mental reasons.

Social Security cuts will most hurt low-income Boomers, who are the likeliest to rely on benefits to cover their whole cost of living. But even those with more financial assets may depend on Social Security as a safety net. "It's important to understand that many seniors, even upper-income seniors, are just one shock away from falling into poverty," says Nancy J. Altman, the president of Social Security Works, an organization that advocates for expanding the program. As a whole, seniors have more medical needs and less income than the general population, so they're much more financially vulnerable. If you're comfortably middle-class in your early 60s, at the height of your earning potential, that's no guarantee that you'll remain comfortably middle-class into your 70s. In the next few years, Boomers who face more medical bills as they stop working might find, for the first time in their life, that they can't easily afford them.

Middle-income seniors are also likely to feel the impact of a volatile market. "They tend to have modest investments and fixed incomes rather than equities, so the type of wealth that will erode over a high-inflation period," Laura D. Quinby, who studies benefits and labor markets at the Center for Retirement Research at Boston College, told me. After Trump announced 10 percent tariffs on all imported goods in April, the three major stock indexes dropped 4 percent or more. They've since recovered, but the erratic market--whipped around by Trump's shifting proclamations about tariffs--scares many middle-class Boomers, who are watching their retirement savings shrink.

In the near future, older Americans might find themselves paying more for medical care too. Trump's "big, beautiful bill," which has passed in the House but awaits a vote in the Senate, would substantially limit Medicare access for many documented immigrants, including seniors who have paid taxes in the United States for years. The bill would also reduce Medicaid enrollment by about 10.3 million people. Although Medicaid is for people with limited incomes of all ages, it supports many older Americans and pays for more than half of long-term care in the U.S. Most seniors require some sort of nursing home or at-home medical care; one study found that 70 percent of adults who live to 65 will require long-term services and support.

Read: The GOP's new Medicaid denialism 

That support may soon be not only more expensive, but harder to come by. The long-term-care workforce is disproportionately made up of immigrants, so the Trump administration's immigration crackdown is likely to reduce the number of people available to take care of seniors--and increase how much it costs to hire them. "If you have no money, you'll be on Medicaid in a nursing home, and that's that. But if you're trying to avoid that fate, you're now going to run through your money more quickly and be more vulnerable," Morrissey said.

Seniors with some financial security are more likely to live long enough to contend with the diseases of old age, such as Alzheimer's and dementia. The Trump administration has cut funding for promising research on these diseases. "Going forward, you'll find less treatments reaching fruition," Thomas Grabowski, who directs the Memory and Brain Wellness Center at the University of Washington, told me. For now, the UW Memory and Brain Wellness Center, where Grabowski works on therapies for Alzheimer's, has stopped bringing in new participants; as time goes on, he said, they'll have to tighten more. (Kush Desai, a White House spokesperson, told me in an email that the cuts to research funded by the National Institutes of Health are "better positioning" the agency "to deliver on medical breakthroughs that actually improve Americans' health and wellbeing.")

Changes at the UW Memory and Brain Wellness Center could have dramatic effects on current patients, including Bob Pringle, a 76-year-old who lives in Woodinville, Washington. In April, he started getting infusions of donanemab, an anti-amyloid medication approved by the FDA last year. The drug doesn't cure Alzheimer's; it's designed to slow the disease's progression, though the utility of donanemab and other Alzheimer's drugs remains controversial among experts. Pringle, for one, has found donanemab helpful. "With the medication, my decline is a gentle slope, rather than a rapid decline," says Pringle, whose mother died of Alzheimer's and whose sister lives in a memory-care facility. "You're always hopeful that somebody with a bigger brain than you have is working on a cure, and the medication gives us some time until then," Bob's wife and caretaker, Tina Pringle, told me. "But right now, because of the funding cuts, our outlook is grim."

Read: The NIH's most reckless cuts yet

The unknowability of the future has always been a scary part of getting older. The enormous upheaval that the Trump administration has created will only magnify that uncertainty for Boomers. After a historical arc of good fortune, their golden generation has to contend with bad timing.

Younger generations, including my own, shouldn't gloat, though: Cuts to Social Security and a halt to medical research could well worsen the experience of aging for generations to come. Younger Americans will likely grow old under challenging conditions too. Unlike the Boomers, we'll have plenty of time to get used to the idea.
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RFK Jr. Is Barely Even Pretending Anymore

America's anti-vaccine era is truly beginning.

by Katherine J. Wu




Updated at 8:39 a.m. ET on June 13, 2025

When Robert F. Kennedy Jr. accepted his new position as health secretary, he made a big show of distancing himself from his past life. "News reports have claimed that I am anti-vaccine or anti-industry," Kennedy, who has for decades promoted the debunked notion that vaccines cause autism and has baselessly sown doubt over the ability of the U.S. government to vet shots, said at his confirmation hearing in January. "I am neither. I am pro-safety."

But for all Kennedy's talk, this week, he did exactly what a person would do if they were trying to undermine the scientific consensus on vaccination in the United States. He abruptly dismissed the entire expert committee that advises the CDC on its nationwide vaccine recommendations--and began to fill the roster with like-minded people ready to cast doubt on the benefits of vaccination.

Like Kennedy, few of these new appointees to the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practice, or ACIP, have openly embraced the notion that they are anti-vaccine. But among them are individuals who have spoken out against COVID vaccines and policies, claimed vaccine injuries for their own children, and falsely linked COVID shots to deaths--or even baselessly accused those vaccines of "causing a form of acquired immunity deficiency syndrome."

In January, I wrote that remaking the committee in exactly this way would be an especially harmful blow to Americans' health: Perhaps more than any other body of experts in the U.S., ACIP guides the nation's future preparedness against infectious disease. By appointing a committee that is poised to legitimize more of his own radical views, Kennedy is giving his skewed version of scientific reality the government's imprimatur. Whether he will admit to it or not, he is serving the core goal of the anti-vaccine movement--eroding access to, and trust in, immunization.

In an emailed statement, Health and Human Services Press Secretary Emily G. Hilliard reiterated that "Secretary Kennedy is not anti-vaccine--he is pro-safety, pro-transparency, and pro-accountability," and added that his "evidence-based approach puts accountability and radical transparency first, which will restore trust in our public health system." (Kennedy, notably, promised Senator Bill Cassidy during his confirmation process that he would maintain ACIP, as Cassidy put it, "without changes.")

Since the 1960s, ACIP has lent government policy on vaccines the clout of scientific evidence. Its mandate is to convene experts across fields such as infectious disease, immunology, pediatrics, vaccinology, and public health to carefully vet the data on immunizations, weigh their risks and benefits, and vote on recommendations that guide the public on how to use them--who should get vaccines, and when. Those guidelines are then passed to the CDC director, who--with only the rarest of exceptions--accepts that advice wholesale.

"These recommendations are what states look to, what providers look to," Rupali Limaye, an expert in vaccine behavior at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, told me. Medicare, for instance, is required to fully cover the vaccines that ACIP recommends; ACIP also determines which vaccines are covered by the Vaccines for Children Program, which provides free vaccines for children whose families cannot afford them. The experts who serve on ACIP have the opportunity, more than just about any of their scientific peers, to translate their vaccine rhetoric into reality.

So far, Kennedy has dismissed the 17 people who were serving on ACIP, and filled eight of the newly open slots. Most of the new nominees have an obvious bone to pick with at least some vaccines, especially COVID shots, and have publicly advocated for limiting their use. Among the new members, for instance, is Robert Malone, a controversial physician who has spoken at anti-vaccine events, where he has denounced COVID vaccines and, without evidence, suggested that they can worsen coronavirus infections. Another appointee is Vicky Pebsworth, who serves on the board of the National Vaccine Information Center, an anti-vaccine nonprofit previously known as Dissatisfied Parents Together. A third, Retsef Levi, a health-care-management expert, called for the administration of COVID vaccines to be halted in 2023, and has questioned the shots' safety, despite a large body of evidence from clinical trials supporting their continued use. (In an email, Levi wrote that he would "do my best to help informing public health policies with data and science, with the goal of improving the health and wellbeing of people and regain the public trust." Malone and Pebsworth did not respond to requests for comment.) Overall, "this is not a list that would increase confidence in vaccine decisions," Dorit Reiss, a vaccine-policy expert at UC San Francisco, told me.

The next ACIP meeting is scheduled for the end of this month--and the agenda includes discussion about anthrax vaccines, chikungunya vaccines, COVID-19 vaccines, cytomegalovirus vaccine, the human-papillomavirus vaccine, influenza vaccines, the Lyme-disease vaccine, meningococcal vaccines, pneumococcal vaccines, and RSV vaccines. That's a big slate of topics for a brand-new panel of members, Paul Offit, a pediatrician and a vaccine expert who has previously served on ACIP, told me: Depending on how the meeting is structured, and on the input from CDC scientists, these new committee members could substantially alter the guidelines on several immunizations--perhaps so much so that certain shots could stop being recommended to certain groups of Americans. Based on the composition of the committee so far, Offit predicts that the new ACIP will eventually push the CDC away from full-throated endorsement of many of these vaccines.

Even subtle changes in the wording of CDC recommendations--a should swapped for a may--can have big ripple effects, Limaye told me. Insurers, for instance, may be more reluctant to cover vaccines that are not actively endorsed by the CDC; some states--especially those in which vaccines have become a political battleground--may stop mandating those types of shots. If the CDC softens its recommendations, "we will likely see more partisan divides" in who opts for protection nationwide, Jason Schwartz, a vaccine-policy expert at Yale, told me. Pharmaceutical companies may, in turn, cut down production of vaccines that don't have full CDC backing, perpetuating a cycle of reduced availability and reduced enthusiasm. And primary-care physicians, who look to the CDC's vaccination schedule as an essential reference, may shift the language they use to describe childhood shots, nudging more parents to simply opt out.

Historically, medical and public-health associations, such as the American Academy of Pediatrics, have aligned their vaccine recommendations with ACIP's--because those recommendations were all driven by scientific evidence. Now, though, scientific consensus and government position are beginning to diverge: Multiple groups of physicians, scientists, and public-health scholars have issued statements condemning the vaccine decisions of Kennedy and his allies; a number of prominent scientists have now banded together to form a kind of alt-ACIP, dubbing themselves the Vaccine Integrity Project. As the views of fringe vaccine groups become the government's stance, Americans may soon have to choose between following the science and following what their nation's leaders say.

Identifying as "anti-vaccine" has historically been taboo: In a nation where most people remain largely in favor of shots, the term is pejorative, an open acknowledgment that one's views lie outside of the norm. But the more vaccine resistance infiltrates HHS and its advisers, the more what's considered normal may shift toward Kennedy's own views on vaccines; ACIP's reputation for evidence-backed thinking could even gild those views with scientific legitimacy. Assembling one's own team of friendly experts is an especially effective way to sanewash extremism, Reiss told me, and to overturn the system through what appear to be normal channels. If the nation's most prominent group of vaccine advisers bends toward anti-vaccine, the term loses its extremist edge--and the scientists who argue, based on sound data, that vaccines are safe and effective risk being labeled anti-government.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/06/cdc-acip-anti-vaccine-rfk/683156/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Health | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Sexes | The Atlantic
          
        

      

      Video | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Health | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Sexes | The Atlantic
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Video | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Education | The ...
          
        

      

      Sexes | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Video | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Education | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Sexes | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Science | The ...
          
        

      

      Education | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Sexes | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Science | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Education | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            News | The Atlantic
          
        

      

      Science | The Atlantic

      
        The Perfect Astronaut Is Changing
        Erin Berger

        To reach Mars, future astronauts will need to maintain uncommon levels of cheer in situations both terrifying and boring. They will be dealing with unknowns the likes of which humanity hasn't seen since the inception of spaceflight. They will also be trapped with their co-workers in small capsules for years. The commute to Mars alone will take more than 200 days.The challenges that today's astronauts face don't compare: The journey to the International Space Station can be as short as four hours;...

      

      
        How Ivermectin Became Right-Wing Aspirin
        Benjamin Mazer

        Remember ivermectin? The animal-deworming medication was used so avidly as an off-label COVID treatment during the pandemic that some feed stores ended up going out of stock. (MUST SHOW A PIC OF YOU AND YOUR HORSE, a sign at one demanded of would-be customers in 2021.) If you haven't heard about it since, then you've existed blissfully outside the gyre of misinformation and conspiracies that have come to define the MAGA world's outlook on medicine. In the past few years, ivermectin's popularity h...

      

      
        Energy Abundance Won't Fix Electricity Bills
        Alexander C. Kaufman

        For most of the past half century, the arc of energy efficiency bent toward savings.Once Congress passed the nation's landmark energy-saving law, the Energy Policy and Conservation Act of 1975, federal regulators routinely tightened the screws on how much electricity, heat, and water appliances could use. Modern air conditioners use about half the amount of power that room units did in the '80s. The latest washing machines require roughly 75 percent less water than their forebears. The refrigerat...
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        Jason Anthony

        Illustrations by Cannaday ChapmanBy 4 a.m., a breeze had begun to blow across the stadium near the center of Baghdad, but Qaid al-Sheikhli was still sweating through his dishdasha. He was six hours into a championship quarterfinals match of mheibes, one of the world's most challenging mental sports. His team, al-Sa'doun, was down by 10 points. The clock was running out.When you hear the game described, mheibes doesn't sound difficult. It sounds impossible. Assembled on the court in front of al-Sh...

      

      
        Last Call at the Disaster Department
        Zoe Schlanger

        FEMA now has an end date. President Donald Trump said yesterday that he intends to phase out the Federal Emergency Management Administration after this hurricane season, canceling it like an HBO series. States should lead their own disaster response, he said, suggesting he does not understand that states already do lead disaster response; they just can't do it without an infusion of FEMA dollars and expertise when the disaster is too big. "The governor should be able to handle it," Trump said. Th...
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        Ross Andersen

        Updated at 11:02 a.m. ET on May 31, 2025Adam Riess was 27 years old when he began the work that earned him the Nobel Prize in Physics, and just 41 when he received it. Earlier this year, Riess, who is now 55, pulled a graph-paper notebook off a bookshelf in his office at Johns Hopkins University so that I could see the yellowing page on which he'd made his famous calculations. He told me how these pen scratches led to a new theory of the universe. And then he told me why he now thinks that theory...
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The Perfect Astronaut Is Changing

To get to Mars, NASA might finally need to hire explorers.

by Erin Berger




To reach Mars, future astronauts will need to maintain uncommon levels of cheer in situations both terrifying and boring. They will be dealing with unknowns the likes of which humanity hasn't seen since the inception of spaceflight. They will also be trapped with their co-workers in small capsules for years. The commute to Mars alone will take more than 200 days.



The challenges that today's astronauts face don't compare: The journey to the International Space Station can be as short as four hours; to the moon, a few days. The average stint at the ISS is six months, and at this point even the riskiest work there is relatively routine. If humans are to even set foot on another planet, Earth might need to send a different type of astronaut. And the most promising candidates might be people whom NASA has long looked to for inspiration, but rarely as hires--outdoor explorers used to navigating challenging and unknown environments, in small groups and relative isolation.



The gap between people who adventure for a living and current astronauts is still wide enough that few would think of a career in space. Joe Dituri, a lifelong diver, biomedical engineering professor, and retired U.S. Naval officer, is one exception. In 2023, he spent 100 days in a 200-square-foot lab, dropped 22 feet below the surface of a murky lagoon, breaking the record for time spent underwater without depressurization. One of his aims, he said early in the experiment, was to help research physical and mental aspects of traveling to Mars.



On his 86th day underwater, I dove down to visit him, following a guide rope through bathtub-warm water until I could duck into the habitat's entrance. To my right, a voice boomed from a closed hatch leading into the habitat's kitchen, living room, and office space: Dituri was teaching a biomedical-engineering class. I soon found that, despite the lab's chugging air pumps, cramped shower, and surrounding darkness, he was simply stoked: about biomedical research, mixed-gas diving, even the salmon he poached in the habitat's microwave. "When people go, 'Are you scared?' I'm like, 'What's there to be scared of?'" he told me. "Water's my jam."



Dituri did apply to be an astronaut in 2024; he never heard back. Although he meets current qualifications, in many ways he's not an ideal applicant--he's so bombastic, for instance, that he's unlikely to pass the portion of NASA's intense screening in which applicants live together and evaluate one another's cohabitation skills. (Kelley Slack, an organizational psychologist who's worked with NASA, described it to me as "a very dignified Big Brother.") And his taste for risk--by his count he's skydived 822 times, despite disliking heights--could count against him. So could his atypical experience, primarily spent underwater as a saturation diver and subjecting himself to hyperbaric environments.



But in the new era of space exploration, that kind of background might offer advantages distinct from those of the engineers and pilots NASA tends to prefer. In May, the Trump administration proposed allocating $7 billion for lunar exploration--likely the first step toward manned missions to Mars--and $1 billion for Mars programs. The political will for this particular ask, though, could well be a casualty of Donald Trump's public break with Elon Musk, who's long advocated for colonizing Mars. Musk's own ambitions include launching SpaceX's first uncrewed Mars mission by the end of 2026 (a timeline that, like all of Musk's space-related deadlines, SpaceX is unlikely to meet), and he has imagined the company could eventually take hundreds of thousands of people to the red planet.



If any of these plans come to fruition, the ever-changing magic combination of traits that make up the "right stuff" will need an update.





NASA is thinking ahead. Brandon Vessey, a scientist in NASA's Human Research Program who provides scientific oversight for spaceflight, told me that the agency already chooses and trains astronauts for six-month missions with longer-duration trips in mind. For a Mars mission, though, "every skill ends up being more important," he said. So NASA could weigh skills differently than it does now, with some--such as working autonomously and dealing with isolation--"taking on increased importance compared to current missions on the International Space Station."



And the agency has long had an inkling that terrestrial explorers might thrive under space travel's extreme job conditions. Apollo crews were dropped in the jungle for training in the '60s, and current astronauts often train with the National Outdoor Leadership School in places such as the deserts of Utah. NASA research programs frequently look at the experiences of people who have lived in polar stations or submarines. Almost never, though, has the agency actually hired such a person.



The first time NASA chose astronauts for a mission that no one had ever attempted was the 1950s, when Project Mercury was racing to send the first human into orbit. The ideal person needed to withstand being crammed into a capsule the length of two baseball bats, flung into the heavens, then hurtled back, in a fireball reaching more than 3,000 degrees Fahrenheit, straight into the Atlantic Ocean. The actual skills required were so limited that a popular internal term for astronauts was Spam in a can.



For this, NASA considered drawing from a range of unusual professions, including balloonists and mountain climbers. Ultimately the agency worried that adventure professionals would be difficult to locate and require more training, so it chose pilots instead. Until the 1980s, a majority of astronauts had military or aviation backgrounds, or both. Engineers and scientists began joining during the shuttle program, when there was more room onboard and not everyone needed to know how to steer the thing. In the current era of the ISS, essentially a research lab in orbit, most astronauts come equipped with an advanced degree, and nearly half are civilians.



A mission to Mars would not only be longer than any journey yet attempted in space but would also be sprinkled with sub-challenges (mini expeditions, setting up a livable base) in an inhospitable environment with mountainous terrain. This would require a different type of psychological strength: "You need to be accepting of changes to the plan," says Pascal Lee, the founder of the Mars Institute and a planetary scientist at the SETI Institute. "You're exploring; you're lucky if anything went according to plan." (Lee runs yearly trips to the polar desert on Devon Island in the Canadian Arctic for Mars-related research, partly funded by NASA.) If someone like Elon Musk, the billionaire most interested in Mars, has any say in who should go, his answer is "anyone who wants to go to Mars," per his recent "The Road to Making Life Multiplanetary" talk. In the past, he's also praised a high tolerance for risk: "Basically, are you prepared to die? And if that's okay, then you're a candidate." (Musk and SpaceX did not respond to a request for comment.)



NASA's criteria will certainly be more detailed, but deep-space exploration will require the kind of boundary pushing that Slack likens to historical explorers: "You saw the ship disappear over the horizon and thought, We don't know if we'll ever see this person again." A Mars crew would benefit from people who could provide medical care, build and maintain habitats and food-production systems, troubleshoot gear issues, plan and navigate on-planet expeditions. Assuming maybe five people could fit onboard a ship, each should be an expert at multiple things. "We're not talking about a jack of all trades," Lee told me, but "an ace of several trades." And everyone would need to be able to handle emergencies and share a small habitation in a dangerous environment for long stretches. "Across a wide range of studies, we've seen that normal stresses on a team are magnified by the isolated environment," Vessey, the NASA scientist, said. "What might be a minor irritation in one setting could cause significant issues in a team if they've been isolated together for a long period of time."



Lee emphasized, too, that space simulations that replicate the confined habitat and sometimes length of Mars missions cannot substitute for actual experience with these pressures. "You are really not exercising the stress limits of a crew if they're not facing real life-and-death decisions and dangers," Lee said. And foregrounding those skills and experiences when selecting astronauts would net you a lot of expeditionists and outdoor professionals.







NASA came close to choosing a full-time adventurer when it hired Christina Koch, who's currently on the crew of Artemis II, the United States' planned mission around the moon. In many ways she's an unsurprising pick. Her degree in electrical engineering is popular among astronauts, and she began her career at NASA Goddard Space Flight Center. But she also brings an expedition-heavy background. Much of her professional experience has been at remote scientific bases, including multiple tours of Palmer Station and a stint at Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station over the long Antarctic winter. Being hired as an astronaut doesn't guarantee a specific amount of time in space, but Koch has logged enough that she now holds the women's record for longest single spaceflight.



Nothing is currently stopping NASA from hiring more people like Koch. In fact, the application criteria are downright forgiving: A couple of years of advanced education or training as well as three years of related experience, in a STEM field or as a pilot, are all that's required to be chosen to go to space.



To truly consider those who might not check all the usual boxes but whose careers involve survival, navigating mountainous landscapes, or living happily in extreme conditions for long stretches might require a notch more flexibility and active recruitment. The International Federation of Mountain Guides Associations certification, for example, is considered by some to be the doctorate of guiding and is currently held by only about 80 active guides in America who have mastered skiing, mountaineering, and climbing skills, and whose job requires getting along with pretty much anyone while doing all of that. The certification, though, requires no educational degree.



Whenever I asked experts why professional adventurers haven't been considered for astronaut candidacy, though, they talked about a key drawback: risk taking. "You don't want people who do it for thrill seeking," which is why NASA doesn't hire people who do extreme sports with a real chance of death, Slack said. Even for Project Mercury, when the entire job description was "endure a massive risk," applicants knew to downplay their daring during interviews: "The psychiatrists always interpreted that as a reckless love of danger, an irrational impulse associated with the late-Freudian concept of 'the death wish,'" Tom Wolfe wrote in his 1979 book, The Right Stuff. NASA brings everyone home; that's its thing.



This attitude does run counter to common adventurous behaviors, such as pushing through less-than-ideal conditions, chasing first ascents, or climbing and diving to increasingly dangerous points. But that kind of behavior is an extreme expression of a key personality trait: high-octane, long-term motivation.



And on the flip side of that kind of motivation is one quality that experts told me could be weighed more heavily in astronaut selection for long-distance missions. It's called "salutogenesis": a sense of coherence that comes from finding intrinsic value and frequent moments of inspiration in the journey itself. This trait is not necessarily prioritized today. In 2010, the space anthropologist Jack Stuster studied ISS crew members' journals to better understand their internal life, including what helped them feel adjusted to life in space. Mentioned fewer than 30 times in 545 entries: "beauty/wonderment." On a longer journey, "you want someone who is going to be able to see the beauty and gain something out of being in space," Slack said.



Appreciation of beauty might sound whimsical, but it might also be key in helping astronauts thrive in long-distance exploration--and maintaining a spirit of space travel that's more about curiosity than conquering distant lands. It certainly helped Dituri during his 100 days at the bottom of that murky lagoon.



During my visit, Dituri spent much of the time pointing out the beauty of the world that surrounded us: a hamburger-size Cassiopea jellyfish that feeds belly-up, lobsters hanging out beneath the office porthole, comb jellyfish refracting pulsing rainbows into the dark. His favorite pastime most nights, he told me, was sitting in darkness, shining a flashlight out the porthole and waiting for sea life. Soon a cluster of plankton swarmed the beam. Worms inched over to eat them. The occasional fish darted in for a bite. Lit up against the pitch black of the lagoon, they looked kind of like stars.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2025/06/perfect-astronaut-mars/683202/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



How Ivermectin Became Right-Wing Aspirin

Once a suspect COVID treatment, now a cure for everything

by Benjamin Mazer




Remember ivermectin? The animal-deworming medication was used so avidly as an off-label COVID treatment during the pandemic that some feed stores ended up going out of stock. (MUST SHOW A PIC OF YOU AND YOUR HORSE, a sign at one demanded of would-be customers in 2021.) If you haven't heard about it since, then you've existed blissfully outside the gyre of misinformation and conspiracies that have come to define the MAGA world's outlook on medicine. In the past few years, ivermectin's popularity has only grown, and the drug has become a go-to treatment for almost any ailment whatsoever. Once a suspect COVID cure, now a right-wing aspirin.

In fact, ivermectin never really worked for treating SARS-CoV-2 infections. Many of the initial studies that hinted at a benefit turned out to be flawed and unreliable. By 2023, a series of clinical trials had already proved beyond a doubt that ivermectin won't reduce COVID symptoms or mortality. But these findings mattered little to its fans, who saw the drug as having earned the status of dissident antiviral--a treatment that they believed had been suppressed by the medical establishment. And if ivermectin was good enough to be rejected by mainstream doctors as a cure for COVID, health-care skeptics seemed to reason, then surely it must have a host of other uses too.

As a physician who diagnoses cancer, I have come across this line of thinking in my patients, and found that some were using ivermectin to treat their life-threatening tumors. Nicholas Hornstein, a medical oncologist in New York City, told me that he's had the same experience: About one in 20 of his patients ask about the drug, he said. He remembers one woman who came into his office with a tumor that was visibly protruding from her abdomen, having swapped her chemotherapy for some ivermectin that she'd picked up at a veterinary-supply store. "It's going to work any day now," he says she told him when he tried to intervene.

The idea that ivermectin could be a cancer-fighting agent does have some modest basis in reality: Preliminary studies have suggested that antiparasitic medications might inhibit tumor growth, and at least one ongoing clinical trial is evaluating ivermectin's role as an adjunct to cancer treatment. That study has enrolled only nine patients, however, and the results so far show that just one patient's tumor actually shrank, according to a recent scientific abstract. But these meager grounds for hope now support a towering pile of expectations.

Cancer is just one of many illnesses that ivermectin is supposed to heal. According to All Family Pharmacy, a Florida-based company that promotes the compound to fans of Donald Trump Jr., Dan Bongino, Matt Gaetz, and Laura Ingraham on their podcasts and shows, the drug has "anti-inflammatory properties that could help keep the immune system balanced in fighting infection." (The company did not respond to a request for comment.) In sprawling Facebook groups devoted to ivermectin's healing powers, the claims are more extreme: The drug can combat a long list of conditions, members say, including Alzheimer's disease, heart disease, diabetes, autism, carpal tunnel syndrome, crow's feet, brain fog, and bee stings.

As a medication that supposedly was censored by elites--if not canceled outright by woke medicine and Big Pharma--ivermectin has become a symbol of medical freedom. It's also a MAGA shibboleth: Republican-leaning parts of the country helped drive an astounding 964 percent increase in prescriptions for the drug early in the pandemic, and GOP members of Congress have used their official posts to advocate for its benefits. Ivermectin can now be purchased without a prescription in Arkansas and Idaho, and other states are considering similar measures.

Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has been a particularly strong proponent. In his 2021 book about the pandemic, Kennedy referred to the "massive and overwhelming evidence" in ivermectin's favor, and invoked its "staggering, life-saving efficacy." He also argued at great length that the pharmaceutical industry--with the support of Anthony Fauci and Bill Gates--had engaged in a historic crime by attempting to discourage its use. Jay Bhattacharya, the director of the National Institutes of Health, has similarly backed the conspiracy theory that the use of ivermectin was dismissed by "the powers that be" in an apparent ploy to ease the approval of COVID vaccines. (Not everyone in the current administration is a fan: Before he became the FDA's vaccine czar, the oncologist Vinay Prasad publicly disputed Kennedy's views on ivermectin, and earlier this year he called its use for cancer "the right's version of masking on the airplane and praying to Lord Fauci.") In response to questions about Kennedy's and Bhattacharya's current views on ivermectin, the HHS press secretary Emily Hilliard told me that they "continue to follow the latest scientific research regarding therapeutic options for COVID-19 and other illnesses." She did not respond to questions about Prasad.

The idea of using antiparasitic drugs as cancer treatments was already taking hold by the late 2010s, Skyler Johnson, a Utah radiation oncologist who studies medical misinformation, told me. In January 2017, a man with lung cancer named Joe Tippens started on a dewormer called fenbendazole, which had been suggested to him by a veterinarian. Daniel Lemoi, who had Lyme disease, had started taking ivermectin in 2012 after reading a paper on the genetic similarities between humans and horses. Tippens would go on to achieve global fame among desperate cancer patients, and Lemoi became an ivermectin influencer during the pandemic.

Read: How ivermectin became a belief system

Since then, a gaggle of dubious doctors has worked to bolster the credibility of deworming drugs within alternative medicine and anti-vaccine circles. Their underlying pitch has become familiar in the past few years: Health experts can't be trusted; the pharmaceutical industry is suppressing cheap cures; and patients deserve the liberty to choose their own medical interventions. For the rest of the medical establishment, the worldview this entails is straining doctor-patient relationships. Johnson told me that many of his patients are now skeptical of his advice, if not openly combative. One cancer patient accused Johnson of bias when he failed to recommend ivermectin. The drug is so cheap and effective, this patient had concluded, that Johnson would be out of a job if everyone knew about it. (Johnson told me that he offers patients "the best possible treatment, no matter the financial incentive.") Ivermectin has become a big business in its own right. Online pharmacies and wellness shops are cashing in on the deworming craze, with one offering parasite cleanses for $200 a month. Meanwhile, fringe doctors can charge patients who have cancer and other diseases thousands of dollars to prescribe such treatments.

Johnson's own experience suggests that the cult of ivermectin is growing larger. He told me that he's seen his patients' interest in the drug explode since January, when the actor Mel Gibson went on Joe Rogan's podcast and claimed that three of his friends had beat back their advanced tumors with ivermectin and fenbendazole, among various other potions. "This stuff works, man," Gibson said. Meanwhile, in the ivermectin Facebook groups--including one with close to 300,000 members--the public can read posts from a woman with breast cancer considering using ivermectin in lieu of hormone treatments; a leukemia patient who has given up on chemotherapy to "see what happens" with antiparasitic drugs; or a concerned aunt wondering if the drugs might help her little niece with Stage 4 cancer.

But ivermectin advocacy is most disturbing in its totalizing form, wherein parasites--which is to say, the pathogens against which the drug truly is effective--are reimagined as the secret cause of many other unrelated problems. In the Facebook groups, members will share images of what they say are worms that have been expelled from their bodies by treatment. (This phenomenon brings to mind a different disease entirely: delusional parasitosis.) One recent post from the daughter of a Stage 4 lung-cancer patient showed a bloody glob that had "dropped down into her mouth." Commenters debated whether this might be a worm or something else. "Blood clot from Covid vax?" one suggested. A few days later, the daughter gave an update: Her mom had gone to see the doctor, who informed her that she'd likely coughed up a piece of her own lung.

The whole exchange provides a sad illustration of this delirious and desperate time. Before it turned into a conservative cure-all, ivermectin was legitimately a wonder drug for the poorest people on Earth. Since its discovery in 1973, it has become a leading weapon in the fight against horrific infections such as river blindness and elephantiasis. Yet now that substantial success seems to have given birth to a self-destructive fantasy.

A decade ago, the co-discoverers of ivermectin--William Campbell and Satoshi Omura--were awarded a Nobel Prize in recognition of their contribution to reducing human suffering. In his formal lecture to the Academy, Campbell offered some reflections on the simple science that gave rise to the treatment, and to its wide array of applications. But his speech contained a warning, too, that any medicine that works so broadly and so well runs the risk of being handed out too often. The more benefits that such a drug provides, he told the audience in Stockholm, "the more we must guard against the hazards of indiscriminate use."
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Energy Abundance Won't Fix Electricity Bills

Efficiency standards can still help consumers.

by Alexander C. Kaufman




For most of the past half century, the arc of energy efficiency bent toward savings.



Once Congress passed the nation's landmark energy-saving law, the Energy Policy and Conservation Act of 1975, federal regulators routinely tightened the screws on how much electricity, heat, and water appliances could use. Modern air conditioners use about half the amount of power that room units did in the '80s. The latest washing machines require roughly 75 percent less water than their forebears. The refrigerator keeping your ever more costly eggs from spoiling now runs on one-fifth the electricity of models from the '70s. But as energy standards began to eat into machines' functionality and were drafted into the cause of limiting climate change, Americans' thinking about energy efficiency jumped to a different, more political plane.



The Biden administration floated a first-of-its-kind standard for gas stoves that would have effectively banned sales of roughly half the models on the market. Its proposed guidelines for microwaves were so strict, manufacturers complained they might have to eliminate the numerical display that blinks the time. (The Biden administration ultimately backed off both proposals.) Now, under Donald Trump, the Energy Department is rescinding dozens of energy-efficiency rules--even the ones on which the Biden administration found compromise with industry. Congress could eliminate a federal tax credit for purchasing energy-efficient home improvements that millions of Americans are already using, and the administration looks poised to go after the Environmental Protection Agency's popular Energy Star program.



The Biden administration justified its push for energy efficiency in part to save energy and in part to save money. Trump's rationale seems to be that these penny-pinching compromises should be unnecessary and soon will be: Producing more energy will lead to lower prices. But if Joe Biden's approach broke a certain kind of logic, so does Trump's. Electricity prices could easily keep rising. And the administration has other plans for any new energy production. Using up those precious electrons on washing dishes still might not make sense, or be cheap.







Trump's long-running complaint about underperforming toilets and showerheads--an indication that some people's peak efficiency may be too efficient for others--does have some truth to it, according to the Association of Home Appliance Manufacturers, at least. "We can't keep on this path without harming performance," Jill Notini, AHAM's vice president of communications and marketing, told me. "If we further tighten these energy standards, it's going to come with a cost in the form of longer cycle times or fewer features or the degradation of performance."



At the same time, the appliance industry relies on the federal government to help streamline expectations. After the combination of COVID and wildfire made air purifiers a popular household appliance, for instance, five states and the District of Columbia proposed their own standards to regulate the machines. Manufacturers petitioned the Biden administration to set nationwide standards. Yet those were among the 47 programs Trump's Energy Department has walked back, claiming to save Americans a combined $11 billion.



The Energy Department told me Trump "pledged to restore common sense to our regulatory policies and lower costs for American consumers--that is exactly what these deregulatory actions do" by recognizing "that consumer choice and market-driven innovation, not bureaucratic mandates, lead to better-performing and more affordable consumer products."



Ultimately, though, eliminating those standards would result in electrical bills nearly five times the cost of the savings, according to an analysis by the Appliance Standards Awareness Project. And those bills could keep going up. Trump might have campaigned on slashing utility prices, and promised to "drill, baby, drill" until fuel becomes so cheap that no one will mind less efficient appliances. But as president, he has also vowed to lead the United States to "dominance" in energy and artificial intelligence. His campaign poetry now faces the prosaic work of policy prioritization. In this case, that means deciding which comes first: abundant power to lower prices or the expansion of exports and AI that will, in reality, increase demand for a supply of energy that's already low enough to keep prices high.



To meet the export goals the Trump administration is setting, the country needs to direct more of the natural gas drilled in Texas and Pennsylvania to the coasts, where a growing number of export terminals can ship the fuel to buyers in Europe and Asia. Much of the domestic fuel that could, in theory, bring down electricity prices is destined to go abroad. And gas producers can't simply start producing more to meet demand at home. With the low global price of natural gas, drillers are struggling to maintain the existing number of rigs, never mind expanding business.



Dominating in AI will also require diverting more electricity to power-thirsty data centers. Already, those computer servers have added $9.4 billion in costs for the nation's biggest grid, the PJM Interconnection, which stretches from Pennsylvania down to North Carolina and out to parts of Illinois. And demand is only growing. Meta, which owns Facebook, is building out a giant data complex in Louisiana that is poised to use more than twice as much electricity as the entire city of New Orleans uses at its summertime peak. Ratepayers are helping to subsidize this build-out for some of the most valuable publicly traded tech companies on Earth--and at a time when Americans are more behind on utility bills than ever recorded. Federal researchers forecast that average electricity rates would grow 13 percent from 2022 to 2025 and soar by as much as 26 percent in some regions during the same time period.







In this future, conserving a little more energy may help temper that price spike. And there is room within conservative political thinking to, well, conserve.



"If you want an appliance with lower upfront costs that's a little less efficient with your energy, you should be able to make that choice," Isaac Orr, the vice president of research at Always On Energy Research, a conservative think tank, told me. When he bought his home water-heating system recently, the electrician cautioned that the higher cost of the slightly more efficient model wouldn't pay for itself in any meaningful period of time, and could come with higher repair costs. (Orr chose the less efficient model.) The political right's issue, he said, is with energy efficiency programs that are prescriptive. "I don't think it's a problem if it's descriptive," Orr said--which is exactly how Energy Star works.



The program is entirely voluntary: Third-party researchers at EPA-approved laboratories test all kinds of appliances, provide an objective assessment of their energy efficiency, and certify the machines with its logo. It is among the federal government's most successful forays into the consumer market. Surveys indicate that about 90 percent of American households recognize the label. Certifying the efficiency of thousands of appliances costs the EPA roughly $50 million a year, less than 1 percent of the agency's budget. But the program saves Americans an estimated $40 billion a year in utility costs.



"No other entity I can think of in the industry can serve the function the same way that a federal agency can, because Energy Star is fundamentally built on data," Deb Cloutier, the founder of the sustainability firm RE Tech Advisors, told me. "It's the equivalent of, say, can a private entity run the U.S. Census?"



Cloutier was one of the original architects of the Energy Star program, but when I talked with Stephanie Grayson, she had a similar perspective. The start-up she co-founded, Cambio, makes an analytics software that helps building managers in commercial office towers and condos meet Energy Star standards and could, potentially, produce a privately held equivalent of Energy Star, at least for energy-efficient buildings. The company has already backed up a lot of the data from Energy Star, pledged not to take ownership of them, and made those data available to the public.



"The reality is, why do people use Energy Star? It's free. You're comfortable with your data rights and privacy and ownership. And it's relatively easy to use," she told me, for both companies and consumers. Although the company is "exploring more formal ways to take on the responsibility of Energy Star," she said, "we just hope it's not defunded."



Ending the EPA program risks balkanizing energy certifications that have almost ubiquitous acceptance. That's bad for manufacturers, who no longer have a universal benchmark for excellence for their products. It's bad for consumers, who face soaring utility bills. Imagine shopping for electricity-hungry appliances without a trusted watchdog that can cut through the kind of marketing language that's pervasive for other items--"fat free" soda, anyone? And, on a grander scale, it's bad for a nation striving to compete with China, the world's first electro-state, in a technological arms race.



If the administration is really going to transform the heaving American electrical grid into a tight, muscular system, designed to supply the biggest period of power growth in a generation, a mindful energy diet can still help it meet its goals.
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The World's Hardest Bluffing Game

Why are some Iraqis so good at figuring out when a person is lying?

by Jason Anthony




By 4 a.m., a breeze had begun to blow across the stadium near the center of Baghdad, but Qaid al-Sheikhli was still sweating through his dishdasha. He was six hours into a championship quarterfinals match of mheibes, one of the world's most challenging mental sports. His team, al-Sa'doun, was down by 10 points. The clock was running out.

When you hear the game described, mheibes doesn't sound difficult. It sounds impossible. Assembled on the court in front of al-Sheikhli were his opponents: 45 men from the city of Najaf, arranged in three neat rows. One of these players held a silver ring. It was al-Sheikhli's job to determine which one--and in which fist he held the ring--judging only by his facial cues and other tells.

Al-Sheikhli had already made significant progress toward this goal: He and his fellow captain had narrowed the field of suspects to four. A referee in a red vest hovered nearby with a stopwatch. Each team started with just five minutes to find the ring, per that year's tournament rules; if that time elapsed, their opponents got the point.

Now al-Sheikhli bore down on one of the remaining defenders, a middle-aged man in a light-blue robe. "Fists and face!" he barked in Baghdadi-accented Arabic. The Najaf player stretched out his arms, fists still clenched, and lifted his head to look into the captain's eyes. He held this pose for three seconds, as required by the tournament's rules, while al-Sheikhli scanned his face. "Taliq!  " the captain cried, while slapping at the man's two hands in quick succession. He thought the fists were empty, and he was right. When the man exposed his palms, al-Sa'doun fans in the bleachers rose to their feet, roaring in approval.

By narrowing the field to three men, al-Sheikhli had earned his team a bit of bonus time--two extra minutes on the clock. He huddled with his fellow captain. In several earlier rounds, they'd managed to identify Najaf's ring bearer, but had picked the wrong hand and lost the point. "It was the Najaf fists," al-Sheikhli told me later. "They were difficult."

When the captains broke their huddle, al-Sheikhli called to the crowd, his arms outstretched. The al-Sa'doun fans answered with another cheer. Now he turned on one of the three remaining suspects, a young man with shaggy hair and his jacket pulled up around his neck--a common move to hide the pulsing of the carotid artery. Al-Sheikhli called for "fists and face" again, and the referee pulled back the man's hair so that his face was fully visible. For the full three seconds, the captain stared him down. Finally, he gestured to the man's right hand. "Jiib," he said. Give it to me. The man opened his hand, and the stadium lights reflected, at last, on a glint of silver.

Lying is a fundamental human act, and bluffing games of one sort or another are found in cultures around the globe. Latvian children play a ring-hiding game of their own, and "hunt the slipper" was a popular hiding-and-bluffing game in Victorian parlors. Across North America, Indigenous groups enjoy a sport not unlike mheibes, in which players must find bones hidden in the fists of an opposing team.

The great U.S. contribution to bluffing games, of course, is poker, now a global industry worth approximately $100 billion. I covered poker for about a decade, and I've met some of the game's virtuosos in the art of spotting tells. Even so, when I first learned about mheibes, and started poring over the match videos posted on YouTube and Facebook, I was awestruck by the captains' skill. A poker player might need to study eight other people at their table. A mheibes captain takes stock of perhaps 45 distinct opponents--or, really, 90 different fists. Mheibes captains do not succeed at this task every time. But I came to understand that top players spot the ring with shocking regularity.

I had to see this for myself. Last year, I went to Baghdad, where the game is said to have been invented, and where it's played, by tradition, on nights during the holy month of Ramadan, after the breaking of the fast. The details of its origins remain unclear: Some say it started in the 1500s, during the Ottoman era; others trace it back to the Abbasid caliphate many centuries earlier.

Mheibes-league officials told me the modern rules began to take shape during the 1990s, under the regime of Saddam Hussein, who made the game a symbol of the nation. The game endured even after Hussein was toppled (due in part to his own failed attempt at bluffing). Since then, the number of teams competing has grown more than tenfold, and organized tournaments, once confined to Baghdad, now pop up from Basra, in the south, to Erbil, in the north. Last year, in a groundbreaking move, the Baghdadi Museum hosted a public mheibes game for women.

My seat for the April 2024 match between al-Sa'doun and Najaf was by the judge's desk. Sitting to my right was Jassem al-Aswad--the judge himself, a grand figure in a green dishdasha. Al-Aswad is the greatest mheibes player in living memory, and his fame among Iraqis extends beyond the game. In 2008, when the country was mired in sectarian violence, he marched a team onto the Bridge of the Imams, which connects a neighborhood that contains a holy Shiite shrine to a Sunni stronghold across the Tigris. The span had been the site of one of the Iraq War's greatest civilian calamities, and had only just reopened. One night, al-Aswad brought out players from both sides of the river, who met up in the middle to play for peace.

Al-Aswad, now in his early 70s, seemed to enjoy his new role on the sidelines. He took evident pleasure in shouting to the fans, and playing with the kids who ran up to him with their fists closed, hoping to fool the great man. He also kibitzed with his old friend Ali al-Lami, the octogenarian retired captain of the al-Habibiya team, who sat nearby. We watched together as the teams from al-Sa'doun and Najaf launched into the next round of their match. It was after 5 a.m. Now al-Sa'doun would hide the ring.




Supporters brought out a stretch of gold-fringed fabric to obscure the team's choice of ring holder. In mheibes, defensive strategy is just as crucial as offense, and the placement of the ring unfolds with Masonic complexity. A team captain might put his hands over each player's fists in turn, either placing a ring inside of one or pretending to. (If players know which teammate has the ring, they might betray that knowledge on the court.) Sometimes a captain places extra rings and steps back to scan his teammates' faces. Have the men with rings begun to sweat? Are their fists uneven? Using all of this information, a captain makes a second pass, and perhaps a third, until he has removed all the rings but one.

When al-Sa'doun had finished and the players settled in their rows, the Najaf captains stepped onto the court. As they made their rounds among the rows of al-Sa'doun men, al-Lami leaned across me. "Jassem," he said to al-Aswad. "Second row. In the green, near the end. Eh? It's him. Only I can't tell which fist."

"Right fist," al-Aswad replied. "I've played that guy before."

We were at least 20 feet away from the nearest player, and the man they were talking about was maybe another 30 feet from there. I squinted at the man they'd identified. My eyes, younger by decades than either al-Lami's or al-Aswad's, couldn't make much out. Neither could Najaf's star captain. When he stopped in front of the man in green to study his fists and face, he gave no sign of seeing anything unusual.

A minute or two later, the Najaf captains began eliminating players. They counted out several in the second row. But before they could continue, one of those dismissed cried out "Baat!," which meant he had the ring. It was the man in the green dishdasha--the one al-Lami and al-Aswad had pegged from about 50 feet away. And just as al-Aswad had predicted, the ring was in his right fist.

A mheibes captain's talent can seem miraculous, or even suspect to the non-Iraqi viewer. But if mheibes were a sham--if its matches were scripted in advance, like some kind of Iraqi WrestleMania--then the private conversation I'd just observed would have to have been prewritten too. Mheibes suggests a more compelling possibility, which is that the art of peering into people's faces and uncovering deceit may be honed to astonishing precision.

Some researchers believe that people can be prodigies at lie detection. Other scholars aren't sure these so-called wizards are real. Mark Frank, a communication professor at SUNY Buffalo, is in the former camp, and helped create some of the most ambitious lie-detection studies to date. But when I showed him some clips of mheibes captains' feats, even he was taken aback. Frank wondered at the circumstances that had led them to develop such extraordinary skill. A curious pattern had emerged from the early work on wizards, he told me: A large number of them had experienced a tumultuous childhood. Some were the children of alcoholics. Later research found wizards who were raised in institutions or in violent environments. Scholars theorized that for these people in particular, the ability to read adults' expressions when they were young might have been lifesaving. (This made me think of Jerry Yang, one of poker's face-reading masters--and an ethnic Hmong who grew up, for a time, in a Thai refugee camp.)

The past two generations in Iraq have endured an almost unthinkable progression of wars, mass migrations, and humanitarian crises. Even in the relative calm of recent years, bombings still occur with regularity. "That," Frank told me, "is an environment ripe for producing people who are good detectors of subtle clues."

When I got the chance to float this theory to actual mheibes players, they were unimpressed. Mheibes has been around for longer than the recent conflicts, al-Sheikhli, al-Sa'doun's co-captain, told me. And one generation of modern players grew up in the 1970s, when Baghdad was a mostly peaceful, modernizing oasis.

"I grew up watching other captains. I played a lot. That's how I learned," al-Sheikhli said. He grabbed a ring for demonstration and closed his fist around it. Then he pointed to a spot between his second and third knuckle. There's a tendon there that fastens the dorsal interossei muscle to bone. It's almost invisible. But al-Sheikhli said it sometimes bulges out a tiny bit when someone has the ring, and captains learn to spot it only through extensive practice. (His willingness to share this tip surprised me. Over months of interviews, I'd learned that most mheibes players won't discuss their strategies at all.)

But even a captain's favored methods may lose efficacy as a match wears on. Ali al-Lami warned me that mheibes changes after sunrise. Finding the ring can get more difficult, he said. Whether from the return of fasting or sheer exhaustion, players may become impassive. The captains, too, may start to wilt. One viral video on TikTok shows a captain toward the end of a 15-hour match, probing his opponents in the daytime heat, as run-down as a senator in the final moments of a filibuster.

The quarterfinals match I saw finished shortly after 9 a.m., when Najaf scored its 13th point and won the game. Fans streamed to the exits, food stalls closed, players boarded buses. Eventually, a few men came over to where I was sitting, picked up the judge's desk, and walked it back into the small stadium office where it's stored. If this had been a neighborhood game, the winners would have received, by tradition, a plate of sweets. In the mheibes major leagues, however, no such prize is offered. For once, all of the Najaf players were empty-handed.



This article appears in the July 2025 print edition with the headline "The World's Hardest Bluffing Game."
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Last Call at the Disaster Department

Trump has signaled an end date for FEMA.

by Zoe Schlanger




FEMA now has an end date. President Donald Trump said yesterday that he intends to phase out the Federal Emergency Management Administration after this hurricane season, canceling it like an HBO series. States should lead their own disaster response, he said, suggesting he does not understand that states already do lead disaster response; they just can't do it without an infusion of FEMA dollars and expertise when the disaster is too big. "The governor should be able to handle it," Trump said. The buck has been passed.



The Atlantic hurricane season lasts from now until November. The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration is predicting an above-normal number of named storms this year. The weather doesn't stop after that, of course. Fire season overlaps with hurricane season, another time of intense FEMA activity, and in recent years, fires have broken the bounds of any usual seasons; the devastating Los Angeles fires were in January. Even if this year's disasters do quiet after November, hurricane season starts again next June. The administration will convene a council to eliminate FEMA "as it exists today," Kristi Noem, the secretary of Homeland Security, said yesterday--but those few short months in between seasons are hardly enough time to dismantle the federal apparatus of disaster response and transfer full responsibility to the states without casualties. Literal casualties, potentially. (FEMA did not respond to a request for comment.)



But, fine, we get FEMA for this hurricane season. Already, it will be a test of what happens when FEMA is hobbled and anemic. Under the Trump administration, the agency has lost roughly a quarter of its core staff. One acting chief of FEMA was pushed out after saying that the agency should not be abolished; his replacement told staffers he wasn't aware that the United States had a hurricane season. (The administration later said this was a joke.) Should any single storm--or, worse, multiple storms--turn into a major disaster this year, the responsibility that state governments might be expected to shoulder in a FEMA-less America could come as a shock to them, and to their constituents.



Many close watchers of FEMA do think the agency needs a dramatic shake-up and that states should be responsible for more of the financial burden of catastrophe. FEMA was originally intended to handle a relatively small number of catastrophic disasters a year, but now deals with many dozens annually, both because the rate of disasters is increasing and because the agency is being drafted into handling more of them. The ballooning costs of response and recovery regularly exceed FEMA's main disaster budget, requiring emergency and ad hoc funding to bridge the gap.



Meanwhile, states have come to rely on federal funds to bail them out and, in the quiet moments between storms and fires, are free to make imprudent development decisions: Might as well let developers build those waterfront homes if FEMA will pick up the tab when they flood. "Our system creates some really perverse incentives that need to be addressed," Andrew Rumbach, a senior fellow at the nonprofit Urban Institute, told me. More risk should be transferred to the states, he and others said.



But that would take time to do safely, and require a major infusion of cash to the states to bolster any FEMA-replacing infrastructure, according to the experts I spoke with. Ending FEMA, as Trump says he will, could easily result in a highly uneven landscape of disaster safety.
 
 The logic for FEMA was all about efficiency: For many states, disasters are rare, and having 50 sets of personnel and resources on standby for those rare events is far more costly than having a centralized stockpile that can be deployed around the country as needed. Good disaster response also requires time spent in disaster mode. States with infrequent disasters naturally lack that. FEMA's strength is that it deals with crises all the time.



That experience is part of what the agency is now losing. Many senior personnel, including those who coordinate responses during emergencies, have left since January, according to The New York Times. Those decades of experience aren't easy to replace, Jeffrey Schlegelmilch, an associate professor at Columbia University who has worked in disaster planning, told me. "Emergency management isn't something where you take a few courses and all of a sudden you can run a complex emergency." And in states that don't regularly handle floods or hurricanes, staff, "won't have the muscle memory" of how to respond when a storm suddenly intensifies, North Carolina Governor Josh Stein said in a press conference last week. He said his state experienced this firsthand when Hurricane Helene hit western North Carolina last year: That part of the state had "a lot of new people in emergency-management positions," he said. "We need the expertise that exists in FEMA."



Wealthier states, such as California, and states that, like Florida, have extensive experience in response coordination may not be as hurt by changes at the federal level. Florida Governor Ron DeSantis has said his state doesn't need FEMA; just give Florida a chunk of money instead. (Trump's intention to end FEMA does not yet clearly include major transfers of funds to states to run their own response and recovery programs; he said yesterday that future funds may come directly from the "president's office," rather than FEMA.) Rumbach says he heard that same desire from officials in Kentucky, when he taught an emergency-management training workshop there. "Their main argument was 'We don't need FEMA. Just give us the money; we know what to do with it.'"



Poorer states and states that rarely see disasters will inevitably be most vulnerable to FEMA's total absence. Arizona, for example, has received among the fewest FEMA funds in recent years, in part because it isn't in the path of hurricanes and recent wildfires have not burned as ferociously there as in other western states. But that means the state is ill-prepared for a low-probability but high-devastation event, as The Arizona Republic recently noted. If and when Arizona's luck runs out, it may not have the infrastructure or the funds to manage the crisis alone.



"You're going to see a lot of states not prepared. And a lot of people in harm's way may not be fully capable of recovering if there is an event," Carlos Martin, a vice president at Resources for the Future, an environmental think tank, told me. Plus, an every-state-for-itself approach comes with the obvious challenges of a free market: At present, FEMA stockpiles essential goods to distribute after emergencies. If that stockpile isn't maintained, wealthier states could handily outcompete poorer states for supplies during multistate emergencies, according to the Atlantic Council, which found that red states are likely to be on the losing side most of the time.



This all means that more citizens may fall through the disaster-assistance cracks. FEMA has said, for instance, that it will stop its door-to-door outreach this season and rely instead on "more targeted venues"; when a federal disaster is declared, FEMA often goes around the area and knocks on every person's door to let them know what programs they could apply to for assistance. Now, Rumbach worries, people living in the most rural places, as well as people who may not be mobile--the elderly and those with certain disabilities--may never know about those programs. "A lot of the stories about how badly things went are going to come out later," he said.



Even in a state with personnel on the ground to capture the full scope of need, a lot of disaster response after that step is paperwork, Schlegelmilch said. Right now, an entire private-sector ecosystem of organizations helps states apply for FEMA funds, and helps FEMA direct its resources. Even if states are on their own, they will still need a system to do something similar. Remaking grant-application processes and managing the bureaucracy of distributing funds will be yet another growing pain of the transition. "That's going to shock all of the states," Schlegelmilch said.



If Trump were to decide that reforming FEMA were a more prudent choice than scrapping it, ideas abound. As FEMA's administrator during Barack Obama's presidency, Craig Fugate promoted the idea of a "disaster deductible" for states modeled off insurance deductibles; state officials might then be held more accountable for preparing for disasters (which right now tends to mean little to voters) rather than rewarded politically for acquiring disaster funding after the fact. The previous Trump administration created a fund (which Joe Biden expanded) meant to help states prevent the worst impact of disasters before they happen. That program moved billions in funds under local control, with the aim of fixing long-standing infrastructure problems that would have made future disasters more dangerous and expensive. But Trump already canceled it this term. "It's hard to see how they're not increasing risk," Rumbach said. "We're going to pay for it one way or another."



For all these reasons, Rumbach is betting that "reality will set in," and that the federal government will not radically shrink its share of disaster spending so quickly. But the loss of key personnel and the looming dissolution mean that major damage to national readiness has already been done. And the hasty budget changes mean some people will get hurt. The country's emergency-management system "doesn't have to be completely broken to have really bad impacts," he said. If the national ability to respond to disasters falters at all, then "recovery is slower, more chaotic, less efficient," Rumbach said. "When that happens, people are suffering for longer, they're more traumatized, communities don't recover as quickly."



The United States has already seen what happens when a major weather catastrophe arrives shortly after a president hastily rearranges FEMA. After the newly formed Department of Homeland Security took over the agency in 2003, George W. Bush's administration eliminated emergency managers and resources, particularly in regional offices. When Hurricane Katrina hit in 2005, the depleted agency badly botched the response. "We've read this story before," Schlegelmilch said. There's little reason to think it'll end differently this time around.
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The Nobel Prize Winner Who Thinks We Have the Universe All Wrong

Cosmologists are fighting over everything.

by Ross Andersen




Updated at 11:02 a.m. ET on May 31, 2025

Adam Riess was 27 years old when he began the work that earned him the Nobel Prize in Physics, and just 41 when he received it. Earlier this year, Riess, who is now 55, pulled a graph-paper notebook off a bookshelf in his office at Johns Hopkins University so that I could see the yellowing page on which he'd made his famous calculations. He told me how these pen scratches led to a new theory of the universe. And then he told me why he now thinks that theory might be wrong.

For nearly a century, astronomers have known that the universe is expanding, because the galaxies that we can see around us through telescopes are all rushing away. Riess studied how they moved. He very carefully measured the distance of each one from Earth, and when all the data came together, in 1998, the results surprised him. They were "shocking even," he told his colleagues in a flustered email that he sent on the eve of his honeymoon. A striking pattern had emerged: The galaxies were receding more quickly than expected. This "immediately suggested a profound conclusion," he said in his Nobel Prize lecture. Something is causing the expansion of the universe to accelerate.

Riess's genius lies in making precise observations, but the task of explaining the accelerating expansion that he discovered fell to theorists. They proposed the existence of dark energy: a faint, repulsive force that pervades all of empty space. The amount of dark energy that fits inside your bedroom, say, isn't very strong. It won't blow the walls out. But when dark energy's power sums across truly cosmic volumes of space, it can drive galaxy clusters apart. And as this process puts more space between those galaxies, the repulsive force only strengthens, speeding up the expansion of the universe. Telescopes can see hundreds of billions of galaxies today, but trillions upon trillions of years from now, dark energy will have driven them all out of sight. Eventually, it will dilute every last bit of matter and energy into a cold equilibrium, a thin gruel of nothingness.

By doing the work that led to the discovery of dark energy, Riess had helped add the final piece to what has since come to be called the "standard model of cosmology." Indeed, few people played a larger role in establishing the standard model as the field's dominant theory of how the universe began, how it organized itself into galaxies, and how it will end. But in recent years, cosmologists, the people who study the universe on the largest scales of space and time, have begun to worry that this story, and particularly its final act, might be wrong. Some talk of revolution. A growing number now say that the standard model should be replaced.

Adam Riess is among them.

Whenever a big theory of the universe is teetering, the old guard tends to close ranks; hence, the classic joke about science progressing one funeral at a time. Riess easily could have joined the old guard. He could have been its commanding officer. When he returned from Stockholm with his prize in 2011, he found that his academic life had changed. People around him started to behave oddly, he told me. Some clammed up. Others argued with him about trivial things, he said, perhaps so they could boast of having dunked on a Nobel laureate. Riess was besieged with invitations to sit on panels, give talks, and judge science fairs. He was asked to comment on political issues that he knew nothing about. He told me he was even recruited to run major scientific institutions.

Riess wondered about that path--being the big boss of a NASA mission or gliding around a leafy university as its chancellor. He could see the appeal, but he hated fundraising, and unlike other, older Nobel laureates, he said, Riess still felt that he had scientific contributions to make, not as an administrator, but as a frontline investigator of capital-n Nature. "Scientists sometimes tell themselves this myth: I'll go lead this thing, and then I'll come back and do research," he told me. But then, by the time they've finished up with their administrative roles, they've lost touch with the data. They become clumsy with the latest software languages. "The science passes them by," Riess said.

Riess decided to stick with research. There was plenty to do. The standard model had not solved cosmology. Even in 2011, people knew that the theory was lacking some important details. For one, 96 percent of the standard model's universe is made up of dark energy and dark matter--and yet no scientist had ever detected either one directly. Cosmologists had good reasons to believe that both exist in some form, but any intuitions about how one might find either in the actual universe had not proved out. Something major seemed to be missing from the picture.

To get a better handle on these mysteries, theorists needed some new data. They badly wanted to know the rate at which the universe expands at different times, and for that they had to know the distances to galaxies from Earth with greater precision. This was Riess's specialty: He would wait until he saw a certain kind of star explode in a far-off galaxy, and then he'd photograph its unfolding detonation in real time. He knew these supernovas always reached a certain luminosity, which meant he could figure out how far away they were by measuring their brightness in his telescope. The dimmer they were, the farther away.

I'm making this sound a lot easier than it is. Taking a snapshot of an exploding star from tens of millions of light-years away involves many subtleties. You have to subtract out light from the bright stars that surround it, in its own galaxy. The glow of the Milky Way will also sneak into your images, and so will the sun's; you have to get rid of those too. At the same time, interstellar dust clouds near the star will block some of its light, as will dust in the Milky Way. These dimming effects must be accounted for. The circuits and other parts of your telescope will add noise to your image. The hundreds of thousands of pixels in your camera aren't all the same, and their differences will need to be sussed out ahead of every observation.

Riess had never stopped trying to master these delicate additions and subtractions of light. Within the field, his measurements have long been regarded as the most precise, according to Colin Hill, a cosmologist at Columbia who does not work with Riess. But in 2011, Riess and his team developed an even better technique for measuring cosmic distances with the Hubble Space Telescope. (The idea came to him in the swimming pool, he said.)

As these new and better data piled up, a problem soon emerged. With each measured distance to another galaxy, Riess would update his calculation of the current expansion rate of the universe. To his alarm, the answers he was getting differed from those produced another way. Some cosmologists don't bother with the distances to galaxies and look, instead, at the afterglow of the Big Bang. They can then take the expansion rate that they see in that snapshot of the early universe and extrapolate it forward on the basis of assumptions from the standard model. In other words, the latter approach takes it as a given that the standard model is correct.

Riess expected that this discrepancy between the two expansion rates would fade with further observations. But it was stubborn. The more he looked at distant galaxies, the more pronounced the difference became. Indeed, the mere fact of its existence presented the cosmologists with a serious problem. They became so vexed that they had to give it a name: the Hubble tension.

Riess wondered if the observations of the early universe that fed into the other measurement's equations might be wrong. But neither he nor anyone else could find fault with them. To Riess, this suggested that the Hubble tension could be a product of a broken theory. "It smelled like something might be wrong with the standard model," he told me.

If the standard model were to topple, the field of cosmology would be upended, and so would an important part of the grand story that we've been telling ourselves about the end of the universe. And so, naturally, with weighty matters of career, ego, and the very nature of existence at stake, the Hubble tension has led to a bit of tension among cosmologists.

Some of the field's most prominent scientists told me that they still expect the problem to disappear with more data, and that Riess may be getting ahead of himself. Wendy Freedman, a professor at the University of Chicago, has made her own measurements of the local universe, using different exploding stars, and the Hubble tension shows up in her data too. But it's smaller. She told me it's too soon to tell what the problem is: her measurements, the standard model, or something else. She would want to know the distances to many more galaxies before deciding on the culprit. She would also want to see multiple methods of measurement converging. At a minimum, hers and Riess's should match up. Hill, the cosmologist from Columbia, expressed a similar view.

Read: The most controversial Nobel Prize in recent memory

David Spergel, the president of the Simons Foundation, who has for decades held a lot of sway in the field, agrees that it's premature to start dancing on the standard model's grave. "Adam speaks very loudly," Spergel said. "He argues vociferously with whoever disagrees with him."

Riess does indeed prosecute his case with vigor. Still, no one has been able to find an error in his measurements, and not for lack of trying. His numbers have been cross-checked with observations from both the Hubble and James Webb Space Telescopes. Sean Carroll, a cosmologist and philosopher at Johns Hopkins who is not on Riess's team, told me that Riess has done a "heroic job" of knocking systematic errors out of his measurements. But Carroll said that it is still too early to tell if the Hubble tension will hold up, and definitely too early to throw out the standard model. "If the implications weren't so huge, people wouldn't be so skeptical," Carroll said.

Riess grew visibly exasperated when we discussed these objections. He blamed them on the "sociology" of the field. He said that a clique of cosmologists--Spergel and "other graybeards"--who work on the early universe have tended to dismiss conflicting data. (For the record, Riess's own goatee is observably gray.) Even so, at least one of them had come around to his view, he said. Riess had sent data to George Efstathiou, a well-respected early universe cosmologist who'd been a vocal skeptic of the Hubble tension. On his desktop computer, Riess showed me Efstathiou's reply: "Very convincing!"

I didn't want to make too much of what might have been politeness, so I followed up with Efstathiou myself. In the email that he wrote to me, he was more circumspect than he had been with Riess: "I don't have much to say on the Hubble tension." So far as he could tell, Riess's measurements didn't contain any errors, but he couldn't rule out the possibility that something in them was wrong.

Riess believes that in time he will be vindicated. He believes that the Hubble tension will likely grow more pronounced and that more cosmologists will start to question the standard model. For someone who helped stand up that theory, he comes off as gleeful about this possibility. Maybe this is just his scientific mindset: always deferential to the data. Or perhaps he simply craves the thrill of being right, again, about the fundamental nature of the universe.

When I visited Riess, back in January, he mentioned he was looking forward to a data release from the Dark Energy Spectroscopic Instrument, a new observatory on Kitt Peak, in Arizona's portion of the Sonoran Desert. DESI has 5,000 robotically controlled optic fibers. Every 20 minutes, each of them locks onto a different galaxy in the deep sky. This process is scheduled to continue for a total of five years, until millions of galaxies have been observed, enough to map cosmic expansion across time. The observatory was preparing to release its second batch of data. Riess thought the information might produce another challenge to the standard model.

In the simplest version of the theory, the strength of dark energy--the faint, repulsive force that's everywhere in the universe, pushing it apart--is fixed for all eternity. But DESI's first release, last year, gave some preliminary hints that dark energy was stronger in the early universe, and that its power then began to fade ever so slightly. On March 19, the team followed up with the larger set of data that Riess was awaiting. It was based on three years of observations, and the signal that it gave was stronger: Dark energy appeared to lose its kick several billion years ago.

This finding is not settled science, not even close. But if it holds up, a "wholesale revision" of the standard model would be required, Hill told me. "The textbooks that I use in my class would need to be rewritten." And not only the textbooks--the idea that our universe will end in heat death has escaped the dull, technical world of academic textbooks. It has become one of our dominant secular eschatologies, and perhaps the best-known end-times story for the cosmos. And yet it could be badly wrong. If dark energy weakens all the way to zero, the universe may, at some point, stop expanding. It could come to rest in some static configuration of galaxies. Life, especially intelligent life, could go on for a much longer time than previously expected.

Read: When a telescope is a national-security risk

If dark energy continues to fade, as the DESI results suggest is happening, it may indeed go all the way to zero, and then turn negative. Instead of repelling galaxies, a negative dark energy would bring them together into a hot, dense singularity, much like the one that existed during the Big Bang. This could perhaps be part of some larger eternal cycle of creation and re-creation. Or maybe not. The point is that the deep future of the universe is wide open.

I called Riess after the DESI results came out, to see how he was feeling. He told me that he had an advance look at them. When he'd opened the data file in his office, a smile spread across his face. He'd been delighted to see another tough result for the standard model. He compared the theory to an egg that is breaking. "It's not going to cleave neatly in one place," he said. "You would expect to see multiple cracks opening up."

Whether the cracks--if they really are cracks--will widen remains to be seen. Many new observations will come, not just from DESI, but also from the new Vera Rubin Observatory in the Atacama Desert, and other new telescopes in space. On data-release days for years to come, the standard model's champions and detractors will be feverishly refreshing their inboxes. For the moment, though, Riess believes that the theorists have become complacent. When he reaches out to them for help in making sense of his empirical results, their responses disappoint him. "They're like, Yeah, that's a really hard problem," he said. "Sometimes, I feel like I am providing clues and killing time while we wait for the next Einstein to come along."

When I talked to Riess for the last time, he was at a cosmology conference in Switzerland. He sounded something close to giddy. "When there's no big problems and everything's just kind of fitting, it's boring," he said. Now among his colleagues, he could feel a new buzz. The daggers are out. A fight is brewing. "The field is hot again," he told me. A new universe suddenly seems possible.



This article originally attributed to Riess the discovery that the farther away galaxies are, the faster they are receding. In fact, he found that galaxies are receding faster than expected.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Announces Staff Writers Quinta Jurecic, Toluse Olorunnipa, and Nancy Youssef




L to R: Quinta Jurecic, Toluse Olorunnipa, Nancy Youssef



As The Atlantic continues a major expansion of its editorial staff, today editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg is announcing the hires of Quinta Jurecic, Toluse Olorunnipa, and Nancy Youssef as staff writers.
 
 Nancy is joining from The Wall Street Journal where she was a national security correspondent; Toluse joins from The Washington Post, where he was a national political reporter and previously served as White House bureau chief; and Quinta has been a contributing writer for The Atlantic and senior editor at Lawfare.
 
 Below is the staff announcement about Nancy, Toluse, and Quinta:

Dear everyone,
 
 I'm writing to share the news that three excellent journalists are joining our team as staff writers: Quinta Jurecic, Toluse Olorunnipa, and Nancy Youssef. The Atlantic continues to be the premier destination for the most talented journalists in America, and the addition of these three extraordinarily talented writers simply underscores this point.
 
 First, Quinta: Quinta's byline is actually a familiar one to you and to our readers; as a contributing writer here for the past several years, she's produced some of the most incisive coverage of the Trump years of anyone in journalism. Quinta was one of the people I looked to in the early days of the first Trump term to try to make sense of it all, and she delivered, time and time again. (Her Atlantic archive is a rich source of analysis and wisdom for those seeking to understand our political moment.)
 
 Quinta is sharp, quick, and extremely adept at translating difficult concepts of law and governance into illuminating stories for the general reader. She is currently a fellow at the Brookings Institution, and a senior editor at Lawfare, for which she previously served as managing editor. Quinta will be joining us at the Wharf.
 
 Next, Tolu, a Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter known for his thoughtfulness, brilliant writing, and years of experience covering politics at the highest level. He is equally at home questioning presidents in the Oval Office as he is documenting the impact of their decision-making on the people they ostensibly serve. He joins us from The Washington Post, where he has been a national political reporter and the paper's White House bureau chief. Before joining the Post, Tolu did stints at Bloomberg News and The Miami Herald.
 
 Tolu is the co-author of His Name is George Floyd: One Man's Life and the Struggle for Racial Justice, which won the 2023 Pulitzer Prize for Nonfiction, the Dayton Literary Peace Prize, and was a finalist for the National Book Award, the Los Angeles Times Book Award, and the J. Anthony Lukas Prize. Tolu will be based at the Wharf.
 
 And now, Nancy: Nancy is a fearless and experienced reporter with a great knowledge of the Middle East. She was based in Baghdad during the Iraq War and later in Cairo, where she covered the broader Muslim world. Her reporting from Iraq focused on the everyday experience of Iraqis and how the U.S.'s military presence reshaped the country's social and political dynamics.
 
 Nancy comes to us from The Wall Street Journal, where she developed a reputation both as a scoop artist and as a tenacious leader among Pentagon and national security reporters. Before joining the Journal, she was a reporter at Buzzfeed News, the Daily Beast, McClatchy Newspapers, the Detroit Free Press, and the Baltimore Sun. Nancy will also be based at the Wharf.
 
 Please join me in welcoming them to The Atlantic.
 
 Best wishes,
 
 Jeff


The Atlantic has announced a number of new hires this year, including managing editor Griff Witte; staff writers Isaac Stanley-Becker, Tyler Austin Harper, Nick Miroff, Ashley Parker, Alexandra Petri, Missy Ryan, Michael Scherer, Jamie Thompson, Josh Tyrangiel, and Caity Weaver; and senior editors Jenna Johnson and Dan Zak. Please reach out with any questions or requests.
 
 Press Contact: Anna Bross The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com
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Introducing <em>The Atlantic</em> Games: A digital parlor of puzzles and play

New destination for games includes brand-new puzzles Fluxis and Stacks, alongside Bracket City, Caleb's Inferno, and the Crossword




Challenges. Curiosities. Games of all kinds. Today The Atlantic makes a major play with the launch of The Atlantic Games--a new destination for puzzles and play on TheAtlantic.com and in the app--and the release of two brand-new daily word games alongside three existing favorites. All games are playable now, and full archives will soon be available exclusively for Atlantic subscribers.

The new games are Stacks, where players stack a bank of words to form new words, and Fluxis, where players build a circuit of words through categories looping back to the first word. The stronger the connection, the more an electrical current lights up between the words. Both are available in The Atlantic Games, along with:

Bracket City: Solve clues within clues daily to reveal a single, satisfying fact about this day in history. Players earn city-themed ranks for success, such as "Commuter," "Mayor," or the coveted "Kingmaker" for a perfect puzzle. This word puzzle was created earlier this year by an independent game designer and found a new home at The Atlantic in April. Daily plays have more than tripled since coming to The Atlantic.

The Atlantic Crossword: Our daily mini puzzle grows a little bigger and a little more challenging every day. This is The Atlantic's longest-running daily game.

Caleb's Inferno: This monthly crossword starts easy but gets devilishly hard as you descend into its depths. Caleb's Inferno launched in summer 2023 and is exclusive for subscribers. It runs on the back page of the magazine each month.

All five games are designed to be delightful, highly playable, and the next word-game obsessions for millions. As director of games, Caleb Madison is leading strategy and game development for The Atlantic.

The Atlantic has seen record subscription growth in the past several years, and now has more subscribers than at any point in its history; Games add value to those subscribers, and offer the opportunity for discovery and play for new audiences. Check out more about the games at The Atlantic Games.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Festival, September 18-20 in New York City, Announces First Speakers and Tickets on Sale

Festival to feature Mark Cuban, Clara Wu Tsai, Ken Burns, Lt. General H. R. McMaster, Monica Lewinsky




Today The Atlantic is announcing the first slate of speakers who will take part in The Atlantic Festival, its flagship event. Tickets will go on sale starting Thursday. The festival is making its New York City debut from September 18-20, following 16 years in Washington, D.C., and will be anchored at the Perelman Performing Arts Center and other venues around the city.

The festival's 2-Day Premium Passes will go on sale this Thursday, June 12, at 11 a.m. ET. Atlantic subscribers receive an exclusive 30 percent discount on festival passes.

The Atlantic Festival is the preeminent live exploration of The Atlantic's journalism, and this year expands to a new stage for big ideas in the cultural capital of the world. Events will bring together more than 100 speakers--influential business leaders and technologists, cultural and media figures, and U.S. and global political leaders--along with film screenings, book talks, and performances. Events will be led by editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg and many of The Atlantic's writers and editors, including Adrienne LaFrance, Tim Alberta, Anne Applebaum, Elizabeth Bruenig, Sophie Gilbert, Jemele Hill, Shirley Li, Ashley Parker, and Clint Smith.

Participants being announced today are IBM CEO Arvind Krishna; Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright Ayad Akhtar; New York Liberty owner Clara Wu Tsai; Lieutenant General (ret.) H. R. McMaster, a former national security adviser to President Donald Trump; CRISPR-gene-editing Nobel laureate and founder of the Innovative Genomics Institute Jennifer Doudna; directors and producers Ken Burns and Sarah Botstein with historian Annette Gordon-Reed as part of a premiere screening of their PBS documentary series, The American Revolution; business mogul and entrepreneur Mark Cuban; activist and host of the podcast Reclaiming, Monica Lewinsky; Waymo co-CEO Tekedra Mawakana; host, filmmaker, and comedian W. Kamau Bell; and many additional speakers still to be announced.

The 2025 Atlantic Festival is underwritten by Microsoft at the Title Level; CenterWell and Eli Lilly and Company at the Presenting Level; and the Annie E. Casey Foundation, Destination DC, Diageo, Genentech, Gilead Sciences, Hauser & Wirth, KPMG, and the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation at the Supporting Level.
 
 Press should request a credential by emailing press@theatlantic.com; in-person seating will be limited and will need to be reserved in advance.
 
 The Atlantic Festival
 September 18-20, 2025
 Perelman Performing Arts Center, and Virtually
 For Passes: https://theatlanticfestival.com 
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Why America Needs More Public Pools

Clean, swimmable water shouldn't be something only the rich can access.

by Olga Khazan




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


My husband often hears me say that all I need to be happy is a sunny day and a pool. (He would argue that I don't say this so much as I whine it.) No matter how bad a day I'm having, if I can squeeze in just 10 minutes coursing through the water, watching the dappled sun reflect off my arms, life feels bearable again. When I dive my head underwater, I feel temporarily hidden from my problems, as if nothing can find me down there.

Pools are so important to me that in 2020, one of my biggest concerns was whether the pandemic would prevent public pools from opening. I couldn't bear to watch a whole swimming season pass me by. (In defense of my screwed-up priorities, this was before I had kids.)

That may seem melodramatic, but for decades, experts have argued that pools are essential for mental, physical, and social health. Swimming has been shown to boost moods; it routinely ranks among people's favorite forms of exercise. When I interviewed Bonnie Tsui, the author of Why We Swim, she told me that being in water gives you "the feeling of both being buoyed and being embraced." The pressure of the water combined with the release of gravity does something uniquely salubrious to our brains. Sure, you can get this same zing from an ocean or a lake, but not everyone lives near one of those. A pool is a bit of backyard magic, a chance to find transcendence in the everyday.

For decades, writers have been documenting the wonders of pools in our pages. In 1967, Leonard Conversi described how his swimming lessons left him flabbergasted by "unanticipated ease, when the world seems to divide before us like a perforation and the body feels itself inebriate, or falling." However, after Conversi did a "jig of triumph" at the end of the diving board, he was asked to leave the swimming club and find "an organization more suited to your needs and temperament." Conversi was unfazed: "To have learned to breathe while moving in an alien element is to have begun to master the secret of animal life."

Even people who aren't sun-seekers can recognize the salutary effect of immersion. In 2006, the journalist Wayne Curtis traveled to the thermal pools of Iceland and noted that "stepping into thermal waters is like stepping into Oz: life changes from the black-and-white of imminent hypothermia to a lustrous, multidimensional world of color and warmth." The pools are a social hub in Iceland; people gather there with their friends and kids. Sounds heavenly.

This idea, that pools can be a "third place" for people to meet and chill, has existed for decades. In a 1952 call for cities to revitalize themselves, the developer William Zeckendorf suggested building parks with swimming pools as one way to keep urban workers from fleeing to the suburbs:

I visualize these fun centers as consisting of a tremendous dance hall, bowling alleys, skating rinks, merry-go-rounds for the children, a swimming pool for the children and one for the adults too--in short, a happy, functionally designed center for dancing and exercise and entertainment ... People would feel that their city is a great place to live in, not a great place to get away from.


His entreaty serves as a somewhat tragic companion piece to one that Yoni Appelbaum, an Atlantic deputy executive editor, wrote a decade ago. Starting in the 1920s, pools did become the kinds of recreation hot spots that Zeckendorf hailed--until they began to desegregate in the '50s. Rather than continue to use public pools, which welcomed all races, some suburbanites retreated to private club pools, such as the one at the center of a racist incident in McKinney, Texas--the town where I went to high school and where my parents still live. During a party at a private-subdivision pool in 2015, teens who allegedly didn't live in the community showed up, someone called the police, and an officer tackled a young Black girl to the ground, pinning her with both knees on her back. (The officer was placed on administrative leave and then resigned; the McKinney police chief said that the department's policies didn't "support his actions." A grand jury later declined to bring criminal charges against him.)

Public pools have been "frequent battlefields" of racial tension, Appelbaum wrote. "That complicated legacy persists across the United States. The public pools of mid-century--with their sandy beaches, manicured lawns, and well-tended facilities--are vanishingly rare." Many public pools have become neglected and underfunded, usurped by private pools funded by HOA fees.

I say we start the backlash to this backlash: in the spirit of Zeckendorf, dig up some unused parking lots and fallow fields, and open public pools again. Though this would be a resource-intensive endeavor, it would be worth it. Take it from the famed New York City urban planner Robert Moses: "It is no exaggeration to say that the health, happiness, efficiency, and orderliness of a large number of the city's residents, especially in the summer months, are tremendously affected by the presence or absence of adequate bathing facilities." This summer and in the hot, hot summers to come, America needs pools--for everyone.



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 Hollowness of This Juneteenth

The holiday was always an implicit warning that what had been done could be done again.

by Vann R. Newkirk II




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.


Five years ago, as the streets ran hot and the body of George Floyd lay cold, optimistic commentators believed that America was on the verge of a breakthrough in its eternal deliberation over the humanity of Black people. For a brief moment, perhaps, it seemed as if the "whirlwinds of revolt," as Martin Luther King Jr. once prophesied, had finally shaken the foundations of the nation. In 2021, in the midst of this "racial reckoning," as it was often called, Congress passed legislation turning Juneteenth into "Juneteenth National Independence Day," a federal holiday. Now we face the sober reality that our country might be further away from that promised land than it has been in decades.

Along with Memorial Day and Martin Luther King Jr. Day, Juneteenth became one of three federal holidays with explicit roots in Black history. Memorial Day was made a national observance in 1868 to honor soldiers felled during the Civil War, and was preceded by local celebrations organized by newly freed Black residents. The impetus for MLK Day came about with King's assassination exactly a century later, after which civil-rights groups and King's closest associates campaigned for the named holiday. Memorial Day and Martin Luther King Jr. Day both originated in times when the Black freedom struggle faced its greatest challenges. Juneteenth--an emancipation celebration popularized during Reconstruction--was codified during what purported to be a transformation in America's racial consciousness.

But, like its predecessors, Juneteenth joined the federal-holiday ranks just as Americans also decided en masse that they were done with all that. The 1870s saw the radical promise of Reconstruction give way to Jim Crow; the 1960s gave way to the nihilism and race-baiting of the Nixonian and Reaganite years. In 2024, the election of Donald Trump to a second term signaled a national retreat from racial egalitarianism. In his first months as president, he has moved the country in that direction more quickly than many imagined he would.

Trump has set fire to billions of dollars of contracts in the name of eliminating "DEI," according to the White House. His legislative agenda threatens to strip federal health care and disaster aid for populations that are disproportionately Black. The Department of Defense has defenestrated Black veterans in death, removing their names from government websites and restoring the old names of bases that originally honored Confederate officers. The Federal Aviation Administration plans to spend millions of dollars to investigate whether recruiting Black air-traffic controllers (among other minority groups) has caused more plane crashes. The Smithsonian and its constituents have come under attack for daring to present artifacts about slavery and segregation. Books about Black history are being disappeared from schools and libraries. The secretary of education has suggested that public-school lessons about the truth of slavery and Jim Crow might themselves be illegal.

There were, perhaps, other possible outcomes after 2020, but they didn't come to pass. The Democratic Party harnessed King's whirlwinds of revolt to power its mighty machine, promising to transform America and prioritize racial justice. Corporations donned the mask of "wokeness"; people sent CashApp "reparations" and listened and learned. But the donations to racial-justice initiatives soon dried up. The party supported a war in Gaza that fundamentally undercut any claim to its moral authority, especially among many young Black folks who felt kinship with the Palestinians in their plight. When DEI emerged as a boogeyman on the far right, many corporate leaders and politicians started to slink away from previous commitments to equity. Democratic Party leadership underestimated the anti-anti-racism movement, and seemed to genuinely believe that earned racial progress would endure on its own. The backlash that anybody who'd studied history said would come came, and the country was unprepared.

Trump and his allies spend a lot of time talking about indoctrination and banning DEI. But by and large, the campaign against "wokeness" has always been a canard. The true quarries of Trump's movement are the actual policies and structures that made progress possible. Affirmative action is done, and Black entrance rates at some selective schools have already plummeted. Our existing federal protections against discrimination in workplaces, housing, health care, and pollution are being peeled back layer by layer. The 1964 Civil Rights Act might be a dead letter, and the 1965 Voting Rights Act is in perpetual danger of losing the last of its teeth. The Fourteenth Amendment itself stands in tatters.

Five years after Democratic congresspeople knelt on the floor in kente cloth for nearly nine minutes, the holiday is all that really remains. This puts the oddness of today in stark relief. The purpose of Juneteenth was always a celebration of emancipation, of the Black community's emergence out of our gloomy past. But it was also an implicit warning that what had been done could be done again. Now millions of schoolchildren will enjoy a holiday commemorating parts of our history that the federal government believes might be illegal to teach them about.

I once advocated for Juneteenth as a national holiday, on the grounds that the celebration would prompt more people to become familiar with the rich history of emancipation and Black folks' agency in that. But, as it turns out, transforming Juneteenth into "Juneteenth National Independence Day" against the backdrop of the past few years of retrenchment simply creates another instance of hypocrisy. What we were promised was a reckoning, whatever that meant. What we got was a day off.
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Trump's Trouble With Tulsi

The president appointed an intelligence chief who resents the intelligence community as much as he does. But reality is setting in.

by David A. Graham




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.


Back in March, Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard delivered a view of Iran to the House Intelligence Committee that was in line with Trump-administration policy: hostile toward Tehran, but also skeptical of the need for American intervention. Unfortunately for her, though, things have changed in the past three months.

"Iran continues to seek to expand its influence in the Middle East," Gabbard said. Nevertheless, she said, the U.S. Intelligence Community (IC) "continues to assess that Iran is not building a nuclear weapon and Supreme Leader Khomeini has not authorized the nuclear-weapons program that he suspended in 2003." (Presumably she was referring to Ali Khamenei and not his long-dead predecessor, Ruhollah Khomeini.)

That may have been President Donald Trump's view in March too, but this week, Trump told reporters that Iran is on the verge of getting a nuclear bomb. When asked about Gabbard's testimony, Trump dismissed it. "I don't care what she said," he said. "I think they were very close to having one."

This kind of harsh dismissal of American intelligence was a hallmark of Trump's first term in office. Shortly before his inauguration, he compared intelligence agencies to Nazis, and somehow things got worse from there. He infamously sided with Russia's Vladimir Putin rather than the intelligence community on the question of Russian interference in the 2016 election, accused former officials of treason, and reportedly clashed with DNI Dan Coats over his unwillingness to take his side in political conflicts.

That problem was supposed to be solved in his second term. Rather than choose someone like Coats, a former senator who had experience with intelligence, or his successor, John Ratcliffe, who claimed he did, Trump nominated Tulsi Gabbard, a former Democratic member of Congress who had endorsed him for president. (Ratcliffe, having proved his loyalty to Trump in the first term, was named CIA director.)

Gabbard shared a few things with Trump: an odd affinity for Putin's government, and a public stance of opposing American intervention. But above all, her qualification for the job was that she, like Trump, bore a huge grudge against the intelligence agencies, making her an ideal pick in his Cabinet of retribution.

Now the limits of this approach to appointments are coming into view. Gabbard's beef with the IC was her sense that it was too belligerent and interventionist, especially with regard to her pals in places such as Syria and Russia; she was also angry because she had reportedly been briefly placed on a government watch list for flying. Gabbard opposes foreign wars, and it appears that she doesn't want intelligence to implicate her friends overseas. But when the intelligence points against American intervention, as it does with Iran, she is happy to stand behind it despite her skepticism of the analysts.

Trump, by contrast, doesn't want the intelligence to complicate his choices at all. The president was fine with the IC assessment from earlier this year, when his line was that he opposed wars and would keep the United States out. But now that he has made a quick shift from trying to restrain Israel from striking Iran to demanding Iran's "UNCONDITIONAL SURRENDER"--a baffling demand of a country with which the U.S. is not at war--and contemplating American attacks, the conclusion that Iran isn't that close to a bomb is a real hindrance.

Politico reports that Trump was annoyed by a video Gabbard posted earlier this month in which she warned about "political elite and warmongers" risking nuclear war, and she was reportedly excluded from a Camp David meeting. (The White House has insisted that all principals are on the same page, though Trump's dismissive comments about Gabbard earlier this week are telling.) Cutting out the DNI at a crucial moment like this is an unusual choice, though the role has never been well defined: Although it was created to sit atop the U.S. intelligence agencies and coordinate among them, officials such as the director of the CIA have often wielded more power.

Trump's saber-rattling has created rifts within the MAGA coalition, as my colleagues Jonathan Lemire and Isaac Stanley-Becker reported yesterday. In reality, Trump was never the dove that he made himself out to be. He has consistently backed American involvement overseas. During the 2016 election, he claimed that he had been against the Iraq War from the start, placing the idea at the center of his campaign even though there is no evidence for it. As president, he escalated U.S. involvement in Syria, backed the Saudi war in Yemen and vetoed Congress's attempt to curtail it, and--in one of his major foreign-policy successes--assassinated Iranian General Qassem Soleimani. Throughout his first term, he treated the troops as a political prop.

These tendencies have become more pronounced in his second term, though Trump's favorite places to send troops remain within national borders: in the streets of Los Angeles or parading through Washington, D.C. He launched a series of major strikes against Yemen's Houthi rebels, despite the misgivings of his dovish vice president, and then abruptly stopped them when it became clear that no easy victory was forthcoming. This is the crux of the matter with Iran too. Although he may be hesitant about American involvement overseas, Trump loves displays of strength. He sees one in Israel's attacks on Iran, and he wants in on the action.

Whether the MAGA doves believed Trump really was one of them or simply hoped they could persuade him in the moment is something only they can answer. But his actions this week show that his real resentment was not toward intervention or even intelligence itself. It was toward anything and anyone who might restrain his caprices.

Related:

	Isn't Trump supposed to be anti-war?
 	The thing that binds Gabbard, Gaetz, and Hegseth to Trump






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The Tesla brain drain
 	The David Frum Show: What comes next for Iran?
 	Why would the Trump family want to run a phone company?




Today's News

	The Federal Reserve will hold interest rates steady. Earlier today, President Donald Trump called Fed Chair Jerome Powell "stupid" and contemplated installing himself at the Reserve.
 	Trump said that he "may" or "may not" strike Iran, adding that "nobody knows" what he's going to do.
 	The Supreme Court upheld Tennessee's ban on gender-affirming care for transgender minors.




Evening Read


Illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic. Sources: Olegk1986 / Getty; Sally Anscombe / Getty.



The Dumbest Phone Is Parenting Genius

By Rheana Murray

When Caron Morse's 9-year-old daughter asked for a smartphone last year, her reaction, she told me, was unambiguous: "A hard hell no." Morse is a mental-health provider in the Portland, Maine, public-school system, and she was firmly against smartphones, having seen how social media and abundant screen time could shorten students' attention spans and give them new anxieties. But she wanted her children to have some independence--to be able to call friends, arrange playdates, and reach out to their grandparents on their own. She also needed a break. "I was so sick," she said, "of being the middle person in any correspondence."
 So when her daughter turned 10, Morse did get her a phone: a landline.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why isn't Russia defending Iran?
 	The magic realism of Zohran Mamdani
 	The fear coursing through state capitols
 	The new danger in Trump's Washington: honoring federal employees
 	The master of the white-knuckle narrative




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Bettmann / Getty; Ashley Cooper / Getty.



Read. In her new book, Murderland, Caroline Fraser offers a provocative argument about what creates serial killers.

Listen. Clifton Chenier changed music history. On the centennial of his birth, musicians from across genres are paying homage to the King of Zydeco, Reya Hart writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

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 Democratic Party Slides Into Irrelevance

Why aren't these boom times for America's opposition party?

by David A. Graham




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 past weekend marked a high for opposition to Donald Trump, and another low for the opposition party.

From Chula Vista, California, to Portland, Maine, and from Bellingham, Washington, to Key Largo, Florida, Americans demonstrated against the president, in "No Kings" protests scheduled to coincide with Trump's military parade in Washington, D.C., on Saturday. The parade, desultory and poorly attended, set a striking contrast with the marchers, whom observers estimated to number in the millions. That would make Saturday's protests some of the largest in American history. Three of the biggest sets of U.S. demonstrations have taken place while Trump has been president, an indication of intense grassroots opposition toward him and his vision for the Republican Party.

So these ought to be boom times for America's other major party. But Democrats seemed almost entirely irrelevant last weekend. While many ordinary Americans engaged in the most kinetic kind of politics, the Democratic National Committee was splintering acrimoniously, and some of the party's most prominent leaders were busy attending a glitzy Hamptons wedding that brought together two venerable, aging dynasties: the Soros family and the Clinton political machine. Although Democratic officials attended and spoke at many of Saturday's rallies, the No Kings protests were not driven by the Democratic Party--which may have been one of the protests' strengths.

Not every Democratic politician is missing in action. California Governor Gavin Newsom, who spent recent months clumsily attempting to moderate his image by inviting MAGA figures on his podcast, now finds himself as the nation's foremost Trump foil. Minnesota Governor Tim Walz won praise for his handling of the response to the assassination of one state legislator and the wounding of another this past weekend. Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York have drawn huge crowds at rallies around the country.

As a whole, however, the Democratic Party seems unprepared and uninspired. Internally, the party is more consumed with relitigating 2024 than with looking toward 2026. It has no apparent leader: Barack Obama is apathetic, Joe Biden is obsolete, and Kamala Harris lost. The congressional leaders Chuck Schumer and Hakeem Jeffries are hapless, declaring red lines that they have no evident means or intent of enforcing. (Did they not learn their lesson from Obama's red-line follies?) That means de facto leadership falls to the DNC. The party elected a new chair, Minnesota's Ken Martin, in February, but Martin has so far failed to inspire or unify the party.

Martin's term has been most preoccupied with trying to manage David Hogg, the young gun-control activist who was elected DNC vice chair in February and then announced plans to spend millions backing primary challengers to sitting Democrats in safe seats. Challenging sitting officeholders isn't bad per se--in fact, it's often good for revitalizing politics--but for a top party official to be driving those seems to cut against the idea of a party organization.

Democratic leaders first tried to badger Hogg into giving up the plan, but he refused. Then they stumbled on a solution of sorts that got rid of Hogg but validated every stereotype of Democrats as obsessed with procedure, consumed by elaborate diversity rules, and generally incompetent. A woman who'd unsuccessfully run against Hogg for vice chair argued that the DNC had violated its own rules and unfairly benefited two male candidates. The DNC concluded that the challenge was correct; invalidated the election of Hogg and another vice chair, Malcolm Kenyatta; and ordered a do-over. Hogg opted not to run in the new election. Problem solved!

Along the way, however, audio in which Martin whined about how it had all affected him was leaked to Politico. "I'll be very honest with you," he said. "The other night, I said to myself for the first time, I don't know if I wanna do this anymore." Addressing Hogg, he went on: "I don't think you intended this, but you essentially destroyed any chance I have to show the leadership that I need to. So it's really frustrating."

No doubt, this has been unpleasant for Martin, but it's not encouraging that the guy Democrats chose to lead them as they take on a budding authoritarian is crumbling in the face of a 25-year-old activist with a relatively small war chest.

Then, on Sunday, reports surfaced that Randi Weingarten, the president of the American Federation of Teachers, and Lee Saunders, the president of the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees, had left the DNC; they complained that Martin was, in Weingarten's words, "not enlarging our tent and actively trying to engage more and more of our communities." Both had backed one of Martin's challengers for chairperson, and Weingarten had supported Hogg; before resigning, they'd been kicked out of seats on the powerful Rules and Bylaws Committee.

Weingarten is a lightning rod, and teachers unions are controversial among Democrats. But the DNC can hardly afford to lose the buy-in of major unions. Organized labor provides both funding and foot soldiers for Democratic candidates. This has long been true, but the situation is more fragile than ever, as Trump has made gains among union members and union leaders. In 2024, he was able to persuade both the Teamsters and the International Association of Fire Fighters to forgo endorsements altogether. Forget enlarging the tent--the DNC appears to be in danger of shrinking it.

The good news for Democrats is that the midterms are more than a year away, and the 2028 election is more than three years away--an eternity in politics. Trump can't figure out his position on even his signature issue of immigration, his administration is understaffed and underprepared, and public disapproval is strong; when he's been in office, voters have rejected him and his allies at the ballot box. But if anyone can figure out how to fumble the situation, it's the Democratic Party.

Related:

	Where is Barack Obama?
 	The real problem with the Democrats' ground game




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The MAGA coalition has turned on itself.
 	How ivermectin became right-wing aspirin
 	The Minnesota suspect's radical spiritual world




Today's News

	President Donald Trump called for Iran's "unconditional surrender" and issued a threat to Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, stating that Khamenei is "an easy target."
 	Trump left the G7 summit early yesterday and held a meeting about Iran today in the Situation Room with national-security officials.
 	Federal agents arrested Brad Lander, the New York City comptroller and mayoral candidate, as he tried to escort a migrant past ICE officers at an immigration courthouse. His office said that he was released several hours later, and the Manhattan U.S. attorney's office said that it was investigating his actions.




Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Sources: Tetra Images / Getty; PM Images / Getty.



The NBA's Parity Paradox

By Jemele Hill

If there were any truth to the running joke--or conspiracy theory--that the NBA rigs games so that big-market teams like the Los Angeles Lakers end up in the NBA Finals, then this year's matchup between the Oklahoma City Thunder and the Indiana Pacers would be disastrous for the league. In reality, NBA owners have gotten exactly what they wanted.
 Although television ratings are down, the NBA's plan to bring more parity to the league is working.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	When the military comes to American soil
 	The dumbest phone is parenting genius.
 	The perfect astronaut is changing.
 	Members of Iran's opposition want change.
 	Bill Cassidy blew it.




Culture Break


The Atlantic



Play. Introducing The Atlantic Games, a digital parlor of puzzles and play. Enter and discover a collection of games, both brand new and beloved, including the crossword, Bracket City, Fluxis, and more.

Au revoir, cigarettes. As France bans cigarettes in most public places, it stands to lose a strong cultural signifier, Gal Beckerman writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

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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12 Days in Trump's America

The enormous demonstrations against Trump were closely connected to the chaos of the days before.

by David A. Graham




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.


Here's a fact that might surprise you: Only 12 days have passed since the catastrophic meltdown of the relationship between Elon Musk and Donald Trump--since the ousted Dogefather attempted to kill the president's signature legislation, endorsed his impeachment, and claimed that Trump appeared in the "Epstein files."

That weird day of rubbernecking, alternatively terrifying and transfixing, was just June 5, but it feels like forever ago to me--largely because so much news has occurred since then. So much is happening that even Musk's attempted rapprochement with Trump, customized hat in hand, barely made a ripple.

Let's review the tape. The next day, ICE officers began conducting raids in Los Angeles. As word of the raids spread, demonstrators filled the streets of Los Angeles to protest and confront federal agents. That evening, an important moment occurred in another immigration-related story: The executive branch announced both that Kilmar Abrego Garcia, whom it had said would never return to the United States, was back on American soil, and that he was being charged with human smuggling. (He has pleaded not guilty.)

The following day, June 7, protests became tenser in Los Angeles, and Trump federalized the California National Guard over the objections of Governor Gavin Newsom, and despite local law-enforcement leaders saying it was unnecessary. As my colleague Tom Nichols wrote, that appeared to be a direct attempt to provoke unrest--and, as my colleague David Frum added, a way for the president to test how he could use emergency powers to seize control. These attempts to flex power also have the effect of encouraging more protest, though. Heavy-handed methods to suppress dissent are unpopular with many Americans. By the following weekend, the backlash would be very apparent.

On Monday, June 9, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of Health and Human Services, announced that he was firing all 17 members of the CDC panel that guides federal vaccine recommendations--despite having previously promised a senator he wouldn't meddle with the committee. Kennedy's replacement members include multiple vaccine skeptics, as my colleague Nicholas Florko reported. In the evening, the Trump administration took another step toward domestic militarization in Los Angeles when the administration announced that it would send hundreds of Marines to the city.

Tuesday, June 10, was a busy day. Trump traveled to Fort Bragg in North Carolina, where he delivered a nakedly political speech before soldiers who jeered at Democrats, including former President Joe Biden. A later report indicated that soldiers who attended had been screened for their politics. Trump also announced that he would revert the names of several bases that had previously honored Confederate officers--though the Pentagon insists, unconvincingly, that the names actually honor other veterans with the same surnames. Elsewhere, Interim U.S. Attorney for New Jersey Alina Habba, Trump's former personal lawyer, announced a dubious indictment against a Democratic member of Congress, and The New York Times reported that the EPA plans to drastically reduce limits on emissions of poisonous mercury.

On Wednesday, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth testified before a Senate subcommittee, where he refused to answer questions about the planned acquisition of a 747 from Qatar and was unable to answer ones about the legal authority under which Marines were going to L.A. That evening, Trump attended a performance of Les Miserables at the Kennedy Center, following his hostile takeover of the D.C. performing-arts venue. Vice President J. D. Vance had no idea what the plot was, and although the president claims to love the musical, he doesn't get it. Attendees booed him.

On Thursday, the Congressional Budget Office published estimates finding that the One Big Beautiful Bill Act (yes, it's really called that) would impoverish the poorest Americans while making the richest ones richer. That afternoon, U.S. Senator Alex Padilla, a California Democrat, was tackled and handcuffed when he interrupted a press conference by Secretary of Homeland Security Kristi Noem. DHS claimed that Padilla hadn't identified himself, a statement easily debunked by video. A federal judge found Trump's federalization of the National Guard unlawful, though an appeals court has stayed the decision for now.

That night, Washington time, Israel began strikes on Iran, targeting Iran's nuclear program and defense leaders. As The Atlantic reported, Trump tried and failed to pressure Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu out of the strikes, but once they'd begun, Trump embraced them. Meanwhile, his appointees at Voice of America's parent agency suddenly realized that maybe this would be a good time to be able to communicate with Iranians and hurriedly recalled Farsi-language staffers who'd been placed on leave.

The next day was Friday the 13th. Ironically, the day proved quiet.

On Saturday, however, chaos returned. The day began with news of an alleged assassin killing a Minnesota state lawmaker and her husband, and injuring another and his wife. Although the man's motivations have not yet been fully explained, the attacks are the latest in a string of incidents of political violence during the Trump era. One major factor is that the president has repeatedly and directly urged violence against his political adversaries, as Brian Klaas wrote. Republican members of Congress rushed to baselessly insist the shooter was a leftist.

Saturday was also Trump's birthday and the day chosen (supposedly coincidentally) for a big military parade in Washington, D.C. The parade was sparsely attended. Far more popular were the protests against Trump in cities across the country, which observers estimated saw attendance in the millions. That would make them some of the largest protests in American history.

These enormous demonstrations against Trump were closely connected to what occurred in the days before. This kind of chaos wears on people. Whenever Trump does something provocative, such as the Los Angeles escalation, during the middle of an already negative news cycle, some pundits are quick to label it an attempt at distraction. Perhaps that's the goal, consciously or not, but it's not politically effective, and a big reason is that the distraction is almost always politically damaging. If you shift public attention from one unpopular thing to another, you're not gaining anything. And a growing pile of data shows that Trump's actions in Los Angeles are unpopular, just as he is personally unpopular; the One Big Beautiful Bill is unpopular; and Americans disapprove of his handling of most issues.

A stretch of news like this is no longer unprecedented. During his first term in office, Trump had several of these disastrous runs of jaw-dropping news. Voters hated it. His approval rating cratered early and never recovered. Republicans lost big in the 2018 midterm elections; Trump lost in 2020; and the GOP underperformed in 2022, all of which pointed to the existence of an anti-MAGA majority in the electorate. Trump was able to win in 2024 only after four years out of office, and with the help of serious inflation and a faltering, denialist incumbent. Trump's ambitions and the danger he poses may have expanded in his second term, but in many ways he's the same old Trump--and voters still don't like it.

Related:

	Photos: "No Kings" protests across America
 	In Minnesota, America's luck ran out.






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The tyrant test
 	Putin isn't actually enjoying this.
 	Alexandra Petri: "My super-special 79th was not super special."




Today's News

	After a 43-hour manhunt, the suspect accused of killing a Minnesota lawmaker and her husband and wounding a state senator and his wife was apprehended yesterday and appeared in federal court this afternoon.
 	Israeli strikes hit the headquarters of Iran's state broadcaster in the middle of a broadcast. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu refused to rule out targeting Iran's supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.
 	Authorities said yesterday that a man believed to be part of a peacekeeping team shot and killed a bystander at a "No Kings" protest in Salt Lake City on Saturday. The bystander was near a man who was also shot after brandishing a rifle at the protest, according to officials.




Dispatches 

	The Wonder Reader: How does a person manage change when it comes for them? Isabel Fattal compiles stories about the challenges and opportunities of midlife.
 	The Weekly Planet: Energy abundance won't fix electricity bills, Alexander C. Kaufman writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Gustavo Ramos. Source: Hulton Archive / Getty.



Yes I Will Read Ulysses Yes

By Eric Bulson

When Richard Ellmann's James Joyce hit the shelves in 1959, the sheer size of the book (842 pages, 100 longer than Ulysses ) was as dazzling as the degree of detail. Joyce, who had been dead for 18 years, vividly inhabited its chapters, getting drunk, going blind, spending money, spiting enemies, cogitating, and, of course, creating a series of works that immediately made literary history. Moving briskly across the first half of the 20th century (not just a single day in Dublin), Ellmann spun a tale about the formation of a writer whose name could be mentioned in the same breath as Homer's without irony ...
 You also need charm, lots of it, to make a biography like James Joyce happen.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The Adriana Smith case is not exactly about abortion.
 	An unexpected argument from the right
 	A decade of golden-escalator politics
 	The week that changed everything for Gavin Newsom
 	Being a dad is about more than being around.




Culture Break


Illustration by Cannaday Chapman



Lie to me. Jason Anthony reports on the world's hardest bluffing game.

Listen. Miley Cyrus and Addison Rae are taking their music very seriously, with different results, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

William Langewiesche, a member of the pantheon of Atlantic greats, died yesterday at just 70 years old. The New York Times called him "the Steve McQueen of journalism." He wrote for the magazine for many years, and his last article here, from 2019, was a definitive exploration of the disappearance of Malaysia Airlines Flight 370. Langewiesche was a second-generation pilot and second-generation author--his father, Wolfgang, wrote the canonical flying manual Stick and Rudder--and many of his most notable works were careful dissections of aircraft-related disasters, as well as other catastrophes. My personal favorites are probably "A Sea Story," about a 1994 ferry sinking in the Baltic Sea, and "The Human Factor," a Vanity Fair essay about the crash of Air France Flight 447. Beware before clicking, though: Once you start reading a Langewiesche piece, you're unlikely to be able to stop.

-- David



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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My Super-Special 79th Was Not Super Special

A diary entry by a disappointed president

by Alexandra Petri




Dear Diary,

I did NOT have the birthday of my dreams last weekend! Everyone knows that 79 is the tank birthday. One is paper, 77 is emoluments, 78 you get to destroy one constitutional amendment of your choosing, 80 you get to become the state, but 79 is tanks, and I was so looking forward to my tank birthday.

I thought it was pretty clear what I wanted. But obviously, it wasn't!!! This was like the kind of tank parade your mom makes you lovingly from scratch, and I wanted the kind of tank parade that is made in China or North Korea. I don't want a special American tank parade where our soldiers are waving and smiling out of the tanks. I want one like my friends have.

I wanted tanks, but I got OLD tanks. I wanted marching, but I got the wrong kind of marching, where they didn't even do the little high-kick thing. I wanted millions of people to come out and cheer and hold up pictures of my face and they did, but they all went to the wrong places.

What does a president have to do to get the right kind of birthday tank parade? I have been dispatching troops to American cities and Stephen Miller is openly speculating about rolling back habeas corpus; it is not even subtle at this point what kind of government I'm going for!

My parade was just awful. It was all about the Army, which, okay, is turning 250, but only in the literal sense. First, a guy dressed as George Washington rode by on a horse. I don't know why we make such a big fuss about this old toothless man who gave up power on purpose. We used to have a king, and now we don't, and it's all because of this loser! Also, he was obviously wearing a wig. They also retold part of the plot of the musical Hamilton, which felt like a personal affront.

Then Civil War soldiers marched by, but they were in the WRONG COLOR uniform, not the one worn by the folks who all our best forts are named for, but the blue one. This is the Army's DEI at work again.

Throughout the parade, they kept trying to tell us fun facts about history. Do I look like someone who wants a history lesson? No! I am somebody who wants to repeat history, not somebody who wants to learn it.

It was sponsored by Palantir, which was SOMETHING, I guess.

I had been thinking more along the lines of: Someone comes out to sing the national anthem and then stops, winks, turns to me, and starts singing "Happy Birthday" in a breathy voice instead. Then the Army rolls up with an enormous cake. But wait, what's that in the cake? Could it be? I cut into the cake with a big sword to reveal A BRAND-NEW TANK! (Whoever finds the tank in the cake gets to be king for life!) Everyone claps.

Whoa! What is that, parachuting out of the sky? It's another tank, like in the Fast and the Furious series of films! And who's that, lifting the lid of the tank? It's the pope!

"Sorry," he says. "It was all a joke about me being pope. Here, try on my pointy white hat! I know you love a pointy white hat! You will be a great pope. The best pope." Then the tank releases special red-white-and-blue smoke to indicate that a new, better pope has been selected: red for MAGA, white for pope, and blue to indicate that the pope is a boy.

Then they sing "Memories," from the musical CATS! William McKinley rides by on a tariff and gives me a thumbs-up!

Then the Army goes by, but bigger and more excited this time. They are finally doing the high-kick thing! Then my dad climbs out of the tank and says, "The hole in you that has never been filled is full now!" and whispers, "I have a special surprise for you, my best boy! Look out your window, Donald, and see!" I run to the window and it's the '80s again! Finally! Everywhere I look there are flags, and so many dollars, and a bald eagle, and an oil well spouting for joy. I am the president, and the pope, and the tank has made me king for life! It is the best birthday ever!

Needless to say, this is NOT what happened.

They'd better do better for my 80th.
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Six Weekend Stories

Read about a surprisingly practical guide to being happier, an infamous escape artist, and more.

by Stephanie Bai




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.


Spend time with six reads about Carl Jung's five pillars of a good life, an infamous escape artist, Donald Trump's right-hand man, and more.



Jung's Five Pillars of a Good Life

The great Swiss psychoanalyst left us a surprisingly practical guide to being happier.


By Arthur C. Brooks

The Escape Artist

West Virginia frat boy, hippie expatriate, big-time drug dealer, prison escapee, millionaire mortgage broker--Jim Sargent was many things before he arrived in the idyllic Hawaiian town of Hawi and established himself as a civic leader. But it was only a matter of time before his troubled past would catch up with him. (From 2014)


By John Wolfson

Trump's Right-Hand Troll

Stephen Miller once tormented liberals at Duke. Now the president's speechwriter and immigration enforcer is deploying the art of provocation from the White House. (From 2018)


By McKay Coppins

What Happened to American Childhood?

Too many kids show worrying signs of fragility from a very young age. Here's what we can do about it. (From 2020)


By Kate Julian

So, What Did I Miss?

"How much can possibly happen when I'm on parental leave?" Alexandra Petri said five months ago.


By Alexandra Petri

The Power of One Push-Up

Several simple ways of measuring a person's health might matter more than body weight. (From 2019)


By James Hamblin



The Week Ahead

	28 Years Later, a sequel to the apocalypse movie 28 Weeks Later (in theaters Friday)
 	Season 2 of America's Sweethearts: Dallas Cowboys Cheerleaders, a docuseries about a group of women who hope to land a spot on the Dallas Cowboys Cheerleaders (premieres Wednesday on Netflix)
 	The Genius Myth, a book by Atlantic staff writer Helen Lewis that challenges assumptions about what "greatness" entails (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by Celine Ka Wing Lau



The Father-Daughter Routine That Transformed Our Family Life

By Jordan Michelman

Conceptually, what my family has come to call "Dad-urday" grew out of a common parenting-duo problem: Sometimes, even though my wife and I believe in sharing household duties equally, one person will end up doing more kid-related labor than the other. This, I will admit (with some discomfort and guilt), fairly accurately depicts my family situation. Although I do parent throughout the week, I travel a lot for work, which means my wife has had to take on many an early morning alone.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Two paths for the pop star
 	How one animal divided Europe
 	The trap of the cinematic side quest
 	Music wouldn't be the same without Brian Wilson.
 	A Stephen King adaptation with (almost) no scares
 	The singer who saw America's best and worst






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	Tom Nichols: Israel's bold, risky attack
 	A parade of ignorance
 	Stephen Miller triggers Los Angeles.




Photo Album


Shepherds on Qeshm Island, Iran, give their camels sea baths during the intense heat to keep them clean and cool. (Fatemeh Bahrami / Anadolu / Getty)



Take a look at these photos of the week showing a camel bath, protests in California, a rescue operation in the Mediterranean, and more.



Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Challenges and Opportunities of Midlife

How does a person manage change when it comes for them?

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.


In a 2019 article, Arthur C. Brooks delivered some bad news: "If your profession requires mental processing speed or significant analytic capabilities--the kind of profession most college graduates occupy--noticeable decline is probably going to set in earlier than you imagine."

How does a person manage professional decline when it comes for them--and, for that matter, the many other changes that midlife may bring? One idea that Brooks landed on in his research: a reverse bucket list. "My goal for each year of the rest of my life should be to throw out things, obligations, and relationships until I can clearly see my refined self in its best form," he writes. Today's newsletter explores the challenges and the opportunities of midlife.

On Midlife

Your Professional Decline Is Coming (Much) Sooner Than You Think

By Arthur C. Brooks

Here's how to make the most of it. (From 2019)

Read the article.

The Real Roots of Midlife Crisis

By Jonathan Rauch

What a growing body of research reveals about the biology of human happiness--and how to navigate the (temporary) slump in middle age (From 2014)

Read the article.

The Two Choices That Keep a Midlife Crisis at Bay

By Arthur C. Brooks

Middle age is an opportunity to find transcendence.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Why making friends in midlife is so hard: "I thought I was done dating. But after moving across the country, I had to start again--this time, in search of platonic love," Katharine Smyth writes.
 	How an 18th-century philosopher helped solve my midlife crisis: In 2006, I was 50--and I was falling apart," Alison Gopnik writes.




Other Diversions

	Alexandra Petri: So, what did I miss?
 	Another side of modern fatherhood
 	The cowardice of live-action remakes




P.S.

I asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "I recently returned to Badlands National Park with my now adult daughter," Erick Wiger, 67, from Minneapolis, writes. "It is a place of stark, and sometimes magical beauty."

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks. If you'd like to share, reply to this email with a photo and a short description so we can share your wonder with fellow readers in a future edition of this newsletter or on our website. Please include your name (initials are okay), age, and location. By doing so, you agree that The Atlantic has permission to publish your photo and publicly attribute the response to you, including your first name and last initial, age, and/or location that you share with your submission.

-- Isabel
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Handcuffing a U.S. Senator Is a Warning

The treatment of Alex Padilla is part of a pattern of harassing Donald Trump's opposition.

by David A. Graham




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.


Like knowing the names of lots of federal judges, widespread familiarity with specific theories of authoritarian rule is not generally a hallmark of a healthy society. But as the United States' vital signs get more dire, Steven Levitsky's and Lucan A. Way's concept of "competitive authoritarianism" feels unsettlingly relevant.

The idea came to mind again when federal officers manhandled and then handcuffed Senator Alex Padilla, a California Democrat, yesterday as he tried to ask a question of Kristi Noem, the secretary of Homeland Security, at a press conference in Los Angeles.

Because it took place at a media event, the incident was recorded clearly on video, and it's shocking. Nearly as disturbing as the footage is the fact that even though the incident is on tape, the Trump administration attempted to lie baldly about what happened. Officials said Padilla never identified himself as a senator and that security personnel thought he was an attacker; video shows him audibly identifying himself and wearing a U.S. Senate shirt. They said he lunged at Noem; video shows nothing of the sort. (If only Noem's security detail had been so vigilant when her purse was stolen in April.)

The most that can be said is that Padilla's question disrupted Noem's spiel at the press conference. According to the senator's explanation, the Department of Homeland Security had refused to adequately answer questions from his office for weeks, and when he realized that Noem was holding a press conference at the same federal building where he was receiving a briefing, he decided to attend. He was not arrested, and later spoke with Noem. As clips of the moment spread, Democrats erupted in outrage, and so did Republicans--in a sense. House Speaker Mike Johnson called on the Senate to censure Padilla, though for what was unclear. Daring to challenge a Trump-administration official?

That's where competitive authoritarianism comes in. Levitsky explained the idea in an Atlantic essay in February: Whereas traditional authoritarians aim for total control, competitive authoritarians maintain the trappings of democracy, such as an opposition party. They just make it nearly impossible for the opposition to win.

"Unlike in a full-scale dictatorship, in competitive-authoritarian regimes, opposition forces are legal and aboveground, and they often seriously vie for power," he wrote. "Elections may be fiercely contested. But incumbents deploy the machinery of government to punish, harass, co-opt, or sideline their opponents." One advantage of this model, from the standpoint of power, is that it doesn't require trashing the Constitution. Instead, the ruler burrows into and subverts existing institutions.

The Padilla incident should be understood as more than just an overheated encounter between partisan opponents; it's part of a pattern of harassment of Democrats. On Tuesday, Representative LaMonica McIver was indicted on three counts of forcibly impeding and interfering with federal law-enforcement officers for an incident last month when she and other Democrats visited an ICE facility in New Jersey. A scrum occurred when officers arrested Newark Mayor Ras Baraka; Alina Habba, the interim U.S. attorney for New Jersey, dropped a charge against him and received a fierce scolding from a judge, but she brought charges against McIver, despite dubious evidence in videos of the event. McIver has said that she will plead not guilty. Late last month, DHS officers handcuffed a staffer for Representative Jerry Nadler, a prominent Democrat--ostensibly because the staffer had objected to officers entering the office, and because DHS was concerned (ironically) for the staff's safety.

Padilla's detention comes amid protests in California and elsewhere over ICE raids. Noem told Fox News yesterday, "I'm so sick of the politics ... This is literally people's lives." DHS accused Padilla of "disrespectful political theater." Given that the department is currently engaged in an elaborate production of its own, featuring draconian raids and unprecedented military deployments, Noem deserves some kind of award for lack of self-awareness. The Trump administration has embarked on a needless, inappropriate, and, according to one federal judge, illegal use of the National Guard. Senator Josh Hawley, a Trump ally, sent a letter earlier this week that seems to be an attempt to intimidate groups involved in the Los Angeles protests. Trump has also threatened further military deployments in other cities.

"When citizens must think twice about criticizing or opposing the government because they could credibly face government retribution, they no longer live in a full democracy," Levitsky, Way, and the political scientist Daniel Ziblatt wrote in The New York Times last month. That may not yet be the case, but the path is too clear and too short for comfort.

When Levitsky and Way first developed the concept of competitive authoritarianism, at the start of the century, they were looking at countries such as Slobodan Milosevic's Serbia, Vladimir Putin's Russia, and Alberto Fujimori's Peru. The bad news is that a framework developed to describe poor, repressive regimes has now become useful for understanding the United States, as Levitsky wrote in his Atlantic essay. The good news is that more than two decades of study have provided some lessons on how to resist the danger.

"Civil society must act collectively," the political scientists wrote in the Times, identifying a common interest among corporate leaders, law firms, universities, leaders in both parties, and the press. "When organizations work together and commit to a collective defense of democratic principles, they share the costs of defiance. The government cannot attack everyone all at once. When the costs of defiance are shared, they become easier for individuals to bear."

Seen from this point of view, peaceful protests in Los Angeles and elsewhere are an important start (though violence undermines the cause). Although Democratic members of Congress shouldn't have needed to see one of their colleagues manhandled to get angry, their outrage is appropriate. So is the response of levelheaded Republicans such as Senator Lisa Murkowski of Alaska, who watched a clip of the detention and said, "It's horrible. It is shocking at every level. It's not the America I know." But unless critics of Trump's power grab can work together and find effective ways of resisting, they'll be consigning themselves to a permanent existence as nothing more than a nominal opposition--never quite extinguished, but not relevant either.
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The Benefits of Refusing

Melissa Febos's <em>The Dry Season</em> made me wonder what narrow portals I'm looking through in my life, and what I might see if I turn away from them.

by Maya Chung




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


In the U.K., when people stop smoking, they say they "gave it up," Melissa Febos notes in her new book, The Dry Season. In the U.S., by contrast, it's more common to hear that they "quit." She observes that giving something up has a different connotation; to do so is "to hand it over to some other, better keeper. To free one's hands for other holdings." The phrasing matters: Giving up feels gentler, and also perhaps more generative.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's books section:

	Fast times and mean girls
 	The real message behind Les Miserables
 	How one animal divided Europe
 	Seven books for people figuring out their next move


The Dry Season is a memoir about the year Febos spent voluntarily celibate, and this week, she wrote for The Atlantic about six books that celebrate refusal and abstinence. The titles she chose opened her eyes to "all the other kinds of reneging I've experienced, and how many of them led to unforeseen delights," she writes. In her own book, Febos uses a striking metaphor to explain why she took a break from sex, dating, and even flirtation. Whenever she had a partner, she writes, "it made sense to keep the channel of one's heart narrowed the width of a single person, to peer through the keyhole at a single room rather than turn to face the world." Febos realized that she wanted, instead, to widen her aperture, and found that removing something from her life opened her up to all the other things that had escaped her notice. In essence, her book argues, saying no to one thing allows you to say yes to something else.

At a talk with the essayist and fellow memoirist Leslie Jamison earlier this week in New York, Febos said that her book is really about finding God, but she told the world that it was about sex because, she joked, it made for better marketing. Her description of discovering the sublime in daily things--such as the "tang of fresh raspberries and the crispness of clean bedsheets," as she writes in her recommendation list--moved me. It reminded me that spirituality can be less restrictive and more dynamic than I usually imagine it to be; that it can be found in smaller phenomena and stiller moments. My colleague Faith Hill, in her review of The Dry Season, came to much the same conclusion about the benefits of marshaling one's attention: "Better to keep drawing it back, again and again, to the world around you: to the pinch in your shoe, to the buds in the trees, to the people--all the many, many people--who are right there beside you." Febos's book made me wonder what narrow portals I'm looking through in my life, and what I might see if I turn away from them.
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What to Read When You're Ready to Say No

By Melissa Febos

Purposeful refusal, far from depriving us, can make way for unexpected bounty.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Untold Night and Day, by Bae Suah

The page-turning plot twists and thrills of a detective novel are often a very effective bulwark against boredom. The Korean writer Bae's novel offers those genre pleasures and more: It is, as Bae's longtime translator Deborah Smith explains in her note, a detective novel by way of a "poetic fever dream." Set over the course of one very hot summer night in Seoul, the book follows a woman named Ayami as she attempts to find a missing friend. As she searches, she bumps into Wolfi, a detective novelist visiting from Germany, and enlists him in her quest. Events take on a surreal quality, heightened by both an intense heat wave and the possibility that Ayami and Wolfi may have stumbled into another dimension. Summer's release from our usual timetables can quickly lead to seasonal doldrums. Untold Night and Day, set during the stretched hours of a sweaty, unceasing evening, shimmers at its edges, like midnight in July. -- Rhian Sasseen

From our list: Five books that will redirect your attention





Out Next Week

? UnWorld, by Jayson Greene

? The Mobius Book, by Catherine Lacey


? The Sisters, by Jonas Hassen Khemiri




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Allison Zaucha / The Atlantic*



What Trump Missed at the Kennedy Center

By Megan Garber

Little wonder that "Do You Hear the People Sing?" [from Les Miserables] has become a protest song the world over, its words invoked as pleas for freedom. Crowds in Hong Kong, fighting for democracy, have sung it. So have crowds in the United States, fighting for the rights of unions. The story's tensions are the core tensions of politics too: the rights of the individual, colliding with the needs of the collective; the possibilities, and tragedies, that can come when human dignity is systematized. Les Mis, as a story, is pointedly specific--one country, one rebellion, one meaning of freedom. But Les Mis, as a broader phenomenon, is elastic. It is not one story but many, the product of endless interpretation and reiteration. With the novel, Hugo turned acts of history into a work of fiction. The musical turned the fiction into a show. And American politics, now, have turned the show into a piece of fan fic.

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/archive/2025/06/the-benefits-of-refusing/683174/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



So, What Did I Miss?

"How much can possibly happen when I'm on parental leave?" I said five months ago.

by Alexandra Petri




"How much can possibly happen when I'm on parental leave?" I said five months ago, on January 10, 2025. "I understand that Donald Trump will be the next president, and yes, he said he'd be a dictator 'on day one,' but our institutions have been 250 years in the making. Surely something that took 250 years to build would not run entirely on the honor system! I will be able to spend a few months keeping a baby alive, and when I get back, I will be able to walk to work without bumping into the president's birthday tank parade. If he tries to put an anti-vaccine crank in charge of the Department of Health and Human Services, a monstrous buffoon who thinks that it is acceptable for some children to die from measles, a disease we had eradicated until about eight minutes ago, Congress will surely stop him.

"There won't be goons in face coverings yanking graduate students off the street and into unmarked vans after they write op-eds with which Marco Rubio disagrees. If Elon Musk, the world's richest man, expresses the desire to fire every federal employee for no reason, so that cancer research grinds to a halt, and foreign aid grinds to a halt, and the lifesaving medications that we have already stockpiled are instead just wantonly destroyed, someone will say, 'No, thanks! Do not do that!' Or, if this does happen, the team doing it won't include an individual nicknamed Big Balls." (When I got that specific, I should perhaps have said to myself, Doesn't that sound exactly like something that would happen? But you know what they say about predicting what will happen: much harder since all the NOAA cuts!)

"Surely they won't close down FEMA on the grounds that we won't need it after the hurricane season is over. The National Guard won't be deployed to the streets of California against the wishes of its governor, to stop people from assembling to object to the goons in face coverings loading their neighbors into unmarked vans. Maybe the president will personally take over the Kennedy Center so he can bring back the musical Cats, but if so, that will consume the majority of his time, and he will not also try to ram through Congress a bill that will prevent judges from enforcing their rulings against him, push millions of people off Medicaid, and increase the deficit, just for fun! Also, if I want to work at a place that is excited to publish a wide range of opinions about things that aren't free speech and free markets, that won't involve getting a different job at a different publication owned by a different billionaire!" (Hi!)

Well, there is egg on my face. Which is still very expensive to have!

I have pulled a rare reverse Rip van Winkle. Rip took a brief, well-deserved nap and woke up decades later to discover that his country no longer had a king. I did the opposite of that. Anyway, I am scared to nap now. Which is bad because I very much need to nap. I have a five-month-old.

Five months is no time at all, if you are trying to grow something. As of this writing, my baby is still functionally helpless. You cannot even leave him on a flat surface, something you can safely do with plants or rocks. You have to put him in a special chair, or he will slowly tip over, like an ill-constructed cake.

He can do nothing for himself. He is still getting the hang of rolling over. Instead, he just lies there and yells at you for putting him in that position. Other than that, he smiles all the time, the confused but accommodating smile of someone who has not quite heard your last remark but knows it would kill the conversation if he were to ask you to repeat it. He has no idea what is going on. Lucky him.

Of course, none of this is news to anyone who has ever seen a baby, but it is a small miracle nonetheless. It is a wonder to me that everyone you see on the sidewalk underwent this process--was gently encouraged to roll over, had faces made at them and bubbles blown on their bellies until they laughed, was put in a hat and taken to the park.

I am not putting him in a hat and taking him to the park. I am walking to my new job. They are getting the city ready for the tank parade. Donald Trump is the president, and he has bought himself a tank parade with the money we saved by getting rid of all the people who know how to stop fires in the national parks. A decision I am sure will be worth it! National parks don't last, but a tank parade is something you will always have.

Every night, my son wakes up and cries. I get up and hold him until he stops. While I rock him, I stare into my phone, where they store the horrors. It has been three months since March 15, when our government shipped 238 men to a Gulag in El Salvador without due process. I sit there in the dark with his tiny fingers wrapped around my thumb and think about their mothers. I see now what my mistake was. Five months is no time at all to make something. But to destroy something--a minute is enough.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/06/trump-second-term-first-months/683169/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Why Won't the Pentagon Own Up to Trump's Latest Move?

The administration is oddly bashful about its most recent attempt to campaign against symbols of "wokeness."

by David A. Graham




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


Donald Trump is focused this week on cracking down on the people he calls "insurrectionists"--but not so much on the ones who fought an actual armed rebellion against the U.S. government in the 1860s.

On Tuesday, Trump traveled to Fort Bragg, in North Carolina. When the base was established in 1918, it was named for Braxton Bragg, sometimes described as the worst Confederate general to serve in the Civil War. In 2023, the Defense Department renamed several facilities that had honored Confederates, giving Fort Bragg the admittedly uncreative name of Fort Liberty. In February, the Trump administration reverted to the old name--but with a twist. The base would instead honor Private First Class Roland L. Bragg, a World War II veteran awarded a Silver Star and a Purple Heart. Georgia's Fort Benning had a similar rechristening.

At Fort Bragg, Trump announced that he was changing back the names of another new round of bases. "We are also going to be restoring the names to Fort Pickett, Fort Hood, Fort Gordon, Fort Rucker, Fort Polk, Fort A. P. Hill, and Fort Robert E. Lee," the president said. "We won a lot of battles out of those forts." (The government began naming southern facilities for Confederate commanders during World War I, when the government wanted to encourage southern enlistment.)

Yet when the Pentagon released an official announcement, it said something subtly but significantly different: that actually the forts would, like Bragg and Benning, be named for other veterans with the same surnames. Instead of Robert E. Lee, the top Confederate commander, Fort Lee will honor Private Fitz Lee, a Black soldier who served in the Spanish-American War.

The discrepancy between Trump's claim that the names of generals including Lee and A. P. Hill were returning and the official announcement reveals the puerile wink-and-a-nod trolling behind the re-renaming. The original names were replaced after a careful process had identified military figures who deserved recognition. The Pete Hegseth-led Pentagon, by contrast, appears to have found its new honorees by poring over lists of veterans in a superficial search to find any decorated veteran with the right surname. (This has apparently been a higher priority than finding a chief of staff for Hegseth's tumultuous office or briefing the secretary on the legal justification for deploying Marines to Los Angeles.)

Reverting is an insult to the families of those people whose names were added and then removed. But refusing to own up to the goal here is a laughable equivocation from guys who like to talk about how strong they are. Trump clearly wants to bring back the Confederate names. Why won't the Pentagon go along with it, or why can't officials admit it? Isn't this the "wokeness and weakness" that Hegseth has promised to eliminate?

Even under this same-last-name strategy, everyone can see that these names are intended as a nod to the Confederates. It's not a dog whistle if everyone can hear it. The president doesn't know much about history, according to a top former aide, or care that much for heritage. (I'd be curious to hear how many of the original Confederate honorees he could identify, beyond Lee and perhaps Pickett, whose charge made him infamous.)

But Trump knows that much of his political support is in what we might call the cultural American South: the swaths of the United States not necessarily in the old Confederacy where Confederate symbols are popular. One January 6 rioter carried a Confederate flag into the U.S. Capitol. Trump also previously resisted the idea of dropping the Confederate names in 2020, when Congress passed a bipartisan law to do so after the murder of George Floyd. He even vetoed the bill, but Congress overrode him.

Reverting to the old names now is an emblem of Trump's broad campaign against anything that can be construed as woke. He is capitalizing on public dissatisfaction over some manifestations of DEI to attack any governmental gestures toward racial equity and reconciliation--whether symbolic and bipartisan, such as the fort names, or bedrock elements of the nation's civil-rights enforcement. The clumsy approach has led to some embarrassments, such as flagging for deletion a photo of the Enola Gay, the airplane that dropped the first atomic bomb, apparently because gay was in the name.

Lionizing Lee ought to be nearly as embarrassing. After the surrender at Appomattox, Confederate apologists worked to cultivate a dignified impression of Lee as a tormented patriot reluctantly defending his home state and a brilliant general fighting a lost cause. But as my colleague Adam Serwer wrote in 2017, Lee, despite his reputation as a military tactician, botched the rebel strategy in the Civil War. More important, he was--despite the successful efforts of revisionists who have depicted him as a kindly, conciliatory man--a committed white supremacist and a cruel slaveholder, even by the standards of the time.

Where Trump distanced himself from Lee in 2018, his administration is more willing to embrace Confederate ideas today. Citing the writer Michael Lind, future Vice President J. D. Vance said on a podcast in 2021 that "American history is a constant war between Northern Yankees and Southern Bourbons, where whichever side the hillbillies are on wins," positioning himself on the side of the southerners: "And that's kind of how I think about American politics today, is like, the Northern Yankees are now the hyper-woke, coastal elites."

This weekend, he appeared on the podcast of Theo Von, the comedian who memorably told Trump what it's like to use cocaine. Von asked Vance, a Marine veteran, which side he'd have fought on during the Civil War, and the good news is that Vance said the Union. But he added: "I feel like something ... happened like 10 years ago," where "you have to think that every single person who fought for the Confederate side was an evil person, and I just think that's so stupid."

I've heard versions of this argument when I have written critically about Confederate commemorations in the past, but it's a straw man. With Vance, the question is always whether he really believes this or if he's just saying it cynically. But I don't know who is arguing that every Confederate soldier was an evil person. I know of relatives of mine who fought on both sides of the war, though, I'm proud to say, more who fought for the Union. The point is not that all Confederate soldiers were bad people or personally committed to slavery, nor that anyone necessarily needs to be ashamed of each individual. It is that the Confederacy seceded to defend slavery and fought a treasonous war over it.

The U.S. government has no reason to celebrate the rebels or their leaders for their part in the war. To paraphrase a certain president: I prefer the war heroes who fought for the United States.

Related:

	The myth of the kindly General Lee 
 	The United States of Confederate America 






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Stephen Miller triggers Los Angeles.
 	Trump's parade of ignorance
 	Inside the exclusive, obsessive, surprisingly litigious world of luxury fitness




Today's News

	An Air India plane crashed into a college hostel in Ahmedabad, India, killing at least 241 people on board.
 	Senator Alex Padilla of California was pushed to the ground and handcuffed after he attempted to ask Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem questions at a press conference.
 	The Democratic governors of Illinois, Minnesota, and New York were questioned about their states' sanctuary policies for migrants during a contentious Republican-led House hearing.






Dispatches 

	Work in Progress: A big change in New York is warping the calculus of the city's mayoral campaign, Annie Lowrey writes. "If this is democracy, it's a funny form of it."
 	Time-Travel Thursdays: The best wellness advice has always been free--just take a 19th-century writer's word for it, Valerie Trapp writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Jan Buchczik



Dare to Act Differently and Be Happier

By Arthur C. Brooks

In financial circles, the investment strategy many people pursue during chaotic times is known as the "flight to safety." That means dumping risky assets such as stocks and buying safer ones such as government bonds. This is not just a financial strategy, but a human one. When things get chaotic, eliminate your exposure to risk and hunker down. That's the safe bet.
 Or is it?


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The Supreme Court's inconsistency is very revealing.
 	Israel's least bad option is a Trump deal with Iran.
 	Two paths for the pop star
 	A Stephen King adaptation with (almost) no scares




Culture Break


Illustration by Celine Ka Wing Lau



Spend time with a loved one. "In my household, Saturday is 'Dad-urday,'" Jordan Michelman writes. It's a father-daughter routine that has transformed his family life.

Celebrate. Music wouldn't be the same without Brian Wilson. That's not an overstatement, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

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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The Best Wellness Advice Has Always Been Free

Take a 19th-century writer's word for it.

by Valerie Trapp




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


Allow me to make myself sound very dainty and attractive: Last year, I was diagnosed with inflammatory bowel disease. This was an unfortunate development, I decided, and so not in line with "brat summer." I handled the news like any journalist might--with compulsive research and fact-checking. My fear directed me to Reddit threads and scientific studies, to new diet plans and workout regimens and supplement orders, until my unremitting quest for answers landed me in the Zoom office of a functional-medicine doctor, a woman who charged me a couple of hundred bucks to tell me that I should eat more boiled plantains.

My search for wellness had gone too far. I was spending money I didn't have to try to fix an illness with origins I'd never understand, much less control. Yet I trust that I'm far from alone in this desire to feel good. Every year, the average American spends more than $6,000 on "wellness," an imprecise category that includes both fads and legitimate endeavors, with offerings as varied as diagnostic technologies and protein popcorn. Across the world, wellness is a $6.3 trillion business--outpacing even the pharmaceutical industry--and Americans are by far the biggest spenders. Although some health issues require interventions or specialists (which can be exorbitantly expensive), the wellness industry tells Americans that no matter their condition--or lack thereof--there's always some treatment they should be buying. There's always more Googling and optimizing to be done.

Take the journalist Amy Larocca's book, How to Be Well, which details her wellness-industry misadventures, including "gravity" colonic cleanses, $200-a-month prescription herbs, and $1,000 Goop events. In a recent Atlantic review of the book, the writer Sheila McClear observed how widespread the "wellness craze" has become, noting that "in a nation known for its relatively poor health, nearly everybody seems to be thinking about how to be healthy."

Yet, like the human body's frailty, America's obsession with wellness is far from new. In our archives, I found a letter addressed to someone else facing an unsexy stomach ailment: "A Letter to a Dyspeptic," published in 1859, includes some remarkably sassy advice from an anonymous writer to a 19th-century gentleman with indigestion. This writer is all tough love, unafraid to call the gentleman an "unfortunate individual," a man of "ripe old age, possibly a little over-ripe, at thirty-five," and, due to the fellow's unique bathing habits, an "insane merman."

The dyspeptic man had spent the past years suffering, quitting his business and doling out cash to questionable doctors and therapies, to little avail. "You are haunting water-cures, experimenting on life-pills, holding private conferences with medical electricians, and thinking of a trip to the Bermudas," the author writes. But this search for a cure came at a high cost: "O mistaken economist! can you afford the cessation of labor and the ceaseless drugging and douching of your last few years?"

Any hyperfixation on wellness can be draining and futile; an endless search for answers to one's ailments might be alluring, but "to seek health as you are now seeking it, regarding every new physician as if he were Pandora," the writer warns, "is really rather unpromising."

In lieu of expensive treatments, the writer advises that the dyspeptic man do three things: bathe, breathe, and exercise. (Another suggestion is to purchase "a year's subscription to the 'Atlantic Monthly,'" one of the "necessaries of life" for happiness--it seems we writers have never been above the shameless plug.) Notably, all of these (except the Atlantic subscription, starting at $79.99) are more or less free.

Written almost two centuries later, Larocca's book ends on a similar note, championing the kind of health advice that doesn't hurt your wallet. After her tiresome and expensive foray into the world of wellness, she "doesn't recommend a single product, practice, or service, although she does name one tip that helped her," McClear notes. "It's a simple breathing exercise. And it's free."

America's wellness methods have changed over time--sometimes evolving for the better. (The 1859 letter, for instance, details how some philosophers believed in being as sedentary as possible because "trees lived longer than men because they never stirred from their places.") Even so, as skyrocketing costs and medical mistrust plague American health care, the wellness industry churns out a carousel of treatments, touting sweeping benefits that are often dubious at best. Compared with the many big promises that "gravity" colonics and supplement companies might make, most health tips that have stood the test of time are far more quotidian: sleep, exercise, breathe. Their simplicity can be both healing and accessible. The body has "power and beauty," the anonymous writer noted more than a century ago, "when we consent to give it a fair chance."



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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